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In more than twenty-six books of poetry, John Ashbery has redefined

the possibilities for American poetry and influenced countless contem-

porary writers and artists. But long before he was lauded for his poems

with honors including the National Book Award, Pulitzer Prize, MacArthur

Fellowship, and the National Humanities Medal, he was a self-described

“misfit” known in the corridors of Deerfield as “Ashes.”

He had just started writing poems the year before he came to Deerfield,

reading an  anthology of 20th century American poetry he had won in a

contest and writing imitations of poets he found in it. Meanwhile, “I

used to enjoy sneaking into the chemistry lab on weekends and making

strange concoctions that filled the lab with smoke,” he laughs. In the

same building, he remembers, was an art studio. “That wasn’t a course,

but students, if they wanted to, they could go there and paint. There

was an artist in residence I liked very much named Donald Greason.

He wanted us to do still lifes from a model, and I said well, I wanted to

be a Surrealist, but he said, that’s all well and good, but first you have

to know how to paint an object.”

Seventy years later, Ashbery remembers with pride having some of

his paintings chosen to hang in Mr. Boyden’s office as the painting of

the week. “I remember one of the objects they had in there was a copper

pitcher, which I got very adept at putting the highlights in,” he recounts.

Years later, Ashbery became a critic for Art News magazine, which

favored Abstract Expressionism. “I remember I got a very testy letter

from Mr. Greason, who was very conservative and didn’t approve of that

kind of art.”

In Ashbery the student, one can see interests fostered that later

blossomed into lifelong affinities. For example, he enjoyed French with

Melville Hitchcock, “sort of an amiable eccentric,” and even won the

French prize when he graduated. But when he landed in France on a

Fulbright fellowship some years later, “I couldn’t speak a word of

French,” he laughs. While his earlier study didn’t prove as enabling as

he’d hoped, it fostered the interest that led him there. True to the

potential seen at Deerfield, though, he soon became more than fluent;

today Ashbery is recognized as one of the leading translators of French

poetry, especially Rimbaud and Max Jacob.

Ashbery’s latest book of poems, Commotion of the Birds (HarperCollins,

October 2016), furthers the questing and playful sensibility his readers

have long enjoyed. Overheard bits of conversation insert themselves

into the speaker’s mouth. Found language crops up like signage that

might steer the poem in an entirely new direction. The challenges of

being understood, familiar to him from those first days in Paris, are still

a subject: “That was supposed to mean something, / And then we might

have been misunderstood,” he writes in a poem titled “The Happy

Questioner” (perhaps an apt moniker for the poet himself).

“I’ve always been influenced by the sound of American conversation,”

Ashbery says. “It was said of Mallarmé—by T.S. Eliot I think—his project

was ‘to purify the language of the tribe,’ and I think that’s sort of what

I was getting at, and have been all these years.” The “language of the

tribe” makes its way into his poems from many sources, including the

local newspaper wherever he happens to be. “For some reason,” he

says, “I feel it’s important to know what the week’s school lunch menus

are. In fact, ‘Sloppy joe on bun’ was a line in my poetry.” Ashbery’s

impulse has always been to “let it all in,” to embrace the language of

conversation and newspapers and harvest that for poetry. From his

famous “Daffy Duck in Hollywood” poem to lines like “If you say so,

‘boss’” in his new collection, Ashbery transgresses the boundary between

high and low art with the finesse of a Double-Dutch jump roping champ.

“Text Trek,” in his new book, admonishes the reader to “Have a good

time, / just get out of the hurricane entrance.” Serene phrases like “the

long destiny/ between veils” are interrupted, but the reader can feel the

pressures of time and mortality on the poem all the same. It ends:

The Sound of
American Conversation
J o h n  A s h b e r y  ’ 4 5 / b y  L o r i  S h i n e

Ashbery’s poems keep ambushing us with surprise and delight.

Decades later, he still seems to have much in common with the teenager

who acted in plays at Deerfield. “The boys played female roles, so I

rather enjoyed getting in drag!” he laughs. In Arsenic and Old Lace, he

recalls, “I was one of the two old maids that makes this poisonous

homebrew. That was fun.” These days, he also makes collages, which

have been shown at Tibor de Nagy Gallery in New York—a new show is

scheduled to open there December 8. “There’s less of a risk for me

involved when I do them since I have the elements there physically in

front of me and not in my mind where they can flee at any moment and

escape.” In the collages, a magazine ad might jut into a classical painting,

like a wedding crasher enabled by a time machine. Icarus lands in a

pool on an old postcard from Yellowstone. A neon Buster Brown logo

leers down from the Tower of Babel, dwarfing classical figures below

and somehow evoking Times Square. As in his poem “The National

Debt,” also from the new collection, “The content gets to be/ infected,

or slips out of focus.”

Poems can sometimes start as scraps of language, too. “I do take

notes and use them as kind of collage elements, but I also write in a

linear way. Any way that I can manage to get something on the page,”

Ashbery says. Even at eighty-nine, when health setbacks sometimes

interfere, the impulse to create and recombine is as strong as ever:

“I feel I have lots of ideas for it.” //

Unhouse the birds. Make your time over there
a ribald heraldry of number-coaching animals,
better early than never. Why, I thought so.
I was right about the comet
and the cement plant fluke, subway Grandma.
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Sandy Treat ’42

Featured in a Country Club of the Rockies

newsletter for his extraordinary ski career,

which spanned 81 years and included

being inducted into the Ski Hall of Fame.

Guilford Forbes ’41

The fine art of a thank you note:
Ashbery’s latest
book of poems,
Commotion of the Birds
(HarperCollins, October
2016), furthers the
questing and playful
sensibility his readers
have long enjoyed.
Overheard bits of
conversation insert
themselves into the
speaker’s mouth.
Found language crops
up like signage that might
steer the poem in an
entirely new direction.

Ashbery’s impulse has
always been to “let it all in,”
to embrace the language of
conversation and newspapers
and harvest that for poetry.

Be like Guilford!
Solve the Word Search on page 96—win prizes!


