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CHAPTER I

In tro d u c tio n

1 . In flu e n c e

An u n d erstan d in g  o f  John A sh b ery 's  more re c e n t  p o e try  w i l l  be

enhanced by a d e ta i le d  th in k in g  through  o f th e  ways in  which he has been

in flu en c ed  by Ralph Waldo Emerson, Walt Whitman, Henry James and W allace

S tev en s. In  say in g  t h i s ,  i t  m ight seem to  some a s  i f  th e  c r i t i c a l

approach suggested  by th e  word " in flu e n c e "  in  my t i t l e  i s  o u t-d a te d  and

th e re fo re  should  be rep laced  by re fe re n c e  to  more re c e n t t h e o r e t i c a l

models such a s  i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y .  In  an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  " I n te r te x tu a l

R e p re sen ta tio n : On Mimesis as  I n te r p r e t iv e  D isc o u rse ,"  th e  c r i t i c

M ichael R if a te r r e  g iv es  u s  a d e s c r ip t io n  o f i n t e r t e x t u a l i t y :

An i n t e r t e x t  i s  a  corpus o f  t e x t s ,  te x tu a l  frag m en ts , o r  t e x t l i k e  
segments o f th e  s o c io le c t  th a t  sh a re s  a  le x ic o n  and, to  a l e s s e r  
e x te n t ,  a  sy n tax  w ith  th e  t e x t  we a re  read in g  ( d i r e c t l y  o r 
in d i r e c t ly )  in  th e  form o f  synonyms o r ,  even co n v e rse ly , in  th e  
form o f  antonyms. . . . The term  indeed  r e f e r s  to  an o p e ra t io n  of 
th e  r e a d e r 's  mind, b u t i t  i s  an o b lig a to ry  one, n ecessa ry  to  any 
te x tu a l  decoding . I n te r t e x t u a l i t y  n e c e s s a r i ly  complements o u r 
ex p erien ce  o f t e x tu a l i t y .  I t  i s  th e  p e rc e p tio n  th a t  o u r re a d in g  o f 
th e  t e x t  cannot be com plete o r  s a t i s f a c to r y  w ith o u t go ing  th rough  
th e  i n t e r t e x t ,  th a t  th e  t e x t  does n o t s ig n i f y  u n le s s  a s  a fu n c tio n  
o f a complementary o r  c o n tra d ic to ry  i n t e r t e x tu a l  homologue.^

I f  I  u n d erstan d  P ro fe sso r  R i f a te r r e  c o r r e c t ly ,  he c o n s id e rs  th e  p ro c e ss
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o f "decoding" a te x t  a s  one which should  invo lve  th e  t r a c in g  o f  a l l

th o se  r e l a t e d  " te x ts "  w hich, i f  we were to  do our homework p ro p e r ly ,

would be re v e a le d  as in fo rm in g  in  one way o r an o th er a  r e a d e r 's

ex p erien ce  o f th e  te x t  im m ediately b e fo re  him o r h e r .  As an example he

c o n s id e rs  how in  W illiam  C arlo s W illiam s' famous poem "The Red

Wheelbarrow" th e  word "g lazed " may be d esc rib ed  as  "c o n ju r[ in g ]  up a
2

v a s t  i n t e r t e x t  o f  a r t i f a c t s  made w ith  a e s th e t ic  i n t e n t . "

The problem  w ith  t h i s ,  a s  u s e fu l as  i t  may be in  o th e r  c o n te x ts ,  i s

t h a t  Emerson and h is  l i t e r a r y  h e i r s  a re  involved  in  approaches to  th e

e n t i r e  concept o f  a " te x t" —and th e  r e la t io n s h ip s  ev id en t among

language, t e x t ,  re a d e r , w r i te r ,  and ev ery th in g  e ls e —which a r e  f a r  more

complex and c h a lle n g in g . I n t e r t e x t u a l i s t s  would have us b e l ie v e  th a t

our p rim ary  ta s k  should be to  map th e  network o f te x tu a l  in te rm in g lin g s

embedded w ith in  a  p rim ary  t e x t .  However t h i s  approach ig n o res  an e n t i r e

dim ension o f  l i t e r a r y  ex p e rien ce  which Emerson invokes when he w r i te s  in

" P la to ;  Or, The P h ilo sopher"  t h a t

. . . th e  ex p erien ce  of p o e tic  c re a tiv e n e ss  . . .  i s  n o t found in  
s ta y in g  a t  home, n o r  y e t in  t r a v e l l in g ,  bu t in  t r a n s i t io n s  from one 
to  th e  o th e r ,  which must th e re fo re  be a d r o i t ly  managed to  p re se n t 
as  much t r a n s i t i o n a l  s u rfa c e  as  p o s s ib le  . . . .  (RWE 641)

The moment we th in k  we have d isco v e red  Emerson e i th e r  a t  home o r  

t r a v e l l i n g  on th e  road , th e  v ery  n ex t second we n o tic e  th a t  he i s  in  th e  

v e s tib u le  p re p a rin g  fo r  a  d e p a r tu re  o r  a r r i v a l ;  and in  f a c t  we f i n a l l y  

have to  adm it th a t  t h i s  v e s t ib u le ,  t h i s  in-betw een p la c e , t h i s  s t a t e  o f  

hav ing  f a l le n  between th e  c ra c k s , i s  where he a c tu a l ly  l i v e s , odd as 

t h a t  may seem. In  Poems o f Our C lim ate Harold Bloom p o in ts  o u t t h a t ,  

s im i la r ly ,  "S tev en s ' purpose in  th e  poem 's t e x t  ["N otes Toward a
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Supreme F ic t io n " ] ,  l i k e  W hitman's [ in  g e n e ra l ] ,  i s  to  d e f in e  h im se lf , 

n o t p o e try "  ; and, he goes on to  say , p a r t  o f th e  reaso n  f o r  t h i s  has to  

do w ith  th e  way "S tevens never s ta y s  p h ilo so p h ic  f o r  very  long [ s in c e ]  

he i s  h im se lf  on ly  when he i s  most e v a s iv e ."^  In  making th e se  p o in ts ,  

Bloom, a s  he has acknowledged, u ses  Angus F le tc h e r 's  m e d ita tio n s  upon
JJ

th e  sublim e (and what Bloom d e sc rib e s  a s  F le tc h e r 's  l im in a l p o e tic s  ) in  

a rg u in g  a g a in s t  a  d e c o n s tru c tiv e  (o r  any te x t-c e n te re d )  approach to  

S te v e n s ' work:

How can  we speak o f deg rees o f  knowing [when understood  as b e in g  
p r im a r i ly  r h e to r i c -  o r  te x t-c e n te re d ]  in  th e  b l in d  w orld o f th e  
w ish , where th e  t r u t h  i s  always e lsew h ere , always d i f f e r e n t ,  alw ays 
to  be encoun tered  o n ly  by th e  accep tances and r e je c t io n s  o f an 
energy  th a t  in  i t s e l f  i s  th e  a n t i th e s i s  o f  re n u n c ia tio n , a fo rc e  
th a t  re fu s e s  a l l  form?*’

W ith r e s p e c t  to  my e x p lo ra tio n  o f  r e la t io n s h ip s  between A shbery 's  work 

and th e  o th e r  w r i te r s  under d isc u s s io n  h e re , t h e i r  emphasis upon 

c o n s ta n t tro p in g  as  a  tu rn in g  away from our tendency to  see th e  t e x t  as  

a  d w e llin g  p la c e  f o r  th e  w r i t e r 's  sou l su g g ests  th a t  " in t e r t e x tu a l i ty "  

w i l l  be o f  l i t t l e  u se  to  u s .  So as  vague as th e  word " in flu e n c e "  may 

seem, th e  way th a t  i t  does no t impose a  c r i t i c a l  framework w i l l  a llo w  to  

r i s e  to  th e  s u rfa c e  th e se  w r i t e r s ' own o f te n  unconven tional a t t i t u d e s  

tow ard th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between language and ex p e rien ce .

2 . Henry James

I f  we were to  go back and remove Henry James from my f i r s t  sen ten ce  on 

page one, th e n  a v e rs io n  o f t h i s  th e s is  has a lre a d y  been s e t  f o r th  by 

H arold Bloom. And indeed  I  use Bloom's work as  a c r i t i c a l  b ase .
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However w ith  r e s p e c t  to  Ashbery*s p o e try , I  am n o t aware th a t  Bloom o r

anyone e ls e  has co n sid e red  how r ic h  a re so u rce  th e  l a t e  n o v e ls  o f Henry

James can be when, f o r  exam ple, works such as The Ambassadors and The

Golden Bowl a re  used  a s  le n se s  through which to  see what i t  i s  in

A sh b ery 's  p o e try  we have in  mind when we c a l l  i t  "Em ersonian." To be

f a i r ,  though, c r i t i c s  have from tim e to  tim e m entioned th e  Ashbery-Henry

James co n n ec tio n . For example John Bayley, in  "The P o e try  o f  John

A shbery ," w r i te s :

The sonnet poems o f Shadow T ra in  have som ething o f th e  Jam esian 
absence o f s p e c i f i c a t io n ,  o f  ev en ts  suggested  w hich, a s  in  The Turn 
o f  th e  Screw, a re  n o t in ten d ed  by th e  au th o r to  have tak en  p la c e  
e i th e r  one way o r  a n o th e r . But Jam es's  absence o f s o lu t io n  i s  n o t 
th e  absence o f a s to r y .  . . . H e lp lessness  i s  a pose: th e  r e a l  
th in g  i s  hard  to  tu rn  in to  an a r t  th a t  makes i t  seem a u th e n t ic .
What i s  more im p ressiv e  about A shbery 's poems i s  t h e i r  t a c t i l e  
u rb a n ity ,  th e  spruce  c r a f t  o f  t h e i r  d ic t io n ,  w hich, l i k e  Jam es 's  
p ro se , becomes more en jo y ab le  and re v e a lin g , in  and f o r  i t s e l f ,  
each tim e one makes o n e 's  way through  i t . ^

But one im portan t l in k  between Ashbery and James which has n o t been 

s t r e s s e d  i s  th e  way t h a t ,  when i t  comes to  c e r ta in  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  o f  

s t y l e ,  a  u s e fu l  f i r s t  s te p  in  beg inn ing  to  understand  how to  read  one o f 

A sh b ery 's  poems may be to  im agine th a t  he w rite s  on th e  o u te r  edge o f  

what a t  i t s  n e a re s t  i s  th e  way c e r ta in  c h a ra c te rs  in  Jam es' novels 

ponder a p a r t i c u la r ly  k n o tty  s o c ia l  o r  moral o r  p sy ch o lo g ica l c ru x ; in  

o th e r  w ords, in  A shbery 's  more re c e n t poems, th e  unusual q u a l i ty  o f h is  

language p ick s  up where th e  complex d e l ib e r a t io n s  o f Maggie V erver leav e  

o f f .  R .P . Blackmur w rote t h a t  Jam es' language i s  " e la b o ra te  in  th e  

deg ree  th a t  he rendered  shades and refinem ents o f  meaning and f e e l in g  

n o t u s u a lly  ren d ered  a t  a l l . "  (AN x x i)  This i s  an im portan t p o in t—and 

i t  i s  to  t h i s  q u a l i ty  in  A sh b ery 's  p o e try  th a t  C harles A l t i e r i  r e f e r s
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when he rem arks th a t

Ashbery*s v e rs io n s  o f  th e  p o e tic s  o f  th in k in g  opens new 
a l te r n a t iv e s  to  co n v en tio n a l d ram atic  ways o f  p re se n tin g  and 
u n d erstan d in g  th e  forms o f  r e la te d n e s s  and p a t te r n s  o f  u n fo ld in g  
c e n tr a l  t o  our em otional liv e s .®

But to  say  th a t  bo th  th e s e  w r i te r s  th in k  hard  abou t r e l a t e d  is s u e s  i s  to  

s to p  s h o r t .  More im p o rta n tly , each  i s  p reoccup ied  w ith  th e  way o n e 's  

th in k in g  can c o n s ta n tly  modify and advance i t s e l f  upon f i r s t  

acknowledging th a t  i t s  c h ie f  o p e ra tiv e  elem ent i s  a  k ind  o f  r e v i t a l i z i n g  

movement; in  o th e r  words in  A shbery 's  and Jam es' work, in s te a d  o f  a 

p re v a il in g  p o in t  o r  argum ent ty ra n n iz in g  over a  p a r t i c u la r  p a ssag e , we 

see  r a th e r  an in n e r  and always id io s y n c ra t ic  lo g ic  to  th e  movement o f 

th e  thought which c o n s ta n tly  r e v i t a l i z e s  i t s e l f  as  i t  makes d is c o v e r ie s  

a long  th e  way. This approach i s  Emersonian in  th e  way th a t  Emerson 

b e liev ed  " a l l  ou r p ro g re ss  i s  an u n fo ld in g , l ik e  th e  v eg e tab le  bud" (RWE 

419); a ls o  i t  fo llo w s from  th e  way H en ry 's  b ro th e r  d e sc rib e d  our th o u g h t 

as  working:

As we tak e  . . .  a  g en e ra l view o f  th e  w onderful s tream  o f our 
co n sc io u sn ess, what s t r ik e s  us f i r s t  i s  . . . [ th e ]  d i f f e r e n t  pace 
o f i t s  p a r t s .  L ike a  b i r d 's  l i f e ,  i t  seems to  be made o f  an 
a l te r n a t io n  o f f l i g h t s  and p e rc h in g s . The rhythm o f language 
exp resses t h i s ,  where every  though t i s  exp ressed  in  a  se n te n c e , and 
every  sen ten ce  c lo se d  by a p e r io d . The r e s t in g -p la c e s  a re  u s u a lly  
occupied by s e n s o r ia l  im ag in a tio n s  o f  some s o r t ,  whose p e c u l i a r i ty  
i s  th a t  th e y  can be h e ld  b e fo re  th e  mind f o r  an i n d e f in i t e  tim e , 
and contem plated w ith o u t changing; th e  p lac e s  o f f l i g h t  a re  f i l l e d  
w ith  though ts  o f r e l a t io n s ,  s t a t i c  o r  dynamic, th a t  f o r  th e  most 
p a r t  o b ta in  between th e  m a tte rs  con tem plated  in  th e  p e r io d s  o f 
com parative r e s t . ^

What i s  added, though, i s  th a t  James and Ashbery a re  such p r e c is e  and 

w ell-in fo rm ed  th in k e rs  t h a t  th e  f a r - f lu n g  n e t o f  t h e i r  m e d ita tio n  on 

w estern  c u ltu re  ch a lle n g es  a re a d e r  to  r e - th in k  h is  o r  h e r  r e la t io n s h ip
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to  bo th  language and c u l tu r e .  Of co u rse  Emerson paved th e  way by

engaging in  a  m e d ita tio n  of t h i s  k ind  h im se lf . But James and Ashbery

c a r ry  in to  unexplored t e r r i t o r y  t h e i r  in v e s t ig a t io n s  o f th e  r e la t io n s h ip

between language and th o u g h t. David K alstone has p o in te d  ou t th a t

Ashbery i s  not s im ply  rem inding us th a t  p o e try  has access  to  th e  
in n e r  l i f e ;  he i s  em phasizing th e  unique power o f language to  
re v e a l how much o f  th e  e x te rn a l  l i f e  th e  in n e r  l i f e  d is p la c e s .
. . . Ashbery s t r e s s e s  th e  a c t i v i t y  o f co n sc io u sn ess  and n o t i t s  
power to  f i x  o r communicate i t s  content.*®

T his em phasis upon th e  p ro cesses  o f lan g u ag e-g en era te d  though t ( r a th e r

than  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  v is io n  o f  meaning in h e re n t in  re fe re n c e s  o u ts id e

th e  language) was what T .S . E l io t  r e f e r r e d  to  in  Henry James when he

s a id  th a t  he "had a mind so f in e  th a t  no id ea  co u ld  v io la te  i t . " * *  Any

number o f contemporary c r i t i c s  have n o ted  th e  way t h a t ,  a s  L e s l ie  W olff

p u ts  i t ,  "Ashbery in v o lv es  us in  sen te n ces  whose m achinery makes us f e e l
12how, n o t w hat, they  m ean."

What needs to  be s tu d ie d  a r e  th e  s im i l a r i t i e s  between th e  extrem es 

to  which James pushed language i n  o rd e r  to  ex p ress  th e  w orkings o f  a 

mind, and th e  way Ashbery uses language to  i l l u s t r a t e  r e la te d  p ro c e sse s  

in  a  contem porary c o n te x t;  th e  n ovels  o f  Jam es' t h i r d  p e r io d  and 

A shbery '8  more re c e n t poems a re  a l ik e  n o t only  in  t h e i r  p u r s u i t  o f  th e  

p ro cesse s  o f modern c o n sc io u sn ess , b u t a l s o  in  th e  s u b t l e t i e s ,  nuances 

and i n t r i c a c ie s  o f language th rough  w hich th e se  p ro c e sse s  work 

them selves o u t .  In  f a c t  we can go so f a r  as  to  say  th a t  in  A sh b ery 's  

l a t e r  work one d e te c ts  th e  l in g e r in g  sen se  of a n a r r a t iv e  o f th o u g h t (a s  

opposed to  a  n a r ra t iv e  o f  even ts  in  th e  p h y s ic a l w o rld )—a s  in  th e  l a t e  

in v o lu te d  f i c t i o n  of Henry Jam es. I  w i l l  expand upon th e s e  p o in ts  in  

C hapter I I  a s  I  exp lore how a c a re fu l  re a d in g  of two n o v e ls  from Henry
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Jam es' t h i r d  phase can c o n tr ib u te  to  an u n d ers tan d in g  o f  John A shbery 's  

p o e try .

3 . Whitman and S tevens

B esides th e  a s -y e t-u n e x p lo re d  t e r r i t o r y  in tro d u ce d  by th e  Henry

James co n n ec tio n , th e re  i s  an o th e r reason  why Bloom 's a s s o c ia t io n  o f

Emerson and Ashbery needs f u r th e r  e x p lo ra tio n . As b r i l l i a n t  and h e lp fu l

a s  H arold Bloom i s ,  he i s  a ls o  maddening in  th e  way th a t  he sometimes

w i l l  make a rem ark th a t  seems e x a c tly  r ig h t  and th en  im m ediately tu rn  to

a n o th e r  id e a ,  le a v in g  us to  p u zz le  th e  d e t a i l s  o u t f o r  o u rse lv e s . But

o f c o u rse , a s  Joan R ichardson has p o in ted  o u t to  me, t h i s  approach i s

about a s  Emersonian as  you can g e t and i s  th e r e fo re  p e r f e c t ly

a p p ro p r ia te . One such moment occurs in  F ig u res  o f Capable Im ag ina tion

where he w r i te s :

Even as  [A shbery 's] f a th e r  i s  S tev en s, h is  l a r g e s t  a n c e s to r  i s  
Whitman, and i t  i s  th e  Whitmanian s t r a i n  in  S tevens th a t  found 
Ashbery . .

Some o f th e  l in k s  between th e se  w r i te r s  a re  w e ll documented and may be 

seen  to  beg in  w ith  W hitman's say in g  th a t  Emerson s e t  h is  simmering mind 

to  b o i l in g .  What Whitman d id  was t r a n s l a t e  in to  p o e try  Em erson's b e l i e f  

th a t  "The man o f gen ius . . . must draw from th e  i n f i n i t e  Reason, on one 

s id e ;  and he must p e n e tra te  in to  th e  h e a r t  and sense  o f th e  crowd, on 

th e  o th e r ."  (RWE " L ite ra ry  E th ic s "  109) For Whitman, o f  co u rse , th e re  

were n o t two s id e s  b u t th e  one p ro cess  o f in te g r a t in g  a l l  t h a t  he saw 

(and became) in to  h is  poems. To some degree S tev en s, in  h is  

p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  a p e rce iv ed  c o n f l ic t  between " r e a l i t y "  and
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" im a g in a tio n ,"  re tu rn e d  to  Em erson's d i s t i n c t io n  between "M ateria lism " 

and " Id e a lism ."  However f i n a l l y  i t  would be W hitman's model which 

S tevens fo llow ed  in  poems such as  "An O rd inary  Evening in  New Haven"; 

and i t  i s  t h i s  S tevens-as-in fluenced-by-W hitm an  which we see  in  

A sh b ery 's  work. In  any case  Em erson's work i s  th e  p la c e  where one must 

b eg in  th e  sea rc h  f o r  a f u l ly - f le s h e d - o u t  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  what Bloom i s  

g e t t in g  a t .  Along th e  way I  w i l l  co n s id e r n o t on ly  th e  r o le  o f 

m e d ita tio n  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  (u s in g  Louis M a rtz 's  d e ta i l e d  s tu d y ) ,  b u t a ls o  

th e  way a  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f th e  d i s t i n c t io n  between co n v en tio n a l and 

u nconven tional p e rc e p tio n s  o f  tim e (as  d isc u s se d  in  G .J . W hitrow 's What
14

I s  Time? ) can c o n tr ib u te  to  an u n d ers tan d in g  o f  th e se  w r i t e r s .

What we see  happening , u l t im a te ly ,  i s  th e  way Ashbery g iv e s  a  p o s t-  

E in s te in ia n  s ig n if ic a n c e  to  th e  word "T ran scen d en ta lism ."  While Emerson 

m ed ita ted  upon who we a r e ,  where we need to  go, and how we can g e t 

th e r e ,  i t  was th e  way h is  sen ten ces  began to  ta k e  on independent l iv e s  

o f  t h e i r  own th a t  f i r s t  suggested  how a s e lf -c o n sc io u s  r e f l e c t i o n  upon 

th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between language and thought can p r i o r i t i z e  th e  way we 

must c o n s ta n tly  "abandon" one p la c e  (se n te n c e , o r  w hatever) f o r  th e  

n e x t .  Whitman, meanwhile, would use as  th e  b a s is  f o r  h is  p o e try  

Em erson's su g g estio n  th a t  th e  d i s t i n c t io n  we make between m a te r ia l  and 

id e a l  r e a l i t y  i s  an i l l u s i o n  ("Time and sp a c e ,"  Emerson w ro te , "a re  bu t 

p h y s io lo g ic a l  c o lo rs  which th e  eye m akes"); f o r  Whitman, th e  in te g ra t io n  

o f  th e  p e rc e iv e r  and h i s  p e rc e p tio n s  in to  p o e try  happened 

sp o n tan eo u sly . Beyond our lo n g -s tan d in g  d ev o tio n  to  two w orlds—one o u t 

th e re  and one in  h e re —Whitman mapped a t h i r d :  th e  combining o f  th e  two 

w ith in  one co n sc io u sn ess. The way th a t  t h i s  ongoing movement th rough
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ou r ex p erien ce  ig n o res  any boundary assumed to  s e p a ra te  o b je c tiv e  and

s u b je c tiv e  r e a l i t i e s  a n t i c ip a te s ,  in  a crude way, E in s te in 's  th e o ry  o f

r e l a t i v i t y .  To u n d erstan d  where Ashbery comes o u t o f  t h i s  i t  i s  u s e fu l

to  co n s id e r  what M ichel F o u cau lt says about Raymond R ousse l, and how

Ashbery*s s i tu a t io n  i s  analogous:

He d o e s n 't  want to  d u p lic a te  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  a n o th e r  w orld , b u t ,  in  
th e  spontaneous d u a l i ty  o f  language, he w ants to  d isco v e r  an 
unexpected  sp ace , and to  cover i t  w ith  th in g s  never s a id  
b e fo re .

C arry in g  to  a  lo g ic a l  extrem e E in s te in 's  v is io n  o f th e  u n iv e rse  and 

Em erson's m ed ita tio n  on th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  s e l f ,  Ashbery moves o u t ahead 

o f  us  a s  he u se s  language to  re fo rm u la te  h i s  s e l f  and ex p lo re  th e  always 

unexpected  p la ce  where h is  co n sc iousness i s  now. D iscovering  and 

in v e n tin g  a re  in te r tw in e d  in  one p ro c e ss  as  we w atch Ashbery suspended 

in  h is  words l ik e  a h ig h -w ire  a c ro b a t o u t over h is  own advancing 

language-em bodied concep tion  o f h im se lf ;  h i s  poems a re  h is  e x p lo ra tio n s  

o f consc iousness in  th e  a c t  o f  renewing i t s e l f .  For us th e se  poems- 

m e d ita t io n s -e x p lo ra tio n s  p o in t  tow ards an u n d ers tan d in g  of human 

consc iousness which Roger Penrose d is c u s s e s  in  h is  book The Emperor^s 

New Mind: I  w i l l  t a l k  about P e n ro se 's  book in  r e l a t io n  to  th e se  m a tte rs  

in  C hapter IV a f t e r  we have co n sid e red  in  C hapter I I I  ways th a t  

A sh b ery 's  work has been in flu e n c e d  by Whitman and S tev en s.

4 . "Now That The P re lim in a ry  N eg o tia tio n s  Are At L ast Over" (AW 79)

A lthough A sh b ery 's  p o e try  i s  p u b lish ed  by one o f th e  top-d raw er 

p re s se s  in  th e  co u n try , and he has won n e a r ly  every  m ajor p r iz e
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a v a i la b le  to  p o e ts  ( in c lu d in g  th e  coveted  MacArthur Award), many re ad e rs  

co n tin u e  to  look  askance a t  h i s  work. The assum ption  seems to  be t h a t ,  

hav ing  l iv e d  in  France f o r  te n  y e a rs  and s tu d ie d  (and t r a n s la te d )  a 

number o f  French w r i te r s  (m ost n o ta b ly , p e rh ap s , Raymond R o u sse l)—and 

having  been an a r t  c r i t i c  in  c lo se  c o n ta c t  w ith  contem porary p a in tin g  

and p a in te r s  such a s  L arry  R iv e rs , Jane F r e i l i c h e r ,  and o th e r s —Ashbery 

i s  p r im a r i ly  an a l i e n ,  "decaden t" p o e t w orking a t  c ro ss  purposes to  th e  

m a in -lin e  American l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n .  For exam ple, as David S hapiro  

w r i te s :

The c e n tr a l  m etap h y sica l-m o ra l component in  A sh b ery 's  v e rse  i s  i t s  
d ead ly  w ithdraw al o f  th e  tra n sc e n d e n ta l term  and in s is te n c e  on 
in d iv id u a l l i b e r t y .

•  • • • • • • • •

John Ashbery can p ro p e r ly  be c a l le d  a  c h i ld  o f  th e  muse o f Rimbaud. 
In  th e  somewhat u n e n th u s ia s t ic  to n es  o f th e  in tro d u c tio n  to  Some 
T re e s . W.H. Auden a ls o  p la c ed  him in  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f Rimbaud's 
dereglem ent de to u s  l e s  s e n s . ^

That t h i s  approach to  A sh b ery 's  work needs r e v is io n  becomes ap p aren t in  

l i g h t  o f  th e  n e c e ssa ry  r e - s e e in g  o f  th e  American t r a d i t i o n  d e sc rib e d  in  

R ichard  P o i r i e r 's  The Renewal o f L i t e r a tu r e : Emersonian R e f le c tio n s  

which p o in ts  o u t th a t  w r i te r s  such as  Henry James and W allace S tevens 

can be seen as  develop ing  d i r e c t l y  o u t o f  what l i e s  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f 

Em erson's w r i t in g .  A lso th e  work done by such c r i t i c s  a s  Gay Wilson 

A lle n , C harles F e id e lso n  J r . ,  and Roy Harvey P earce  p o in ts  to  how 

complex and in n o v a tiv e  W hitm an's w r i t in g  i s ,  su g g es tin g  d i r e c t  

co n n ectio n s w ith  S tevens and A shbery. And u l t im a te ly ,  i t  seems to  me, a 

c lo se  read in g  o f some o f  A sh b ery 's  re c e n t work shows t h a t  b e s id e  th e  

"decadent" in  h is  p o e try  s i t s  h e r  more p o s i t iv e ,  l i f e - a f f i r m in g  tw in . 

Taken to g e th e r  th e se  two " se lv e s "  become th e  b a s is  f o r  an  ongoing
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m e d ita tio n  which Emerson would have h e a r t i l y  approved.

*  *  *  *

My p r in c ip a l  t e x t s  f o r  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  w i l l  be fo u r  o f  A shbery 's

more re c e n t c o l le c t io n s :  Houseboat Days (1977); As. Vte Know (1979);

Shadow T ra in  (1981); and A Wave ( 1 9 8 4 ) .^  I  choose th e se  n o t on ly  

because th ey  have re c e iv ed  l e s s  c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t io n  th an  some o f th e  

e a r l i e r  books, b u t a ls o  because  I  f e e l  a  d is c u s s io n  o f  them w i l l  b ea r 

d i r e c t ly  upon th e  read in g  o f Ashbery I  p ropose! Ashbery*s p o e try , s in c e  

h i s  r e tu rn  in  1966 from  a te n  y ear s ta y  in  F ran ce , has e x h ib ite d  to  an 

in c re a s in g  degree th e  s o r t s  o f  concerns which would le a d  one to  see  him 

n o t only  a s  a p o e t w orking in  a s ty le  very  l i k e  t h a t  found in  James* 

l a t e r  n o v e ls , b u t a ls o  as  Bloom reads him, i . e . ,  in  l i n e  w ith  Whitman 

and S tev en s, a s  "American" p o e ts  p roducing  work which ta k e s  im petus from 

Em erson's n o tio n  o f th e  p o e t a s  a  v is io n a ry  th in k e r .  C o n s is te n t w ith  

Em erson's rem ark, th a t  " . . . a  poem [ i s ]  a  th o u g h t so p a s s io n a te  and 

a l iv e  th a t  l ik e  th e  s p i r i t  o f  a p la n t  o r  an  anim al i t  has an 

a r c h i te c tu r e  o f  i t s  own . . . "  (RWE "The P o e t"  450) i s  Ashbery*s own 

v is io n !

But always and sometimes q u e s tio n in g  th e  o ld  modes 
And th e  new w ondering, th e  poem, growing up th rough  th e  f lo o r ,  
S tand ing  t a l l  in  tu b e r s ,  invad ing  and smashing th e  r i t u a l  
P a r lo r ,  demands to  be met on i t s  own term s now.
Now th a t  th e  p re lim in a ry  n e g o tia t io n s  a re  a t  l a s t  o v e r . (M  79)
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* M ichael R i f f a te r r e ,  " I n te r te x tu a l  R e p re se n ta tio n !  On Mimesis as  
I n te r p r e t iv e  D isco u rse ,"  in  C r i t i c a l  In q u iry  11 (Septem ber 1984), pages 
141-162. I  thank  P ro fe s so r  W. Speed H il l  f o r  showing t h i s  a r t i c l e  to  
me.

2
R if f a te r r e ,  145.

3
W allace S tev en s : The Poems o f Our C lim ate ( I th a c a !  C o rn e ll 

U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1977), 175.

^ C lim a te . 216.
5

Bloom u ses  Angus F le tc h e r 's  work as  th e  b a s is  f o r  h is  d is c u s s io n  
o f Ashbery in  an essay  c a l le d  "The B reaking o f  Form," which i s  
a n th o lo g ized  in  Bloom's Modern C r i t i c a l  Views! John Ashbery (New York! 
C helsea House P u b lish e rs , 1985).

® C lim a te . 387.

^ John A shbery! An In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  P o e try  (New York! Columbia 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1979), 202-203.
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C harles  A l t i e r i ,  E n la rg in g  th e  Temple! New D ire c tio n s  in  American 

P o e try  During th e  1960s (Cranbury NJ! A sso c ia ted  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s e s , 
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9 W illian  James, The P r in c ip le s  o f Psychology (Cambridge! Harvard 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1981), I ,  236.

David K a ls to n e , F ive Temperaments! E liz a b e th  B ishop . R obert 
Low ell. James M e r r i l l . A drienne R ich . John A shbery. (New York! Oxford 
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^  T .S . E l io t ,  S e le c ted  P ro se . Ed. Frank Kermode (New York!
H arcourt Brace Jo v a n o v ic h /F a rra r , S trau s  G iroux, 1975), 151.

12 "The B ru sh s tro k e 's  I n te g r i ty !  The P o e try  o f  John Ashbery and th e  
A rt o f  P a in tin g "  in  Beyond Amazement:; New Essays on John A shbery. Ed. 
David Lehman ( I th a c a !  C o rn e ll U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1980), p . 253.
A lthough, a c tu a l ly ,  I  could  have quoted o th e r  c r i t i c s  who have w r i t te n  
alm ost th e  same comment. David K a ls to n e , in  F ive Temperaments ( s e e  
fo o tn o te  f iv e ,  above), w r ite s !  "What seems s tra n g e  i s  n o t so  much what 
he says a s  th e  space between h i s  se n te n c e s , th e  q u ickness o f h is  
t r a n s i t i o n s . "  (page 195) Or M arjo rie  P e r lo f f  in  The P o e tic s  o f 
Indeterro incy ! Rimbaud to  Cage (P rin c e to n ! P r in c e to n  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  
1981): "Not what one dreams b u t how— th i s  i s  A sh b ery 's  s u b je c t ."  (25)
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13 "John Ashbery: The C h a rity  o f  th e  Hard Moments" in  F ig u res  o f 
Capable Im ag ina tion  (New York: The Seabury P re s s ,  1976), 130.

14 Louis L. M artz, The P o e try  o f  M e d ita tio n : jJl S tudy In  E n g lish  
R e lig io u s  L i te r a tu r e  o f  The S even teen th  C entury  (New Haven: Yale 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1954); and 6 . J .  Whitrow, What I s  Time? (London: Thames 
and Hudson, L td . ,  1972).

15 M ichel F o u cau lt, Death and th e  L a b y rin th : The World o f  Raymond 
R o u sse l, w ith  an in tro d u c tio n  by John Ashbery (New York: Doubleday &
C o ., I n c . ,  1986), 16.

*** David S h ap iro , John A shberv: An In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  P o e try . (New 
York: Columbia U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1989), 12 and 18. In  f a c t  W.H. Auden 
may have been th e  f i r s t  to  p la c e  Ashbery in  th e  French Sym bolist 
t r a d i t i o n  when in  h is  p re fa c e  to  th e  1956 Yale P re ss  e d i t io n  o f  Some 
T rees he w ro te : "From Rimbaud down to  Mr. A shbery, an im p o rtan t school
o f  modern p o e ts  has been concerned w ith  th e  d isc o v e ry  t h a t ,  in  ch ildhood 
la r g e ly ,  in  dreams and daydreams e n t i r e ly ,  th e  im ag in a tiv e  l i f e  o f  th e  
human in d iv id u a l s tu b b o rn ly  co n tin u es  to  l i v e  by th e  o ld  m agical 
n o tio n s . I t s  w orld i s  one o f sac red  images and r i t u a l  a c ts  . . .  a 
numinous landscape in h a b ite d  by demons and s tra n g e  b e a s t s ."  ( Some T re e s . 
New Haven: Y ale U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1956, p . v i )  M arjo rie  P e r lo f f  
co n tin u es  to  see  A sh b ery 's  p o e try  in  t h i s  c o n te x t:  "F o r, l i k e
R im baud 's, h is  [A sh b ery 's] a re  n o t dreams abou t such and such c h a ra c te r s  
o r  e v e n ts ; th e  dream s t r u c tu r e  i s  i t s e l f  th e  even t th a t  haun ts  th e  p o e ts  
im a g in a tio n ."  (The P o e tic s  o f  In d e te rm in cv : Rimbaud to  Cage. P r in c e to n : 
P rin ce to n  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1981, p . 252)

^  A p r il  G alleons appeared in  1987, j u s t  a t  th e  moment when my 
p ro sp ec tu s  f o r  t h i s  p r o je c t  was approved and I  was ready  to  beg in  
w r i t in g  th e  d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  so I  decided  n o t to  in c lu d e  i t  in  my 
d is c u s s io n . However I  w ish sometimes th a t  I  had s in c e  I  th in k  i t  would 
f i t  w e ll in to  a  s tu d y  o f  th e  k in d  I  am doing  h e re .
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CHAPTER I I

"MORE INTERESTED IN THE MOVEMENT AMONG IDEAS 

THAN IN THE IDEAS THEMSELVES": EMERSON, JAMES AND ASHBBRY

1. In tro d u c tio n

I t  i s  re a so n ab le —a t  f i r s t — to  f e e l  nervous abou t a d m ittin g  th a t  we

see  any ap p aren t fam ily  resem blance among th e  th re e  f ig u re s  who we have

drawn from s e p a ra te  epochs in  American l i t e r a r y  h is to r y  to  s i t  to g e th e r

f o r  t h i s  group p o r t r a i t :  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry James and John

A shbery. One reaso n  we f e e l  t h i s  way i s  because th ey  a re  a s s o c ia te d

w ith  th e  th re e  s e p a ra te  genres o f th e  e ssay , th e  novel and th e  poem.

T his re lu c ta n c e  beg ins to  d is s o lv e  when we n o tic e  two th in g s :  One i s

th a t  a l l  th re e  w r i te r s  a re  p o e ts  i f  we th in k  o f a p o e t as  n o t

e x c lu s iv e ly  a maker o f poems. As Emerson s a id  in  "The P o e t" : " .  . .w e

do n o t speak now o f men o f p o e t ic a l  t a l e n t s ,  o r  o f  in d u s try  and s k i l l  in

m e tre , b u t o f  th e  t ru e  p oet

. . . [who] s tan d s  one s te p  n e a re r  to  th in g s ,  and sees  th e  flo w in g  
o r  m etam orphosis; p e rc e iv e s  th a t  thought i s  m u ltifo rm ; th a t  w ith in  
th e  form o f  every  c re a tu re  i s  a  fo rc e  im p e llin g  i t  to  ascend in to  a 
h ig h e r  form; and, fo llo w in g  w ith  h is  eyes th e  l i f e ,  u ses  th e  forms 
which ex p ress  th a t  l i f e ,  and so h is  speech flow s w ith  th e  f lo w in g  
o f  n a tu re .  (RWE 450 and 456)

As a passage from  a F ebruary  1 s t ,  1835, l e t t e r  to  Lydia Jackson a t t e s t s ,
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Emerson though t o f  h im se lf a s  f i r s t  and forem ost a p o e t:

I  am born a  p o e t ,  o f  a  low c la s s  w ith o u t d o u b t, y e t  a p o e t .  That i s  
my n a tu re  and v o c a tio n . My s in g in g , be s u re ,  i s  very  "husky ,"  & i s  
f o r  th e  most p a r t  in  p ro se . S t i l l  am I  a  p oet in  th e  sen se  o f a 
p e rc e iv e r  & d e a r  lo v e r  o f  th e  harm onies th a t  a re  in  th e 'S d U l & in  
m a tte r ,  and s p e c ia l ly  o f  th e  co rrespondences between th e s e  & 
th o s e .

And a s  Douglas C rase has s a id ,  "Em erson's r e a l  p o e try  i s  in  th e  essay s  

and n o t so  much th e  v e r s e ."  A lso , though th e re  i s  no doubt about th e  

a p p ro p ria te n e s s  o f id e n t i fy in g  James as a n o v e l i s t ,  a s  R .P . Blackmur has 

p o in te d  o u t ,  i t  i s  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  works o f Jam es' t h i r d  phase th a t  

one sees  a re fin em en t o f e x p re ss io n  which su g g ests  th a t  we have h e re  in  

a d d it io n  to  th e  s e n s i b i l i t y  o f  a f in e  n o v e l is t  t h a t  o f  a p o e t:

In  h is  th re e  n o v e ls , The Am bassadors. The Wings o f  th e  Dove, 
and The Golden Bowl, w r i t te n  one a y ea r  a s  he approached th e  age o f 
s ix ty ,  Henry James made a  s p i r i t u a l  t r i l o g y  w hich, w ith  each  
succeed ing  volume, approached n e a re r  and n e a re r  th e  c o n d itio n  o f 
p o e try . T h is  i s  one way o f s ta t i n g  Jam es' achievem ent a s  a  n o v e l is t  
and one way o f q u a lify in g  th e  s ta tu r e  o f h is  im a g in a tio n . I  mean 
th a t  th e  a u th o r i ty  and th e  m ystery— th e  r ic h e s  and th e  w aste  p la c e s  
— o f th e se  n o v e ls  ten d  in c re a s in g ly  to  l i e  in  th e  p o e try  o f  h is  
language, b u t t h a t  th e  p o e try  i s  th e  p o e try  o f th e  so u l in  a c t io n .  
These n o v e ls , th e n , c o n s t i tu te  p o e tic  dramas o f  th e  in n e r  l i f e  o f  
th e  so u l a t  th e  h e ig h t o f  i t s  s tru g g le  . . . . ^

And in  an essay  on th e  f i r s t  parag raph  o f  The Ambassadors Ian  W att comes

to  a s im i la r  co n c lu s io n :

The most obvious and dem onstrab le  f e a tu re s  o f  Jam es 's  p ro se  s ty l e ,  
i t s  v o cab u lary  and sy n ta x , a re  d i r e c t  r e f le c t io n s  o f  h is  a t t i t u d e  
to  l i f e  and h is  con cep tio n  o f th e  n o v e l; and th e se  f e a tu r e s ,  l ik e  
th e  r e l a t io n  o f  th e  parag raph  to  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  n o v e l, and to  
o th e r  n o v e ls , make c le a r  th a t  th e  n o to rio u s  id io s y n c ra s ie s  o f 
Jam esian p ro se  a re  d i r e c t l y  r e la te d  to  th e  im p era tiv es  which le d  
him to  develop  a n a r r a t iv e  te x tu re  a s  r ic h ly  com plicated  and as 
h ig h ly  o rg an ised  as  th a t  o f p o e try .^

So i f  upon c lo s e r  in s p e c tio n  Emerson and James may be seen  a s  w r i t in g  a
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p ro se  which comes p e r i lo u s ly  c lo se  to  th e  s ta tu s  o f p o e try , th en  th e

b oundaries  between g en res  which were tho u g h t so s o l id ly  to  d is t in g u is h

th e se  th re e  a u th o rs  a s  s e p a ra te  beg in  to  b reak  down.

The second reaso n  we become w i l l in g  to  th in k  o f th e se  w r i te r s  as

consanguinous has to  do w ith  th e  way each  i s  u n u su a lly  am b itio u s: a l l

th re e  w ish to  e x p lo re  th e  e x tra o rd in a ry  p ro c e sse s  which c o n s t i tu te

o rd in a ry  ex p e rien ce . T h is sh a red  i n t e r e s t  r e q u ire s  a re th in k in g  and

re fo rm u la tio n  o f th e  way each chooses to  u se  language. In  o th e r  w ords,

th e  p ro cess  o f  th in k in g  abou t what i t  means to  th in k  and be human

re q u ire s  each a u th o r to  come to  term s w ith  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between

language and id e a s .  What N orthrop Frye says in  th e  fo llo w in g  passage

from  The Anatomy o f C r i t ic is m  i s  p e r t in e n t  h e re :

. . . a l l  v e rb a l s t r u c tu r e s  w ith  meaning a re  v e rb a l im ita t io n s  o f 
t h a t  e lu s iv e  p sy c h o lo g ic a l and p h y s io lo g ic a l  p ro cess  known as  
th o u g h t, a  p ro cess  s tum bling  th rough  em otional en tang lem en ts, 
sudden i r r a t i o n a l  c o n v ic tio n s , in v o lu n ta ry  gleams o f in s ig h t ,  
r a t io n a l iz e d  p re ju d ic e s ,  and b locks o f p an ic  and i n e r t i a ,  f i n a l l y  
to  reach  a com plete ly  incommunicable i n t u i t i o n .  Anyone who im agines 
t h a t  ph ilo sophy  i s  n o t a  v e rb a l im ita t io n  o f t h i s  p ro c e ss , b u t th e
p ro cess  i t s e l f ,  has c l e a r ly  n o t done much th ink ing .'*

A lso what R ichard  P o i r i e r  says o f Emerson can be used to  d e s c r ib e  James

and Ashbery as  w e ll ,  t h a t

h is  . . .  i s  a d e s ig n  upon language and sy n tax  . . .  an e x p lo ra tio n
and never com pleted e f f o r t  in  which th e  re ad e r  i s  asked  to  jo in .  He
s tr u g g le s ,  and-he knows he s tr u g g le s ,  w ith in  th e  m ed ia tio n s  which 
co n sc iousness c r e a te s  f o r  i t s e l f  th ro u g h  language.**

And f i n a l l y  in  h is  poem "A Wave" Ashbery w i l l  make a s im i la r  p o in t as

fo llo w s :

By so many system s 
As we a re  in v o lv ed  i n ,  by ju s t  so many
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Are we s e t  f r e e  on an  ocean o f  language th a t  comes to  be 
P a r t  o f us., a s  though we would ev e r g e t  away.

(M  71)

2 . S en tences: The "Wish To Be [T em porarily ] S e t t le d "  (£WE 413)

Emerson, Jam es, and Ashbery n o t on ly  a l l  u se  th e  sen ten ce  as  a 

p re fe r re d  "u n it"  o f  th o u g h t, b u t a l s o ,  a s  F.O . M atth iessen  has w r i t te n  

w ith  r e s p e c t  to  Emerson, t h i s  g ir/ing  to  se n te n c e s  a s e p a ra te  and 

independent l i f e  o f  t h e i r  own i s  a  s t y l i s t i c  m irro r in g  o f an em phasis 

upon th e  in d iv id u a l:

His [Em erson 's] work co rresponds so  n a tu r a l ly  to  h is  l i f e  t h a t  
i t  c o n s t i tu te s  the  p u re s t  example o f  what in d iv id u a lism  could  
produce. The sen tence  was h i s  u n i t ,  as  he recogn ized  when 
co n fess in g  s a d ly  to  C a r ly le  (1838) t h a t  h is  parag raphs were on ly  
c o lle c t io n s  o f  " i n f i n i t e l y  r e p e l le n t  p a r t i c l e s . "  . . .

I t  m ight be s a id  th a t  th e  sen te n ces  by which Emerson has become a 
l iv in g  p a r t  o f  our lan g u ag e , th e  ones in  which he showed a p o e t 's  
d e l ic a te  a t te n t io n  t o  th e  word and an e q u a lly  p o e tic  g i f t  o f  p h rase  
and o f rhy thm ical b a la n c e , s t i l l  c o n ta in  a re s id u e  o f th e  Y ankee's 
r e s p e c t fo r  F ra n k lin .^

In  a mind th a t  would be f r e e  (w ould, as  I rv in g  Howe p u ts  i t ,  tak e  "what 

W ashington and J e f fe rs o n  had enab led  i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y ,  . . . [and] b r in g  

[ th i s  same p ro cess] to  f r u i t i o n  in  th e  sp h ere  o f  th e  s p i r i t ,  and
O

th e re fo re  in  th e  l i f e  o f th e  c u l tu re "  ) ,  Emerson allow ed th a t  th e  u n i t  

o f  though t w ith in  which co n sc io u sn ess  shou ld  f in d  id e n t i t y  and a 

tem porary sense o f  com pletion would be th e  se n te n c e . As a r e s u l t  th e  

k ind  o f p re ssu re  he brought to  b e a r  on h i s  se n te n c e s  was enormous; 

Emerson would a sk , as he d id  in  h i s  e ssay  "M ontaigne; o r ,  th e  S k e p tic ,"  

th a t  th e  com posite p h y s ic a l and m ental l i f e  o f  th e  a u th o r  be in tro d u ced
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in to  h is  o r  h e r  sy n tax :

The s in c e r i ty  and marrow o f  th e  man [M ontaigne] reach es  to  h is  
se n te n c e s . . . . Cut th e se  w ords, and th e y  would b le e d ; th ey  a re  
v a sc u la r  and a l iv e .  (RWE 700)

I t  i s  p o s s ib le  a t  tim es to  see  in  a  s in g le  sen ten ce  o f  Em erson's a 

s e lf - c o n ta in e d  r e p re s e n ta t io n  o f n o t on ly  th e  man and h is  th o u g h t, bu t 

a ls o  o f  h is  v is io n  fo r  th e  e n t i r e  c u l tu r e .  Take fo r  example th e  

fo llo w in g  from th e  essay  " C irc le s " :  "Our c u l tu re  i s  th e  predom inance o f

an id ea  which draws a f t e r  i t  t h i s  t r a i n  o f  c i t i e s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s . "

(RWE 403) Even th e  w id e s t-a n g le  le n s  o f th e  mind s t r a in s  to  see  t h i s  

t r a i n  com prised o f  c i t i e s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s .  However i t  i s  in  th e  very  

p a ra d o x ica l u n lik e lih o o d  o f an y th in g  p u l l in g  such a lo ad  th a t  th e  power 

l i e s  o f  im agining th a t  th e  eng ine  a t  th e  head o f  such a  t r a i n  shou ld  be 

t h a t  m erest and most f l e e t in g  o f m achines, "an id e a ."  A lso im p o rtan t to  

what Emerson i s  say in g  i s  th e  way he says i t —h is  sy n tax  and grammar: 

th e  main s u b je c t-v e rb -o b je c t  (o r  what would o r d in a r i ly  be co n s id e red  th e  

"predom inant") component o f th e  sen ten ce  i s  f in is h e d  w ith  th e  f i r s t  f iv e  

w ords, th e  r e s t  o f  i t  ( in  th e  form  o f su b o rd in a te  c la u se  s t r u c tu r e s )  

fo llo w in g  l ik e  a t r a i n .  But Emerson makes h is  sen ten ce  an odd t r a in :

The "engine" words a t  th e  head o f th e  sen te n ce  seem vague ( " c u ltu r e "  and 

"predom inance"). As we move a lo n g , however, th ey  w i l l  be f i l l e d  o u t by 

what fo llo w s as th e  sen ten ce  u n fo ld s ; th e  su b o rd in a te  elem ents ( " id e a ,"  

" t r a i n , "  and " c i t i e s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s " )  tak e  on an in c re a s in g  sen se  o f 

s p e c i f i c i t y  and w eight as we move f u r th e r  o u t to  th e  end o f th e  s tru n g -  

to g e th e r  c la u s e s . The p o in t i s  t h a t ,  w ith  re s p e c t  to  m eaning, th e  

su b o rd in a te  elem ents in  th e  sen ten ce  a re  more p re c is e  and d ram atic  and
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th e r e fo r e ,  in  a  se n se , draw th e  main (and i n i t i a l l y - p r e s e n t )  e lem ents o f

th e  sen ten ce  a long  behind  them— ju s t  as  th e  id e a  p u l l s  th e  c i t i e s  and

i n s t i t u t i o n s  behind i t .  Thus d e s p ite  ( o r ,  more to  th e  p o in t ,  because

o f )  th e  s t r a i n  Em erson's fo rm u la tio n  p u ts  on our assu m p tio n s, Em erson's

sen ten ce  p e r f e c t ly  c a p tu re s  and co n ta in s  h is  m eaning. In  t h i s  way, from

a  s t y l i s t i c  s ta n d p o in t,  Em erson's sen te n c es— lik e  t h i s  one—a re  indeed

u n u su a lly  " s e l f - r e l i a n t . "

Though o f te n  ad o p tin g  methods a e s th e t ic a l ly  more s e lf - in v o lv e d  and

complex th an  E m erson 's, Henry James i s  a ls o  a  b u i ld e r  o f rem arkable

se n te n c e s . N orthrop  F rye, among o th e r s ,  has p o in te d  o u t th e  degree o f

s o p h is t ic a t io n  which Jam es' sen te n ces  a t t a i n :

The long sen ten ces  in  th e  l a t e r  n ovels  o f  Henry James a re  
c o n ta in in g  se n te n c e s : a l l  th e  q u a l i f i c a t io n s  and p a re n th e se s  a re  
f i t t e d  in  to  a p a t te r n ,  and as one p o in t  a f t e r  an o th e r  i s  made, 
th e re  emerges n o t a l in e a r  p ro cess  o f  though t b u t a  s im ultaneous 
com prehension. What i s  ex p la in ed  i s  tu rn e d  around and viewed from 
a l l  a s p e c ts ,  b u t i t  i s  com pletely  th e r e ,  so to  speak , from th e  
b eg in n in g .^

C o nsider, f o r  example, th e  fo llo w in g  from The Am bassadors: "They

[Waymarsh and Lambert S tr e th e r ]  w alked, w andered, wondered and, a 

l i t t l e ,  l o s t  them selves; S t r e th e r  h a d n 't  had f o r  y ea rs  so r i c h  a 

co n sc iousness o f tim e—a bag o f  go ld  in to  which he d ipped c o n s ta n tly  fo r  

a  h a n d fu l."  (A 76) Jam es, l i k e  Emerson, in  one s tro k e  e n c a p su la te s  

complex m eanings: Here th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  sen ten ce  (up to  th e  "an d ,"

a t  l e a s t )  im ita te s  a w alking rhythm , w hile  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  "W"s and 

"L"s reproduce s t y l i s t i c a l l y  th e  h y pno tic  s e n sa tio n  S t r e th e r  

e x p e r ie n c e s . The p ro g re ss  from "w alked," to  "w andered," and f i n a l l y  to  

"w ondered," b eg ins w ith  th e  e x c lu s iv e ly  e x te rn a l  and p h y s ic a l ex p erien ce
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o f "w alk ing"; th en  moves to  th e  l in k in g  n o tio n  o f "wander" which cou ld  

r e f e r  to  e i t h e r  o u te r  o r  in n e r  w orlds ( f o r  example i t  cou ld  su g g est 

going  a s tr a y  in  a m oral o r  s p i r i t u a l  s e n se ) ;  and th en  f i n a l l y  we come to  

"wonder" which d e s c r ib e s  an e x c lu s iv e ly  in te r n a l  movement. A lso th e  

l iq u id ,  l ik e -so u n d in g  q u a l i ty  o f th e se  th re e  words to g e th e r  c o n tr ib u te s  

to  our sense  o f  how S t r e th e r  s lip p e d , w ith o u t f e e l in g  he had any c o n tro l  

over th e  m a tte r ,  from an aw areness o f  h is  e x te rn a l  su rro u n d in g s and 

Waymarsh in to  th e  p r iv a te  w orld o f  h is  own th o u g h ts .

T his sen ten ce  in tro d u c e s  a d i s t i n c t io n  between two se p a ra te  ways o f 

e x p e rien c in g  "tim e"— u ltim a te ly  a p iv o ta l  is s u e  in  The Am bassadors. As 

th e  n o v e l is t  R obert Coover d e s c r ib e s  t h i s  d i s t in c t io n :

There i s  a te n s io n  in  n a r r a t iv e ,  as  in  l i f e ,  between th e  
s e n sa tio n  o f tim e a s  a l in e a r  ex p e rie n c e , one th in g  fo llo w in g  
s e q u e n t ia l ly  (c a u s a l ly  o r  n o t)  upon a n o th e r , and tim e as  a
p a t te rn in g  o f in t e r r e l a t e d  ex p erien ces  r e f le c te d  upon a s  though i t
had a geography and could  be mapped. I t  i s ,  in  a  se n se , th e  te n s io n  
between fu tu re  tim e , w hich, w ith  i t s  prom ise o f  d e a th  and i t s  
in t r a n s ig e n t  sequence o f days and n ig h ts ,  b e a rs  down upon us 
re m o rse le ss ly , and tim e p a s t ,  w hich, i f  i t  can be s a id  to  e x i s t  a t  
a l l ,  e x i s t s  on ly  in  c r a n ia l  sp ace , in  th a t  sp raw lin g , m u lt i le v e l  
and o f te n  c h a o tic  house o f  our memory.

The o n ly  th in g  one m ight add to  C oover's  model i s  th e  m in d 's  ex p erien ce

o f p re se n t tim e w hich, in  i t s  m u l t i p l ic i t y ,  may become fo r  us th e  

e q u iv a le n t o f  S t r e t h e r 's  "bag o f g o ld ."  (A lso i t  i s  u s e fu l to  remember 

h e re  th a t  th e  way our minds ex p erien ce  a  sense  o f  p re se n t tim e was o f 

p a r t i c u la r  i n t e r e s t  to  19 th  cen tu ry  th in k e rs  l ik e  C .S . P e irc e  and 

W illiam  Jam es.) To a s u c c e s s fu l  businessm an l ik e  Waymarsh tim e i s  money 

in  a  l i t e r a l  sense and th e re fo re  must be w atched c lo s e ly  so as  to  be 

narrow ly  channeled in to  th e  p ro ce sse s  which w i l l  r e s u l t  in  m a te r ia l  

g a in . For S t r e th e r  tim e becomes an a l t e r n a t iv e  "bag o f go ld" b u t o n ly
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in s o f a r  as  he abandons th e  u ses  which th e  b u s in e ss  w orld makes o f tim e 

and "w ander[s]"  among th e  " r ic h "  im pressions which th e  movement o f  tim e 

makes a v a i la b le  to  co n sc io u sn ess . To summarize, we m ight say  th i s  

sen ten ce  su g g e s ts  a t  l e a s t  th re e  s e ts  o f  c o n tr a s t in g  id e a s :  im p lied  by

" th e  bag o f go ld" i s ,  on th e  one hand, th e  m a te r ia lism  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  and 

business-m inded  American v a lu es  ( fo r  which S t r e th e r  was in ten d ed  to  be 

th e  "am bassador") and, on th e  o th e r  hand, a d i f f e r e n t  va lue  system  which 

g iv e s  p r i o r i t y  to  th e  r ic h e s  to  be found w ith in  an expanded and en rich ed  

co n sc io u sn ess . Secondly, James in tro d u ce s  th e  problem  o f  choosing 

c o n tro l  over abandonment o f  c o n tro l  as th e  a p p ro p r ia te  means to  t h a t  

which one c o n s id e rs  v a lu a b le , s in c e  i t  seems S tr e th e r  must become " lo s t "  

b e fo re  he can f in d  h is  " r ic h  . . . consciousness o f t im e ."  And f i n a l l y  

th e re  i s  th e  o p p o s itio n  between n a r ra t iv e  tim e and tim e as  i n t e r n a l ly  

ex p erien ced —a d i s t i n c t io n  which has im p lic a tio n s  n o t on ly  f o r  

S t r e t h e r 's  l i f e  b u t a l s o ,  s t y l i s t i c a l l y ,  f o r  what comes to  be an 

em phasis upon in te r n a l  tim e a s  an a e s th e t ic  c o n s id e ra tio n  in  Jam es' 

l a t e r  n o v e ls . The p o in t i s  th a t  James g iv es  to  in d iv id u a l sen te n ces  th e  

k in d  o f c a re  tow ards dev elo p in g  them as c o n ta in e rs  f o r  m u ltip le  la y e rs  

o f s ig n if ic a n c e  which a p o e t i s  expected  to  b r in g  to  language.

In  th e  case  o f John Ashbery i t  sometimes seems as i f  th e  p rim ary  

u n i t  o f  meaning in  h is  p o e try  i s  more th e  sen ten ce  th an  th e  l i n e .  

C o n sid er, f o r  example, th e  fo llo w in g  sen ten ce  from th e  poem "Houseboat 

Days":

So, w inding p a s t  c e r ta in  p i l l a r s  
U n til  you g e t to  e v e n in g 's  m a lach ite  one, i t  becomes a v a s t  dream 
Of having  th a t  can to p p le  governm ents, le v e l  towns and c i t i e s  
With th e  p re s su re  o f  s le e p  b u ild in g  up behind i t .

(HD 39)
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One c o n s id e ra tio n  in  t h i s  sen te n ce  has to  do w ith  a  d i s p a r i ty  in h e re n t 

in  our d e s ir e  to  see  th e  w orld  as  f ix e d  and unchanging when ev e ry th in g  

in  our experience a rg u es  t h a t  th e  o p p o s ite  i s  th e  c a se . The u se  o f  th e  

i n i t i a l  "So" (meaning h e re  e i t h e r  " in  th e  way o r  manner p re v io u s ly  

d e sc rib ed , in d ic a te d  o r  su g g ested "  o r  "acco rd in g ly ; co n seq u en tly "—OED) 

su g g ests  a sense  o f t r a n s i t i o n  a n i  f l u i d i t y  which th e  n ex t w ords, 

"winding p a s t , "  im m ediately  ta k e  up and advance. In  th e  n ex t p h rase  the  

" p i l l a r s "  t h a t  we a re  "w inding p a s t"  g iv e  us a c o n tr a s t in g  sen se  o f 

f i x i t y  and seem f u r th e r  to  d e fy  any p o s s i b i l i t y  o f change o r  movement 

s in c e  the  added in fo rm a tio n  we have abou t them i s  th a t  th e se  a re  n o t 

j u s t  any b u t " c e r ta in "  p i l l a r s .  However a t  t h i s  p o in t  a n ex t p i l l a r  

("e v e n in g 's  m a lach ite  one") ta k e s  on a v ery  u n - p i l l a r - l i k e  i d e n t i t y ,  

which i s  to  say  th a t  o f  "a v a s t  d ream ." (And one reaso n  th e  "m alach ite"  

p i l l a r  i s  so  v o l a t i l e  may have to  do w ith  th e  f a c t  th a t  "m alach ite"  i s  

named fo r  th e  mallow p la n t  (and i t s  d i s t i n c t i v e  g reen  c o lo r ) , su g g estin g  

th e  a b i l i t y  to  grow and change shape as  p la n ts  w i l l . )

In  an Ashbery poem th e  p ro c e ss  o f  changing id e n t i ty  i s  o f te n  so 

speeded-up a s  to  be d iz z y in g . The p ro cess  i s  u l t im a te ly  n o t u n lik e  

c e r ta in  exchangings o f  i d e n t i t y  o r  180-degree s h i f t in g s  o f p e rsp e c tiv e  

which take p la c e  in  Jam es 's  l a s t  n o v e ls . In  The Am bassadors. f o r  

example, Lambert S t r e th e r  and Chad Newsome exchange ro le s  over th e  

course  of th e  n a r ra t iv e  to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  th e y  ta k e  on q u a l i t i e s  

thought to  be fundam ental to  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  th e  o th e r ;  l ik e w is e , in  

S t r e th e r 's  view , Madame de V ionnet changes from th e  embodiment o f 

"supreme r e s p e c ta b i l i ty "  (a s  sh e  appeared  upon th e  o ccasio n  o f h is  f i r s t  

v i s i t  to  h e r home) to  "a v u lg a r ly  tro u b le d  . . . m aidservan t c ry in g  f o r
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h e r young man" (which i s  h is  judgment o f  h e r  upon th e  o ccasio n  o f  h is  

l a s t  v i s i t  to  h e r  home— A 323). Thus in  th e  work o f  b o th  James and 

Ashbery we see  th e  way th a t  o f te n  n e i th e r  i s  l i f e  what i t  seem s, n o r a re  

we who we thought we w ere. The is s u e  th en  i s  n o t so much w hether o r  n o t 

we change, bu t g iven  th e  f a c t  th a t  we c o n s ta n tly  do , " th e  whole th in g "  

(a s  James p u ts  i t  in  h is  p re fa c e  to  The P r in c e ss  Casamassima) "comes to  

depend th u s  on th e  q u a l i ty  o f  bew ilderm ent . . . ."  (And, he goes on to  

say , " th e re  a re  d o u b tle ss  many such q u a l i t i e s ,  ran g in g  from vague and 

c re p u sc u la r  to  s h a rp e s t and most c r i t i c a l " ) .  (AN 66)

Like Jam es, Ashbery demands from h is  re a d e r  a p o s tu re  o f mind 

f le x ib le  enough to  ac ce p t and n e g o tia te  w ith  "bew ilderm ent" n o t as  an 

enemy b u t a s  a n ecessa ry  and f re q u e n tly  o c c u rr in g  s t a t e  o f mind in  a 

w orld w here, in  Em erson's w ords, "we change sexes every  moment." ( RWE 

680) The im pression  in  A shbery 's  sen ten ce  i s ,  on th e  one hand, o f  

evening as  th a t  s t a t io n  in  th e  p ro g re ss  o f  o n e 's  day when th e  mind 

b eg in s  to  r e la x  in to  a sense  o f d r i f t i n g  s e lf - a b s o r p t io n  which w ipes o u t 

— f o r  th e  tim e b e in g , a t  l e a s t —our r e l ia n c e  upon th a t  a sp e c t o f  day­

tim e consciousness re sp o n s ib le  f o r  th e  c re a t io n  o f r a t io n a l ly  conceived 

and o rg an ized  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  On th e  o th e r  hand, we may read  t h i s  

m e d ita tio n  a s  e n t i r e ly  e p is te m o lo g ic a l, even so f a r  as  to  th in k  o f  i t  as 

Mr. A shbery 's  v e rs io n  o f  what Emerson says im m ediately  a f t e r  th e  

sen ten ce  from "C irc le s"  d isc u ssed  above ("Our c u l tu re  i s  th e  

predominance o f an id ea  which draws a f t e r  i t  t h i s  t r a i n  o f  c i t i e s  and 

i n s t i t u t i o n s " ) ,  namely: "Let us r i s e  in to  an o th e r  id e a : th ey  w i l l

d is a p p e a r ."  In  A shbery 's  sen ten ce  i t  i s  th e  " d e s ire "  i t s e l f  "Of having" 

which underm ines th e  hav ing , su g g estin g  th a t  Ashbery ag rees w ith
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Em erson's id ea  ( a ls o  s ta te d  in  " C irc le s " )  th a t  "People w ish to  be 

s e t t l e d ;  o n ly  as  f a r  as  th ey  a re  u n s e t t le d  i s  th e re  any hope f o r  them ." 

(RWE 413)

A shbery, l i k e  Emerson, p la c e s  a va lue  upon a w illin g n e ss  to  be 

" u n s e t t le d "  a s  an a t t i t u d e  s e t  o f f  a g a in s t  th e  "s le ep "  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  

th e  dream "Of having" (o f  h av in g , i t  would seem, th in g s  s ta y  s e t t l e d  in  

th e  way "governments [ .  . . ]  towns and c i t i e s "  seem " s e t t l e d " ) .  His 

u n s e t t l in g  s ty le  m irro rs  h is  v a lu a t io n . In  f a c t  we may go so f a r  as  to  

observe in  Emerson, James and Ashbery t h a t ,  as  N orthrop Frye p o in ts  o u t, 

" th e  m oral a t t i t u d e  tak en  by th e  po e t in  h is  work d e r iv e s  la r g e ly  from 

th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f th a t  w o r k ." ^

3 . "N ature H ates C a lc u la to r s ;  Her Methods Are S a lta to ry "  (RWE 483)

How we move in  p ro se , as in  l i f e ,  from one to  a n ex t as y e t unknown

p o in t ,  was a p reo ccu p a tio n  o f E m erson 's. A lthough he e la b o ra te s  on h is

method f o r  so lv in g  t h i s  dilemma throughou t h is  work (and indeed ,

12Em erson's w r i t in g  was fo r  him th e  a c t  o f  so lv in g  th i s  problem  ) ,  one o f

th e  most im p o rtan t passages in  t h i s  reg a rd  appears in  th e  e ssay  c a l le d

"The Method o f  N atu re":

And because a l l  knowledge i s  a s s im ila t io n  to  th e  o b je c t o f 
knowledge, as  th e  power o r  gen ius o f  n a tu re  i s  e c s t a t i c ,  so must 
i t s  sc ie n c e  o r  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f i t  b e . The poet must be a 
rh a p s o d is t:  h is  in s p i r a t io n  a  s o r t  o f  b r ig h t  c a s u a lty : h is  w i l l  in  
i t  on ly  th e  su rre n d e r  o f w i l l  t o  th e  U n iv e rsa l Power, which w i l l  
n o t be seen  face  to  f a c e ,  b u t must be rec e iv e d  and sy m p a th e tic a lly  
known. (RWE 126)

In  t h i s  parag rap h  th e  lo c u tio n  " a s s im ila t io n  to "  must be looked a t  tw ice 

s in c e  i t  does n o t ,  as  we a re  accustom ed, u se  " a s s im ila te "  in  th e  sense
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o f "ab so rb ,"  b u t means h e re  " to  come to  resem ble" o r  to  make o n e se lf

l ik e  " th e  o b je c t  o f  knowledge."(OED) In  o th e r  words in s te a d  o f ta k in g

p o sse ss io n  o f  in fo rm a tio n  abou t som ething e ls e  (which i s  th e  sense  in

which we u s u a lly  th in k  o f o u rse lv e s  a s  g a in in g  knowledge) Emerson

su g g e s ts  we do th e  o p p o s ite  in  g iv in g  o u rse lv e s  over to  th e  o b je c t  o f

knowledge. T h is seeming paradox i s  in  l i n e  n o t o n ly  w ith  th e  word

" e c s ta t ic "  ( in  th e  sen se  o f "ex -  s t a s i s "  which l i t e r a l l y  means to  s tan d

o u ts id e  o f o r  b e s id e  o n e s e lf )  b u t a ls o  th e  id e a  (ex p ressed  l a t e r  in  t h i s

p assag e) th a t  in  w r i t in g ,  a s  in  l i f e ,  i t  i s  th e  " su rre n d e r  o f w i l l "  to

som ething la r g e r  than  o n e s e lf  which i s  th e  im p o rtan t th in g . Emerson had

a l i f e lo n g  d ia lo g u e  w ith  h im se lf  over t h i s  is s u e  o f th e  s e lf -c o n sc io u s

im p o sitio n  o f c o n tro l  in  o rd e r  to  tak e  charge o f  th e  s e l f  v ersu s  a

conscious abandonment o f  c o n tro l  as  a  means to  self-em pow erm ent. As

J o e l  P o rte  e x p la in s :

Here was Em erson's fundam ental q u e s tio n : how could  l i f e  be 
conducted w ith o u t th e  unimpeded c i r c u la t io n  o f v i t a l  en e rg ie s?
Which was more n a t u r a l . c o n tro l  o r  re le a se ? * ^

In  h i s  book Reading A m erica: Essays on American L i t e r a tu r e . Denis

Donoghue concludes th a t

The more we read  N a tu re . th e  more c le a r ly  i t  appears th a t  th e  whole 
e ssay  i s  p re d ic a te d  upon th e  c a p a c ity  o f W ill. Not knowledge b u t 
power i s  i t s  aim ; n o t t r u t h  b u t coinnand. Human w i l l  i s  deemed to  
p a r t i c ip a te  in  th e  v i t a l i t y  o f n a tu r a l  form s, Mind i s  a chosen 
d i r e c t io n  o f  w i l l . ^

I t  i s  im p o rtan t to  p o in t  o u t ,  however, th a t  in  Em erson's w r i t in g ,  as in  

th e  fo llo w in g  from N a tu re . th e re  i s  a r e a l  sense  in  which " c a p a c ity  o f 

W ill"— to  use Donoghue's p h ra se — i s  synonymous w ith  "su rren d e r  o f w i l l "  

(a  p h rase  used in  "The Method o f  N a tu re" ):



26

But th e  b e s t  re a d  n a t u r a l i s t  who len d s  an e n t i r e  and devout 
a t t e n t io n  to  t r u t h ,  w i l l  see  th a t  th e re  rem ains much to  le a rn  o f 
h is  r e l a t io n  to  th e  w o rld , and th a t  i t  i s  n o t to  be le a rn e d  by any 
a d d it io n  o r  s u b tr a c t io n  o r  o th e r  com parison o f known q u a n t i t i e s ,  
b u t i s  a r r iv e d  a t  by u n tau g h t s a l l i e s  o f  th e  s p i r i t ,  by a co n tin u a l 
s e lf - r e c o v e ry ,  and by e n t i r e  h u m ili ty . He w i l l  p e rc e iv e  th e t  th e re  
a re  f a r  more e x c e l le n t  q u a l i t i e s  in  th e  s tu d e n t th an  p re c ise n e s s  
and i n f a l l i b i l i t y ;  t h a t  a  guess i s  o f te n  more f r u i t f u l  th an  an 
in d is p u ta b le  a f f i rm a t io n ,  and th a t  a  dream may l e t  us deeper in to  
th e  s e c re t  o f  n a tu re  th an  a hundred co n certed  experim en ts.

(RWE 43)

Thus even though Donoghue i s  r ig h t  to  argue th a t  what Emerson i s  a f t e r  

in  N ature i s  "pow er," he f a i l s  to  m ention th a t  i t  i s  th e  power made 

a v a i la b le  th rough  "un taugh t s a l l i e s  o f  th e  s p i r i t . "  As R ichard  P o ir ie r  

w r i te s :

Emerson has a p r e d i le c t io n  f o r  what he c a l l s  "abandonm ent." . . . 
th e  word h e lp s  e x p la in  h is  tendency to  move o u t o f  any r h e to r ic a l  
p o s i t io n  he has j u s t  occupied  in to  a n o th e r  one, as  i f  in  h o t 
p u r s u i t  o f  a  t r u t h  e lu s iv e  o f more o rd e r ly  v e rb a l and s y n ta c t ic  
in q u iry .* ^

In  f a c t  th e re  a re  many in s ta n c e s  where Emerson r e l i e s  upon e i th e r  th e

word "abandonment" o r  some in t im a te ly - r e la te d  n o tio n :

What i s  Love, and why i s  i t  th e  c h ie f  good, b u t because i t  i s  an 
overpow ering enthusiasm ? Never s e lf -p o s s e s s e d  o r  p ru d e n t, i t  i s  a l l  
abandonment. (RWE "The Method o f  N ature" 128)

I t  i s  th e  v ic e  o f ou r p u b lic  speak ing  th a t  i t  has n o t abandonment. 
Somewhere, n o t o n ly  ev ery  o r a to r  b u t every  man should  l e t  o u t a l l  
th e  le n g th  o f  a l l  th e  r e in s ;  should  f in d  o r  make a f ra n k  and h e a r ty  
e x p ress io n  o f  what fo rc e  and meaning i s  in  him.

(RWE " S p i r i tu a l  Laws" 310)

N othing g re a t  was ev e r ach ieved  w ith o u t en thusiasm . The way o f l i f e  
i s  w onderfu l: i t  i s  by abandonment. (RWE " C irc le s "  414)

I t  i s  a  s e c r e t  which ev ery  i n t e l l e c t u a l  man q u ic k ly  le a r n s ,  t h a t ,  
beyond th e  energy o f  h is  p o ssessed  and conscious i n t e l l e c t ,  he i s  
capab le  o f  a new energy (a s  o f an i n t e l l e c t  doubled on i t s e l f ) ,  by
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abandonment to  th e  n a tu re  o f  th in g s ;  t h a t ,  b e s id e  h is  p r iv a c y  o f 
power a s  an in d iv id u a l  man, th e re  i s  a  g r e a t  p u b lic  power, on which 
he can draw , by u n lo c k in g , a t  a l l  r i s k s ,  h is  human d o o rs , and 
s u f f e r in g  th e  e th e r e a l  t i d e s  to  r o l l  and c i r c u la te  th rough  him: 
th en  he i s  caught up in to  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  U n iv erse , h is  speech i s  
th u n d e r, h i s  tho u g h t i s  law , and h is  words a re  u n iv e r s a l ly  
i n t e l l i g i b l e  as  th e  p la n ts  and a n im a ls . (RWE "The P oet"  459)

Power keeps q u i te  a n o th e r  road  th an  th e  tu rn p ik e s  o f  cho ice  and 
w i l l ,  namely th e  s u b te r ra n e a n  and in v i s ib l e  tu n n e ls  and channels o f 
l i f e .  . . . A ll good c o n v e rsa tio n , m anners, and a c t io n ,  come from 
a  s p o n ta n e ity  which f o r g e ts  u sag es , and makes th e  moment g r e a t .  
N ature h a te s  c a lc u la to r s ;  h e r  methods a re  s a l t a to r y  and im p u ls iv e . 
Man l iv e s  by p u ls e s ;  o u r o rg an ic  movements a re  such ; and th e  
chem ical and e th e r e a l  a g e n ts  a re  u n d u la to ry  and a l t e r n a t e ;  and th e  
mind goes a n ta g o n iz in g  on , and n ev er p ro sp e rs  b u t by f i t s .  . . . 
The most a t t r a c t i v e  c la s s  o f  peop le  a re  th o se  who a re  pow erful 
o b liq u e ly , and n o t by th e  d i r e c t  s tro k e  . . . .

( RWE "E xperience" 482-483)

The im p o rtan t p o in t  seems to  be th a t  in  moving from one p lac e  to  an o th e r 

—e . g . ,  from one sen ten ce  to  a n e x t—we shou ld  p roceed  n e i th e r  by s t r i c t  

adherence to  a r a t io n a l l y  p re -c o n c e iv e d  system , nor by w ish ing  to  

"p o ssess"  knowledge, b u t r a th e r  by means o f "abandonm ent."

To go back th en  to  th e  p assag e  from "The Method o f N a tu re" : In  th e  

passage "The p o e t must be a  r h a p s o d is t ,"  to  rh ap so d ize  means l i t e r a l l y  

to  s t i t c h  to g e th e r  o r  p ie c e  to g e th e r  a  song a s  d id  th e  rh a p so d is ts  o f 

a n c ie n t Greece who c o l le c te d  and  r e c i t e d  th e  Homeric p o e m s . T h e  

im p lic a tio n  Emerson w ants to  em phasize when he u ses  th e  word i s  th e  way 

in  which th e re  shou ld  be no p r e v a i l in g  argum ent which ty ra n n iz e s  over 

in d iv id u a l e lem en ts. In  o th e r  words th e  em phasis i s  upon th e  p ro cess  o f 

s t i t c h in g  to g e th e r  "d isco n n ec te d "  p a r t s  in  th e  absence o f  "a f ix e d  form 

o r  p lan "  (a s  th e  OED e x p la in s  "rh a p so d y "). T h is  image o f one who 

" s t i t c h e s "  i s ,  f o r  Emerson, a p ro p e r model f o r  th e  way in  which th e  

spontaneous p ro cesses  o f mind fu n c t io n ,  and h i s  p o in t  i s  t h a t  id e a l ly
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one should  work to  encourage t h i s  approach in  o n e s e lf  so t h a t  th e re  

comes to  be an in n e r  lo g ic  o f though t which c o n s ta n tly  r e v i t a l i z e s  

i t s e l f  as i t  makes d is c o v e r ie s  a lo n g  th e  way.

J o e l P o r te , in  R e p re se n ta tiv e  Man. d e s c r ib e s  t h i s  em phasis in  h is  

re a d in g  o f Em erson's e ssa y s :

. . . f o r  Emerson man i s  "a s e lf - e v o lv in g  c i r c l e "  p e rp e tu a l ly  
g iv in g  b i r t h  to  h im se lf  o u t o f  th e  womb o f  h is  own f e r t i l e  
im ag in a tio n . . . . Em erson's c a r e e r ,  in  f a c t ,  i s  one o f  th e  b e s t  
examples we have o f  th e  American l i t e r a r y  c h a ra c te r  in  th e  p ro c e ss , 
p e rp e tu a l ly ,  o f  d e f in in g  and re d e f in in g  i t s e l f .  I t  i s  u t t e r l y  
a p p ro p ria te  t h a t  Em erson's p r e fe r re d  mode o f ex p ress io n  should  have 
tu rn ed  ou t to  be th e  e ssay — th a t  t e n ta t iv e  and fragm entary  reco rd  
o f  th e  mind in  se a rc h  o f  i t s  m eaning. . . . th e  sou rce  o f 
Em erson's v i t a l i t y  [ i s ]  in  h i s  w ill in g n e s s  to  make one moment's 
circum ference th e  n ex t moment's c e n te r ,  a s  he redrew  th e  c i r c l e  o f 
h i s  meaning and th u s  reshaped  th e  c o n f ig u ra tio n s  o f h is  
e x is te n c e . ^

The image d e sc rib ed  h e re  o f  making "one moment's c ircum ference  th e  n ex t 

moment's c e n te r"  i s  an example o f  th e  n o n - lin e a r  ( o r ,  perhaps one should  

sa y , e c c e n tr ic )  approach Emerson in te n d s  when he u ses  th e  word 

"rhapsody" in  th e  sen se  o f  " to  s t i t c h "  o r  "w eave." Henry James 

d e s c r ib e s  a  s im ila r  p ro cess  in  h i s  p re fa c e  to  R oderick  Hudson where he 

say s:

R e a lly , u n iv e r s a l ly ,  r e l a t io n s  s to p  nowhere, and th e  e x q u is i te  
problem  o f th e  a r t i s t  i s  e t e r n a l ly  b u t to  draw,, by a geom etry o f 
h i s  own, th e  c i r c l e  w ith in  which th ey  s h a l l  h a p p ily  appear to  do 
so . He i s  in  th e  p e rp e tu a l p red icam ent th a t  th e  c o n t in u i ty  o f 
th in g s  i s  th e  whole m a tte r ,  f o r  him , o f comedy and tra g e d y ; th a t  
t h i s  c o n tin u ity  i s  n ev e r, by th e  space o f  an i n s ta n t  o r  an in c h , 
b roken , and t h a t ,  to  do an y th in g  a t  a l l ,  he has a t  once in te n s e ly  
to  co n su lt and in te n s e ly  to  ig n o re  i t .  A ll o f which w i l l  perhaps 
p ass  b u t f o r  a su p e rs u b tie  way o f  p o in tin g  th e  p la in  m oral t h a t  a 
young em broiderer o f  th e  canvas o f  l i f e  [James h im se lf , t h a t  i s ,  a t  
an e a r l i e r  s ta g e  o f h is  l i f e  when s t a r t i n g  to  w r i te  R oderick  
Hudson! soon began to  work in  t e r r o r ,  f a i r l y ,  o f  th e  v a s t  expanse 
o f  th a t  s u rfa c e , o f  th e  bound less number o f  i t s  d i s t i n c t  
p e r fo ra t io n s  f o r  th e  n e e d le , and o f th e  tendency in h e re n t in  h is  
m any-coloured flo w ers  and f ig u re s  to  cover and consume a s  many as 
p o s s ib le  o f th e  l i t t l e  h o le s .  . . . (AN 5)
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Fundamental to  t h i s  p assag e , o f  co u rse , i s  what Henry le a rn e d  from h is

own b ro th e r ,  W illiam : th a t  in h e re n t to  th e  l i f e  o f though t i s  th e  t r u t h

th a t  " r e la t io n s  s to p  now here," and th a t  in  th e  mind—as in  a l l  o f  l i f e —

th e  " c o n tin u ity  i s  n ev e r, by th e  space o f an in s ta n t  o r  an in c h , broken

. . . As W illiam  p u ts  i t  in  The P r in c ip le s  o f Psychology:

C onsciousness, . . . does n o t appear to  i t s e l f  chopped up in  b i t s .  
Such words as  "chain" o r  " t r a in "  do n o t d e sc r ib e  i t  f i t l y  as  i t  
p re se n ts  i t s e l f  in  th e  f i r s t  in s ta n c e . I t  i s  n o th in g  jo in te d ;  i t  
f lo w s. A " r iv e r "  o r  a  "stream " a re  th e  m etaphors by which i t  i s  
most n a tu r a l ly  d e sc r ib e d . J n  ta lk in g  o f  i t  h e r e a f t e r , l e t  us c a l l  
i t  th e  s tream  o f th o u g h t, or, c o n sc io u sn ess . o r  o f  s u b je c tiv e  
iife>

As a  n o v e l i s t  Henry w ith  h is  s ty l e  adds Em erson's id e a  o f  "rhapsody": 

th a t  n o t on ly  i s  th e  mind a  con tinuous flow  b u t a ls o  an "em b ro id e re r."  

Ashbery w i l l  acknowledge t h i s  same p ro cess  in  h is  poem "T rain  R is in g  Out 

o f The Sea" in  h is  use  o f th e  p h rase  "weaving a song":

Do you h ea r th e  wind? I t ' s  n o t dy ing ,
I t ' s  s in g in g , weaving a song about th e  p re s id e n t  s a lu t in g  th e  t r u s t ,

The p a s t  in  each o f  u s , u n t i l  so much memory becomes an i n s t i t u t i o n ,  
Through sh ee r  w eigh t, th e  p e r s is te n c e  o f  i t ,  no.
Not th e  p e r s is te n c e ,  th a t  makes i t  seem a d e l ib e r a te  a c t  
Of d u ra t io n , much too  d e l ib e r a te  f o r  t h i s  ingenuous be ing

Like an e ra  th a t  r e fu s e s  to  come, to  an end o r  be born a g a in . 1q
(AWK 87)

In  my d isc u s s io n  here  o f "abandonment" and "rh ap so d y ,"  i t  i s  

im p o rtan t to  reco g n ize  how r ic h  t h i s  l in k  between Em erson's and 

A shbery 's  work r e a l l y  i s .  In  th e  growing body o f c r i t i c i s m  su rround ing  

A sh b ery 's  p o e try  i t  has come to  be accep ted  by c e r ta in  re a d e rs  th a t  h is  

work i s  th e  c o u n te rp a r t in  th e  realm  o f contem porary l e t t e r s  to  

(depending on th e  c r i t i c  one a sk s)  M anneris t, C u b is t, S u r r e a l i s t  o r
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20A b s tra c t E x p re s s io n is t  tech n iq u e  in  p a in t in g .  Yet w h ile  Ashbery has 

u n d en iab ly  been in f lu e n c e d  by modern a r t  ( s in c e  he h a s , a f t e r  a l l ,  made 

much o f  h is  l iv in g  as  an a r t  c r i t i c ) ,  when re a d e rs  argue th a t  th o se  

a s p e c ts  o f  A sh b ery 's  p o e try  which seem b a f f l in g  a re  to  be seen  as 

d e r iv e d  by analogy  from  th e  v is u a l  a r t s ,  s in c e  n o th in g  com parable e x i s t s  

in  modern l i t e r a t u r e ,  th en  th ey  a re  o v erlo o k in g  A shbery 's  ro o ts  in  19th  

ce n tu ry  American l i t e r a t u r e .  For example in  Em erson's essay s  one sees  a 

k in d  o f  in ch o a te  l i t e r a r y  c o u n te rp a r t to  "Cubism" in  th e  way th a t  each 

o f h is  gnomic sen te n ces  w i l l  be m irro red  and extended by o th e r  sen ten ces

which a re  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  con tiguous to  i t  b u t which may su rfa c e  a t  some
✓

p o in t  l a t e r  on in  th e  t e x t :  in  t h i s  way Em erson's p ro se  i s  com prised o f

tig h tly -fo rm e d  sen te n ces  a rran g ed  in  a n o n - lin e a r  form at in  th e  same way
I

th a t  a  C u b is t p a in t in g  i s  com prised o f f a c e ts  o f  v is u a l  s u rfa c e  a rranged  

on a  n o n -re p re s e n ta tio n a l  f i e l d .  The c r i t i c  Gaeton Picon has d e sc rib e d  

c e r ta in  a s p e c ts  o f Cubism as  fo llo w s :

[ In  a  C u b is t p a in t in g ]  i t  i s  as  i f  volume had been fragm ented and 
reassem bled  on a  f l a t  s u rfa c e  by a p i c t o r i a l i z a t i o n  th a t  o f f e r s  sim­
u lta n e o u s ly  a  view o f a l l  t h a t  i s  no rm ally  seen  in  su cc e ss iv e  
view s: th e  f ro n t  a s  w e ll a s  th e  s id e  and back o f  th e  o b je c t .  . . . 
In  d e p ic t in g  an o b je c t  n o t a s  seen by th e  eye b u t as i t  e x i s t s  in  
th e  mind, th e  C u b is ts  s tra y e d  from v is u a l  r e a l i t y  toward concep tual 
r e a l i t y .  Braque h im se lf  d e c la re d  th a t  " th e  sen ses  d i s t o r t ,  w h ile  
th e  mind c r e a te s .

Compare t h i s  w ith  N orthrop  F ry e 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f Henry Jam es' p ro se  

which I  quoted  on page n in e te e n , above. In  F ry e 's  rem arks th e  way 

" th e re  emerges n o t a  l in e a r  p ro cess  o f though t b u t a sim ultaneous 

com prehension" co rresponds to  th e  way in  C ub ist p a in t in g ,  a s  d e sc rib e d  

in  th e  p rev io u s  p assag e , "a p i c t o r i a l i z a t i o n  . . . o f f e r s  s im u ltan eo u sly



31

a view o f  a l l  t h a t  i s  no rm ally  seen  in  su c c e ss iv e  views . . in  o th e r  

words b o th  Henry James and C u b is t p a in te r s  l i k e  Georges Braque want to

d e p ic t  "an o b je c t  n o t a s  seen  by th e  eye b u t a s  i t  e x i s t s  in  th e  m ind."
22Henry Jam es, l i k e  A shbery, worked a s  an a r t  c r i t i c  —and i t  i s  a t

l e a s t  in  p a r t  owing to  t h i s  f a c t  th a t  we may d e sc r ib e  h is  as an "a ttem pt

23to  use  p ro se  as  a p l a s t i c  medium." However i t  needs to  be emphasized 

th a t  i t  i s  in  l in e  w ith  th e  man who w rote "mind i s  th e  o n ly  r e a l i ty "  

(an d , a f t e r  th e  f a c t ,  W allace S tev e n s ' rem ark th a t  "We l i v e  in  th e  

m ind") t h a t ,  a s  an a p p l ic a t io n  o f  t h i s  id e a ,  Henry James could  w r i te  in  

h is  New York E d iton  P re fa ce  to  "The A lta r  o f  The Dead" th e  fo llo w in g  

rem arks:

With th e  p re fe re n c e  I  have no ted  f o r  th e  "n ea t"  ev o ca tio n — th e  
image, o f  any s o r t ,  w ith  few est a t te n d a n t  vaguenesses and 
cheap n esses , few est lo o se  ends d an g lin g  and few est f e a tu re s  
m iss in g , th e  image k ep t in  f in e  th e  most s u s c e p tib le  o f  i n t e n s i t y — 
w ith  th e  p r e d i le c t io n ,  I  say , th e  s a f e s t  a ren a  f o r  th e  p la y  o f 
moving a c c id e n ts  and m ighty m u ta tio n s  and s tra n g e  en co u n te rs , o r  
w hatever odd m a tte r s ,  i s  th e  f i e l d ,  aB I  may c a l l  i t ,  r a th e r  o f 
t h e i r  second than  o f  t h e i r  f i r s t  e x h ib i t io n .  By w hich, to  avo id  
o b s c u r i ty ,  I  mean n o th in g  more c r y p t ic  th an  I  f e e l  m yself show them 
b e s t  by showing a lm ost e x c lu s iv e ly  th e  way th ey  a re  f e l t ,  by 
rec o g n iz in g  as  t h e i r  main i n t e r e s t  some im pression  s tro n g ly  made by 
them and in te n s e ly  re c e iv e d . We b u t to o  p ro b ab ly  b reak  down, I  have 
ev e r reaso n ed , when we a tte m p t th e  p ro d ig y , th e  appeal to  
m y s t i f ic a t io n ,  in  i t s e l f ;  w ith  i t s  " o b je c tiv e "  s id e  to o  em phasised 
th e  r e p o r t  ( i t  i s  te n  to  one) w i l l  p r a c t i c a l l y  run th in .  We want i t  
c l e a r ,  goodness knows, b u t we a ls o  want i t  th ic k ,  and we g e t  th e  
th ic k n e ss  in  th e  human co n sc io u sn ess th a t  e n te r ta in s  and re c o rd s , 
t h a t  a m p lif ie s  and i n t e r p r e t s  i t .  (AN 256)

S im ila r ly ,  in  a 1983 in te rv ie w , John Ashbery rem arked: " I  th in k  I  am

try in g  [ in  my p o e try ]  to  rep roduce th e  polyphony th a t  goes on in s id e  me, 

which I  d o n 't  th in k  i s  r a d i c a l ly  d i f f e r e n t  from th a t  o f  o th e r  p eo p le . 

A f te r  a l l ,  one i s  c o n s ta n tly  changing o n e 's  mind and th e re b y  becoming 

som ething s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t . "  ^  As J o e l  P o r te  p o in ts  o u t in  th e
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fo llo w in g  passage:

For Emerson, l i s t e n in g  to  h im se lf  im p lied  in  a r e a l  sense  making 
h im se lf  th e  very  s u b je c t  o f  h i s  d is c o u rs e .  He could  have h is  
aud ience in  h is  mind o n ly  by ta k in g  them in to  h is  mind. Somehow, 
th a t  p ro cess  would in fo rm  th e  a c tu a l  p o in t  o f  view and shape o f  h is  
speech.^®

I t  i s  t h i s  same ex p erien ce  o f  b e in g  in s id e  th e  p ro ce sse s  o f a mind as  i t

th in k s  which R ichard  P o i r i e r  see s  in  James:

The e n t i r e  c a re e r  o f  Henry James le a d s  him tow ard The Golden Bowl 
. . . .  His c h a ra c te r s  in  th a t  novel a re  devoured by h is  vo ice

which i s  why th ey  m o stly  sound a l i k e .  Henry James i s  th e  tu rn  o f
th e  screw , and he knows i t ,  even w h ile , a s  in  th e  s to r y  o f  th a t  
t i t l e ,  he w r i te s  in  ap p a re n t abhorrence  o f any g ro ss  e f f o r t s  a t  
g o v e r n in g .^

And f i n a l l y  i t  i s  John U n tereck er who, in  h i s  in tro d u c tio n  to  David

S h a p iro 's  book on John A shbery, comments:

Such a w r i te r  [a s  John A shbery], r e p re s e n tin g  th e  r e a l  w orld  o f  th e  
mind, f in d s  m eandering th o u g h t h is  t r u e  v o c a tio n . . . .  By 
draw ing on p r iv a te  m a te r ia ls ,  he fo rc e s  us to  have th e  s tra n g e  
ex p erien ce  o f roaming th ro u g h  someone e l s e 's  h e a d .^

I f  we see  James and Ashbery a s  in h e r i t in g  from  Emerson th e  n o tio n s  o f 

"abandonment" and "rhapsody" a s  te ch n iq u es  a p p ro p r ia te  to  a  d e p ic t io n  o f 

th e  way o n e 's  mind can g iv e  i t s e l f  a c ce ss  to  i t s  own images and 

p ro c e sse s , then  we can open a  window on s p e c i f ic  methods a t  th e  very  

h e a r t  o f  Jam es' and A sh b ery 's  work.

4 . Lambert S t r e th e r  I s  "At Sea" (A 78)

In  th e  l a t e r  n ovels  o f  Henry James th e  way c e r ta in  c h a ra c te r s  over 

th e  cou rse  o f  th e  n a r r a t iv e  w i l l  ex p erien ce  an e v o lu tio n  o f s e n s i b i l i t y
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i l l u s t r a t e s  Em erson's id ea  t h a t  "The p o e t m ust be a  rh a p s o d is t ."  For

exam ple, a s  c a r e fu l ly  desig n ed  and c o n tro lle d  aB Jam es' tech n iq u e  i s  in

The Am bassadors. Lambert S t r e th e r  goes th rough  a  p ro cess  o f  change which

has i t s  b a s is  in  h is  w il l in g n e s s  to  su rre n d e r  c o n tro l  and endure th e

u n c e r ta in ty  o f h is  s i tu a t io n  "w ith o u t"—as John K eats p u ts  i t  in

describing what he callB "negative capability"~"any irritable reaching
28a f t e r  f a c t  and re a so n ."  W ithout knowing i t  (a lth o u g h  James may have 

known i t ) ,  S t r e th e r  comes to  a cc e p t Em erson's p o s tu la te  th a t  " a l l  our 

p ro g re s s  i s  an u n fo ld in g , l i k e  th e  v eg e tab le  bud" (RWE 41 9 ). From th e  

o u ts e t  o f The Ambassadors we a re  aware th a t  S t r e th e r  does n o t su b sc rib e  

to  th e  " f in e  co ld  th ough t"  (A 297) which ty p i f i e s  Mrs. Newsome in  whose 

mind th e re  i s  d e sc rib e d  to  be "no m argin , a s  i t  w ere, f o r  any 

a l t e r a t io n "  (A 29 8 ). R ather on th e  second page o f th e  novel we see  th e  

n a r r a to r  d e s c r ib in g  S t r e th e r  a s  p o sse ss in g  a very  d i f f e r e n t  k ind  o f 

co n sc io u sn ess:

He was burdened, poor S t r e th e r —i t  had b e t t e r  be co n fessed  a t  th e  
o u ts e t—w ith  th e  o d d ity  o f  a double c o n sc io u sn ess . There was 
detachm ent in  h is  z e a l and c u r io s i ty  in  h is  in d i f f e r e n c e .  (A 18)

What i s  suggested  i s  S t r e t h e r 's  u n w illin g e ss  a t  any g iven  tim e to

s u rre n d e r  com plete c o n tro l  over h is  consc iousness to  any d e f in in g  mood

o r p o s tu re .  T his type o f  "double co n sc iousness"  a llo w s S t r e th e r  (a s  one

p u lle d  o u t to  sea  by th e  undertow ) to  l e t  h im se lf  abandon c o n tro l  to  a

p ro cess  which i s  a  t ru e  "u n fo ld in g " :

Poor S t r e th e r  had a t  t h i s  very  moment to  re c o g n ise  th e  t r u t h  th a t  
w herever one paused in  P a r is  th e  im ag in a tio n  re a c te d  b e fo re  one 
cou ld  8to p  i t .  T h is p e rp e tu a l  r e a c t io n  p u t a p r ic e ,  i f  one would, 
on p au ses; b u t i t  p i le d  up consequences t i l l  th e re  was sc a rc e  room 
to  p ic k  o n e 's  s te p s  among them. (A 69)

Here h i s  " im ag in atio n " responds sp o n tan eo u sly  and goes o u t to  th e
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cosm opolitan  sense  o f v a r ie ty  which P a r is  d is p la y s  d e s p ite  th e  d i c t a t e s  

o f  con sc ien ce  w hich, S t r e th e r  comes e v e n tu a lly  to  r e a l i z e ,  keep Mrs. 

Newsome and S arah  Pocock moored e x a c t ly  where th ey  a r e .  Thus over th e  

co u rse  o f  th e  novel S t r e th e r  w i l l  begin  to  r e a l i z e  th a t  h is  "double 

co n sc io u sn ess"  i s ,  w ith o u t h i s  having any a b i l i t y  to  c o n tro l  i t ,  

s h i f t i n g  away from th e  r e s t r a in in g  sense  o f consc ience  and tow ards th a t  

p a r t  o f  mind dom inated by th e  f r e e  p la y  o f  im ag in a tio n . ("Y ou've . . . 

no im ag in a tio n , d o n 't  you see?  a t  a l l "  [ S tr e th e r  says to  Chad l a t e  in  

th e  n o v e l, on page 290; and Chad r e p l i e s : ]  . . . "But h a v e n 't  you 

y o u rs e lf  r a th e r  to o  much?") S t r e t h e r 's  re c o g n itio n  th a t  he w ants and 

needs to  change comes in  an e a r ly  co n v e rsa tio n  w ith  M aria G ostrey :

"Then g e t me o u t!"  [say s Lambert S t r e th e r ]
[M aria G o s tre y 's ]  fa c e  f a i r l y  b r ig h te n e d  f o r  th e  jo y  o f  th e  

a p p e a l, b u t ,  as  i f  i t  were a  q u e s tio n  o f immediate a c t io n ,  she 
v i s ib ly  c o n s id e red . "Out o f  w a itin g  f o r  [Waymarsh]?—o f see in g  him 
a t  a l l ? "

"Oh no—not t h a t , "  s a id  poor S t r e th e r ,  lo o k in g  g rav e . " I 'v e  
g o t to  w a it f o r  him—and I  want very  much to  see  him . But o u t o f  
th e  t e r r o r .  You d id  p u t your f in g e r  on i t  a  few m inutes ago . I t ' s  
g e n e ra l ,  b u t i t  a v a i l s  i t s e l f  o f  p a r t i c u la r  o c c a s io n s . T h a t 's  what 
i t ' s  do ing  f o r  me now. I 'm  always c o n s id e rin g  som ething e l s e ;  
som ething e l s e ,  I  mean, th an  th e  th in g  o f  th e  moment. The o b sess io n  
o f  th e  o th e r  th in g  i s  th e  t e r r o r .  I 'm  c o n s id e rin g  a t  p re se n t f o r  
in s ta n c e  som ething e ls e  th a n  you."

She l i s te n e d  w ith  charm ing e a rn e s tn e s s .  "Oh you o u g h tn ' t  to  do 
th a t ! "

" i t ' s  what I  adm it. Make i t  th en  im p o ss ib le ."
She co n tin u ed  to  th in k .  " Is  i t  r e a l l y  an 'o r d e r ' from you?— 

th a t  I  s h a l l  ta k e  th e  job? W ill you g iv e  y o u rs e lf  up?"
Poor S t r e th e r  heaved h is  s ig h . " I f  I  o n ly  could! But t h a t 's  

th e  deuce o f i t — th a t  I  n ev er can . No—I  c a n ' t . "
She w a s n 't ,  however, d isco u rag ed . "But you want to  a t  le a s t? "
"Oh unspeakab ly !"
"Ah th e n , i f  y o u 'l l  t r y ! " —and she took  over th e  jo b , a s  she 

had c a l le d  i t ,  on th e  s p o t .  "T ru st me!" (A 26 and 27)

S t r e th e r  knows th a t  h is  u n w illin g n ess  to  ex p erien ce  what i s  in  h is  

im m ediate environm ent a t  th e  moment—to  " s e iz e  th e  d a y ,"  as  i t  w ere—
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has been a l im i t a t io n ,  and one he sh a re s  w ith  h is  fe llo w  countrym an,

Waymarsh. (As Emerson says in  " S e lf-R e lia n c e " : "But man postpones o r

remembers; he does n o t l iv e  in  th e  p r e s e n t .  . . .  He cannot be happy

and s tro n g  u n t i l  he to o  l iv e s  w ith  n a tu re  in  th e  p re s e n t ,  above t im e ."

RWE 270) We f in d ,  f o r  exam ple, on th e  one hand, how S t r e th e r  sees

Waymarsh's p e r s o n a l i ty  a s  dom inated by an u n w illin g n ess  to  l iv e  w ith  th e

s a t i s f a c t io n s  o f th e  h e re  and now which o u r sen ses  have access  to ,  and

how he i n s i s t s  on d isco m fo rt as  n ecessa ry  to  h is  w orld view:

. . . — th e re  was y e t  an im pression  o f  minor d i s c ip l in e  invo lved  
f o r  o u r f r ie n d  [ S tr e th e r ]  in  th e  p ic tu r e  Waymarsh made as  he s a t  in  
t ro u s e r s  and s h i r t  on th e  edge o f  h is  couch. With h is  long  le g s  
ex tended and h is  la rg e  back much b e n t,  he nursed  a l t e r n a t e ly ,  f o r  
an alm ost in c r e d ib le  tim e , h is  elbows and h is  b ea rd . He s tru c k  h is  
v i s i t o r  as  ex trem ely , as  a lm ost w i l f u l ly  u ncom fortab le ; y e t  what 
had t h i s  been f o r  S t r e th e r ,  from th a t  f i r s t  glim pse o f him 
d isc o n c e r te d  in  th e  porch  o f  th e  h o te l ,  b u t th e  predom inant no te?  
The d isco m fo rt was in  a manner co n tag io u s , a s  w e ll as  a ls o  in  a 
manner inconsequen t and unfounded; th e  v i s i t o r  f e l t  th a t  u n le s s  he 
shou ld  g e t  used  to  i t —o r  u n le s s  Waymarsh h im se lf  shou ld— i t  would 
c o n s t i tu te  a  menace f o r  h is  own p rep a re d , h is  own a lre a d y  
confirm ed , consc iousness o f  th e  a g re e a b le . On t h e i r  f i r s t  going up 
to g e th e r  to  th e  room S t r e th e r  had s e le c te d  f o r  him Waymarsh had 
looked i t  over in  s i le n c e  and w ith  a  s ig n  th a t  re p re se n te d  f o r  h is  
companion, i f  n o t th e  h a b i t  o f  d isa p p ro b a tio n , a t  l e a s t  th e  d e s p a ir  
o f  f e l i c i t y ;  and t h i s  look  had re c u rre d  to  S t r e th e r  as  th e  key o f 
much he had s in c e  o b serv ed . "E urope," he had begun to  g a th e r  from 
th e se  th in g s ,  had up to  now r a th e r  f a i l e d  o f i t s  message to  him; he 
h a d n 't  g o t in to  tune  w ith  i t  and had a t  th e  end o f th re e  months 
a lm ost renounced any such e x p e c ta tio n . (A 29)

Waymarsh's " w ilfu l  d isco m fo rt"  and "d e sp a ir  o f  f e l i c i t y "  r e s u l t  from th e  

use  o f m oral s ta n d a rd s  to  s h o r t - c i r c u i t  w hatever com fort h is  sen ses  

m ight o th e rw ise  be a b le  to  f in d  in  h is  su rro u n d in g s; and t h i s  response  

in  Waymarsh i s  what i s  r e f e r r e d  to  a t  s e v e ra l  p o in ts  in  th e  novel as h is  

" sa c re d  r a g e ."  S t r e t h e r 's  developm ent in  a  d i f f e r e n t  d i r e c t io n  over th e  

co u rse  o f  th e  novel w i l l  make him more open to  h is  sen ses  as h is  

a e s th e t ic  response  to  P a r is  l a t e r  in  th e  book su g g e s ts :
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A ll v o ice s  had grown th ic k e r  and meant more th in g s ;  th ey  crowded on 
him as  he moved abou t—i t  was th e  way th ey  sounded to g e th e r  th a t  
w o u ld n 't l e t  him be s t i l l .  He f e l t ,  s t r a n g e ly ,  a s  sad  a s  i f  he had 
come f o r  some wrong, and y e t  a s  e x c ite d  a s  i f  he had come f o r  some
freedom . But th e  freedom  was what was most in  th e  p lace  and th e
h o u r; i t  was th e  freedom  th a t  most b rough t him round ag a in  to  th e
youth  o f  h is  own th a t  he had long  ago m issed . He could  have
ex p la in ed  l i t t l e  enough today  e i t h e r  why he had m issed i t  o r  why, 
a f t e r  y e a rs  and y e a r s ,  he should  ca re  th a t  he had; th e  main t r u th  
o f  th e  a c tu a l  ap p eal o f  e v e ry th in g  was none th e  l e s s  th a t  
e v e ry th in g  re p re se n te d  th e  su b stan ce  o f  h is  lo s s ,  pu t i t  w ith in  
re a c h , w ith in  to u ch , made i t ,  to  a degree  i t  had never been , an 
a f f a i r  o f  th e  s e n se s . T hat was what i t  became f o r  him a t  t h i s  
s in g u la r  tim e , th e  youth  he had long ago m issed—a queer co n c re te  
p re se n c e , f u l l  o f  m ystery , y e t  f u l l  o f  r e a l i t y ,  which he could  
h a n d le , t a s t e ,  sm e ll, th e  deep b re a th in g  o f which he could  
p o s i t iv e ly  h e a r . I t  was in  th e  o u ts id e  a i r  a s  w e ll a s  w ith in ;  i t  
was in  th e  long w atch, from th e  ba lco n y , in  th e  sunnier n ig h t ,  o f 
th e  wide l a t e  l i f e  o f  P a r i s ,  th e  u n ceasing  s o f t  q u ick  rum ble, 
below , o f  th e  l i t t l e  l ig h te d  c a r r ia g e s  t h a t ,  in  th e  p r e s s ,  always 
su g g ested  th e  gam blers he had seen  o f o ld  a t  Monte C arlo  pushing  up 
to  th e  t a b le s .  (A 281 and 282)

As S t r e th e r  b eg in s  to  be a b le  to  p a r t i c ip a te  in  th a t  p a r t  o f  h is  l i f e

w hich i s  "an a f f a i r  o f  th e  s e n s e s ,"  one o f th e  im portan t d if f e re n c e s

between S t r e th e r  and Waymarsh comes to  be th a t  understood  to  e x i s t

between th e  c o n s t r ic t in g  fo rc e  o f  an imposed m o ra li ty  and th e  f r e e  p lay

o f im a g in a tio n . N orthrop Frye d e s c r ib e s  a  r e la te d  c o n tr a s t  in  The

Anatomy o f  C r i t ic is m ;

. . . p o e try  c o n tin u a lly  ten d s  to  r ig h t  i t s  own balan ce  to  r e tu rn
to  th e  p a t te r n  o f  d e s ir e  and away from th e  co n v en tio n a l and m ora l.
. . . • The m oral and th e  d e s ir a b le  have many im p o rtan t and
s ig n i f i c a n t  co n n ec tio n s , b u t s t i l l  m o ra li ty , which comes to  term s
w ith  ex p erien ce  and n e c e s s i ty ,  i s  one th in g ,  and d e s i r e ,  which 
t r i e s  to  escape from n e c e s s i ty ,  q u i te  a n o th e r . Thus l i t e r a t u r e  i s  
a s  a  r u le  l e s s  i n f l e x ib le  th an  m o ra li ty , and i t  owes much o f i t s  
s ta tu s  a s  a l i b e r a l  a r t  t o  th a t  f a c t .  ^

The p ro cess  S t r e th e r  goes th rough  in  o rd e r  to  become more f l e x ib le  and 

open to  ex p erien ce  i s  one dom inated by th e  need to  r e la x  c o n tro l  d u rin g  

moments o f  u n c e r ta in ty .  I f  th e  c o n v e rsa tio n  I  quoted  above (on page 34)
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betw een S t r e th e r  and M aria G ostrey  i s  h is  in tro d u c tio n  to  someone

p o sse s s in g  a  con sc io u sn ess  v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  from Waymarsh's—and th e  k ind

o f  con sc io u sn ess  he h im se lf  would l i k e ,  in  some re s p e c ts  a t  l e a s t ,  to

p o sse s s—th en  h is  n ex t s te p  in  a  new d i r e c t io n  ta k e s  p lace  on one

morning he spends w ith  John L i t t l e  Bilham and Miss B arrace (members o f  a

group o f  young e x p a tr ia te  a r t i s t s  and bohemians whom he sees  as  l iv in g

" th e  i r r e g u la r  l i f e "  (A 79) in  P a r i s ) . I t  i s  when S tr e th e r  and Waymarsh

have b re a k fa s t  w ith  Miss B arrace  and Bilham th a t  S t r e th e r  h e a rs  them

co n v ersin g  in  a  way which he f in d s  somehow e n t i r e ly  new:

. . .  he was in  f a c t  so  o f te n  a t  sea  th a t  h is  sense  o f th e  range 
o f  re fe re n c e  was m erely  g e n e ra l and th a t  he on s e v e ra l  d i f f e r e n t  
o ccas io n s  guessed  and in te r p r e te d  o n ly  to  d o u b t. He wondered what 
th ey  m eant, b u t th e re  were th in g s  he sc a rc e  though t th ey  could  be 
supposed to  mean, and "Oh no—n o t th a t  1" was a t  th e  end o f  most o f  
h is  v e n tu re s . T h is  was th e  very  beg inn ing  w ith  him o f a  c o n d itio n  
a s  to  w hich, l a t e r  on , i t  w i l l  be seen , he found cause to  p u l l  
h im se lf  up; and he was to  remember th e  moment d u ly  as  th e  f i r s t  
s te p  in  a p ro c e ss . Q l 78)

T h is  "p ro c e ss"—o r ,  a s  he th in k s  o f  i t  a  l i t t l e  l a t e r ,  " th e  maze he had

b u t begun to  t re a d "  (A 80)—makes S t r e th e r  f e e l  p ro g re s s iv e ly  more " a t

sea"  (A 7 8 ). E v en tu a lly  S t r e th e r  m ust fa c e  th e  f a c t  t h a t  what he had

p re v io u s ly  th o u g h t to  be unim peachable assum ptions ( to  which hiB

c h a ra c te r  i s  perm anently  anchored) a re  now beg inn ing  to  s h i f t .  In  t h i s

re g a rd  S t r e th e r  comes to  an im p o rtan t s ta g e  o f h is  journey  on th e

o ccas io n  o f h is  f i r s t  en co u n te r w ith  Chad:

He was in  p resen ce  o f  a f a c t  th a t  occupied  h is  whole mind, th a t  
occupied  fo r  th e  h a lf -h o u r  h is  sen ses  them selves a l l  to g e th e r ;  bu t 
he c o u ld n 't  w ith o u t inconven ience show an y th in g —which m oreover 
m ight count r e a l l y  as  lu c k . What he m ight have shown, had he shown 
a t  a l l ,  was e x a c t ly  th e  k in d  o f em otion—th e  em otion o f 
bew ilderm ent— th a t  he had proposed to  h im se lf from th e  f i r s t ,  
w hatever should  o c c u r, t o  show l e a s t .  The phenomenon th a t  had 
suddenly  s a t  down th e re  w ith  him was a phenomenon o f  change so 
com plete th a t  h is  im ag in a tio n , which had worked so befo reh an d , f e l t
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i t s e l f ,  in  th e  connexion, w ith o u t m argin o r  a llow ance . I t  had faced  
every  con tingency  b u t th a t  Chad should  n o t Jbe Chad, and t h i s  was 
what i t  now had to  face  w ith  a  mere s t r a in e d  sm ile  and an 
uncom fortab le  f lu s h .  (A 90)

Thus i t  i s  n ea r  th e  end o f  Book Three when S t r e th e r  f i r s t  la y s  eyes on 

Chad th a t  C had 's appearance and manner a re  a com plete s u rp r is e  to  

S t r e th e r  and a  landm ark in  h is  new (and p ro g re s s iv e ly  more Em ersonian) 

co n sc io u sn ess :

Again and ag a in  a s  th e  days passed  he had had a sense  o f th e  
p e r t in e n c e  o f  communicating q u ic k ly  w ith  W o o lle tt—communicating 
w ith  a q u ick n ess  w ith  which te le g ra p h y  a lo n e  would rhyme; th e  f r u i t  
r e a l l y  o f  a  f in e  fancy  in  him f o r  keep ing  th in g s  s t r a i g h t ,  f o r  th e  
happy fo re s ta lm e n t o f  e r r o r .  No one could  e x p la in  b e t t e r  when 
n e e d fu l, no r p u t more consc ien ce  in to  an  acco u n t o r  a  r e p o r t ;  which 
burden o f  conscience i s  perhaps e x a c tly  th e  reaso n  why h is  h e a r t  
alw ays sank  when th e  c louds o f  e x p la n a tio n  g a th e re d . His h ig h e s t 
in g e n u ity  was in  keep ing  th e  sky o f l i f e  c le a r  o f  them. Whether o r  
no he had a  grand id ea  o f  th e  lu c id ,  he h e ld  t h a t  n o th in g  ev er was 
in  f a c t 1—f o r  any one e l s e —e x p la in ed . One went th rough  th e  v a in  
m otions, b u t i t  was m o stly  a w aste o f  l i f e .  A p e rso n a l r e l a t io n  was 
a r e l a t io n  on ly  so long  as peop le  e i t h e r  p e r f e c t ly  understood  o r ,  
b e t t e r  s t i l l ,  d i d n 't  c a re  i f  th ey  d i d n 't .  From th e  moment th ey  
cared  i f  th ey  d i d n 't  i t  was l iv in g  by th e  sw eat o f o n e 's  brow; and 
th e  sw eat o f  o n e 's  brow was j u s t  what one m ight buy o n e 's  s e l f  o f f  
from by keep ing  th e  ground f r e e  o f th e  w ild  weed of d e lu s io n . I t  
e a s i ly  grew to o  f a s t ,  and th e  A t la n t ic  cab le  now a lo n e  cou ld  race  
w ith  i t .  That agency would each day have t e s t i f i e d  f o r  him to  
som ething th a t  was n o t what W o o lle tt had arg u ed . (A 92)

S t r e th e r  changes so much t h a t ,  u n lik e  th e  moment d u rin g  h is  e a r ly  t a lk  

w ith  M aria G ostrey  (on page 26) when he adm its h e 's  "always c o n s id e rin g  

som ething e ls e  . . . th an  th e  th in g  o f th e  moment," l a t e r  in  th e  book, 

d u rin g  a t a l k  w ith  Chad, S t r e th e r  can f i n a l l y  l e t  h im se lf  r e a l i z e  th a t  

th e  g iven  "moment r e a l l y  took  on . . .  an i n t e n s i t y . "  (A 142) T his i s  

som ething new w ith  S t r e th e r ,  a s  i s  th e  e v id e n t tra n s fo rm a tio n  from h is  

e a r l i e r  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  c o n s ta n tly  checking h is  w atch (on page 25) to  

see  what tim e i t  i s  ("He looked re p e a te d ly  a t  h i s  w atch, and when he had



39

done so  f o r  th e  f i f t h  tim e M iss G ostrey  to o k  him up . 'Y o u 're  doing

som ething th a t  you th in k  n o t r i g h t '" )  to  an a l t e r e d  s t a t e  o f mind which

b eg in s  to  c a re  l i t t l e  abou t tim e a s  som ething th e  q u a n ti ty  o f  which one

m ust alw ays keep t r a c k  o f :

He l ig h te d ,  in  th e  s t r e e t ,  a  c ig a r e t t e ,  which ag a in  gave him more 
tim e . But i t  was a lre a d y  sh a rp  f o r  him th a t  th e re  was no use  in  
tim e . (£  143)

A gain, as  e v e r , Emerson i s  o u r c o n te x t: " I t  i s  th e  q u a l i ty  o f th e

moment, n o t th e  number o f  d ay s , o f  e v e n ts , o r  o f  a c to r s ,  th a t  im p o rts ."

(RWE "The T ra n s c e n d e n ta lis t"  204) S t r e t h e r 's  co n sc io u sn ess, as  he

ad m its , has a l t e r e d  to  such a  degree  t h a t  he wonders—as he says to  Miss

G ostrey— i f  perhaps he i s n ' t  "mad": " I  d a re  say  in  f a c t  I 'm  q u i te

f a n t a s t i c ,  and I  s h o u ld n 't  be a t  a l l  s u rp r is e d  i f  I  were mad." (A 191)

The p o in t ,  th e n , i s  t h a t  S t r e th e r  becomes aware t h a t  he has gone th rough

a com plete tra n s fo rm a tio n  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e  way he ex p erien ces  and

th in k s  abou t th e  w orld and h is  p la c e  in  i t :

. . . and th e  tim e seemed a lre a d y  f a r  o f f  when he had h e ld  o u t h is
sm all t h i r s t y  cup to  th e  sp o u t o f  [M iss G o s tre y 's ]  p a i l .  Her p a i l  
was s c a rc e  touched now, and o th e r  fo u n ta in s  had flowed f o r  him; she 
f e l l  in to  h e r p la ce  a s  b u t one o f  h is  t r i b u t a r i e s ;  and th e re  was a 
s tra n g e  sw eetness—a m elancholy m ildness th a t  touched him—in  h e r 
accep tan ce  o f  th e  a l t e r e d  o rd e r .

I t  marked f o r  h im se lf  th e  f l i g h t  o f  tim e , o r  a t  any r a t e  what
he was p lea se d  to  th in k  o f  w ith  iro n y  and p i t y  as th e  ru sh  o f
e x p e rie n c e ; i t  hav ing  been b u t th e  day b e fo re  y e s te rd ay  th a t  he s a t
a t  h e r  f e e t  and h e ld  on by h e r  garm ent and was fed  by h e r  hand. I t
was th e  p ro p o rtio n s  th a t  were changed, and th e  p ro p o rtio n s  were a t  
a l l  tim e s , he p h ilo so p h ise d , th e  v ery  c o n d itio n s  o f p e rc e p tio n , th e  
term s o f th o u g h t. (A 196)

When James develops h is  c h a ra c te r  so  t h a t  f o r  S t r e th e r  p re v io u s ly -  

assum ed-to -be-inm utab le  laws a r e  o v e rtu rn e d , we see  an example o f what 

Emerson wanted h is  re a d e rs  to  u n d erstan d  when he used  th e  word
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"abandonm ent." A lso S t r e th e r  b eg in s  to  keep " th e  sky o f  l i f e  c le a r "  o f 

" th e  c louds o f e x p la n a tio n "  (A 92) and in  t h i s  way we see  him throw ing 

over any p reco n ce iv ed , l i n e a r ,  r a t io n a l  "ex p lan a tio n "  he may by h a b it  

w ish  to  b r in g  to  h is  ex p e rien ce  in  fa v o r  o f a " s t i t c h in g  to g e th e r"  o f 

w hatever in fo rm a tio n  h is  s e n se s  p ro v id e  h im ~ a  p ro c e ss  which r e s u l t s  (a s  

S t r e th e r  acknow ledges) in  a r e o rg a n iz a tio n  f o r  him o f  " th e  very  

c o n d itio n s  o f  p e rc e p tio n , [and] th e  term s o f  th o u g h t."  So i t  i s ,  th en , 

as  i f  James g iv es  us  a le s s o n  i l l u s t r a t i n g  Em erson's b e l i e f s  th a t  

"A daptiveness i s  th e  p e c u l i a r i ty  o f  human n a tu re "  (RWE "M ontaigne; o r ,  

The S k ep tic "  696) and a ls o  t h a t  "He in  whom th e  love  o f t r u t h  

predom inates w i l l  keep h im se lf  a lo o f  from a l l  m oorings, and a f lo a t"  (RWE 

" I n t e l l e c t "  42 6 ).

5 . "Houseboat Days" (HD 38)

I t  i s  t h i s  fo rm u la tio n  on Em erson's p a r t—and i l l u s t r a t i o n  on 

Jam es' p a r t—o f an a l t e r n a t iv e  lo g ic  o f th o u g h t, namely one based on th e  

power o f  "abandonment" and a ls o  o f "rh ap so d y ,"  which John Ashbery p ick s  

up on and ex p lo re s  in  h i s  l a t e r  p o e try . C onsider, f o r  exam ple, th e  

t i t l e  poem in  th e  book Houseboat Days and th e  way in  which i t  could  

alm ost be a jo u rn a l e n try  made by a  l a t t e r - d a y  v e rs io n  o f  Lambert 

S t r e th e r .  The poem 's opening quo te  su g g ests  som ething o v erh ea rd . In  a 

1983 in te rv ie w  Ashbery d is c u s s e s  in c o rp o ra tin g  overheard  rem arks in to  

poems:

. . .  I  o f te n  p u t in  th in g s  th a t  I  have overheard  people say , on 
th e  s t r e e t  f o r  in s ta n c e .  Suddenly som ething f ix e s  i t s e l f  in  th e  
flow  th a t  i s  going on around one and seems to  have a s ig n if ic a n c e .
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Likew ise in  th e  p ro cess  o f  g a in in g  access  to  h idden meanings which

surround  him, i t  i s  th rough  overheard  rem arks (a s  I  m entioned above on

page 37) th a t  Lambert S t r e th e r ,  in  p a r t ,  p ro g re s se s :

. . .  he was in  f a c t  so o f te n  a t  sea  th a t  h is  sense  o f  th e  range
o f  re fe re n c e  [ in  th e  c o n v e rsa tio n  he was l i s t e n in g  to  between
Bilham and Miss B arrace] was m erely  g e n e ra l and th a t  he on s e v e ra l 
d i f f e r e n t  o ccas io n s  guessed  and in te r p r e te d  on ly  to  d o u b t. He 
wondered what th e y  m eant, b u t th e re  were th in g s  he s c a rc e  thought 
th ey  could  be supposed to  mean, and "Oh no—n o t th a t  1" was a t  th e  
end o f most o f  hiB v e n tu re s . (A 78)

In  "Houseboat Days" th e  opening se n te n ce — "The s k in  i s  broken"— 

in tro d u c e s  two o f th e  poems im p o rtan t m o tifs :  one concerns th e  p resence

o f p a in  in  our l i v e s .  ("P a in "  a ls o  ap p ears  in  l in e s  18 and 19 where we

read  "—do you see  where i t  le ad s?  To p a in , /  And th e  trium ph over 

p a in " ; and in  l in e s  26 to  29 which read  "P ain  in  th e  c i s t e r n ,  in  th e  

g u t t e r s ,  and i f  we m erely  /  W ait aw h ile , t h a t  d e n ia l ,  as  though a 

u n iv e rse  o f  p a in  /  Had been c re a te d  ju s t  so a s  to  deny i t s  own 

e x is te n c e ."  HD 38 and 39) The second m o tif  t h i s  f i r s t  sen ten ce  

in tro d u c e s  concerns a  v is io n  o f  change o r  movement a s  one which i s  

fundam ental to  human ex p erien ce  as  su g g ested  in  th e  id ea  o f  th e  b reak in g  

o f th e  "sk in "  so a s  to  pass  beyond som ething . In  f a c t  th e  way th a t  in  

th e  second l in e  i t  may be th e  "poking ahead" which i s  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  

b reak in g  th e  "sk in "  su g g e s ts  t h a t  t h i s  opening s ta te m en t i s  about l i f e ' s  

in e v i ta b le  changes which a re  o f te n  accompanied by th e  p a in  o f g iv in g  up 

th e  f a m il ia r  and com fortab le  a s  p a r t  o f  th e  p ro cess  o f  moving th rough  

boundaries  in to  t h a t  which i s  new. (A nother poem opening on a s im i la r  

no te  i s  "A Wave": "To p ass  th rough  p a in  and n o t know i t ,  /  A c a r  door 

slamming in  th e  n ig h t .  /  To emerge on an in v i s ib le  t e r r a i n . "  AW 68) The 

r e s t  o f  t h i s  opening quo te  in  i t s  ungram m atical q u a l i ty  seems l ik e
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p ie c e s  o f  unconnected c o n v e rsa tio n  coming from th e  ta b le s  around us as 

we s i t  over b re a k fa s t  in  th e  c o ffe e  shop o f a  h o te l  where we a re  

s ta y in g :

"The sk in  i s  b roken . The h o te l  b re a k fa s t  ch in a  
Poking ahead to  th e  l a s t  week in  A ugust, n o t r e a l ly  
Very much a t  a l l ,  found th e  lan d  where you b e g a n . . ."

(Hfi. 38)

The c o l le c t iv e  sense  h e re , i n  a d d i t io n  to  th e  r e e l in g  o f p a in , i s  one o f 

movement ("Poking ah ead "), l im i ta t io n  ("n o t r e a l l y  /  Very much a t  a l l ” ) 

and f i n a l l y  d isco v e ry  ("found  th e  lan d  where you b e g a n . . . " ) — t h i s  l a s t  

su g g es tin g  th e  k ind  o f  c i r c u l a r  movement T .S . E l io t  d e sc rib e d  in  " L i t t l e  

G idding” :

We s h a l l  n o t cease  from e x p lo ra tio n  
And th e  end o f a l l  ou r e x p lo r in g  
W ill be to  a r r iv e  where we s ta r t e d  ^
And know th e  p la c e  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e .

The e f f e c t  o f  A sh b ery 's  opening l in e s  i s  to  evoke th e  t r a n s i t i v e  and 

p a r t i a l  o r  u n f in ish e d  n a tu re  o f  ex p e rie n c e .

In  i t s  m ention o f " b re a k fa s t  ch ina" ( in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e )  and 

" teacu p s"  ( in  th e  l a s t  l i n e ) ,  th e  poem u ses  synecdoche to  in tro d u ce  a 

c o n s id e ra tio n  o f d o m estic , in d o o r l i f e  as  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t r a v e l ,  as in  

th e  id ea  o f a  " h o te l"  ( a ls o  in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e )  and a s  su g g ested  by "some 

d i s t a n t ,  speed ing  t r a in "  ( in  l i n e  3 8 ); and th en  on to  t h i s  p ic tu r e  i s  

superim posed th e  t h i r d  elem ent o f  "p a in " I  m entioned b e fo re . But how, 

we m ight a sk , i s  s ta y in g  in  a  h o te l  o r  t r a v e l in g  p a in fu l?  The poem 

h e lp s  us g a in  a sen se  o f how we shou ld  c o n s tru e  th e  meaning o f  "h o te l"  

in  th e  sen te n ce : "The mind /  I s  so h o s p ita b le ,  ta k in g  in  e v e ry th in g  /  

Like b o a rd e rs , and you d o n 't  s e e  u n t i l  /  I t ' s  a l l  over how l i t t l e  th e re
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was to  le a rn  /  Once th e  s te n c h  o£ knowledge has d i s s ip a te d ,  and th e

t r o u v a i l l e s  /  Of every  one o f  th e  sen ses  f a l l e n  b ac k ."  "Knowledge" can

be g a th e red  by no o th e r  means th an  th ro u g h  o u r s e n se s—which i s  to  say  

th a t  i f  th e  "mind" w ants to  know an y th in g  a t  l e a s t  a t  f i r s t  i t  has no 

cho ice  b u t to  ta k e  in  "e v e ry th in g  /  L ike b o a rd e rs ."

However in  some way, and f o r  th e  tim e b e in g , we a re  b l in d :  "and

you d o n 't  see  u n t i l  /  I f ' s  a l l  o v e r ."  The f a u l t  seems to  l i e  w ith  our 

" s e n s e s ,"  s in c e  what we fo cu s  upon in  our l i v e s —what we th in k  i s  

im portan t a t  th e  t i m e ~ i s  " th e  t r o u v a i l l e s  /  Of every  one o f  th e  

s e n s e s ,"  even though th e  p o in t  where we r e a l l y  beg in  to  "see" i s  when 

th e se  " t ro u v a i l le s "  have " f a l l e n  b a ck ."  A passage shedding  some l i g h t  

on t h i s  one appears in  th e  long  poem, "A Wave":

Moments as  c le a r  as  w ate r 
S p lash in g  on a rock  in  th e  sun , though in  d a rk n e ss , and th en  
S leep  has to  a f f irm  i t  and th e  body i s  f r e s h  a g a in ,
For th e  t r i a l s  and dangerous s i tu a t io n s  th a t  any lo v e ,
However w ell-m eaning , has to  use  a s  term s in  th e  argument
That i s  th e  r e f le x iv e  p la y  o f  ou r l iv in g  and be in g  l o s t
And th en  changed a g a in , a  harm less fa n ta s y  th a t  must grow
P ro g re s s iv e ly  s e r io u s ,  and soon s t a t e  i t s  case  s u c c in c t ly
And d an g ero u sly , and we s i t  down to  th e  ta b le  ag a in
N oting th e  g ra in  o f th e  wood t h i s  tim e and how i t  pushes th rough
The pad we a re  w r i t in g  on and becomes p a r t  o f  what i s  w r i t te n .
Not u n t i l  i t  s t a r t s  to  s t in k  does th e  in e v i ta b le  happen.

(AW 73)

I t  i s  when a  r e l ia n c e  upon sen se  d a ta  i s  abandoned in  th e  p ro cess  o f 

a llo w in g  o n e s e lf  to  ex p e rien ce  th e  " re f le x iv e  p la y  o f our l iv in g  and 

b e in g  lo s t "  th a t  a k in d  o f m y s tic a l b len d in g  o f  o b je c ts  w ith  one an o th e r 

occu rs  as  " th e  g ra in  o f th e  wood [ .  . . ]  pushes th rough  /  The pad we a re  

w r i t in g  on and becomes p a r t  o f  what i s  w r i t t e n ."  What " s t in k s "  i s  

"reaso n in g  on b e h a lf  o f  o n e 's  /  S in ce re  c o n v ic tio n s"  (a  p h rase  used  in  

th e  sen ten ce  in  "Houseboat Days" a f t e r  th e  one under d is c u s s io n )  s in c e
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t h i s  em phasizes n o t o n ly  th e  boundaries  between id e a s  (a s  i f  th ey  were 

o b je c ts  and needed to  be s t r i c t l y  d e f in e d ) ,  b u t a ls o  th e  b e l i e f  th a t  

some id e a s  a re  more perm anent th a n  o th e r s  ( i . e . . ,  a re  "c o n v ic tio n s" )*  

Ashbery su g g e s ts  th a t  what we " d o n 't  see"  i s  th a t  "knowledge" i s  n o t th e  

"b o ard e rs"  in  th e  " h o sp ita b le "  m ind, b u t th e  way th e  b o ard e rs  come and 

go—th e  way th e y  look  when seen  "As in  th e  window o f  some d i s t a n t ,  

speed ing  t r a i n . "  ( l i n e  38) What we see  in  th e  windows i s  n o t so much 

in d iv id u a l  p assen g ers  b u t a  c o l le c t iv e  passage  th a t  p u l l s  us a long  w ith  

i t ;  once we s i t u a t e  o u rse lv e s  in  r e l a t io n  to  th e  w orld o f our own 

ex p erien ce  so a s  to  th in k  we a re  n o t a t  th e  door o f a  h o te l  a s  much as  

lo o k in g  a t  a  "speed ing  t r a i n " —th en  we become accom plices and , as i f  

m a g ic a lly , a re  on th a t  t r a i n .  The f r u s t r a t i o n  we f e e l  comes, in  p a r t ,  

from r e a l iz in g  th a t  we do n o t p o ssess  our ex p erien ce  in  th e  way th a t  we 

have been t r a in e d  to  b e l ie v e  th a t  we can own lan d  o r  a c a r ,  b u t a re  

r a th e r  moving a long  and changing w ith  i t ;  th e  p a in fu l p a r t  i s  ac ce p tin g  

th e  d i f f i c u l t - t o - a c c e p t  and even seem ingly p a ra d o x ic a l f a c t  th a t  th e  

mind, though a home (o f  s o r t s ) ,  i s  a ls o  alw ays changing and in  t h i s  

sense  never on s o l id  ground. An e x te n s io n  o f t h i s  id e a  i s  suggested  in  

l in e s  6 th rough  8: "We can b o ta n iz e  /  About t h i s  f o r  c e n tu r ie s ,  and th e

l i t t l e  dazey /  Blooms ag a in  in  th e  c i t i e s . "  Here Ashbery su g g ests  we 

can "b o tan ize"  ( o r ,  in  o th e r  w ords, s t r u c tu r e  our minds in to  r a t io n a l  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  compartments o r  c a te g o r ie s )  a l l  we w ant, b u t " th e  l i t t l e  

dazey" (which i s  to  say  a  b ew ild e rin g  ex p erien ce  o f  one s o r t  o r  an o th e r)  

w i l l  always in tru d e  i t s e l f  and u p se t o u r n e a te s t  c a te g o r ie s  (and perhaps 

even, as  he says in  l i n e s  53 and 54, " to p p le  governm ents, le v e l  towns 

and c i t i e s " ) .  P a r t  o f  th e  p o in t  i s  t h a t  in  th e  same way th a t  a d a isy
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w i l l  grow on a  h i l l s i d e ,  l e t ' s  say , and p la y  i t s  r o le  in  th e  ensemble o f 

flo w ers  and p la n ts  w hich, upon b e in g  see n , c o n tr ib u te  to  our peace o f 

mind*—lik e w ise  th o se  ex p e rien ces  which daze and b ew ild er one in  an urban 

s e t t i n g  (New York C ity , f o r  exam ple, where John Ashbery l iv e s )  

c o n tr ib u te  to  an u n s e t t le d  s t a t e  o f  mind w hich, i f  we a re  to  b e lie v e  

Emerson, i s  im p o rtan t to  th e  growth o f  o u r s p i r i t :  th e  p o in t  i s  n o t th e

d a is y  o r  th e  "d azey ,'' b u t what we do w ith  i t .

While I  h e s i t a t e  to  "b o tan ize"  to o  much abou t an y th in g  so d iv e rse

as  A shbery 's  poems, i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  g e n e ra l iz e  abou t th e  sen te n ces  in  

h i s  poems in  th e  fo u r  books under d is c u s s io n  in  so f a r  as  Ashbery

p re se n ts  each poem a s  i f  i t  were i t s  own co n sc io u sn ess  in  th e  p ro cess  o f

re c e iv in g  sen ten ces  in  a l l  th e  d i f f e r e n t  ways a mind r e g i s t e r s  

language. In  o th e r  words i t  i s  as  i f  some Ashbery poems a re  them selves 

examples o f th e  way t h a t ,  as  Emerson sa y s , " l i f e  i s  what a person  th in k s  

a l l  d a y ,"  so th a t  i n i t i a l l y  o v erh eard  s n ip p e ts  o f  c o n v e rsa tio n  can s t a r t  

one th in k in g  about som ething (a s  in  t h i s  poem 's o p en in g ); then  a s t a t e  

o f mind o r  passage o f  thought o r  f e e l in g  w i l l  be p o r tra y e d  a s  a p ie c e  of 

seem ingly s u r r e a l  landscape (a s  in  l in e s  18-23: "To p a in , /  And th e  

trium ph over p a in , s t i l l  h idden  /  In  th e s e  lo w -ly in g  h i l l s  which rob  us 

/  Of a l l  p r iv a c y , as  though one were alw ays abou t to  meet /  O ne 's double 

th rough  th e  ch a in  o f  c ig a r  smoke /  And th en  i t  . . . happens, l i k e  an 

ex p lo sio n  in  th e  b r a in ,  /  Only i t ' s  a c a ta s tro p h e  on an o th e r p la n e t" ) ;  

and th e n , t h i r d ,  g iven  th e se  ev en ts  d e p ic te d  as  happening on a 

m indscape, he w i l l  o f f e r  an o f te n  p a ra d o x ica l o n e-sen ten ce  summary o r 

in t e r p r e ta t io n  which—as w ith  Em erson's a p h o r is t ic  se n te n c e s—o fte n  do 

n o t so much p ro v id e  an answer as  su g g est more q u e s tio n s  (a s  in  l in e s  31
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to  33: "To p r a is e  t h i s ,  blame t h a t ,  /  Leads one s u b tly  away from th e  

b eg in n in g , where /  We must s ta y ,  in  m o tio n "). W ith re s p e c t  to  t h i s  

t h i r d  "type" o f  sen ten ce  we f in d  in  A sh b ery 's  l a t e r  poems, i t  i s

im p o rtan t to  remind o u rse lv e s  o f  what R ichard  P o i r ie r  says about

Em erson's se n te n c e s : "Emerson i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  and im p o rtan t n o t f o r  any

s o lu t io n s  proposed by h is  aphorism s, b u t f o r  th e  tro u b le  and

32c o n tra d ic t io n s  in to  which h is  a s p i r a t io n s  p u t h im ." But what g iv es  

some re a d e rs  t ro u b le  i s  t h e i r  in s is te n c e  th a t  sen ten ces  in  an Ashbery

poem be s t ru c tu re d  in  a r a t io n a l  and l i n e a r  fa sh io n  (a s  i f  th e  p o e t were

"reaso n in g  on b e h a lf  o f  [ h is ]  /  S in ce re  c o n v ic tio n s" )  when in  f a c t  i t  i s  

by means o f a  rh ap so d ic  s t i t c h in g  to g e th e r  t h a t  th e  mind o f  th e  poem 

moves from one p o in t to  a n o th e r . The re a d e r  must le a rn  to  " a s s im ila te "  

h im se lf  o r  h e r s e l f  to  A sh b ery 's  p ro c e sse s  and th u s  le a rn  an im portan t 

le s so n  concern ing  th e  way knowledge can come th rough  "abandonm ent."

The l a s t  sen ten ce  o f A sh b ery 's  quo ted  above ( l in e s  13 to  23) 

su g g es ts  in  th e  c o n te x t o f  th e  poem th e  id e a  th a t  "To p r a is e  t h i s  [o r]  

blame th a t"  i s  a m a tte r  o f  s e lf - d e lu s io n  i f  th e  " th is "  and " th a t"  a re  

th o u g h t to  be " c e r t a in t i e s "  s in c e —as th e  p rev io u s  l i n e  t e l l s  u s— th e  

o n ly  " c e r t a in t i e s "  a re  " l iv in g  and d y in g ."  ( I  p o in ted  o u t e a r l i e r ,  on 

page 22, how th e  " c e r ta in  p i l l a r s "  in  l i n e  51 become "a v a s t  dream ," and 

th u s  them selves must be seen  a s  d is s o lv in g  in to  i l l u s i o n . )  What we a re  

be in g  to ld  i s  th a t  change ( l i k e  th e  "w eather" in  th e  p rev io u s  l in e )  i s  

th e  on ly  c e r ta in ty ,  and th a t  " th e  b eg in n in g , where /  We must s ta y "

( l in e s  32 and 33) i s , . i n  f a c t ,  "m otion" i t s e l f  (ag a in  l ik e  th e  "w eather" 

which i s  a t  once " c e r ta in "  and alw ays in  "m o tio n "). Ashbery d iscu sse d  

r e l a t e d  id e a s  in  an in te rv ie w  from 1983:
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INTERVIBWER: Could you e x p la in  th e  paradox concern ing  am bigu ity  and 
c e r t i tu d e  [as  th ey  r e l a t e  to  modern p o e try  and a r t ] ?

ASHBBRY! Things a re  in  a  c o n tin u a l s t a t e  o f  m otion and e v o lu t io n , 
and i f  we come to  a  p o in t  where we say , w ith  c e r t i tu d e ,  r ig h t  h e re , 
t h i s  i s  th e  end o f  th e  u n iv e rs e ,  th en  o f co u rse  we must d e a l w ith  
ev e ry th in g  th a t  goes on a f t e r  t h a t ,  w hereas am bigu ity  seems to  tak e  
f u r th e r  developm ents in to  acco u n t. He m ight r e a l i z e  th a t  th e  
p re se n t moment may be one o f  an e te r n a l  o r  sem p ite rn a l s e r i e s  o f 
moments, a l l  o f  which w i l l  resem ble i t  b ecau se , in  some ways, th ey  
a re  th e  p re s e n t ,  and w o n 't in  o th e r  ways, because th e  p re se n t w i l l  
be th e  p a s t  by th a t  time.33

That Henry James shared  t h i s  view i s  c le a r  from  h i s  p re fa c e  to  R oderick  

Hudson where he w rote! "R e a lly , u n iv e r s a l ly ,  r e l a t io n s  s to p  nowhere, 

and th e  e x q u is i te  problem  o f  th e  a r t i s t  i s  e t e r n a l ly  b u t to  draw, by a 

geom etry o f  h is  own, th e  c i r c l e  w ith in  which th e y  s h a l l  h a p p ily  appear 

to  do s o ."  (AN 5) And so to  r e tu rn  f o r  a moment to  Lambert S t r o th e r 's  

f e e l in g  " th e  em otion o f  bew ilderm ent" (A 9 0 ) , i t  i s  as  i f  indeed  

"Houseboat Days" could  have been w r i t te n  by him, th e  "p a in " m entioned a t  

s e v e ra l  p o in ts  in  i t  be ing  what he has in  mind when he r e a l iz e d  "The 

phenomenon th a t  had suddenly  s a t  down th e re  w ith  him was a phenomenon o f 

change so com plete th a t  h is  im ag in a tio n , which had worked so befo rehand , 

f e l t  i t s e l f ,  in  th e  connexion , w ith o u t m argin o r  allow ance" (A 9 0 ).

The co rrespond ing  passage in  A sh b ery 's  poem read s!

—do you see  where i t  le a d s?  To p a in ,
And th e  trium ph over p a in ,  s t i l l  h idden
In  th e se  lo w -ly in g  h i l l s  which rob  us
Of a l l  p r iv a c y , a s  though one were alw ays about to  meet
O ne's double th rough  th e  ch a in  o f c ig a r  smoke
And th en  i t  . . .  happens, l i k e  an ex p lo s io n  in  th e  b r a in ,
Only i t ' b  a  c a ta s tro p h e  on a n o th e r  p la n e t  to  which 
One has been in v i te d ,  and a s  s u re ly  canno t re fu s e !
P ain  in  th e  c i s t e r n ,  in  th e  g u t t e r s ,  and i f  we m erely  
Wait a w h ile , th a t  d e n ia l ,  a s  though a  u n iv e rse  o f  p a in  
Had been c re a te d  ju s t  so a s  to  deny i t s  own e x is te n c e .

(HD 38, l in e s  21 th rough  28)

The "double" one i s  "alw ays about to  m eet" i s  f o r  S t r e th e r ,  in  one
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se n se , Chad. But a ls o  i t  i s  th e  ever-u n ex p ec ted  en co u n ter w ith in  

o n e s e lf ;  i t  i s  th e  a b i l i t y  to  tu rn  away from  consc ience  (o r  th e  argument 

th a t  one must ho ld  f a s t  to  th e  d i c t a t e s  o f  m oral im p era tiv e  a s  Mrs. 

Newsome and Susan Pocock b e l ie v e )  tow ards " im ag in a tio n "  w hich, g iven  th e  

unexpected  "ex p lo sio n  in  th e  b r a in ,"  w i l l  acknowledge t h i s  " c a ta s tro p h e  

on an o th e r  p la n e t  to  which /  One has been in v i te d ,  and a s  s u re ly  cannot 

r e f u s e ."  The d e s c r ip t io n  h e re  i s  o f  th e  k in d  o f  ex p e rien ce  S t r e th e r  i s  

hav ing  o f ev en ts  which cannot be e x p la in ed  on th e  b a s is  o f  o n e 's  

p o ssessed  accum ulation  o f  b e l i e f s  and id e a s —th u s  th e  need to  g iv e  

" o n e 's  double" (A sh b ery 's  p h ra se , b u t a ls o  an a p t d e s c r ip t io n  o f 

S t r e th e r  as  we see  him on page 18: "He was burdened . . . w ith  a double

co n sc io u sn ess")  a chance to  le a d  th e  way in to  th e  fu tu r e  (a s  happens 

in  Lambert S t r e t h e r 's  c a s e ) .  The "trium ph over p a in "  m entioned in  l in e  

19 ( a t  th e  beg inn ing  o f  t h i s  sen ten ce ) comes, a s  in  S t r e t h e r 's  c a se , 

when "we m erely /  Wait a w h ile , th a t  d e n ia l ,  as  though a u n iv e rse  o f  p a in  

/  Had been c re a te d  j u s t  so  as  to  deny i t s  own e x is te n c e ."  The 

su g g estio n  h e re  i s  o f  a type o f  p a in  d esigned  to  s e l f - d e s t r u c t  over tim e 

( " to  deny i t s  own e x is te n c e "  . . . " i f  we [ . . . ]  w a it aw h ile") as  i s  

a p p ro p ria te  g iven  th e  ease  one s low ly  b eg in s  to  f e e l  w ith  any u n fa m ilia r  

ex p erien ce  a s  i t  e v e n tu a lly  comes to  seem le s s  th re a te n in g  and p a r t  o f  a 

s ta tu s  quo. T his i s  what happens to  Lambert S t r e t h e r 's  p a in  as  he comes 

more and more to  u n d erstan d  and accep t f o r  what i t  i s  th e  l i f e  l iv e d  by 

h is  acq u a in tan ces  in  P a r is  and th e ,  f o r  him , im p lied  new "term s o f 

th o u g h t."  (A 196)

In  t h i s  re ad in g  o f "Houseboat Days" my id e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f Lambert 

S t r e th e r  w ith  th e  a u th o r o f th e  poem i s  n o t so  f a r - f e tc h e d  i f  we
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c o n s id e r  th a t  when John Ashbery went to  P a r is  in  1956 ( f o r  a  te n  y ea r

s ta y )  and developed f i n a l l y  in to  th e  p o e t we read  to d ay , he in  a sense

f u l f i l l e d  what Lambert S t r e th e r  ( v i s i t i n g  P a r is  l a t e r  in  h is  l i f e )

th in k s  back upon a s  " th e  p rom ises to  h im se lf  [made a s  a  young man] th a t

he had a f t e r  h is  o th e r  [ e a r l i e r ]  v i s i t  n ev er k e p t ."  (A 62) In  o th e r

words i f  we g ra n t ,  as  E.M. F o r s te r  a rg u e s , t h a t

. . . P a r is  i r r a d i a t e s  [The Ambassadors1 from end to  end, i t  i s  an 
a c to r  though alw ays unembodied, i t  i s  a  s c a le  by which human 
s e n s i b i l i t y  can be m easured, and when we have f in is h e d  th e  novel 
and a llo w  i t s  in c id e n ts  to  b lu r  th a t  we may see  th e  p a t te r n  
p la in e r ,  i t  i s  P a r is  t h a t  gleams a t  th e  c e n tre  o f  th e  h o u rg la ss  
shape—P a r is —n o th in g  so  crude a s  good o r  e v i l ^

— th en  Ashbery may w e ll have been a s  s tro n g ly  a f f e c te d  by P a r is  as

S t r e th e r  i s  im agined a s  be ing  s in c e  Ashbery went to  P a r is  a f t e r  growing

up in  an atm osphere which may n o t have been a l l  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  from our

sen se  o f W o o lle tt, M assach u se tts . In  a 1985 in te rv ie w  (p u b lish e d  in  th e

B r i t i s h  P o e try  N ation  Review) Ashbery spoke o f  h is  youth  as fo llo w s :

INTERVIEWER: You have a r e p u ta t io n  f o r  be in g  a v e ry  s o p h is t ic a te d ,  
very  New York, modern baroque p o e t,  y e t  t h e r e 's  q u i te  a s tro n g  
r u r a l  elem ent in  your work—f o r  exam ple, th e  f i r s t  two poems in  A 
W a v e ~ the "h ay stack s  aflam e" and so on . . .

ASHBERY: Yes, a lth o u g h  th o se  "h ay stack s  aflam e" came d i r e c t ly  from 
a French n in e te e n th  c en tu ry  p a in t in g  I  saw in  C leveland  once. B u t, 
y e s , I  grew up in  a  very  r u s t i c  environm ent—to  p u t th e  b e s t  
p o s s ib le  c o n s tru c tio n  on i t .  My f a th e r  was a  p la in  o rd in a ry  farm er 
and we were r a th e r  po o r. I t  was d u rin g  th e  d e p re s s io n . The f a c t  
t h a t  I  was born  in  New York S ta te  ten d s  to  confuse E n g lish  r e a d e rs .  
In  f a c t  R ochester i s  abou t 350 m ile s  from New York C ity , a lm ost as  
f a r  a s  th e  H ebrides a re  from  London. I  n ev er g o t to  New York a t  a l l  
u n t i l  I  was se v en teen , and even th en  i t  took  a  g r e a t  d e a l o f  
pe rsu ad in g  my p a re n ts  to  a llo w  me to  go. So i t  m ight a s  w e ll have 
been th e  Midwest.^®
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6 . "Houses Founded On The Sea" (RWB 696)

W hatever b io g ra p h ic a l d e t a i l s  may be sh a red  by th e  th re e  w r i te r s

under d is c u s s io n  (and a case  may be made £or t h i s  s in c e  n o t o n ly  d id  a l l

th re e  go to  H arvard b u t a ls o  d u rin g  v i s i t s  to  Europe when James was 26,

Ashbery was 27, and Emerson was 29, each was s tro n g ly  a f f e c te d  by th e

a s p e c ts  o f  European c u l tu re  w ith  which he came in to  c o n ta c t ) ,  th ey  sh a re

a  common v is io n  which i s  su g g ested  in  th e  t i t l e  o f  th e  poem I  ju s t

d isc u s se d , "Houseboat D ays." In  an in te rv ie w  conducted in  1982

(p u b lish e d  in  1984 in  th e  American P o e try  Review) John Ashbery s a id  th e

fo llo w in g  about t h i s  t i t l e :

INTERVIEWER: What about th e  t i t l e  o f  Houseboat Days?

ASHBERY: I  s to l e  th a t  one to o —from  an o ld  N a tio n a l G eographic th a t  
I  found—a c tu a l ly  th e  O ctober, 1929 is s u e —and on th e  cover i s  
"Houseboat Days in  Old Kashmir" o r  " in  th e  V ale o f Kashmir" o r 
som ething l ik e  th a t  and I  s o r t  o f  l ik e d  th e  k in d  o f  homely, o ld -  
fa sh io n e d  sound o f th e  p h rase  "Houseboat D ays." A lso , a lth o u g h  I  
d i d n 't  choose i t  because o f  a l i s t  o f  th in g s  I  l ik e d  about i t ,  had 
I  done so , p robably  one would have been th e  id e a  o f bo th  b e in g  on 
th e  move and be ing  s ta t io n a r y  in  o n e 's  home—which i s  s o r t  o f  l ik e  
what l i f e  i s  l i k e .  . .

T his " id ea  o f bo th  be ing  on th e  move and b e in g  s ta t io n a r y  in  o n e 's  home 

—which i s  s o r t  o f  l ik e  what l i f e  i s  l i k e , "  a s  I  em phasized in  my 

d isc u s s io n  o f "Houseboat D ays," i s  as  c e n t r a l  to  A sh b ery 's  w r i t in g  as  i t  

i s  to  b o th  Emerson and Jam es. In  f a c t  Emerson u ses  th e  v ery  image o f 

th e  "houseboat" in  th e  fo llo w in g  passage from h is  e ssay  on M ontaigne:

The ph ilo sophy  we want i s  one o f  f lu x io n s  and m o b ili ty . . . . 
We want a sh ip  in  th e se  b illo w s  we in h a b i t .  An a n g u la r , dogm atic 
house would be r e n t  to  ch ip s  and s p l i n t e r s  in  t h i s  sto rm  o f  many 
e lem en ts . No, i t  must be t i g h t ,  and f i t  to  th e  form o f  man, to  l i v e  
a t  a l l ;  a s  a s h e l l  i s  th e  a r c h i te c tu r e  o f  a  house founded on th e
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s e a . The so u l o£ man m ust be th e  ty p e  o£ our scheme, j u s t  a s  th e  
body o f  man i s  th e  type  a f t e r  which a  dw ellin g -h o u se  i s  b u i l t .  
A daptiveness i s  th e  p e c u l i a r i ty  o£ human n a tu re .  He a re  golden 
a v e rag e s , v o l i t a n t  s t a b i l i t i e s ,  compensated o r  p e r io d ic  e r r o r s ,  
houses founded on th e  s e a .  (RWE 696)

In  th e  p a rad o x ic a l image o f  "houses founded on th e  sea"  (o r  some v e rs io n

th e r e o f ) ,  th e se  th re e  w r i te r s  w ish to  d e p ic t  co n sc iousness a s  n o t a

p la c e  w herein one i s  co n fin ed , b u t a p ro cess  r e q u ir in g  th e  freedom  to

evolve a lo n g  l in e s  in h e re n t to  th e  f a b r ic  o f our co n sc io u sn ess . In  t h i s

re g a rd  what R .P . Blackmur say s  about Henry James i s  t r u e  o f  Emerson and

Ashbery as  w e ll:

H is in te n t io n  and a l l  h i s  lab o u r was to  re p re s e n t . . . 
in te l l ig e n c e  a t  i t s  m ost d i f f i c u l t ,  i t s  most lu c id ,  i t s  most 
b e a u t i f u l  p o in t .  T h is  i s  th e  sum o f h is  id io sy n c ra sy ; and th e  
re a d e r  had b e t t e r  make su re  he knows what i t  i s  b e fo re  he r e j e c t s  
i t .  (Ag, x x i)

James and A shbery, in  d e p ic t in g  in te l l ig e n c e  a t  " i t s  most d i f f i c u l t ,  i t s  

most lu c id  p o in t ,"  move away from  p o p u la r u n d e rs tan d in g s  o f  th e  mind as 

l ik e  ( to  use  Em erson's analogy) an "a n g u la r , dogm atic house [ th a t ]  would 

be r e n t  to  ch ip s  and s p l i n t e r s  in  t h i s  storm  o f many e lem en ts"—and move 

tow ards a v is io n  o f  con sc io u sn ess  a s  a  " v o l i ta n t  s t a b i l i t [ y ] ."

To co n tin u e  w ith  Em erson's model o f  "a house founded on th e  sea" as 

re p re s e n tin g  a p a rad o x ic a l view o f mind in  i t s  c a p a c ity  to  be a t  once 

b o th  c o n ta in e r  ( l i k e  a  house) and som ething which to  s ta y  a l iv e  must 

s h i f t  and change ( l i k e  a s e a ) ,  i t  i s  n o t hard  to  see  in  Jam es' l a t e  

n o v e ls  th e  complex ways in  which he d e p ic ts  t h i s  m odel. In  The Golden 

Bowl, f o r  exam ple, th o se  f e a tu r e s  which most c l e a r ly  d e f in e  Adam and 

Maggie V erver ( in  th e  b e g in n in g , a t  l e a s t ,  s in c e  over tim e Maggie 

changes) a re  th o se  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  to  a r c h i te c tu r e
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and m a te r ia l  p o s se s io n s . For example when f i r s t  in tro d u ce d  to  u s , Adam 

V erver i s  p re se n te d  as  one by cho ice  "sh u t in "  to  a  w orld o f h is  own 

d e s ig n :

Adam V erver a t  Fawns, th a t  autumn Sunday, m ight have been 
observed to  open th e  doo r o f  th e  b i l l ia rd - ro o m  w ith  a  c e r ta in  
freedom —m ight have been observed , th a t  i s ,  had th e re  been a 
s p e c ta to r  in  th e  f i e l d .  The j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e  push he had 
a p p lie d , however, and o f  th e  push , e q u a lly  sh a rp , t h a t ,  to  sh u t 
h im se lf in ,  he ag a in  a p p lie d —th e  ground o f  h is  energy was 
p r e c is e ly  t h a t  he m ight h e re , however b r i e f l y ,  f in d  h im se lf  a lo n e .
. . . The v a s t ,  sq u a re , c le a n  apartm en t was empty, and i t s  la rg e  
c le a r  windows looked o u t in to  spaces o f  t e r r a c e  and gard en , o f  park  
and woodland and sh in in g  a r t i f i c i a l  la k e , o f  r ic h ly  condensed 
h o riz o n , a l l  dark  b lu e  up land  and church-tow ered  v i l l a g e  and s tro n g  
cloud-shadow , which w ere, to g e th e r ,  a  th in g  to  c re a te  th e  sen se , 
w ith  everyone e ls e  a t  chu rch , o f  o n e 's  hav ing  th e  w orld to  o n e 's  
s e l f .  , (GB 111)

The q u a l i t i e s  o f  th e  room he e n te r s ,  th e  way i t  i s  "sq u a re , [and] 

c le a n ,"  correspond  to  what we come to  know as  th e  "sq u a re , c lean "  

lineam en ts  o f h i s  n e a t ,  w e ll-o rd e re d  b u sin essm an 's  mind as  i t  i s  

p re se n te d  to  u s :

He was s im p le , he was a  r e v e la t io n  o f  s im p l ic i ty ,  and th a t  was th e  
end o f him so  f a r  as  he c o n s is te d  o f  an appearance a t  a l l —a 
q u e s tio n  th a t  m ight v e r i ly ,  f o r  a  weakness in  i t ,  have been argued . 
. . . Q u an tity  was in  th e  a i r  f o r  th e s e  good p eo p le , and Mr.

V erv er '8  e s tim ab le  q u a l i ty  was alm ost w holly  in  th a t  p e rv a s io n . He 
was meagre and modest and c lea r-b ro w ed , and h is  ey es , i f  th ey  
wandered w ith o u t f e a r ,  y e t  s tay e d  w ith o u t d e f ia n c e . . . . (GB 245)

A lso " th e  a r t i f i c i a l  la k e "  . . . [and] " r ic h ly  condensed horizon"

su g g est one who has s tr u c tu r e d  and landscaped  h im se lf  so as  to  p re se n t

to  o th e rs  th e  type  o f  person  Amerigo d e s c r ib e s  a  l i t t l e  l a t e r  on:

That was what i t  a l l  came back to  a g a in  w ith  th e se  peop le  among 
whom he was m arried — th a t  one found one used  o n e 's  im ag in a tio n  
m ainly f o r  w ondering how th ey  c o n tr iv e d  so l i t t l e  to  appeal to  i t .

(GB 238)

Thus th e  p ic tu re  we have o f  Adam V erver a s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  h is  house and
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i t s  carefully groomed grounds p re se n ts  him as  " a r t i f i c i a l , "  "condensed ," 

"sh u t . . . i n , "  and " sq u a re ."

And i t  i s  n o t o n ly  th a t  Adam th in k s  o f  th e  w orld a s  som ething 

p o sB e sse d ~ "o f o n e 's  hav ing  th e  w orld  to  o n e 's  s e lf" - --b u t a l s o  th a t  

V e rv e r 's  "c o n d itio n s  o f  p e rc e p tio n  . . . [and] term s o f  th o u g h t"  196) 

u se  a s  th e  b a s is  f o r  t h e i r  method term s borrowed from  th e  f i e l d  o f 

a r c h i t e c tu r e .  In  o th e r  words th e  govern ing  p rem ises , m ethods, and 

o b je c t iv e s  o f  Adam V e rv e r 's  tho u g h t a re  w holely  modeled on th e  houses in  

w hich, depending on th e  sea so n , he and Maggie r e s id e  (which i s  to  say  

t h a t  d u rin g  th e  summer th e y  go to  "Fawns," w h ile  d u rin g  th e  rem ainder o f 

th e  y e a r  th e y  may be found a t  th e  "Baton Square" h o u se )—and th e  o b je c ts  

f o r  th e  s a fe  keep ing  o f which th e se  houses f in d  a la rg e  m easure o f t h e i r  

reaso n  f o r  b e in g .

For an example co n s id e r  P rin ce  Amerigo and th e  way Adam V erver 

e n v is io n s  him:

At f i r s t ,  c e r t a in ly ,  t h e i r  d ecen t l i t t l e  o ld -tim e  u n io n , M aggie 's 
and [Adam's] own, had resem bled a good d e a l some p le a s a n t  p u b lic  
sq u a re , in  th e  h e a r t  o f  an o ld  c i t y ,  in to  which a g r e a t  P a lla d ia n  
church , say —som ething w ith  a grand a r c h i t e c tu r a l  f r o n t—had 
suddenly  been dropped; so  th a t  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  p la c e ,  th e  space in  
f r o n t ,  th e  way round, o u ts id e  to  th e  e a s t  end, th e  m argin o f  s t r e e t  
and p a ssa g e , th e  q u a n t i ty  o f o v e ra rch in g  heaven, had been 
te m p o ra rily  compromised. Not even th e n , o f  a  t r u t h ,  in  a  manner 
d is c o n c e r t in g —g iv en , th a t  i s ,  f o r  th e  c r i t i c a l ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  th e  
i n t e l l i g e n t ,  eye , th e  g r e a t  s ty le  o f  th e  facade and i t s  h ig h  p lace  
in  i t s  c l a s s .  . . . The P a lla d ia n  church was always th e r e ,  b u t th e  
p iazza  took  c a re  o f  i t s e l f .  The sun s ta r e d  down in  h is  fu ln e s s ,  th e  
a i r  c i r c u la te d ,  and th e  p u b lic  n o t l e s s ;  th e  l im i t  s to o d  o f f ,  th e  
way round was ea sy , th e  e a s t  end was a s  f in e ,  in  i t s  fa sh io n , as 
th e  w e s t, and th e re  were a ls o  s id e  doors f o r  e n tra n c e , betw een th e  
two—la r g e ,  monumental, o rn am en ta l, in  t h e i r  s t y l e —as fo r  a l l  
p ro p er g r e a t  ch u rch es. By some such p ro c e ss , in  f in e ,  had th e  
P r in c e , f o r  h is  f a th e r - in - la w ,  w h ile  rem ain ing  s o l id ly  a  f e a tu r e ,  
ceased  to  b e , a t  a l l  om inously, a b lo c k . (GB 118)

So a s  e la b o ra te  and la rg e  a s  th e  image o f  th e  P rin ce  i s  which Adam
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V erver h o ld s , i t  i s  n o n e th e le ss  as  an o b je c t  which Mr. V erver sees

Amerigo: an o ld  I t a l i a n  c a th e d ra l  w ith  " s id e  doors f o r  e n tra n c e  . . .

[w hich a re ]  la r g e ,  monumental, o rnam en ta l, in  t h e i r  s t y l e . "

And in  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  "sq u are"  q u a l i ty  o f  V e rv e r 's  own mind which

we n o ted , he w ants h is  p o sse ss io n s  to  be "round":

I t  a l l  came th e n , th e  g r e a t  c le a ra n c e  [ i . e . ,  A m erigo 's accep tan ce  
a s  a  s u i t o r ] ,  from  th e  one prim e f a c t  th a t  th e  P r in c e , by good 
fo r tu n e ,  h a d n 't  proved a n g u la r . . . .  Oh, i f  he had been an g u la r!  
He spoke—and i t  was th e  way he had spoken to  Mrs. Assingham to o — 
a s  i f  he g rasped  th e  f a c t s ,  w ith o u t e x c e p tio n , f o r  which a n g u la r i ty  
s to o d .

. . . "Y ou 're round , my b o y ,"  [Adam V erver] had s a id — " y o u 're  
a l l , y o u 're  v a r io u s ly  and in e x h a u s tib ly  round, when you m igh t, by 
a l l  th e  chances, have been abom inably sq u a re . . . . As i t  i s ,  f o r  
l iv in g  w ith , y o u 're  a  pu re  and p e r f e c t  c r y s t a l .  . . . "

. . . R e p re se n ta tiv e  p re c io u s  o b je c ts ,  g r e a t  a n c ie n t p ic tu r e s  
and o th e r  works o f  a r t ,  f in e  em inent "p iec e s"  in  g o ld , in  s i l v e r ,  
in  enam el, m a jo lic a , iv o ry , b ro n ze , had f o r  a number o f y e a rs  so 
m u lt ip l ie d  them selves round [Adam] and , a s  a g e n e ra l ch a llen g e  to  
a c q u is i t io n  and a p p re c ia t io n ,  so engaged a l l  th e  f a c u l t i e s  o f  h is  
m ind, th a t  th e  i n s t i n c t ,  th e  p a r t i c u la r  sharpened a p p e t i te  o f  th e  
c o l l e c to r ,  had f a i r l y  se rv ed  a s  a  b a s is  f o r  h is  accep tance  o f  th e  
P r in c e 's  s u i t .  (GB 119-121)

Thus Adam V e rv e r 's  d e f in in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a re  n o t on ly  th o se  

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  c o l le c to r  o f  f in e  o b je c ts ,  b u t a ls o  one who l iv e s  in  

f in e  houses amongst th e se  f in e  o b je c ts  (among which Adam u l t im a te ly  

counts Am erigo).

Maggie V erver, f o r  h e r  p a r t ,  i s  very  much th e  c h i ld  o f  th e  f a th e r  

in  t h a t  she to o  sees  l i f e —a t  f i r s t  a t  l e a s t —as a  c o l le c t io n  o f 

o b je c ts ,  as  a r c h i te c tu r e ,  even to  th e  p o in t  o f  d e s c r ib in g  h e r s e l f  in  

term s n o t so  d i f f e r e n t  from Adam's " sq u a re , c le an "  mind: " I  b e lie v e  

th in g s  enough about you, my d e a r ,"  [Maggie says to  A m erigo,] " to  have a 

few [ i . e . . , " th in g s"  Maggie b e lie v e s  abou t Amerigo] l e f t  i f  most o f  them, 

even , go to  smash. I 'v e  tak en  ca re  o f  t h a t . I 'v e  d iv id e d  my f a i t h  in to
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w a te r - t ig h t  com partm ents." (fifi 37) However th e  h o p efu l a sp e c t h e re  i s  

th a t  though she sees  h e r s e l f  ( o r  a t  l e a s t ,  t h a t  i s  to  say , h e r  " f a i th "  

in  Amerigo) as  com prised o f  "com partm ents," u n lik e  Adam whose 

con sc io u sn ess  i s  f irm ly  anchored in to  th e  grounds o f  h is  v a rio u s  

e s t a t e s ,  Maggie— l ik e  A sh b ery 's  "Houseboat" (o r  "A p ril G a lleo n s") and 

Em erson's "houses founded on th e  sea "—sees  h e r s e l f  in  term s a s s o c ia te d  

w ith  b o a ts :

" W a te r - t ig h t[ ,"  Maggie s a id ] — ["and a re  you, A m erigo,] th e  b ig g e s t  
compartment o f a l l ?  Why, i t ' s  th e  b e s t  cab in  and th e  main deck and 
th e  engine-room  and th e  s te w a rd 's  p an try ! I t ' s  th e  s h ip  i t s e l f — 
i t ' s  th e  whole l i n e .  I t ' s  th e  c a p ta in 's  ta b le  and a l l  o n e 's  luggage 
—o n e 's  re a d in g  f o r  th e  t r i p . "  She had im ages, l i k e  t h a t ,  t h a t  were 
drawn from steam ers and t r a i n s ,  from a f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  " l i n e s , "  a 
command o f  "own" c a r s ,  from  an ex p erien ce  o f c o n tin e n ts  and s e a s ,  
t h a t  [Amerigo] was unab le  as  y e t  to  em ulate; from  v a s t modern 
m ach in eries  and f a c i l i t i e s  whose acq u a in tan ce  he had s t i l l  to  make, 
b u t as  to  which i t  was p a r t  o f  th e  in te r e s t -  o f  h is  s i t u a t io n  a s  i t  
s to o d  th a t  he co u ld , q u i te  w ith o u t w incing , f e e l  h is  f u tu r e  l i k e l y  
to  b r i s t l e  w ith  them. (GB 37)

So f o r  Maggie, a s  th e  rem ainder o f The Golden Bowl b ea rs  o u t ,  th e re  

i s  th e  su g g e s tio n  t h a t ,  u n lik e  Adam, she a t  l e a s t  has th e  p o te n t ia l  to  

n a v ig a te  what Emerson in  h is  e ssay  "Experience" (RWE 473) 

p e s s im is t ic a l ly  d e s c r ib e s  as  "An in n av ig ab le  sea  [ th a t ]  washes w ith  

s i l e n t  waves between u b  and th e  th in g s  we aim a t  and converse w ith ."  Or 

i t  may be seen  a s  M aggie 's a b i l i t y  to  grow and become a d i f f e r e n t  person  

a long  th e  l in e s  o f Fanny A ssingham 's in ten d ed  meaning when she say s  to  

th e  C olonel th a t  "M aggie's awake" (GB 298); and Maggie h e r s e l f  w i l l  

r e a l i z e  what has happened to  h e r  when she says to  h e r  f a th e r ,  l a t e r  on: 

" I  had been a ssu red —always by d e a r  Fanny—th a t  I  cou ld  g e t i t  [ i . e . . , a 

sen se  o f  s o c ia l  e q u ilib r iu m  w hich would a llo w  a  renew al o f c lo se  

r e l a t io n s  between Maggie and h e r  f a th e r ] ,  o n ly  I  must wake up . So I  was
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t r y in g ,  you s e e ,  to  wake up—try in g  very  h a rd ."  (fiS. 475)

To b r in g  Ashbery in to  toy d is c u s s io n  now i s  to  in tro d u c e  a w r i te r  

who, l ik e  Henry Jam es, i s  a ls o  p reo ccu p ied , a s  I  have a lre a d y  p o in ted  

o u t ,  by th e  r e s i s ta n c e  a  mind p re se n ts  to  th e  need to  be f l e x ib l e  and to  

grow o u t o f  th e  "com partm ents" w hich, a s  we r e f l e c t  on and t r y  to  

u n d e rs tan d  who we a re  a t  any g iven  tim e , can become so c o n fin in g . In  

t h i s  reg a rd  one poem d e se rv in g  c lo se  a t t e n t io n  i s  "The P ath  To The White 

Moon." (M  31)

In  h is  book A Wave John Ashbery c o n s id e rs  th e  p ro cess  acco rd in g  to

which a la te - 2 0 th  cen tu ry  u rban  consc iousness may t r y  to  ad ap t i t s e l f  to

an in c re a s in g ly  u n p re d ic ta b le  environm ent. In  doing  t h i s  Ashbery avo ids

i n t e l l e c t u a l  o r  th e o r e t ic a l  c o n s tru c ts  in  fa v o r o f  a  d i r e c t  assessm ent

o f  th e  p a r t i c u la r  moments when a  mind must a d ju s t  i t s e l f  to  meet th e

demands made by a c o n s ta n tly  s h i f t i n g  w orld . The in te r e s t in g  th in g  i s

t h a t  h is  s ty l e  i s  as  r e s t l e s s  as  th e  w orld i t  d e p ic ts :  C o n s tan tly

fo c u s in g , s h i f t i n g  and r e - fo c u s in g , Ashbery*s i s  a f le x ib le  b u t

d e l ib e r a te  language. The r e s u l t ,  as  su g g ested  in  th e  l in e s  " i t  belongs

where i t  i s  going  /  Not where i t  i s "  (AW 56)— from th e  poem "Never Seek

To T e ll  Thy Love" (which t i t l e  a l lu d e s  to  B la k e 's  poem "Never P ain  To 
38T e ll  Thy Love" )— i s  a  book whose prem ise i s  a k in  to  t h a t  p re se n te d  by 

Ralph Waldo Emerson in  h is  e ssa y  " C irc le s "  when he says " in  n a tu re  every  

moment i s  new; and th e  p a s t  i s  alw ays swallowed and fo rg o t te n ;  th e  

coming o n ly  i s  s a c re d ."  (RWE 413)

In  "The P ath  To The White Moon" th e  t i t l e  su g g ests  n o t on ly  an 

em phasis upon p ro cess  o r  th e  means by which one moves from h e re  to  th e re  

( " th e  p a th " )  b u t a ls o  a  d i f f i c u l t - t o - r e a c h  id e a l  o f  some k in d  (" th e
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w hite  n o o n "). In  th e  poem "Never Seek To T e ll  Thy Love" th e  word "pa th" 

ap p ears  in  th e  p h rase  "now, /  L ike d azz led  in s e c ts  skinm ing th e  b r ig h t  

a i r s ,  /  You a re  back on th e  road  a g a in , th e  p a th  le a d in g  /  V igorously  

upward, th rough  i n t e l l i g e n t  and c le a r  sp a ce s" : th u s  th roughou t A Wave

th e  em phasis upon f l e x i b i l i t y ,  movement, o r  p ro cess  i s  c r u c ia l .

In  th e  poem 's f i r s t  l i n e  ("T here were l i t t l e  farm houses th e re  

th e y " )  th e  word "farm houses" i s  re m in isc e n t o f  th e  b o o k 's  f i r s t  poem,

"At N orth  Farm ," in  which a sp eak er i s  w a itin g  w ith  th e  knowledge, th e  

hope, th a t  "Somewhere someone i s  t r a v e l in g  f u r io u s ly  tow ard you"—w hile 

in  "The P ath  To The White Moon" someone i s  r e c o l le c t in g  p rev io u s  p o in ts  

a lo n g  a jo u rn ey  o f some k in d . The h a l t in g  movement o f t h i s  and th e  

second l in e  ("Looked l i k e  farm houses yes w ith o u t very  much la n d " )  

su g g es ts  how a remembered ex p erien ce  w i l l  s h i f t  in  and o u t o f  focus as 

one sea rc h e s  f o r  th e  words to  d e s c r ib e  i t :  h e re  th e  d e c la r a t iv e  "There

w ere" moves o u t o f  focus w ith  "Looked l i k e , "  th en  more f irm ly  back in to  

p la c e  w ith  "yes w ith o u t v ery  much la n d ."  The mood o f  th e se  f i r s t  two 

l in e s  i s  one o f  making demands upon th e  degree  to  which (and th e  ways in  

w hich) we know our own e x p e r ie n c e . The n ex t l i n e  co n tin u es  to  focus th e  

d e t a i l s  o f  a  memory; th en  th e  image suddenly  s h i f t s  in to  an a b s tr a c t io n  

c a r r ie d  over in to  th e  n ex t l i n e  which removes th e  need f o r  ta n g ib le  

d e t a i l  by a sk in g  us to  co n s id e r  an elem ent which ev ery  member o f  th e  s e t  

o f  " th in g s"  has in  common— "a m istake  /  B u i l t  in to  each th in g  r a th e r  

charm ing ly": th e  very  word " th in g "  u n d ercu ts  what was o th e rw ise  coming 

to  be an e x te r io r iz e d  s e t t i n g .  The reaso n  f o r  t h i s  s h i f t  from th e  

c o n c re te  to  th e  a b s t r a c t  i s  e x p la in ed  in  th e  nex t l in e  ("B ut once you 

have seen  a th in g  you have to  move on") which rem inds us th a t  we a re  on
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a " p a th ,"  th e  em phasis being  n o t upon th e  s e t t l i n g  in to  a m ental 

lan d scap e  o f some k ind  (o r  th e  "farm houses" th e re )  b u t th e  degree  to  

w hich i t  may be "seen" th en  l e f t  ( s in c e  "you have to  move o n " ) . One i s  

rem inded ag a in  o f  th e  Emerson rem ark I  quoted  above: "People w ish to  be

s e t t l e d ;  o n ly  a s  f a r  a s  th ey  a re  u n s e t t le d  i s  th e re  any hope fo r  them ."

The f i r s t  two l in e s  o f  th e  second s ta n z a  co n tin u e  th e  im p era tiv e  

mood w ith  which th e  p rev io u s  one ended:

You have to  l i e  in  th e  g ra s s
And p la y  w ith  your h a i r ,  s c ra tc h  y o u rs e lf

(M  31)

Reminding us o f  "Leaves o f  G rass" and th e  su g g es tio n  in  th e  l ik e n e s s  o f 

h a i r  to  g ra s s  th a t  human grow th may m irro r  th e  c y c l ic a l  p ro ce sse s  o f 

n a tu re  ( t h a t ,  as  Emerson s a y s , "A ll p ro g re ss  i s  an u n fo ld in g , l ik e  th e  

v e g e ta b le  b u d "), by th e  tim e we reach  t h i s  p h rase  we r e a l i z e  th e  

farm houses and t r e e s  a re  no t p h y s ic a l farm houses and t r e e s  b u t th a t  we 

a re  w orking w ith in  a new k ind  o f  lan d scap e : to  " l i e  in  th e  g ra s s  /  And

p la y  w ith  your h a i r ,  s c ra tc h  y o u rs e lf "  su g g es ts  th e  m ental c o u n te rp a r t 

to  p h y s ic a l ly  s t r e tc h in g  and r e la x in g .  Approaching th e se  l in e s  in  t h i s  

way removes what would o th e rw ise  seem a c o n tra d ic t io n  in  th e  commands 

"move on" and " l i e  in  th e  g ra s s "  s in c e  th e  mind can grow w h ile  

p h y s ic a lly  s ta y in g  in  th e  same p la c e ;  a gu ide  to  t h i s  re a d in g  may be 

found in  th e  fo llo w in g  l i n e  from th e  poem "More P le a sa n t A dventures":

"We h a v e n 't  moved an in c h , and ev e ry th in g  has changed." (O r, a s  Emerson 

says i n  "Experience" (RWE 4 7 1 ): "We do n o t know today  w hether we a re  

busy o r  i d l e .  In  tim es when we though t o u rse lv e s  in d o le n t ,  we have 

a f te rw a rd s  d isc o v e re d , th a t  much was accom plished , and much was begun in  

u s ." )
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The n ex t fo u r l in e s  p re se n t a c e n t r a l  image in  th e  poem and book:

And then  th e  space o f  t h i s  b eh av io r , th e  a i r  
Has suddenly  doubled
And you have grown to  f i l l  th e  e x tr a  p la c e  
Looking back a t  th e  sm a ll , f a l l e n  s h e l t e r  th a t  was

(M  31)

The word " l i t t l e "  in  th e  poem 's f i r s t  l i n e ,  a lo n g  w ith  "farm houses yes 

w ith o u t very  much lan d "  in  th e  second l i n e ,  su g g es t th a t  our minds a re  

l im ite d  ( o r ,  a s  in  th e  poem "When The Sun Went Down," th a t  one i s  

" s tra p p e d  to  o n e 's  m in d se t" ) ; b u t i f  " land" in  l i n e  two su g g e s ts  th e  

"m indset" on to  which one i s  " s tra p p e d ,"  th en  " a i r "  in  l in e  e ig h t  

su g g e s ts  an o th e r  dim ension o f  a  p sy ch o lo g ica l n a tu re  in to  w hich, i t  i s  

im p lie d , th e re  i s  p le n ty  o f  room to  grow. The id e a  in  th e se  f i r s t  two 

s ta n z a s  in v o lv es  th e  p ro cess  o f  (1 ) se e in g  some " th in g " ;  (2 ) draw ing 

c o n c lu s io n s  about i t s  n a tu re  ( t h a t ,  f o r  exam ple, "a m istak e  /  I s  b u i l t  

in to  each  th in g  r a th e r  ch arm in g ly "); (3 ) a llo w in g  under re la x e d  

c ircu m stan ces  ( o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  th o se  o f  everyday l i f e )  t h i s  co n c lu s io n  to  

be absorbed  in to  th e  f a b r ic  o f  o n e 's  o v e ra l l  th o u g h t; and (4 ) r e a l iz in g  

how a t  th e se  tim es th e re  a re  alw ays two o f u s : th e  "us" o f  o u r o ld

d i s in te g r a t in g  assum ptions abou t th e  w orld (and our r e la t io n s h ip  to  i t ,  

th e  " f a l l e n  s h e l t e r s " ) —and th e  new aw areness ( th e  way "you have grown 

to  f i l l  th e  e x tr a  p la c e " ) .  "No wonder we look  o u t from  o u rse lv e s  /  To 

th e  o th e r  person  going  on" i s  a sen ten ce  from th e  poem " J u s t  Someone You 

Say Hi To" d e s c r ib in g  in  d i f f e r e n t  term s th e  moment o f growth when we 

s t i l l  l i v e  in s id e  a c ircu m scrib ed  id e n t i t y  b u t ,  in  a d a p tin g  to  th e  

everchang ing  environm ent, a re  fo rc e d  to  p roceed  a s  i f  th e  w eather had 

changed and d i f f e r e n t  c lo th in g  became n e ce ssa ry  a s  we tr im  our 

p e r s o n a l i ty  to  f i t  t h a t  in  resp o n se  to  which i t  must o p e ra te . The
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" f a l l e n  s h e l te r "  su g g e s ts  th e  " l i t t l e  farm houses" o f  s ta n z a  one , o r  th e  

c o n s tru c ts  o f  th e  mind in  which one hopes to  f in d  p ro te c t io n  b u t c a n ' t ,  

s in c e  i t  i s  now re v e a le d  th a t  " a i r "  i s  th e  elem ent in to  which "grow th" 

ta k e s  p la c e .  T his re a d in g  i s  re in fo rc e d  by th e  image in  "When The Sun 

Went Down," in  th e  m iddle o f  th e  poem, o f  "a r o o f le s s  love s ta n d in g  open 

/  To th e  e lem en ts" ; a ls o  a p p ro p r ia te  a re  th e  fo llo w in g  l in e s  from  "A 

Wave":

i f  i t  p le a s e s  a l l  my c o n s tru c tio n s  
To c o l la p s e ,  I  s h a l l  a t  l e a s t  have had th a t  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  and known 
T hat i t  need n o t be perm anent in  o rd e r  to  s ta y  a l iv e .
Beaming, confounding w ith  th e  s p e l l  o f  i t s  good m anners.

( M  70)

A lso a n o th e r  v e rs io n  o f  th e  id e a  ex p ressed  in  th e se  f i r s t  two s ta n z a s  o f 

"The P a th  To The White Moon" appears  a t  th e  end o f  "Down By The S ta t io n ,  

E a rly  In  The M orning":

And so each day
C ulm inates in  m errim ent a s  w e ll a s  a  deep shock l ik e  an e l e c t r i c  one.

As th e  w recking b a l l  b u r s t s  th rough  th e  w a ll w ith  th e  bookshelves 
S c a t te r in g  th e  works o f  famous a u th o rs  as  w e ll a s  th o se  
Of more obscure  ones , and books w ith  no a u th o r , l e t t i n g  in  
Space, and an ex tran eo u s babble from th e  s t r e e t  
Confirm ing th e  new v a lu e  th e  hollow  core  has a g a in , th e  l i g h t  
From th e  l ig h th o u se  th a t  p r o te c ts  as  i t  pushes us away.

( m  14)

In  t h i s  passage th e  "hollow  co re"  could  be some p r iv a te  p a r t  o f  th e  mind 

which i s  s e p a ra te  from b u t in flu e n c e d  by " th e  w recking b a l l "  w orld  which 

has u n ex p ec tly  a l t e r e d  th e  m in d 's  environm ent so a s  to  l e t  in  " sp a c e ."  

The p ro c e ss  o f th e se  opening s ta n z a s  o f "A P a th  To The White Moon" i s  

t h a t  o f  showing how a lan d scap e  in h a b ite d  by human b e in g s  (a  

c i v i l i z a t i o n  o f some k in d ) i s  tran sfo rm ed , th e  im p l ic i t  m etaphor 

in v o lv in g  th e  way a c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  c o n s ta n tly  b u ild in g  and re b u ild in g
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i t s e l f  (each  s ta g e  be in g  "a w ave").

S tanza th re e  comments upon th e  p ro cess  d e sc rib e d  in  th e  s ta n z a s

above, su g g e s tin g  th a t  tim e , as  a p ro c e ss , i s  se lf-co n su m in g , e x is t in g

as  i t  does in  th e  s h i f t i n g  p re se n t moment:

I f  a  s tream  winds th rough  a l l  t h i s
A longside an abandoned k n i t t in g  m il l  i t  w i l l  n o t
Say where i t  has been
The tim e u n fo ld s  l i k e  m usic tra p p e d  on th e  page
Unable to  t e l l  th e  s to r y  ag a in
Raging

(AH 31)

To th e  landscape m etaphor— th e  "farm houses,"  " t r e e s , "  and " a i r "  o f  th e  

mind— i s  now added a "stream " w inding "a lo n g sid e  an abandoned k n i t t in g  

m i l l " :  t h i s  l a s t ,  l i k e  th e  " f a l l e n  s h e l t e r , "  i s  an in d ic a t io n  th a t

form er in h a b i ta n ts  have come and gone. (And o f  cou rse  a l l  th e  w hile  

Ashbery c o n tin u es  to  speak Em erson's language, "abandoned" rem inding us 

o f  such l in e s  as  "The way o f  l i f e  i s  w onderfu l; i t  i s  by abandonment" in  

" C irc le s "  (RWE 41 4 ), and "u n fo ld s"  rem inding us o f th e  l in e  in  

" i n t e l l e c t "  (RWE 419) which re a d s : "A ll our p ro g re ss  i s  an u n fo ld in g ,

l ik e  th e  v eg e tab le  b u d ." )

In  th e  fo u r th  l in e  o f s ta n z a  th re e  (hav ing  re tu rn e d  in  th e  f i r s t  

th re e  l in e s  to  th e  c e n tr a l  image in  th e  poem, th e  lan d scap e) Ashbery 

moves from a m e tap h o rica l mode in to  a  l i t e r a l  one, s e lf - c o n s c io u s ly  

c o n s id e rin g  th e  p o e tic  p ro c e ss . The is s u e  h e re  concerns th a t  w ith in  th e  

poem w hich i s  n o t th e  " s to ry "  o r  n a r r a t iv e  beh ind  th e  f e e l in g  ( s in c e  one 

i s  "Unable to  t e l l  th e  s to r y  a g a in " )  b u t th a t  l y r i c  elem ent o r  moment 

(b o th  em otion and "m usic") " trap p ed "  w ith in  th e  language which—given  a 

re sp o n s iv e  re a d e r—may, in  th e  p ro cess  o f  be in g  re a d , be ex p erien ced  as 

"R aging ." The a t t i t u d e  im p lied  in  th e se  l in e s  i s  th a t  language does n o t



62

have an autonomous e x is te n c e  a p a r t  from th e  person  who u ses (o r  re a d s)

i t —a c o r o l la ry  to  t h i s  b e in g  a de-em phasis o f  p a s t  ex p erien ce  in  fa v o r

o f  a  s t r e s s  upon th e  p re se n t moment as  i t  (o r  ou r con sc io u sn ess  o f  i t )

u n fo ld s  in to  a  f u tu r e .

In  th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  fo u r th  s ta n z a  th e  poem, l ik e  th e  " s tre a m ,"

winds in to  a new tim e—and p la c e :

Where th e  w in te rs  grew w h ite  we went o u ts id e
To look  a t  th in g s  a g a in , p u t t in g  on more c lo th e s
T his to o  an a ttem p t to  d e f in e
How we were b e in g  in  a l l  th e  su rro u n d in g s

( M  31)

Even though th e  "W inters grew w h ite ,"  su g g e s tin g  snow (making i t  no 

lo n g e r  p o s s ib le  to  " l i e  in  th e  g ra s s " )  i t  i s  s t i l l  p o s s ib le — even 

n e cessa ry —to  go " o u ts id e "  and see  " th in g s ."  C lo th e s , l ik e  farm houses, 

a re  ta n g ib le  e x p re ss io n s  o f  what we p e rc e iv e  our r e la t io n s h ip  to  th e  

o u ts id e  w orld to  be j u s t  a s  " th o u g h t"  i t s e l f ,  l i k e  c lo th e s  and 

farm houses, m ed ia tes between o u rse lv e s  and th e  w orld : i t  e i th e r

p r o te c ts  us from th e  w orld  ( l i k e  th e  farm house) o r  becomes th e  v e h ic le  

in  and th rough  which we may ex p lo re  a p o te n t i a l ly  dangerous w orld (a s  

c lo th e s  do d u rin g  w in te r ) .

"Big ones s le e p y  o n e s ,"  th e  n ex t l i n e ,  may be understood  b e t t e r  

when read  in  ju x ta p o s i t io n  w ith  th e  fo llo w in g  l in e s  from o th e r  poems in  

A Wave:

and th e  g e n e ra l l i f e  
I s  s t i l l  many s iz e s  to o  b ig ,  y e t 
Has s ty le ,-  woven o f th in g s  th a t  n ev er happened 
With th o se  th a t  d id ,  so  th a t  a mood su rv iv e s  
Where l i f e  and d ea th  n ev er co u ld .

(from  "But What I s  The Reader To Make Of T h is?" AW 13)

What d id  th ey  want us to  do? Stand around t h i s  way, m on ito ring  
every  b re a th ,  checking  each  im pulse f o r  th e  r e tu rn  a d d re ss ,
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wondering c o n s ta n tly  abou t e v i l  u n t i l  n e c e s s a r i ly  we f a l l  in to  a 
s t a t e  o f  to rp o r  t h a t  i s  p robab ly  th e  w o rst s in  o f  a l l ?

(from  "Whatever I t  I s ,  Wherever You Are" M. 63)

"B ig ,"  th e n , r e f e r s  to  th e  "g e n e ra l l i f e "  m entioned in  "But What I s  The 

Reader To Make Of T h is? "—o r  th a t  changed and changing environm ent in to  

which one may n o t y e t  have grown (a s  a c h i ld  does c lo th e s ) ;  "s leep y "  i s  

th e  mind f a l l e n  " in to  a s t a t e  o f  to rp o r"  (a s  in  "Whatever I t  I s ,

Wherever You A re") so  t h a t  i t  d o e s n 't  o r  c a n 't  o r  w o n 't grow in to  th e  

"g en e ra l l i f e " :  in  o th e r  words bo th  "Big" and " s le e p y ” r e f e r  to  an as

y e t u n re a liz e d  o r  u n f u l f i l l e d  "a ttem p t to  d e f in e  /  How we were be in g  in  

a l l  th e  su rro u n d in g s"  ( th e  key word be ing  " a tte m p t" ) .

The n ex t l i n e ,  "Underwear and h a ts  speak  to  u s ,"  l ik e  "Big ones 

s le e p y  o n e s ,"  sounds a s  i f  i t  comes from a c h i l d 's  re a d e r :  in  o th e r

words as  th e  c h i ld  has a  f r e s h  f a s c in a t io n  w ith  and e v e n tu a lly  comes to  

know th e  meaning o f  s im ple  th in g s  (such  a s  a r t i c l e s  o f  c lo th in g )  so , 

to o , a d u l ts  co n tin u e  to  n e g o t ia te  between what i s  p e rce iv ed  a t  any g iven  

moment to  be t h e i r  own p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and th e  t o t a l i t y  o f  always-new 

" th in g s .” The n ex t l i n e s ,  in  t h e i r  s t y l e ,  co n tin u e  th e  im p lied  analogy 

w ith  a  c h i l d 's  f re s h  approach to  th e  w orld and p la c e  ( f a n t a s t i c a l l y )  

humans in  th e  ro le  o f c a ts  who, when spoken t o ,  may o r  may no t 

u n d erstan d  and respond to  th e  "shouted  in s t r u c t io n s "  which a re  "grayed" 

(o r  " b lu r re d ,"  a word used  in  th e  poem 's p e n u ltim a te  l i n e )  g iven  th e  

breakdown in  communication one blames upon th e  l im i ta t io n s  o f  a  c a t 's  

s e n s i b i l i t y .  "Dependent and independen t"  su g g e s ts  b o th  th e  way c a ts  

seem to  people  (a tta c h e d  and "dependent" upon human a t t e n t io n  w hile  a t  

th e  same tim e c u r io u s ly  a lo o f  and " in d ep en d en t" ), and th e  way people 

l iv e  as  i f  o b liv io u s  to  t h e i r  environm ent w h ile  in  f a c t  in t im a te ly
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caught up in  i t s  s l i g h t e s t  f lu c tu a t io n .  The im p lied  m etaphor in  t h i s  

s e c t io n  su g g ests  th e  degree  to  which peop le  may o r  may n o t be a b le  o r  

w i l l in g  to  respond to  t h e i r  "su rro u n d in g s"  (o r  "g e n e ra l l i f e " ) .  What 

Ashbery i s  say in g  i s  ex p ressed  in  th e  fo llo w in g  term s n e a r  th e  end o f 

"D e sc rip tio n  Of A Masque":

I  s t i l l  say  th a t  what coun ts i s n ' t  th e  p a r t i c u la r  s e t  o f  
c ircu m stan ces , b u t how we ad ap t o u rse lv e s  to  them.

(M  29)

The f in a l  s ta n z a  b r in g s  to g e th e r  a l l  th e  is s u e s  r a is e d  th u s  f a r :

"Us" a t  th e  end o f th e  f i r s t  l i n e  r e f e r s  to  a l l  th e  elem ents in  th e  

environm ent, an u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  which c o n tr ib u te s  to  a  "d o u b l" -in g  o f 

th e  "space o f b e h av io r" ; " I t  g e ts  to  be so e x c i t in g  b u t so  b ig  to o "  

r e f e r s  to  t h i s  same p ro c e s s , th e  expanding o f  p e rso n a l aw areness. (And 

in  t h i s  re a d in g  "E x c itin g "  i s  to  be c o n tra s te d  w ith  "sleep y "  a s  a 

p o te n t ia l  response  to  th e  p ro c e ss  I  have been d e s c r ib in g .)  The n ex t two 

l in e s  concern  th e  p sy c h o lo g ic a l mechanisms f o r  ab so rb in g  and growing 

("we have ways to  d e f in e " )—and th e  " te rm s ,"  o r  w hatever " th in g s"  tim e 

comes up w ith  f o r  ou r b ra in s  to  ta k e  in  and grow from , w hich, s in c e  no 

one knows what w i l l  happen n e x t ,  we do n o t have "Y e t."  But s in c e  we do 

n o t know what l i e s  around th e  n ex t bend— tem p o ra lly  speak ing— th e  n ex t 

p h ra se , "He know what i s  com ing," comes a s  som ething o f  a s u r p r i s e .  The 

l a s t  f iv e  l in e s  o f th e  poem speak w ith  a  suddenness and a u th o r i ty  

s im i la r  to  t h a t  ex p erien ced  in  m eeting  th e  l a s t  l i n e  in  th e  f i r s t  s ta n z a  

("B ut once you have seen  a th in g  you have to  move o n " ) . In  th e  poem 's 

f i n a l  l in e s  what "we know [ .  . . ]  i s  coming" i s  th e  "coming" i t s e l f :  

th e  c o n tin u a tio n  o f a  p ro cess  (a s  s ig n a le d  in  th e  p h rase  in  th e  f i f t h  to  

l a s t  l i n e ,  "That we a re  m oving").
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In  c o n tr a s t  to  th e  seem ingly  c h i ld - l i k e ,  u n d e rs ta te d  s im p l ic i ty  o f 

"Big ones s le e p y  o n e s ,"  "Toward th e  r e s o lu t io n  o f  tim e" seems to  be an 

opaque, p h ilo so p h ic a l  re fe re n c e :  what i s  " th e  r e s o lu t io n  o f  tim e"

anyway? In  e x p l ic a t in g  t h i s  p h rase  we need to  r e c a l l  th e  l i n e  "The tim e 

u n fo ld s  l ik e  m usic trap p ed  on a page" in  th e  t h i r d  s ta n z a  to  r e in fo rc e  a 

re a d in g  o f " re s o lu t io n "  in  m usica l term s as  " th e  p ro cess  by which a 

d is c o rd  i s  made to  pass  in to  a  concord" (OBD): in  o th e r  words "Toward

th e  r e s o lu t io n  o f tim e" r e f e r s  to  th e  a b i l i t y  o f th e  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  over 

tim e , to  b r in g  in to  some k in d  o f  in n e r  harmony th e  random, d is ju n c t iv e  

ev en ts  which c o n s t i tu te  o u r " su rro u n d in g s ."  ( P e r t in e n t  h e re  i s  what 

Emerson says in  "E xperience" (RWE 484): "Underneath th e  inharm onious

and t r i v i a l  p a r t i c u la r s ,  i s  a  m usical p e r f e c t io n ,  th e  Id e a l jo u rn ey in g  

alw ays w ith  u s , th e  heaven w ith o u t r e n t  o r  seam. Do b u t observe th e  mode 

o f  our i l lu m in a t io n ." )  In  th e  l in e  "D angerously and g r a c e f u l ly ,"  

"D angerously" r e f e r s  to  th e  p e rso n a l,  em otional danger a s s o c ia te d  w ith  

th e  acknow ledging o f th e se  d is ju n c t iv e  e v e n ts , th e  making o f  o u rse lv e s  

v u ln e ra b le  to  them—w hile " g ra c e fu lly "  im p lies  th e  need to  le a rn  to  l iv e  

in  a  way which accommodates th e  u n lik e ly  in to  an ongoing movement o f  th e  

p e r s o n a l i ty  which i s  harm onious in  w hatever term s.

The f i n a l  l i n e ,  " in s id e  t h i s  c o n v e rsa tio n ,"  may a ls o  be read  in  

term s o f m usic so th a t  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between s e l f  and su rro u n d in g s i s  

u n d ersto o d  a s  two m elodic l in e s  between which th e re  i s  some p o te n t ia l  

" r e s o lu t io n ."  The use o f " in s id e "  and "o u ts id e "  i s  c r u c ia l  in  t h i s  

poem: in  th e  e a r ly  p a r t  o f  "The P ath  To The White Moon" th e  " f a l l e n

s h e l t e r , "  "abandoned k n i t t in g  m i l l , "  and "w in te rs  [ .  . . when] we went 

o u ts id e "  encourage th e  le a v in g  o f  co n v en tio n a l modes o f p ro te c t in g
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o n e s e lf  from th a t  which i s  ’’o u ts id e "  th e  s e l f ,  to  th e  e n te r in g  in to  (o r  

going  " in s id e " )  a  "co n v e rsa tio n "  w ith  t h a t  which can le a d  to  a  p o in t  

where " th e  space o f  [a ]  b e h a v io r , th e  a i r  /  Has suddenly  doubled /  And 

you have grown to  f i l l  th e  e x t r a  p la c e ."  In s te a d  o f  be in g  r i g i d  l ik e  

th e  w a lls  o f  a  "farm house," th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  must become l ik e  " c lo th e s " — 

in  o th e r  words f l e x ib le  enough to  a llo w  one to  go " o u ts id e ,"  see  a 

" th in g ,"  and th en  "move on" ( i . e . ,  grow ).

By n o t u s in g  p e rio d s  in  "The P ath  To The White Moon," so  th a t

sen ten ce  b o u n d aries  a re  no lo n g e r  r ig i d l y  f ix e d , Ashbery c r e a te s  as 

f lu i d  and a s s o c ia t iv e  a language as  p o s s ib le ,  em phasizing in  th e  poem 's 

form th e  im portance o f movement and change. The reduced , pared-down 

q u a l i ty  o f  th e  work r e in fo rc e s  th e  im p lied  p sy ch o lo g ica l p ro cess  which 

o p e ra te s  th rough  "abandonm ent." His c o n s ta n t and c a r e fu l  u se  o f 

in te r n a l  rhyme (such  a s  "farm " and "charm" in  s ta n z a  one; " a i r "  and 

" h a i r , "  and "p lace"  and " s p a c e ,” in  s ta n z a  two; "been" and " a g a in ,"  and 

"page" and "R aging ," in  s ta n z a  th r e e —though t h i s  tim e i t  i s  n o t 

i n te r n a l  b u t end rhyme; and " c a ts "  and " h a ts"  in  s ta n z a  f o u r ) ,  am idst 

what o th e rw ise  seems a rhythm ic d is jo in te d n e s s ,  i s  a  s t y l i s t i c  m irro r in g  

o f th e  th em atic  su g g es tio n  th a t  one ab so rb  o n e 's  "dangerous" 

su rro u n d in g s  in to  a s e l f  which c o n tin u e s , d e s p ite  i t  a l l ,  to  o p e ra te  

" g ra c e fu l ly ."

In  u s in g  th e  p h rase  " th e  dungeon o f B e tte r  L iv ing" in  "A Wave" (AW 

7 5 ), Ashbery su g g es ts  how im p a tie n t he i s  w ith  th e  schemes we come up

w ith  to  p r o te c t  o u tse lv e s  from change ( a t  an o th e r p o in t  he r e f e r s  to  th e

tendency to  "Hurry to  d e a l w ith  th e  s t in g  /  Of added m eaning, h u rry  to  

fend  i t  o f f " ) .  "The P ath  To The White Moon" i s  Emersonian in  i t s  c a l l
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to  be " a l iv e ,"  f le x ib le  and re sp o n s iv e  to  th e  p o te n t ia l  f o r  grow th g iven  

th e  ever-ch an g in g  n a tu re  o f th e  w orld . The fo llo w in g  rem arks from 

Em erson's " C irc le s "  cou ld  be a p arap h rase  o f  "The P ath  To The White 

Moon"!

The e x te n t to  which t h i s  g e n e ra tio n  o f  c i r c l e s ,  wheel w ith o u t 
w heel, w i l l  go , depends on th e  fo rc e  o r  t r u th  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l 
s o u l.  For i t  i s  th e  i n e r t  e f f o r t  o f  each th o u g h t, hav ing  formed 
i t s e l f  in to  a c i r c u l a r  wave o f c irc u m sta n c e ,—as  f o r  in s ta n c e  an 
em pire , r u le s  o f an a r t ,  a  lo c a l  u sag e , a  r e l ig io u s  r i t e , — to  heap 
i t s e l f  on th a t  r id g e  and to  s o l id i f y  and hem in  th e  l i f e .  But i f  
th e  so u l i s  q u ick  and s tro n g  i t  b u r s ts  over t h a t  boundary on a l l  
s id e s  and expands a n o th e r  o r b i t  on th e  g r e a t  deep , which a ls o  runs 
up in to  a  h ig h  wave, w ith  a ttem p t a g a in  to  s to p  and to  b in d . But 
th e  h e a r t  r e fu s e s  to  be im prisoned; in  i t s  f i r s t  and n arro w est 
p u lse s  i t  a lre a d y  ten d s  outward w ith  a v a s t  fo rc e  and to  imoense 
and innum erable ex p an s io n s. (RWB 404-405)

7 . "The w orld i s  a fo rc e ,  n o t a p re se n c e ."  (OP 172)

To advance our d is c u s s io n  by showing how Henry James f i t s  in  w ith  

A sh b ery 's  v is io n ,  i t  i s  n e ce ssa ry  to  emphasize th a t  in  "The P a th  To The 

White Moon" th e  reaso n  th e  s h e l t e r  i s  " f a l le n "  and th e  k n i t t in g  m il l  i s  

"abandoned," i s  th e  same reaso n  th a t  in  The Golden Bowl th e  go lden  bowl 

i t s e l f  must e v e n tu a lly  be smashed: to  in d ic a te  t h a t  th e re  i s  a f l u i d i t y

to  th e  p ro ce sse s  o f co n sc io u sn ess  re q u ir in g  th a t  each succeed ing  though t 

b u r s t  over o r  th rough  th e  w a lls  a  p rev io u s  though t has b u i l t  around 

i t s e l f .  Thus (a s  I  i l l u s t r a t e  in  th e  q u o ta tio n  on page 55 o f  t h i s  

c h a p te r ) ,  Maggie V erver i s  one whose consc iousness can be c h a ra c te r iz e d  

n o t on ly  by i t s  d iv id ed  " w a te r - t ig h t  com partments" (GB 37) b u t a ls o  by 

th e  im plied  a b i l i t y  she h a s—b e in g , as  th e  compartments a re  in  t h i s  

im age, in s id e  a s h ip —to  p roceed  over a  s e a . The d i s t i n c t io n  i s  between 

f ix e d ,  unchanging, "founded" o b je c ts  as  a  model f o r  th e  m ind 's
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r e la t io n s h ip  to  i t s  id e a s , and o n e 's  p o te n t ia l  a b i l i t y  to  a llo w  th e

e v o lv in g , moving p ro c e sse s  o f  though t to  p r e v a i l  a s  a  guide to  in n e r  and

o u te r  ex p e rien ce . In  M aggie 's l i f e  she has tended  to  p a t te r n  h e r

th o u g h t on th e  model p re se n te d  by h e r  f a t h e r ,  a s  we can see  in  th e  way

she (a s  I  showed Adam V erver do ing  w ith  h is  id ea  o f  Amerigo on page 53)

endeavors to  p la c e  an ex p erien ce  in to  th e  la r g e r  co n te x t o f  h e r  though t

by g iv in g  i t  a s p e c i f ic  a r c h i t e c tu r a l  shape:

T h is s i tu a t io n  had been occupying, f o r  months and m onths, th e  v ery  
c e n tre  o f  th e  garden  o f  h e r  l i f e ,  b u t i t  had re a re d  i t s e l f  th e re  
l ik e  some s tra n g e , t a l l  tow er o f  iv o ry , o r  perhaps r a th e r  some 
w onderfu l, b e a u t i f u l ,  b u t o u tla n d ish  pagoda, a  s t r u c tu r e  p la te d  
w ith  h a rd , b r ig h t  p o rc e la in ,  co lou red  and f ig u re d  and adorned , a t  
th e  overhanging eav es , w ith  s i l v e r  b e l l s  th a t  t in k le d ,  ev er so 
charm ing ly , when s t i r r e d  by chance a i r s .  She had walked round and 
round i t — th a t  was what she f e l t ;  she had c a r r ie d  on h e r  e x is te n c e  
in  th e  space l e f t  h e r  f o r  c i r c u la t io n ,  a  space th a t  sometimes 
seemed ample and sometimes narrow ; lo o k in g  up , a l l  th e  w h ile , a t  
th e  f a i r  s t r u c tu r e  th a t  sp read  i t s e l f  so amply and ro se  so h ig h , 
b u t never q u i te  making o u t as  y e t ,  where she m ight have e n te re d  had 
she w ished . . . .  no door appeared  to  g iv e  access  from h e r 
conven ien t garden l e v e l .  The g re a t  d eco ra ted  s u rfa c e  had rem ained 
c o n s is te n t ly  im p en e trab le  and in s c r u ta b le .  (GB 3 0 1 ) ^

At f i r s t  Maggie, l i k e  h e r  f a th e r ,  ten d s  to  see  th e  w orld o f though t

a s  m irro r in g  w hat, p r io r  to  Darwin, was assumed to  be th e  dom inating

c h a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  w orld our sen ses  have access  to :  i t s  unchanging and

r e l i a b l e  perm anence. The q u a l i t i e s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t h i s  v is io n  a re

th o se  o f  "eq u ilib riu m "  and "ba lan ce"  w hich, in  f a c t ,  have been th e  very

q u a l i t i e s  Maggie has most p r iz e d  a s  d e f in in g  h e r  and h e r f a t h e r 's  w orld:

That was a t  th e  bottom  o f  [M aggie 's] mind, t h a t  t h e i r  e q u ilib r iu m  
was e v e ry th in g , and th a t  i t  was p r a c t i c a l l y  p re c a r io u s ,  a m a tte r  o f 
a  h a i r 's  b rea d th  f o r  th e  lo s s  o f th e  b a la n c e . (GB 311)

[ I t  was . . . ]  a s  i f  a  sen se  f o r  th e  e q u ilib r iu m  was w hat, between 
them a l l ,  had most power o f in s i s te n c e ;  q u i te  as  i f  Amerigo h im se lf  
were a l l  th e  w h ile , a t  bottom , e q u a lly  th in k in g  o f  i t  and w atching 
i t .  (GB 326)
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I t  was th e  s t r a n g e s t  th in g  in  th e  w orld , b u t i t  was a s  i f  Mrs. 
Assingham m ight in  a  manner m it ig a te  th e  i n t e n s i t y  o f [M agg ie 's] 
co n sc io u sn ess o f  C h a r lo t te .  I t  was as  i f  th e  two would b a la n c e , one 
a g a in s t  th e  o th e r ;  a s  i f  i t  came round a g a in  in  th a t  fa sh io n  to  h e r  
id ea  o f th e  e q u ilib r iu m . (GB 366)

The e q u ilib r iu m , th e  p rec io u s  c o n d it io n , l a s te d  in  s p i t e  o f  
rearran g em en t; th e re  had been a  f r e s h  d i s t r i b u t io n  o f  th e  d i f f e r e n t  
w e ig h ts , b u t th e  b a lan ce  p e r s i s te d  and trium phed: a l l  o f  which was 
j u s t  th e  reaso n  why [Maggie] was fo rb id d e n , face  to  fa c e  w ith  th e  
companion o f h e r  ad v en tu re  [h e r  f a t h e r ] ,  th e  experim ent o f  a  t e s t .

(GB 349)

And guard ing  a s  th e  most c h e rish ed  o f p o sse s io n s  h e r  f a t h e r 's  lo v e  o f 

" eq u ilib riu m "  and "balance" ( th e  way, a s  I  m entioned e a r l i e r ,  Adam needs 

Amerigo to  b e ~ o n  pages 119-121—-"a pure and p e r f e c t  c r y s t a l " ) ,  Maggie 

comes to  ex p erien ce  as  i n t e r n a l  a  r e a l i t y  she a t  f i r s t  co n ceiv es o f  a s  

e x te r n a l ly  p re se n t to  h e r  v is io n :  "a g r e a t  p ic tu r e  hung on th e  w a ll o f

h e r  d a i ly  l i f e ,  f o r  h e r  to  make what she would o f ."  (GB 306) As h e r  

r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h e r  ex p erien ce  evo lves so th a t  she e v e n tu a lly  can 

b eg in  to  see  h e r  environm ent (and what had seemed s e p a ra te  p ie c e s  o f an 

e x t e r io r ,  o b je c t iv e  r e a l i t y )  a s  a con tinuous f a b r ic  which she h e r s e l f  i s  

woven in to ,  a f i r s t  s ig n  o f t h i s  e v o lu tio n  i s  suggested  in  th e  fo llo w in g  

p assag e :

She m ight [a s  she s a t  and m ed ita ted ] have been w atching  th e  fam ily  
coach p ass  and n o tin g  t h a t ,  somehow, Amerigo and C h a r lo tte  were 
p u l l in g  i t  w h ile  she and h e r  f a th e r  were n o t so much a s  p u sh in g . 
They were se a te d  in s id e  to g e th e r ,  d an d lin g  th e  P r in c ip in o  and 
h o ld in g  him up to  th e  windows, to  see  and be seen , l i k e  an in f a n t  
p o s i t iv e ly  ro y a l;  so th a t  th e  e x e r t io n  was a l l  w ith  th e  o th e r s .  
Maggie found in  t h i s  image a re p e a ted  c h a lle n g e ; ag a in  and y e t 
ag a in  she paused b e fo re  th e  f i r e :  a f t e r  w hich, each tim e , in  th e  
manner o f one f o r  whom a s tro n g  l i g h t  has suddenly  b roken , she gave 
h e r s e l f  to  l i v e l i e r  movement. She had seen  h e r s e l f  a t  l a s t ,  in  th e  
p ic tu r e  she was s tu d y in g , suddenly  jump from th e  coach; whereupon, 
f ra n k ly , w ith  th e  wonder o f  th e  s ig h t ,  h e r eyes opened w ider and 
h e r  h e a r t  s to o d  s t i l l  f o r  a  moment. She looked a t  th e  p e rso n  so 
a c t in g  as  i f  t h i s  person  were somebody e l s e ,  w a itin g  w ith  in t e n s i ty
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to  see  what would fo llo w . The p erso n  had tak en  a d e c is io n —which 
was e v id e n tly  because an im pulse long  g a th e r in g  had a t  l a s t  f e l t  a 
s h a rp e s t  p re s s u re . Only how was th e  d e c is io n  to  be a p p lie d ? --w h a t, 
in  p a r t i c u la r ,  would th e  f ig u r e  in  th e  p ic tu r e  do? She looked about 
h e r ,  from th e  m iddle o f  th e  room, under th e  fo rc e  o f  t h i s  q u e s tio n , 
a s  i f  th e r e ,  e x a c t ly ,  were th e  f i e l d  o f  a c t io n  in v o lv ed .

(£B 315-316)

I f  we a llo w  co n sc io u sn ess to  be what W illiam  James in  h is  

P r in c ip le s  o f  Psychology d e s c r ib e s  i t  a s  b e in g —a " s t r e a m " ^ — th en  what 

m ight a t  f i r s t  seem s u r r e a l  in  t h i s  p assag e  becomes re c o g n iz a b le  as  a 

growing involvem ent o r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  n o t an e x te r io r  w orld  b u t 

w ith  th e  very  p ro cesses  o f th o u g h t. In  o th e r  words a t  f i r s t  Maggie sees  

"some s tra n g e  t a l l  tow er o f  iv o ry "  w hich, a s  she co n tin u es  to  lo o k , 

re so lv e s  i t s e l f  in to  a  p ic tu r e  o f  a moving coach from  which she 

e v e n tu a lly  sees  h e r s e l f  jum ping. That Maggie goes th rough  a k ind  o f 

ep is te m o lo g ic a l thaw i s  e v id e n t in  th e  way th a t  th e  image she u ses  to  

d e f in e  h er m in d 's  p la c e  in  some la r g e r  scheme o f  th in g s  goes th rough  a 

com plete tra n s fo rm a tio n : th e  e a r l i e r  f ix e d  s t r u c tu r e  to  which she could

n o t g a in  adm ittance  becomes a moving conveyance from which she p re s e n t ly  

seeB h e r s e l f  jumping. What she le a rn e d  was th e  way th a t  (a s  W allace 

S tevens p u t i t  in  "Im ag ination  a s  V alue") " th e  im ag in a tio n  i s  th e  power 

o f th e  mind over th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  th in g s ."  (NA 136)

I t  may a t  f i r s t  seem hard  to  ac ce p t th e se  u n l ik e ly  tra n s fo rm a tio n s  

u n t i l  we accep t th a t  we a re  moving th rough  an in te r n a l  o r  p sy ch o lo g ica l 

landscape where W illiam  Jam es' "stream  o f  co n sc io u sn ess"  i s  th e  

p r e v a i l in g  law making every  l im i t  o r  boundary an i l l u s o r y  and th e r e fo re  

tem porary  one. ( " S u f f ic e  i t  f o r  th e  joy  o f th e  u n iv e r s e ,"  Emerson says 

in  "E xperience" (RWE 487), " th a t  we have n o t a r r iv e d  a t  a  w a l l ,  b u t a t  

in te rm in a b le  o c e a n s ." )  And o f  cou rse  i f  we acc ep t f o r  what th e y  a re  th e
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term s o f t h i s  p sy ch o lo g ica l landscape  in  which Maggie can see  a  tow er

become a p a in t in g  o f a  c a r r ia g e  from which she e v e n tu a lly  sees  h e r s e l f

jumping—th en  i t  i s  a  d if f e re n c e  n o t o f  k in d  b u t o f  d eg ree  when in  a

s h o r t  p ro se  work by John Ashbery c a l le d  "D e sc rip tio n  o f  A Masque" th e

fo llo w in g  ev en ts  ta k e  p la c e :

Behind th e  b a r ,  o p p o s ite  th e  s p e c ta to r s  in  th e  au d ien ce , was a  
m ural adap ted  from a T en n ie l i l l u s t r a t i o n  f o r  Through th e  Looking 
G lass—th e  famous one in  which a f i s h  in  a fo o tm an 's  l i v e r y  h o ld s  
o u t a  la rg e  envelope to  a  f ro g  footman who has j u s t  emerged on to  
th e  f ro n t  s to o p  o f  a sm all house, w h ile  in  th e  background, 
p a r t i a l l y  concealed  by th e  tru n k  o f  a t r e e ,  A lic e  lu r k s ,  an 
e x p re ss io n  o f amusement on h e r  f a c e .  Time and fumes o f  a  p u b lic  
house had darkened th e  c o lo rs  a lm ost to  a  r i c h  mahogany glow, and 
i f  one had n o t known th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i t  would have been d i f f i c u l t  
to  make o u t some o f th e  d e t a i l s .

. . . A f te r  a few moments D affy g o t down o f f  h e r  b a r  s to o l  
and walked over to  M ercury. Opening a  g reen  b rocade pocketbook, she 
p u lle d  o u t a  sm all re v o lv e r  and sh o t him in  th e  c h e s t .  The b u l l e t  
passed  th rough  him w ith o u t harming him and imbedded i t s e l f  in  th e  
f i s h  in  th e  m ural behind th e  b a r ,  cau s in g  i t  to  lu rc h  forw ard 
r e g u rg i ta t in g  b lood and drop  th e  en v elo p e , which produced a  loud  
r e p o r t  and a f la s h  l ik e  a  magnesium f l a r e  t h a t  i l lu m in a te d  an 
e x p re ss io n  o f anger and f e a r  on A l ic e 's  f a c e ,  a s  she h a s t i l y  
c lapped  h e r hands over h e r  e a r s .  (AW 18, 20-21)

In  o th e r  words i t  i s  as  i f  A shbery, l i k e  Henry James ( in  h is  d e s c r ip t io n  

o f  th e  p ro cesses  o f  Maggie V e rv e r 's  th o u g h t) ,  a ttem p ts  to  a r t i c u l a t e  a 

ch a llen g e  to  th e  im p l ic i t  assum ptions which in  each o f  us  may a c t  to  

co n fin e  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  mind—and in  t h i s  way, l i k e  M aggie, Ashbery 

d e f ie s  th e  seeming laws o f c o n c re te  ex p e rien ce .

What Ashbery does in  c e r ta in  poems i s  to  d e ta ch  th e se  p ro ce sse s  o f  

th o u g h t from th e  th in k e r .  T h is  su g g ests  th e  fo llo w in g  rem arks o f  Edmund 

W ilson in  A x e l's  C a s t le : "What th e  symbols o f  symbolism r e a l l y  w ere,
41

were m etaphors de tach ed  from t h e i r  s u b je c ts .  . . .  And in d eed , a s  

M arjo rie  P e r lo f f  (among o th e r s )  has a rg u ed , th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  French
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sy m b o lis t p o e ts  i s  c e r t a in ly  p re s e n t  in  A sh b ery 's  p o e t r y . ^  However,

u n lik e  th e  sy m b o lis ts , th e r e  i s  in  A sh b ery 's  l a t e r  work th e  l in g e r in g

43presen ce  o f  n a r r a t iv e ,  th e  fra c tu re d -se e m in g  n a tu re  o f  which i s  due to  

th e  f a c t  th a t  we have in  h i s  work n o t th e  n a r r a t iv e  o f  ex p erien ce  in  th e  

p h y s ic a l w orld b u t th e  n a r r a t iv e  o f  th o u g h t, a s  in  th e  l a t e  in v o lu te d  

f i c t i o n  o f  Henry James

What Maggie V erver d isc o v e rs  in  th e  passage  I  have ju s t  been 

d is c u s s in g  i s  a  f l u i d i t y  o f  th o u g h t which w i l l  e v e n tu a lly  te a c h  h e r to  

r e ly  more upon p ro cess  th a n  f i x i t y :

I t  w as, f o r  hours and h o u rs , l a t e r  on , a s  i f  she had somehow 
been l i f t e d  a l o f t ,  were f lo a te d  and c a r r ie d  on some warm h ig h  t id e  
b en eath  which s tu m b lin g -b lo ck s  had sunk o u t o f  s ig h t .  T h is came 
from  h e r  be in g  a g a in , f o r  th e  tim e , in  th e  enjoym ent o f co n fid en ce , 
from h e r  knowing, as  she  b e lie v e d , what to  do . A ll th e  n ex t day, 
and a l l  th e  n e x t, she appeared  to  h e r s e l f  to  know i t .  She had a 
p la n , and she r e jo ic e d  in  h e r  p la n : t h i s  c o n s is te d  o f  th e  l ig h t  
t h a t ,  suddenly  b reak in g  in to  h e r  r e s t l e s s  r e v e r ie ,  had marked th e  
clim ax o f th a t  v i g i l .  I t  had come to  h e r  a s  a  q u e s tio n — "What i f  
I 'v e  abandoned them , you know? What i f  I 'v e  accep ted  to o  p a s s iv e ly  
th e  funny form o f our l i f e ? "  There would be a p ro cess  o f  h e r  own by 
which she m ight do d i f f e r e n t l y  in  re s p e c t  to  Amerigo and C h a r lo t te — 
a p ro cess  q u i te  independent o f any p ro c e ss  o f  t h e i r s .  Such a 
s o lu t io n  had b u t to  r i s e  b e fo re  h e r  to  a f f e c t  h e r ,  to  charm h e r ,  
w ith  i t s  s im p l ic i ty ,  an advantageous s im p l ic i ty  she had been 
s tu p id ,  f o r  so lo n g , n o t to  have been s tru c k  by; and th e  s im p l ic i ty  
meanwhile seemed proved by th e  su ccess  th a t  had a lre a d y  begun to  
a t te n d  h e r .  She had o n ly  had h e r s e l f  to  do som ething to  see  how 
im m ediately  i t  answ ered. T h is con sc io u sn ess  o f i t s  having  answered 
w ith  h e r  husband was th e  u p l i f t i n g ,  s u s ta in in g  wave.

(G& 316)

To em phasize th e  deg ree  to  which Maggie has changed from one who, 

l i k e  h e r f a th e r ,  see s  th e  w orld  a s  a  c o l le c t io n  o f p o sse s io n s—and o f 

houses o r  s t r u c tu r e s  c o n ta in in g  o b je c ts — co n s id e r  th e  frequency  w ith  

which from t h i s  p o in t  in  th e  novel on she u ses  th e  word ''process'*  to  

id e n t i f y  what she c o n s id e rs  th e  s o lu t io n  to  th e  predicam ent in  which she 

f in d s  h e r s e l f :
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What b e f e l l ,  however, was th a t  even w h ile  [Maggie] th u s  w aited  
she f e l t  h e r s e l f  p re s e n t  a t  a p ro ce ss  ta k in g  p la c e  r a th e r  deeper 
w ith in  [Amerigo] th an  th e  o c c a s io n , on th e  w hole, appeared  to  
r e q u ir e —a p ro cess  o f  w eighing som ething in  th e  b a la n c e , o f 
c o n s id e rin g , d e c id in g , d ism is s in g . He had guessed  th a t  she was 
th e re  w ith  an id e a ,  th e re  in  f a c t  by reaso n  o f  h e r  id e a  . . . .

(GB 318)

T his new p e rc e p tio n  b r i s t l e d  fo r  [M aggie], a s  we have s a id ,  w ith  
odd in t im a tio n s ,  b u t q u e s tio n s  unanswered p layed  in  and o u t o f  i t  
a s  w e ll— th e  q u e s tio n , f o r  in s ta n c e ,  o f  why such p rom ptitude o f 
harmony should  have been im p o rta n t. Ah, when she began to  re c o v e r, 
p ie c e  by p ie c e ,  th e  p ro c e ss  became l i v e l y ;  she m ight have been 
p ic k in g  sm all sh in in g  diamonds o u t o f  th e  sweepings o f  h e r  o rd ered  
house. ( GB 328)

The in te n s i t y  o f th e  t a s t e  o f  th e se  r e g is te r e d  phenomena was in  
f a c t  th a t  somehow, by a  p ro ce ss  and th rough  a connexion n o t ag a in  
to  be t r a c e d ,  she [Maggie] so  p r a c t i s e d ,  a t  th e  same tim e , on 
Amerigo and C h a r lo t te —w ith  o n ly  th e  drawback, h e r  c o n s ta n t check 
and seco n d -th o u g h t, t h a t  she concom itan tly  p r a c t i s e d  perhaps s t i l l  
more on h e r f a th e r .  (GB 348)

I f  th ey  [Maggie and h e r  f a th e r ]  ba lanced  th ey  ba lanced— she had to  
tak e  t h a t ;  i t  d ep riv ed  h e r  o f  ev ery  p r e te x t  f o r  a r r iv in g ,  by 
however c o v e rt a p ro c e s s , a t  what he th o u g h t. (GB 349)

And th e  b a s is  f o r  M aggie 's "p ro c ess"  i s  what i s  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  h er 

"quickened s e n s ib i l i t y "  (GB 320)—h er a b i l i t y ,  a s  Fanny Assingham p u ts  

i t , to  " th in k " :

" I t ' s  your n a tu re  to  th in k  to o  much," Fanny Assingham a t r i f l e  
c o a rse ly  r i s k e d . ^

T his b u t qu ickened , however, in  th e  P r in c e ss  th e  a c t  she 
re p ro b a te d . "That may b e . But i f  I  h a d n 't  tho u g h t— !"

"You w o u ld n 't ,  you mean, have been where you a re ? "
"Yes, because th e y , on t h e i r  s id e ,  though t o f  ev e ry th in g  bu t 

t h a t .  They though t o f  e v e ry th in g  b u t th a t  I  m ight th in k ."
(GB 523)

8 . P o s tu re s  o f Mind

A fte r  Maggie r e a l i z e s  som ething i s  going  on, and a f t e r  a new
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em phasis upon th e  p ro cess  o f though t becomes an a c t iv e  fo rc e  w ith in  th e  

co n tex t o f  h e r  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  Adam, Amerigo and C h a r lo t te ,  i t  

becomes th e  wav she see s  what she s e e s—h e r  s h i f t i n g  p e rsp e c tiv e  o r  

p o s tu re — th a t  becomes c e n t r a l  to  h e r  expanding aw areness ("A t th e  r a t e  

a t  which she was l i v in g ,"  we read  on page 449, "she was g e t t in g  used 

hour by hour to  th e se  e x te n s io n s  o f v iew "). When Maggie a c q u ire s  th e  

cracked  bowl and e x p la in s  to  Fanny Assingham, in  C hapter 33 , how th e  

shopkeeper who so ld  i t  to  h e r  u l t im a te ly  gave h e r  in fo rm a tio n  which made 

h e r r e a l i z e  th e  t r u th  abou t A m erigo 's and C h a r lo t te 's  in tim acy , i t  i s  a t  

t h i s  p o in t  t h a t  th e  c rack  comes to  su g g est to  Maggie th e  flaw ed n a tu re  

o f  A m erigo's commitment to  h e r—and C h a r lo t te 's  to  h e r  f a th e r .  However 

th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  th e  im p o rtan t is s u e  i s  n o t so much th a t  th e re  i s  a 

"crack" in  an y th in g , b u t th a t  o n e 's  p e rsp e c tiv e  can be (and needs to  be) 

s h i f t e d ,  i s  f i r s t  su g g ested  by Fanny:

[Maggie] had come away from h e r  window, one o f  th e  th re e  by 
which th e  wide room, en jo y in g  an advantageous 'b a c k , ' commanded th e  
w este rn  sky and caught a g lim pse o f th e  evening f lu s h ;  w h ile  Mrs. 
Assingham, p o ssessed  o f  th e  bowl, and p o ssessed  to o  o f  t h i s  
in d ic a t io n  o f  a  f la w , approached a n o th e r  f o r  th e  b e n e f i t  o f  th e  
s lo w ly -fad in g  l i g h t .  H ere, thumbing th e  s in g u la r  p ie c e ,  w eighing 
i t ,  tu rn in g  i t  o v e r , and growing suddenly  more c o n sc io u s , above 
a l l ,  o f  an i r r e s i s t i b l e  im pu lse , she p re s e n t ly  spoke a g a in . "A 
crack? Then your whole id e a  has a c ra c k ."

M aggie, by t h i s  tim e a t  some d is ta n c e  from h e r ,  w aited  a 
moment. " I f  you mean by my id ea  th e  knowledge th a t  has come to  me 
t h a t — "

But Fanny, w ith  d e c is io n , had a lre a d y  tak en  h e r  up . "T h e re 's  
o n ly  one knowledge th a t  concerns u s—one f a c t  w ith  which we can 
have an y th in g  to  d o ."

"Which one, th en ?"
"The f a c t  th a t  your husband has n e v e r , n ev e r , n ev er— !" But 

th e  very  g r a v i ty  o f t h i s  s ta te m e n t, w h ile  she r a is e d  h e r  eyes to  
h e r  f r ie n d  a c ro ss  th e  room, made h e r  f o r  an in s ta n t  hang f i r e .

"W ell, never what?"
"Never been h a l f  so in te r e s te d  in  you as  now. But d o n 't  you, 

my d e a r , r e a l l y  f e e l  i t ? "  (GB 420-421)

When F anny 's  sen ten ce  b reak s  j u s t  a t  th e  p o in t  where what would seem to
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come n ex t i s  a re fe re n c e  to  A m erigo 's involvem ent w ith  C h a r lo tte  ("The 

f a c t  th a t  your husband has n e v e r , n ev e r, n ev er— ! " ) ,  and th en  tu rn s  

a f t e r  th e  dash  tow ards an  em phasis upon h is  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  Maggie 

("N ever been h a l f  so in te r e s te d  in  you a s  now "), th e  s h i f t  i s  a ls o  away 

from  a  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  th e  bowl as  th e  symbol o f  a  flaw  a s s o c ia te d  

w ith  sex u a l i n f i d e l i t y ,  and tow ards th e  "one f a c t  w ith  which we can have 

a n y th in g  to  do" w hich, i t  i s  im p lied , i s  th e  a l l i a n c e  in  th e  immediate 

fo reg round  o f  M aggie 's l i f e :  h e r  m arriag e  to  Amerigo. And A m erigo 's

tim in g  i s  p e r f e c t  s in c e  h is  w alk ing  in  j u s t  a f t e r  th e  bowl i s  smashed 

u n d ersco res  t h i s  s h i f t  o f em phasis Fanny i s  encourag ing  in  Maggie away 

from h is  involvem ent w ith  C h a r lo tte  and tow ards h is  con n ec tio n  w ith  

Maggie h e r s e l f .

At th e  same tim e , F anny 's  smashing o f  th e  bowl when she d id  was h e r 

way o f t ry in g  to  s h i f t  M aggie 's focus away from a p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  

o b je c t iv e  r e a l i t y  and i t s  seem ingly m alignan t f la w s , tow ards a 

s u b je c t iv e ,  in n e r  w o rld , where by m an ip u la tin g  h e r  own p e rsp e c tiv e  th e  

o u te r  r e a l i t y  w i l l  fo llo w  s u i t .  In  o th e r  words th e r e  a re  two ways in  

which Maggie has moved h e r  a t t e n t io n  from a background to  th e  

fo reg ro u n d : One i s  th e  way she comes to  p la c e  an em phasis n o t upon what

seems to  be a  flaw ed o b je c t iv e  r e a l i t y ,  b u t upon h e r  own s u b je c tiv e  

p o s tu re .  The second i s  th e  way i t  becomes ap p a ren t to  Maggie t h a t  by 

c o n c e n tra tin g  on h e r  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  Amerigo he w i l l  fo llo w  h e r  lead  

and C h a r lo tte  h i s .  To show how f a r  Maggie has come, look  a t  how i t  i s  

soon a f t e r  th e  above-quoted  exchange between Fanny and Maggie th a t  

Maggie a r r iv e s  a t  th e  fo llo w in g  r e a l i z a t io n :

I t  had o p e ra te d  w ith in  h e r  now to  th e  l a s t  i n t e n s i t y ,  h e r  glim pse
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o f th e  p rec io u s  t r u th  t h a t  by h e r  h e lp in g  him [A m erigo], h e lp in g  
him to  h e lp  h im se lf , a s  i t  w ere, she sh o u ld  h e lp  him to  h e lp  h e r . 
H ad n 't she f a i r l y  g o t in to  h is  la b y r in th  w ith  h im ?--w asn 't she 
indeed  in  th e  v ery  a c t  o f  p la c in g  h e r s e l f  th e r e ,  f o r  him , a t  i t s  
c e n tre  and c o re , whence, on th a t  d e f i n i t e  o r ie n ta t io n  and by an 
i n s t i n c t  a l l  h e r  own, she m ight s e c u re ly  gu ide  him o u t o f  i t ?  She 
o f fe re d  him th u s ,  a s s u re d ly ,  a  k in d  o f  su p p o rt th a t  was n o t to  have 
been im agined in  advance, and th a t  m oreover re q u ire d —ah most 
t r u l y ! —some c lo se  lo o k in g  a t  b e fo re  i t  cou ld  be b e lie v e d  in  and 
pronounced vo id  o f t r e a c h e ry .  (GB 427)

Thus when Fanny s a y s , on page 420, "A c rack ?  Then your whole id ea  has a

c ra c k ,"  she i s  th e  one who su g g e s ts  th e  need to  s h i f t  th e  f i e l d  w ith in

which one sees  o n e se lf  a s  a c t in g  away from th e  e x te rn a l  o r  p h y s ic a l

w orld and in to  th e  in te r n a l  w orld  o f o n e 's  id e a s .  (As Emerson s a id  in

"E xperience" (RWB 471), "Our l i f e  i s  n o t so  much th re a te n e d  as  our

p e rc e p t io n ." )  And th e  ev idence th a t  Maggie comes f u l l y  to  u n d erstan d

what Fanny in ten d ed  to  happen when she smashed th e  bowl comes l a t e r  when

Maggie th in k s  to  h e r s e l f

. . .  i t  was on ly  th e  go lden  bowl a s  Maggie h e r s e l f  knew i t  th a t  
had been broken . The breakage s to o d  n o t f o r  any wrought 
discom posure among th e  triu m p h an t th r e e — i t  s to o d  m erely  f o r  th e  
d i r e  d e fo rm ity  o f  h e r  a t t i t u d e  tow ard them . (GB 461)

That Henry James, l ik e  Emerson and A shbery, chooses words very  c a r e f u l ly  

i s  ev id e n t h e re  in  th e  ch o ice  o f  " a t t i t u d e "  which ( th e  OED t e l l s  u s) 

o r ig in a l ly  was a  te c h n ic a l  term  r e f e r in g  to  th e  p o s tu re  o r  d is p o s i t io n  

o f a body in  s ta tu a r y  o r  p a in t in g  ( th u s  im ply ing  a ls o  a m ental 

" p o s tu re " ) .  In  f a c t  th e  l a r g e r  co n tex t o f  t h i s  l a s t  s e n te n c e , as  

su g g ested  by th e  p h rase  "wrought d iscom posu re ,"  i s  th a t  o f  th e  a r t s  w ith  

s p e c i f i c  re fe re n c e  to  a e s th e t ic  com position . The meaning h e re  sends us 

back to  som ething C h a r lo tte  s a id  to  Amerigo e a r ly  on in  th e  book:

"Thank goodness th en  t h a t  i f  th e re  be a c rac k  we know i t !  But i f  we
may p e r is h  by c rack s  in  th in g s  t h a t  we d o n 't  know— !" And she
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sm iled  w ith  th e  sad n ess o f  i t .  "We can never th en  g iv e  each  o th e r  
a n y th in g ."  (GB 109)

The p o in t ,  a s  Maggie r e a l i z e s ,  i s  th a t  th e  w orld— in c lu d in g  th e  w orld o f 

human r e la t io n s h ip s — i s  f u l l  o f  "c rack s"  (a s  Emerson h im se lf  adm its  in  

"Compensation" (RWE 292): "There i s  a c rack  in  e v e ry th in g  God has made") 

and th a t  th e re fo re  s a lv a t io n  can on ly  come th rough  a m an ip u la tio n  o f 

o n e 's  m ental p o s tu re  a s  i t  ta k e s  in to  c o n s id e ra tio n  th e se  " c ra c k s ."

For Maggie the . r o le  o n e 's  co n sc iousness p lay s  in  th e  complex 

s e t t i n g  o f  human r e la t io n s  goes from im agin ing  h e r r e la t io n s h ip  to  

o th e rs  a s  an e x o tic  "tow er" one cannot e n te r  (pages 301-302), to  th e  

p o in t  where th e  f ix e d  p h y s ic a l o b je c t  t h i s  "tow er" has become— th e  

golden bowl— can be smashed (pages 420-421) as  th e  means to  a r e l ia n c e  

upon a  sen se  o f  o n e 's  own f le x ib l e  m ental a t t i t u d e  (page 46 1 ).

M ag g ie 's , th e n , has been a com plete p sy ch ic  r e v o lu tio n . And as  in  th e  

case  o f  Lambert S t r e th e r ,  who, I  su g g es ted , could  f in d  in  John A shbery 's  

poem "Houseboat Days" a  d i s t i l l a t i o n  o f h is  ex p erien ce  in  The 

A m bassadors. a v e rs io n  o f  what Maggie V erver ex p erien ces  d u rin g  h er 

"awakening" i s  d e sc rib e d  in  a  poem in  As. We Know c a l le d  "T ap e stry .

But to  r e tu rn  f o r  a moment to  th e  scene in  The Golden Bowl (pages 

420 to  421) where Fanny smashes th e  bowl: d u rin g  th e  exchange a t  t h i s  

p o in t  betw een Fanny and M aggie, th e re  i s  con fusion  over th e  meaning each 

g iv e s  to  th e  pronoun " i t . "  When Maggie f i r s t  u ses  th e  word d u rin g  th i s  

d is c u s s io n  " i t "  i s  used  to  r e f e r  to  th e  bowl i t s e l f .  Then when Fanny 

u ses  th e  pronoun, she i s  r e f e r r in g  to  A m erigo 's in c re a s in g  i n t e r e s t  in  

Maggie. F in a l ly ,  however, coming from M aggie, " i t "  seems to  su g g est 

most s tro n g ly  A m erigo 's in tim acy  w ith  C h a r lo t te ,  s in c e  t h i s  l a s t  i s  now
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f i l l e d  o u t in  h e r  mind by th e  image she p o ssesses  o f th e se  two m eeting 

over th e  bowl in  a  " l i t t l e  a n t iq u a r io 's  shop in  Bloom sbury." (GB 427) 

S im ila r ly ,  in  "T ap estry "  v e rs io n s  o f  th e  pronoun " i t "  a re  used 

re p e a te d ly  in  a l l  b u t th e  l a s t  s ta n z a : " I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  . . . "  ( l i n e

o n e ); " . . .  which ta k e s  p recedence over i t "  ( l i n e  tw o); "For i t  must 

alw ays be f r o n ta l  . . . "  ( l i n e  th r e e ) ;  " I t  i n s i s t s  on . . ."  ( l i n e  

f o u r ) ;  " I t  p roposes . . . "  ( l i n e  s ix ) ;  " . . .  aw areness o f i t s  form al 

sp len d o r"  ( l i n e  e ig h t ) ;  " . . .  th e  im pact o f  i t s e l f "  ( l in e  t e n ) ;  " I f  i t  

has th e  form  . . . "  ( l i n e  14 ); "We a re  eag er . . . to  be wound in  i t "  

( l i n e  15 ); and "This must be th e  good o f n o t ex p e rien c in g  i t "  ( l in e  

1 6 ). F urtherm ore , n o t o n ly  in  th e  f i r s t  sen ten ce  i s  " i t "  bo th  th e  f i r s t  

and l a s t  word, b u t a ls o  in  th e  p en u ltim a te  s ta n z a  " i t "  ag a in  ho ld s  an 

open ing , conclud ing  and ( in  th e  second l in e  o f th e  s ta n z a )  a key 

t r a n s i t i o n a l  p o s i t io n  b e fo re  th e  co lo n .

Why a l l  t h i s  em phasis on a  common th i r d  person  n e u te r  pronoun? One 

reaso n  has to  do w ith  A sh b ery 's  fo cu s in g  in  h i s  work on pronouns 

g e n e ra l ly  a s  a way to  underm ine our tendency to  th in k  o f o b je c ts  and 

p erso n s  a s ,  l i k e  t h e i r  names, unchanging: everybody knows th a t  pronouns

a re  in h a b ite d  o n ly  on a  b r i e f  b a s is  w hich, f o r  A shbery, would be more 

th e  way id e n t i t y  and l i f e  a c tu a l ly  work ( s in c e ,  a s  Emerson s a y s , "we 

change sexes ev ery  moment"— th u s  th e  need f o r  a new name every  moment). 

A nother re a so n , p a r t i c u la r ly  r e le v a n t  in  t h i s  c a se , i s  our tendency to  

ex p erien ce  th e  w orld a s  i f  i t  were com prised o f  no more than  a 

c o l le c t io n  o f o b je c ts  in  th e  way th a t  Maggie V erver a t  f i r s t  see s  as  th e  

d e f in in g  elem ent in  h e r  ex p erien ce  th e  seem ingly u n a l te ra b le  m a te r ia l  

f a c t s  su rro u n d in g  and re p re se n te d  by th e  golden bowl w ith  a c rack  in  i t .
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To be "wound in "  A shbery 's  ta p e s t r y  i s ,  l ik e w is e , to  ex p erien ce  i t  on ly  

a s  a  m a te r ia l  o b je c t—w hich, in  "T a p e s try ,"  i s  n o t to  "ex p erien ce"  i t  a t  

a l l :

I f  i t  has th e  form o f  a b la n k e t ,  t h a t  i s  because 
We a re  e a g e r , a l l  th e  same, to  be wound in  i t :
T h is  must be th e  good o f  n o t ex p e rien c in g  i t .

(AWK 90)

But t h i s  ig n o re s  an o th e r  way o f  re ad in g  b o th  th e  golden  bowl and th e  

t a p e s t r y .  In  th e  f i r s t  sen te n ce  in  th e  poem— " I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  

s e p a ra te  th e  ta p e s t r y  /  From th e  room o r  loom which ta k e s  p recedence 

over i t " — th e  i n i t i a l  " i t "  r e f e r s  n o t to  an o b je c t  o f  any k in d , b u t 

r a th e r  to  th e  p ro cess  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  o n e 's  t ry in g  " to  s e p a ra te "  one 

o b je c t  from  o th e r  co n tin g e n t o r  con tiguous o b je c ts  (h e re  th e  "room" and 

"loom") and s p e c i f i c a l l y  th e  " d i f f i c u l t l y ] '' o f  n o t s ee in g  th e se  o th e r  

o b je c ts  as p a r t  o f  what some may i n s i s t  upon as  th e  d i s c r e te  i d e n t i t y  o f 

th e  ta p e s t r y .  Thus th e  way th a t  Ashbery u ses  th e  f i r s t  word we 

en co u n te r to  im ply a  p ro cess  o f  mind, and th en  th e  s e n te n c e 's  f i n a l  " i t "  

to  r e f e r  to  th e  ta p e s t r y  a s  an  o b je c t ,  s e t s  up f o r  th e  e n t i r e  poem a 

d u a l i ty  which i s  c e n t r a l  to  i t s  m eaning.

What i s  " d i f f i c u l t "  abou t th e  ta p e s tr y  i s  i t s  double i d e n t i t y  as  

Ashbery sees  i t  s in c e ,  on th e  one hand, " i t  must alw ays be f r o n ta l "  in  

t h a t  i t  i s  a k ind  o f  two d im ensional " p ic tu re "  which may be (a s  p ic tu r e s  

alw ays can be) seen  a l l  a t  once (and in  t h i s  sen se  as  e x is t in g  o u t o f  

t im e )—w h ile , on th e  o th e r  hand, i t  i s  a ls o  " to  one s id e "  in  th e  sense  

th a t  i t  d e p ic ts  " h is to ry  /  in  th e  m aking." In  u n d ers tan d in g  what t h i s  

l a s t  p h rase  means i t  i s  u s e fu l  to  remind o u rse lv e s  th a t  one ro o t  f o r  th e  

word " h is to ry "  i s  " s to ry "  which im p lies  n a r r a t iv e  o r  movement th rough
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tim e . And indeed  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  t a p e s t r i e s  have been though t o f as 

d e p ic t in g  scenes from th e  ongoing n a r r a t iv e  o f a  g iven  c u l tu r e  a s  i f  in  

th e  ta p e s t r y  one were view ing in d iv id u a l  s t i l l  "fram es" tak en  from a 

m ovie. A lso in  h is  re fe re n c e  to  " th e  room [and] loom" Ashbery 

em phasizes th e  way c u l tu r a l  a r t i f a c t s  such a s  t h i s  ta p e s t r y  may be 

conceived  o f  a s  p a r t  o f  th e  ongoing p ro c e sse s  o f a  s o c ie ty  when tho u g h t 

o f  a s  f i t t i n g  in to  th e  l a r g e r  " fa b r ic "  o f  th e  c u l tu re  in  w hich rooms, 

looms and t a p e s t r i e s  do n o t e x i s t  in d ep en d en tly  b u t as  r e s u r fa c in g s  o f  a 

s t i t c h  a s  i t  weaves to g e th e r  a l l  t h a t  we c r e a te  and a r e .  A sh b ery 's  

sen se  h e re  i s  r e la te d  to  Em erson's passage in  "The Method o f  N atu re"  

where he says "The p o e t m ust be a  rh a p so d is t"  (d is c u s se d  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  

b eg inn ing  on page 27) as  i s  su g g ested  in  a poem I  quoted  e a r l i e r ,  "T ra in  

R is in g  Out Of The S ea ,"  where we read  in  l in e s  7 to  13:

Do you h e a r  th e  wind? I t ' s  n o t d y ing ,
I t ' s  s in g in g , weaving a song about th e  p re s id e n t  s a lu t in g  th e  t r u s t ,

The p a s t  in  each o f u s ,  u n t i l  so much memory becomes an i n s t i t u t i o n ,  
Through sh e e r  w e ig h t, th e  p e r s is te n c e  o f  i t ,  no,
Not th e  p e r s is te n c e ,  th a t  makes i t  seem a d e l ib e r a te  a c t  
Of d u ra t io n ,  much to o  d e l ib e r a te  f o r  t h i s  ingenuous being

Like an e ra  th a t  r e fu s e s  to  come to  an end o r  be born a g a in .
(AWK 87)

In  t h i s  l a t t e r  poem n o t o n ly  does th e  image o f "A T ra in  R is in g  Out Of 

The Sea" su g g est and v is u a l ly  r e c re a te  th e  image o f  a  n eed le  a s  i t  i s  

pushed th rough  so  a s  to  r i s e  o u t o f  a  p ie c e  o f  f a b r i c —b u t a l s o ,  l ik e  

Emerson, Ashbery d e p ic ts  h e re  th e  mind s tru g g l in g  betw een, on th e  one 

hand, th e  tendency f o r  memory to  become an " i n s t i t u t i o n "  ( i . e . . , 

r i g i d i f y )  and, on th e  o th e r  hand, th e  need to  reco g n ize  how one i s  

in e v i ta b ly  "thrown forward"^® in to  th e  moving, changing p ro c e sse s  o f
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n a tu re  a s  th ey  " in u n d a te"  o u r l iv e s :

We need more n ig h t f o r  th e  sky , more b lu e  f o r  th e  d a y lig h t  
T hat in u n d a tes  o u r rem arks b e fo re  we can make them 
Taking away a l i t t l e  b i t  o f  us each tim e

To be d e p o s ite d  elsew here  
In  th e  p la c e  o f  o u r involvem ent
With th e  co re  t h a t  b rough t ex c e ss iv e  f lo w erin g  t h i s  y ea r 
Of enormous s u n se ts  and b ig  b reezes

(AWK 87)

What we see  h e re  i s  a p u re ly  Emersonian v is io n  o f  th e  p ro c e sse s  o f  th e

human mind as  p e n e tra te d  by and in  f a c t  i d e n t i f i a b l e  w ith  th e  p ro c e sse s

o f n a tu re  a t  la rg e  ( i . e . . , "W ith th e  c o re " ) .  Fundamental h e re  i s  th e

weaving to g e th e r  o f mind w ith  n o t on ly  a l l  t h a t  i t  c r e a te s  and w hich we

c a l l  ou r " c u ltu re "  b u t a ls o  w ith  a l l  in  n a tu re  t h a t  i t  i s  an  e x te n s io n

o f  th rough  a sh a rin g  o f th e  p ro c e sse s  which " in u n d a te"  e v e ry th in g .

The poem "T apestry" re v e rs e s  what we would o r d in a r i ly  ex p ec t to  be

th e  case  s in c e  u n lik e  Ashbery most peop le  would have no t ro u b le  se e in g

th e  ta p e s tr y  as  an independent o b je c t ;  in  f a c t  most people  p ro b ab ly

could  n o t see  i t  as an y th in g  b u t an in d ep en d en t, d i s c r e t e  o b je c t  w ith o u t

some h e lp  (which t h i s  poem proposes to  g iv e ) . However Ashbery tu rn s  th e

w orld u p s id e  down and i d e n t i f i e s  h im se lf  w ith  a new way o f  " see in g "

which i s  e x a c tly  what Emerson d e s c r ib e s  in  th e  fo llo w in g  passage  from

"The T ra n s c e n d e n ta lis t" :

The i d e a l i s t ,  in  speak ing  o f e v e n ts , se e s  them as  s p i r i t s .  He does 
n o t deny th e  sensuous f a c t :  by no means; b u t he w i l l  n o t see  th a t  
a lo n e . He does n o t deny th e  p resence  o f t h i s  t a b l e ,  t h i s  c h a i r ,  and 
th e  w a lls  o f  t h i s  room, b u t he looks a t  th e se  th in g s  a s  th e  re v e rs e  
s id e  o f  th e  ta p e s t r y ,  a s  th e  o th e r  en d , each be in g  a seq u e l o r  
com pletion  o f a  s p i r i t u a l  f a c t  which n e a r ly  concerns him. T h is 
manner o f lo o k in g  a t  th in g s ,  t r a n s f e r s  every  o b je c t  in  n a tu re  from 
an independent and anomalous p o s i t io n  w ith o u t th e r e ,  in to  th e  
c o n sc io u sn e ss .

(RWE 193-194)
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To be "dead on th e  l in e "  (a s  l in e  12 o f  A sh b ery 's  poem p u ts  i t )  i s  fo r  

an o b je c t  a f t e r  i t  has been seen  to  be d e f in e d  in  b o th  sen ses  o f th e  

word "d e fin e "  (OBD): bo th  " to  make d i s t i n c t  in  o u t l in e  o r  form" (g iv in g

one in  t h i s  way th e  v is u a l  shape o r  o u t l in e  o f  an o b je c t )  and " to  b r in g  

o r  come to  an end"---or to  de /  f i n i r e  in  th e  sen se  o f  to  f in i s h  

com plete ly  (which su g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  f u l l y  "d e fin e d "  o b je c t  has reached  

an end p o in t in  our p e rc e p tio n  o f  i t  and th u s ,  in  a  s e n se , i s  "d ead "). 

But what th e  p o e t as  i d e a l i s t  would have us reco g n ize  i s  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

o f  se e in g  n o t as  th e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  o n e s e lf  w ith  o b je c ts  seen  and 

th e re fo re  "dead on th e  l i n e , "  b u t w ith  what Wordsworth meant in  an 1815 

Essay (supplem entary  to  th e  P re fa ce  to  th e  L y r ic a l  B a lla d s )  when he s a id  

" In  n a tu re  e v e ry th in g  i s  d i s t i n c t ,  y e t  n o th in g  d e f in e d  in to  a b so lu te  

independent s in g le n e s s .

In  o th e r  words Ashbery w ants f o r  human co n sc io u sn ess  a freedom  

which comes when th e  c o l la b o ra t io n  between l i g h t  and th e  human eye in  

th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f th in g s  seen  "dead on th e  l in e "  b reak s  down—i s  

"b lin d e d "— th u s  a llo w in g  us to  ex p erien ce  "The se e in g  tak en  in  w ith  what 

i s  seen "—o r ,  th a t  i s  to  sa y , th e  r e c o g n it io n  o f "see in g "  as  th e  l i v i n g , 

ongoing and u l t im a te ly  v i t a l  p ro c e ss  p reced in g  and th e r e fo re  making 

p o s s ib le  th e  "dead" o b je c t  which " i s  seen" ( th u s — to  r e tu rn  to  th e  quote  

by Emerson, above— " s e e in g ,"  th e  l iv in g  p ro c e s s , i s  " th e  re v e rs e  s id e  o f 

th e  ta p e s tr y "  which su g g es ts  t h a t  our o rd in a ry  em phasis upon th in g s  

"seen" must be "b lin d ed "  b e fo re  th e  new way o f  " se e in g "  may be 

e x p e r ie n c e d ) . In  o th e r  words A shbery, Emerson, and Fanny Assingham 

(when she says to  Maggie V erver "A crack? Then your whole id ea  has a 

c rac k " )  f e e l  th a t  we have i t  a l l  backwards i f  we fo reg round  th e  o b je c t
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seen  r a th e r  than  th e  p ro cess  o f s e e in g . As Emerson p u ts  i t  in  "The Over 

S ou l":

And t h i s  deep power in  which we e x i s t ,  and whose b e a t i tu d e  i s  a l l  
a c c e s s ib le  to  u s , i s  n o t o n ly  s e l f - s u f f i c i n g  and p e r f e c t  in  every  
h o u r, b u t th e  a c t  o f  s e e in g  and th e  th in g  se en , th e  s e e r  and th e  
s p e c ta c le ,  th e  s u b je c t  and th e  o b je c t ,  a re  one. - n

( RWE 386)

Even th e  t i t l e  o f  t h i s  book from  which "T ap estry "  i s  tak e n , As. Hs. EOSH, 

can be read  as  su g g e s tin g , on th e  one hand, " th e  way th a t  we come to  

know what we know" ( i . e . , "as  we know" a s  i t  su g g es ts  th e  p ro cess  o f 

"knowing")—and, on th e  o th e r  hand, th e  p h rase  used  in  i t s  id io m a tic  

sen se  o f  "As we know a l l  men a re  m o rta l"  im plying a  p o p u la r ly  accep ted  

f a c t  o r  th in g  in d isp u ta b ly  "known" ( th e  p iv o ta l  word in  t h i s  swing 

b e in g , o f  co u rse , "as"  s in c e  i t  can mean h e re  b o th  " in  th e  way th a t"  and 

" i t  i s  t ru e  t h a t " ) .

Seeing th e  ta p e s tr y  as  an o b je c t ,  a s  "dead on th e  l i n e , "  i s  to  see 

i t  as  "a b lan k e t"  ( l in e  14), which i s  to  say  a s  an e x c lu s iv e ly  p h y s ic a l 

r e a l i t y .  And, as I  m entioned e a r l i e r ,  to  th in k  o f i t  in  t h i s  way i s  to  

conceive o f i t  as  Maggie V erver though t o f  th e  go lden  bowl b e fo re  Panny 

Assingham smashed i t  s in c e  she was— to  use  A sh b ery 's  p h rase— "eager 

. . .  to  be wound in "  th e  golden  bowl in  th e  sen se  o f  l e t t i n g  i t s  

seem ingly f ix e d  and unchanging r e a l i t y  re p re s e n t  what she m igh t, w ith o u t 

th in k in g  f u r th e r  about th e  m a tte r ,  c o n s tru e  a s  a co rrespond ing  

im m u tab ility  in  h e r  "cracked" r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  Amerigo. But Fanny 

su g g ested  to  h e r an o th e r  way o f  s ee in g  th e  m a tte r  when she smashed th e  

bowl and pushed Maggie in to  a w orld o f  th o u g h t where a l l  i s  m utable and 

where she can ta k e  c o n tro l  o f  th e  s i t u a t io n —as  she r e a l iz e s  when we 

h e a r  h e r  th in k :



84

H adn 't she f a i r l y  go t in to  h is  la b y r in th  w ith  him?—w a sn 't she 
indeed  in  th e  very  a c t  o f  p la c in g  h e r s e l f  th e r e ,  f o r  him, a t  i t s  
c e n tre  and c o re , whence, on th a t  d e f i n i t e  o r ie n ta t io n  and by an 
i n s t i n c t  a l l  h e r own, she m ight s e c u re ly  gu ide him o u t o f  i t ?

(SB 427)

The " la b y r in th ,"  o f  c o u rse , i s  th e  mind, and t h i s  passage rem inds us no t 

on ly  o f t h a t  p o in t  in  The Wings o f The Dove where S u sie  S tringham  says 

to  M illy  Theale "My d e a r  c h i ld ,  we move in  a l a b y r in th ,"  b u t a ls o  

Em erson's rem ark in  N a tu re . t h a t  " [Id e a lism ]  le a v e s  me in  th e  sp len d id  

la b y r in th  o f my p e rc e p tio n s , to  wander w ith o u t en d ."  (RWB 41) Though 

Em erson's in te n t io n  h e re  i s  to  in d ic a te  a  shortcom ing o f " Id ea lism " when 

i t  does n o t " s a t i s f y  th e  demands o f s p i r i t , "  Id ea lism  i s  c o n s tru ed  as 

d e s ir a b le  to  th e  e x te n t th a t  i t  does "deny th e  e x is te n c e  o f m a tte r"  and 

does th e re fo re  a llo w  one i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  to  "w ander." And t h i s  i s  

e x a c t ly  what Ashbery r e f e r s  to  when he says in  "T ap estry " : "But in  some

o th e r  l i f e ,  which th e  b la n k e t d e p ic ts  anyway." Suggested h e re  i s  th e  

" l i f e "  o f th e  mind to  "ex p erien ce"  ( l in e  16) th e  ta p e s tr y  a s  in se p a ra b le  

from " th e  room o r  loom"—as " p ic tu re "  and " h is to ry " --w h ic h  th e  mind, 

se e in g  i t s e l f  (a lo n g  w ith  th e  ta p e s tr y )  a s  " in n e r ,"  may p a r t i c ip a te  in .  

To t h i s  " l i f e "  th e  co rresp o n d in g  "death" i s  to  see  i t  as  " s e p a ra te " —as 

"a b la n k e t ."  "The dream" which i s  "Upended in  a  puddle somewhere" i s  

th e  "dream" which we read  abou t in  th e  poem "Houseboat Days": "a v a s t

dream /  Of h a v in g ."  In  o th e r  words Adam V e rv e r 's  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  

p o sse s s io n , "Of h a v in g ,"  i s  to  su rre n d e r  to  " th e  d ea th "  o f  d e f in in g  

o n e s e lf  ( " d e f in e ,"  th a t  i s ,  in  th e  sense  o f  coming to  an end—o f 

su rre n d e rin g  th e  power o f  th e  im ag in a tio n ) in  term s su g g ested  by th e  

o b je c ts  around one r a th e r  th a n , as  Ashbery encourages h e re  and 

e lsew h ere , ex p e rien c in g  " th e  s e e in g  tak en  in  w ith  what i s  s e e n ."
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Speaking to  t h i s  is s u e  Ashbery s a id  in  a  1983 in te rv ie w : " I  th in k  I am

more in te r e s te d  in  th e  movement among id e a s  th an  in  th e  id e a s  

th em se lv es , th e  way one goes £rom one p o in t  to  an o th e r  r a th e r  th an  th e  

d e s t in a t io n  o r  th e  o r ig in .

9 . "You Are H alf-A sleep  At Your In stru m en t P anel"  (AW 48)

One way to  read  James and A shbery, th e n , w ith  r e s p e c t  to  a

p a r t i c u la r  m oral p o s tu re ,  i s  to  see  them as  c o n s id e rin g  th e  p resen ce  o f

" e v i l"  in  l i f e  as  n e i th e r  an o b je c t iv e  fo rc e  e x is t in g  s e p a ra te  from th e
✓
s e l f  nor a s  an enemy which can be conquered and done away w ith  once and 

f o r  a l l —b u t r a th e r  a s  one o f  th e  many p ro c e sse s  in h e re n t to  human 

consc iousness w hich, over tim e and to  a g r e a te r  o r  l e s s e r  d e g ree , weaves

in  and o u t o f  ev e ry o n e 's  th in k in g . And in  f a c t  i f  we ag ree  w ith  S tevens

th a t  " i t  i s  th e  e x p la n a tio n s  o f  th in g s  t h a t  we make to  o u rse lv e s  th a t  

d is c lo s e  our c h a ra c te r  . . . "  (OP 164), th en  w ith in  th e se  " e x p la n a tio n s"  

which d is c lo s e  and , in  a s e n se , c o n s t i tu te  our " c h a r a c te r ,"  language as  

i t  i s  in t e n t io n a l ly  o r  u n in te n t io n a l ly  m isused would seem to  be th e  

o p e ra tiv e  elem ent in  c i v i l i a t i o n 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  u n d ers tan d  and h a l t  i t s  

own immoral b eh av io r . The p o in t  i s  th a t  we a re  p a r t  and p a rc e l  o f  th e  

" e v i l"  which we t r a d i t i o n a l l y  have grown accustom ed to  p r o je c t in g  beyond 

o u r s e lv e s .

In  The Golden Bowl a co n v e rsa tio n  between Bob and Fanny Assingham 

in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  book su g g e s ts  th a t  th e  " s i tu a t io n "  (GB 275) 

which Fanny has come to  r e a l i z e  e x i s t s  between Amerigo and C h a r lo tte  i s  

a m a tte r  o f  grave s e r io u s n e s s :
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" . . .  Maggie was th e  person  in  th e  w orld to  whom a wrong th in g  
could  l e a s t  be communicated. I t  was a s  i f  h e r  im ag in a tio n  had been 
c lo sed  to  i t ,  h e r  sen se  a l to g e th e r  s e a le d . That th e r e f o r e ,"  Fanny 
c o n tin u ed , " i s  what w i l l  now have to  happen. Her sense  w i l l  have to  
open ."

" I  s e e ."  [Bob Assingham] nodded. "To th e  w rong." He nodded 
a g a in , a lm ost c h e e r f u l ly ~ a s  i f  he had been keep ing  th e  peace w ith  
a  baby o r  a l u n a t i c .  "To th e  v e ry , v ery  w rong."

But h is  w if e 's  s p i r i t ,  a f t e r  i t s  e f f o r t  o f  w ing, was a b le  to  
rem ain h ig h e r . "To w h a t 's  c a l le d  E v il—-w ith  a  very  b ig  E: f o r  th e  
f i r s t  tim e in  h e r  l i f e .  To th e  d isc o v e ry  o f  i t ,  to  th e  knowledge o f 
i t ,  to  th e  crude e x p e rien ce  o f i t . "  (GB 286)

How M aggie 's "sense  . . . o p e n [s ]"  to  th e  "crude ex p erien ce"  o f  "E v il—

w ith  a very  b ig  E" so a s  to  a llo w  f o r  h e r  own u n d e rs tan d in g  o f  l i f e  and

h er p lace  in  i t  to  be redeemed i s  re v e a le d  d u rin g  a m e d ita tio n  o f  h e rs

which o ccu rs  l a t e r  in  th e  book, d u rin g  a  s o c ia l  evening  a t  "Fawns":

She con tinued  to  w alk and co n tin u ed  to  pause [ a f t e r  hav ing  l e f t  fo r  
a s t r o l l  th e  b r id g e  game around which Adam V erver, Mrs. Assingham, 
Amerigo and C h a r lo tte  a re  s t i l l  g rouped]; she stopped  a f re s h  fo r  
th e  look  in to  th e  smoking-room [where th e  game was p ro c e e d in g ] , and 
by t h i s  tim e i t  was a s  i f  th e  re c o g n itio n  had o f  i t s e l f  a r r e s te d  
h e r— she saw as  in  a p ic tu r e ,  w ith  th e  te m p ta tio n  she had f le d  from 
q u i te  e x t in c t ,  why i t  was she had been a b le  to  g iv e  h e r s e l f  so 
l i t t l e ,  from th e  f i r s t ,  t o  th e  v u lg a r  h e a t  o f  h e r  wrong. She m ight 
f a i r l y ,  as  she watched them, have m issed  i t  as  a  l o s t  th in g ;  have 
yearned  f o r  i t ,  f o r  th e  s t r a i g h t  v in d ic t iv e  view , th e  r ig h t s  o f 
re sen tm en t, th e  ra g e s  o f  je a lo u sy , th e  p r o te s t s  o f  p a s s io n , as  f o r  
som ething she had been ch ea ted  o f n o t l e a s t :  a range o f  f e e l in g s  
which f o r  many women would have meant so  much. . . . She saw a t  a l l  
ev en ts  why h o rro r  i t s e l f  had a lm ost f a i l e d  h e r ;  th e  h o r ro r  t h a t ,  
foreshadow ed in  advance, would, by h e r th o u g h t, have made 
e v e ry th in g  th a t  was unaccustom ed in  h e r  c ry  o u t w ith  p a in ;  th e  
h o r ro r  o f  f in d in g  e v i l  s e a te d ,  a l l  a t  i t s  e a s e , where she had on ly  
dreamed o f good; th e  h o r ro r  o f  th e  th in g  h id eo u sly  b e h in d . behind  
so much t r u s te d ,  so  much p re ten d e d , n o b len ess , c le v e rn e s s , 
te n d e rn e ss . I t  was th e  f i r s t  sh a rp  f a l s i t y  she had known in  h e r  
l i f e ,  to  touch a t  a l l ,  o r  be touched by; i t  had met h e r  l i k e  some 
b ad -faced  s tr a n g e r  s u rp r is e d  in  one o f th e  th ic k -c a rp e te d  c o r r id o r s  
o f  a  house o f  q u ie t  on a Sunday a f te rn o o n ; and y e t ,  y e s , am azingly , 
she had been a b le  to  look  a t  t e r r o r  and d is g u s t  o n ly  to  know th a t  
she must p u t away from h e r  th e  b i t te r - s w e e t  o f  t h e i r  f re s h n e s s .  The 
s ig h t ,  from th e  window, o f  th e  group so c o n s t i tu te d ,  to ld  h e r  why, 
to ld  h e r  how, named to  h e r ,  a s  w ith  hard  l i p s ,  named s t r a i g h t  a t  
h e r ,  so th a t  she must ta k e  i t  f u l l  in  th e  f a c e ,  th a t  o th e r  p o s s ib le  
r e l a t io n  to  th e  whole f a c t  w hich a lo n e  would b e a r  upon h e r  
i r r e s i s t i b l y .  I t  was e x tra o rd in a ry :  th ey  p o s i t iv e ly  b rough t home to
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h e r  th a t  to  f e e l  abou t them in  any o f  th e  in m ed ia te , in e v i ta b le ,  
a ssu ag in g  ways, th e  ways u s u a lly  open to  innocence o u trag ed  and 
g e n e ro s ity  b e tra y e d , would have been to  g iv e  them up, and th a t  
g iv in g  them up w as, m a rv e llo u s ly , n o t to  be th o u g h t o f .

(fifi 458-459)

What Maggie sees  re v e a le d  h e re  "as in  a p ic tu r e "  i s  n o t a m onstrous, 

a l i e n  p resence  (a s  she had been tem pted to  th in k  b e fo re ,  on page 456: 

"There re ig n ed  f o r  h e r ,  a b s o lu te ly ,  d u rin g  th e se  v e r t ig in o u s  moments, 

t h a t  f a s c in a t io n  o f  th e  m onstrous, th a t  te m p ta tio n  o f th e  h o r r ib ly  

p o s s ib le ,  which we so o f te n  t r a c e  by i t s  b reak in g  o u t sudden ly  l e s t  i t  

shou ld  go f u r th e r ,  in  un ex p la in ed  r e t r e a t s  and r e a c t io n s " )  b u t " e v i l  

s e a te d , a l l  a t  i t s  ea se"  amongst th o se  s i tu a te d  around th e  c a rd  t a b l e .  

When she had f i r s t  met h e r  " e v i l"  and d e sc rib e d  i t  to  Fanny Assingham 

( in  th e  passage d isc u sse d  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  on page 74) she had indeed  

come to  r e a l i z e ,  as  she p u t i t  to  Fanny, th a t  "Amerigo knew C h a r lo t te — 

more th an  I  ev e r dreamed" (GB 408); i t  was a t  t h i s  p o in t  t h a t  " e v i l"  d id  

seem "some b ad -faced  s t r a n g e r  s u rp r is e d  in  one o f th e  th ic k -c a rp e te d  

c o r r id o r s  o f a  house o f  q u ie t  on a Sunday a f te rn o o n ."  However a f t e r  her 

t a l k  w ith  Fanny, F anny 's  sm ashing o f th e  bowl, and h e r  subsequent 

m e d ita tio n  on F anny 's  " p o in t o f  view" (GB 4 2 6 ), Maggie r e a l i z e s  t h a t  i t  

i s  n o t a " s tra n g e r"  a t  a l l  b u t ,  d u rin g  t h i s  scen e , an o th e r  f a c e t  o f  th e  

"group" a rran g ed  b e fo re  h e r .  In  o th e r  words M aggie 's own " p o in t o f 

view" has opened so a s  to  a llo w  h e r  to  see  th a t  " e v i l"  i s  n o t som ething 

r e q u ir in g  " th e  s t r a i g h t  v in d ic t iv e  view , th e  r ig h t s  o f  re sen tm en t, th e  

rag es  o f je a lo u sy , [and] th e  p r o te s t s  o f  p a s s io n ,"  b u t an ongoing, 

in te r n a l  p resen ce  w ith  which one must open a d ia lo g u e  on a f a m il ia r  

b a s is .

In  an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "En Route to  A n n ih ila t io n : John A sh b ery 's
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52Shadow T r a in . ” John Gery d is c u s s e s  s e v e ra l poems from Shadow T ra in  in

l i g h t  o f  th e  su g g ested  c o n te x t " th a t  w ith in  th e  two o r  th re e  hours i t

m ight ta k e  to  com plete a n u c le a r  w ar, e v e ry th in g  we a l l  know and tak e
53f o r  g ra n ted  can be u t t e r l y  and f i n a l l y  a n n ih i l a t e d .” And I  do ag ree  

th a t  i t  i s  a p p ro p r ia te  to  co n s id e r  an ominous p resen ce  to  be a t  th e  

c e n te r  o f  Shadow T r a in 's  co n cern s, as  we can see  su g g ested  in  th e  very  

f i r s t  poem:

Meanwhile th e re  was one 
Who a l l  unseen came c re ep in g  a t  t h i s  s c a le  o f  v is io n s  
Like th e  g ig a n t ic  s p e c te r  o f  a  c a t  tow ering  over t in y  mice 
About to  ad jo u rn  th e  town m eeting due to  th e  shadow,

(ST 1)

54As John Gery p o in ts  o u t ,  t h i s  " c a t” i s  " fe a re d  y e t  welcomed” in  th a t  

i t  comes to  be id e n t i f i e d  as  a ra in s to rm  which "every  b l i s t e r e d  tongue 

welcomed as  th e  f i r s t  /  Drops s c a t te r e d  [ . . . ] "  ( l in e s  11 and 12); th e  

sen se  h e re  i s  o b v io u sly  p a ra d o x ic a l and su g g ests  to  John Gery " th e  

'p sy c h ic  numbing' th e  s e l f  may ex p erien ce  in  th e  face  o f  th e  n u c le a r  

t h r e a t .

A f i r s t  p o in t to  n o te  abou t th e  f i r s t  poem in  Shadow T ra in , " in  

P u r s u i t  o f  H a p p i n e s s , i s  t h a t ,  a s  in  th e  poem "T apestry"  which beg ins 

" I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  s e p a ra te ,"  th e  opening word " I t "  r e f e r s  n o t to  any 

o b je c t  b u t to  th e  p ro cess  o f th e re  be in g  "no way o f p a ss in g  /  Between 

th e  tw in  p a r t i t i o n s  th a t  p re se n te d  /  A U n ified  facad e , th a t  o f  a 

suburban shopping m all /  In  A p r i l ."  Secondly, th e  p h rase  " I t  came about 

th a t"  in d ic a te s  th a t  t h i s  p ro c e ss—w hatever i t  i s — i s  to  be un d ersto o d  

a s  an e n t i r e ly  p a s s iv e  one, i . e . ,  beyond our c o n tro l .  In  f a c t  i t  tu rn s  

o u t th a t  " i t "  i s  so much beyond our c o n tro l  th a t  in  th e  n ex t sen ten ce  we 

re a d  how "One [and t h i s  could  su g g est th e  p o e t,  th e  r e a d e r ,  o r  anyone]
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tu rn e d , as  one does, to  o th e r  i n t e r e s t s  /  Such a s  th e  t id e s  o f  th e  Bay

o f Fundy." F in a l ly  in  our a ttem p t to  u n d erstan d  t h i s  poem 's opening we

read  th a t  a t h i r d  a c t i v i t y  i s  o cc u rrin g  w h ile  th e se  f i r s t  two a re  ta k in g

p la c e :  "Meanwhile th e re  was one /  Who a l l  unseen came creep in g  a t  t h i s

s c a le  o f  v is io n s  /  Like th e  g ig a n t ic  s p e c te r  o f  a c a t . ” So lo o k in g  back

a t  th e  poem18 p a th  in  th e  opening s e c t io n ,  our passage seems to  ta k e  us

th rough  th re e  s ta g e s —and we m ight diagram  o r  p a rap h rase  t h i s  th r e e - s te p

p ro cess  as  fo llo w s : [S in ce ] i t  came about th a t  [X, and th a t  n o th in g

could  be done about i t , ]  one tu rn e d , as  one d o es , [ to  Y—however]

meanwhile [Z was o c c u r r in g ] . To beg in  u n d ers tan d in g  what i s  going on

h ere  i t  i s  n ecessa ry  to  n o te  th a t  th e  poem i s  about America and

Am ericans—as  th e  p h rase  tak en  from th e  second sen ten ce  o f th e

D e c la ra tio n  o f Independence, and used a s  a t i t l e  h e re , su g g e s ts . Next

we must work backwards in  c o n s id e rin g  th a t  o r ig in a l ly  America was

p r im a r i ly  th e  " fo re s t"  m entioned in  th e  poem 's l a s t  l i n e ,  and th a t

indeed  th e re  was (and i s )  som ething awesome about "n a tu re "  as

re p re se n te d  by th e  " fo r e s t"  and sto rm s—th e  "drops s c a t te r e d  by th e  w est

wind" in  l in e  12—so th a t  in  f a c t  as  th e  e s ta b lish m e n t o f our co u n try

proceeded i t  would be n e ce ssa ry  from tim e to  tim e to  "ad jo u rn  th e  town

m eeting" (a s  s ta te d  in  l in e  e ig h t ) .  But a s  in  S h e l le y 's  "Ode to  th e

West Wind" th e re  i s  h e re  th e  ev o ca tio n  o f n o t on ly  N a tu re 's  c y c l ic a l

movement from summer to  w in te r  and back a g a in , b u t a ls o  th e

id e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f seaso n a l changes w ith  human cy c le s  (a s  S h e lley

su g g es ts  in  th e  l in e s  "Be th o u , S p i r i t  f i e r c e ,  /  My S p i r i t !  Be thou me,

im petuous one! / /  D rive my dead th ough ts  over th e  u n iv e rse  /  Like

57w ith e red  le av e s  to  quicken a new b i r t h ! " ) .  In  A shbery 's  poem th e
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movement d u rin g  a f lo o d - t id e  in  tow ards th e  sho re  and th en  back ou t 

a g a in  d u rin g  th e  ebb t i d e  o f " th e  t id e s  in  th e  Bay o f Fundy” su g g es ts  an 

image o f  two a l t e r n a t in g  b u t complementary p ro c e sse s : one i s  a

d e s tr u c t iv e  im pulse in  n a tu re  (and in s t in c tu a l  v io le n ce  in  o u rse lv e s )  as  

su g g ested  in  " th e  g ig a n t ic  s p e c te r  o f  th e  c a t" ;  th e  o th e r  i s  th e  im pulse 

tow ards c o n s tru c t iv e  (o r  human n o n -v io le n t and c iv i l i z e d )  a c t i v i t y .  The 

human mind a s  seen  in  t h i s  way i s  a  k ind  o f  paradox , Ashbery su g g e s ts , 

in  th a t  i t  has a d u a l i d e n t i t y  and can be a t  once d e s tr u c t iv e  and 

c o n s tru c t iv e ,  v io le n t  and n o n -v io le n t.  The problem  has come to  be, 

however, t h a t  in  contem porary America th e re  i s  "no way o f  p a ss in g  /  

Between [ th e s e ]  tw in  p a r t i t i o n s  [o f  th e  mind, which a re ]  p re se n te d  [ to  

us now a s ]  /  A u n if ie d  fa c a d e , th a t  o f  a  suburban shopping m all /  In  

A p r i l ."  In  o th e r  words Ashbery seems to  be say in g  th a t  in  " th e  p u r s u i t  

o f  h ap p in ess"  we have come to  ig n o re  th e  c o n s tru c t iv e  /  d e s tr u c t iv e  

d i a l e c t i c  in h e re n t in  n a tu re  and human co n sc iousness by p re s e n tin g  to  

o u rse lv e s  an image o f our mind as  "u n if ie d "  in  i t s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  

"a suburban shopping m all /  In  A p r i l ."  "The p e r i l , "  as  Ashbery p u ts  i t  

in  h is  long  poem "A Wave," " c o n s is ts  in  e x p la in in g  e v e ry th in g  to o  

e v e n ly ,"  (AW 74) fo rc in g  us in to  what in  t h i s  same poem he r e f e r s  to  as 

" th e  dungeon o f B e tte r  L iv in g ."  (AW 75)

Also th e  "facade" in  "The P u rs u it  o f  H appiness" p re s e n ts  a  v is io n  

o f  co n sc iousness a s  r i g i d —n o t a s  th e  flow ing  "stream " which W illiam  

James used a s  an image f o r  th e  human mind; in  th e  nex t poem, "P unish ing  

The M yth," th e  sen ten ce  " In  tim e even th e  rocks w i l l  grow" su g g e s ts  th a t  

Ashbery ac c e p ts  n o t o n ly  D arw in 's v is io n  o f n a tu re  a s  always ev o lv in g , 

b u t a l s o ,  by im p lic a tio n , W illiam  Jam es 's  " p r in c ip le  o f psychology" th a t
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th e  mind r e c re a te s  in  i t s  own term s t h i s  p ro cess  Darwin found to  p r e v a i l  
58in  n a tu re .  In  any case  th e  " u n if ie d  facad e"  Ashbery m entions i s

dangerous to  th e  e x te n t th a t  i t  d en ie s  a Darwinian and (W illiam )

Jam esian v is io n  o f n a tu re  as  c i r c u l a r ,  w ith  c o n s tru c t iv e  and d e s tr u c t iv e

fo rc e s  b u i l t  in to  what shou ld  be viewed a s  an ongoing, unbroken c y c le .

A r e l a t e d  p o in t  o f  view i s  ex p ressed  by H erb ert Marcuse in  h is  book Eros

s o d  C iv i l i z a t i o n :

W ith th e  d e c lin e  in  c o n sc io u sn ess , w ith  th e  c o n tro l  o f  in fo rm a tio n , 
w ith  th e  a b so rp tio n  o f  in d iv id u a l  in to  mass communication, 
knowledge i s  adm instered  and co n fin ed . The in d iv id u a l does n o t 
r e a l l y  know what i s  going on; th e  overpow ering machine o f  ed u ca tio n  
and e n te rta in m e n t u n i te s  him w ith  a l l  th e  o th e rs  in  a s t a t e  o f 
a n a e s th e s ia  from which a l l  d e tr im e n ta l id e a s  ten d  to  be excluded . 
And s in c e  knowledge o f th e  whole t r u t h  i s  h a rd ly  conducive to

C Q

h ap p in ess , such g e n e ra l a n a e s th e s ia  makes in d iv id u a ls  happy.

What Marcuse c a l l s  " th e  d e c l in e  in  C onsciousness" i s  th e  same "d e c lin e "  

Ashbery has in  mind when he says " th e re  was no way o f p a ss in g  /  Between 

th e  tw in  p a r t i t i o n s  th a t  p re se n te d  /  A u n if ie d  fa c a d e , t h a t  o f  a 

suburban shopping m all /  In  A p r i l ."

In  th e  l a s t  l in e  o f "The P u rs u it  o f H appiness" Ashbery seems to  

argue th a t  i f  th e  " f o r e s t  [ i s ]  n o t em p tied ,"  i t  i s  because th e re  i s  an 

in t e r n a l  f o r e s t  in  each o f us c o n ta in in g  prim eval d e s tr u c t iv e  fo rc e s  

w hich, in  t h e i r  way, co n tin u e  to  "beckon” us to  them. To re in fo rc e  a 

re a d in g  o f "The P u rs u it  o f  H appiness" as  r e p re s e n tin g  a p sy ch ic  r a th e r  

th an  a  p h y s ic a l lan d scap e , "P unish ing  th e  M yth," th e  b o o k 's  second poem, 

p o in ts  o u t in  i t s  f i r s t  l i n e  th a t  we a re  concerned n o t so much w ith  ( in  

"The P u rs u it  o f  H appiness") " th e  g ia n t  s p e c te r"  o r  i t s  "shadow," bu t 

r a th e r  ( in  "P unish ing  th e  Myth") " th e  knowledge o f th e  shadow l in e " —o r ,  

t h a t  i s  to  say , th e  mind in  th e  a c t  o f knowing som ething. A lso th e  f a c t
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t h a t  our r o le  i s —-or a t  l e a s t  up to  now has been—a p a ss iv e  one i s  

r e in fo rc e d  h e re  by th e  way " th e  shadow l in e "  comes to  " s ta n d  f a r  from 

you to  b le s s  you in c id e n ta l ly  /  In  s o r t in g  o u t what was b e s t  f o r  i t " — 

n o t ,  t h a t  i s  to  say , what i s  b e s t  f o r  A ll t h a t  we a re  a b le  to  do in

t h i s  v is io n  o f  a  d e te r m in is t ic  environm ent i s  su g g ested  in  th e  way "we 

w igg led  in  our s e p a ra te  p o s i t io n s  /  and s tay e d  in  them f o r  a  tim e"

( l i n e s  7 and 8 ) .  However a f t e r  th e  use e a r ly  on in  th e  poem o f  th e  p a s t 

te n s e  w ith  " i t  came" ( l i n e  one) and th en  "w ig g led ,"  i t  i s  w ith  th e  words 

"A fte r  som ething has passed" in  l i n e  e ig h t  th a t  a  movement in to  th e  

p re s e n t  occu rs  where a k in d  o f  " f r e e  w i l l "  i s  in tro d u c e d  when th e  

p e rsp e c tiv e  s h i f t s  and "you b eg in  to  see  y o u rs e lf  a s  you would look  to  

y o u rs e lf  on th e  s ta g e ,  /  A ppearing to  someone" ( l i n e s  9 and 1 0 ).

N otab le  a t  t h i s  p o in t  i s  n o t o n ly  th e  s h i f t  from th e  p a s t  to  th e  p re se n t 

te n s e ,  b u t a ls o  a  s h i f t  from th e  t h i r d  person  " i t "  to  th e  second person  

"you ,"  su g g e s tin g  a s h i f t  in  th e  way we were co n s id e red  to  be no t 

re sp o n s ib le  f o r  what happened a t  th e  opening o f th e  poem (a s  a p h rase  

such as  "At f i r s t  i t  came e a s i ly "  im p lie s )  b u t now have become 

re sp o n s ib le  so th a t  by th e  tim e we g e t to  th e  poem 's l a s t  sen ten ce  i t  i s  

t h i s  v ery  sen se  o f ou r a c c o u n ta b i l i ty  which i s  b e in g  ad d ressed : "And i f

you have c u r le d  and dand led  /  Your innocence once to o  o f te n ,  what 

a t t i t u d e  i s n ' t  th en  r e a l l y  yourB?" The v is io n  in  th e  l a s t  e ig h t  l in e s  

o f  th e  poem moves inward to  th e  way we m ight ex p e rien ce—as i t  was p u t 

in  th e  poem "T ap estry "— "th e  s e e in g  tak en  in  w ith  what i s  s e en " ; th e  

su g g es tio n  in  th e  second h a l f  o f  th e  poem i s  t h a t  we h id e  from o u rse lv e s  

so  a s  n o t to  be im p lic a te d  in  w hatever v io len ce  and d e s tr u c t io n  we know 

to  be in h e re n t to  n a tu re  (w hich , we need to  remember, in  l in e s  n in e  and
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te n  o f "The P u rs u it  o f  H app iness,"  i s  " too  p e r f e c t  in  i t s  o u trag eo u s /  

R e g u la r ity  to  be c a l le d  to  s ta n d  t r i a l  a g a in " ) .

The p a ss iv e  r o le  we may be p lay in g  w ith  re s p e c t  to  d e s tr u c t iv e  

fo rc e s  in  n a tu re —and, by im p lic a tio n , in  u s— i s  em phasized in  th e  f i r s t  

s ta n z a  o f  t h i s  b o o k 's  t i t l e  poem:

V io len ce , how sm oothly i t  came
And sm oothly took  you w ith  i t
To w anting what you n o n e th e le ss  d id  n o t w ant.
I t ' s  a l l  over i f  we d o n 't  see  th e  t r u t h  in s id e  th a t  m eaning.

(ST 48)

The id e a  o f "w anting what you n o n e th e le ss  d id  n o t want" i s  m irro red  in  

th e  passage  in  th e  second s ta n z a  which re a d s : "But to  d e s i r e  i t  /  And

n o t want i t  i s  to  chew i t s  name l ik e  a  r a g ."  In  t h i s  sen ten ce  "want"

means " to  lack "  o r  " to  be d e f ic ie n t  o f"  so th a t  a  p a rap h rase  would read  

"bu t to  d e s ir e  som ething w ith o u t r e a l l y  needing  i t "  ( s in c e  th e  f i r s t  

sen te n ce  in  th e  second s ta n z a  may be co n s tru ed  as  "To know what you 

r e a l l y  need i s  to  be b e t t e r  o f f  f o r  t h i s  knowledge") " i s  to  chew on th a t  

which o f f e r s  no nourishm ent" ( s in c e  o f cou rse  d e s ir in g  and th en

a c q u ir in g  th a t  which you d o n 't  need i s  o f  no u s e ) .  R etu rn ing  to  t h i s

f i r s t  s ta n z a , th e n , a way to  read  i t  i s  to  u n d ers tan d  Ashbery as 

su g g es tin g  th a t  one reaso n  "V iolence" i s  p o te n t i a l ly  such a t h r e a t  i s  

because our c u l tu re  p roceeds on th e  b a s is  o f  a  fundam ental 

m isunderstand ing  i f  we " d e s ire "  th e  t o t a l  absence o f  "v io le n c e"  from  our 

l i v e s —-when in  f a c t  i t  i s  n o t i t s  absence which we need , b u t r a th e r  i t s  

in te g ra t io n  in to  an en la rg ed  u n d erstan d in g  o f  th e  f a b r ic  o f  human 

n a tu r e .

That " th e  banana shakes on i t s  stem " and " th e  s tra w b e rry  i s  l i q u id  

and co o l"  su g g ests  male and fem ale s e x u a l i ty ,  and th e  way th e  m ale i s
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t r a d i t i o n a l l y  though t to  be more a c t iv e  (i..je . ,  "shakes on i t s  stem ")

w h ile  th e  fem ale i s  though t to  be p a ss iv e  ( i..jg ., " c o o l" ) .  S e x u a lity  as

i t  has come to  be id e n t i f i e d  w ith  p ro cesses  in  n a tu re  i s  a p p ro p r ia te

h e re  s in c e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  sex in  th e  co n tex t o f  matrimony and p ro c re a tio n

has been a s s o c ia te d  more w ith  d u ty  than  d e s i r e ,  i t s  coming to  be

acknowledged on ly  in  t h i s  c en tu ry  th a t  "To d e s ir e  what i s  /  Forbidden i s

p e rm itte d ."  And "a photograph /  o f  someone sm ilin g  a t  a  fu n e ra l"

eq u a tes  p le a su re  and d e a th , su g g es tin g  th a t  d ea th  l ik e  sex i s  a p u re ly

n a tu r a l  phenomenon—and th a t  in  some se n se , as  H erb ert Marcuse has

argued , d e a th  and sex  belong  to g e th e r :

T h is  i n a b i l i t y  to  d isc o v e r  in  th e  p rim ary  in s t in c tu a l  s t r u c tu r e  
an y th in g  th a t  i s  n o t E ro s , th e  monism o f s e x u a l i ty —an a b i l i t y  
w hich, as  we s h a l l  s e e ,  i s  th e  very  token  o f  th e  t r u t h —now seems 
to  tu rn  in to  i t s  o p p o s ite :  in to  a monism o f  d e a th . To be s u re ,  th e  
a n a ly s is  o f  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  and reg re ss io n -co m p u ls io n , and 
" u lt im a te ly "  th e  s a d i s t i c  c o n s ti tu e n ts  o f E ro s , r e s to r e s  th e  shaken 
d u a l i s t i c  co n cep tio n : th e  d e a th  i n s t i n c t  becomes E ro s ' p a r tn e r  in  
i t s  own r ig h t  in  th e  p rim ary  in s t in c tu a l  s t r u c tu r e ,  and th e  
p e rp e tu a l s tru g g le  between th e  two c o n s t i tu te s  th e  p rim ary  dynamic. 
However, th e  d isco v e ry  o f  th e  common "co n se rv a tiv e  n a tu re "  o f th e  
i n s t i n c t s  m i l i t a t e s  a g a in s t  th e  d u a l i s t i c  co ncep tion  and keeps 
F re u d 's  l a t e  m etapsychology in  th a t  s t a t e  o f suspense and dep th  
which makes i t  one o f th e  g re a t  i n t e l l e c t u a l  v en tu re s  in  th e  
sc ie n c e  o f man. The q u e s t f o r  th e  common o r ig in  o f th e  two b a s ic  
i n s t i n c t s  can no lo n g e r be s i le n c e d . . . . The d ea th  i n s t i n c t  i s  
d e s tru c t iv e n e s s  n o t f o r  i t s  own sak e , b u t f o r  th e  r e l i e f  o f  
te n s io n . The d e sc en t tow ard d ea th  i s  an unconscious f l i g h t  from 
p a in  and w ant. I t  i s  an e x p ress io n  o f  th e  e te r n a l  s tru g g le  a g a in s t  
s u f f e r in g  and r e p re s s io n .  And th e  d e a th  i n s t i n c t  i t s e l f  seems to  
be a f f e c te d  by th e  h i s t o r i c a l  changes which a f f e c t  t h i s  s tr u g g le .

The "d y n a s tic  f ly -w h isk "  ( in  l in e  tw elv e) invokes th e  way "n a tu re "  

has t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been im agined to  conduct i t s e l f  l ik e  a  monarch 

p reoccup ied  by h i s  o r  h e r  own p r iv a te  i n t e r e s t s  in to  which we can never 

w ith  any c e r ta in ty  know where we m ight f i t :  "who can say  /  What i t

m eans, o r  w hether i t  p ro te c ts ? "  In  i t s  su g g es tio n  o f "d y n a s tic "  pre~
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em inence, on th e  one hand t h i s  image rhymes w ith  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  in  "The 

P u rs u it  o f  H appiness" (ST 1) o f "The g ig a n t ic  s p e c te r  o f  a c a t  tow ering  

o ver t in y  m ice"--w h ile  on th e  o th e r  hand i t s  " fly -w h isk "  in d if f e re n c e  

rem inds us o f  th e  way " th e  shadow l in e "  in  "P un ish ing  th e  Myth" (ST 2) 

came to  "s tan d  f a r  from you, to  b le s s  you in c id e n ta l ly  /  In  s o r t in g  o u t 

what was b e s t  f o r  i t ,  and most s u i t a b l e ."  In  o th e r  words t h i s  v is io n  o f 

a  "d y n a s tic  f ly -w h isk  lu rc h [ in g ]  d a i ly  /  Above our head s , as  f a r  up as 

c louds"  confirm s us in  our sen se  o f h e lp le s s n e s s .  However th e  n ex t 

sen te n ce— "Yet i t  i s  c le a r  /  That H is to ry  m erely  s t r e tc h e s  today  in to  

o n e 's  p r iv a te  g u ig n o l"—p o in ts  o u t th a t  th e  seeming b r u t a l i t y  o f h is to r y  

we p ic tu re  to  o u rse lv e s  as  e x is t in g  on a la rg e  s c a le  and beyond our 

" t in y  m ic e " - lik e  s e lv e s  ( i , . e . , "as f a r  up a s  c lo u d s") i s  an ex te n s io n  o f 

th e  i n s t i n c t  to  d e s tro y  woven in to  th e  very  f a b r ic  o f  ou r co n sc io u sn ess; 

th e  im p lic a tio n  h e re  i s  th a t  we a re  no t h e lp le s s .  The l a s t  l i n e  o f th e  

poem ("The v io le n ce  dream s. You a re  h a l f - a s le e p  a t  your in stru m en t 

p a n e l" )  su g g ests  n o t on ly  th a t  we a re  p a r t  o f  some ongoing and la r g e r  

som ething th a t  happens to  p ass  th rough  u s—b u t a ls o  th a t  th e  fundam ental 

term s acco rd in g  to  which human consc iousness o p e ra te s  never r e a l l y  

change, i t s  be ing  our a b i l i t y  to  reco g n ize  t h i s  f a c t  and th e  way th a t  we 

a re  as  a r e s u l t  always p a r t i a l l y  o u t o f  c o n tro l ( i . e . ,  " h a lf - a s le e p  a t  

your in s tru m en t p a n e l" )  th a t  may p u t us n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  ahead o f th e  

game, b u t—p o te n t i a l ly —in  th e  p o s i t io n  where we a re  aware o f a t  l e a s t  

some o f  i t s  r u le s .

Ashbery i s  t ry in g  in  t h i s  poem and o th e rs  in  Shadow T ra in  to  ta k e  

p a r t  in  a d is c u s s io n  in v o lv in g  is s u e s  r a is e d  in  an e ssa y  w r i t te n  d u rin g  

World War I I  by W allace S tevens where he s a id  th a t  "The war i s  on ly  a
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p a r t  o f  a  war“ l ik e  w hole"; and th a t

R e a li ty  . . . became v io le n t  and so rem ain s. T h is much ought to  be 
s a id  to  make i t  a  l i t t l e  c le a r e r  th a t  in  sp eak in g  o f  th e  p re s su re  
o f  r e a l i t y , I  am th in k in g  o f ' l i f e  in  a  s t a t e  o f v io le n c e , no t 
p h y s ic a lly  v io le n t ,  a s  y e t ,  f o r  us in  Am erica, b u t p h y s ic a lly  
v io le n t  f o r  m ill io n s  o f o u r f r ie n d s  and f o r  s t i l l  more m il l io n s  o f  
our enemies and s p i r i t u a l l y  v io le n t ,  i t  may be s a id ,  f o r  everyone 
a l i v e .  (NA 26-27)

As I  m entioned in  th e  b eg inn ing  o f t h i s  d is c u s s io n  on page 85, one p o in t 

be in g  made h e re  i s  th a t  f o r  b o th  James and Ashbery " e v i l , "  w hatever e l s e  

i t  may be , does n o t e x i s t  independent o f human con sc io u sn ess  b u t i s  

in t im a te ly  bound up in  th e  very  f a b r ic  o f th e  way we th in k .  Thus b o th  

James and Ashbery see  some hope fo r  th e  human ra c e  in  so f a r  a s  we 

u n d erstan d  how our though t p ro c e sse s  work and acknowledge th e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  a  " re v o lu tio n  o f [o u r] th o u g h t"  (GB 522) even though , as 

Amerigo says to  Maggie in  The Golden Bowl. "E v e ry th in g 's  t e r r i b l e ,  c a ra — 

in  th e  h e a r t  o f  man" (GB 534)—and, as Ashbery says to  us in  th e  l a s t  

l i n e  o f "Shadow T ra in " : "The v io le n c e  dream s. You a re  h a l f - a s le e p  a t

your in stru m en t p a n e l."
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su p p ressed  a t  a s tro k e ,  th e  p a in te r s  o f  our day would sa d ly  m iss 
i t ,  d ec id e  th a t  on th e  whole i t  had i t s  m e r i ts ,  and a t  l a s t  draw up
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a p e t i t i o n  to  have i t  r e s u s c i t a t e d . '

"He proceeded—as he in v a r ia b ly  d id —to  g iv e  a  good example to  th e  
N ation  re a d e rs  o f  what a  p e rc e p tiv e  and schoo led  eye , su p p o rted  by 
a e s th e t ic  f e e l in g  and s tro n g  v e rb a l s k i l l ,  cou ld  do in  th e  o b se rv a tio n  
o f p ic tu r e s . "

23 E d e l, 300.

2^ P a r is  Review. 90 (1983), 50.

23 P o r te ,  148.

23 P o i r i e r ,  164.
27 John U n tereck er in  h is  "Foreword" to  David S h a p iro 's  John 

A shberv: An In tro d u c tio n  to  The P o e try  (New York: Columbia Univ P re s s , 
1979), x i i - x i i i .

28 John K ea ts , The N orton Anthology o f  E n g lish  L i t e r a tu r e . F ourth  
E d itio n  (New York: W.W. N orton & C o ., 1962), I I ,  867.

29 F ry e , 156.

P a r is  Review. 90 (1983), 54.
31 T .S . E l io t ,  Four Q u a rte ts  (New York: H arco u rt, Brace & World, 

I n c . ,  1943), 59.

32 P o i r i e r ,  30.

33 P a r is  Review. 90 (1983), 46.

"Im ag in a tio n  a tte m p ts  to  have a f u tu r e .  At f i r s t  i t  i s  an 
elem ent o f  imprudence which d e tach es  us from heavy s t a b i l i t i e s .  We s h a l l  
see  t h a t  c e r ta in  p o e tic  r e v e r ie s  a re  h y p o th e tic a l  l iv e s  which e n la rg e  
our l iv e s  by l e t t i n g  us in  on th e  s e c r e ts  o f  th e  u n iv e rse . A w orld tak e s  
form  in  our r e v e r ie ,  and th i s  w orld i s  o u rs . T his dreamed w orld te a ch es  
us th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  expanding o u r be ing  w ith in  our u n iv e rse . There 
i s  fu tu r ism  in  any dreamed u n iv e r s e ."  Gaston B achelard , The P o e tic s  o f 
R e v e rie : C hildhood. Language. and The Cosmos, t r a n s .  by D aniel R u sse ll 
(B oston: Beacon P re s s ,  1969), 8 .

35 E.M. F o r s te r ,  A spects o f  The Novel (New York: H arco u rt, Brace & 
W orld, I n c . ,  1955), 220.

36
P o e try  N ation  Review. 46, V ol. 12, No. 2 (1985), 33.

37 American P o e try  Review (May/June 1984), 33.
38 For a more d e ta i l e d  d is c u s s io n  o f "Never Seek To T e ll  Thy Love,"
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see  C hapter IV.
3 9

What should  n o t be m issed in  t h i s  p assag e , a s  in  o th e r  p a r t s  o f 
The Golden Bowl, i s  th e  way th a t  th e  "garden" r e f e r r e d  to  h e re  su g g ests  
th e  Garden o f Eden, and in  i t  th e  Adam o f  Adam V erver and Eve o f Maggie 
V erver w ith  th e  snake be in g  re p re s e n te d  by th e  combined e f f o r t s  o f
C h a r lo tte  S ta n t and P rin ce  Amerigo. The tw i s t ,  o f  co u rse , i s  th a t  th e
ap p le  o f  knowledge which Maggie has no cho ice  b u t to  a c ce p t i s  
u l t im a te ly  what saves h e r .  For a  d is c u s s io n  o f th e  r o le  o f " e v i l"  in
t h i s  book, as  w e ll as  in  John A shbery 's  Shadow T ra in , see  in  t h i s
c h a p te r  pages 85 to  96.

^  See W illiam  Jam es, The P r in c ip le s  o f  Psychology (Cambridge, 
H arvard U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1981), I ,  233.

^  Edmund W ilson, A x e l 's  C a s t le : A Study in  The Im ag ina tive  
L i te r a tu r e  o f 1870-1930 (New York: C h arles  S c r ib n e r 's  Sons, 1931), 21.

42 See M arjo rie  P e r lo f f , The P o e tic s  o f In d e te rm in cy : Rimbaud to  
Cage (P r in c e to n : P rin c e to n  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1981).

T h is id e a  th a t  one way o f  d e s c r ib in g  c e r ta in  o f John A sh b ery 's  
poems i s  a s  " f r a c tu re d  n a r r a t iv e s "  I  owe to  a  remark made by Angus 
F le tc h e r  in  a  c o n v e rsa tio n  we had d u rin g  th e  e a r l i e s t  s ta g e s  o f my 
p lan n in g  th e  p ro p o sa l f o r  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n .

44 The same cou ld  be s a id  about a  w r i te r  such as  James Joyce , f o r  
exam ple, b u t th e re  i s  an im p o rtan t d i f f e r e n c e :  u n lik e  Joyce who exposes
th e  i n t r i c a c i e s  o f an e x t r a o rd in a r i ly  l i t e r a t e ,  lan guage-consc ious mind, 
James and Ashbery— in  l i n e  w ith  Emerson—a re  m o ra lis ts  in  th a t  th ey  
promote a s p e c i f ic  m ental p o s tu re  founded on a  g iven  s e t  o f  p r in c ip le s .

45 N o tice  in  t h i s  passage how th e  "p ro cess"  i s  lin k e d  in  M aggie 's 
mind w ith  th e  n o tio n  o f  be in g  swept away on "some warm h igh  t i d e , "  and 
how con sc io u sn ess  i s  alw ays in  t h i s  way t i e d  c lo s e ly  to  sea  im agery: 
"This con sc io u sn ess  o f  i t s  having  answered w ith  h e r husband was th e  
u p l i f t i n g ,  s u s ta in in g  w ave." Of cou rse  t h i s  n o t on ly  su g g ests  Em erson's 
v is io n  o f  minds as  th e  "houses founded on th e  sea"  I  d isc u sse d  e a r l i e r ,  
b u t a ls o  W illiam  Jam es' "stream  o f c o n sc io u sn e ss ,"  and A shbery 's  
"Houseboat D ays."

46 One i s  rem inded h e re  o f  th a t  p o in t in  The Ambassadors. page 290, 
when Chad says to  Lambert S t r e th e r :  "But h a v e n 't  you y o u rs e lf  r a th e r  too  
much [ im a g in a tio n ]? "

47 My d is c u s s io n  o f  "T apestry"  i s  n o t in ten d ed  a s  a rep lacem ent f o r  
b u t as  a fo o tn o te  to  H arold Bloom 's b r i l l i a n t  re a d in g . See "M easuring 
The Canon: 'Wet Casem ents' and 'T a p e s try '"  in  Modern C r i t i c a l  Views:
John A shbery. ed . by H arold Bloom (New York: C helsea House P u b lis h e rs ,  
1985), 217-232.
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" . . .  [Lambert S t r e th e r ]  was to  be thrown fo rw ard , r a t h e r ,  
thrown q u i te  w ith  v io le n c e , upon h is  l i f e lo n g  t r i c k  o f  in te n se  
r e f le x io n :  which f r ie n d ly  t e s t  indeed was to  b r in g  him o u t ,  th rough  
w inding p a ssag es , th rough  a l te r n a t io n s  o f  d ark n ess  and l i g h t  . . . ."  
Henry Jam es, P re fa c e  to  The Ambassadors in  The A rt o f  The N ovel:
C r i t i c a l  P re fa c e s . ed . by R .P . Blackmur (B oston: N o rth e a s te rn  U niv. 
P re s s ,  1984), 316.

49 W illiam  Wordsworth, "E ssay , Supplem entary to  th e  P re fac e  (1815)" 
in  L i te r a r y  C r i t ic is m  o f  W illiam  W ordsworth. ed . by Paul M. Z a ll  
(L in co ln : U niv. o f  Nebraska P re s s ,  1966), 178-179.

50 Where Emerson i s  tra n sc e n d e n ta l and em phasizes th e  " o v e r -s o u l,"  
W allace S tevens i s  m odern ist and em phasizes th e  " p e rs o n a li ty "  in  
" E ffe c ts  o f  Analogy": "The t r u t h  i s  th a t  a m an's sense  o f th e  w orld
d ic t a t e s  h is  s u b je c ts  to  him and th a t  t h i s  sense  i s  d e riv e d  from h is  
p e r s o n a l i ty ,  h i s  tem peram ent, over which he has l i t t l e  c o n tro l  and 
p o s s ib ly  none, excep t s u p e r f i c i a l l y .  . . .  So seen , th e  p oet and h is  
s u b je c t  a re  in s e p a ra b le ."  The N ecessary  A ngel: Essays on R e a li ty  and 
Im ag in a tio n  (New York: V intage Books, 1951), 122.

51 P a r is  Review. 90 (1983), 55. P re fe r in g  " th e  way one goes from 
one p o in t to  an o th e r  r a th e r  th an  th e  d e s t in a t io n  o r  th e  o r ig in "  
co rresponds e x a c tly  w ith  an id e a l  o f  Em erson's as  he d e s c r ib e s  i t  in  
" P la to ;  o r ,  The P h ilo so p h er"  (RWB: E&L 641): "Our s tr e n g th  i s
t r a n s i t i o n a l ,  a l t e r n a t in g ;  . . . which i s  n o t found in  s ta y in g  a t  home, 
nor y e t  in  t r a v e l l i n g ,  b u t in  t r a n s i t io n s  from one to  th e  o th e r ,  which 
must th e r e fo re  be a d r o i t ly  managed to  p re se n t as  much t r a n s i t i o n a l  
su rfa c e  a s  p o s s ib le  . . . ."  Emerson and Ashbery bo th  w r ite  so as  " to  
p re s e n t  as  much t r a n s i t i o n a l  s u rfa c e  as  p o s s ib le ."

52 John Gery, "En Route to  A n n ih ila tio n : John A sh b ery 's  Shadow 
T ra in " in  Concerning P o e try . V ol. 20 (1987), 99-116.

^  Gery, 101.

^  Gery, 105.

55 Gery, 107.

On page 114 o f  Anatomy o f  C r i t ic is m : Four Essavs (P rin c e to n : 
P r in c e to n  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1957) N orthrop Frye comments on t h i s  p h ra se , 
" th e  p u r s u i t  o f  h ap p in e ss" : "Beauty in  a r t  i s  l i k e  happ iness  in  m o ra ls : 
i t  may accompany th e  a c t ,  b u t i t  cannot be th e  goal o f  th e  a c t ,  j u s t  as 
one cannot 'p u rsu e  h a p p in e s s , ' b u t on ly  som ething e ls e  th a t  may g iv e  
h a p p in e ss ."  Read P e te r  Q u e n n e ll 's  book The P u rs u it  o f  H appiness 
(B oston: L i t t l e ,  Brown and Company, 1988).

57 Percy  Bysshe S h e lle y , "Ode to  The West W ind," The Complete Works 
o f  P ercy  Bysshe S h e lley  (New York: C harles S c r ib n e r 's  Sons, 1927), I I ,  
294-296.
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See W illiam  Jam es, The P r in c ip le s  o f Psychology (Cam bridge, 
H arvard U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1981).

59 H erb ert M arcuse, E ros and C iv i l i z a t i o n ; £  P h ilo so p h ic a l In q u iry  
in to  Freud (B oston: Beacon P re s s ,  1974), 104.

^  M arcuse, 28-29.



103

CHAPTER I I I

"THE MOVEMENT OF EXPERIENCING":

EMERSON, WHITMAN, STEVENS AND ASHBERY

1. "What r e a l i t y  la c k s  i s  a noeud v i t a l  w ith  l i f e . "  (OP 178)

Given th e  c a te g o r ie s  we ty p ic a l ly  u se  to  id e n t i f y  which camp

someone belongs in ,  Emerson i s  a  d i f f i c u l t  case  s in c e  he seems to  be

n e i th e r  a C h r is t ia n  n o r , on th e  o th e r  hand, e n t i r e ly  f r e e  o f c e r ta in

b a s ic  assum ptions which accompany a P r o te s ta n t  w orld-v iew . For example

h is  D iv in ity  School A ddress o f  1838 was condemned as  no more th an  " th e

l a t e s t  form o f i n f i d e l i t y "  (RWE 1301) because in  i t  he ch a llen g ed  th e

r o le  o f th e  church a s  an i n s t i t u t i o n  by a rg u in g  th a t  "The s ta t io n a r in e s s

o f r e l ig io n ;  th e  assum ption  t h a t  th e  age o f  in s p i r a t io n  i s  p a s t ,  t h a t

th e  b ib le  i s  c lo se d ; th e  f e a r  o f  d eg rad ing  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  Je su s  by

re p re s e n tin g  him as a  man; in d ic a te  w ith  s u f f i c i e n t  c le a rn e s s  th e

fa lseh o o d  o f  our th e o lo g y ."  (RWE 88) However a t  th e  same tim e Emerson

h e ld  on to  " th e  b a s ic  C h r is t ia n  id ea  o f m an 's d u a l i s t i c  n a tu re :  an

e te r n a l  so u l and a c o rp o re a l body ."^  As Gay W ilson A llen  w r i te s :

Emerson . . . r e je c te d  an  anthropom orphic God and c a l le d  h is  D eity  
Mind, Reason, o r  O ver-S oul; b u t th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h r is t ia n  b e l i e f  in  
th e  su b o rd in a tio n  o f  m a tte r  to  so u l o r  s p i r i t  alw ays rem ained th e  
c e n tr a l  assum ption in  h is  p h ilo so p h y .^
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With re s p e c t  to  th e se  two c a te g o r ie s —m a tte r  and s p i r i t —i t  i s  in  p a r t

thanks to  Emerson th a t  a  c e r ta in  agenda came to  be s e t  f o r  American

l i t e r a t u r e ;  as  Denis Donoghue has w r i t te n :

I t  i s  th e  m oral and r h e to r i c a l  aim o f  American l i t e r a t u r e ,  a f t e r  
a l l ,  to  s e p a ra te  e ssen ce  and e x is te n c e , and to  p r o te c t  e ssen ce—o r

O
c a l l  i t  se lfh o o d —from th e  v u lg a r i ty  imposed by mere c o n d itio n s .

I f ,  th e n , Em erson's work presum es a c e r ta in  m etap h y sica l p a t te r n in g ,  and 

th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  fo r  freedom  o f  movement w ith in  w hatever i s  assumed to  be 

p redeterm ined  about l i f e — th en  i t  i s  w ith  t h i s  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  and th e  

p o te n t ia l  m argin o f p sy ch ic  autonomy th a t  Whitman, S tevens and Ashbery 

w i l l  e s ta b l i s h  a  d ia lo g u e  in  t h e i r  p o e try .^

Though h is  d iv id e d  w orld  i s  by no means a new v is io n  o f our 

u n iv e rse , Emerson—a s  A llen  su g g e s ts—has h is  own ev o lv in g  s e t  o f  term s 

w ith  which to  d e s c r ib e  i t .  He p re s e n ts  a f i r s t  v e rs io n  o f th e se  in  

N ature:

P h ilo so p h ic a lly  c o n s id e re d , th e  u n iv e rse  i s  composed o f N ature and 
th e  S o u l. S t r i c t l y  sp eak in g , th e r e fo r e ,  a l l  t h a t  i s  s e p a ra te  from 
u s ,  a l l  which P h ilosophy  d is t in g u is h e s  as  th e  NOT ME, th a t  i s  bo th  
n a tu re  and a r t ,  a l l  o th e r  men and my own body, must be ranked under 
t h i s  name, NATURE. (RWE 8 )

I f  "n a tu re "  i s  though t o f a s  t h a t  s e t  o f  fo rc e s  o u ts id e  o f  which we can

never s te p ,  th en  th e re  i s  a  sen se  in  which Emerson can never c lo se  th e

gap s e p a ra t in g  th e  in d iv id u a l  " so u l"  and " n a tu r e " - a t - la r g e .  In  f a c t  i f

t h i s  p a r t  o f  th e  q u e s tio n  i s  i s o la t e d  as  a p reo ccu p a tio n  in  h is  w r i t in g ,

then  i t  appears a s  i f  over th e  y e a rs  Emerson becomes in c re a s in g ly  more

f r u s t r a t e d  by an in t r a c ta b le  sen se  o f d iv id ed n e ss :

N ature i s ,  what you may do . There i s  much you may n o t. We have two 
th in g s ,—th e  c ircu m sta n ce , and th e  l i f e .  Once we th o u g h t, p o s i t iv e  
power was a l l .  Now we le a r n ,  th a t  n e g a tiv e  power, o r  c ircu m stan ce ,
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i s  h a l f .  N ature i s  th e  ty rannous c ircu m stan ce , th e  th ic k  s k u l l ,  th e  
sh ea th ed  snake, th e  ponderous, r o c k - l ik e  jaw; n e c e s s i ta te d  
a c t i v i t y ;  v io le n t  d i r e c t io n ;  th e  c o n d itio n s  o f  a to o l ,  l i k e  th e  
locom otive , s tro n g  enough on i t s  t r a c k ,  b u t which can do n o th in g  
b u t m isc h ie f  o f f  o f  i t ;  o r  s k a te s ,  which a re  wings on th e  ic e ,  b u t 
f e t t e r s  on th e  ground. (RWE "F a te ” 949)

However he never f u l l y  w ithdraw s from  h is  b e l i e f  in  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s

open to  in d iv id u a l  power. L a te r  in  t h i s  same essay  he w i l l  w r i te :

So f a r  a s  a man th in k s ,  he i s  f r e e .  And though no th in g  i s  more 
d is g u s t in g  th an  th e  crow ing abou t l i b e r t y  by s la v e s ,  as  most men 
a r e ,  and th e  f l ip p a n t  m is tak in g  f o r  freedom  o f some paper pream ble 
l ik e  a "D e c la ra tio n  o f Independence,"  o r  th e  s t a tu t e  r ig h t  to  v o te , 
by th o se  who have never dared  to  th in k  o r  to  a c t ,  y e t i t  i s  
wholesome to  man to  lo o k  n o t a t  F a te , b u t th e  o th e r  way: th e  
p r a c t i c a l  view i s  th e  o th e r .  His sound r e la t io n  to  th e se  f a c t s  i s  
to  use  and command, n o t to  c r in g e  to  them. (RWE 953-954)

As H arold Bloom has argued :

Emerson wanted Freedom, re c o n c ile d  h im se lf  to  F a te , b u t loved on ly  
Power, from f i r s t  to  l a s t ,  and I  b e lie v e  t h i s  to  be t ru e  a ls o  o f 
th e  c e n t r a l  l in e  o f  American p o e ts  coming a f t e r  him .^

W hatever "power" means to  Emerson (and , as  I  t r i e d  to  i l l u s t r a t e  in  th e

p rev io u s  c h a p te r , f o r  Emerson th e  complex n o tio n  "power" u l t im a te ly

re p re s e n ts  th e  o p p o s ite  o f  what most people a s s o c ia te  w ith  th e  word**) i t

i s  what he sees  as  our m argin o f ch o ice—and w ith in  t h i s  m argin th e

p o te n t ia l  f o r  a c tio n --w h ic h  w i l l  i n t e r e s t  h is  l i t e r a r y  h e i r s .  C onsider,

f o r  exam ple, th e se  rem arks from "The T ra n s c e n d e n ta lis t" :

As th in k e r s ,  mankind have ev er d iv id ed  in to  two s e c t s ,  M a te r ia l i s t s  
and I d e a l i s t s ;  th e  f i r s t  c la s s  founding  on ex p e rien ce , th e  second 
on co n sc io u sn ess; th e  f i r s t  c la s s  beg inn ing  to  th in k  from th e  d a ta  
o f th e  s e n se s , th e  second c la s s  p e rc e iv e  th a t  th e  sen ses  a re  no t 
f i n a l ,  and sa y , th e  sen ses  g iv e  us re p re s e n ta t io n s  o f th in g s ,  bu t 
what a re  th e  th in g s  th em selv es , th ey  cannot t e l l .  (RWE 193)

The m a tte r  a s  d e sc rib e d  h e re — i . e . ,  t h a t ,  "As th in k e rs  mankind have ev er
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d iv id e d  in to  two s e c ts  "—p re s e n ts  n o t a c lo se d  system  b u t o f f e r s  to  th e

in d iv id u a l  a  ch o ic e , a  d e c is io n  to  be made concern ing  down which p a th  to

t r a v e l .  In  o th e r  words in  t h i s  le c tu r e  from 1842 Emerson ad v ise s  each

American th a t  he o r  she i s  alw ays a t  a c ro ss ro a d s ; and i t  i s  in  a

r e la te d  sen se  th a t  we a re  s t i l l  a t  t h i s  fo rk - in - th e - ro a d  when, a l i t t l e

more th an  a cen tu ry  l a t e r ,  Louis L. Martz w r i te s  th e  fo llo w in g  in  a

rev iew  o f T ran sp o rt to  Summer:

I t  has seemed more im p o rtan t to  s t r e s s  h e re  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e
superb  c r a f t  o f  [S te v e n s ']  b e s t  poems grows o u t o f a  deep concern
f o r  th e  r o le  o f th e  im ag in a tio n  in  a w orld p reoccup ied  w ith  th e  
t r a g ic  p lan s  o f th e  m a t e r i a l i s t .^

What in  N ature Emerson c a l le d  "Reason" comes to  be re p la ce d  in  S tevens

by " im a g in a tio n ,"  b u t th e  ad justm en t i s  Emersonian in  s p i r i t :  f o r

Emerson "The Im ag ina tion  may be d e fin ed  to  b e , th e  use which th e  Reason

makes o f th e  m a te r ia l  w o rld ."  (RWE 34) S tevens would have been q u i te

happy w ith  t h i s  d e f in i t io n  s in c e  he w rote th a t  " In  p o e try  a t  l e a s t  th e

im ag in a tio n  must n o t d e tac h  i t s e l f  from r e a l i ty "  (OP 161); and "Perhaps

th e re  i s  a  degree  o f p e rc e p tio n  a t  which what i s  r e a l  and what i s

im agined a re  one: a s t a t e  o f  c la irv o y a n t o b se rv a tio n , a c c e s s ib le  o r

p o s s ib ly  a c c e s s ib le  to  th e  p o e t o r ,  say , th e  a c u te s t  p o e t ."  (OP 166)

However between Em erson's m a te r ia l i s t  and i d e a l i s t ,  and S tev en s '

im ag in a tio n  and r e a l i t y ,  th e re  i s  f re q u e n tly — in  each case—an elem ent

o f an tagonism . As H arold Bloom comments:

War, as  A. Walton L itz  o b se rv es , i s  th e  u n ify in g  theme o f P a r ts  o f  
JL W orld. w hether i t  be war between th e  sky and th e  mind o r  between 
n a t io n s .  But m o stly  I  th in k  i t  i s  between th e  sky and th e  m ind, as  
i t  always i s  in  Stevens.**

For example a t  th e  end o f  "The Noble R id er and The Sound o f Words"
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S tevens d e s c r ib e s  a s  fo llo w s c e r ta in  p re s s u re s  w ith  which one must 

con tend :

I t  [ th e  mind] i s  a v io le n c e  from w ith in  th a t  p r o te c ts  us from a 
v io le n c e  w ith o u t. I t  i s  th e  im ag in a tio n  p re s s in g  back a g a in s t  th e  
p re s s u re  o f  r e a l i t y .  I t  seem s, in  th e  l a s t  a n a ly s is ,  to  have 
som ething to  do w ith  o u r s e l f " p r e s e r v a t io n ;  and t h a t ,  no d oub t, i s  
why th e  e x p re ss io n  o f i t ,  th e  sound o f i t s  w ords, h e lp s  us to  l iv e  
o u r l i v e s .  (NA 36)

E a r l i e r  S tevens had s a id  t h a t  "By th e  p re s s u re  o f r e a l i t y ,  I  mean th e  

p re s s u re  o f  an e x te rn a l  ev en t o r  ev en ts  on th e  consc iousness to  th e  

e x c lu s io n  o f  any power o f  co n tem p la tio n ."  (NA 20) L ikew ise f o r

Emerson' s " t r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s ts " :
✓

They say  to  th em selv es , I t  i s  b e t t e r  to  be a lo n e  th an  in  bad 
company. . . .  A p ic tu r e ,  a  book, a  f a v o r i te  sp o t in  th e  h i l l s  o r 
th e  woods, which th ey  can people w ith  th e  f a i r  and w orthy c re a t io n  
o f  th e  fan cy , can g iv e  them o f te n  forms so v iv id ,  th a t  th e se  fo r  
th e  tim e s h a l l  seem r e a l ,  and s o c ie ty  th e  i l l u s i o n .  (RWE 202)

That a  p e rce iv ed  te n s io n  e x is t in g  between som ething "ou t th e re "  and

som ething e ls e  " in  h e re"  co rresponds to  th e  P ro te s ta n t  v is io n  o f  a  w orld

engaged in  s p i r i t u a l  combat i s  no a c c id e n t—as  we can see  from Em erson's

Romantic concep tion  th a t  "A man i s  a god in  r u in s ."  (RWE 45) (A lso

Whitman was th in k in g  about th e  fu tu r e  th a t  would be made a v a i la b le  to

th e  l i f e  o f  th e  s p i r i t  in  an in c re a s in g ly  s e c u la r  environm ent when in

h is  P re face  to  th e  1855 Leaves o f G rass he ex p ressed  th e  hope th a t  some

day " . . .  every  man s h a l l  be h is  own p r i e s t . "  W: P&P 25) For Emerson,

as  we know, C h r i s t i a n i ty  a s  a  system  o f b e l i e f  was in ad eq u ate  to  th e

needs and term s o f h is  own s p i r i t u a l  l i f e .  As I rv in g  Howe has w r i t te n :

R ep u d ia tin g  " h i s to r i c a l  C h r i s t i a n i ty , "  Emerson d ism issed  th e  image 
o f "our God o f  t r a d i t i o n  . . . ou r God o f r h e to r i c . "  Did he th e reb y  
q u i te  abandon C h r is t ia n i ty ?  In  a  h i s t o r i c i s t  move th a t  was h a rd ly  
in  keep ing  w ith  h i s  u su a l d e p re c ia tio n  o f h i s to r y ,  Emerson proposed
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to  in c o rp o ra te  th e  m oral conquests o f  C h r i s t i a n i ty  w ith in  a  new 
s p i r i t u a l i t y  even a s  i t  r u th le s s ly  shed th e o lo g ic a l  d o c t r in e .  In  
t h i s  p u r i f ie d  f a i t h  a young seek e r m ight f in d  th a t  "W ithin and 
Above a re  synonymous," a  n o tio n  th a t  forms a  c e n tr a l  r e l ig io u s  
a f f i rm a t io n  o f  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry . So a modest d i f f e r e n c e  could  
be e s ta b l is h e d  between abandoning C h r i s t i a n i ty  and fo re s e e in g  i t s  
s u p e rc e s s io n . The o ld  gods become e m e r i t i ,  a re tir e m e n t a ls o  
fav o red  by Em erson's l i t e r a r y  o f f s p r in g —as in  W hitman's amused 
p ro p o sa l th a t  we tak e  th o se  gods " fo r  what th e y  a re  w orth  and n o t a 
c en t more" and S te v e n s ' s e c u la r  an th ro p o lo g y  in  "Sunday M orning."^

Thus a  p a r t i c u la r  c a s t  o f  American con sc io u sn ess  le a n s  o u t beyond b u t

can never e n t i r e ly  s e p a ra te  i t s e l f  from C h r i s t i a n i ty  as  a  k ind  o f

c u l tu r a l  backdrop. Denis Donoghue n o te s  w ith  re s p e c t  to  S tev en s:

At an e a r ly  age [S tev en s] ceased  to  be a  C h r is t ia n ,  b u t he r e ta in e d  
a  d eep ly  r e l ig io u s  s e n s i b i l i t y  and sp en t a  l i f e t im e  t ry in g  to  
conso le  i t  f o r  i t s  l o s s .  . . . S te v e n s ' e n t i r e  work was an e f f o r t  
to  f in d  th e  co n so lin g  w ords, a s  i f ,  in  a l l  h is  l a t e r  poems he were 
t ry in g  to  f in d  an answer f o r  th e  q u e s tio n s  r a i s e d ,  th e  lo s s e s  
r e g i s te r e d ,  by th e  woman o f "Sunday Morning."*®

Thus f o r  S tev en s, a s  f o r  Emerson, even though th e  v a lu es  a re  gone from 

P u ritan ism  as  an h i s t o r i c a l  p ro c e ss , i t  s t i l l  p e r s i s te d  a s  a 

p sy c h o lo g ic a l f r a m e w o r k . I n  o th e r  words S tev en s, ta k in g  im petus from 

Emerson, l iv e d  w ith  th e  sense  o f a d iv id e d  u n iv e rse  and so w rote "hymns 

a p p ro p r ia te  to  /  The co m p lex itie s  o f  th e  w orld" (CP 447) where o n e 's  

p r i o r i t y  becomes f in d in g  th a t  fo rc e  which " p ie rc e s  th e  p h y s ic a l f i x  o f 

th in g s ."  (CP 364)

2 . "The p o e t i s  th e  p r i e s t  o f  th e  i n v i s i b l e . "  (OP 169)

One way f o r  someone in  o u r c u l tu re  to  beg in  see in g  as  u n if ie d  an 

a p p a re n tly  d iv id e d  u n iv e rse  i s  to  p a r t i c ip a te  in  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f
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C h r is t ia n  d ev o tio n  conducted th rough  m e d ita tio n . In  a  d is c u s s io n  o f

S te v e n s 's  p o e try , Louis L. N artz  beg ins by p o in tin g  ou t th a t

The w orld  o f Greek myth and t r a d i t i o n a l  b eau ty , th e  w orld o f th e  
Hebrew D eity , th e  w orld o f  N ordic legend—w orlds o f  im ag in a tiv e  
f a i t h  and o f u n i ty  between man and th e  u n iv e rse —th e s e  th in g s  a re  
gone. No manna f a l l s .  The p o e t l iv e s  in  a  w orld from which th e  
e le m e n ta l, th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l ,  and th e  m y th ica l have been d ra in e d , 
and in  which th e  deeper i n s t i n c t s  o f  th e  human ra c e  a re  
consequen tly  s ta r v in g .  Somehow, by h is  own mind and s e n se s , man 
must f in d  su s te n a n c e , must make term s w ith  a i r  and e a r th ,  must 
e s ta b l i s h  some r e l a t io n  between h im se lf  and th e  w orld  abou t him. 
The “war between th e  mind /  And sky , between tho u g h t and day and 
n ig h t ,"  must be re so lv e d : t h i s  i s  th e  p o e t 's  m i s s i o n .^

As M artz d e s c r ib e s  in  The P o e try  o f M e d ita tio n , d u rin g  th e  C oun ter-

Reform ation in  Europe and England th e  p r a c t ic e  o f  d e v o tio n a l m e d ita tio n

as  a form al s p i r i t u a l  e x e rc is e  o f fe re d  to  an in d iv id u a l  th e  means o f

fo cu s in g  a l l  th e  a s p e c ts  o f  th e  s e l f —p h y s ic a l ,  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  and

em otional— in to  a " u n if ic a t io n  o f s e n s ib i l i t y "  so  as  to  a llo w  f o r  a
13sen se  o f s p i r i t u a l  communion w ith  th e  W ill o f  God. M artz em phasizes,

however, t h a t  m e d ita tio n  as  understood  in  t h i s  c o n te x t was a  s t r i c t l y

p re sc r ib e d  e x e rc is e :

. . . th e  p ro cess  o f m e d ita tio n  . . . b eg in s  w ith  th e  d e l ib e r a te  
c r e a t io n  o f a s e t t i n g  and th e  p la c in g  th e re  o f an a c to r ,  some 
a sp e c t o f  th e  s e l f ;  t h i s  i s  th e  famous com position  o f p la c e  
recommended by th e  J e s u i t  e x e rc is e s .  T h is i s  fo llow ed  by 
predom inan tly  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n a ly s is  o f  some c r u c ia l  problem  
p e r ta in in g  to  th a t  s e l f ;  and i t  a l l  ends in  a h ig h ly  em otional 
r e s o lu t io n  where th e  p ro je c te d  s e l f  and th e  whole mind o f th e  
m e d ita to r  come to g e th e r  in  a s p i r i t  o f  d e v o tio n . T h is  th re e fo ld  
p ro cess  i s  r e la te d  to  th e  o ld  d iv is io n  o f th e  so u l in to  memory, 
u n d e rs tan d in g , and w i l l ;  th e  e x e rc is e  o f m e d ita tio n  
in te g r a te s  th e se  f a c u l t i e s . ^

A lthough th ey  p robab ly  d id  n o t p r a c t ic e  m e d ita tio n  as  th e  r ig o ro u s  

e x e rc is e  i t  was understood  to  be d u rin g  th e  C oun ter-R efo rm ation , i t  i s
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n o n e th e le ss  a p p ro p ria te  to  see  Emerson and S tevens (a s  w e ll as  Ashbery)
15as  p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  what M artz c a l l s  th e  "m e d ita tiv e  t r a d i t i o n . "  In

o th e r  words as  in  th e  case  w ith  c e r ta in  16th  and 17th cen tu ry  p o e ts ,  an

im p o rtan t o b je c t iv e  f o r  Emerson and S tevens was " th e  union o f  th e  powers

o f  th e  s o u l " ^  so th a t  u l t im a te ly

I t  i s  th e  c re a t io n  o f  a s e l f  th a t  a m e d ita tiv e  s ty le  re c o rd s : a 
s e l f  t h a t  i s ,  id e a l ly ,  one w ith  i t s e l f ,  w ith  o th e r  human 
b e in g s , w ith  c re a te d  n a tu re  and w ith  th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l .^

T h is d e s ir e  to  c re a te  a new o r  second and w holly  s p i r i t u a l i z e d  " s e l f "  as

a p rim ary  aim i s  an a p p ro p r ia te  way o f th in k in g  about what i s  im portan t

to  th e  a u th o rs  under c o n s id e ra tio n  h e re . In  Em erson's c a se , f o r

exam ple, th e  c r i t i c  W illiam  Gass c o n s id e rs  "m ed ita tio n "  to  be a t  th e

c e n te r  o f  what th e  e ssay  form i s  a l l  ab o u t:

M ed ita tio n  i s  th e  essen ce  o f  i t ;  i t  m easures m eanings; makes maps; 
e x f o l ia te s .  . . . [The e ssa y ]  tu rn s  round and round upon i t s  
to p ic ,  exposing t h i s  a s p e c t and th en  t h a t ;  p roposing  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  
r e c i t in g  o p in io n s , d isp o s in g  o f p re ju d ic e  and even o f th e  s im p le . ,  
t r u t h  i t s e l f —as to o  undeveloped, n o t y e t  o f  an in t e r e s t in g  age.

L ikew ise Joan R ichardson d e s c r ib e s  W allace S te v e n s ' p o e try  in  term s

which a s s o c ia te  i t  w ith  m e d ita tio n :

. . .  in  jo u rn a l e n t r i e s ,  l e t t e r s ,  and poems S tevens d e sc rib e d  
h im se lf  as th e  herm it-m onk whc perform ed h is  s e rv ic e  in  en fo rced  
s o l i tu d e .  This mask was most a p p ro p r ia te  f o r  one in c re a s in g ly  
concerned , as  he was, w ith  making p o e try  a form o f  "h ig h er 
co n v e rsa tio n "  [a  p h rase  tak en  from B acon 's e ssay  "On F rien d sh ip "  
which S tevens had re a d ]  f o r  th e  cen tu ry  t h a t  could  no lo n g er p ray  
to  an empty heaven . ^

Even in  A shbery 's  poems, we can see  th e  rud im ents o f  m e d ita tio n  a s  a 

d e v o tio n a l e x e rc is e .  In  my d is c u s s io n  o f "Houseboat Days" (C hapter I I ,  

pages 45 and 46) I  su g g ested  th a t  l in e s  in  A shbery poems— "Houseboat



I l l

Days" be in g  a  good ex am p le --o ften  f a l l  in to  a t  l e a s t  th re e  d i s t i n c t  i f

o v e rlap p in g  c a te g o r ie s .  At one p o in t ,  f o r  exam ple, he w i l l  in tro d u c e  an

ex p erien ce  o r  p a r t  o f  an ov erh eard  c o n v e rsa tio n —as in  th e  opening o f

"Houseboat Days" where we re a d :

"The sk in  i s  b roken . The h o te l  b r e a k fa s t  ch ina  
Poking ahead to  th e  l a s t  week in  A ugust, n o t r e a l l y  
Very much a t  a l l ,  found th e  land  where you b e g a n . . ."

(Hfi 68)

Then he w i l l  o f f e r  a s u r r e a l is t ic - s e e m in g  lan d sc ap e -o f-th e -m in d  which 

has a d e e p ly - th in k in g , a n a ly t ic  c a s t  to  i t ,  even though th e  o v e ra l l  

shape i s  o f te n  so zany th a t  i t  would seem to  be t ry in g  to  empty i t s e l f  

o f  th o u g h t—as in  th e  case  o f l in e s  fo u r  th rough  e ig h t  in  "Houseboat 

Days":

The h i l l s  sm ouldered up b lu e  th a t  day , a g a in  
You walk f iv e  f e e t  a lo n g  th e  sh o re , and you duck 
As a  common h e re sy  sweeps o v e r. We can b o ta n iz e  
About t h i s  f o r  c e n tu r ie s ,  and th e  l i t t l e  dazey 
Blooms ag a in  in  th e  c i t i e s .

(HD 38)

And th en  in  a d d it io n  he w i l l  o f f e r  an a p h o r is t ic  summary o r 

in t e r p r e ta t io n —as in  th e  fo llo w in g  l in e s  from "Houseboat Days":

The mind
I s  so h o s p ita b le ,  ta k in g  in  e v e ry th in g  
Like b o a rd e rs , and you d o n 't  see  u n t i l  
I t ' s  a l l  over how l i t t l e  th e re  was to  le a rn
Once th e  s ten c h  o f  knowledge has d is s ip a te d  and th e  t r o u v a i l l e s  
Of every  one o f th e  se n se s  f a l l e n  back .

(HD 38)

I f  one th in k s  o f  an Ashbery poem in  th e  c o n te x t o f  th e  model Louis Martz

d e s c r ib e s ,  th en  th e re  seem to  be unavo idab le  p a r a l l e l s .  As M artz

d e s c r ib e s  i t ,  th e  i n i t i a l  "com position  o f p la c e "  in  m e d ita tio n  serv ed  to
20" c a l l  to  memory th e  m a tte r  to  be m ed ita ted  upon ,"  an im p o rtan t elem ent
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in  t h i s  p ro cess  be ing  " v is u a l iz a t io n "  o f  e i t h e r  " o n e 's  own s in s  o r  an
21ev en t from th e  l i f e  o f C h r is t  o r  M ary." The co rrespond ing  elem ent in

an Ashbery poem w i l l  be th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  a remembered fragm ent o f

e x p e rien ce—e..jg., th e  l in e s  o f  seem ingly ov erh eard  c o n v e rsa tio n  opening

"Houseboat Days" which I  quoted  above—which may be e i t h e r  a  c e n te rp ie c e

f o r  th e  poem o r  a sp rin g b o ard  in to  o th e r  m a t te r s .  Next th e  form al

p ro ce ss  o f  m e d ita tio n  re q u ire s  th a t  one use  " th e  u n d ers tan d in g  to

22comprehend th e  t ru e  n a tu re  o f  th e  m a te r ia l  p ro v id ed  by memory." As

w ith  th e  "p a in , /  And th e  trium ph over p a in ,  s t i l l  h idden /  In  th e s e  low -

ly in g  h i l l s  which rob  us /  Of a l l  p riv acy "  in  "Houseboat D ays,"

A shberyfs a n a ly se s  o f te n  come in  th e  form  o f  lan d scap es  w hich, a s  we

move th rough  them, su g g est human con sc io u sn ess  alw ays in  th e  p ro cess  o f

changing a s  we tu rn  a  c o rn e r  and encoun ter p re v io u s ly  unim aginable

v i s t a s .  (And, o f  co u rse , a lth o u g h  w holly  tran sfo rm ed  and o f te n  s u r r e a l

in  A sh b ery 's  c a se , to  d e s c r ib e  co n sc iousness in  term s o f landscape  i s  a

s p e c i f i c a l l y  Emersonian h a b i t  o f  s ty l e —as  when in  "The O ver-Soul" he

w r i te s  th a t  "Man i s  a  s tream  whose sou rce  i s  h id d e n ." )  As a l a s t  s ta g e

in  th e  m e d ita tio n —subsequent to  fo cu sin g  upon remembered ev en ts  o r

e x p e rien ces  and th en  an a ly z in g  t h e i r  c o n te n t so  a s  to  draw s p i r i t u a l

23im p lic a tio n s  from them —one n ex t u ses  th e  w i l l  to  "draw f o r th  th e  

a f f e c t io n s ,  having  convinced o n e s e lf  o f  what th e  t r u t h  i s . " ^  The th i r d  

and co rrespond ing  elem ent in  an Ashbery poem i s  th e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  a 

paradox o r  an in d i r e c t  fo rm u la tio n  such as  "To p r a is e  t h i s ,  blame t h a t ,

/  Leads one s u b tly  away from  th e  b eg in n in g , where /  We must s ta y ,  in  

m o tio n ."  (HD 89) Of cou rse  in  an Ashbery poem th e se  elem ents w i l l  o f te n  

n o t on ly  occur in  some combined, h y b rid  form , b u t a ls o  th e  d i f f e r e n t



113

" ty p es"  o f sen te n ces  w i l l  ap p ear in  an o rd e r  which would seem to  b e l ie  

th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  th a t  s e r io u s  co n tem pla tion  o f  any k ind  i s  ta k in g  p la c e .  

However, no m a tte r  how odd a s p e c i f ic  work may seem, th e  course 

A sh b ery 's  poems fo llo w  s tro n g ly  su g g es ts  t h a t  he i s  p reoccup ied  w ith  th e  

way t r u t h  o f one k ind  o r  a n o th e r  is s u e s  f o r th  from an ex p erien ce  which 

has been contem plated  in  th e  m ost s e r io u s  and d eep ly  f e l t  way.

(A shbery, in  o th e r  w ords, a g re e s  w ith  S tevens th a t  "What our l iv e s  

beho ld  may w e ll be th e  t e x t  o f  l i f e  b u t o n e 's  m e d ita tio n s  on th e  t e x t  

and th e  d is c lo s u re s  o f  th e se  m e d ita tio n s  a re  no le s s  a  p a r t  o f  th e  

s t r u c tu r e  o f  r e a l i t y . "  ]£A 76)

Ashbery seems to  view th in k in g  as a  complex game one p lay s  a lo n e  in  

th e  way th a t  r e v e la t io n  o f te n  in v o lv e s  denying to  th e  s e l f  th o se  

g e s tu re s  tow ard c lo su re  w hich in  our c u l tu re  a re  so in g ra in e d . For 

example in  th e  opening l in e s  o f  "The P u rs u it  o f  H appiness" ( ST 1 ) ,  th e  

way th a t  n o t o n ly  a re  we to ld  t h a t  th e re  i s  "no way o f  p a ss in g "—b u t 

a ls o  th a t  t h i s  in fo rm a tio n  i s  conveyed to  us in  a  sen ten ce  w r i t te n  in  

th e  p a s s iv e  v o ic e —su g g e s ts  th e  p resen ce  o f bo th  e x te rn a l  and in te r n a l  

r e s t r a i n t s :

I t  came about th a t  th e r e  was no way o f  p a ss in g  
Between th e  tw in  p a r t i t i o n s  t h a t  p re se n te d  
A u n if ie d  fa c a d e , th a t  o f  a  suburban shopping m all 
In  A p r i l .  One tu rn e d , a s  one does , to  o th e r  i n t e r e s t s

What i s  im p lied  i s  t h a t  th e  p a s s iv e  r o le  o f th e  th in k e r  may become 

in h e re n t to  th e  very  term s o f  h is  o r  h e r  th o u g h t—as i f ,  w ith o u t even 

r e a l i z in g  i t ,  we came to  th e  p o in t  w here, in s te a d  o f th in k in g , we began 

to  p r e fe r  p ic k in g  o u t ou r th o u g h ts  from th e  su rro u n d in g  c u l tu re  l ik e  

shoppers a t  a "suburban shopping m all"  o f  th e  m ind. B reaking f r e e  o f
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t h i s  mold i s  one im p o rtan t p la c e  where each  Ashbery poem £ inds i t s

reaso n  f o r  b e in g . And in  t h i s  p ro cess  A sh b ery 's  comic s id e  may se rv e

th e  ongoing though t by d is lo d g in g  th e  m in d 's  te m p ta tio n  to  ta k e  i t s

concep ts  to o  s e r io u s ly  w hich , i f  a llo w ed , would in  tu rn  s to p  th e  o v e ra l l

movement o f th o u g h t. A lso in  c e r ta in  poems i t  i s  a s  i f  when some

th o u g h t i s  ex p ressed  in  a  s e l f - a s s e r t i n g  form ( in  a  d e c la r a t iv e  sen ten ce

o r  p a r t  o f  a s e n te n c e , l e t ' s  say ) th en  a  passage w i l l  appear whose

purpose seems to  be to  d ism a n tle  e i t h e r  some a sp e c t o f  th e  p rev io u s

passage o r i t s  e n t i r e  t h r u s t — so th a t  one sometimes has t h i s  sense  th a t

a t  th e  same tim e th a t  a poem i s  be in g  w r i t te n  i t  i s  a ls o  u n -w ritin g

i t s e l f .  The r e s u l t  i s  a  dynamic paradox promoted to  th e  r o le  o f  modus

operand! f o r  th e  e n t i r e  poem, so  th a t  in h e re n t to  th e  movement o f th e

though t i s  i t s  need to  be s e l f - c o n t r a d ic t in g  o r  -d en y in g . So th e  p a th

poems tak e  o f te n  ap p ears  to  in v o lv e  some in te r n a l iz e d  and s e l f -

c h a llen g in g  form o f n e g o t ia t io n  which f i t s  in to  th e  d ia lo g u e  Ashbery

seems to  have been hav ing  w ith  h im se lf  f o r  y e a rs  (o f  which t h i s  i s  on ly

25th e  most re c e n t in s ta l lm e n t ) .  One consequence f o r  a re a d e r  i s  th a t  

passage th rough  th e  poem means c re a t in g  a t h i r d  t r a c k  o f o n e 's  own which 

r e q u ire s  coming to  term s w ith  th e se  id io s y n c r a t ic ,  sometimes 

c o n tra d ic to ry  v o ic e s . I f  engaged, th e n , in  th e  p ro p er way—which i s  to  

say  ou t o f  a  w ill in g n e s s  to  a cc e p t th e  term s o f th e  poem as  th ey  is s u e  

f o r th  from th e  co n to u rs  o f  i t s  i n t r i c a t e  though t and language—one w i l l  

f in d  th a t  th e re  i s  a  r ig o r  o f  s e lf -e x a m in a tio n  a t  th e  core o f  A shbery 's  

poems which p la c e s  him sq u a re ly  in  what Louis L. M artz has la b e le d  th e  

m e d ita tiv e  t r a d i t i o n .
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3 . "Not what we se e  b u t how we see  i t  m a tte rs "  (HE> 34)

To ta k e  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  o f  " m e d ita tio n ,"  and th en  to  p la c e  in  th e

fo reg round  n o t th e  o b je c t  o f  m e d ita tio n  b u t i t s  p ro c e sse s , i s  to  see

o n e 's  p la c e  in  th e  u n iv e rse  i n  an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  way. For example

in  "S e lf-R e lia n c e "  Emerson w r i te s :  "S o c ie ty  i s  a  wave. The wave moves

onward b u t th e  w ater o f  which i t  i s  composed does n o t ."  (RWE 281) T h is

n o tio n  i s  m irro red  in  som ething S tevens w i l l  say  in  "The Noble R ider and

The Sound o f  Words": "But as  a  wave i s  a  fo rc e  and n o t th e  w a te r o f

which i t  i s  composed, which i s  never th e  same, so n o b i l i ty  i s  a  fo rc e

and n o t th e  m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  which i t  i s  composed, which a re  nev er th e

sam e." (NA 35-36) The em phasis in  th e se  p ro p o s itio n s  i s  upon th e

in ta n g ib le ,  u n q u a n tif ia b le  fo rc e  r a th e r  th an  th e  p a r t i c l e s  which i t

c a r r i e s  a lo n g , s in c e  th e  form er i s  ongoing w h ile  th e  l a t t e r  c o n s ta n tly

f a l l  away and a re  re p la c e d —th u s  S te v e n s ' adage: "The w orld  i s  a  fo rc e ,

n o t a p re se n c e ."  (OP 172) B xtending t h i s  id e a  in to  th e  realm  o f mind,

Emerson w i l l  w r i te  th a t  "Man i s  a  s tream  whose source i s  h idden" (RWE

"The O ver-Soul" 385) and "A man o f  though t must f e e l  th e  though t th a t  i s

p a re n t o f  th e  u n iv e rse :  th a t  th e  masses o f n a tu re  do u n d u la te  and flow "

("M ontaigne; o r  The S k ep tic"  7 0 8 ). The way th a t  Em erson's id e a s  may

have in flu e n c e d  modern th e o r ie s  concern ing  th e  way our minds work i s

d e sc rib e d  by Gay W ilson A llen :

Through h is  c lo se  o b se rv a tio n  o f h is  own mind he came to  f e e l  th a t  
a g r e a te r  Mind was in  some m y ste rio u s  way th in k in g  th rough  him, o r 
prom pting h is  f i n i t e  m ind. T h is in t ro s p e c t io n  le d  him to  a n t ic ip a te  
W illiam  Jam es 's  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  " s tre a m -o f-c o n sc io u sn e ss ."  Like 
Jam es, to o , he s tro n g ly  su sp ec ted  th a t  th e  hidden so u rce  o f
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con sc io u sn ess  was an unconscious mind in  which h is  though ts  
o r ig in a te d . ^

As I  su g g ested  in  C hapter Two, Em erson's th e o r ie s  helped  to  shape th e

way he w rote h is  e s sa y s , r e s u l t in g  in  a s ty le  which may b e s t  be

d e sc rib e d  a s  " rh ap so d ic"  (se e  page 27, above, and "The Method o f

N a tu re ,"  126). However th e  contem porary o f  Emerson whose w r i t in g

e x h ib i ts  th e  most f a r - r e a c h in g  in f lu e n c e  o f th e se  id e a s  was Walt

Whitman; a s  Roy Harvey P earce  has commented:

[Whitman] had an amazing c a p a c ity  to  y ie ld  h im se lf  w holly  to  th e  
moment—and th e n , a s  though he were q u i te  an o th e r  p e rso n , to  s e iz e  
h im se lf  in  th e  moment o f  y ie ld in g .  And so  he changed, . . .

As we see  i t  d e p ic te d  h e re  by P ea rce , W hitman's mind—given a 

r e la t io n s h ip  i t  seemed to  have b o th  w ith  i t s  environm ent and i t s  s e l f — 

had th e  uncanny a b i l i t y  to  r e la x  to  th e  p o in t  where i t  would flow  

w ith o u t h e s i t a t in g  in to  some alw ays advancing v e rs io n  o f i t s  own 

id e n t i t y ;  t h i s  unusual way o f sp o n taneously  g iv in g  o n e se lf  over to  th e  

way o n e 's  id e n t i t y  i s  c o n s ta n tly  expanding and changing a ls o  

c h a ra c te r iz e s  th e  p o e try  o f  John A shbery. Along th e se  same l in e s  Louis 

L. M artz has w r i t te n :  "Moving to  l iv e  co n sc io u s ly  in  th e  f u l l  flow  of

28th e  d iv in e  c r e a t iv e  p ro c e ss— t h i s  i s  th e  h e a r t  o f W hitman's p rophecy ."

In  F ig u res  o f  Capable Im ag in a tio n  H arold Bloom has w r i t te n  th a t

"Even a s  [A shbery1s ]  f a th e r  i s  S tev en s , h is  l a r g e s t  a n c e s to r  i s  Whitman,

and i t  i s  th e  Whitmanian s t r a i n  in  S tevens th a t  found Ashbery . . .
29."  L ike Emerson'8  c i r c l e s  w ith in  c i r c l e s  re a ch in g  i n f i n i t e l y  inw ard

and outw ard, Bloom's image i s  t a n ta l i z in g —and I  th in k  a c c u ra te —but 
30needs unpacking . Bloom su g g e s ts  th a t  even though u l t im a te ly  a l l  fo u r
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w r i te r s  em phasize a  v is io n  o f  th e  m ind 's  a b i l i t y  to  flow  around and

th rough  m a tte r  a s  th e  most fundam ental a sp e c t o f  human ex p e rien c e ,

Emerson and S tev en s, in  t h e i r  ru m in atio n s upon ph ilo sophy  and th eo lo g y ,

w i l l  fo reg round  th e  d ualism  o f  s u b je c t  and o b je c t ,  th in k e r  and w orld—

w h ile  f o r  Whitman, even though th e re  i s  an u n d e rly in g  dualism  in  h is

o p p o s itio n  o f ,  f o r  exam ple, "home" and " ro a d ,"  in  th e  fo reground  o f h is

poems—as C h arles  F e id e lso n , J r . ,  p u ts  i t —w il l  be th e  way th a t  th ey

31"no t o n ly  a re  abou t voyaging b u t a ls o  en ac t th e  voyage." T h is  way in

which th e  m in d 's  p ro c e sse s  become an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f  th e  poem i s  a ls o

c r u c ia l  to  A sh b ery 's  poems—a s  he acknowledged d u rin g  an in te rv ie w

conducted in  1972:

ASHBERY: . . .  My poems a r e n ' t  u s u a lly  about my e x p e rien ce s , 
because I  d o n 't  f in d  my ex p erien ces  v ery  in t e r e s t in g  a s  a  r u le .  
When th e y  a re  abou t them, th ey  a re  so in  a v ery  o b liq u e , m arg ina l 
way. I t  was r e a l l y  n o th in g  f o r  me to  be le a v in g  t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  
ra ilw a y  s ta t i o n  [ i . e . ,  th e  Atocha t r a i n  s ta t i o n  in  Madrid in  h is  
poem "Leaving th e  Atocha S ta t io n " ] .  I t  meant n o th in g  to  me a t  th e  
tim e ex cep t th a t  I  was in  a  s tra n g e  c i t y  going  somewhere. But i t  
s t r i k e s  me th a t  th e  d is lo c a te d ,  in c o h e ren t fragm ents o f images 
which make up th e  movement o f th e  poem a re  p robab ly  l ik e  th e  
ex p erien ce  you g e t from a t r a i n  p u l l in g  o u t o f  a  s t a t i o n  o f no 
p a r t i c u la r  s ig n if ic a n c e .  The d i r t ,  th e  n o is e s ,  th e  s l id in g  away 
seem to  be a movement in  th e  poem. The poem was p robab ly  try in g  to  
ex p ress  t h a t ,  n o t f o r  i t s e l f  b u t as  an epitom e o f  som ething 
ex p erien ced ; I  th in k  th a t  i s  what my poems a re  a b o u t. I  mean i t  
d o e s n 't  p a r t i c u la r l y  m a tte r  about th e  e x p e rien ce ; th e  movement o f 
ex p e rie n c in g  i s  what I 'm  t ry in g  to  g e t  down. Does th a t  make i t  any 
c le a r e r?

INTERVIEWER: Yes, I  suppose. The poem, th e n , i s  sim ply abou t th e
ex p erien ce  o f le a v in g  a p a r t i c u la r  s t a t i o n .  I s  t h i s  common among 
th e  r e s t  o f  your poems? The f a c t  o f  th e  poem b e in g  i t s  own 
experien ce?

ASHBERY: Most o f  my poems a re  about th e  ex p erien ce  o f ex p e rie n c e .
As I  s a id  b e fo re , th e  p a r t i c u la r  o ccasio n  i s  o f  l e s s e r  i n t e r e s t  to  
me th an  th e  way a  happening o r  ex p erien ce  f i l t e r s  th rough  to  me. I  
b e lie v e  t h i s  i s  th e  way in  which i t  happens w ith  most p eo p le . I 'm  
t ry in g  to  s e t  down a g e n e ra liz e d  t r a n s c r ip t  o f  w h a t's  r e a l l y  going 
on in  our minds a l l  day lo n g . . . .^2
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When Ashbery says h e re  " I 'm  t ry in g  to  s e t  down a g e n e ra liz e d  t r a n s c r ip t

o f  w h a t 's  go ing  on in  o u r minds a l l  day long" one cannot h e lp  b u t th in k ,

o f  c o u rse , o f  Em erson's rem ark th a t  "L ife  i s  what a  person  th in k s  about

a l l  day lo n g ."  A lso " th e  movement o f ex p e rien c in g "  n o t o n ly  su g g es ts

S te v e n s ' id ea  th a t  "E xperience , a t  l e a s t  in  th e  case  o f  a  p o e t o f  any

scope , i s  much b ro ad er th an  r e a l i t y "  ( OP 160), b u t a ls o  i s  analagous to

S te v e n s ' "motion o f th o u g h t"  in  th e  poem "The P lace  o f  The S o l i t a i r e s " :

L et th e  p la c e  o f th e  s o l i t a i r e s  
Be a  p lac e  o f  p e rp e tu a l u n d u la tio n .

W hether i t  be in  m id-sea  
On th e  d a rk , g reen  w ater-w h ee l,
Or on th e  b eaches,
There must be no c e s s a t io n
Of m otion , o r  o f  th e  n o ise  o f m otion ,
The renew al o f  n o ise  
And m an ifo ld  c o n tin u a tio n ;

And, m ost, o f  th e  m otion o f  thought 
And i t s  r e s t l e s s  i t e r a t i o n ,

In  th e  p la c e  o f th e  s o l i t a i r e s ,
Which i s  to  be a  p la c e  o f  p e rp e tu a l u n d u la tio n .

(CP 60)

T his em phasis upon th e  m in d 's  ongoing p ro c e sse s—i . e . ,  W illiam  Jam es'

33"stream  o f co n sc io u sn ess"  —a s  embodied w ith in  th e  very  te x tu re  o f  a  

poem 's language, c o n s t i tu te s  th e  fundam ental elem ent p ervad ing  th e  b e s t 

p o e try  o f bo th  Whitman and A shbery. In  o rd e r  to  see  how t h i s  and o th e r  

s tra n d s  o f  in f lu e n c e  l in k  a l l  fo u r  w r i te r s  under c o n s id e ra t io n , I  w i l l  

now tu rn  to  a  poem o f  A sh b ery 's  from A Wave c a l le d  "Never Seek To T e ll  

Thy Love." (M  56)
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4 . " I  am a fo o t w ith  my v i s i o n .” (fi:£&E Leaves o f  G rass 59)

The t i t l e  o f  A sh b ery 's  poem a l lu d e s  to  B la k e 's  "Never P ain  To T e ll

Thy Love" w ith  "p a in "  re p la c e d  by " se e k ."  What A sh b ery 's  v a r ia t io n  does

i s  r e tu r n  to  B la k e 's  f i r s t  im pulse s in c e  G eo ffrey  Keynes in  The Complete

W ritin g s  o f  W illiam  Blake W ith V a rian t R eadings p o in ts  o u t th a t  th e  way

t h i s  l i n e  looked in  B la k e 's  notebook was a s  fo llo w s : Never (see k  d e l . )

34p a in  to  t e l l  th y  lo v e . For w hatever o th e r  reaso n s  Ashbery chooses 

"p a in "  over " se e k ,"  th e  ch o ice  h ig h l ig h ts  a  word w hich, l i k e  a m o tif  r e ­

s ta t e d  a t  v a rio u s  p o in ts  th ro u g h o u t a  symphony, ap p ears  over and over 

ag a in  in  A Wave:

A la k e  o f p a in , an absence
Leading to  a  flo w erin g  sea?  Give i t  a  q u a r te r - tu r n  
And w atch th e  c e n tu r ie s  beg in  to  c o l la p s e

"But What I s  The Reader To Make Of T h is?"  (AW 13)

*

At t h i s  th e  Knave o f H earts  s tep p ed  fo rw ard  and c a s t  h is  eyes 
m odestly  tow ard th e  ground. " I  see  s e p a ra te ,  s o f t  p a in , la d y ,"  he 
s a id .  "The l ik e s  o f  th e s e " —he in d ic a te d  w ith  a  sweep o f  h is  arm 
th e  group o f  hobos and o th e r s  who had su b sid ed  in to  w o rried  
r e c l in in g  poses in  th e  background—

"D e sc rip tio n  o f  a  Masque" (AW 18)

*

I t ' s  a  k ind  o f game w ith  no lo s e r s  and o n ly  one 
Winner—you. F i r s t ,  p a in  g e ts  
F lashed  back th rough  th e  s to r y  and th e  s to ry  
Comes o u t backwards and w oof-side  up . T h is i s  
No o n e 's  s to ry !

" In tro d u c tio n "  (M  34)
*

I s n ' t  th e  p o in t  o f  p a in  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  i t  b r in g s  o f  b e in g  a b le  to  
g e t  a lo n g  w ith o u t p a in , f o r  a w h ile , o f  m an ip u la tin g  our m a r io n e tte ­
l i k e  lim bs in  th e  s t r a i t j a c k e t  o f  a i r ,  and so to  have w r i t te n  
som ething? "Haibun" (M  39)
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*

And th e  s e r i a l  co n tin u e s :
P a in , e x p ia t io n , d e l ig h t ,  more p a in ,
A f r i e z e  th a t  len g th en s  c o n t in u a l ly ,  in  th e  happy way 
F r ie z e s  do , and no p lo t  i s  produced.
N othing you cou ld  hang an id e n t i fy in g  q u e s tio n  on .

"D a rle n e 's  H o sp ita l"  (AW 57)

*

To p ass th rough  p a in  and n o t know i t ,
A c a r  door slamming in  th e  n ig h t .
To emerge on an in v i s ib l e  t e r r a i n .

"A Wave" (AW 68)

As I  su g g ested  d u rin g  my d is c u s s io n  o f  "Houseboat Days" (on pages 40

th ro u g h  49 in  C hapter Two), th e  most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a sp e c t o f

e x p e r ie n c e , a s  A sh b ery 's  p o e try  b o th  d e s c r ib e s  and e n a c ts  i t ,  i s  change

(w hich, in  l i f e ,  i s  o f te n  accompanied by some k ind  o f  p a in ) .  However

h e re  "p a in "  does n o t seem n e c e s s a r i ly  to  be th e  byproduct o f  any ongoing

s tr u g g le ;  r a th e r ,  a s  in  th e  case  o f Whitman who can say  "Agonies a re  one

o f  my changes o f  garm ents" (W: P&P 6 5 ), th e  "pa in "  in  th e  passages

quo ted  above seems disem bodied and p a in le s s ^ -a s  i f  th e  word and id e a

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  i t  were j u s t  a  re c u r r in g  p h rase  o r  passage in  a

symphony. The way th a t  a  s ig n i f i c a n t  elem ent w i l l  be re p e a te d  a s  i f

Ashbery were w r i t in g  a m u sica l com position  i s  an im p o rtan t a sp e c t o f  h is

m ethod, a s  i t  was f o r  Whitman. Gay W ilson A llen  has remarked th a t

. . . [W hitm an's] f a v o r i t e  method o f  o rg an iz in g  a  long  poem . . . 
i s ,  a s  rem arked e lse w h ere , symphonic. He l ik e s  to  advance a them e, 
develop  i t  by enum eration  and r e p re s e n ta t iv e  sym bols, advance o th e r  
themes and develop  them i n  s im i la r  m anners, th en  r e p e a t ,  summarize, 
and em phasize. Thus W hitm an's r e p e t i t i o n  o f  th o u g h t, o f  w ords, o f 
cadences—p lay in g  v a r ia t io n s  on each o u t o f  exuberance and 
u n re s tra in e d  jo y  b o th  in  th e  though t and form—a l l  combine to  g ive  
him th e  s a t i s f a c t io n  and c o n v ic tio n  th a t  he has "expressed" 
h im se lf , n o t l o g ic a l ly  o r  even c o h e re n tly , b u t by su g g es tio n  and by 
sh a r in g  h is  own em otions w ith  th e  r e a d e r .
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I t  i s  a s  i f  in  th e  p ro c e ss  o f  th in k in g , a  c e r ta in  word o r  id ea  o r  m o tif 

(w ith  which th e  p o e t i s  p reo ccu p ied ) w i l l ,  a s  a  m a tte r  o f  co u rse , become 

woven in to  th e  f a b r ic  o f  th e  poem so  th a t  each tim e i t  re a p p e a rs , g iven 

a new environm ent, i t  w i l l  co n tin u e  to  be s u b t le ly  a l t e r e d  and 

r e d e f in e d . About t h i s  a s p e c t o f  W hitman's p o e try  Malcolm Cowley has 

w r i t te n  th a t

The t ru e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  poem i s  n o t p r im a r ily  lo g ic a l  bu t 
p sy c h o lo g ic a l, and i s  n o t a  g eo m etric a l f ig u re  b u t a m usical 
p ro g re s s io n . As m usic "Song o f  M yself" i s  n o t a  symphony w ith  
c o n tr a s t in g  movements, n o r i s  i t  an o p e ra t ic  work l ik e  "Out o f th e  
C rad le  E n d le ss ly  R ock ing ,"  w ith  an o v e r tu re ,  a r i a s ,  r e c i t a t i v e s ,  
and a  f i n a l e .  I t  comes c lo s e r  to  be in g  a rhapsody o r  tone poem, one 
th a t  m odulates from  theme to  theme, o f te n  changing in  key and 
tempo, f a l l i n g  in to  r e v e r ie s  and r i s in g  toward moments o f  clim ax, 
b u t alw ays p re se rv in g  i t s  u n i ty  o f f e e l in g  as  i t  moves onward in  a 
w avelike  flow . . . . H is themes m odulate in to  one an o th e r by pure 
a s s o c ia t io n ,  a s  in  a  waking dream, w ith  th e  r e s u l t  t h a t  a l l  h is  
t r a n s i t i o n s  seem i n s t i n c t i v e l y  r i g h t . ^

W ith r e s p e c t  to  s ty l e  th e  key word h e re , a s  I  em phasized in  th e  p rev io u s  

c h a p te r ,  i s  "rh ap so d y ."  And i t  i s  c r u c ia l  to  see  Whitman and Ashbery as 

in  l i n e  w ith  Emerson who em phasized th a t  th e  "thought i s  p r io r  to  th e  

form"*—a c o r o l la ry  o f  t h i s  b e in g , a s  Cowley p o in ts  o u t ,  th a t  th e  poem 

becomes "n o t p r im a r i ly  lo g ic a l  b u t p sy c h o lo g ic a l, and i s  n o t a 

g eo m e tr ic a l f ig u re  b u t a  m usica l p ro g re s s io n ."  Thus th e  woven o r 

rh ap so d ic  elem ent i s  e v id e n t when a  word o r  id e a  re s u r fa c e s  a t  v a rio u s  

p o in ts  in  th e  t e x t  w ith o u t b e in g  c a r r ie d —o r  i f  c a r r ie d  a t  a l l  th en  on ly  

f o r  a  s h o r t  d is ta n c e —alo n g  th e  s u rfa c e  o f  th e  t e x t .  One im p lic a tio n  

t h i s  has f o r  a  re a d e r  i s  th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f le a rn in g  to  read  v e r t i c a l ly  

in s te a d  o f  h o r iz o n ta l ly :  r a th e r  th an  fo llo w  th e  lo g ic a l  developm ent o f

an id e a ,  th e  re a d e r  must ad ap t h is  o r  h e r  read in g  to  th e  a l t e r n a te  

s u rfa c in g  and d iv in g  o f  th e  p o e t 's  though t as  i t  resumes o r  abandons
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p a r t i c u la r  p assages w hich, in  th e  f lu id  p ro cess  o f  th in k in g , can be

sudden ly  dropped o r  re a p p ea r o u t o f  nowhere, and f o r  t h i s  rea so n  need

n o t i n t e r a c t  w ith  con tiguous e lem en ts.

The t i t l e  "Never Seek To T e ll  Thy Love" a l lu d e s  to  th e  way t h a t  in

B la k e 's  poem th e re  seems to  be an im plied  r ig h t  and wrong way o f  d o ing—

o r  s e e in g —th in g s .  For in  B la k e 's  poem "love" r e q u ire s  th a t  one p roceed

l ik e  th e  " t r a v e l l e r "  who knows to  "move" l i k e  (and th e re fo re  w ith )  " th e

g e n t le  wind th a t  does move /  S i l e n t ly ,  I n v is ib ly ."  The s i tu a t io n

p re s e n ts  a paradox in  th e  way th a t  doing what would seem to  be th e

r a t io n a l  th in g  ( . i . e . ,  t e l l i n g  o n e 's  lo v e ) ru in s  o n e 's  chances o f

a t t a in in g  t h i s  lo v e ; su ccess  comes w ith  abandoning o n e 's  s e l f  to  what i s

th e  essen ce  o f  " lo v e"  a s  d e p ic te d  h e re : which i s  th a t  i t  "m ove[s]" and
37th e re fo re  i s  a c c e s s ib le  o n ly  to  a " t r a v e l l e r . "  The d i s t i n c t io n  Blake

i s  making in  h is  poem i s  one Emerson ex p resses  in  th e  fo llo w in g  rem arks

from "The P o e t" :

. . . Im ag in a tio n  i s  a v e ry  h igh  s o r t  o f  s e e in g , which does n o t 
come by s tu d y , b u t by th e  i n t e l l e c t  be ing  where and what i t  s e e s ;  
by sh a rin g  th e  p a th  o r  c i r c u i t  o f th in g s  th rough  form s, and so 
making them t r a n s lu c id  to  o th e r s .  The p a th  o f  th in g s  i s  s i l e n t .
W ill th e y  s u f f e r  a  sp eak er to  go w ith  them? A spy th e y  w i l l  n o t 
s u f f e r ;  a lo v e r ,  a p o e t ,  i s  th e  transcendency  o f  t h e i r  own n a tu r e ,— 
him th ey  w i l l  s u f f e r .  The c o n d itio n  o f  t r u e  naming, on th e  p o e t 's  
p a r t ,  i s  h is  re s ig n in g  h im se lf  to  th e  d iv in e  au ra  which b re a th e s  
th rough  form s, and accompanying th a t .

(RWE "The P oet"  459-460)

In  th e  same e ssay  Emerson s t a t e s  th a t  " a l l  language i s  v e h ic u la r  and

t r a n s i t i v e ,  and i s  good, a s  f e r r i e s  and h o rse s  a r e ,  f o r  conveyance, n o t

as  farm s and houses a r e ,  f o r  hom estead." (RWE "The P oet"  463) For

Whitman, in  t h i s  same v e in , i t  w i l l  be n eco ssary

To g a th e r  th e  minds o f  men o u t o f  t h e i r  b ra in s  a s  you en co u n ter 
them, to  g a th e r  th e  love  ou t o f  t h e i r  h e a r t s ,
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To tak e  your lo v e rs  on th e  road  w ith  you, f o r  a l l  th a t  you leav e  
them behind  you,

To know th e  u n iv e rse  i t s e l f  a s  a  ro a d , a s  many ro a d s , a s  ro ad s  fo r  
t r a v e l in g  s o u ls .

A ll p a r t s  away f o r  th e  p ro g re ss  o f  s o u ls ,
A ll r e l ig io n ,  a l l  s o l id  th in g s ,  a r t s ,  governm ents—a l l  t h a t  was o r  

i s  a p p a ren t upon t h i s  g lobe o r  any g lo b e , f a l l s  in to  n ich es  
and co rn e rs  b e fo re  th e  p ro c e ss io n  o f  s o u ls  a long  th e  grand 
roads o f  th e  u n iv e rs e .  (jj: P&P "Song o f The Open Road" 305)

The "road" h e re— "th e  grand ro ad  o f  th e  u n iv e rse " —su g g e sts  th e  way we 

in c o rp o ra te  th e  w orld we e x p e rien ce  in to  an ev o lv in g  sense  o f  id e n t i t y ;  

w h ile  s e t  o f f  a g a in s t  th e  "ro ad "—and seem ing to  draw one away from i t —

i s  th e  image o f th e  "home" which su g g e s ts  f i x i t y ,  im m o b ility , and th a t
✓

which does n o t ev o lv e . Woven in to  "Song o f  M yself" a re  numerous 

re fe re n c e s  to  a "h o u se ,"  "home" o r  "d w e llin g " ; some examples a r e :

She owns th e  f in e  house by th e  r i s e  o f  th e  bank,
She h id e s  handsome and r i c h ly  d r e s t  a f t  th e  b l in d s  o f th e  window.

(36)
*

Gentlemen I  re c e iv e  you, and a t ta c h  and c la s p  hands w ith  you,
The f a c t s  a re  u s e fu l  and r e a l  . . . .  th e y  a re  n o t my d w ellin g

. . . .  I  e n te r  by them to  an a re a  o f  th e  d w e llin g . (49)

*

In  v a in  th e  buzzard  houses h e r s e l f  w ith  th e  sky , (57)

*

I  sw ear I  w i l l  n ev er m ention lo v e  o r  d e a th  in s id e  a  house,
And I  swear I  never w i l l  t r a n s l a t e  m yself a t  a l l ,  o n ly  to  him

o r  h e r  who p r iv a te ly  s ta y s  w ith  me in  th e  open a i r .  (84)

Ashbery would a ls o  seem to  be p reoccup ied  w ith  t h i s  m o tif ,  judg ing  from

how f re q u e n tly  i t  comes up in  h i s  book A Wave:

The d i a l  has been s e t  
And t h a t ' s  ominous, b u t a l l  your g ra c io u sn e ss  in  l iv in g  
C onsp ires w ith  i t ,  now t h a t  t h i s  i s  o u r home.
A p la c e  to  be from , and have peop le  a sk  ab o u t.

"Rain Moving In "  (AW 2)
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*

I t  seems we w ere go ing  home.
The sm ell o f  b lossom ing p r iv e t  b lan k e te d  th e  narrow  avenue.
The t r a f f i c  l i g h t s  were g reen  and aqueous.

" P u r is ts  W ill O b jec t"  (AH 17)

*

Meanwhile y o u 'r e  
Looking s t r e tc h e d  a g a in , c o n c e n tra te d , a s  you do n o t p ass  
From p o in t  A to  p o in t  B b u t m erely  sp e c u la te  
On how i t  would b e , and in  th a t  in s ta n t  
Do appear to  be t r a v e l in g ,  though we a l l  
S tay  home, d o n 't  we.

"Cups With Broken H andles" (AW 51) 

*

w ith  a l l  k in d s  o f n ic e  
People and p la n ts  waking and s t r e tc h in g ,  c a l l in g  
A tte n tio n  to  them selves w ith  every  a r t i f i c e  o f which th e  human 
Genre i s  c a p a b le . And th e y  c a l le d  i t  ou r home.

"A Wave" (AW 68)

*

Yet one does know why. The covenant we e n te re d  
B ears down on u s ,  some a re  en sn ared , and th e  r ig h t  way,
I t  tu rn s  o u t ,  i s  th e  one th a t  goes s t r a i g h t  th rough  th e  house 
And o u t th e  back . "A Wave" (AH 71)

And, a t  long  l a s t ,  in  th e  f i r s t  two l in e s  o f "Never Seek To T e ll  Thy 

Love": Many c o lo rs  w i l l  ta k e  you to  them selves /  But now I  want someone

to  t e l l  me how to  g e t  home. (AW 56) C orresponding to  th e  way th a t  in  

B la k e 's  poem th e re  was a  r ig h t  and wrong way o f  a t t a in in g  o n e 's  " love" 

( a s ,  l ik e w is e ,  in  Whitman th e  "home" and th e  "road" a re  a n t i t h e t i c a l ) ,  

h e re  th e  c o n ju n c tio n  "But" s e t s  up an o p p o s itio n  which w i l l  p r e v a i l  

th ro u g h o u t th e  poem. On th e  one hand a speedier w ants "someone to  t e l l "  

him o r  h e r  som ething , su g g e s tin g  p o s s ib ly  th a t  B la k e 's  le s so n — th a t  

th e re  a re  some th in g s  t h a t  "never to ld  can be"—has n o t been p ro p e r ly  

le a rn e d . (A lso , l a t e r  on in  th e  poem, th e  u n te l la b le  a sp e c t o f  c e r ta in
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t r u th s  seems to  l i e  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  what i s  m isguided abou t th e  "way

th e y  ta u g h t us back in  sch o o l"  to  " read  p o e try ." )

In  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  "Never Seek To T e l l  Thy Love" (Many c o lo rs

w i l l  ta k e  you to  them selves) a lth o u g h  " c o lo rs "  seems an odd ch o ice  f o r

t h a t  which m ust b a lan ce  w ith  th e  h ea v ily -w e ig h te d  "home," t h i s  o d d ity

seems l e s s  odd when we r e a l i z e  th a t  (1 ) in  th e  poem 's p e n u ltim a te  l i n e

( F i l l i n g  th e  road  up w ith  c o lo r s ,  f a c e s )  " c o lo rs "  i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith

W hitm an's " road"—and (2 ) th e  " t e l l [ i n g ] "  o f  th e  second l i n e  (w hich from

Blake we le a rn e d  shou ld  be avo ided  under c e r ta in  c ircu m stan ces) i s  s e t

o f f  a g a in s t  th e  way in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  no d i r e c t io n s  a re  n e c e ssa ry  s in c e

we a re  going  to  be " ta k e [n ]"  some p la c e .  The f a c t  t h a t  th e  "Many c o lo rs

w i l l  ta k e  you to  th e m se lv e s ,"  n o t "home," su g g ests  t h a t  o u r " s o u l ,"  as

Ashbery p u ts  i t  in  " S e l f - P o r t r a i t  in  a  Convex M irro r ,"  has a s  " i t s  room,
39ou r moment o f  a t t e n t io n ."  In  o th e r  words Ashbery seems to  su g g est

t h a t  we l i v e  most f u l l y  in  a h e ig h ten ed  p re s e n t  moment when we a llo w

" c o lo rs  . . . [ to ]  ta k e  . . . [u s]  to  th e m se lv e s ."  T h is  i s  e x a c t ly

W hitm an's p o in t  o f  view as  we can see  from  th e  fo llo w in g  rem arks in  h is

P re fac e  to  th e  1855 e d i t io n  o f  Leaves o f  G ra ss :

The lan d  and s e a , th e  an im als f i s h e s  and b i r d s ,  th e  sky  o f  
heaven and th e  o rb s , th e  f o r e s t s  m ountains and r i v e r s ,  a r e  no t 
sm all themes . . . b u t f o lk s  ex p ec t o f  th e  p o e t to  in d ic a te  more 
th an  th e  beau ty  and d ig n i ty  which alw ays a t t a c h  to  dumb r e a l  
o b je c ts  . . . .  th e y  ex p ec t him to  in d ic a te  th e  p a th  between 
r e a l i t y  and t h e i r  s o u ls .  (W:£&P 10)

About t h i s  passage Gay W ilson A llen  p o in ts  o u t th a t

There we have th e  p o e t 's  m ost fundam ental in te n t io n :  to  in d ic a te
th e  p a th  between r e a l i t y  and th e  s o u l . And t h i s  i s  why b o th  th e  
th eo ry  and th e  e x p re ss io n  must alw ays rem ain vague and am biguous.
I t  i s  a ls o  why Whitman a t ta c h e s  so  much im portance to  g e s tu re s  and 
" in d i r e c t io n s .
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In  th e  £ i r s t  l i n e  o£ A sh b ery 's  poem i t  i s  ap p a ren t he a ls o  w ishes " to

in d ic a te  th e  p a th  betw een r e a l i t y  and th e  s o u l"  g iv en  th e  way he

c o n s id e rs  i t  im p o rtan t enough to  p o in t o u t th a t  "Many c o lo rs  w i l l  tak e

you to  th em se lv es" ; a s  th e  c r i t i c  Lynn K e lle r  em phasizes, f o r  Ashbery

"p o e try  i s  a  p ro cess  in  a  c o n s ta n tly  advancing  p r e s e n t . I  see  t h i s  as

a d i s t i n c t l y  Whitmanian co n cern , a lth o u g h  a s  K e lle r  in d ic a te s  i t  i s  a ls o

p r e c is e ly  th a t  o f  W allace S tevens whose p reo ccu p a tio n  was w ith  "The poem

o f th e  mind in  th e  a c t  o f  f in d in g  /  What w i l l  s u f f i c e ."  (CP 239)

U ltim a te ly , however, a s  H arold  Bloom has w r i t t e n ,  "Emerson [ i s ]  th e  
42

f a th e r  o f  u s  a l l  s in c e  he was th e  f i r s t  among th e se  Americans to  

argue th a t  " I t  i s  th e  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  moment, n o t th e  number o f  d ay s , o f  

e v e n ts , o r  o f  a c t io n s ,  t h a t  im p o rts"  (RWE "T ra n sc e n d e n ta lis t"  204)—and 

th a t

. . . th e  so u l t h a t  ascends to  w orship  th e  g r e a t  God i s  p la in  and
t r u e ;  has no r o s e - c o lo r ,  no f in e  fr ie n d B , no c h iv a lry ,  no
a d v e n tu re s ; does n o t want a d m ira tio n ; d w ells  in  th e  hour t h a t  now 
i s ,  in  th e  e a rn e s t  e x p e rien ce  o f  th e  common d a y ,—by reaso n  o f th e  
p re s e n t  moment and th e  mere t r i f l e  hav ing  become porous to  th o u g h t, 
and b ib u lo u s  o f th e  sea  o f  l i g h t .  (RWE "The O ver-Soul" 397)

When in  "A F ish -S c a le  S u n rise "  he says th a t  "a lth o u g h  my mind p e rc e iv e s  

th e  fo rc e  beh ind  th e  moment, /  The mind i s  sm a lle r  th an  th e  eye" ( CP 

161), S tevens su g g e s ts  t h a t  " th e  p re se n t moment . . . having become 

porous to  th o u g h t"—t h i s  com bination—has an e s s e n t i a l  value  beyond any 

conscious judgem ents co n cern in g  v a lu e  our "m ind[s]"  may w ish to  make; 

and t h i s  i s  what I  th in k  we w i l l  f in d  Ashbery hopes to  su g g est in  th e  

l i n e  "Many c o lo rs  w i l l  ta k e  you to  th e m se lv e s ."

Ashbery sw itch es  from  th e  second person  "you" in  th e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f 

"Never Seek To T e l l  Thy Love" to  th e  f i r s t  person  " I"  in  th e  second l in e
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f o r  what seems th e  fo llo w in g  reaso n : The " I"  v o ice  h e re  i s  th e  u n s e lf ­

co n sc io u s  e x p re ss io n  o f  o n e 's  more b a s ic ,  e lem en ta l d e s ir e  f o r  th e  

s e c u r i ty  and p ro te c t io n  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  id ea  o f  "home" which th e  

c h i ld  in  a l l  o f  u s  w i l l  o c c a s io n a lly  demand a c ce ss  to  r i g h t  "now." The 

"y o u ,"  m eanwhile, i s  th e  more complex v o ice  w hich, in  i t s  " y o u " -s ta tu s , 

seems to  be a t  a  d is ta n c e  from  some o th e r  p a r t  o f  th e  s e l f —a s  i f  i t  

were n o t a  g iv en  b u t j u s t  o u t o f  reach  and th e re fo re  m ust always be 

moved tow ard , and perhaps even earn ed . The d i s t i n c t io n  between th e  " I"  

and th e  "you" in  th e se  l in e s  seems p a r a l l e l  to  th e  one Whitman makes in  

"Song o f  M yself" betw een th e  s e l f  t h a t  i s  "co n ta in ed  between my h a t  and 

b o o ts"  (W: £&£ 32) as  opposed to  " th e  Me m yself" (3 0 ) .

In  th e  second l i n e  th e  in d iv id u a l  a sk in g  f o r  d i r e c t io n s  to  a 

s p e c i f ie d  p la c e  would be annoyed w ith  th e  in d i r e c t io n  o f  such a response 

a s  "The way back th e re  i s  s tre a k e d  and s t ip p le d ,  /  A shaded p la c e "  s in c e  

t h i s  does n o t s e t  us on a  c o u rse , b u t asks us to  tu rn  our a t t e n t io n  

tow ards th e  unusual q u a l i ty  o f  th e  l i g h t  underneath  t r e e s  which i s  g iven  

th e  unique id e n t i t y  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  words " s tre a k e d  and s t ip p le d ."  

(These words rem ind me o f  how "beneath  /  The s t i l l n e s s  o f  e v e ry th in g  

gone, and be in g  s t i l l ,  /  Being and s i t t i n g  s t i l l ,  som ething r e s id e s ,  /  

Some sk reak in g  and s k r i t t e r i n g  residuum " in  "Autumn R e f ra in ,"  CP 16 0 .) 

However Whitman would have been happy w ith  such an answer s in c e  in  h is  

P re fa c e  to  th e  1855 Leaves o f  G rass he says t h a t  "The in d i r e c t  i s  alw ays 

as  g r e a t  and r e a l  a s  th e  d i r e c t "  (W: £&£ 21)—and

G reat i s  th e  f a i t h  o f  th e  f lu s h  o f  knowledge and o f  th e  
in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  th e  d ep th s  o f  q u a l i t i e s  and th in g s .  C leav ing  and 
c i r c l in g  h e re  sw e lls  th e  so u l o f  th e  po e t y e t  i s  p re s id e n t  o f  
i t s e l f  a lw ays. The d ep th s  a re  fa th o m less  and th e r e fo re  calm .

(W: P&P 15)
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However f o r  th e  one who w ants d i r e c t  d i r e c t io n s  "home," th e  nex t 

sen ten ce  ( I t  belongs where i t  i s  go ing  /  Not where i t  i s )  would add to  

an in c re a s in g  sense  o f  co n fu s io n . To b eg in  w ith , up to  t h i s  p o in t each 

l i n e  has been end-stopped  (and  in  f a c t  th e  f i r s t  was an iam bic 

pen tam eter l i n e ) ,  s e t t i n g  up a  p a t te r n  which a  re a d e r  o f  " t r a d i t io n a l "  

v e rse  would f e e l  com fortab le  w ith  ( o r ,  a s  th e  poem i t s e l f  p u ts  i t  l a t e r  

on— in  l in e s  n in e  and te n —someone who can read  p o e try  " th e  way th ey  

ta u g h t us  back in  s c h o o l" ) .  However a t  t h i s  p o in t  s e v e ra l  th in g s  

happen: f o r  one, th e  ends o f l in e s  no lo n g e r co rrespond  to  th e  t id y

com pletion  o f  th e  though t s in c e  " I t  belongs where i t  i s  going  /  Not 

where i t  i s "  n o t o n ly  beg ins and ends in  th e  m iddle o f  l i n e s ,  b u t a ls o  

s t r a d d le s  two s ta n z a s ,  g iv in g  i t —from a s t y l i s t i c  p o in t  o f  view— a 

s p e c ia l  s t a t u s .  A lso i f  in  f a c t  we were a sk in g  a  p a s se r-b y  fo r  

d i r e c t io n s  home, th en  "The way back th e re  i s  s tre a k e d  and s t ip p le d ,  /  A 

shaded p la c e "  m ight be accep ted  a s  a f r ie n d ly  i f  e c c e n tr ic  re sp o n se—but 

" I t  belongs where i t  i s  go ing  /  Not where i t  i s "  su g g e s ts  t h a t  we have 

encoun tered  e i t h e r  a  sp eak er o f  o r ie n ta l  wisdom in  th e  form o f  Zen 

koans, o r  a  madman. (W ith r e s p e c t  to  th e  l a t t e r ,  in  h is  p re fa c e  to  an 

in te rv ie w  w ith  Ashbery p u b lish ed  in  1984 in  The W ashington Weekly. 

Terence Winch comments t h a t :  "Reading Ashbery can be l i k e  hav ing  an

in v o lv ed  d ia lo g u e  w ith  a  s o p h is t ic a te d ,  sm art, l i t e r a t e  in san e  p e rso n .

I f  sometimes he i s  f r u s t r a t i n g  and in co m p reh en sib le , o f te n  he i s  f u l l  o f  

c l a r i t y  and b r i l l i a n c e . " ^ )

What i s  happening a t  t h i s  p o in t—as  in  th e  poems I  d isc u s se d  in  th e  

p rev io u s  c h a p te r—i s  t h a t  a s t a t e  o f mind i s  p re se n te d  as  landscape 

th ro u g h  which one t r a v e l s ,  w ith  th e  d i r e c t io n  th e  poem ta k e s  a c t in g  as
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th e  gu ide  as  i t  a tte m p ts  to  nudge th e  re a d e r  in to  new and p re v io u s ly

unexplored  t e r r i t o r y .  The t e r r a  in c o g n ita  o f  th e  mind can o n ly  be

lo c a te d —as i s  th e  case  w ith  th e se  l i n e s —by means o f  a  paradox . In

l in e s  th re e  and fo u r ,  f o r  exam ple, a c e r ta in  d isp lacem en t o ccu rs  in  th e

p re s e n ta t io n  o f  "The way back th e re "  a s  i t s e l f  a  " p la c e ,"  s in c e  we tend

to  th in k  o f  th e  means as  in  a  s e p a ra te  c a teg o ry  from  th e  end to  w hich

th ey  le a d —th u s  "The way back" shou ld  n o t i t s e l f  be a " p la c e ,"  b u t " th e

way" to  move toward a " p la c e ."  The p h rase  " I t  b e longs"  opening  th e  n ex t

sen ten ce  im p lie s  a f ix e d ,  d e f in a b le  i d e n t i t y  (a  sen se  o f  b e lo n g in g )

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  a  g iven  p la c e  (perhaps th e  "p lac e"  ending  th e  p rev io u s

s e n te n c e )—however th e  subsequen t p h rase  "where i t  i s  going /  Not where

i t  i s "  c o n tra d ic ts  th e  f e e l in g  o f  f i x i t y  su g g ested  in  " I t  b e lo n g s"  and

r e tu rn s  to  th e  sense  o f f l u i d i t y  w ith  which th e  p rev io u s  sen ten ce  opened

in  th e  p h rase  "The way back th e r e ."  In  o th e r  w ords, th e  sense  i s

c i r c u l a r ,  w ith  th e  second and t h i r d  se n te n ce s  in  t h i s  poem a c t in g  as

paradoxes in  which th e  same term s a re  re v e rs e d ; i f  seen  in  a  re d u c tiv e

form  th e se  two sen ten ces  cou ld  be r e - w r i t te n  a s  "That which i s  f lu i d  o r

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  m otion [ i . e . ,  't h e  way b a c k ']  i s  f ix e d  [ i . e . ,  a

'p l a c e '} .  A lso t h a t  which i s  f ix e d  [ i . e . ,  in  t h a t  i t  'b e lo n g s ']  i s

moving [ i . e . ,  in  t h a t  i t  i s  a l s o  'g o i n g '] . "  The im pulse h e re  i s  a k in  to

W hitman's in  Specimen Days a t  th e  p o in t  where he d e s c r ib e s  h is  d e s i r e  to

w r i te  so a s  to  p re se n t " th e  s o l id  m arry ing  th e  l iq u id " :

Even a s  a  boy, I  had th e  fan cy , th e  w ish , to  w r i te  a  p ie c e ,  perhaps 
a  poem, about th e  s e a -sh o re — th a t  su g g e s tin g , d iv id in g  l i n e ,  
c o n ta c t ,  ju n c t io n , th e  s o l id  m arry ing  th e  l iq u id — th a t  c u r io u s , 
lu rk in g  som ething, (a s  d o u b tle s s  ev ery  o b je c t iv e  form f i n a l l y  
becomes to  th e  s u b je c tiv e  s p i r i t , )  which means f a r  more th an  i t s  
mere f i r s t  s ig h t ,  grand a s  t h a t  i s —b len d in g  th e  r e a l  and i d e a l ,  
and each made p o r tio n  o f  th e  o th e r .  (W: P&P 796)
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In  th e  poem "V a ria tio n s  On A Sumner Day" (fiP 232) S tevens a ls o  im agines 

a  somewhat more f a n c i f u l  v e rs io n  o f  t h i s  in te r a c t io n !

I l l
The rocks o f  th e  c l i f f s  a r e  th e  heads o f  dogs 
That tu rn  in to  f i s h e s  and le a p  
In to  th e  s e a .

F u r th e r  on he g iv es  us a  more d i r e c t  sen se  o f  what t h i s  image su g g es ts !

X
To change n a tu re ,  n o t m erely  to  change id e a s ,
To escape from th e  body, so  to  f e e l  
Those f e e l in g s  t h a t  th e  body b a lk s ,
The f e e l in g s  o f  th e  n a tu re s  round us h e re !
As a  b oat f e e l s  when i t  c u ts  b lu e  w a te r .

In  th e  p o e try  o f  Whitman, S tevens and Ashbery a l ik e  one f re q u e n tly  se e s  

t h i s  hope r e s u r fa c in g  f o r ,  as  Whitman s a y s , th e  "b len d in g  [o f ] th e  r e a l  

and id e a l" —o r ,  as  S tevens p u ts  i t ,  th e  chance "To escape from th e  body, 

so  to  f e e l  /  Those f e e l in g s  t h a t  th e  body b a lk s ."  For Whitman th e  

"b lend ing" ta k e s  p la ce  sp o n tan eo u sly —w hereas f o r  S tevens o n e 's  "body" 

f re q u e n tly  seems to  s ta n d  betw een th e  m erging o f  th e  s e l f  w ith  i t s  

su rro u n d in g s . Ashbery "b len d s"  h im se lf  w ith  h is  su rro u n d in g s a s  

sp o n tan eo u sly  a s  Whitman does b u t he seems a s  much id e n t i f i e d  w ith  

"mind" and s e t  a p a r t  from  "body" a s  S tevens— ex cep t t h a t  Ashbery has 

s id e s te p p e d  th e  m ind/body problem  and engaged h is  own mind in  an

44in v o lv ed  s o r t  o f  d ia lo g u e  w hich u ses  paradox a s  i t s  fundam ental shape.

Ashbery f re q u e n tly  communicates in  p a rad o x es. For example in  th e  

t i t l e  poem from Houseboat Days we en co u n te r th e  fo llo w in g ! "To p ra is e  

t h i s ,  blame t h a t ,  /  Leads one s u b tly  away from  th e  b eg in n in g , where /  We 

must s ta y ,  in  m otion" ( HD 3 9 ) . H ere, a s  in  th e  sen te n ces  j u s t  d isc u sse d
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from "Never Seek To T e ll  Thy Love," i t  seems im p o ssib le  to  " s ta y "  any

p la c e  i f  in  f a c t  we a re  a t  th e  same tim e to  be " in  m o tio n ."  The way to

read  t h i s  k ind  o f  p o e try  i s  th e  same way we must read  Whitman when h e ,

l ik e w is e ,  communicates in  paradoxes—as  he d o es , f o r  exam ple, in  th e

opening  o f  "Song o f  M yself":

I  c e le b ra te  m y se lf ,
And what I  assume you s h a l l  assum e,
For ev ery  atom b e lo n g in g  to  me a s  good belongs to  you. (£ : £&£ 27)

How i t  becomes p o s s ib le  f o r  "ev ery  atom b e lo n g in g  to  me" to  belong " to

you" to o  i s  a ls o  th e  same way t h a t ,  in  th e  fo llo w in g  p assag e , Whitman

can be b o th  s i t t i n g  s t i l l  and moving f a s t e r  th an  a s t a l l i o n :

I  b u t u se  you a  moment and th en  I  r e s ig n  you s t a l l i o n  . . . .
and do n o t need your p a c e s , and o u tg a llo p  them,

And m yself a s  I  s ta n d  o r  s i t  p ass  f a s t e r  th an  you. (W: £&£ 59)

The answer l i e s  in  o u r acknow ledging th e  t r u t h  in  Gay W ilson A l le n 's

s ta tem e n t abou t Whitman: " i t  [ i . e . ,  W hitman's unusual s ty l e ]  must . . .
45[be seen  a s ]  e x p re s s [ in g ]  an in n e r  r a th e r  th an  an o u te r  harmony."

A llen  a l s o  su g g es ts  t h a t  "even in  h is  most v iv id  re a lism  [Whitman] i s  

s t i l l  a l l e g o r ic a l  and s u b j e c t i v e . " ^  In  o th e r  w ords, a s  w ith  A shbery, 

W hitman's lan d scap es  and paradoxes a re  in ten d ed  to  g iv e  th e  re a d e r  

access  to  an in n e r  s p i r i t u a l  o r  p sy c h o lo g ic a l rea lm  which would 

o th e rw ise  be in a c c e s s ib le .  Whitman, Ashbery and S tevens a l ik e  push fo r  

an ex p e rien c in g  o f  o n e 's  consciousness*—and o f  i t s  r e la t io n s h ip  to  i t s  

surroundings*—which a llo w s f o r  two re c o g n it io n s :  (1 ) th e re  a re  no

bo u n d aries  s e t t i n g  co n sc io u sn ess  a p a r t  from  th e  environm ent w ith in  which 

i t  f in d s  i t s e l f  moving—im ply ing  a  fundam ental u n i ty  sh ared  by human 

co n sc io u sn ess and th e  w orld  a t  la rg e  (which means, a s  Roy Harvey P earce
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has s a id  abou t Whitman, th a t  "he i s ,  as  though f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e , ' i n '

th e  w o r ld " ^  where—as  Gay W ilson A llen  p u ts  i t — "th e  mind and th e

m a te r ia l  w orld in to  which i t  v en tu re s  a re  n o t u l t im a te ly  d i f f e r e n t  in

k ind"^® ); and (2 ) g iven  th e  absence o f  b o u n d a rie s , b o rd e rs , w a l ls ,  o r

what have you Ci.jg.., any c o n fin in g  p resen ces  which m ight be seen  as

s e p a ra t in g  co n sc io u sn ess  from  w hatever e l s e  e x i s t s )  o n e 's  r o le  in  th e

w orld  becomes th a t  o f  a  "voyager" o r  t r a v e l l e r  moving a lo n g  th e  road  o f

l i f e .  In  o th e r  words f o r  Emerson, Whitman, Ashbery and S tev en s, o n e 's

"home" i s  o n e 's  co n sc io u sn ess  a s  i t  i s  fo re v e r  "on th e  road" in  th e

sen se  o f  c o n s ta n tly  ev o lv in g  o r  changing g iven  always new p e rc e p tio n s

and e x p e r ie n c e s . Thus what D.H. Lawrence has s a id  in  d e s c r ib in g  Whitman

i s  a ls o  t r u e  o f Ashbery and S tev en s:

The so u l i s  n o t to  p i l e  up d e fen ses  round h e r s e l f .  . . . She i s  to  
go down th e  open ro ad , a s  th e  road  opens, in to  th e  unknown, keep ing  
company w ith  th o se  whose so u l draws them n ear to  h e r ,  accom plish ing  
n o th in g  save th e  jo u rn e y , and th e  works in c id e n t  to  th e  jo u rn ey , in  
th e  long  l i f e - t r a v e l  in to  th e  unknown, th e  so u l in  h er s u b tle  
sym pathies accom plish ing  h e r s e l f  by th e  w a y .^

The w il l in g n e s s  "no t to  p i l e  up d e fen ses  around" o n e s e lf ,  and th u s  to

a llo w  fo r  a  sen se  o f  u n i ty  which could  r e s u l t  in  th e  p ro cess  w here, as

Ashbery s a y s , "Many c o lo rs  w i l l  ta k e  you to  th em se lv es ,"  would mean—as

Gay W ilson A llen  say s— th a t

However u n s e le c te d  th e  mass o f  images may seem to  some re a d e r s ,  
[Whitman] in ten d ed  them to  sym bolize a  s p i r i t u a l  u n i ty  in  h im se lf  
and a l l  c r e a t io n .

W allace S tevens and John Ashbery have a s im i la r  aim ; a s  Lynn K e lle r  

w r i te s :  "L ike S te v e n s ' paradoxes and h is  p r o l i f e r a t i n g  resem blances and

m etaphors, A sh b ery 's  paradoxes p o in t  u l t im a te ly  toward an a f f i rm a t io n  o f
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e s s e n t i a l  u n i ty  in  th e  c o s m o s . O r  a s  S tevens s a id  in  th e  e ssay  "On 

P o e tic  T ru th " :

To know f a c t s  a s  f a c t s  in  th e  o rd in a ry  way h a s , in d eed , no 
p a r t i c u la r  power o r  w o rth . But a  q u ick en in g  o f  o u r aw areness o f  th e  
i r r e v o c a b i l i ty  by which a  th in g  i s  what i t  i s ,  has such  power, and 
i t  i s ,  I  b e l ie v e ,  th e  v e ry  so u l o f  a r t .  But no f a c t  i s  a  b a re  f a c t ,  
no in d iv id u a l i s  a  u n iv e rse  in  i t s e l f .  The a r t i s t  e x h ib i ts  
a f f i n i t e s  in  th e  a c tu a l  s t r u c tu r e  o f o b je c ts  by w hich t h e i r  
s ig n if ic a n c e  i s  deepened and enhanced. What I  d e s i r e  to  s t r e s s  i s  
th a t  th e re  i s  a  u n i ty  ro o te d  in  th e  in d iv id u a l i ty  o f  o b je c ts  and 
d isco v e red  in  a  d i f f e r e n t  way from th e  app rehension  o f r a t io n a l  
c o n n ec tio n s . ( OP 237)

The fo reg round ing  o f  o n e 's  in t e r a c t io n  in  and w ith  some la r g e r  u n iv e rse

in  th e  work o f  Whitman, S tevens and Ashbery comes a s  a  consequence o f

t h e i r  b e l i e f  th a t  th e  b o u n d a rie s , which our r a t io n a l  mind b e l ie v e s  t r u e

as  d is t in g u is h in g  one ca te g o ry  o f  o b je c ts  o r  id e a s  from a n o th e r  group,

a re  in  f a c t  i l l u s i o n s .  As Joan R ichardson has rem arked:

In  p u rsu in g  th e  o r ig in  and co u rse  o f  human developm ent, th e  c e n tr a l  
q u e s tio n  to  emerge f o r  th e  s e r io u s ly  e n q u ir in g  th in k e r s ,  
p h ilo so p h e rs  and p o e ts  was and i s  w hether th e  h a b i t  o f  d iv id in g  th e  
m ind, o r  co n sc io u sn ess , from  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  w orld  r e a l l y  r e f l e c t s  
a genuine d iv is io n  in  n a tu re  and n o t j u s t  an a c c id e n t o f  conven tion  
o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s t o r y . ^

A lso R ich ard so n '8  co n c lu s io n  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  S tevens can a s  w e ll be s a id

o f  Whitman and Ashbery:

The hero  th a t  emerges from h is  work i s  n a tu re  i t s e l f  o r ,  r a th e r ,  
co n sc io u sn ess a s  i t  u n d ers tan d s  i t s e l f  to  be p a r t  o f  n a tu re .

Beginning w ith  Emerson and Whitman, and co n tin u in g  down th rough  and 

in c lu d in g  th e  work o f  S tevens and A shbery, one se e s  th e  s h i f t i n g  o f  an 

e p is te m o lo g ic a l b a lan ce  away from  a p r i o r i t y  g iven  to  o b je c ts  in  t h e i r  

s e p a ra te  i d e n t i t i e s ,  and tow ards th e  human con sc io u sn ess  which e x i s t s  as
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a f lu id ,  ongoing p re se n t in  th e  form o f  what W illiam  James la b e le d  th e  

"stream  o f  th o u g h t. ” In  The M atrix  o f  Modernism Sanford  Schwartz 

d e s c r ib e s  as  fo llo w s what was f i r s t  argued  by H enri Bergson and W illiam  

James:

What we p e rc e iv e  i s  in se p a ra b le  from  how we p e rc e iv e  i t .  Things a re  
perm eated w ith  em otions, f a c t s  w ith  v a lu e s ,  th e  o b je c ts  o f  p re se n t 
s e n sa tio n  w ith  th e  c o lo r in g  o f a l l  t h a t  we have experienced  in  th e  
p a s t .  But we u s u a lly  a t te n d  to  th e  se lfsam e o b je c t  r a th e r  th an  i t s  
ev er-ch an g in g  ap p ea ran ces , and th e r e fo r e  lo s e  s ig h t  o f  an im p o rtan t 
dim ension o f  e x p e r ie n c e . 4

The sense  h e re  i s  what Emerson had in  mind when in  "The Method o f

N ature" he p o in te d  o u t t h a t  "a man never se e s  th e  same o b je c t  tw ice :

w ith  h i s  own enlargem ent th e  o b je c t  a c q u ire s  new a s p e c ts ."  (RWE 127)

Thus in  A shbery '8 poem i t  i s  im p o rtan t t h a t  i t  be th e  " c o lo rs "  th a t

" w il l  ta k e  you to  th e m se lv e s ,"  n o t th e  o b je c ts  w ith  which th e  c o lo rs  a re

a s s o c ia te d .  T h is le a rn in g  to  a llo w  o n e s e lf  to  l i v e  in  th e  p re se n t a s  a

f a c e t  o f  American l i t e r a t u r e  d a te s  a t  l e a s t  from  Emerson who, a s  I

m entioned e a r l i e r ,  su g g ested  in  "The O ver-Soul" t h a t  " th e  p re se n t moment

and th e  mere t r i f l e  . . . [sh o u ld ] become porous to  th o u g h t. . ."  (RWE

397). Whitman a ls o  reco g n ized —as  he p u ts  i t —th a t  "som ething th e re  i s

in  th e  f l o a t  o f  th e  s ig h t  o f  th in g s  t h a t  provokes i t  [wisdom] o u t o f  th e

so u l"  (W: P&P 30 1 ). Gay W ilson A llen  w r i te s  th a t  W hitman's i s  an
55"en d le ss  c o n tin u i ty  in  an e te r n a l  p re se n t"  ; in  a  s im i la r  v e in , a s  I  

quoted e a r l i e r ,  Roy Harvey P earce  f e e l s  t h a t  "[Whitman] had an amazing 

c a p a c ity  to  y ie ld  h im se lf  to  th e  moment—and th e n , a s  though he were 

q u i te  an o th e r  p e rso n , to  s e iz e  h im se lf  in  th e  moment o f y ie ld in g .  And 

so he changed. . . ."56

One consequence o f  a l l  t h i s  i s  t h a t  th e  p o e t becomes a  "voyager" in
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th e  sen se  which C h arles  F e id e lso n , J r . ,  has d e sc rib e d :

Whitman i s  l e s s  concerned w ith  e x p lo ra t io n  o f  em otion th an  w ith  
e x p lo ra t io n  a s  a  mode o f  e x is te n c e .  S im ila r ly ,  h i s  poems n o t o n ly  
a re  ab o u t voyaging b u t a l s o  e n a c t th e  voyage, so  t h a t  t h e i r  c o n te n t 
( th e  image o f  th e  m e tap h y sica l jo u rn ey ) i s  p r im a r i ly  a  r e f l e c t i o n  
o f  t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  m ethod, in  which th e  w r i te r  and h i s  s u b je c t  
become p a r t  o f  th e  s tream  o f  l a n g u a g e .^

T h is  rem ark i s  a b s o lu te ly  c r u c ia l  to  a l l  th e  w r i te r s  under d is c u s s io n

h e re : in  "Never P a in  To T e l l  Thy Love" Blake su g g e s ts  in  t r a d i t i o n a l

rhymed s ta n z a s  t h a t  th e r e  i s  a  d i f f e r e n c e  between th a t  which i s  to ld  and

th a t  perform ance which in v o lv e s  an abandoning o f  th e  s e l f  to  a
58sy m p ath e tic  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  l i f e ' s  p ro c e ss e s . Whitman, however, l ik e

S tevens and Ashbery a f t e r  him , r e c r e a te s  in  th e  v ery  s t r u c tu r e  o f  h is

poems th e  p ro c e sse s  o f  mind he d e s c r ib e s .  As F e id e lso n  goes on to  say :

[ In  W hitm an's work] th e r e  i s  no c le a r  d i s t i n c t io n  among th e  
t r a v e l e r ,  th e  ro a d , and th e  jo u rn ey , f o r  th e  jo u rn ey  i s  n o th in g  b u t 
th e  p ro g re s s iv e  u n i ty  o f  th e  voyager and th e  lan d s  he e n te r s ;  
p e rc e p tio n  which u n i te s  th e  s e e r  and th e  se en , i s  id e n t i c a l  w ith  
th e  r e a l  p ro ce ss  o f becoming. . . .  A poem, th e r e f o r e ,  in s te a d  o f 
r e f e r r in g  to  a  com pleted a c t  o f  p e rc e p tio n , c o n s t i tu te s  th e  a c t  
i t s e l f ,  b o th  in  th e  a u th o r  and in  th e  r e a d e r ;  in s te a d  o f  d e s c r ib in g  
r e a l i t y ,  a poem i s  a  r e a l i z a t i o n .  . . . Host o f  W hitman's poems, 
more o r  l e s s  e x p l i c i t l y ,  a r e  "voyages" in  t h i s  m etap h y sica l 
s e n s e . ^

What F e id e lso n  says o f  Whitman' s p o e try  i s  a l s o  t r u e  f o r  S te v e n s ' :

The X o f  W hitman's poems speaks th e  w orld  t h a t  he s e e s ,  and sees  
th e  w orld  t h a t  he sp e ak s , and does t h i s  by becoming th e  r e a l i t y  o f 
h is  v is io n  and o f  h is  w ords, in  which th e  re a d e r  a ls o  
p artic ip a tes .* * ®

I f  we keep Whitman in  mind w h ile  re a d in g  th e  n ex t l i n e s  o f  "Never 

Seek To T e ll  Thy Love" th ey  open b e fo re  us in  a u s e fu l  way. For example 

"The flo w ers  d o n 't  t a l k  to  Id a  n o w , o d d  a s  i t  may seem a t  t h i s  p o in t ,
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can be s i tu a te d  in  th e  u n fo ld in g  s c e n a r io  ( o r ,  perhaps one shou ld  say ,

a n t i - s c e n a r io )  by n o t ic in g  t h a t  we appear to  have h e re  a  c o n tin u a tio n  o f

what have seemed a  s e r i e s  o f  resp o n ses  to  th e  re q u e s t  in  th e  second l in e

in d ic a t in g  th a t  "now I  want someone to  t e l l  me how to  g e t  home." I t

f i t s  on one le v e l  because th e  word "now" i s  re p e a te d  (a s  in  l i n e  tw o),

and th e  words " d o n 't  t a l k  to "  su g g e s t a  n e g a tio n  o f  th e  e a r l i e r  re q u e s t

th a t  someone " t e l l  me" som ething (w hich s p l i t t i n g - o f f  o r  n e g a tio n  th e

s ta n z a  b reak  h e lp s  to  r e in f o r c e ) .  A lso th e  " c o lo rs "  o f  th e  f i r s t  l in e

have a  co n te x t in  th e  " flo w e rs"  we see  h e re .  Having e s ta b l is h e d  c e r ta in

te x tu a l  l i n k s ,  however, i t  seems a s  i f  t h i s  sen te n ce  has an o b liq u e  l i f e

a l l  i t s  own which—a s  w ith  th e  se v e n te e n th  l i n e ,  "They d o n 't  make rocks

l ik e  us any more"--m akes i t  seem u n ap p ro ach ab le . But h e lp  comes when

one remembers in  Specimen Days th e  p o in t  where Whitman t e l l s  u s :

( I  had a  s o r t  o f  d ream -tran ce  th e  o th e r  day , in  which I  saw my 
f a v o r i te  t r e e s  s te p  o u t and promenade u p , down and around , very  
c u r io u s ly —w ith  a w h isp er from one, le a n in g  down as  he p a s s 'd  me,
We do a l l  t h i s  on th e  p r e s e n t  o c c a s io n , e x c e p t io n a l ly , j u s t  £o£ 
y o u .)  (W: P&P 816)

For Whitman t h i s  i s  n o t so  much a  w him sical a s id e  a s  a  v e rs io n  o f  what 

f o r  him i s  o rd in a ry  e x p e rie n c e . T h is i s ,  i n  o th e r  w ords, a r e ­

p re se n tin g  o f th e  " ra p p o rt"  which he m en tio n s, e a r l i e r ,  in  th e  fo llo w in g  

p a ssa g e :

As I  w a lk 'd  s low ly  o v er th e  g r a s s ,  th e  sun shone o u t enough to  
show th e  shadow moving w ith  me. Somehow I  seem 'd  to  g e t  id e n t i t y  
w ith  each and ev ery  th in g  around me, in  i t s  c o n d it io n . N atu re  was 
naked, and I  was a l s o .  I t  was to o  la z y ,  so o th in g , and jo y o u s- 
equab le  to  sp e c u la te  a b o u t. Yet I  m ight have though t somehow in  
t h i s  v e in : Perhaps th e  in n e r  never l o s t  ra p p o r t  we ho ld  w ith  e a r th ,  
l i g h t ,  a i r ,  t r e e s ,  & c., i s  n o t to  be r e a l iz e d  th rough  eyes and mind 
o n ly , b u t th rough  th e  whole c o rp o re a l body, which I  w i l l  n o t have 
b lin d e d  o r  bandaged any more th an  th e  e y e s . Sw eet, san e , s t i l l  
Nakedness in  N a tu re !—ah i f  p o o r, s ic k ,  p r u r ie n t  hum anity in  c i t i e s
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m ight r e a l l y  know you once moret I s  n o t nakedness th en  in d ecen t?
No, n o t in h e r e n t ly .  I t  i s  your th o u g h t, your s o p h is t ic a t io n ,  your 
f e a r ,  your r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ,  th a t  i s  in d e c e n t. There come moods when 
th e se  c lo th e s  o f  o u rs  a re  n o t o n ly  to o  irksom e to  w ear, b u t a re  
them selves in d e c e n t.  (if: P&£ 807-808)

When Ashbery says "They speak o n ly  th e  language o f f lo w e rs ,"  th e

language he i s  r e f e r r in g  to  cou ld  be W hitm an's " in n e r  never l o s t  ra p p o rt

we ho ld  w ith  e a r th ,  l i g h t ,  a i r ,  t r e e s ,  &c. [w hich] i s  n o t to  be r e a l iz e d

th rough  eyes and mind o n ly , b u t th ro u g h  th e  whole c o rp o rea l body. . . ."

A lso th e  name " Id a"  may r e f e r  i n d i r e c t l y  to  th e  F reudian  " id "  in  th e  way

th a t  su g g ested  h e re  i s  t h a t  p a r t  o f  o u r psyche which i s  unconscious and

th e r e fo r e  th e  r e p o s i to ry  f o r  i n s t i n c t u a l  needs and d r iv e s .  The f a c t

t h a t  th e  flo w ers  a r e  "Saying th in g s  l i k e ,  How hard  I  t r i e d  to  g e t th e r e .

/  I t  must mean I 'm  n o t h e re  y e t"  looks ahead to  th e  way th a t  c o n s ta n tly

"R etu rn ing  to  th e  p o in t  was alw ays th e  main th in g "  when we were "back in

sch o o l"—how " I t  was o u r N orth  P ole /  [and] We skulked  and hungered

th e re  f o r  y e a rs  . . . . "  What Ashbery i s  g e t t in g  a t ,  I  f e e l ,  i s  th e  way

j u s t  a f t e r  th e  passage I  quo ted  from Specimen Days, Whitman says he

f e e l s  t h a t  " th e  h ig h e s t  and d e ep es t d ep th  known to  c iv i l i z a t i o n "  comes

from th e  " n a tu ra l  and r e l ig io u s  id e a  o f Nakedness" (W: P&P 808)—which

i s  s ta te d  in  a  d i f f e r e n t  way e a r l i e r  on as fo llo w s:

Somehow I  seem 'd to  g e t  i d e n t i t y  w ith  each and every  th in g  around
me, in  i t s  c o n d itio n . N ature  was naked, and I  was a l s o .  I t  was too  
la z y ,  so o th in g  and joy o u s-eq u ab le  to  s p e c u la te  ab o u t.

A shbery, in  l i n e  w ith  Whitman, su g g e s ts  t h a t  we cannot le a rn  to  be "here  

y e t"  ( " h e re ,"  th a t  i s ,  where "Many c o lo rs  w i l l  ta k e  you to  them selves"

and th u s  open th e  way f o r  us to  ex p erien ce  w hatever s e t  o f  m yriad

s u rfa c e s  c o n s i tu te  th e  h e re  and now) a s  long  a s  we b e lie v e  th a t  ou r r o le
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i s  alw ays to  seek  th e  e lu s iv e  " th e re "  mapped o u t f o r  us d u rin g  th e

co u rse  o f  a t r a d i t i o n a l  American e d u c a tio n . W ith re s p e c t  to  o u r s e a rc h

f o r  "home" ( a l i a s  " th e  p o in t ,"  " th e  main th in g ,"  and "our N orth  P o le")

b o th  Ashbery and Whitman w ish to  say  to  u s :  "Did we ev e r leav e  i t ?  I

d o n 't  th in k  s o ."  As Whitman says in  "Song o f M yself":

Have you f e l t  so proud to  g e t  a t  th e  meaning o f  poems?

Stop  t h i s  day and n ig h t w ith  me and you s h a l l  p o ssess  th e  o r ig in  
o f  a l l  poems,

You s h a l l  p o sse ss  th e  good o f  th e  e a r th  and sun . . . .  th e r e  a re  
m il l io n s  o f  suns l e f t ,

You s h a l l  no lo n g e r ta k e  th in g s  a t  second o r  t h i r d  hand . . . .  no r
look  th rough  th e  eyes o f  th e  dead . . . .  no r feed  on th e
s p e c tre s  in  books,

You s h a l l  n o t look  th rough  my eyes e i t h e r ,  n o r ta k e  th in g s  from me,
You s h a l l  l i s t e n  to  a l l  s id e s  and f i l t e r  them from y o u r s e lf .

I  have h eard  what th e  t a lk e r s  were ta lk in g  . . . .  th e  t a l k  o f  th e  
beg inn ing  and th e  end ,

But I  do n o t t a lk  o f th e  beg inn ing  o r  th e  end.

There was never any more in c e p tio n  th an  th e re  i s  now,
Nor any more youth  o r  age th an  th e re  i s  now;
And w i l l  never be any more p e r fe c t io n  th an  th e re  i s  now,
Nor any more heaven o r  h e l l  th an  th e re  i s  now.

(W: P&P 28)

When Whitman says in  t h i s  passage " I  do n o t t a l k  o f th e  b eg in n in g  o r  th e  

en d ,"  he in tro d u c e s  a  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f tim e—and a r e la t io n s h ip  between 

o n e 's  p e rso n a l ex p erien ce  and tim e—which Ashbery a ls o  su g g es ts  a s  h is  

p re o c c u p a tio n , g iv en  n o t o n ly  h is  f re q u e n t m entioning  ( in  l in e s  two, 

f iv e  and th i r t e e n )  o f  th e  word "now," b u t a ls o  a re fe re n c e  l ik e  "We 

sku lked  and hungered th e re  f o r  y e a r s ."  One must reco g n ize  t h a t ,  as  

Lawrence Kramer p u ts  i t ,  in  an Ashbery poem

Time f lo w s , b u t n o t in  a  s t r a ig h t  l i n e ;  i t  flow s every  which way.

. . . [Ashbery s u b v e r ts ]  our unacknowledged i l l u s i o n  t h a t  tim e i s
s im p le . **2
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On t h i s  same s u b je c t  th e  c r i t i c  Lynn K e lle r  has p o in te d  o u t t h a t

For Ashbery th e  o n ly  genuine and c r u c ia l  ch o ice  we fa c e  i s  how we 
r e l a t e  to  tim e . He must n o t rem ain f ix e d ,  n o r a llo w  o u rse lv e s  to  be 
sucked in to  th e  p a s t ,  b u t must flow  w ith  th e  tum ultuous c u r re n t  o f  
an ever-chang ing  now.^3

What our v is io n  o f  tim e a s  d iv i s ib l e  in to  m in u te s , h o u rs , d ay s , months

and y ea rs  does i s  to  tu rn  i t  in to  a  commodity—to  make i t  a s  much l ik e  a

p o sse ssa b le  m a te r ia l  o b je c t  a s  p o s s ib le ;  w hereas f o r  Emerson tim e i s  a

s e r ie s  o f  p o in ts  o f  access  in  th e  way th a t  w ith  each new moment a

co rrespond ing  new shape i s  made a v a i la b le  to  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  s p i r i t .

What i s  c r u c ia l  f o r  Whitman and Ashbery i s  t h e i r  p a r t i c u la r

a t t i t u d e  tow ards our p la c e  i n  " tim e " ~ a n d  th u s  in  th e  w o rld . In  o rd e r

to  see  how "tim e" f ig u re s  in to  th e  work o f  th e se  a u th o rs ,  i t  w i l l  be

u s e fu l  to  s te p  back f o r  a  moment and c o n s id e r  j u s t  what assum ptions we

u s u a lly  b r in g  to  t h i s  complex n o tio n . In  h is  book c a l le d  What I s  Time?

6 . J .  Whitrow argues t h a t  th e  p o p u la r contem porary u n d e rs tan d in g  o f our

r e la t io n s h ip  to  tim e d e r iv e s  p r im a r i ly  from fo u r  p reem inent so u rc e s .

The f i r s t  o f  th e se  i s  C h r i s t i a n i ty :

The in flu e n c e  o f C h r i s t i a n i ty  on o u r modern concept o f  tim e i s  n o t 
r e s t r i c t e d  to  c a le n d r ic a l  d e t a i l s .  I t  was f a r  more fundam ental than  
t h a t .  I t s  c e n tr a l  d o c tr in e  o f  th e  C ru c if ix io n  was reg ard ed  a s  a 
unique even t in  tim e n o t s u b je c t  to  r e p e t i t i o n ,  and so im p lied  th a t  
tim e must be l in e a r  and n o t c y c l i c . ^

The second i s  an a t t i t u d e  tow ards tim e p re v a le n t among s c i e n t i s t s  up

u n t i l  t h i s  c e n tu ry , and which was p re se n t in  and d issem in a ted  th rough

th e  work o f  such people  a s  S i r  I s a a c  Newton (1642-1727):

In  th e  e ig h te e n th  and n in e te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  . . . th e  Newtonian 
p o in t o f  view was dom inant so  t h a t  by th e  b eg in n in g  o f  th e  p re se n t 
c en tu ry  i t  had come to  be g e n e ra l ly  assumed th a t  th e re  i s  b u t one
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u n iv e rs a l  system  o f tim e and th a t  i t  e x i s t s  in  i t s  own r i g h t .  T h is 
b e l i e f  was n o t co n fin ed  to  s c i e n t i s t s  b u t was f o s te r e d  by th e  
growing tendency  in  i n d u s t r i a l  c i v i l i z a t i o n  f o r  m en 's l iv e s  to  be 
r e g u la te d  by th e  c lo c k , p a r t i c u la r ly  fo llo w in g  th e  mass p ro d u c tio n  
o f  cheap w atches.

The t h i r d  f a c t o r ,  th e n , in f lu e n c in g  th e  way we see  tim e , was th e  

in v e n tio n  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  m echanical tim e-k eep in g  d e v ic e s  w hich, 

perhaps more than  an y th in g  e l s e ,  encourage us to  see  tim e a s  hav ing  a 

s e p a ra te ,  independent l i f e  a l l  i t s  own. The fo u r th  and f i n a l  f a c to r  has 

to  do w ith  th e  modern in d iv id u a l 's  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h i s  o r  h e r  

w orkp lace:

. . . th e  P u r ita n s  . . . advocated  . . . s t r i c t  adherence to  a 
re g u la r  ro u tin e  o f  s ix  days o f  work fo llow ed  by a  day o f  r e s t .  By 
th e  end o f  th e  se v e n te e n th  cen tu ry  t h i s  ro u tin e  had become 
g e n e ra l ly  a ccep ted  in  t h i s  co u n try  [ i . . £ . , B r i t a i n ] . . . .  th e
P u r ita n  in s i s te n c e  on a  rhythm o f l iv in g  based  on th e  week was more 
n a tu r a l  to  th o se  who worked in  towns in s te a d  o f  be ing  t i e d  to  th e  
s o i l .  D uring th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  th e  sev en te en th  cen tu ry  
developm ents in  economic l i f e  began to  p r e v a i l  over th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
seaso n a l ro u tin e  and t h i s  made fo r  g e n e ra l accep tan ce  o f  th e  
s c i e n t i f i c  id e a  o f  homogenous and con tinuous tim e.*’*’

Given a  sen se  o f  what even today  p r e v a i ls  a s  a  p o p u la r ly  accep ted

u n d ers tan d in g  o f  tim e , i t  i s  im p o rtan t to  reco g n ize  t h a t  n o t o n ly  do

Whitman and Ashbery d iv e rg e  from  t h i s  view , b u t th a t  W hitman's a t t i t u d e

in  th e  m id- to  la te - 1 9 th  c e n tu ry  was a  crude a n t ic ip a t io n  o f  what in  th e

n ex t cen tu ry  E in s te in  would d e s c r ib e  in  much more s o p h is t ic a te d  and

d e ta i le d  te rm s . As Whitrow sa y s :

[ E in s te in ]  came to  th e  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  p h y s ic a l r e a l i t y  shou ld  be 
reg ard ed  a s  a fo u r-d im en sio n a l e x is te n c e  r a th e r  th an  a s  th e  
e v o lu tio n  o f  a  th re e -d im e n s io n a l e x is te n c e .  In  o th e r  w ords, th e  
passage o f  tim e i s  to  be reg ard ed  a s  m erely  a  f e a tu re  o f  our 
co n sc iousness t h a t  has  no o b je c t iv e  p h y s ic a l s ig n if ic a n c e .  T h is 
s o p h is t ic a te d  h y p o th e s is  makes th e  concept o f  tim e com plete ly  
su b o rd in a te  to  t h a t  o f  sp ace .
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T his i s  to  say  th a t  one v is io n  o f  " tim e"— th e  more t r a d i t i o n a l — 

d e s c r ib e s  i t  a s  hav ing  a  s e p a ra te  and f ix e d  id e n t i t y  a l l  i t s  own, 

c h a ra c te r iz e d  n o t o n ly  by th e  way th e  hands on a l l  c lo ck s  a re  supposed 

to  be s e t  to  move a t  th e  'same r a t e  o f  sp eed , b u t a l s o  by th e  way each 

u n i t  o f  tim e i s  p e rc e iv e d  a s  having  a  m u tu a lly  acknowledged b eg in n in g , 

m iddle and end. Working c o n tra ry  to  t h i s  v iew , however, Emerson—f o r  

example—argued th a t  "Time and space a re  b u t p h y s io lo g ic a l  c o lo rs  which 

th e  eye makes" . . . (RWR " S e lf-R e lia n c e "  2 7 0 ), su g g e s tin g  t h a t  our 

in d iv id u a l  co n sc iousness g iv e s  to  tim e and space a  d i s t i n c t  shape which 

may, by im p lic a t io n , d iv e rg e  from what we a re  ta u g h t to  ac ce p t them as 

having  in h e re n t ly .  Thus em phasis i s  p la ce d  n o t so  much on tim e a s  a 

s e p a ra te  phenomenon, b u t on th e  in d iv id u a l  human co n sc io u sn ess  which 

Emerson su g g ests  o p e ra te s  "above t im e ."  A ccording to  Emerson:

I t  i s  th e  q u a l i ty  o f  th e  moment, n o t th e  number o f d ay s , o r  e v e n ts , 
o r  o f  a c to r s ,  t h a t  im p o rts . ( RWE "The T ra n s c e n d e n ta lis t"  204)

*

. . . man postpones o r  remembers! he does n o t l i v e  in  th e  p re s e n t ,  
b u t w ith  re v e r te d  eye lam en ts th e  p a s t ,  o r ,  h e e d le s s  o f th e  r ic h e s  
t h a t  surround  him, s ta n d s  on t i p to e  to  fo re s e e  th e  f u tu r e .  He 
cannot be happy and s tro n g  u n t i l  he to o  l iv e s  w ith  n a tu re  in  th e  
p re s e n t ,  above tim e . (RWE " S e lf-R e lia n c e "  270)

*

We must s e t  up th e  s tro n g  p re se n t te n s e  a g a in s t  a l l  th e  rumors o f 
w ra th , p a s t  o r  to  come. (RWE "E xperience" 481)

*

A ll good c o n v e rsa tio n , m anners, and a c t io n ,  come from  a sp o n ta n e ity  
which fo rg e ts  u sag es , and makes th e  moment g r e a t .  N ature h a te s  
c a lc u la to r s ;  h e r  methods a re  s a l t a to r y  and im p u ls iv e . Man l iv e s  by 
p u ls e s !  our o rg a n ic  movements a re  such ; and th e  chem ical and 
e th e r e a l  a g en ts  a re  u n d u la to ry  and a l t e r n a t e ;  and th e  mind goes
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a n ta g o n iz in g  on , and never p ro sp e rs  bu t by f i t s .
(RWE "E xperience" 483)

*

We m ust be very  su sp ic io u s  o f  th e  d e c ep tio n s  o f th e  elem ent o f  
tim e . I t  ta k e s  a  good d e a l  o f  tim e to  e a t  o r  to  s le e p ,  o r  to  e a rn  a 
hundred d o l l a r s ,  and a v e ry  l i t t l e  tim e to  e n te r t a in  a hope and an 
in s ig h t  which becomes th e  l i g h t  o f  our l i f e .

(RWE "E xperience" 492)

In  " S e lf -R e lia n c e ,"  f o r  exam ple, Emerson u rges us to  l iv e  in  " th e  

thousand-eyed  p re se n t"  (RWE 265)—which i s  what Whitman u rg es  when in  

"Song o f  M yself" he says "T his m inute th a t  comes to  me over th e  p a s t  

d e c i l l i o n s ,  /  There i s  no b e t t e r  than  i t  and now." (W: P&P 49)

W hitman's p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  ex p erien ce  in  th e  h e re  and now i s  e v id e n t 

n o t o n ly  in  th e  way "Song o f  M yself" i s  w r i t te n  alm ost e n t i r e ly  in  th e  

p re s e n t  te n s e ,  b u t a ls o  in  th e  way th a t  Specimen Days opens by s t r e s s in g  

how much th e  work w i l l  be tak en  up w ith  m a tte rs  happening i n ,  and 

concerned w ith , a  f e e l in g  f o r  th e  p re s e n t:

A HAPPY HOUR'S COMMAND

Down in  th e  Woods. J u ly  2 d . 1882. — I f  I  do i t  a t  a l l  I  must d e la y  
no lo n g e r . Incongruous and f u l l  o f  sk ip s  and jumps a s  i s  t h a t  
huddle o f  d i a r y - j o t t i n g s ,  war-memoranda o f  1 8 6 2 - '6 5 , N a tu re -n o te s  
o f  1 8 7 7 - '8 1 , w ith  W estern and Canadian o b se rv a tio n s  a f te rw a rd s ,  a l l  
bundled up and t i e d  by a  b ig  s t r i n g ,  th e  r e s o lu t io n  and indeed  
mandate comes to  me t h i s  day , t h i s  h o u r ,— (and what a  day! what an 
hour j u s t  p ass in g ! th e  lu x u ry  o f  r i a n t  g ra ss  and blow ing b re e z e ,
w ith  a l l  th e  shows o f  sun and sky and p e r fe c t  te m p e ra tu re , n ev er
b e fo re  so  f i l l i n g  me body and s o u l)— to  go home, u n t ie  th e  b u n d le , 
r e e l  o u t one a f t e r  a n o th e r , in to  p r in t-p a g e s ,  and l e t  th e  m e lan g e 's
la c k in g s  and w ants o f  co n n ec tio n  ta k e  ca re  o f  th em selv es.

(W: P&P 689)

W hitman's em phasis i s  upon a c e r ta in  q u a l i ty  o f a t t e n t io n  in  th e  h e re  

and now which g iv e s  one a c c e ss  to  meanings imbedded w ith in  what Ashbery 

c a l l s  " th e  movement o f  e x p e r ie n c e " ; S tevens w rote in  a  s im i la r  v e in  th a t
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N ovelty  must be in s p i r e d .  But th e re  must be n o v e lty . . . . 
There i s  one most welcome and a u th e n t ic  n o te ;  i t  i s  th e  in s is te n c e  
on a  r e a l i t y  th a t  fo rc e s  i t s e l f  upon o u r con sc io u sn ess  and re fu s e s  
to  be managed and m aste red . (OP 238)

Ashbery echoes sen tim en ts  l i k e  th e s e  when in  h is  long  poem "A Wave" he

s a y s : "And th en  i t  a l l  happens b l in d in g ly ,  over and over /  In  a

co n tin u o u s, v iv id  p re se n t th a t  w a s n 't  th e re  b e fo re ."  (AW 84)

Three l in e s  in to  th e  t h i r d  s ta n z a  o f  "Never Seek To T e ll  Thy Love"

th e  tone  s h i f t s  com pletely  so  th a t  in s te a d  o f  o u r movements being

d e sc rib e d  in  term s l i k e  " sk u lk e d ,"  a t  t h i s  p o in t  we move "Like d azz led

in s e c ts  skimming th e  b r ig h t  a i r s . "  One i s  rem inded h e re  o f  t h a t  p o in t

in  "Song o f M yself" where we a re  to ld

Long enough have you dreamed co n tem p tib le  dream s,
Now 1 wash th e  gum from your ey e s ,
You must h a b i t  y o u rse lf  to  th e  d a z z le  o f  th e  l i g h t  and o f

every  moment o f your l i f e  (W: P&P 83)

A lso th e  n ex t l in e  o f  "Never Seek To T e ll  Thy Love"— "You a r e  on th e  

road  a g a in "—su g g e sts  a l l  th o se  p o in ts  where Whitman evokes th e  open 

road : " I  t re a d  day and n ig h t such  ro ad s"  (W: P&P 6 3 ); o r  "We w alk th e

ro ad s  o f  Ohio and M assachusetts  and V irg in ia  and W isconsin and New York 

and New O rleans and Texas and M ontreal and San F ran c isco  and C h arle s to n  

and Savannah and Mexico, /  In la n d  and by th e  se a c o a s t and boundary l in e s  

. . . .  and we pass  th e  boundary l in e s "  (W: P&P 7 1 ); o r  "My l e f t  hand

hooks you round th e  w a is t ,  /  My r ig h t  hand p o in ts  to  lan d scap es  o f

c o n tin e n ts ,  and a  p la in  p u b lic  ro ad . / /  Not I ,  n o t any one e l s e  can 

t r a v e l  th a t  road  f o r  you, /  You must t r a v e l  i t  f o r  y o u rs e lf "  (W: P&P 

8 2 ) . For Ashbery a s  w e ll th e  "road" and th e  "pa th "  a re  f re q u e n tly  

m entioned im ages; b e s id e s  in  th e  poem "The P a th  To The White Moon,"
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d isc u s se d  in  C hapter Two, " th e  p a th "  app ears  ag a in  in  "D estiny  W altz"

where we rea d :

I t  i s  a  q u e s tio n  o f  fo rb ea ra n c e  among th e  d ay s .
Ask, b u t n o t to o  o f te n :  t h a t  way most ways 
Of le a d in g  up to  th e  t r u t h  w i l l  approach you 
T im idly  a t  f i r s t ,  w anting  to  g e t  to  know you 
B efore w andering away on o th e r  p a th s  
Leading o u t o f  your meanwhile s a fe  p r e c in c t .
Your f e e t  know what t h e y 'r e  d o in g . (AW 60)

The im portance t h i s  id e a  o f  th e  "p a th "  o r  "road" has fo r  Whitman and

Ashbery m ight b e s t  be co n s id e red  under th e  l i g h t  shed by th e  fo llo w in g

rem arks made by Bmerson, Whitman and Ashbery:

L ife  on ly  a v a i l s ,  n o t th e  hav ing  l iv e d .  Power ceases  in  th e  i n s t a n t  
o f  re p o se ; i t  r e s id e s  in  th e  moment o f  t r a n s i t i o n  from a  p a s t  to  a 
new s t a t e ,  in  th e  sh o o tin g  o f  th e  g u l f ,  in  th e  d a r t in g  to  an aim . 
T h is one f a c t  th e  w orld  h a te s ,  t h a t  th e  so u l becomes . . . .

(RWE "S e lf-R e lia n c e "  271)

*

The g re a t  g i f t s  a re  n o t g o t by a n a ly s is .  E very th ing  good i s  on th e  
highway. The m iddle re g io n  o f  our b e in g  i s  th e  tem perate  zone. We 
may clim b in to  th e  th in  and c o ld  realm  o f  pure  geom etry and 
l i f e l e s s  s c ie n c e , o r  s in k  in to  th a t  o f  s e n s a t io n . Between th e se  
extrem es i s  th e  eq u a to r  o f  l i f e ,  o f  th o u g h t, o f  s p i r i t ,  o f  p o e t r y ,— 
a narrow  b e l t .  M oreover, in  p o p u la r e x p e rie n c e , ev e ry th in g  good i s  
on th e  highway. (RWE "Experience" 480)

*

Our s tr e n g th  i s  t r a n s i t i o n a l ,  a l t e r n a t in g ;  o r ,  s h a l l  I  sa y , a  
th re a d  o f  two s t r a n d s .  The s e a -s h o re , sea  seen  from sh o re , sho re  
seen  from se a ; th e  t a s t e  o f two m eta ls  in  c o n ta c t ;  and our en la rg ed  
powers a t  th e  approach  and a t  th e  d e p a r tu re  o f  a  f r ie n d ;  th e  
ex p erien ce  o f  p o e t ic  c r e a t iv e n e s s ,  which i s  n o t found in  s ta y in g  a t  
home, nor y e t  in  t r a v e l l i n g ,  b u t in  t r a n s i t i o n s  from one to  th e  
o th e r ,  which must th e r e fo r e  be a d r o i t ly  managed to  p re se n t a s  much 
t r a n s i t i o n a l  s u rfa c e  a s  p o s s ib le ;  . . .

(RWE " P la to ;  Or, The P h ilo so p h er"  641)

*

Every m olecule o f  m a tte r  in  th e  whole u n iv e rse  i s  sw inging to  and 
f r o ;  every  p a r t i c l e  o f  e th e r  which f i l l s  space i s  in  j e l l y - l i k e  
v ib r a t io n .  L ig h t i s  one k in d  o f m otion , h e a t  a n o th e r , e l e c t r i c i t y
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a n o th e r , m agnetism  a n o th e r , sound a n o th e r . Every human sen se  i s  th e  
r e s u l t  o f  m otion; ev ery  p e rc e p tio n , every  though t i s  b u t m otion o f 
th e  m olecu les o f  th e  b r a in  t r a n s la te d  by th a t  incom prehensib le  
th in g  we c a l l  m ind. The p ro cesses  o f grow th, o f  e x is te n c e ,  o f  
decay , w hether in  w o rld s , o r  in  th e  m in u te s t o rgan ism s, a re  b u t 
m otion . (j£: P&P Specimen Davs 921)

*

you do n o t p ass  
From p o in t A to  P o in t B b u t m erely  sp e c u la te  
On how i t  would b e , and in  th a t  in s ta n t  
Do appear to  be t r a v e l in g ,  though we a l l  
S tay  home, d o n 't  we. Our s tr e n g th  l i e s
In  th e  p o te n t ia l  f o r  m otion , n o t in  accom plishm ents, and i t  g e ts  
Used up to o ,  which i s ,  in  a  way, more e f f e c t iv e ."

(AW "Cups With Broken H andles" 51)

A v is io n  o f  th e  human mind w hich Emerson, Whitman, and Ashbery a l l  sh a re  

i s  o f  a  phenomenon t i e d  n o t so  much to  e i t h e r  th e  anatom ical o p e ra tio n s  

o f  th e  b r a in  o r  any o b je c t iv e  w orld  "ou t th e re "  which we p e rc e iv e , b u t a 

complex, ev er-ch an g in g  p ro c e ss  o f  consc iousness which i s  com prised o f  so 

many elem ents t h a t ,  u l t im a te ly ,  th e  movement a long  p a th s  con n ec tin g  one 

p a r t  to  a n o th e r  i s  th e  c r u c ia l  e x p e rie n c e . As Lawrence Kramer has p u t 

i t :

As a  r u le ,  an Ashbery poem does n o t a r t i c u l a t e  a  p ro c e ss  b u t sim ply 
l e t s  a  te x tu re d  con sc io u sn ess  p e r s i s t  sh im n erin g ly  f o r  a  g iven  
d u ra t io n ,  which i s  p re se n te d  a s  som ething l i k e  an o b ie t  t ro u v e . 
W ithin  th a t  d u ra t io n ,  th e  poem 's v o ices  p a r t i c ip a te  in  th e  
con tinuous flow  o f  th e  p r e s e n t ,  w ith o u t im posing any shape on i t  .
. . . The n a tu re  o f  t h i s  flow  i s  to  be q u irk y , in c o n s is te n t ly  
c o h e re n t, and , c o n tra ry  to  co n v en tio n a l e x p e c ta tio n , n o n - lin e a r .

A lso  a s  C h arles  F e id e lso n , J r . ,  w r i te s :

The s h i f t  o f  image from th e  co n tem p la tiv e  eye o f  " e s ta b l i s h 'd  
poems" to  th e  voyaging ego o f  W hitman's p o e try  re c o rd s  a l a r g e -  
s c a le  th e o r e t ic a l  s h i f t  from  th e  c a te g o r ie s  o f "su b stan ce"  to  th o se  
o f  " p ro c e ss ."  W hitman's " p e rp e tu a l jou rney" i s  n o t analagous to  a 
s ig h t- s e e in g  t r i p ,  though h is  c a ta lo g u es  m ight g iv e  th a t  
im p ressio n ; th e  mind and th e  m a te r ia l  w orld in to  which i t  v en tu re s  
a re  n o t u l t im a te ly  d i f f e r e n t  in  k in d . . . . [W hitm an's] new method
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was p re d ic a te d  n o t on ly  on th e  sen se  o f  c r e a t iv e  v is io n — i t s e l f  a 
p ro ce ss  which re n d e rs  a  w orld  in  p ro c e ss—b u t a l s o ,  a s  p a r t  and 
p a rc e l  o f  t h a t  co n sc io u sn ess , on th e  sen se  o f  c r e a t iv e  sp eech . ^

T his d e s c r ip t io n  cou ld  j u s t  a s  e a s i ly  ap p ly  to  Ashbery s in c e  h i s  p o e try

embodies a  contem porary v e rs io n  o f  what Whitman meant when he s a id  " I  am

a fo o t w ith  my v i s io n ."  (fi: P&E 59) These p o e ts  a re  engaged p r im a r i ly  in

a "m etaphysical jou rney" which acknowledges no boundaries  between human

con sc io u sn ess  and any o th e r  a s p e c ts  o f  th e  u n iv e rse  o f  which i t  i s  a

p a r t  and th rough  which i t  moves. Thus when Whitman in  "Song o f M yself"

l i s t s  s p e c i f ic  e x p e r ie n c e s , he i s  d is p la y in g  in s ta n c e s  o f  th e  way

ex p erien ce  i s  a t  l e a s t  a two-way s t r e e t  (a lth o u g h  a s  we have seen  one

can move in  an i n f i n i t e  number o f  d i r e c t io n s  on t h i s  s t r e e t )  in  t h a t  a t

th e  same tim e th a t  co n sc io u sn ess  goes o u t to  and in v o lv e s  i t s e l f  in  th e

e v e n ts  i t  p e rc e iv e s —th e  e v en ts  a s  p e rc e iv e d  e n te r  in to  th e  in d iv id u a l

human co n sc io u sn ess  and s u b t le ly  tra n sfo rm  i t .  T h is  im p o rtan t way o f

rea d in g  W hitman's p o e try  i s  d e sc rib e d  by D enis Donoghue a s  fo llo w s :

The d e t a i l  i s  n o t l o s t  o r  b u r ie d : i t  i s  in c o rp o ra te d  in  th e  rhythm ,
co n ta in ed  th e re  l i k e  ju ic e  in  an a p p le . That i s :  th e  d e t a i l  i s  n o t
g iv en  to  th e  re a d e r  a s  a s e p a ra b le  e v e n t, b u t a s  one phase in  th e  
movement o f f e e l in g .  . . . [Thus] th e  way to  read  W hitman's 
c a ta lo g u e s  i s  to  a t te n d  to  th e  rhythm , t h e i r  flow  and ebb , th e  
cadences o f  f e e l in g  which th ey  embody. P o e tic  v a lu e  does n o t 
depend, th e n , upon th e  se lf - re n e w in g  power o f  f e e l in g .  . . .
Whitman does n o t c la im  to  p o sse ss  . . . o b je c ts ;  what he p o sse sse s  
i s  a  flow ing  sen se  o f them, o f  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t ,  t h e i r  v a lu e , t h e i r  
amazing e x is te n c e . 0

T his  "flow ing  sense  o f"  o b je c ts  i s  what W allace S tevens r e f e r r e d  to  when 

he w ro te  "Things seen  a re  th in g s  a s  s e e n ,"  and "There i s  n o th in g  in  l i f e  

ex cep t what one th in k s  o f i t . "  (OP 162) In  o th e r  words th e  fo cu s  in
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th e se  p o e ts ' work s h i f t s  from  "Things seen" to  th e  p ro cesses  o f

con sc io u sn ess  th rough  w hich " th in g s"  a re  seen ; o r ,  a s  Ashbery p u t i t  in

an in te rv ie w : " I  th in k  I  am more in t e r e s t e d  in  th e  movement among id eas

th an  in  th e  id e a s  th em se lv es , th e  way one goes from  one p o in t to  an o th e r

r a th e r  th an  th e  d e s t in a t io n  o r  th e  o r i g i n . T h e  r e s u l t  i s  t h a t

in s te a d  o f s e e in g  im p ressio n s  ren d e red  s u b je c t iv e ly ,  th e  o b je c t  (o r

ev e n ts )  and p e rc e iv in g  mind become m u tu a lly  porous in  a  u n if ie d  form o f

con sc io u sn ess  which th e  poem e n a c ts ,  and which e x i s t s  a t  some p o in t

between—and in c lu d e s —th e  o b je c t  o f  a t t e n t io n ,  th e  p o e t,  th e  p o e t 's

language, and a r e a d e r .  T h is  i s  to  say  th a t  f o r  Whitman, as  f o r

A shbery, th e  poem has a  un ique s t a t u s —which i s  th e  p o in t C harles

F e id e lso n  w ishes to  make when he says th a t  f o r  Whitman "A poem . . .

in s te a d  o f r e f e r r in g  to  a  com pleted a c t  o f  p e rc e p tio n , c o n s t i tu te s  th e

a c t  i t s e l f ,  b o th  in  th e  a u th o r  and in  th e  re a d e r ;  in s te a d  o f  d e s c r ib in g

r e a l i t y ,  a  poem i s  a r e a l i z a t i o n . " ^

The way th a t  a  Whitman o r  Ashbery poem seems to  be suspended

somewhere on th e  p a th s  co n n ec tin g  s u b je c t ,  o b je c t ,  language and re a d e r ,

i s  su g g ested  by Susan S tew art in  h e r  a r t i c l e  abou t A p ril G alleons when

she says abou t A sh b ery 's  poems th a t

They a re  n o t "p o e try  monuments," a lo o f  and e x p e r t .  R a th e r, th ey  
move th rough  each o th e r ,  summoning an ongoing consc iousness b u i l t  
between t h e i r  s ig n s  and th e  r e a d e r 's  w o r k .^

T his d e s c r ip t io n  rem inds one o f  Em erson's rem arks in  an a r t i c l e  abou t a

book o f p o e try  by Jones Very:

The a u th o r , p la in ly  a man o f  a pu re  and k in d ly  tem per, c a s ts  
h im se lf  in to  th e  s t a t e  o f  th e  h ig h  and tra n sc e n d e n ta l  obedience to  
th e  inw ard s p i r i t .  He has a p p a re n tly  made up h i s  mind to  fo llo w  a l l  
i t s  le a d in g s ,  though he sh o u ld  be tax ed  w ith  a b s u rd ity  o r  even w ith
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in s a n i ty .  In  t h i s  en thusiasm  he w r i te s  most o f  th e se  v e r s e s ,  which 
r a th e r  flow  th rough  him th an  from him . (RWE 1178)

A gain , Em erson's rem arks shou ld  be seen  a s  a ls o  a c c u ra te ly  d e s c r ib in g  

John A shbery '8 p o e try . What a l l  t h i s  p o in ts  to  i s  th e  need to  lo c a te  

th e  Whitman o r  Ashbery poem in  an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  p lac e  th an  we do in  

th e  case  o f  most poems—w hich i s  to  say  n o t a t  p o in ts  o f  o r ig in  o r  

d e s t in a t io n  (w ith  re s p e c t  to  e i th e r  co n ten t o r  s ty l e )  b u t r a th e r  on th e  

p a th s  and roads o f co n sc iousness a lo n g  which th e  p o e t i s  moving (and 

w ants u s , th e  re a d e rs ,  to  move a s  w e l l ) .

In  o th e r  w ords, ty p ic a l ly  what a  p o e t has been though t o f  a s  doing  

i s  g iv in g  h is  o r  h e r  re a d e r  a  g i f t  o f  some k in d  as  i f  th e  poem i t s e l f  

were a  s e lf - c o n ta in e d  and t r a n s f e r a b le  o b je c t ;  and to  t h i s  end 

t r a d i t i o n a l  c r i t i c a l  language has sought to  d e l in e a te  a s e t  o f  

b o u n d aries  so a s  to  len d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  shape to  th e se  g i f t s .  For 

Emerson, Whitman, S tevens and A shbery, however, a  sh ared  aim has been to  

e l im in a te  boundaries  s in c e  f o r  them a poem i s  n o t an o b je c t  b u t an 

in fu s io n  o f  energy . Thus th e y  ta k e  f o r  g ra n te d  a  r e a d e r 's  w ill in g n e s s  

to  abandon c e r ta in  h a b i ts  o f  mind and in v o lv e  o n e s e lf  in  th e  o r ig in a l  

aim  o f  th e  p o em -as-m ed ita tion , which i s  to  beg in  to  see  co n sc io u sn ess  as  

analagous n o t so much to  m a te r ia l  r e a l i t y  b u t to  th e  energy w hich, 

thanks to  E in s te in ,  we now know to  be th e  p rim ary  c o n s t i tu e n t  elem ent in  

th e  u n iv e rse . As S tevens p u ts  i t :  "The w orld  i s  a  fo rc e ,  n o t a

p re se n c e ."  (OP 172)

In  "Never Seek To T e l l  Thy Love" th e  l a s t  l i n e  in  th e  t h i r d  s ta n z a  

(They d o n 't  make rocks l ik e  us any more) may be read  in  c o n ju n c tio n  w ith  

a s im i la r  l i n e  in  "P un ish ing  th e  Myth" (ST 2) which re a d s : " In  tim e
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even th e  cocks w i l l  grow ." Thus, in  a  com ical v e in , in s te a d  o f th e  

f lo w e rs ' u n w illin g n ess  to  t a l k  to  Id a  any more, what we have h e re  a re  

rocks t e l l i n g  abou t how th ey  " d o n 't  make rocks l ik e  us any m ore."

Im plied  i s  th e  way t h a t ,  g iv en  what we have le a rn e d  from b o th  Darwin and 

B in s te in , i t  i s  n o t t h a t  ro ck s  a re  made d i f f e r e n t l y  now, b u t th a t  our 

p e rc e p tio n  o f  "m atte r"  has a l t e r e d  so a s  to  in c lu d e  th e  u n d ers tan d in g  

th a t  n o t o n ly  i s  a l l  m a tte r  in  a  s t a t e  o f  c o n s ta n t f lu x  (o r  e v o lu t io n ) , 

b u t a l s o ,  in s te a d  o f  e x i s t in g  a s  s e p a ra te ,  d i s t i n c t  r e a l i t i e s  (a s  we 

have long assum ed), m a tte r  and energy r e p re s e n t  d i f f e r e n t  forms o f  th e  

same r e a l i t y  (a s  B in s te in 's  famous e q u a tio n  re v e a ls !  E = MC ) .  By 

analogy  th e  su g g es tio n  i s  t h a t  human b e in g s  need n o t view them selves as  

immovable ( in  p sy ch o lo g ica l o r  s p i r i t u a l  te rm s)— lik e  ro ck s—b u t l ik e  

th a t  which " b u rs ts  over [ th e ]  boundary on a l l  s id e s ,  and expands an o th e r  

o r b i t  on th e  g re a t  deep , which runs up in to  a  h igh  wave . . . "  (RWE 

" C irc le s "  4 0 4 ). Ashbery seems to  su g g e s t, th e n , th a t  I  shou ld  n o t th in k  

o f  m yself a s  a ro ck , b u t more l i k e —to  use  th e  t i t l e  o f  h is  book—a 

wave. As Lynn K e lle r  w r i te s !  " In  A sh b ery 's  m ature work th e re  i s  an 

in s i s te n c e ,  bo th  th em atic  and te c h n ic a l ,  on th e  c e r t i tu d e  o f  c o n tin u a l 

change, on th e  i r r e d u c ib le  com plex ity  o f  e x p e r ie n c e , and on th e  

n e c e s s i ty  o f  a cc ep tin g  b o th  th e s e  c o n d it io n s .

The f i r s t  two l in e s  o f  th e  l a s t  s ta n z a  (And h o ld in g  on to  th e  

th re a d , f in e  as  a cobweb, b u t in c re d ib ly  s tro n g , /  Bach o f  us advances 

in to  h is  own la b y r in th )  b r in g  to  mind two sen te n ces  from Henry Jam es' 

"The A rt o f  F ic tio n "  (1884) which ren d e r a  v is io n  o f th e  n a tu re  o f human 

co n sc iousness which i s  s im i la r  to  th e  image Ashbery w ants to  p re se n t in  

h is  l in e s !
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E xperience i s  nev er l im i te d ,  and i t  i s  never com plete; i t  i s  an 
immense s e n s i b i l i t y ,  a  k in d  o f huge sp ider-w eb  o f th e  f i n e s t  s i lk e n  
th re a d s  suspended in  th e  chamber o f  co n sc io u sn ess , and ca tc h in g  
every  a ir -b o rn e  p a r t i c l e  in  i t s  t i s s u e .  I t  i s  th e  very  atm osphere 
o f  th e  mind; and when th e  mind i s  im ag in a tiv e—much more when i t  
happens to  be t h a t  o f  a  man o f g en iu s— i t  ta k e s  to  i t s e l f  th e  
f a i n t e s t  h in ts  o f  l i f e ,  i t  co n v e rts  th e  very  p u lse s  o f  th e  a i r  in to  
r e v e la t io n s .  (AN 359)

Whitman would say  th a t  th e  im p o rtan t e lem en ts h e re  a re  th e  way our

ex p erien ce  a s  f i l t e r e d  th ro u g h  con sc io u sn ess  i s  "never l im ite d  . . .

never com plete”—and , a t  th e  same tim e ( to  u se  A shbery 's  w ords),

" in c re d ib ly  s tro n g ."

Of cou rse  by t h i s  p o in t  we a re  aware th a t  a s  "Each o f us advances"

th e re  i s  no lo n g e r any concern  w ith  th e  d e s i r e  to  "g e t home"—and

"R etu rn ing  to  th e  p o in t"  i s  o u t o f  th e  q u e s tio n  now; our p a th  le a d s  in to

" th e  sp lended  la b y r in th  o f  [o u r]  p e rc e p tio n s , to  wander w ith o u t end"

(RWB "N ature" 4 1 ) . The word " i n v i s i b i l i t y "  in  th e  poem 's l a s t  l in e s

ag a in  b r in g s  to  mind B la k e 's  poem to  which A shbery 's  t i t l e  a l lu d e s ,

where " th e  g e n tle  wind does move /  S i l e n t ly ,  in v is ib ly "  and "A t r a v e l l e r
75came by /  S i l e n t ly ,  i n v i s i b l y . "  The word "gods" h e re , w ith  a low er­

case  "g ", su g g ests  w hatever o r  whoever in  a s e c u la r  s o c ie ty  i s  openly  

honored, rev eren ced  o r  ad o red , a s  opposed to  th e  way o th erw ise  i t  i s  

" in v is ib ly "  th a t  "Each o f  us advances in to  h is  own la b y r in th "  o f  thought 

and f e e l in g .  In  B la k e 's  poem th e  s p e a k e r 's  co n fessed  m istake was th a t  

" I  to ld  my love" in s te a d  o f ,  l i k e  th e  " t r a v e l l e r , "  e m p a th e tic a lly  

p a r t i c ip a t in g  in  th e  s i l e n t  and in v i s ib le  fo rc e s  which a re  p re se n te d  as 

th e  essence o f " lo v e ."  A sh b ery 's  addendum to  Blake i s  th a t  even though 

t h i s  s i l e n t  and a c t iv e ly  sy m p ath e tic  movement forw ard o f our 

co n sc iousness i s  fundam ental to  a  p ro p er u n d e rs tan d in g  o f our p la ce  in
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th e  scheme o f  th in g s  (and A sh b ery 's  poem i l l u s t r a t e s  h is  agreem ent w ith  

B lake in  t h i s  r e g a rd ) ,  n o n e th e le ss  our " i n v i s i b i l i t y "  means t h a t  we have 

no cho ice  b u t sometimes to  come o u t by making "Tender sp eech es"—and 

t h a t  we must a t  l e a s t  a tte in p t to  "say  such th in g s "  even though sometimes 

th e  o n ly  way to  do so i s  (a g a in , a s  t h i s  poem d em o n stra te s) in  th e  form 

o f  parad o x es. In  o th e r  words*—to  r e tu rn  to  my e a r l i e r  d is c u s s io n  o f 

B la k e 's  poem—Ashbery c o rro b o ra te s  what may be read  a s  B la k e 's  id e a lism  

to  th e  e x te n t th a t  he says " I t  belongs where i t  i s  going /  Not where i t  

i s " ;  however he su g g ests  in  th e  l a s t  l in e s  th a t  in  th e  " re a l"  w orld i t

i s  n ecessa ry  t h a t ,  l i k e  th e  sp eak er in  B la k e 's  poem, "we say  such

th in g s ,  /  F i l l i n g  th e  road w ith  c o lo r s ,  f a c e s ,  /  Tender sp eech es , u n t i l  

th e y  feed  u s  to  th e  t r u t h . "  Ashbery seems to  argue th a t  u l t im a te ly ,  as  

Whitman sa y s , we a re  in e v i ta b ly  "Both in  and o u t o f  th e  game, and 

w atch ing  and wondering a t  i t "  (W: P&P "Song o f M yself" 30 )—and th a t  

w h ile  on W hitman's "road" i f  we a t te n d  to  and ho ld  in te rc o u rs e  w ith  th e  

" c o lo rs ,  f a c e s ,  [and] /  Tender speeches" we meet th e r e ,  t h a t  d e s p ite  our 

h a b i t  o f  sk u lk in g  and hungering  f o r  y ea rs  in  an  e f f o r t  to  r e tu rn  to  " th e  

p o in t ,"  th a t  th e se  ex p erien ces  w i l l  b r in g  us to  a l l  we can know o f  th e  

" t r u th ."

5 . "The p a th  between r e a l i t y  and th e  s o u l ."  (WlP&P 10)

So even though he ag rees  w ith  and r e in fo rc e s  B la k e 's  p o in t ,  a t  th e

end o f h is  own poem Ashbery su g g e s ts  th a t  th e  k in d  o f t r u t h  he has in  

mind i s  one we can b e s t  u n d erstan d  in  th e  c o n te x t o f  W hitman's p o e try .

In  o th e r  w ords, we l i v e  in  b o th  an  id e a l  and r e a l  w orld  in  th e  way th a t
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ex p erien ce  i s  an  ongoing d ia lo g u e  betw een th e  two, ou r a t t e n t io n  to  th e

in te r a c t io n  w hich i s  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  t h i s  p ro cess  be ing  th e  p la c e  where

we s ta n d  o r  f a l l —n o t th e  " id e a l"  o r  " re a l"  a s  independent and

con tend ing  f o rc e s .  T h u s , 'a t t e n t io n  to  th e  in te r a c t io n  between and among

v a rio u s  elem ents in  o n e 's  ex p e rien ce  m ust be em phasized in  th e se

American p o e ts ;  a s  S tevens w r i te s :

. . . th e  i n t e r - r e l a t i o n  between th in g s  i s  what makes them fecund . 
I n te r a c t io n  i s  th e  so u rce  o f  p o e try . Sex i s  an i l l u s t r a t i o n .  But 
th e  p r in c ip le  i s  n o t co n fin ed  to  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  . . . The i n t e r ­
r e l a t io n  betw een r e a l i t y  and th e  im ag in a tio n  i s  th e  b a s is  o f  th e  
c h a ra c te r  o f  l i t e r a t u r e .  (OP 293)

What i s  im p o rtan t i s  " i n t e r - r e l a t io n "  o r  th e  m in d 's  f lu id  a b i l i t y  to  

e lim in a te  b o u n d aries  and in c lu d e  e v e ry th in g  in  an ongoing s t a t e  o f 

co n sc io u sn ess  by making i t s e l f  f l e x ib l e  enough to  become th e  a ren a  in  

which t h i s  r e l a t i o n  can be w atched. In  o th e r  w ords, what becomes 

im p o rtan t in  th e  Em erson-W hitman-Stevens-Ashbery analogy i s  n o t th e  

u su a l h ig h ly -ch a rg ed  r e p o s i to r ie s  o f  meaning where c r i t i c s ,  depending 

upon th e  c u r re n t ly  p o p u la r modes, w i l l  sk u lk  and hunger f o r  y e a rs  ( e . £ . , 

th e  mind i t s e l f  a s  u n d ersto o d  in  P sy ch o an a ly tic  th e o ry —o r language and 

r h e to r ic  to  th e  S t r u c t u r a l i s t  o r  D e c o n s tru c t io n is t) ,  b u t a  complex form 

o f ev o lv in g  co n sc io u sn ess  as  we see  i t  d e p ic te d  in  th e  work o f th e se  

fo u r  a u th o rs . T h is  em phasis upon fo re v e r  ou tw ard ly-opening  i n t e r ­

r e la t io n s h ip s ,  and th e  a n t i - r e d u c t iv e  rea d in g  th a t  p o e try  o f  t h i s  k ind  

would seem to  demand, may be one reaso n  so  many re a d e rs  and c r i t i c s —who 

a re  schoo led  in  th e  a r t  o f  f in d in g  c lo su re  w herever th ey  look—a re  so 

f r u s t r a t e d  by Ashbery who c o n s ta n tly  s l i p s  p a s t  and in to  open space  j u s t  

as  a n o th e r  door in  th e  r e a d e r 's  mind i s  abou t to  c lo s e .  As R ichard  

P o i r ie r  has w r i t te n :
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The n e g le c t  o f  th e  Emersonian c o n n ec tio n , a s  i t  m ight be c a l le d  
. . . r e v e a ls ,  I  su sp e c t,  an i n s t i n c t iv e  r e c o g n it io n  th a t  Emerson 
and h is  in f lu e n c e , i f  i t s  nuances and sk e p tic ism s  were d eep ly  
enough ex p lo red , would prove d is tu r b in g ,  even d is r u p t iv e  o f  th e  
c r i t i c a l - i n t e r p r e t i v e  e n te r p r i s e  a s  m ost peop le  p r a c t ic e  i t . ^

A lso t h i s  em phasis upon movement a long  in v i s ib l e  in t e r - l in k in g  p a th s  

becomes an e x te n s io n  in to  th o  p re se n t o f  what we may c a l l  th e  American 

Sublim e—a s  H arold Bloom w r ite s  in  W allace S te v e n s ; The Poems o f  Our 

C lim a te :

1 th in k  th a t  S tevens . . . v e n tu re s  th e  c r u c ia l  form ula f o r  
American Romantic p o e try , in c lu d in g  even E l i o t ,  Pound, and W illiam s 
a t  t h e i r  in f re q u e n t b e s t :  i t  must make th e  v i s i b l e  a  l i t t l e  hard  to  
s e e , which i s  one o f  th e  g r e a t  achievem ents o f  Whitman and 
D ick inson , and o f  F ro s t ,  S tev en s, H art Crane a f t e r  them, and i s  
s t i l l  th e  g a th e r in g  achievem ent o f  R obert Penn W arren, E liz a b e th  
B ishop, John Ashbery, A. R. Ammons, and our o th e r  d is t in g u is h e d  
contem poraries who m a in ta in  t h i s  m ajor t r a d i t i o n  o f  ou r v e r s e . ^

I  ta k e  i t  th a t  what Bloom means by " i t  must make th e  v i s ib l e  a  l i t t l e

hard  to  see"  ( o r ,  we should  sa y , what S tevens means, s in c e  t h i s  i s  h is

p h ra se ) i s ,  a l s o ,  th a t  i t  must make th e  in v i s ib l e  a  l i t t l e  e a s ie r  to  see

by evoking th e  co m p lica tio n s  o f  which we a re  made, and which S tevens

su g g es ts  when he say s:

T e ll  X th a t  speech i s  n o t d i r t y  s i le n c e  
C la r i f i e d .  I t  i s  s i le n c e  made s t i l l  d i r t i e r .

(C£ 311)

What we want to  see  i s  th e  s p e c ia l  energy o r  fo rc e  which has been 

id e n t i f i e d  w ith  th e  sa c re d  r e la t io n s h ip  between o u r so u ls  and God— th i s  

in n e r  and alw ays p o te n t ia l  sen se  o f connectedness a s  s e t  a p a r t  from a 

fragm ented m a te r ia l  w orld by which our s ig h t  has t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been 

tak en  up . A more modern F reud ian  v e rs io n  o f t h i s  s c e n a r io  i s  su g g ested



154

by H arold Bloom when he w r i te s !

How can we speak o f  d eg rees  o f knowing [ a s ,  Bloom a rg u e s , th e  
d e c o n s tru c tiv e  c r i t i c  does in  say in g  th a t  "a tro p e  i s  a  f ig u re  o f 
knowing and n o t a f ig u r e  o f  w il l in g " ]  in  th e  b l in d  w orld  o f  th e  
w ish , where th e  t r u t h  i s  alw ays e lsew h ere , alw ays d i f f e r e n t ,  always 
to  be encoun tered  on ly  by th e  accep tan ces  and r e je c t io n s  o f  an 
energy  th a t  in  i t s e l f  i s  th e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  r e n u n c ia tio n , a  fo rc e  
th a t  r e fu s e s  a l l  form?^®

For Emerson, Whitman, S tevens and A shbery, th e n , th e re  i s  an in ten d ed  

em phasis upon a k ind  o f  m etap h y sica l con fusion  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  and 

a r i s in g  o u t o f  th e  need to  focus upon n o t any elem ents o f  human 

co n sc io u sn ess  o r  p a r t i c u la r  modes o f e x p re ss io n  th em selv es , b u t th e  

movement between and among th e se  elem ents—th e  " fo rc e  th a t  r e fu s e s  a l l  

fo rm ." (A lthough p a ra d o x ic a lly , o f  co u rse , one can never " focus"  upon 

som ething which i s  alw ays moving ju s t  a s —a ls o  p a ra d o x ic a lly — "L itany" 

i s  a poem one can never r e a l l y  re a d , a lth o u g h  i t s  u n r e a d a b i l i ty ,  i f  

co n s id e red  in  th e  p ro p er way, may p la ce  one f u r th e r  a long  a c e r ta in  p a th  

th an  many poems one can r e a d ) .

U ltim a te ly  one im p o rtan t p o in t i s  th e  way th a t  in  an Ashbery poem, 

f o r  example (a lth o u g h  we may a s  e a s i ly  r e f e r  to  a  work by Emerson, 

Whitman o r  S te v e n s ) , one moves a s  though th rough  a p sy c h o lo g ic a l 

landscape which i s  a v e rs io n  o f  th e  p h y s ic a l landscape transfo rm ed  

acco rd in g  to  a  s e t  o f  ground r u le s  e x tra p o la te d  from th e  way 

con sc io u sn ess  i t s e l f  o p e ra te s —so t h a t ,  p o te n t i a l ly ,  we ex p erien ce  a new 

sen se  o f  involvem ent w ith  o u rse lv e s  and th e  w orld  around us a s  i t  i s  

though t th ro u g h  and in te r n a l iz e d .  In  term s o f  te c h n iq u e , t h i s  

p sy c h o lo g ic a l t e r r a i n  we jou rney  th rough  g iv e s  us  th e  o p tio n  o f  p ick in g  

up o r  p u t t in g  down any f a c e t  o f  ex p erien ce  a t  w i l l— th u s "rhapsody"
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becomes c e n t r a l  to  th e se  w r i t e r s '  s e p a ra te  b u t r e la te d  s ty l e s .  Also

paradox becomes, among o th e r  th in g s ,  a  means o f  d isc o u ra g in g  th e  mind

from i t s  h a b it  o f  id e n t i fy in g  w ith  a  m a te r ia l  w orld o f  o b je c ts  and

fo rc in g  one back in to  th e  s h i f t i n g ,  s e l f - c o n t r a d ic to r y  w orld  o f  th e

mind. Paradox, th en , i s  a  way to  in tro d u c e  th e  n ec e ssa ry  " s h a t te r in g "

which Bloom d e s c r ib e s :

The persona o f  my s e l f ,  a s  in  th e  t i t l e  Song o f  M vself. i s  o n ly  a 
p e rp e tu a l b reak ing  o f forms o r  s h a t te r in g  o f  v e s s e ls ,  a  dance o f 
r o le s  c o n s ta n tly  s u b s t i tu t in g  f o r  one a n o th e r , an in te r p la y  o f 
re -c o g n it io n s  th a t  le a d s  Whitman from th e  h au n ts  o f  h is  so u l to  th e  
re c o g n itio n s  o f  th e  r e a l  m e .^

Paradox p u l l s  th e  rug  o u t from  under us and makes us th in k  c o n s ta n t 

tro p in g  i s  i t s  mode; th e  id e a  i s  f o r  us to  jo in  in  " th e  dance" th e se  

p o e ts  a re  do ing :

. . .  we a re  l ik e  B la k e 's  Los, re a d in g  n o t th e  tro p e s  o r  s t a r s  o f  
A lbion b u t th e  to p o i o r  vo id s  between th e  s t a r s .  Freedom o r  th e  
second chance, th e  sav in g  b len d  o f V ocation  and Temperament, has 
been d isco v e red  in  th e  dance o f  s u b s t i t u t i o n s ,  n o t in  th e  
s u b s t i tu t io n s  themselves.®®

As R ichard  P o i r ie r  w r i te s :

For Emerson, th e  read in g  o f  l i f e  o r  o f  a r t  i s  n o t a  se a rc h  fo r  
m o ra lly  s t a b i l i z in g  moments o r  summary, b u t f o r  in fu s io n s  and 
d i f f u s io n s  o f  energy , f o r  th a t  c o n s ta n t r e d i s t r ib u t io n  o f fo rc e s  
c a l le d  tro p in g , in c lu d in g  th e  tro p in g  o f  th e  se lf.® * -

When Bloom says in  F ig u res  o f  Capable Im ag in a tio n  th a t  i t  i s  th e  

Whitman in  S tevens th a t  comes th rough  most s tro n g ly  in  A shbery, he wants 

us to  look  a t  th e  way S tevens s e ts  a s id e  th e  concern he sh a re s  w ith  

Emerson in v o lv in g  a f e l t  c o n f l ic t  between r e a l i t y  and th e  im ag in atio n  

(though Em erson's words were "N ature" and "S o u l" ) , and em phasize th a t
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p a r t  o f  S tevens we see  in  "An O rd inary  Evening in  New Haven," f o r

exam ple, w here, l i k e  Whitman, he a llow s h im se lf  to  be com plete ly  g iven

over to  o b se rv in g  th e  ongoing p ro cesses  which c o n s t i tu te  ex p erien ce

w ith o u t making m oral d i s t i n c t io n s  concern ing  t h e i r  v a rio u s  e lem en ts .

The iny>ortant th in g  to  reco g n ize  h e re  i s  t h a t  f o r  Whitman, as  w ith

A shbery, th e  concern  i s  n o t ,  g iven  th e  f a c t  t h a t  m a tte r  and s p i r i t

r e p re s e n t  s e p a ra te  r e a l i t i e s ,  how can I  move m yself away from th e  one

and tow ard th e  o th e r—r a th e r  th e  is s u e  i s  g iven  th e  f a c t  th a t  m a tte r  and

th e  so u l a re  bound up in t im a te ly  one w ith  th e  o th e r  in  an ev o lv in g  form

o f co n sc io u sn ess , how can I  push m yself f u r th e r  in to  ex p erien ce  so as

82more e f f e c t iv e ly  to  d isc o v e r  what i t  i s  a l l  ab o u t.

One r e la te d  a sp e c t o f  t h i s  i s  t h a t ,  as  F e id e lso n  says o f Whitman:

" h is  o b je c t  i s  n o t so much to  impose a  new form on th e  w orld a s  to  adopt

83a new s ta n c e  in  which th e  w orld  ta k e s  on new sh a p e s ."  Given t h i s

approach , th e  em phasis i s  n o t so  much on th e  f in is h e d  poem b u t on th e

m in d 's  a b i l i t y  c o n tin u a lly  to  move and grow— a s  Ashbery s a id  in  h is

in te rv ie w  w ith  A. J .  P o u lin , J r . :  " I 'm  alw ays t ry in g  to  th in k  o f
8Asom ething new to  d o ."  W hitman's m istak e  was to  t r y  th rough  c o n tin u a l 

r e v is io n  to  p e r f e c t  Leaves o f  G rass a s  a work in  which what he 

co n s id e red  to  be th e  s p i r i t u a l  co re  o f  Democracy m ight be d e sc rib e d  and 

prom oted. A shbery, l i k e  S tevens (who w rote th a t  "A ll p o e try  i s  

ex p erim en ta l p o e try "  OP 161), seems to  have le a rn e d  a le sso n  from 

W hitman's m istake  s in c e  in s te a d  o f  p e r fe c t in g  a p a r t i c u la r  form o r  work, 

Ashbery i s  always w i l l in g  in  h i s  books to  t r y  new approaches.

A lso c r u c ia l ,  a s  I  m entioned e a r l i e r ,  i s  th e  way th a t  w ith  th e  k ind  

o f a e s th e t ic  we a re  d e s c r ib in g  h e re , th e  re a d e r  i s  more th o ro u g h ly
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im p lic a te d  in to  th e  poem 's o p e ra tio n s  th an  i s  th e  case  when i t  i s  

assumed th a t  th e  re a d e r  i s  th e  aud ience s i t t i n g  b e fo re  and a t  a d is ta n c e  

from th e  poem up on i t s  s ta g e .  Whitman seems co n sc io u s  o f  t h i s  new r o le  

f o r  a  re a d e r  in  th e  fo llo w in g  rem arks from "A Backward Glance O 'e r  

T ra v e l 'd  Roads” :

I  round and f in i s h  l i t t l e ,  i f  a n y th in g , and cou ld  n o t ,  c o n s is te n t ly  
w ith  my scheme. The re a d e r  w i l l  always have h is  o r  h e r  p a r t  to  do, 
j u s t  a s  much a s  I  have had m ine. I  seek  l e s s  to  s t a t e  o r  d is p la y  
any theme o r  th o u g h t, and more to  b r in g  you, r e a d e r ,  in to  th e  
atm osphere o f  th e  theme o r  th o u g h t—th e re  to  pu rsue  your own 
f l i g h t .  (W: P&P 667)

Gay W ilson A llen  d e s c r ib e s  t h i s  a sp e c t o f  W hitm an's p o e try  a s  fo llo w s :

What [Whitman] i s  a tte m p tin g  . . .  i s  n o t so much th e  com plete 
"e x p ress io n '' o r  conm unication o f  a  th o u g h t o r  an ex p e rien ce  as  
e x e r t in g  an in f lu e n c e  on th e  re a d e r  so  th a t  he h im se lf , by w il l in g  
c o o p e ra tio n  w ith  th e  p o e t,  may have an e s th e t i c - r e l i g io u s  
ex p erien ce  o f h is  own. I t  i s  l i t e r a l l y  t ru e  t h a t  Whitman a tte m p ts  
l e s s  to  c r e a te  a  "poem,” a s  th e  term  i s  u s u a lly  u n d e rs to o d , th an  to  
p re se n t th e  m a te r ia ls  o f  a  poem f o r  th e  re a d e r  to  use in  c r e a t in g  
h is  own work o f  a r t .  5

In  s im i la r  fa sh io n  Lynn K e lle r  em phasizes t h a t  A sh b ery 's  " tech n iq u es

86se rv e  to  b in d  th e  re a d e r  to  th e  immediate moment in  th e  poem."

Something o f th e  s p i r i t u a l  gu ide  in  Emerson has rubbed o f f  on Whitman,

S tevens and Ashbery in  t h e i r  seem ing d e s i r e  n o t o n ly  to  " in d ic a te "  an

in n e r  p a th  which we m ight fo llo w , b u t a ls o  by p ro v id in g  in  t h e i r  poems

in s tru m en ts  a  re a d e r  may use in  e x e rc is in g  h is  o r  h e r  mind w h ile  a t  th e

same tim e see in g  d e sc rib e d  th e  p ro cess  in  which one i s  p a r t i c ip a t in g .

As R ichard  P o i r ie r  p u t i t  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  Emerson, " fo r  him
87movement i s  p a ra d o x ic a lly  th e  f ix e d  p r in c ip le  o f  l i f e . "  U ltim a te ly  i t  

i s  t h i s  b e l i e f  which i s  th e  b a s is  f o r  an a e s th e t ic  sh a red  by Whitman, 

S tev en s, and A shbery. T h e ir  m essage, which i s  i n te g r a l  to  t h e i r
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te c h n iq u e s , was ex p ressed  by G ustave F la u b e r t a s  fo llo w s in  a l e t t e r  he 

w ro te  to  M ile . L eroyer de C hantepie  in  1857:

S u p e r f ic ia l ,  l im ite d  c r e a tu r e s ,  r a s h , f e a th e r -b ra in e d  s o u ls ,  
demand a co n c lu sio n  from e v e ry th in g ; th e y  want to  know th e  purpose 
o f  l i f e  and th e  dim ensions o f  th e  i n f i n i t e .  P ick in g  up a h an d fu l o f 
sand in  t h e i r  p o o r, puny g ra sp , th e y  say  to  th e  Ocean: " I  s h a l l  now 
count th e  g ra in s  on your s h o re s ."  But when th e  sand s l i p s  th rough  
t h e i r  f in g e r s  and th e  sum proves lo n g , th ey  stamp and b u r s t  in to  
t e a r s .  Do you know what we shou ld  do on th a t  shore?  E ith e r  kneel

D O
down o r  w alk . You must w alk . 00

\
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30 He h e lp s  us o u t to  th e  e x te n t th a t  in  W allace S tev en s : The Poems 
o f Our C lim ate ( I th a c a :  C o rn e ll U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1977) he d is c u s s e s  th e  
in f lu e n c e  o f Whitman on S tev en s; a ls o  in  c e r ta in  o th e r  works—most 
n o ta b ly  h is  p ie c e s  in c lu d ed  in  th e  c o l le c t io n  o f essay s  he e d ite d  c a l le d  
John Ashbery (New York: C healsea House, 1985)—Bloom d e s c r ib e s  A sh b ery 's  
work in  th e  co n tex t o f  American l i t e r a r y  h i s to r y ,  w ith  s p e c ia l  a t t e n t io n  
p a id  to  th e  p o e try  o f Whitman and S tev en s. A lthough many o th e r  books and 
a r t i c l e s  a re  h e lp fu l  w ith  re s p e c t  to  th e se  i s s u e s ,  I  found e s p e c ia l ly  
u s e fu l  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  S tev en s ' in f lu e n c e  on Ashbery in c lu d ed  in  Lynn 
K e l l e r 's  Remaking I t  New: Contemporary American P o e try  and The M odernist 
T ra d it io n  (New York: Cambridge U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1987).
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C o lle c tio n  o f  C r i t i c a l  E ssay s , ed . Roy Harvey P earce (Englewood C l i f f s  
NJ: P r e n t ic e -H a l l , I n c . ,  1962), 8 8 .

32 A. P o u lin , J r . ,  "The E xperience o f E xperience : A C onversation  
With John A shbery ," M ichigan Q u a r te r ly  Review 20:3  (Sumner 1981), 245.

33 W illiam  Jam es, The P r in c ip le s  o f  Psychology (Cambridge: H arvard 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1981), I ,  233.
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W illiam  B lake, The Complete W ritin g s  o f W illiam  Blake With 
V arian t R eadings, ed . by G eoffrey  Keynes (London: Oxford U n iv e rs ity  
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37 C onsider in  t h i s  c o n te x t th e  fo llo w in g  from "A V ision  o f The 
L ast Judgement" (Complete W ritin g s , ed . K eynes,' 604-17):

M ental Things a re  a lo n e  R ea l; what i s  c a l l 'd  C o rp o rea l, Nobody 
Knows o f  i t s  d w e llin g  p la c e :  i t  i s  in  F a lla c y , & i t s  E x is ten ce  an 
im p o stu re . . . .  I  a s s e r t  f o r  My S e lf  th a t  I  do n o t behold  th e  
outward C rea tio n  & th a t  to  me i t  i s  h in d ran ce  & n o t A ction : i t  i s  
as  th e  d i r t  upon my f e e t ,  No p a r t  o f  Me. . . .  I  q u e s tio n  n o t my 
C orporeal o r  V eg e ta tiv e  Bye any more th an  I  would q u e s tio n  a window 
concern ing  a S ig h t.  I  look  t h r o ' i t  & n o t w ith  i t .

And th a t  in  f a c t  we would n o t want to  r e tu rn  home even i f  we
cou ld  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  in  "A Wave" when Ashbery e n a c ts  f o r  us  what such a
re tu rn  m ight be l i k e :

" I  was l o s t ,  b u t seemed to  be coming home,
Through quincunxes o f  ap p le  t r e e s ,  b u t ev e r
As I  drew c lo s e r ,  as  in  Z eno 's  paradox , th e  m irage
Of home w ithdrew  and regrouped  a l i t t l e  f a r th e r  o f f .
I  could  see  w hite  c u r ta in s  f l u t t e r i n g  a t  th e  windows 
And in  th e  garden under a  b ig  b r a s s - t i n t e d  ap p le  t r e e  
The o ld  man had removed h is  h a t  and was gazing  a t  th e  g ra ss  
As though in  sorrow , sorrow  f o r  what I  had done.
R e a liz in g  i t  was now o r  n ev e r, I  lu rch ed
W ith one supreme l a s t  e f f o r t  o u t o f  th e  dream
Onto th e  co u ch -g rass  behind  th e  l i t t l e  re d -p a in te d  p a l in g s :
I  was h ere! But i t  a l l  seemed so lonesom e. I  was welcomed
W ithout en thusiam . My room had been k ep t a s  i t  was
But th e  windows were c lo se d , th e r e  was a  sm ell o f  a c lo se d  room.
And though I  have been f r e e  ev e r s in c e
To browse a t  w i l l  th ro u g h  my a p p e t i t e s ,  l in g e r in g
Over one th a t  seemed s p e c ia l ,  th e  la m p lig h t
Can never re p la c e  th e  sad  l i g h t  o f  e a r ly  morning
Of th e  day I  l e f t ,  convinced (a s  indeed  I  am today )
Of th e  lo g ic  o f my s e a rc h , y e t  a l l  unprepared
To look  in to  th e  p r a c t i c a l  a s p e c ts ,  th e  whys and w h ere fo res ,
And so never know, e v e n tu a l ly ,  w hether I  have accom plished 
My end, o r  m erely  r e tu rn e d , an o th e r  l e a f  t h a t  f a l l s . "

(AW 85-86)

39 S e l f - P o r t r a i t  in  a  Convex M irro r (New York: Penguin Books,
1976), 69.

40 A lle n , Whitman Handbook. 209.

^  K e l le r ,  Re-Making I t  New. 25-26.
42 Bloom, C lim ate , 5 .
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43
T erence Winch, " In te rv ie w : John A shbery ," The W ashington Weekly 

O ctober 8 , 1984.

^  An example o f  A sh b ery 's  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  "paradox" i s  th e  way 
th a t  he o r ig in a l ly  co n s id e red  u s in g  Paradoxes and Oxymorons a s  th e  t i t l e  
f o r  h is  book Shadow T ra in :

INTERVIEWER: Any comment y o u 'd  l i k e  to  make abou t your most re c e n t 
volume, Shadow T ra in ?  You chose th a t  t i t l e ,  I  g a th e r ,  over an 
e a r l i e r  one which you had in  mind. You must have had a  s tro n g  
f e e l in g  abou t i t .

ASHBERY: I  fu ssed  a g r e a t  d e a l about th e  t i t l e s  in  th a t  c o l le c t io n
and changed a l o t  o f  them s e v e ra l  tim e s . I  d o n 't  know why I  d id  
t h i s  o r  w hether th e y  were improved by do ing  s o . I  l ik e d  th e  id e a  
o f  "Paradoxes and Oxymorons" as  a  t i t l e  f o r  th e  c o l le c t io n ,  b u t i t  
seemed a  b i t  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  your average book buyer who goes in to  a 
bo o k sto re  and says " I 'd  l ik e  th a t  book by John Ashbery . . . W hat's 
i t  c a lle d ? "  I t  would have been q u i te  a  m ou th fu l. I  f e e l  th a t  most 
people  d o n 't  know what an  oxymoron i s ,  and I  h a v e n 't  known to o  long 
m y se lf . I  l i k e  th e  id e a  o f  u s in g  th e  t i t l e  "Paradoxes and 
Oxymorons," w ith  th e  photograph I  found th a t  I  l i k e  very  much of 
th e  i n t e r i o r  o f  a  V iennese house— in  a J u g e n d s t i l  s ty le - -w h ic h  
seemed to  have o v erto n es  o f  W ittg e n s te in  in  i t ,  n o t o n ly  th e  t i t l e  
b u t th e  room i t s e l f .  As you know, W ittg e n s te in  was an a r c h i t e c t  in  
th a t  p e r io d  and designed  a t  l e a s t  one very  odd-look ing  house and 
th e n , o f  c o u rse , Kafka has a t i t l e  t h a t ' s  p r e t ty  s im i la r — 
"Paradoxes and P a ra b le s"  o r  som ething l ik e  t h a t .  Then I  f ig u re d  
t h i s  m iddle-E urope th in g  was a l l  v e ry  n ic e ,  b u t i t  r e a l l y  w a sn 't  
what th e  book was abou t and I  needed som ething perhaps more 
g e n e ra l .  I  f i n a l l y  chose Shadow T ra in  w ith  some r e s e r v a t io n s .  I  
l ik e d  th e  id e a  o f  th e  poems in  th e  book be ing  l ik e  th e  c a rs  o f  a 
t r a i n  b e in g  p u lle d  a long  th rough  th e  n ig h t ,  b u t my re s e rv a t io n  was 
t h a t  i t  seems a l i t t l e  to o  m acabre, which I  f e e l  I  have a lre a d y  g o t 
enough o f  in  my p o e try  anyway w ith o u t overdo ing  i t .  But a t  th a t  
p o in t I  f e l t  I  was g e t t in g  t o t a l l y  le d  a s t r a y  by th e  q u e s tio n  of 
th e  t i t l e  and d e c id e d , s in c e  i t  was alm ost tim e f o r  th e  book to  
come o u t anyway, j u s t  to  leav e  th a t  t i t l e  on.

(American P o e try  Review May/June 1984, 33)
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49 D.H. Lawrence, S tu d ie s  in  C la s s ic  American L i te r a tu r e  (New York: 
The V iking P re s s , 1961), 173.

A lle n , Whitman Handbook. 213.
51 K e l le r ,  Re-Making I t  New. 28.
52 Joan R ichardson , S tevens I ,  21.
53 Joan R ichardson , S tevens I ,  20.
54 S anford  Schw artz, The M atrix  o f  Modernism (P rin c e to n : P rin c e to n  

U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1985), 22.
55 A lle n , Whitman Handbook. 220.

^  P ea rce , " In tro d u c t io n ,"  Whitman C r i t i c a l  E ssay s . 1 . With 
re s p e c t  to  S tevens and A shbery, Lynn K e lle r  a rg u es  t h a t  t h e i r

p o e try  i s  a p ro c e ss  in  a c o n s ta n tly  advancing p re s e n t .  . . .
Ashbery has found s t r i k in g  ways to  embody in  h is  p o e tic  tech n iq u es  
t h i s  co n v ic tio n  t h a t ,  what most c lo s e ly  co rresponds to  t r u t h  can be 
m irro red  on ly  in  th e  m otion between one moment o f co n sc io u sn ess  and 
th e  n e x t.  ( Re-Making I t  New. 25-26)
57 F e id e lso n , "Whitman As S y m b o lis t,"  88 .
58 As Ashbery says in  "A Wave," page 83: " . . .  and th e n , s e l f -

abandoned, to  b u ild  o u rse lv e s  . . . "
59 F e id e lso n , "Whitman As S y m b o lis t,"  81. For S tevens t h i s  a s  a 

p ro cess  w i l l  c o n tr ib u te  to  what he w i l l  c a l l  "The poem o f  th e  a c t  o f  th e  
m ind ," and th e  k ind  o f poem he d e s c r ib e s  as  having

To c o n s tru c t  a  new s ta g e .  I t  has to  be on th a t  s ta g e  
And, l i k e  an i n s a t i a b le  a c to r ,  s low ly  and 
W ith m e d ita t io n , speak words th a t  in  th e  e a r ,
In  th e  d e l i c a t e s t  e a r  o f  th e  mind, r e p e a t ,
E x a c tly , t h a t  which i t  w ants to  h e a r , a t  th e  sound 
Of w hich, an in v i s ib le  aud ience l i s t e n s ,
Not to  th e  p la y , b u t to  i t s e l f ,  ex p ressed  
In  an em otion a s  o f  two p e o p le , as  o f two 
Emotions becoming one. The a c to r  i s  
A m etap h y sic ian  in  th e  d a rk , tw anging 
An in s tru m e n t, tw anging a w iry  s t r i n g  th a t  g iv es  
Sounds p a ss in g  th rough  sudden r ig h tn e s s e s ,  w holly  
C o n ta in in g  th e  mind, below which i t  cannot descend ,
Beyond which i t  has no w i l l  to  r i s e .

( CP "Of Modern P o e try "  240)
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^  F e id e lso n , "Whitman As S y m b o lis t,"  81.

*** " . . . i f  th e  th in g  sees  th a t  you a re  p reo ccu p ied , w ith  even a 
mere p a r t i c l e  o f  your i n t e r e s t ,  i t  sh u ts  i t s e l f  up a g a in ; i t  may perhaps 
g iv e  you a  c o u n te rs ig n , i t  may make a l i t t l e  f a i n t l y  f r ie n d ly  s ig n  (and 
even th a t  i s  a good d e a l f o r  a human being  im prisoned among o th e rs  
o b s t in a te ly  p u rsu in g  a m eaning less eloquence) b u t i t  r e fu s e s  to  g iv e  you 
i t s  h e a r t ,  to  d is c lo s e  to  you i t s  p a t ie n t  b e in g , i t s  sw eet s id e r e a l  
co nstancy  th a t  makes i t  so l i k e  th e  c o n s te l la t io n s !  I f  a  th in g  i s  to  
speak  to  you you must reg a rd  i t  f o r  a  c e r ta in  tim e g s  th e  o n ly  one th a t  
e x i s t s , as  th e  one and on ly  phenomenon, w hich, th an k s  to  your la b o r io u s  
and e x c lu s iv e  lo v e , i s  now p laced  a t  th e  c e n te r  o f  th e  U n iv erse , and 
th e r e ,  in  t h a t  incom parable p la c e ,  i s  t h i s  day a tte n d e d  by th e  A n g els ."  
R a in er M aria R ilk e , L e tte r  [1920], L e tte r s  to  M erlin e . t r a n s la te d  by 
V io le t  M. MacDonald, London, 1952, pp . 273-5; r e p r in te d  in  The Modern 
T r a d i t io n : Backgrounds o f  Modern L i t e r a tu r e . ed . R ichard  Ellmann and 
C h arles  F e id e lso n , J r .  (New York: Oxford U n iv e rs i ty  P re s s ,  1965), 47.

62 Lawrence Kramer, " 'S y r in g a ':  John Ashbery and E l l i o t t  C a r te r ,"  
in  Beyond Amazement: New Essays on John A shberv. ed . David Lehman 
( I th a c a :  C o rn e ll U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1980), 268, 269.

^  K e l le r ,  Re-Making I t  New. 55.
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66 Whitrow, What I s  Time? 171-172.
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69 F e id e lso n , "Whitman As S y m b o lis t,"  81.

Donoghue, Reading A m erica. 91-93.
71 "The A rt o f  P o e try  XXXIII: John A shbery ,"  w ith  P e te r  S t i t t ,

P a r is  Review. 90 (1 9 8 3 ), 55.
72 F e id e lso n , "Whitman As S y m b o lis t,"  81.
73 Susan S tew art, "The L ast Man," American P o e try  Review. 1 7 :5 , 

Septem ber/O ctober 1988, 9.

^  K e l le r ,  Re-Making I t  New. 26.
75 B lake, The Complete W ritin g s , 161.
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^  R ichard  P o i r i e r ,  The Renewal o f L i t e r a tu r e ? Emersonian 
R e f le c tio n s  (New Haven? Yale U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1987), 25-26.

77 Bloom, C lim a te . 152.
78

Bloom, C lim a te . 387.
79 Bloom, C lim a te . 12.
80 Bloom, C lim a te . 22.
81 P o i r i e r ,  The Renewal o f L i t e r a tu r e . 92.

82 When Bloom says in  F ig u res  o f Capable Im ag ina tion  th a t  i t  i s  
th e  Whitman in  S tevens th a t  comes th rough  m ost s tro n g ly  in  A shbery, what 
we need to  do i s  fo llo w  Gay W ilson A l le n 's  f in g e r  a s  i t  p o in ts  to  th e  
u n in h ib ite d  way th a t  W hitman's p o e try  " in d ic a te [ s ]  th e  p a th  between 
r e a l i t y  and th e  s o u l ."  (W?£&£ 10) And, o f  c o u rse , th e  p o e t i s  n o t ju s t  
in d ic a t in g  b u t moving a long  th e se  p a th s .  The m etap h y sica l "voyaging" 
which C harles  F e id e lso n , J r . ,  d e s c r ib e s  a s  a t  th e  co re  o f W hitman's 
a e s th e t ic  i s —as Lynn K e lle r  e x p la in s —a ls o  a  p r e v a i l in g  p resen ce  in  th e  
work o f S tevens and Ashbery?

Since b o th  p o e ts  p a ra d o x ic a lly  id e n t i f y  f lu x  a s  th e  on ly  c o n s ta n t 
in  th e  u n iv e rse , bo th  a re  in te n t  on be in g  t ru e  to  ever-chang ing  
p e rc e p tio n s  r a th e r  th an  t r y in g  to  e s ta b l i s h  any f ix e d  t r u th s .
T ru th , f o r  which th ey  do s e a rc h , i s  a  r e l a t i v e  m a tte r ,  more 
lo c a ta b le  in  th e  p ro cess  o f sea rc h in g  th an  in  any p o in t reach ed .
. . . [What i s  im p o rtan t f o r  S tevens and Ashbery i s ]  th e  p ro cesses  
o f voyaging and r e tu rn in g ,  o f  in te g r a t in g  im ag in a tiv e  ex p erien ce  
in to  o rd in a ry  ex p e rie n c e , and o f r e l a t in g  th e  o rd e r  e s ta b l is h e d  in  
a r t  to  th e  o rd e r  o r  d is o rd e r  o f  r e a l i t y .  The s t r u c tu r e  and s ty le  o f 
th e  poem r e f l e c t  th e  com plexity  and f l u i d i t y  o f  th e se  id e a s  and of 
th e  ex p erien ces  from which th ey  d e r iv e .

(Re-Making I t  New. 26, 30)
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P o u lin , M ichigan Q u a rte r ly  Review 20?3 (Sumner 1981), 253.
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L e t t e r s . ed . R ichard  Rumbold and t r a n s la te d  from th e  French by J.M . 
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CHAPTER IV 

C onclusion

You can see  John A sh b ery 's  work a s  p a r t  o f  an American t r a d i t i o n — 

b u t ,  i f  l e f t  t o  speak f o r  i t s e l f ,  th e  p o e try  would p r e fe r  to  d ism an tle  

th e  tendency to  th in k  in  term s o f t r a d i t i o n s .  But th en  t h i s  i s  e x a c tly  

w hat, from th e  f i r s t ,  America has been a l l  ab o u t: th e  s te p p in g  o u ts id e

o f  and going ju s t  beyond th e  reach  o f  what had p re v io u s ly  been conceived 

o f  as  p r e v a i l in g  t r a d i t i o n .  For th e  E n g lish  P u r ita n  o f  1632 s te p p in g  

in to  a  boat headed f o r  th e  new c o n tin e n t ,  th e  ex p erien ce  would be th a t  

o f  a  d e s ir e d  p h y s ic a l d isp lacem en t from outworn t r a d i t i o n s  and 

p r a c t ic e s .  For Emerson two hundred y ea rs  l a t e r  th e  journey  was 

in te rn a l iz e d  b u t n o n e th e le ss  c h a lle n g in g  on i t s  own term s: s ee in g  th e  

way th a t  m a te r ia lism  and r a t io n a lis m  were coming to  e c l ip s e  som ething he 

co n sid e red  much more im p o rta n t, Emerson w rote t h a t  "People w ish to  be 

s e t t l e d ;  on ly  a s  f a r  a s  th ey  a r e  u n s e t t le d  i s  th e re  any hope f o r  them ." 

(RHE " C irc le s "  413) In  th e  way th a t  w ith in  a  g iven  poem John Ashbery 

w i l l  change id e n t i t y  w ith  a d iz z y in g  speed and frequency , he has made 

Em erson's " u n s e tt le d "  th e  a x is  around which h is  p o e try  re v o lv e s . One
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way he has done t h i s  i s  to  pu rsue Em erson's d ia lo g u e  w ith  h im se lf  

concern ing  w hether th e  road  to  s p i r i t u a l  self-em powerm ent le a d s  th rough  

a s e lf - c o n s c io u s  im p o sitio n  o f  c o n tro l  over th e  s e l f  o r ,  r a th e r ,  a 

consc ious abandonment o f  c o n tro l—as p e rv e rse  a s  th e  l a t t e r  may seem.

As I  d isc u s se d  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e  poem "The P ath  To The White Moon," 

A sh b ery 's  c h o ic e , l i k e  E m erson 's , i s  to  abandon c o n tro l:  to  a llo w

o n e s e lf  to  become in  some e s s e n t i a l  way " u n s e t t le d ."  A lso , a s  an 

e x te n s io n  o f  t h i s  abandonment, Ashbery, l i k e  Emerson, i s  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  

rh a p so d is t  in  th e  way th a t  h e , l i k e  Emerson, g iv es  h im se lf  over to  a 

spontaneous and in n e r  lo g ic  o f  though t which c o n s ta n tly  r e v i t a l i z e s  

i t s e l f  a s  i t  makes d is c o v e r ie s  a lo n g  th e  way—ig n o rin g  a s  i t  goes th e  

a tte m p t o f  any p r e v a i l in g  ra tio n a lly -c o n c e iv e d  system  to  ty ra n n iz e  over 

th e  a l t e r n a t e  d iv in g  and s u rfa c in g  which Emerson co n sid e red  in h e re n t to  

th e  p ro ce ss  o f o u r th o u g h t.

To see  how t h i s  approach can c o n tr ib u te  to  an e v o lu tio n  o f  o n e 's  

s e n s i b i l i t y ,  i t  i s  u s e fu l  to  look  a t  what happens to  c e r ta in  c h a ra c te r s  

in  a  couple l a t e  n o v e ls  by Henry Jam es. In  The Ambassadors. f o r  

exam ple, Lambert S t r e th e r  le a rn s  to  r e la x  r a th e r  th an  e x e rc is e  c o n tro l  

d u rin g  moments o f  u n c e r ta in ty .  He le a r n s ,  in  f a c t ,  to  keep " th e  sky o f 

l i f e  c le a r "  o f  " th e  c louds o f  ex p lan a tio n "  and in  t h i s  way we see  him 

th row ing  over any p reco n ce iv ed , l i n e a r ,  r a t io n a l  "ex p lan a tio n "  he may by 

h a b i t  w ish  to  b r in g  to  h is  ex p erien ce  in  fav o r o f  a " s t i t c h in g  to g e th e r"  

o f  w hatever in fo rm a tio n  h is  sen ses  p ro v id e  him—a p ro cess  which r e s u l t s  

in  a  re o rg a n iz a t io n  f o r  him o f  " th e  very  c o n d itio n s  o f  p e rc e p tio n , [and] 

th e  term s o f  th o u g h t."  So i t  i s ,  th e n , a s  i f  James g iv es  us a le s so n  

i l l u s t r a t i n g  Em erson's id e a s .
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And f o r  Maggie V erver, in  The Golden Bowl, i t  i s  more a  case  o f 

re v o lu tio n  th an  e v o lu tio n : A f te r  she r e a l i z e s  som ething unusual and

d e s tr u c t iv e  i s  going  on in  h e r  m id s t—and a f t e r  a  new em phasis upon th e  

p ro c e ss  o f  though t becomes an a c t iv e  fo rc e  w ith in  th e  c o n te x t o f  h e r 

r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  Adam, Amerigo, and C h a r lo t te — i t  becomes th e  wav she 

s e e s  what she sees  (h e r  s h i f t i n g  p e rsp e c tiv e  o r  p o s tu re )  t h a t  becomes 

c e n t r a l  to  h e r  expanding aw areness. She comes, f i n a l l y ,  to  p la c e  an 

em phasis n o t upon what seems to  be a  flaw ed o b je c t iv e  r e a l i t y ,  b u t upon 

h e r  own s u b je c tiv e  p o s tu re .  Thus fo r  Maggie th e  r o le  o n e 's  

co n sc iousness p lay s  in  th e  complex s e t t i n g  o f human r e la t io n s  goes from 

im agining  h e r r e la t io n s h ip  to  o th e rs  as  an e x o tic  "tow er" one cannot 

e n te r ,  to  th e  p o in t  where th e  f ix e d  p h y s ic a l o b je c t  t h i s  "tow er" has 

become— th e  golden  bowl—must be smashed as  a means to  an a l l - im p o r ta n t  

r e l ia n c e  upon a sense  o f o n e 's  own f le x ib l e  m ental a t t i t u d e .  Again 

Emerson i s  proved to  be r i g h t .

Lambert and Maggie, g iven  t h e i r  e x p e r ie n c e s , a re  fo rce d  to  r e - th in k  

th e  way th ey  th in k  abou t t h e i r  p la c e  in  th e  u n iv e rse —and a s  we read  

th e se  n o v e ls  and w atch t h e i r  th in k in g  refo rm  i t s e l f ,  we w itn e ss  a 

concom itant tra n s fo rm a tio n  in  th e  shape and te x tu re  o f  Jam es' f i c t i o n .

In  tu rn in g  away from th e  co n v en tio n a l n a r r a t io n  o f  ev en ts  in  an 

o b je c t iv e  w orld , James tu rn e d  tow ards and developed in  h is  n ovels  a 

n a r r a t iv e  o f  th o u g h t (which ta k e s  a c e r ta in  im petus from what h is  

b ro th e r  c a l le d  th e  "stream  o f  c o n sc io u sn e ss" ) . And in  an in te r e s t in g  

way (a s  I  m entioned in  C hapter I I  as  p a r t  o f  my re a d in g s  o f "Houseboat 

Days" and "T ap estry ") i t  i s  a lm ost a s  i f  Lambert S t r e th e r  and Maggie 

V erver, g iven  t h e i r  ex trem ely  in v o lv ed  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  cou ld  have w r i t te n
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c e r t a in  Ashbery poems s in c e  n o t o n ly  do A shbery 's  concerns ex tend  th e  

same is s u e s  James has h i s  c h a ra c te r s  e x p lo re —b u t a ls o  th e  te x tu re  o f 

A sh b ery 's  v e rse  su g g e s ts  t h a t  he i s  p ic k in g  up s t y l i s t i c a l l y  where James 

l e f t  o f f .  I t  i s  a s  i f  in  A sh b ery 's  poems (a g a in , a s  in  M aggie 's and 

L am bert's  th o u g h t)  th e  language one u ses  a s  th e  medium f o r  though t comes 

to  be so th o ro u g h ly  absorbed  in to  th e  p ro c e ss  o f th in k in g  th a t  each poem 

becomes i t s  own co n sc io u sn e ss , re c e iv in g  and ex p ress in g  sen te n ces  in  a l l  

th e  d i f f e r e n t  ways a  mind r e g i s t e r s  and becomes in te r tw in e d  w ith  

language. S ince A shbery i s  in d eed , a s  David S hapiro  p o in ts  o u t ,  th e  

" g re a t  p l u r a l i s t , " *  we see  him always ab so rb in g  and g iv in g  h im se lf  over 

to  th e  m yriad shapes tak en  on by h is  ex p erien ce  o f th e  language w ith in  

and a l l  around him; t h i s  i s  why Ashbery o f te n  in c o rp o ra te s  overheard  

s n ip p e ts  o f  c o n v e rsa tio n , o r  p assages borrowed from po p u lar c u l tu re  

( e .g .  ca rto o n  c h a ra c te r s  l ik e  Popeye and D affy Duck), in  h is  poems.

An example o f  how t h i s  l a s t  approach may work—p lu s  some o f th e  

o th e rs  I  have m entioned— can be seen  in  "Down By The S ta t io n ,  E a rly  In  

The Morning" (AW 14) where a  rem ark someone makes in  th e  cou rse  o f  an 

o th e rw ise  o rd in a ry  c o n v e rsa tio n  induces a  m e d ita tio n  (o f  s o r t s ) .  As th e  

poem opens: To th e  c la im  th a t  i f  we do n o t ag ree  on what i t  i s  then

th e re  i s  n o n e th e le ss  som ething somewhere in  th e  u n iv e rse  which i s  

e v e r la s t in g —th e  poem 's opening sen ten ce  responds th a t  no, " I t  a l l  wears 

o u t ."  What u s u a lly  "wears o u t ,"  o f  c o u rse , a re  " th in g s"  l ik e  sh o es, f o r  

in s ta n c e ;  however t h i s  sen te n ce  would seem to  im p lic a te  a much b ro ad er 

sweep o f  human e x p e r ie n c e , in c lu d in g  even our id eas  and ch e rish ed  

b e l i e f s .  Though o th e r  s im i la r ly  c y n ic a l openings could  be quoted  ( f o r  

example " I  cou ld  say  i t s  th e  h a p p ie s t p e rio d  o f my l i f e .  /  I t  h a s n 't  g o t
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much co m p e titio n !"—and "O bviously th e  g u ts  and b eau ty  a re  going to  be 

d en ied  ag a in  /  T h is tim e a ro u n d "), th e  unusual f i n a l i t y  and h o p e less  

tone  o f  such an opening fo r  an Ashbery poem i s  p u t in  a  s l i g h t l y  

d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t  when we le a rn  w ith  th e  n ex t words t h a t  in  t h i s  d ia lo g u e  

w ith  th e  s e l f  th e  poem 's opening a s s e r t io n  i s  an id ea  th e  speak er has 

t ro u b le  b e l ie v in g  b u t w ants to  convince h im se lf  th a t  he should  b e l ie v e :

I t  a l l  wears o u t .  I  keep t e l l i n g  m yself t h i s ,  b u t
I  can never b e lie v e  me, though o th e rs  do . Even th in g s  do.
And th e  th in g s  th e y  do .

So which i s  i t :  does i t  a l l  wear ou t o r  no t?  I f  i t  does a l l  w ear ou t 

we would ten d  to  look  upon t h i s  a s  bad news—b u t would i t  be? B efore 

th e s e  q u e s tio n s  can be p ro p e rly  ad d ressed , however, we stum ble over a 

d is jo in te d n e s s  a p p a ren t in  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  passage "Even th in g s  do" 

re p re s e n ts  a seeming im p o s s ib i l i ty  i f  " th in g s"  i s  meant to  be 

in te rc h a n g e a b le  w ith  " o th e rs "  as  among th o se  who "b e lie v e  me." And as 

p a r t  o f  any k in d  o f lo g ic a l  p ro g re s s io n  th e  passage  "And th e  th in g s  th ey  

do" adds to  our co n fu sio n  i f  we a re  expected  to  u n d erstan d  th e se  l in e s  

a s  meaning: " I  keep t e l l i n g  m yself t h i s ,  b u t I  can never b e lie v e  me

even though n o t o n ly  o th e r  people  b e lie v e  me b u t a ls o  o b je c ts  and th e  

th in g s  o b je c ts  do b e lie v e  me."

The way to  p roceed  a t  t h i s  p o in t  i s  n o t to  p an ic  b u t to  r e a l i z e  

th a t  i t  i s  common in  an Ashbery poem th a t  a  s y n ta c t ic  knot o f t h i s  s o r t  

can on ly  be u n rav e led  a f t e r  f i r s t  ta k in g  c a re fu l  n o te  o f  what th e  knot 

looks l ik e  and th en  going th rough  th e  e n t i r e  poem to  see  i f  i t s  shape i s  

reproduced o r  ex tended e lsew h ere . What we u s u a lly  want and expect in  a 

s i tu a t io n  l ik e  t h i s  a re  c lu e s  l ik e  p ie c e s  o f  a  jig -sa w  p u zz le  which as
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th ey  grow in  number and f i t  to g e th e r  a ls o  beg in  to  open o u t l ik e  a v i s t a  

t h a t  reach es  in to  an e n t i r e ly  new dim ension; b u t what we seem to  g e t 

h e re  i s  a  break-down in  th e  two dim ensions we though t we could  ta k e  fo r  

g ra n te d —th u s  our mind i s  in v i te d  to  move in  a  new d i r e c t io n .  We a re  

l ik e  d e te c t iv e s  in sp e c tin g  th e  room in  a  house where a  p o e t has 

m y s te r io u s ly  d isap p e a red  when suddenly  we d isc o v e r  ( c r e a te ,  r e a l l y ,  f o r  

o u rse lv e s )  a  bookcase which sw ings o u t h o r iz o n ta l ly  to  re v e a l a  s e c r e t  

passagew ay. Ashbery w ants us to  ex p erien ce  a  break-down in  th e  

co n v en tio n a l lo g ic  which we use  to  move, i n t e l l e c t u a l l y ,  from one p o in t 

to  a n o th e r ; and i f  th e  w ill in g n e s s  to  ex p erien ce  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  

c o lla p se  and r e s t r u c tu r in g  o f  t h i s  k ind  i s  n o t o r  does n o t become a p a r t  

o f  o u r though t p ro c e ss e s , th en  i t  w i l l  be d i f f i c u l t  to  co n tin u e  

re a d in g . In  a sen se  "n eg a tiv e  c a p a b i l i ty " —as a  way o f  l e t t i n g  

u n fa m ilia r  s t r u c tu r e s  resh ap e  th e  form ulas acco rd in g  to  which we 

contem plate  t h i s  o r  th a t  dilemma—i s  a fundam ental p a r t  o f  th e  

ex p erien ce  o f  re ad in g  such p o e try . I f  we m iss t h i s  then  we have m issed 

a  la rg e  p a r t  o f  what i s  going  on in  t h i s  poem.

Thus i t  w i l l  be on ly  a f t e r  t r a v e l in g  th e  e n t i r e  c i r c u i t  o f  th e  work 

and c o l le c t in g  ev idence a long  th e  way (and then  l e t t i n g  o u rse lv e s  r e la x  

in to  th e  countours o f th e  poem as  we f in d  them, no m a tte r  how sc rew b a ll 

th ey  may seem) th a t  we w i l l  be a b le  to  look  back and beg in  to  see  how 

t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  in v o lu tio n —by a c t in g  a s  a c lu e  and l a t e r  a co n firm a tio n  

—w il l  have helped  to  advance th e  p r e v a i l in g  concerns o f th e  poem. The 

n ex t th re e  s e n te n c e s , f o r  exam ple, in tro d u ce  m a te r ia l  which adds to  a 

growing sen se  o f th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  word " th in g s " :

L ike th e  ra sp  o f s i l k ,  o r  a c e r ta in
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G lo t ta l  s to p  in  your v o ice  a s  you a re  t e l l i n g  me how you 
D id n 't  have tim e to  b rush  your t e e th  b u t g a rg le d  w ith  L is te r in e  
In s te a d . Each i s  a  base  one m ight w ish  to  to u ch  once more

B efore d y in g . T h e re 's  th e  moment y e a rs  ago in  th e  s ta t i o n  in  V enice, 
The d a rk  r a in y  a f te rn o o n  in  fo u r th  g ra d e , and th e  shoes th e n ,
Made o f a  d u l l  c r in k le d  brown le a th e r  t h a t  no lo n g er e x i s t s .

In  a  way " th in g s"  now do seem to  have tak en  on a  l i f e  o f  t h e i r  own in  

th e se  se n te n c e s , which in  f a c t  su g g ests  t h a t  th ey  can e i t h e r  " b e lie v e  

me" when I  say  " I t  a l l  wears o u t" —o r n o t b e lie v e  me. The paradox i s  

th a t  i f  th ey  do come a l iv e  so as  to  "b e lie v e  me" o r  n o t ,  th en  indeed  

t h i s  must mean th a t  th ey  do n o t wear o u t b u t—q u i te  th e  o p p o s ite —come 

a l iv e !  The l i f e  they  may (o r  may n o t)  be seen  a s  ta k in g  on i s  th e  one 

th e y  e n te r  in to  by jo in in g  fo rc e s  w ith  th e  human mind so a s  to  form a 

s t a t e  o f  consciousness which r e q u ire s  f o r  i t s  e x is te n c e  n o t o n ly  th e  

s u b je c tiv e  s e l f  b u t an o b je c t iv e  w orld which can be tak en  in  and 

ex p erien ced : n e i th e r ,  i t  would seem, can e x i s t  w ith o u t th e  o th e r .

For example i t  may be th a t  two people a re  s ta n d in g  on a  p la tfo rm  

w a itin g  f o r  th e  t r a in  e a r ly  in  th e  m orning when th e  f i r s t  says to  th e  

o th e r :  " I  d i d n 't  have tim e to  b ru sh  my t e e th  so I  g a rg le d  w ith

L is te r in e " —b u t what re so n a te s  in  th e  second p e r s o n 's  mind i s  n o t so 

much th e  co n te n t o f th e re  words a s  th e  r u s t l e  o f  th e  o th e r  p e rs o n 's  

c lo th in g  and a " g lo t t a l  s to p "  in  h i s  v o ic e . In  t h i s  way th e  sounds a 

body makes in s id e  i t s  c lo th in g , and th o se  sounds which when tak en  in  as  

an unbroken s e r ie s  c o n s t i tu te  a n o th e r 's  v o ic e , a re  no ted  and focused  

upon a s  th e  ev idence o f  someone e l s e 's  p h y s ic a l p re se n c e . The sen ten ce  

"Each i s  a base  one m ight w ish to  touch  once more b e fo re  dying" th u s  

cou ld  be though t o f as  su g g e s tin g  e i t h e r  th e  need p h y s ic a lly  to  touch  

a n o th e r  person  ag a in  (and th e  accompanying d e s ir e  to  go on h e a rin g  th e
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o t h e r 's  v o ic e )—o r  "a base" in  th e  sense  o f  a  sound in c o rp o ra te d  in to  

memory which can be k ep t a l iv e  th e re  and re tu rn e d  to  a t  w i l l .  "Touch," 

in  o th e r  w ords, can im ply p h y s ic a l c o n ta c t o r  a m etap h o rica l usage in  

th e  sen se  th a t  memory may be though t o f a s  th e  way we "touch" our p a s t  

e x p e rie n c e ; t h i s  l a t t e r  re a d in g  o f  "touch" i s  exp lo red  in  th e  n ex t 

l in e s !

And n o th in g  d o es , u n t i l  you name i t ,  remembering, and even th en
I t  may n o t have e x is te d ,  o r  e x is te d  o n ly  a s  a  r e s u l t
Of th e  p e rc e p tu a l d y s fu n c tio n  y o u 'v e  been c a rry in g  around f o r  y e a rs .

A d je c tiv e s  l ik e  "dark  ra in y "  and " d u ll  c r in k le d  brown" em phasize th e  

r o le  o f  o n e 's  sen ses  a s  th ey  m ediate  between our though ts  and th e  w orld 

we r e f l e c t  upon—w hereas th e  d e p ic t io n  o f ev en ts  ta k in g  p la c e  "y ea rs  ago 

in  th e  s ta t i o n  in  V enice" as  a  "moment" evokes th e  way im p ressio n s 

sometimes become d i s t i l l e d  and absorbed  in to  consc iousness w ith o u t th e re  

rem ain ing  any t r a c e s  o f  th e  o r ig in a l  sense  ex p e rie n ce . The odd p a r t ,  

however—as Ashbery p o in ts  o u t—i s  th a t  w hether th e  aw areness o f  our 

sen ses  p la y in g  an im p o rtan t r o le  i s  v iv id  o r  n o t ,  th e re  i s  no p rov ing  

th a t  ev en ts  r e a l l y  happened anyway g iven  th a t  o u r im pression  co u ld  have 

been caused by a  "p e rc e p tu a l d y s fu n c tio n ."  (O r, a s  D escartes  th o u g h t i t  

n e ce ssa ry  to  im agine a s  an a p p ro p r ia te  s t a r t i n g  p o in t in  h is  m e d ita tio n : 

perhaps "some m a lic io u s  demon o f  th e  utm ost power and cunning has 

employed a l l  h i s  e n e rg ie s  in  o rd e r  to  d ece iv e  me . . . [and] th e  sky , 

th e  a i r ,  th e  e a r th ,  c o lo u rs , sh ap es , sounds and a l l  e x te rn a l  th in g s  a re  

m erely  th e  d e lu s io n s  o f  dreams which he has d ev ised  to  ensnare  my 

judgem ent." ) And a s  we read  in  "When The Sun Goes Down" (AW 6 ) ,  th e  

degree  to  which we can t r u s t  t h a t  we a re  a c tu a l ly  p a r t  o f  som ething 

go ing  on o u ts id e  o u rse lv e s  makes a  d if f e re n c e  in  th e  meaning we e i th e r
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do o r  do n o t a t t r i b u t e  to  our ex p erien ce :

Y et, to  be s tra p p e d  to  o n e 's  m in d se t, which seems 
As enormous as  a  p la in ,  to  have to  be to ld  
That i t s  h o rizo n s a re  com ica lly  c o n fin in g ,
And a l l  th e  sorrow  w e lls  from th e r e ,  l i k e  th e  s la n t in g
Plume o f  a  w a te rsp o u t: d o e s n 't  i t  su p p la n t knowledge
Of th e  d i f f e r e n t  forms o f  lo v e , red u c in g  them
To a w h ite  in d i f f e r e n t  p rism , a  r o o f le s s  love  s ta n d in g  open
To th e  elem ents? And some see  in  t h i s  a  paradigm  o f  how i t  r i s e s
Slowly to  th e  in d i f f e r e n t  heavens, a l l  t h a t  p a le  glamour?

But what seems to  co n tin u e  to  i n t e r e s t  Ashbery most i s  n o t j u s t  our

m argin o f  f r e e  w i l l  in  an o th erw ise  determ ined  and th e r e fo re  m echanical

environm ent, b u t s p e c i f i c a l ly  th e  q u a l i t i e s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  w hatever

amount o f  elbow-room we do f in d  in s id e  co n sc io u sn e ss . For example in

"Down By The S ta t io n ,  E a rly  In  The Morning" even though a  c e r t a in  " d u ll

c r in k le d  brown le a th e r  . . .  no lo n g er e x i s t s " —and , in  f a c t ,  "n o th in g

d o e s ,"  in  a sen se—th e re  i s  c o n so la tio n  in  th e  way th a t  c e r t a in  " th in g s"

(and we should  remember, by th e  way, how t h i s  word was used  in  th e  f i r s t

th re e  l in e s  o f  th e  poem) do e x i s t ,  and even have a  k ind  o f  l i f e  o f  t h e i r

own, when we "name" and "remember" them. To acknowledge t h i s  and a t  th e

same tim e th e  p o s s ib le  "p e rc ep tu a l d y s fu n c tio n  y o u 'v e  been c a r ry in g

around f o r  y e a rs"  i s  a ls o  to  encounter mixed em otions:

The r e s u l t  i s  m agic, th en  t e r r o r ,  th e n  p i ty  a t  th e  em p tin ess ,
Then a i r  g ra d u a lly  b a th in g  and f i l l i n g  th e  em ptiness a s  i t  le a k s ,  
Emoting a l l  over som ething th a t  i s  p ro b ab ly  mere re p o rta g e  
But n e v e r th e le s s  l ik e s  be ing  emoted on.

So th e  e p is te m o lig ic a l  q u e s tio n  w re s tle d  w ith  in  p rev io u s  l in e s  seems to  

have e s ta b lis h e d  c e r ta in  boundaries fo r  co n sc io u sn ess  w ith in  which a 

s e x u a l- l ik e  encoun ter may ta k e  p la c e —as su g g ested  n o t o n ly  in  th e  

u l t im a te  r e le a s e  o f "m agic, th en  t e r r o r ,  th en  p i t y , "  b u t a ls o  th e  way 

th a t  th e  " a i r "  i s  "Emoting a l l  over som ething th a t  . . . l i k e s  be ing
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emoted o n ."  "Em ptiness" h e re  cou ld  im ply e i t h e r  s p i r i t u a l  "em ptiness" 

( in  th e  sense th a t  i f  l i f e  has  no meaning then  i t  i s  "empty" ) o r  

"em ptiness" in  th e  p h y s ic a l w orld  w here, f o r  exam ple, a  room could  be 

"empty" and s t i l l  f u l l  o f  a i r .  In  t h i s  passage  A shbery, by sw iv e lin g  

from th e  f i r s t  o f  th e se  two p o s s i b i l i t i e s  to  th e  second, su g g ests  th a t  a 

sense  o f s p i r i t u a l  em ptiness may be seen  a s  compensated f o r  sim ply in  

our a llo w in g  a  n ex t b re a th  ( a s  ev idence o f our own unavoidab le  

p h y s ic a l i ty )  le a d  outward tow ard an o th e r p e r s o n 's  p h y s ic a l p resence  

(even though our l in k  w ith  th e  o u ts id e  w orld  may be "mere re p o r ta g e " ) .

And so each day
Culm inates in  m errim ent a s  w e ll as  a  deep shock l ik e  an e l e c t r i c  one,

As th e  w recking b a l l  b u r s ts  th rough  th e  w a ll w ith  th e  bookshelves 
S c a t te r in g  th e  works o f  famous a u th o rs  a s  w e ll as  those  
Of more obscure ones, and books w ith  no a u th o r , l e t t i n g  in  
Space, and an ex traneous b ab b le  from th e  s t r e e t  
Confirm ing th e  new value  th e  hollow  co re  has a g a in , th e  l i g h t  
From th e  lig h th o u se  th a t  p r o te c ts  as  i t  pushes us away.

That th e  day "Culm inates in  m errim ent" su g g e s ts  th a t  th e  m eeting " e a r ly  

in  th e  morning" has indeed  ended w ith  a sex u a l a s  w e ll as  a m etaphysica l 

coming to g e th e r .  "The works o f  famous au th o rs  a s  w e ll as  th o se  /  Of 

more obscure ones, and books w ith  no a u th o r"  su g g e s ts  a v is io n  o f th e  

mind r e la te d  to  S tev en s ' when he p o in te d  o u t th a t  "When th e  mind i s  l ik e  

a h a l l  in  which though t i s  l i k e  a  v o ice  sp eak in g , th e  vo ice  i s  always 

th a t  o f  someone e ls e "  (OP 168)—o n ly  in  A sh b ery 's  poem th e  v o ices  a re  

re p la c e d  by books su g g estin g  o u r tendency to  g iv e  an o rd e r  to  id eas  

co rresponding  to  th e  o rd e r ly  arrangem ent o f  books on sh e lv e s . That some 

books have "no au th o r"  im p lie s  a  f a i t h  in  th e  way a t  l e a s t  p a r t  o f  who 

we become, u l t im a te ly  (and in e v i ta b ly ) ,  i s  d e r iv e d  from th e  randomness 

and a b su rd ity  o f ou r ex p e rien ce—th e  way t h a t ,  to  some e x te n t a t  l e a s t ,
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who we a re  i s  p lucked o u t o f  " th e  ex tran eo u s babble from th e  s t r e e t . "

T hat th e  "wrecking b a l l "  l e t s  in  "space" su g g ests  t h a t  i t  i s n ' t  any 

s o r t  o f  en ligh tenm ent we should  ex p e c t, b u t sim ply p sy ch o lo g ica l room 

w ith in  which to  go on moving. "The l i g h t  /  From th e  lig h th o u se "  im p lie s  

th a t  th e  c a l l  heard  and responded to  in  sounds "Like th e  ra sp  o f s i l k ,  

o r  a  c e r ta in  /  G lo t ta l  s to p "  in  som eone's v o ic e , has f o r  us an 

i r r e s i s t a b l e  resonance a l l  i t s  own; bu t g iven  doubts abou t w hether 

an y th in g  in  th e  o b je c t iv e  w orld  r e a l l y  " e x is ts "  o r  n o t ,  i t  "pushes us 

away" and back in to  our own th o u g h ts  and f e e l in g s  a t  th e  same tim e th a t  

i t  draws us n e a r  and " p ro te c ts "  us from f e e l in g  h o p e le s s ly  c u t o f f  from  

o th e r s .  Thus "Down By The S ta t io n ,  E a rly  In  The Morning" seems to  walk 

a f in e  l in e  between, on th e  one hand, c o n so la tio n  found in  some 

a ssu ran ce  th a t  someone o r som ething e x i s t s  o u ts id e  o u rse lv e s—and, on 

th e  o th e r  hand, th e  re c o g n itio n  th a t  we r e a l l y  on ly  know our own 

th o u g h ts  and f e e l in g s  which may, u l t im a te ly ,  e x i s t  a t  a p o in t  com plete ly  

rem ote from any p o p u la r ly  conceived sense  o f a w orld "ou t th e r e ."  The 

"co re"  i s  "hollow " because i t  i s  n ecessa ry  to  th e  in h e re n t c h a ra c te r  o f 

co n sc io u sn ess  th a t  i t  keep i t s e l f  "hollow " s in c e  th e  n a tu re  o f 

ex p erien ce  i s  c o n s ta n tly  to  r e v i t a l i z e  i t s e l f ;  even though indeed  " I t  

a l l  wears o u t ,"  th e  p o in t  i s  t h a t  t h i s  does n o t m a tte r  s in c e  th e  very  

n ex t moment " th e  ra sp  o f  s i l k "  in te r a c t s  w ith  us and we w ith  i t — 

a lth o u g h , a s  w ith  e v e ry th in g , on a tem porary b a s is .  Like h ig h -w ire  

a c ro b a ts  we a re  always l e t t i n g  go o f one swing w ith  t h i s  hand and 

g ra sp in g  a second one w ith  th e  o th e r—and th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  second swing 

i s  always th e re  a t  th e  r ig h t  moment and th a t  we <Jo connect w ith  i t  

induces " th e  m agic, th en  t e r r o r ,  th en  p i ty  a t  th e  em p tin ess ."^
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T his v is io n  o f human consc iousness i s  a ls o  e s s e n t ia l  to  our 

u n d e rs tan d in g  o f Whitman—p a r t ic u la r ly  in  "Song o f  M yself" where each 

succeed ing  experience  he d e s c r ib e s  i s  l i k e  A sh b ery 's  "w recking b a l l "  as 

i t  b reak s  th rough  a  p reced in g  ex p erien ce  to  b o th  make way f o r  i t s e l f  and 

i l l u s t r a t e  th e  way th a t  i t  a ls o  w i l l  y ie ld  when a  n ex t one comes 

c ra sh in g  th rough  i t ,  w ith o u t th e re  ev e r b e in g  in  W hitman's mind any 

cause fo r  a la rm  over t h i s  p ro c e ss . ( J u s t  a s ,  over th e  y e a r s ,  each 

succeed ing  e d i t io n  o f  Leaves o f G rass— through  seven e d i t io n s —w il l  

re p la c e  i t s  p re d e c e sso r .)  S im ila r ly ,  i n  The Golden Bowl n o t on ly  does 

Jam es' though t use language to  c o n s ta n tly  d isa p p e a r  in to  i t s e l f  and 

re s u r fa c e  a t  a  new p o in t—b u t a ls o  Maggie V erver see s  h e r w orld ( l ik e  

th e  golden bowl i t s e l f )  go smash r ig h t  b e fo re  h e r  ey es , on ly  to  le a rn  

how to  r e b u ild  i t  h e r s e l f  a lo n g  new l i n e s .  And e q u a lly , i t  i s  t h i s  

d e s c r ip t io n  o f th e  p la c e  o f  human co n sc iousness in  th e  scheme o f th in g s  

to  which S tevens r e f e r s  when in  "The Noble R id e r and The Sound o f Words" 

he says

I t  i s  one o f th e  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  o f  th e  im ag in a tio n  th a t  i t  i s  always 
a t  th e  end o f an e r a .  What happens i s  t h a t  i t  i s  always a t ta c h in g  
i t s e l f  to  a new r e a l i t y  and ad h erin g  to  i t .  (NA 22)

I t  i s  im p o rtan t, u l t im a te ly ,  to  reco g n ize  how A shbery, l ik e

Emerson, Whitman, James, and S tev en s, experim en ts w ith  th e  r e la t io n s h ip

between s t a t e s  o f  consciousness and th e  a b i l i t y  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  to

r e g i s t e r  and communicate a  s h i f t in g  sense  o f th e  boundaries  s e p a ra tin g

o n e 's  ongoing th o u g h t, a t e x t ,  and some sen se  o f  a la r g e r  u n iv e rse

beyond th e  s e l f .  Each o f th e se  w r i te r s ,  in  h is  own way, in v i te s  th e

re a d e r  to  leav e  behind c e r ta in  h a b i ts  o f  mind and in v o lv e  h im se lf in  a

m e d ita tio n  which b eg ins w ith  th e  prem ise th a t  human consc iousness i s
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analagous n o t so  much to  m a te r ia l  r e a l i t y  b u t to  th e  in fu s io n  o f  energy 

which E in s te in  d e s c r ib e s  a s  th e  p rim ary  c o n s ti tu e n t  elem ent o f th e  

u n iv e rse . T his new approach  su g g e s ts  th a t  to  see  th e  w orld  as  

e s s e n t i a l l y  d u a l i s t i c  i s  to  see  a k ind  o f  m etaphysica l " c lo su re "  b u i l t  

in to  and r e f l e c te d  by a l l  e x p e rie n c e ; b u t i f  we a t  a l a t e r  p o in t  r e a l iz e  

th a t  t h i s  dua lism  and i t s  im p lied  c lo su re  i s —as E in s te in  h e lp s  u s  to  

u n d ers tan d —a f i c t i o n  which we have been b e lie v in g  fo r  f a r  to o  long , 

th en  m yriad bou n d aries  c o lla p s e  and ex p erien ce  becomes f l u i d .  Thus when 

read in g  A sh b ery 's  p o e try  i t  i s  n e c e ssa ry  to  accep t an a e s th e t ic  

c o u n te rp a r t  to  th e  E in s te in ia n  and quantum m echanical v is io n s  so th a t  

p re v io u s ly  ch e rish e d  d i s t i n c t io n s  between me, you, and h e r ; between our 

p h y s ic a l ,  em o tio n a l, and i n t e l l e c t u a l  s e lv e s ;  and between s u b je c t  and 

o b je c t  no lo n g er a p p ly . Any a ttem p t to  meet A shbery 's  p o e try  on i t s  own 

term s must acc ep t a s  i t s  s t a r t i n g  p o in t  t h i s  re v ise d  u n d e rs tan d in g  o f 

th e  way our minds work.

In  a  r e c e n t ly  p u b lish ed  book, Roger P en rose , a  B r i t i s h  

m athem atician  and p h y s ic i s t ,  su g g es ts  th a t  as  w ith  tim e and space (and 

energy  and m a tte r)  human co n sc iousness and th e  even ts  i t  c o n s id e rs  to  be 

happening o u ts id e  i t s e l f  ( in  th e  s o -c a l le d  " re a l"  w orld) r e p re s e n t  n o t 

d i s t i n c t  and s e p a ra te  c a te g o r ie s  b u t p o in ts  a long  a continuum :

. . . th e  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  p h y s ic a l w orld i t s e l f  seems more nebulous 
th an  i t  had seemed to  be b e fo re  th e  advent o f th e  . . . th e o r ie s  o f 
r e l a t i v i t y  and quantum m echanics. The very  p re c is io n  o f  th e se  
th e o r ie s  has p rov ided  an a lm ost a b s t r a c t  m athem atical e x is te n c e  f o r  
a c tu a l  p h y s ic a l r e a l i t y .  I s  t h i s  in  any way a paradox? How can 
c o n c re te  r e a l i t y  become a b s t r a c t  and m athem atical? T his i s  perhaps 
th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  c o in  to  th e  q u e s tio n  o f how a b s t r a c t  
m athem atical concep ts can ach iev e  an alm ost co n cre te  r e a l i t y  in  
P l a t o 's  w orld . P erhaps, in  some se n se , th e  two w orlds a re  a c tu a l ly  
th e  same?5
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One im p lic a tio n  o f  such  an approach  i s  th a t  th e r e  a re  no boundaries  

s e t t i n g  consc iousness a p a r t  from  th e  environm ent th ro u g h  which i t  

moves. When Bloom w r ite s  t h a t  i t  i s  th e  Whitman in  S tevens t h a t  comes 

th rough  most s tro n g ly  in  A shbery, he w ants us to  lo o k  a t  th e  way S tevens 

s e t s  a s id e  th e  concern he sh a re s  w ith  Bmerson in v o lv in g  a  f e l t  c o n f l ic t  

between r e a l i t y  and th e  im ag in a tio n , and em phasize th a t  p a r t  o f  S tevens 

w hich, l i k e  Whitman, a llow s him to  be com ple te ly  g iv en  over to  o b serv in g  

th e  ongoing p ro cesses  which c o n s t i tu te  ex p erien ce  w ith o u t making m oral 

d i s t in c t io n s  concern ing  t h e i r  v a rio u s  e lem en ts . The im p o rtan t p o in t to  

c o n s id e r , o f  co u rse , i s  t h a t  f o r  Whitman, as  w ith  A shbery, th e  concern 

i s  n o t ,  g iven  th e  f a c t  th a t  m a tte r  and s p i r i t  r e p re s e n t  s e p a ra te  

r e a l i t i e s ,  how can I  move m yself away from  th e  one and tow ard th e  o th e r— 

r a th e r  th e  is s u e  i s  g iven  th e  f a c t  th a t  m a tte r  and th e  so u l a re  bound up 

in t im a te ly  one w ith  th e  o th e r  in  a  u n if ie d  form  o f  co n sc io u sn ess , how 

can I  g iv e  m yself more f u l ly  to  th e  ex p e rie n c e . I t  was Whitman who 

f i r s t  had th e  unique a b i l i t y  to  r e la x  and flow  w ith o u t h e s i t a t io n  in to  

some alw ays advancing v e rs io n  o f h is  own id e n t i t y ,  so  t h a t  th e  p ro cesses  

o f  h i s  mind—h is  p e rc e p tio n s  and h is  involvem ent w ith  th e se  p e rc e p tio n s — 

came to  be an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f  h is  poems; th u s  th e  em phasis upon a 

m in d 's  ongoing p ro c e sse s , as  embodied w ith in  th e  v ery  te x tu r e  o f a 

poem 's language, c o n s t i tu te s  th e  fundam ental elem ent p erv ad in g  th e  b e s t 

p o e try  o f  Whitman, S tev en s, and Ashbery.

In  acknow ledging, u l t im a te ly ,  th a t  Ashbery i s  a p o s t-E in s te in ia n  

t r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t ,  we must reco g n ize  what h is  p o e try  a rg u es  f o r ,  which 

i s  th a t  we a re  our language and swim around in  i t  a s  one would swim in  

an ocean; Ashbery i s  com pletely  g iven  over to  th e  energy  o f h i s  language
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as  i t  comes to  abandon more £ u lly  th a n  Emerson, Whitman, James o r 

S tevens could  some m atter-bound  sen se  o f  re fe re n c e s  beyond language. 

Thus fo r  A shbery 's  r e a d e rs ,  d isc o v e r in g  th e  ongoing p ro cesses  which 

c o n s t i tu te  what he r e f e r s  to  a s  " th e  movement o f ex p erien c in g "  w i l l  

r e q u ire  th a t  we r e - s i t u a t e  o u rse lv e s  in s id e  our own th o u g h t. And as  I  

m entioned in  my in t ro d u c t io n ,  Ashbery moves o u t ahead o f  us in  t h i s  

p ro c e ss , in v i t in g  us to  keep up . Ashbery i s  always u n w ritin g  a t  th e  

same tim e th a t  he i s  w r i t in g  h im se lf :  h i s  t e x t  i s  th e  t r a i l  l e f t  by th e  

ongoing n e g o tia tio n  w ith  a  no lo n g e r v ia b le  v e rs io n  o f th e  s e l f ;  in  

o th e r  words each moment in  an Ashbery t e x t  i s  th e  t r a c e  l e f t  by h is  

s u rfa c in g  o u t o f  who he used  to  be in to  a  nex t moment. A c o ro l la ry  i s  

th e  way th e  Ashbery poem im p lic a te s  re a d e rs  in t im a te ly  in to  i t s  

o p e ra tio n s  by r e q u ir in g ,  f o r  exam ple, t h a t  we le a rn  to  abandon a h a b it  

o f  mind accustomed to  fo llo w in g  th e  lo g ic a l  development o f an id e a —and 

ad ap t o u rse lv es  to  th e  a l t e r n a t e  s u rfa c in g  and d iv in g  o f  A sh b ery 's  mind 

a s  i t  resumes o r  abandons a  word, p h ra se , id e a , o r  image: in  th e

p ro cess  we, to o , le a rn  to  d iv e  and r e - s u r f a c e .  A shbery 's  poems a re  

m e d ita tio n s  which th e  re a d e r  u se s  to  e x e rc is e  h is  o r  h e r consc iousness 

w h ile  a t  th e  same tim e se e in g  d e sc rib e d  th e  p ro cess  in  which one 

p a r t i c ip a te s .  I t  must be t h i s  way s in c e

By so  many system s 
As we a re  invo lved  i n ,  by j u s t  so  many 
Are we s e t  f r e e  on an ocean o f  language th a t  comes to  be 
P a r t  o f  u s ,  a s  though we would ev e r g e t away.

(AW 71)
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NOTES

^ "A shbery 's  work i s  a  r e l e n t l e s s  t i r a d e  a g a in s t  s y s te m a tic s . For 
t h i s  re a so n , he i s  n e i th e r  pure  nor im pure, n e i th e r  a r t - f o r - a r t ' 8-sak e  
n o r v u lg a r ly  m im etic. He i s  th e  g re a t  p l u r a l i s t  and combines pop a r t  
f ig u r a t io n  w ith  a b s t r a c t  e x p re s s io n is t  d i s s o lu t io n .  H is p o e try  i s  a 
r e c o n c i l i a t io n ,  a t  i t s  b e s t ,  between th e  human s u b je c t  and th e  inhuman 
w orkings o f  a r b i t r a r i n e s s ,  between th e  f a c t  o f  va lue  and th e  v a lu e  o f 
f a c t .  In  a  w orld  to o  dom inated by th e  p sy ch o lo g ica l language o f  norms 
v e rsu s  n eu ro ses , Ashbery a c c e p ts  th e  anomalous in  h im se lf  and in  
lan g u ag e . He has made b o th  h is  unhappiness and h is  e c s ta s y  courageous 
to p ic s  in  a  w orld o f  to p ic s .  U nlike S te v e n s ' lu n a t ic  o f  one id e a ,  he i s  
in  lo v e  w ith  p erm ission  and th e  e a r th  and th e  e a r th in e s s  o f language and 
i t s  u n e a r th ly  a r b i t r a r i n e s s . "  David S h ap iro , John A shbery: An 
In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  P o e try  (New York: Columbia U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1979), 
11-12.

2
Rene D e sc a rte s , "M ed ita tio n s  on F i r s t  Ph ilosophy" in  The 

P h ilo so p h ic a l W ritings o f  D e sc a r te s . Volume I , t r a n s . by John 
Cottingham , R obert S to o th o ff ,  Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1984), 15.

3
" I  been th in k in g ,"  she [Mrs. F lood, th e  lan d lad y ] went on, 

w atch ing  him [H azel Motes] a s  he went on w ith  what he was d o in g , "and I  
see  t h e r e 's  on ly  one th in g  f o r  you and me to  do . Get m a rried . I  
w o u ld n 't do i t  tinder any o rd in a ry  c o n d itio n  b u t I  would do i t  f o r  a 
b l in d  man and a  s ic k  one. I f  we d o n 't  h e lp  each o th e r ,  Mr. M otes, 
t h e r e 's  nobody to  h e lp  u s ,"  she s a id .  "Nobody. The w orld i s  a empty 
p la c e ."  F lannery  O 'Connor, Wise Blood (New York: F a r r a r ,  S tra u s  and 
G iroux, 1949), 227.

4 There a re  a couple p o in ts  one should  keep in  mind which do n o t 
f i t  w ith  my m etaphor: There i s  n o t ju s t  one swing to  g rab  on to  b u t
many; and i t  i s  o f te n  a  m a tte r  o f  chance which one we g ra sp . W illiam  
James i s  our b e s t  gu ide a t  t h i s  ju n c tu re : C onsider f o r  example th e
fo llo w in g  from h is  "World o f  Pure E x p e rien ce ,"  ( in  Essavs in  R ad ica l 
Em piricism  [and] A P l u r a l i s t i c  U n iv e rse . G lo u c e s te r , Mass: P e te r  Sm ith, 
1967), page 67:

As each ex p erien ce  runs by c o g n itiv e  t r a n s i t i o n  in to  th e  n ex t one, 
and we nowhere f e e l  a  c o l l i s i o n  w ith  what we e lsew here count as 
t r u t h  o r  f a c t ,  we commit o u rse lv e s  to  th e  c u r re n t a s  i f  th e  p o r t  
were s u re .  We l i v e ,  a s  i t  w ere, upon th e  f ro n t  edge o f an advancing 
w a v e -c re s t, and our sense  o f  a  d e te rm in a te  d i r e c t io n  in  f a l l i n g  
forw ard  i s  a l l  we cover o f  th e  fu tu re  o f our p a th .

Or t h i s  from  A P l u r a l i s t i c  U n iv e rse . pages 283 and 289-290:
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The ru sh  o f  our thought forw ard th rough  i t s  f r in g e s  i s  th e  
e v e r la s t in g  p e c u l ia r i ty  o f  i t s  l i f e .  We r e a l i z e  th a t  l i f e  as 
som ething th a t  sh o o ts  o u t o f  a  d ark n ess  th rough  a  dawn in to  a 
b r ig h tn e s s  th a t  we f e e l  to  be th e  dawn f u l f i l l e d .  In  th e  very  m id st 
o f  th e  c o n t in u i ty  our ex p erien ce  comes as  an a l t e r a t i o n .  . . .

Every b i t  o f  us a t  ev ery  moment i s  p a r t  and p a rc e l  o f  a w ider s e l f ,  
i t  q u iv e rs  a long  v a rio u s  r a d i i  l i k e  th e  w ind-rose  on a compass, and 
th e  a c tu a l  in  i t  i s  co n tin u o u sly  one w ith  p o s s ib le s  n o t y e t  in  our 
p re se n t s ig h t .

5
Roger P en rose , The Emperor * s New Mind (New York: Oxford 

U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1989), 430.
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