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 This paper attempts to recuperate certain early poems by John Ashbery that 

have typically been ignored or undervalued by critics. Ashbery’s second and third 

published volumes of poetry, The Tennis Court Oath and Rivers and Mountains, have 

been unfairly neglected by critics such as Harold Bloom and Helen Vendler. Although the 

criticisms leveled against Ashbery’s collage poems are valid, these criticisms have 

caused other, more successful poems from this period of Ashbery’s career to fade into 

obscurity. Poems such as “Thoughts of a Young Girl,” “Rain,” “Our Youth,” “These 

Lacustrine Cities,” “Into the Dusk-Charged Air,” and “Clepsydra” represent spatial and 

temporal complexities that make them worthy of a higher critical estimation than they 

have thus far received.        
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Section One: “Troubling the Waters” 

 

 The Double Dream of Spring (1970) was John Ashbery’s fourth published volume 

of poetry and his first volume wholly composed after returning to America in 19631. 

After the promise of his inaugural volume, Some Trees, Ashbery moved to Paris on a 

Fullbright. He spent five years in France working on two of his thorniest and most 

controversial volumes, The Tennis Court Oath (1962) and Rivers and Mountains (1966). 

Critics have tended to favor the middle period of Ashbery’s work (starting with The 

Double Dream of Spring and continuing through Three Poems, Self-Portrait in a Convex 

Mirror, and 1977’s Houseboat Days), I will argue in this paper that certain poems in 

these early volumes have been unfairly ignored despite sharing marked conceptual 

similarities with Ashbery’s later work.  

Asked in 2008 about the “French John Ashbery” of this period, Ashbery says: 

 
[T]he French JA would probably be somehow reflected in the two collections I 
wrote mostly while I was living in France, The Tennis Court Oath and Rivers and 
Mountains. Together these two also represent for me a kind of turning point in 
my writing. TCO was written mainly during a frustrating period when I was trying 
to move beyond what were to me the successful poems in Some Trees toward 
something else—but what? The fact that I was living in France and hence 
deprived of hearing American speech around me aggravated the situation. 
(American vernacular is an important stimulus for me.) I then began doing my 
own kind of “cut-ups” (Burroughs and Ginsberg were simultaneously 
experimenting with them in Paris, but I didn’t know that), that is, collage 
elements from magazines or popular literature (including a circa World War I 

                                                           
1
 All biographical information comes from Collected Poems 1956-1987, published 2008 by Literary Classics 

of the United States.  
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British novel for girls called Beryl of the Biplane that I found at a bookstall along 
the Seine).  
 
I thought of this, insofar as I formulated it at all, as a temporary phase of 
troubling the waters so as to be able to fish in them later. Many would agree 
that I succeeded all too well at the first stage of this enterprise. I intended to put 
everything back together again later so it would be “the same only different.” 
And actually I accomplished this, to my own satisfaction at least. The poem that 
seemed to embody the change for me was “Rivers and Mountains.” Shortly after 
that I wrote “Clepsydra,” which seemed to kind of anchor this new way of 
writing.2 

 

Such champions of Ashbery’s work as Helen Vendler and Harold Bloom are among those 

who have expressed disappointment at this “phase of troubling the waters.” Vendler, 

reviewing As We Know for The New Yorker in 1981, writes: 

 
I was only one of many readers put off, years ago, by the mixture of willful 
flashiness and sentimentality in ‘The Tennis Court Oath’ (1962). And I was 
impatient for some time after that because of Ashbery’s echoes of Stevens, in 
forms done better, I thought, and earlier, by Stevens himself. Ashbery’s mimetic 
ear, which picks up clichés and advertising slogans as easily as ‘noble accents and 
lucid inescapable rhythms’ (as Stevens called them), is a mixed blessing in the 
new book (which has undigested Eliot from the “Quartets” in it), as in the earlier 
ones. But though some superficial poems still appear in these new pages, poems 
of soul-making and speculative classification—evident in “Rivers and Mountains” 
(1966) and taking expository form in the prose of “Three Poems” (1972)—have 
been in the ascendant since “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror” (1975) and 
“Houseboat Days” (1977). 
(Vendler 180) 

 
 
The key phrase here, “soul-making,” is taken from Keats, who, according to Vendler, 

“writes very generally.” 

 
                                                           
2
 http://www.loa.org/images/pdf/LOA_Ashbery_interview_on_Collected_Poems.pdf 

http://www.loa.org/images/pdf/LOA_Ashbery_interview_on_Collected_Poems.pdf
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Ashbery, too, is a generalizing poet, allegorizing and speculating and classifying 
as he goes[…Unlike Keats,]Ashbery turns his gaze from the circumstances to the 
proving and alterations and schoolings that issue in identity—to the processes 
themselves. He has been taking up these mysteries with increasing density in 
each of his successive volumes. 

 (Vendler 180) 
 
 
Ashbery’s “soul-making” is distinguished from Keats’s insofar as Ashbery is less 

concerned with the “world of circumstances” than with the processes of growth that 

occur in the individual due to such circumstances. In other words, Ashbery is a process 

poet, more concerned with change over time than with the circumstances that catalyze 

such a change.  

I agree with the distinction that Vendler makes between Keats and Ashbery. 

Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” for example, resists temporality, and, although 

ambivalent about the virtues of arrested time, at least entertains the prospect that the 

everlasting non-fulfillment of desire may be superior to ephemeral fulfillment. 

Conversely, Ashbery’s strength as a poet lies in his meticulous tracing of the self 

evolving in time, and his greatest poetic achievements wed his preoccupation with 

visual/spatial metaphors with a sense of time unfolding concurrently with the unfolding 

of the lines of the poetry itself. The desire for the unchanging self is arguably present in 

the work of both poets (and to write a poem is at its most basic level a bid for 

permanence), but Ashbery’s poetry at its best works with this impossibility in order to 

generate tension, appropriating the fact of ephemerality to its benefit. 
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In Vendler’s estimation, The Tennis Court Oath fails as a volume because it does 

not play to Ashbery’s strength as a poet invested in the eternally shifting present. This 

criticism lands a successful blow on many of the poems in the volume, especially the 

longer works. Poems like “America,” “Idaho,” and especially “Europe,” were produced 

during Ashbery’s collage phase. The term “collage” fits these poems for two reasons. 

First, Ashbery is literally constructing a collage of various perspectives and texts. “Idaho” 

for example, incorporates material from A. Hamilton Gibbs’s Soundings (1925), creating 

a bewildering stew of decontextualized narrative--“For the past few months, Biff had 

become quite a frequent visitor to Carol’s apartment[…]Cornelia unfolded the piece of 

blue paper that is a French telegra./##############/The mouth of weeds/marriage.” 

She shivered. “It’s—it’s a death!” (Ashbery 118-19). “Europe” apparently includes 

material from William Le Queux’s Beryl of the Biplane (1917), although where this 

material appears in the text is anyone’s guess. These poems incorporate novelistic 

narratives within them, but disjoint these narratives to such a degree that the effect is 

one of temporal stasis, removed from any context beyond their positioning on the page. 

This brings us to the second way in which these poems operate as “collage” in the visual 

sense of the term. Each discrete stanza is spatially linked to those around it. Great care 

has obviously gone into the formatting of these narrative fragments, but beyond this 

spatial intentionality very little connection can be drawn between stanzas.  

Ashbery carefully modulates these poems so as to produce a sense of 

discontinuity, a point taken up by Bloom in his critique of them. Bloom identifies two 
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contradictory urges in Ashbery’s poetry, urges that Ashbery himself describes in Three 

Poems: “I thought that if I could put it all down, that would be one way. And next the 

thought came to me that to leave all out would be another, and truer, way” (Ashbery 

247). Bloom picks up on these two poetic methods: 

 
The first temptation will be productive of a rhetoric that puts it all in, and so 
must try to re-vitalize every relevant cliché. The second temptation rhetorically is 
gratified by ellipsis, thus leaving it all out. I suppose that Ashbery’s masterpiece 
in this mode is the long spiel called “Europe” in The Tennis Court Oath, which 
seems to me a fearful disaster. In Stevens, this first way is the path of 
Whitmanian expansiveness, which partly failed the not always exuberant 
burgher of Hartford, while the second is the way of reductiveness, too great a 
temptation for him, as Stevens came to realize. The road through to poetry for 
Stevens was a middle path of invention that he called “discovery,” the finding 
rather than the imposition of an order. Though there are at least three rhetorics 
in Stevens, matching these three modes of self-apprehension, none of the three 
risks Ashbery’s disasters, whether of apparently joining together bland truisms 
or of almost total disjunctiveness. 

 (Bloom 51-2) 
 
 
“Europe,” despite its unprecedented length in Ashbery’s poetry circa 1962, is ultimately 

doomed by its “disjunctiveness,” its sense of fragmentation and atemporality. This 

reader, for one, is inclined to agree with Vendler and Bloom’s critique of these longer 

collage poems as representing a dead end in Ashbery’s poetic development. “Europe,” 

in particular, due to its exorbitant length and willful refusal to let the reader settle into 

any discernible stream of thought, is a trying read, one which only the most dedicated of 

scholars will give a second glance. 
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 Still, “Europe” has its defenders. David Shapiro, for example, does it the 

generous service of reading it alongside Eliot’s The Wasteland, identifying in both a 

“possible lyric of chaos[…]Ashbery was forced to consider how to unify  a composition 

whose subject was disunity. If unifying intentions become too apparent, the theme of 

discontinuity is merely artificially presented with a pleasing frame” (Shapiro 71-2). In 

addition to raising the spectre of Eliot (with whom Ashbery as poet has practically 

nothing in common other than a high degree of surface difficulty), Shapiro invokes the 

Pound of The Cantos and the Williams of Paterson to give “Europe” a sense of 

conceptual coherence that an actual reading of the poem belies (71-2). Any defense of 

Ashbery’s use of collage per se fails to acknowledge the core strength of his poetry, 

which, as I’ve said before, is the wedding of spatial and temporal concerns in a present-

oriented configuration. Poems like “Europe,” “America,” and “Idaho” fail precisely 

because of their preoccupation with purely spatial concerns—concerns that are indeed 

telegraphed in their very titles. 

These collage poems have unfortunately blinded critics to the genuine merit of 

several other poems in the volume.  Vendler declines to comment on these other 

poems, and Bloom proclaims, with his characteristic bid for definitiveness, that “The 

Tennis Court Oath has only one good poem, ‘A Last World’” (52).3 Since these two 

scholars have been largely responsible for framing the critical reception of the volume, 

subsequent critics have largely neglected its handful of successful poems. A quick survey 

                                                           
3
 See Bloom’s defense of the poem in “The Charity of the Hard Moments.” Figures of Capable 

Imagination, New York, NY: Seabury Press, 1976. 
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of these poems would include “Thoughts of a Young Girl,” “‘How Much Longer Will I be 

Able to Inhabit the Divine Sepulcher,’” “Rain,” “White Roses,” and “Our Youth,” all of 

which not only succeed on their own terms but also point the way to Ashbery’s later 

poetic synthesis of the spatial and the temporal. A comparison of these poems to the 

collages reveals how one-dimensional the latter are conceptually.  

The collages contain charts, eccentric line breaks, seemingly arbitrary 

indentation, novel punctuation, cut-up excerpts from other works, etc., but at their core 

they have a weird sense of atemporality. Ashbery is straining in these poems to replicate 

the visual completeness of a collage of images, the entirety of which can be taken in by 

an observer in one glance. Language, however, predicated as it is on a reading in time, 

cannot sustain this kind of instantaneous apprehension of totality. We read English from 

left to right, and the dimension in which we read is time. The more successful poems, on 

the other hand, may look just as innovative on the page (see “Rain” in particular), but 

they also contain a sense of movement through time, and particularly an anxious 

preoccupation with the passage of time.  
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Section Two: “The Shuddering Page of a Sea” 

 

Take “Thoughts of a Young Girl,” for example. The first stanza of the poem takes 

the form of a letter: 

 It is such a beautiful day I had to write you a letter 
 From the tower, and to show I’m not mad: 

I only slipped on the cake of soap of the air 
 And drowned in the bathtub of the world. 
 You were too good to cry much over me. 
 And now I let you go. Signed, The Dwarf. 

  (Ashbery 45) 
 
 
The letter as form captures an expression of language wholly rooted in a specific 

temporal context. A letter is an artifact of a moment of composition, largely dependent 

for meaning on an understanding of the temporal context in which it is composed.  

Yet Ashbery is not forsaking the visual, even the painterly, in the poem. The 

image of the dwarf—and its counterpart, the giant—appears frequently in Ashbery’s 

poetry. One can think of the dwarf as a visual conceit, as it’s used in Diego Velazquez’s 

“The Maids of Honor” from 1656. In the painting, Velazquez places children and 

dwarves in the foreground while placing figures of average height in the background, 

thereby creating a skewed perspective in which the shorter figures dominate the taller 

ones. This use of the dwarf would reach a culmination of sorts in Ashbery’s “Self-Portrait 

in a Convex Mirror,” with its focus on the distortion of foreground and background. 
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But the image, as Ashbery utilizes it, also suggests the passage of time, with 

dwarves frequently looking ahead to the giants they will become. We can see this 

aspect of the image at work in “Thoughts of a Young Girl.” There has apparently been a 

recent loss of some sort, probably a loss of innocence, with the speaker having “slipped 

on the cake of soap in the air/And drowned in the bathtub of the world.” The bathtub 

metaphor is whimsical and childlike, suggesting that perhaps the dwarf in the letter is 

the “young girl” of the poem’s title. The addressee of the letter has had the apparent 

good sense not to mourn for the dwarf/young girl, again suggesting a sort of inevitable 

loss of innocence in the process of growing up. In fact, I would argue that the letter is 

written by the drowned young girl to a slightly older version of herself. Here is the 

second stanza: 

 
I passed by late in the afternoon 
And the smile still played about her lips 
As it has for centuries. She always knows 
How to be utterly delightful. Oh my daughter, 
My sweetheart, daughter of my late employer, princess, 
May you not be long on the way! 
(Ashbery 45) 
 
 

This stanza represents the “thoughts” of the young girl no more nor less than the first 

stanza. The speaker in the second stanza affectionately recalls the smile of her earlier 

self, like a octogenarian revisiting his old elementary school. The “centuries” that have 

passed recalls the whimsical play of the bathtub metaphor; it is a bit of childlike 

exaggeration. In the last three lines of the poem, the speaker offers a litany of shifting 



10 
 

relations between her present self and the “dwarf” of the letter: the dwarf is her 

daughter, her lover, the daughter of her “late employer,” and a princess, all of which are 

novel ways of constructing the relationship between the present self and a past self. 

Ashbery is offering us a temporal equivalent to the Velazquez painting: here is the child 

in the foreground, a “dwarf,” yet large enough to drown in the “bathtub of the world,” 

while in the background is the self of the present moment, physically larger than the 

dwarf, but muted in order to allow her younger self to speak. 

 “Thoughts of a Young Girl” is unique in its volume for the compression of its 

language. The other successful poems in The Tennis Court Oath are more expansive, 

such as “Rain,” with its series of memories, each of which takes the shape of an 

individual drop of rain: “Light sucks up what I did/In the room two months ago/Spray of 

darkness across the back,/Tree flowers…/Taxies took us far apart/And will…/over the 

shuddering page of a sea” (Ashbery 59). Of all of Ashbery’s early poems, perhaps “Rain” 

best reconciles his predilection for visual collage and his preoccupation with the passing 

of time. The conflation of past and future in the passage quoted above shows Ashbery’s 

concern with the loss associated with time, and it is telling that the backdrop, of sorts, 

for this loss is the “shuddering page of a sea.” The “page” is a physical manifestation of 

the speaker’s memories put down in the words of the poem, but the page turns out to 

be merely a metaphor for the surface of the sea, undermining any solace the speaker 

might take from these verbally reconstructed memories. The “page” of the sea is 

shuddering, a word that connotes the roiling movement of the sea (and, by extension, 
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of time passing) and also the speaker’s shuddering fear of loss. This image of the sea 

abruptly leads into the nonsequitor, “The sofa,” but this seemingly illogical juxtaposition 

can be accepted because of the primary conceit of the poem: that each line is a 

memory, with each memory intuitively followed by another memory, each of which 

resembles a drop of rain on the page. We can accept a little incoherence in this poem 

because it poignantly reflects the incoherent logic of memory. The author’s donné, to 

use Henry James’s term, allows him good will and forgiveness on the reader’s part (a 

sense of forgiveness which is denied the author of “Europe”). By framing this collage 

poem in terms of memory and rain, Ashbery has hedged his bets and won. The poem 

concludes beautifully with a succession of discrete images, each embodying the 

speaker’s loss to time: “The third of runners who are upon are past you/The opal snows 

the moppet/You behind me in the van/The flat sea rushing away” (Ashbery 63). 

The companion piece to “Rain” is “Our Youth,” a poem that is conceptually and 

spatially more conventional than “Rain,” yet just as richly evocative of the passing of 

time. In the middle of a series of memories/hallucinations, the speaker offers us: 

 
Heh? Eh? Our youth is dead. 

  From the minute we discover it with eyes closed 
  Advancing into mountain light. 
  Ouch…You will never have that young boy, 
 
  That boy with the monocle 
  Could have been your father 
  He is passing by. 
  (Ashbery 71) 
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The young boy with the monocle is lover, father, and past self all at once, just as the 

young girl is daughter, sweetheart, and past self. What these poems add to Ashbery’s 

visual and spatial imagination is a sense of time passing. Although this isn’t necessarily 

the “turning point” that Ashbery addresses in the 2008 interview, it is a new dimension 

to his work that is largely (but of course not completely) absent from the formal 

experiments of 1956’s Some Trees.  
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Section Three: “Desire Starching a Petal” 

 

 The inaugural poem of Rivers and Mountains, “These Lacustrine Cities,” 

announces one of Ashbery’s chief innovations: the visual representation of time and 

memory. Here time is an accretion, represented by the titular cities built on the shifting 

waters of time but also by the monumental and static “a tower,” “a mountain.”  

 
  You have built a mountain of something, 
  Thoughtfully pouring all your energy into this single monument, 
  Whose wind is desire starching a petal, 
  Whose disappointment broke into a rainbow of tears. 
  (Ashbery 125) 
 
 
This final stanza of the poem begins with the solid, unchanging image of the mountain, 

but undercuts this solidity in the next line by imagining the subject “pouring” the 

mountain into place. One can’t be sure when Ashbery is punning and when he’s in 

earnest, but the predominance of “mountains” and “fountains” in his work is suggestive 

of a sort of binary of spatial and temporal. The volume’s title reinforces this binary, the 

monumental mountain apparently being contrasted with the Heraclitean river. The next 

two lines confuse these two opposing elements in the text. The motivating “desire” 

responsible for the construction of this monument is to starch a petal, or to preserve 

the ephemeral. But Ashbery employs the ever-changing “wind” as the primary 

metaphor for this desire, and the wind appropriately continues to operate in present 

tense. The “disappointment” associated with construction of the mountain suggests a 
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failure to suspend time, and the image of the “rainbow of tears” confirms that the 

subject’s efforts have merely produced ephemera. Yet this final line shifts into past 

tense, suggesting that this monumental artifact has on the contrary indeed managed to 

capture some of the essence of the time in which it was constructed. “These Lacustrine 

Cities,” like “The Task,” (another poem which inaugurates a volume), is as much about 

the writing of poetry as it is about anything else, and the ambivalence towards the act of 

writing comes across in it. On the one hand, the desire to “put it all down” in writing is 

as fruitless an assault on time as wind starching a petal. On the other hand, there is the 

“mountain,” the volume of poetry itself, an artifact in stasis that surely must succeed in 

preserving something of time past. 
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Section Four: “Humilation and Defeat”: A Step Backwards 

 

The volume’s title poem returns to the purely spatial dimension of the earlier 

collage poems, but here the description of space is that of the two-dimensional plane of 

a map. Planes and surfaces are the concerns of the painter, and here again Ashbery tries 

to appropriate the subject matter of visual art without having the tools exclusive to that 

medium. Despite the poem’s concrete imagery, I find it incredibly wearying to read.  

 
  On the secret map the assassins 
  Cloistered, the Moon River was marked 
  Near the eighteen peaks and the city 
  Of humiliation and defeat—wan ending 
  Of the trail among dry, papery leaves, 
  Gray-brown quills like thoughts 
  In the melodious but vast mass of today’s 
  Writing through fields and swamps 
  Marked, on the map, with little bunches of weeds. 
  (Ashbery 126) 
 
 
The word “cloistered” in the poem’s first clause demands an inordinate amount of 

mental energy to decipher. Are the assassins cloistering on the secret map? Or is the 

secret map being cloistered by the assassins? This second reading makes more sense 

syntactically as a dependent clause of the second independent clause (“the Moon 

River,” etc.), but what does it mean for a secret map to be cloistered? The “Moon River” 

alludes to Henry Mancini’s Oscar-winning song from Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961) while 

also sounding vaguely oriental, recalling other Ashberian “tourist” poems filtered 
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through the American imagination, such as “The Instruction Manual” with its wholly 

imagined rendering of Guadalajara, and the wish-fulfilling shipwreck in “The Skaters.” 

While Ashbery has the good sense to imbue these other poems with a dotty sense of 

humor and an (admittedly put-on) naïve childlike consciousness as poetic mediator, 

“Rivers and Mountains” is tonally ambiguous. How are we to take this poetic journey 

into the “East?” The poem is certainly meta- enough, with its pun in Line 8 on 

writing/riding. And Ashbery acknowledges at poem’s end the inadequacy of the poet’s 

attempts at literary representation of the visual: “Determined to place the letter/On the 

unassassinated president’s desk/So that a stamp could reproduce all this/In detail, down 

to the last autumn leaf” (128). It is the stamp that has supremacy over the letter. The 

stamp is not as clearly an artifact in time as the letter, just as all visual representation is 

freer of temporal context than linguistic representation. In such one-dimensional (pun 

intended) poems as “Rivers and Mountains,” Ashbery’s obsession with visual culture 

does his poetry a disservice, a fact acknowledged in the poem itself, but too late. 
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Section Five: “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” 

 

 “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” is the first completely successful poem in Ashbery’s 

new temporal/spatial vein. Part of its success lies in the purity and simplicity of its 

concept. Each line contains the name of a river (occasionally two). These river names are 

connected by a series of virtuosic syntactical constructions surprising enough to carry 

the reader through what is essentially a four-page long list. The first three-fourths of the 

poem course along, each river demonstrating the simultaneous sense of movement and 

stasis characteristic of all flowing currents of water.  An active speaker briefly interjects 

in the final fourth of the poem, imposing a Yahweh-like will on the flowing movement: 

 
   Better that the Indus fade 
  In steaming sands! Let the Brazos 
  Freeze solid! And the Wabash turn to a leaden 
  Cinder of ice! The Marañón is too tepid, we must 
  Find a way to freeze it hard.  
  (Ashbery 133-34) 
 
 
What begins as an epic catalogue becomes a meditation on the desire of art and 

memory to “freeze” its subject in time and space. This in itself would not distinguish 

Ashbery’s poetic project from that of nearly every visual artist ever, but it is the way 

time itself is allowed representation in the poem that makes it innovative. 

 After the godlike author’s dictate (“Let the Brazos/Freeze solid!”), the 

subsequent rivers begin to reflect the change: 
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      The Ural 
  Is freezing slowly in the blasts. The black Yonne 
  Congeals nicely. And the Petit-Morin 
  Curls up on the solid earth. The Inn 
  Does not remember better times, and the Merrimack’s 
  Galvanized. 
  (Ashbery 134) 
 
 
The Inn, like the lacustrine cities mentioned earlier, grows “into something forgetful,” 

something removed from time and therefore no longer dependent on Ashbery’s all-

pervasive nostalgia for its significance (125). It is a moment of movement frozen in 

space and time by the poet’s performative language. 

 Critics have tended to underestimate “Into the Dusk-Charged Air,” both as a 

watershed(!) moment in Ashbery’s development as a poet and as representative of 

Ashbery’s poetic concerns. Richard Howard (31-2) sees the poem as a holdover from the 

spatial poems of The Tennis Court Oath, and quotes a passage from “The Suspended 

Life” to make his point: 

 
  Isn’t Idaho the wolverine state 
  Anyway Ohio is the flower state 
  New York is the key state. 
  Bandana is the population state. 
  In the hay states of Pennsylvania and Arkansas 
  I lay down and slept. 
  (Ashbery 67) 
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The poem’s title, “The Suspended Life,” does suggest arrested movement as in “Into the 

Dusk-Charged Air,” and both poems detail a journey of sorts which reaches a point of 

stasis at poem’s end. 

 
  And so the trip stays 
  Close to hope and death. Dun lamps 
  Reveal a stone signpost. 
  We have lived here a long time. 
  The lips suggest a tragedy 
  No heart can make clear. 
  (Ashbery 68) 
 
 
The analogy between the two poems breaks down, however, for a number of reasons. 

While “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” is a careful capturing of lightning in a poem (“charged 

air,” literally), “The Suspended Life” is a bit of social satire, playing up the dottiness of 

the poem’s protagonist (“Only those near me, like Bob,/Mean to me what Uncle Ben 

means to me/When he comes in, wiping a block of ice/On a chipmunk dishtowel, his 

face glittering/With the pleasure of being already absent”). As amusing as these lines 

are, the surreal humor of the collagist’s analogical juxtapositions muddies the poem’s 

conceptual waters, so to speak, and the “tragedy” that “no heart can make clear” is that 

of seeing the world “under heavy sedation,” which amounts to not seeing the world at 

all (as exemplified by the protagonist’s hysterically misguided declination of “the 

wolverine state,” “the flower state,” etcetera). If “The Suspended Life” is social satire 

beginning and ending in defeat for its well-intentioned but ignorant American tourist, 
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then “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” is a Miltonian flight of imagination, ultimately 

triumphant at freezing its moment in time through sheer poetic force of will. 

Shapiro, one of few critics to address “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” at all, reads 

the poem as a “paradigm of a contemporary discussion of physical entropy,” ending 

with “a deliberate and spellbinding accretion of concrete particulars of ‘defeat’ in wintry 

death that rivals Stevens’ ‘Snow Man’” (89). I find Shapiro’s reading to be problematic 

on several points. Stevens’s “The Snow Man” is indeed a poem about “death” in the 

sense that it proposes as its ideal subject a “listener, who listens in the snow,/And, 

nothing himself, beholds/Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is” (Stevens 8). 

In contrast to “Tea at the Palaz of Hoon,” “The Snow Man” is about the suspension of 

subjectivity, the subject become object. It is about a negation of the imagination in favor 

of a more “objective” apprehension of external reality. It takes a “mind of winter” to 

accurately apprehend (and indeed reflect) the reality of winter, and this ideal mind is 

expressed as the interstitial being called the “snow man.” In contrast to this image of 

negation, “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” posits a God-like consciousness which, by way of 

the imagination, wills the rivers to freeze. The final images of Ashbery’s poem may be of 

water “choked with sandy ice” and glistening “feebly through the freezing rain,” but it is 

the Poet/Speaker who has willed this entropic condition onto the river-objects of the 

poem (135). As in “These Lacustrine Cities,” the poet has managed to construct a 

monument out of the non-monumental, and by so doing has succeeded in literally 

freezing a moment in time. Ashbery has run his race against time and ultimately won, 
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though still investing his victory with an ironic valence of defeat by making the object of 

his achievement the ever-flowing waters of the world’s major rivers. The rivers will flow 

on with or without Ashbery’s intervention, but by chasing these rivers down in poetry, 

Ashbery has managed to stay one step ahead of them, both temporally and spatially. In 

this sense, and despite the wintery affinity between “Into the Dusk-Charged Air” and 

“The Snow Man,” Ashbery’s poem is closer to Stevens’s “Tea at the Palaz of Hoon,” in 

which the speaker claims to be “the compass of that sea” (Stevens 51).  
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Section Six: “The Bounding from Air to Air” 

 

Finally we come to “Clepsydra,” the penultimate poem of Rivers and Mountains 

and, in my estimation, the culmination of Ashbery’s early work. Bloom calls the poem “a 

beautiful failure, outweighing most contemporary poetic successes[…]I judge it a failure 

not because its exuberance is so negative, in contrast to the Whitmanian ‘The Skaters,’ 

but because its solipsism, like that of [Stevens’s] ‘Comedian,’ is too perfect. Though 

splendidly coherent, ‘Clepsydra’ gives the uncanny effect of being a poem that neither 

wants nor needs readers. It sits on the page as a forbiddingly solid wall of print” (56). I’m 

not sure what to make of this critique, especially considering Bloom’s unbridled 

enthusiasm for “Fragment,” the profoundly opaque and frustrating poem that Ashbery 

composed just prior to “Clepsydra.” As with “Rain,” I am willing to be lenient when it 

comes to the poem’s occasional opacity precisely because of what Bloom calls the 

poem’s “splendidly coherent” concept. Given Bloom’s objection to the appearance of 

the poem on the page (the “forbiddingly solid wall of print”), I can only conclude that he 

prefers “Fragment” because it is broken up into cantos. Otherwise, I’m at a loss. 

For Bloom, the poem’s “subject overtly is Ashbery’s entrapped subjectivity, 

objectified in the pathetic emblem of the water-clock, and represented in large by the 

outrageously even tone that forbids any gathering of climaxes,” this tone being “too 

wearying for even so intelligent a poet rightly to earn” (57-8). The water-clock (the 

clepsydra of the title) is not, for me, merely a “pathetic emblem” of entrapped 
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subjectivity, but rather the perfect metaphor with which to unite Ashbery’s spatial 

imagination on the one hand and his preoccupation with temporality on the other. Time 

and again, water (in the form of rivers, lakes, and fountains) has embodied for Ashbery 

the persistent ephemerality of time, and finally, with “Clepsydra,” this embodiment has 

reached its apotheosis.  

Bloom prefers the final poem of Rivers and Mountains, “The Skaters,” to 

“Clepsydra,” a judgment that is again perplexing considering his disdain for the earlier 

collage poems which, at least superficially if not substantively resemble “The Skaters” 

(58). As John Shoptaw points out, “Nearly a decade after experimenting with collage in 

‘Europe’ and ‘Idaho,’ Ashbery pasted passages from an actual instruction manual into 

“The Skaters” (94). 

 “The Skaters,” composed before “Clepsydra” but retained as the final poem in 

the volume, is in many ways a return to the purely spatial concerns of Ashbery’s collage 

poems, although it does possess a coherence and flowing rhythm which those poems 

lack. “Clepsydra,” on the other hand, synthesizes practically all of Ashbery’s poetic 

concerns into one seven-page long stanza, making it arguably the quintessential Ashbery 

poem, at least as far as the first four books are concerned. Shoptaw resists Bloom’s 

assertion that the poem is “an apparent dead end” (and his resistance is echoed by 

Ashbery himself in the interview that opens this paper) while at the same time agreeing 

with Bloom’s characterization of the poem as solipsistic (Shoptaw 87-8). And solipsistic 
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it is, insofar as it reflects the poet’s insular experience of time passing. But it is no more 

so than the other long Ashbery poems that Bloom lionizes. 

 It may be an overstatement to say that each line of “Clepsydra” consists of a 

spatial representation of time, but it isn’t too much of a stretch. The poem begins in 

medias res with the question, “Hasn’t the sky?” (Ashbery 140). The question establishes 

a past prior to the beginning of the poem, resembling in this sense Joyce’s Finnegans 

Wake, a book that famously begins where it ends and ends where it begins. Ashbery is 

intentionally pulling the reader out of the poem as discrete object, reminding the reader 

that time was steadily chugging along before we opened the book to read and before 

Ashbery himself began to compose the poem. Like the stream-of-consciousness 

technique of the Modernists, this opening gesture forever points to a temporal scope 

just outside of its horizon. As Stephen Dedalus’s first appearance in Ulysses finds him 

meditating on a dream he had the night before, Ashbery’s first poetic thought is of the 

offstage actions taken by the sky just prior to the poem’s opening line. 

 Shoptaw points out that this opening question not only implies a shifting 

timescape existing prior to the poem itself, but also establishes at its core a stance of 

negation (86-7). The question is literally, Has not the sky?, which causes the reader to 

wonder if indeed the sky has. The past has certainly existed, both for author and reader, 

but the negative framing of the question expresses a certain surreal sense of doubt. The 

past has an existence of sorts, but this existence (a kind of “non-absence,” as Ashbery 
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calls it) can only be established by the consciousness of the writer and reader, and 

therefore has a touch of non-verifiability (and even unreality) to it.  

There is tension here between the intangible, unreal nature of the past on the  

one hand and the undoubtedly profound influence that the past has on our lives on the  

other hand. What is amazing about “Clepsydra” is the variety of spatial metaphors that  

Ashbery employs to represent this tension.  

 
 
The reply wakens easily, darting from  

  Untruth to willed moment, scarcely called into being  
  Before it swells, the way a waterfall  

   Drums at different levels. Each moment  
   Of utterance is the true one; likewise none are true,  
   Only the bounding from air to air, a serpentine  
   Gesture which hides the truth behind a congruent  
   Message, the way air hides the sky, is, in fact,  
   Tearing it limb from limb this very moment: but  
   The sky has pleaded already and this is about  
   As graceful a kind of non-absence as either  
   Has a right to expect…  
   (Ashbery 140)  
 

The “untruth” of the past becomes the “will moment” of the present, which in turn  

swells like a waterfall into the next willed moment, the next present. The content of life,  

“each utterance,” is neither true nor false. It is the movement, rather, through time, 

that constitutes the reality of life. Ashbery represents this movement brilliantly as the  

“bounding from air to air.” The sky here represents the sum truth of the past, obscured  

by the temporally shifting air, or “message.” In a dizzying sequence of metaphors, the  



26 
 

past becomes truth becomes sky becomes body, and this body is torn “limb from limb”  

by the ever shifting present moment. Ashbery then returns to his sky metaphor, stating  

that the past as sky has already pleaded its case, which, in point of fact, it has (it being  

already past). The result is a graceful kind of non-absence, which is to say that the past  

is never absent but also certainly never present. The condensation of metaphor and  

image in this poem resembles the metaphysical density of a zen koan. Perhaps this  

density is what puts Bloom off from the poem, wary as he is of both the seeming  

solipsism of the poem and the “forbiddingly solid wall of print.” Yet this density, both in  

the sense of content and in the presentation of that content on the page, replicates the  

experience of moving through an ever-changing present landscape. The present  

moment is so dense and so immediate that one begins to lose sight of what has come 

before. Metaphor after metaphor is poured into each line of the poem, until we can’t be  

sure what we read a few lines ago. The whole of the poem is impossible to hold onto all  

at once, defying any New Critical urge for poem as well-wrought urn. In “Clepsydra,”  

Ashbery has succeeded in replicating the experience of time passing, and he has done so  

through incredibly sharp and concrete imagery. The journey through the poem’s  

landscape may be abstract, but the journey is given flesh by Ashbery’s treatment of it.  

 Ashbery would continue to represent time in spatial terms in later volumes. The  

Double Dream of Spring, the volume following Rivers and Mountains, is arguably his  

most consistent volume, and each of its poems further maps out the territory of  

“Clepsydra.” The consistency of later volumes, however, should not blind the reader to  
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the merit of earlier poems that largely accomplish the same “task” (to use Ashbery’s  

term for the poetic act) as what followed them. “Thoughts of a Young Girl” and “These  

Lacustrine Cities” could easily be included in The Double Dream of Spring without  

disrupting the feel of the volume. “Rain” and “Into the Dusk-Charged Air,” on the other  

hand, deserve consideration because of how unique they are as spatial/temporal  

constructions. And of course, “Clepsydra” stands apart as the purest expression of the  

quintessential Ashbery theme. Time is a landscape through which we walk, Ashbery tells  

his reader, and, as with any landscape, distortions of perspective are inevitable. A young  

girl may literally be “dwarfed” by her older self. A series of fractured memories may  

manifest as shape-shifting raindrops on the page. A life may manifest as a mountain  

“poured” into place. There is a sense of loss in many of these poems, but Ashbery 

chooses to close Clepsydra with a message of belated hope in a certain inevitable happy  

ending, as if the predestination of our futures were a far better thing than we realized,  

and luckier:  

 
 Regardless of whether or not  

   You hesitate, it may be assumed that you have won, that this  
   Wooden and external representation  
   Returns the full echo of what you meant  

 With nothing left over…  
   (Ashbery 146)  
 

 Or, as another great poet once said: Wherever you go, that’s where you are. 
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