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Soonest Mended 
 
Barely tolerated, living on the margin 
In our technological society, we were always having to be rescued    
On the brink of destruction, like heroines in Orlando Furioso 
Before it was time to start all over again. 
There would be thunder in the bushes, a rustling of coils,    
And Angelica, in the Ingres painting, was considering 
The colorful but small monster near her toe, as though wondering whether 

forgetting 
The whole thing might not, in the end, be the only solution.    
And then there always came a time when 
Happy Hooligan in his rusted green automobile 
Came plowing down the course, just to make sure everything was O.K.,    
Only by that time we were in another chapter and confused    
About how to receive this latest piece of information.    
Was it information?  Weren’t we rather acting this out    
For someone else’s benefit, thoughts in a mind 
With room enough and to spare for our little problems (so they began to seem), 
Our daily quandary about food and the rent and bills to be paid?    
To reduce all this to a small variant, 
To step free at last, minuscule on the gigantic plateau— 
This was our ambition: to be small and clear and free.    
Alas, the summer’s energy wanes quickly, 
A moment and it is gone. And no longer 
May we make the necessary arrangements, simple as they are.    
Our star was brighter perhaps when it had water in it.    
Now there is no question even of that, but only 
Of holding on to the hard earth so as not to get thrown off,    
With an occasional dream, a vision: a robin flies across    
The upper corner of the window, you brush your hair away 
And cannot quite see, or a wound will flash 
Against the sweet faces of the others, something like:    
This is what you wanted to hear, so why 
Did you think of listening to something else?  We are all talkers    
It is true, but underneath the talk lies 
The moving and not wanting to be moved, the loose 
Meaning, untidy and simple like a threshing floor. 
 
These then were some hazards of the course, 
Yet though we knew the course was hazards and nothing else    
It was still a shock when, almost a quarter of a century later,    
The clarity of the rules dawned on you for the first time.    
They were the players, and we who had struggled at the game    
Were merely spectators, though subject to its vicissitudes 
And moving with it out of the tearful stadium, borne on shoulders, at last. 
Night after night this message returns, repeated 
In the flickering bulbs of the sky, raised past us, taken away from us,    
Yet ours over and over until the end that is past truth,    



The being of our sentences, in the climate that fostered them,    
Not ours to own, like a book, but to be with, and sometimes    
To be without, alone and desperate. 
But the fantasy makes it ours, a kind of fence-sitting 
Raised to the level of an esthetic ideal. These were moments, years,    
Solid with reality, faces, namable events, kisses, heroic acts,    
But like the friendly beginning of a geometrical progression 
Not too reassuring, as though meaning could be cast aside some day    
When it had been outgrown.  Better, you said, to stay cowering    
Like this in the early lessons, since the promise of learning    
Is a delusion, and I agreed, adding that 
Tomorrow would alter the sense of what had already been learned,    
That the learning process is extended in this way, so that from this standpoint 
None of us ever graduates from college, 
For time is an emulsion, and probably thinking not to grow up    
Is the brightest kind of maturity for us, right now at any rate. 
And you see, both of us were right, though nothing 
Has somehow come to nothing; the avatars 
Of our conforming to the rules and living 
Around the home have made—well, in a sense, “good citizens” of us,    
Brushing the teeth and all that, and learning to accept 
The charity of the hard moments as they are doled out, 
For this is action, this not being sure, this careless 
Preparing, sowing the seeds crooked in the furrow, 
Making ready to forget, and always coming back 
To the mooring of starting out, that day so long ago. 
 
        [published 1966] 



John Ashbery (1927- ) 
 
 

Wet Casements 
 
 
When Eduard Raban, coming along the passage, 
walked into the open doorway, he saw that it 
was raining.  It was not raining much.  
 
     Kafka, Wedding Preparations in the Country 
 

 
The concept is interesting: to see, as though reflected 
In streaming windowpanes, the look of others through  
Their own eyes.  A digest of their correct impressions of 
Their self-analytical attitudes overlaid by your  
Ghostly transparent face.  You in falbalas 
Of some distant but not too distant era, the cosmetics, 
The shoes perfectly pointed, drifting (how long you 
Have been drifting; how long I have too for that matter) 
Like a bottle-imp toward a surface which can never be approached, 
Never pierced through into the timeless energy of a present 
Which would have its own opinions on these matters, 
Are an epistemological snapshot of the processes 
That first mentioned your name at some crowded cocktail 
Party long ago, and someone (not the person addressed) 
Overheard it and carried that name around in his wallet 
For years as the wallet crumbled and bills slid in 
And out of it.  I want that information very much today, 
 
Can’t have it, and this makes me angry. 
I shall use my anger to build a bridge like that 
Of Avignon, on which people may dance for the feeling 
Of dancing on a bridge.  I shall at last see my complete face 
Reflected not in the water but in the worn stone floor of my bridge. 
 
I shall keep to myself. 
I shall not repeat others’ comments about me. 
 
 

[published 1977] 
 



John Ashbery (1927- ) 
 
My Philosophy of Life 
 
Just when I thought there wasn't room enough 
for another thought in my head, I had this great idea— 
call it a philosophy of life, if you will.  Briefly, 
it involved living the way philosophers live, 
according to a set of principles. OK, but which ones? 
 
That was the hardest part, I admit, but I had a 
kind of dark foreknowledge of what it would be like. 
Everything, from eating watermelon or going to the bathroom 
or just standing on a subway platform, lost in thought 
for a few minutes, or worrying about rain forests, 
would be affected, or more precisely, inflected 
by my new attitude.  I wouldn't be preachy, 
or worry about children and old people, except 
in the general way prescribed by our clockwork universe. 
Instead I'd sort of let things be what they are 
while injecting them with the serum of the new moral climate 
I thought I'd stumbled into, as a stranger 
accidentally presses against a panel and a bookcase slides back, 
revealing a winding staircase with greenish light 
somewhere down below, and he automatically steps inside 
and the bookcase slides shut, as is customary on such occasions. 
At once a fragrance overwhelms him—not saffron, not lavender, 
but something in between.  He thinks of cushions, like the one 
his uncle's Boston bull terrier used to lie on watching him 
quizzically, pointed ear-tips folded over. And then the great rush  
is on.  Not a single idea emerges from it.  It's enough 
to disgust you with thought.  But then you remember something William James 
wrote in some book of his you never read—it was fine, it had the fineness, 
the powder of life dusted over it, by chance, of course, yet still looking 
for evidence of fingerprints.  Someone had handled it 
even before he formulated it, though the thought was his and his alone. 
 
It's fine, in summer, to visit the seashore. 
There are lots of little trips to be made. 
A grove of fledgling aspens welcomes the traveler.  Nearby 
are the public toilets where weary pilgrims have carved 
their names and addresses, and perhaps messages as well, 
messages to the world, as they sat 
and thought about what they'd do after using the toilet 
and washing their hands at the sink, prior to stepping out 
into the open again.  Had they been coaxed in by principles, 
and were their words philosophy, of however crude a sort? 
I confess I can move no farther along this train of thought— 
something's blocking it.  Something I'm  
not big enough to see over.  Or maybe I'm frankly scared. 
What was the matter with how I acted before? 



But maybe I can come up with a compromise—I'll let 
things be what they are, sort of.  In the autumn I'll put up jellies 
and preserves, against the winter cold and futility, 
and that will be a human thing, and intelligent as well. 
I won't be embarrassed by my friends' dumb remarks, 
or even my own, though admittedly that's the hardest part, 
as when you are in a crowded theater and something you say 
riles the spectator in front of you, who doesn't even like the idea 
of two people near him talking together. Well he's  
got to be flushed out so the hunters can have a crack at him-- 
this thing works both ways, you know.  You can't always 
be worrying about others and keeping track of yourself 
at the same time.  That would be abusive, and about as much fun 
as attending the wedding of two people you don't know. 
Still, there's a lot of fun to be had in the gaps between ideas. 
That's what they're made for!  Now I want you to go out there 
and enjoy yourself, and yes, enjoy your philosophy of life, too. 
They don't come along every day. Look out!  There's a big one... 
 
        [published 1995] 



John Ashbery (1927-  ) 
 

Paradoxes and Oxymorons 
 

This poem is concerned with language on a very plain level. 
Look at it talking to you.  You look out a window 
Or pretend to fidget.  You have it but you don’t have it. 
You miss it, it misses you.  You miss each other. 
 
The poem is sad because it wants to be yours, and cannot be. 
What’s a plain level?  It is that and other things, 
Bringing a system of them into play.  Play? 
Well, actually, yes, but I consider play to be 
 
A deeper outside thing, a dreamed role-pattern, 
As in the division of grace these long August days 
Without proof.  Open-ended.  And before you know it 
It gets lost in the steam and the chatter of typewriters. 
 
It has been played once more.  I think you exist only 
To tease me into doing it, on your level, and then you aren’t there 
Or have adopted a different attitude.  And the poem 
Has set me softly down beside you.  The poem is you. 
 

[published 1981] 



John Ashbery (1927-  ) 
 

The Painter 
 

Sitting between the sea and the buildings 
He enjoyed painting the sea’s portrait. 
But just as children imagine a prayer 
Is merely silence, he expected his subject 
To rush up the sand, and, seizing a brush, 
Plaster its own portrait on the canvas. 
 
So there was never any paint on his canvas 
Until the people who lived in the buildings 
Put him to work: “Try using the brush 
As a means to an end.  Select, for a portrait, 
Something less angry and large, and more subject 
To a painter’s moods, or, perhaps, to a prayer.” 
 
How could he explain to them his prayer 
That nature, not art, might usurp the canvas? 
He chose his wife for a new subject, 
Making her vast, like ruined buildings, 
As if, forgetting itself, the portrait 
Had expressed itself without a brush. 
 
Slightly encouraged, he dipped his brush 
In the sea, murmuring a heartfelt prayer: 
“My soul, when I paint this next portrait 
Let it be you who wrecks the canvas.” 
The news spread like wildfire through the buildings: 
He had gone back to the sea for his subject. 
 
Imagine a painter crucified by his subject! 
Too exhausted even to lift his brush, 
He provoked some artists leaning from the buildings 
To malicious mirth: “We haven’t a prayer 
Now, of putting ourselves on canvas, 
Or getting the sea to sit for a portrait!” 
 
Others declared it a self-portrait. 
Finally all indications of a subject 
Began to fade, leaving the canvas 
Perfectly white.  He put down the brush. 
At once a howl, that was also a prayer, 
Arose from the overcrowded buildings. 
 
They tossed him, the portrait, from the tallest of the buildings; 
And the sea devoured the canvas and the brush 
As though his subject had decided to remain a prayer. 
 

[published 1956]  


