American Postmodern Poet John Ashbery
[bookmark: _Hlk28625620]Postmodern literature is a literary form which emerged in Western societies after the World War II and reached its heyday in the 1970s and 1980s. It is characterized by using metafiction, unreliable narration, self-reflexivity, intertextuality, and which often thematizes both historical and political issues. It is an extension and continuation of modernist literature whether in literary thoughts or in creation technologies. Postmodern Poetry is a form of postmodern literature. The most prominent characteristics of post-modern poetry is the “absence of a single dominant style” (Norton 2649). Besides, it is featured by “Mix of image with narrative, mix of image with discursive, precise observation, philosophical reflection, open-ended juxtaposition, multiple stories, alterations in Point of View, digressions, no coherence or closure, and unexpected jumps & disjunctive thinking” (Norton 2647). 
America is one of the important bases of postmodern poetry in the world. John Ashbery is an outstanding representative of postmodernism poetry in America. His poems are overwhelmingly witty,  humorous, abstract and abstruse poems so that he is recognized as the most influential American poet following T. S. Eliot and  Wallace Stevens, but meanwhile, he also incurred great controversy for the avant-garde characteristics of his poetry. This essay will probe into this great but controversial poet from four aspects: the first is his family education and work experiences; the second is his works and awards; the third is the school he belonged to; and the fourth is his creation styles and techniques. The last one is the focus of my presentation. 
I. Family, Education and Work Experiences
John Ashbery was born on July 28, 1927 and deceased on September 3, 2017. He came from an ordinary family in Rochester, New York. His mother was a biology teacher named Helen, and his father was a farmer named Chester Frederick He was grown up on a farm near Lake Ontario.
Ashbery was educated at Deerfield Academy, where he read such poets as W. H. Auden and Dylan Thomas and began writing poetry. Ashbery also published a piece of short fiction and a handful of poems—including a sonnet about his frustrated love for a fellow student—in the school newspaper, the Deerfield Scroll. Ashbery graduated in 1949 from Harvard University, where he was a member of the Harvard Advocate, the university's literary magazine, and the Signet Society. He wrote his senior thesis on the poetry of W. H. Auden. At Harvard he  make acquaintance with fellow writers such as Kenneth Koch, Barbara Epstein, V. R. Lang and Frank O'Hara. The study experience in Harvard University had significant influence on Ashbery’s later achievements. Ashbery went on to study briefly at New York University before receiving an M.A. from Columbia University in 1951.
He worked as a copywriter, editor and art critic, etc. in different places subsequentially. When he lived in France, he translated French murder mysteries and poems to make ends meet. Ashbery returned to New York near the end of 1965 and was welcomed with a large party at the Factory,  Andy Warhol's New York City studio. He became close friends with poet Gerard Malanga, Warhol's assistant, on whom he had an important influence as a poet. In 1967 his poem Europe was used as the central text as part of the New Image of Sound series at Hunter College. In the early 1970s, Ashbery began teaching at Brooklyn College. 
II. Works and Awards
John Ashbery was a very prolific poet who published over 30 volumes of poetry. His first book, Some Trees (1956), won the Yale Younger Poets Prize. Of course, this collection later caused some controversy. He published a long list of successful and influential collections in the 1960s and 1970s, including The Tennis Court Oath (1962), The Double Dream of Spring (1970), Three Poems (1973), Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror (1975) and Houseboat Days (1977). Among these collections, Self-portrait in a Convex Mirror is considered to be one of the masterpieces of American poetic literature in the late 20th century. Ashbery was awarded the three major American poetry awards for it: the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Award and the National Book Critics Circle Award. His critically acclaimed collection A Wave (1984) won both the Lenore Marshall Poetry Prize and the Bollingen Prize. Later, he published a series of collections, such as Flow Chart (1991), Girls on the Run (1999) him , Chinese Whispers (2002), Where shall I Wander (2005) which made him finalist for National Book Award, A Worldly Country (2007), Quick Question (2012), etc. He also won America Award for a lifetime contribution to international writing in 2008, and National Book Foundation Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters in 2011. 
III. The School of Poets
After the world war II, the tremendous changes in politics, economy and social situation urged some poets discontent with the reality to pursue new flexible artist form. They expressed their new ideas and experience from different perspectives and attempted to establish open poetry forms. As a result, there emerged multifarious schools of postmodernism poets in America, mainly including the schools of New York poets, the Beat poets, Black Mountain poets, Confessional poets, “Deep image” poets and Language poets. 
The Beat poet is a new generation of poets in the 1940s and 1950s, who rebelled against the conventions of mainstream American life and writing. Poetically experimental and politically dissident, the Beat poets expanded their consciousness through exploration of hallucinogenic drugs, sexual freedom, Eastern religion, and the natural world. 
Black Mountain Poets are a group of poets in the 1940s and 1950s, who centered on Black Mountain College in North Carolina. These poets, including Charles Olson, Robert Creeley, and Robert Duncan, promoted a nontraditional poetics described by Olson in 1950 as “projective verse”. 
Confessional poets are a group of American poets during the 1950s, who focus on extreme moments of individual experience, the psyche, and personal trauma, including previously and occasionally still taboo matters such as mental illness, sexuality, and suicide. 
“Deep image” poems are resonant, stylized and heroic in tone. Longer poems tend to be catalogues of free-standing images. The poets of “deep image” poets believe that the images make the experience and then the images and experience generate the meanings. They sought spiritual intensity and transcendence of the self rather than confessional immediacy. 
The Language poets are an avant-garde group in United States that emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Language poetry emphasizes the reader’s role in bringing meaning out of a work. It played down expression, seeing the poem as a construction in and of language itself. 
John Ashbery was categorized as the poet of New York School. New York school began around 1960 in New York City and included poets such as John Ashbury, Barbara Guest, Kenneth Koch, and Frank O'Hara. Heavily influenced by surrealism and modernism, the poetry of the New York School was serious but also ironic. The poets of New York School often incorporated an urban sensibility into much of the work. Abstract expressionist art was also a major influence, and the New York School poets had strong artistic and personal relationships with artists such as Jackson Pollock and Willem De Kooning. Both O'Hara and James Schuyler worked at the Museum of Modern Art, and Guest, Ashbery, and Schuyler were critics for Art News.
IV. Creation Styles and Techniques
Ashbery’s style is self-reflexive, multi-phonic, vaguely narrative, full of both pop culture and high allusion. Formally, the earliest poems show the influence of conventional poetic practice, yet by The Tennis Court Oath, a much more revolutionary engagement with form appears. Ashbery returned to something approaching a reconciliation between tradition and innovation with many of the poems in the collection The Double Dream of Spring.
Although he has never again approached the radical experimentation of The Tennis Court Oath poems, syntactic and semantic experimentation, linguistic expressiveness, deft, often abrupt shifts of register, and insistent wit remain consistent elements of his work. 
4.1 Styles
A more profound understanding of Ashbery’s styles can be gained through analysis of his works from three aspects: the subject, the language, and the form. 
4.1.1 The subject
One characteristic of the subject is abstract and uncertain. Ashbery didn’t confine his poetry to a certain subject. He usually focused on the play of the human mind. Such a kind of abstract and uncertain subject leaves a huge space to experience for different readers. Another characteristic is that the subject is unknowable. The subjects in Ashbery’s poems usually confuse readers since they are extremely multifarious and complicated and there seems to be no fixed rule or clear logic order to follow. Besides, the subject is non-individual. What Ashbery wanted to express is not the feelings of his own or anyone else, but all human being’s experience, emotional appeal or process of consciousness. So, individualism manifested in modernist literature came to end in Ashbery’s works.
4.1.2 The Language
There are three features of Ashbery’s poetry language worth notice. First, the language is colloquial and informal. Ashbery enjoyed using very ordinary language in his poetry, such as words from daily life talks, pop songs, films and newspapers, etc. Second, the language is discursive and obscure. Ashbery put the expressions representing irrelevant things together in his poems by his unique thinking mode, so that the readers may be quite familiar with every word or phrase but unable to understand their relations and the poet’s intention. Third, the language is humorous and ironic. Ashbery's works are characterized by an extensive linguistic play, often infused with considerable humor; and a prosaic, sometimes disarmingly flat or parodic tone.
4.1.3 The Form
Ashbery’s poetry form is diverse, random and loose-knit. First, Ashbery paid little attention to poetry form. He not only adopted freely traditional or modern forms, but only created distinctive form by himself according to the expression needs of his poems. For example, his poem “At North Farm (1984)” is a sonnet; “Flow Chart (1991)” is a more difficult sestina; “Hotel Lautréamont (1992)” is pantoum; second, Ashbery was not consistent with any rules in shift of lines and division of stanza. When his thought was stuck or disrupted, he might skip to next line or insert the disturbing ideas in the lines; third, it seems that Ashbery’s poems are not well-organized in structure, often disjunctive in syntax, illogical in lexical relations, free in syllable, rhythm and length. 
4.2 Ashbery’ Techniques
By discarding traditional poetry techniques, and referring to radical approaches of abstract expressionism, a movement in modern American painting stressing nonrepresentational methods of picturing reality, Ashbery boldly employed innovative techniques like a word play, including word squash, collage and frottage. The three techniques are frequently employed in Europe, the longest poem of The Tennis Court Oath. This poem consists of 111 stanzas, unrestricted by any syntactic rules. 
4.2.1 Word Squash
Influenced by painting ideas of abstract expressionists, such as Jackson Pollock, William de Kooning and Franz Kline, Ashbery attempted a technique of squashing desultory words or phrases on paper in writing poetry, just as Jackson Pollock squashed paint directly on canvas spreading on the floor. This words or phrases arranged loosely, like a series of jumping notes, presents the readers a feeling world which cannot be depicted or explained by logic.  
Take the 52th stanza of Europe for example. 
The rose
　　　　　dirt   
　　　dirt you  
　　　pay  
　　　The buildings   
　　　is tree
　　Undecided   
　　　　　　　protest   
　　　　　　　　　　This planet
This stanza is a typical example of word squash. It consists of some fragmentary words placed unevenly. No punctuation, no connectives, no complete syntactic structure. Ashbery presented the readers a broad thought span and imaginative space through these fragments. The readers may imagine a picture with rose, dirt, tree, building and even protesting crowds according to their own imagination and life experiences. 
4.2.2 Collage 
It is a technique of an art production, primarily used in the visual arts, where the artwork is made from an assemblage of different forms, thus creating a new whole. By using this technique, Ashbery pasted some linguistic fragments from different contexts or the fragments of the stories happening at different time and in different space into the same poem, to achieve unexpected artistic effects. This kind of writing technique emphasizes presentation of a certain effect, not to express a certain meaning. 
Take the 107th stanza of 'Europe' for instance.
　　　blue smoke? 　　　　　　The steel bolts   
　　　It was as though  　　having been replaced    
　　　　She had     　　　by a painting of    
　　the river    　　　　　one of wood! 
　　　above the water 　　　Ronnie, thoughtfully   
　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　of the silencer  
　　　　　　　　plot to kill both of us, dear  
pet  
　　　　oh    
　　　it that she was there  
Ashbery often used the technique of collage like this. Without specific story plots, the stanza is a collage of desultory words and phrases that Ashbery borrowed from a spy novel titled Beryl of the By-plane written by William Le Queux. He pasted his poem by using those with prominent feature of a thriller such as “blue smoke”, “the steel bolts”, and “the silencer” to create a montage effect of films. 
4.2.3 Frottage
It is a technique or process of taking a rubbing from an uneven surface to form the basis of a work of art. Inspired by this technique, Ashbery deliberately rubbed or omit some words to reach an effect of obscurity while using collage. There is usually no consistent logical theme in many of his works. For this openness, the readers can explore and extend imaginative space covered in the works, instead of focusing on the poet’s writing intention. Although the use of frottage leads to discrete and obscure poetry meaning and obstacles to readers in reading and understanding, it may stimulate readers to interpret more possible images and meanings by using their imagination. Therefore, Ashbery creates a space for interaction between the poet and the readers. 
Take the 108th stanza of 'Europe' for instance.
The bridge crosses
dragon ships
was effect
There are but two seasons
the map of Paris
through the center of the sheet
Character
sewers empty into under the
literally shocked the river with
bodies
on the coast I think
passing over
Obviously, some words including functional words and even important connotative words have been erased so that there are some blanks left in the stanza. Different readers can have different fillings for them. As far I’m concerned, I may fill “a snow-white sea gull” in the blank between “think” and “passing” when I see the end “on the coast I think passing over”. Use of this technique seems to provide the readers with an open crossword. The readers may feel a broader or more special world from the pleasure of playing. 
V. Summary
[bookmark: _GoBack]In summary, by absorbing ideas and techniques of the futurism, surrealism and French abstract expressionism, John Ashbery boldly conducted language experimentation and developed his own unique styles in poetry writing. Although the discursiveness and obscurity of his poetry made him controversial, his adept use of language, innovative spirit and profound thought made him difficult to be surpassed by his contemporary. Therefore, it is not surprising that he is recognized as avant-garde poet of postmodernism and one of the most influential poets in the 20th-century. 
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