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Abstract

Ashbery’s recognition, for many years, has moved slowly to the
top of today.

Today, although you can find various critical comments on
Ashbery’s poetry in books, newspapers, periodicals and journals,
many comments are scattered or subsidiary to other topics. These
comments are either dismissing him as nonsense or holding him highly
as a genius, generally lacking a careful examination of his art. And an
amazing fact is that, in the limelight of Ashbery’s many honors and
awards including the Pulitzer Prize, there has not been enough critical
attention to his work, which is not in proportion to his fame. It seems
that until recently the American critics circle started a concentrating
research on him. The major full-length studies and collections of
criticism mainly came out in 1990s, showing that “Ashbery criticism”
is just warming up and there is still much work in need to do.
Especially with the appearance of postmodern theories, there comes a
new ground in exploring Ashbery’s poetry.

In fact, there are already some critics touching the postmodern
topics in their articles when they narrate about Ashbery. Marjorie
Perloff, in her essay “Postmodernism/Fin de siecle: defining
‘difference’ in late twentieth-century poetics”, connects Ashbery’s
literary practice with some characteristics of postmodern theory.

Vernon Shetley, another critic, holds that there is an interlocking
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relation between the Ashberyan “poetics of the occasion” and some
aspects of postmodern theory. Andrew Ross’s “Taking the Tennis Court
Oath” reveals that Ashbery is playing some paradoxical language
games. And the list would go on if you carry on an extensive reading
of the critical articles. Yet up to now, there is not a detailed full-length
book which mainly examines the interplay between the postmodern
theory and Ashbery’s poetry, although many critics acclaim that there
exist obvious strong bonds between the two. Each article of the above-
mentioned just writes about one side from a certain angle. A book of
a considerably full narration of the relation between the postmodern
theory and the poet’s literary practice is in need and will be of great
importance for further studies on his poetry.

I think that Ashbery, by way of his own poetical practice, shows
us his way of understanding the postmodern world and demonstrates
his unique manners to express his ways of thinking. It would be
arbitrary to conclude that his way is all about the postmodernism or his
manner is the right road for a postmodernist. Any demand for a new
criterion of orthodox sense about postmodernism, especially in today’s
globalized world, is unacceptable. Such demand is basically disobeyed
with the spirits of postmodernism. What T am trying to do is to reveal
the postmodernity in Ashbery’s poetry, to show the salient features of
his art and his original techniques of writing.

The dissertation consists of an introduction, seven chapters and a
conclusion part.

The introduction part is a brief introduction to John Ashbery’s
poefry, his background and his associations with postmodernism.
Apart from these, the part also narrates about the critical comments

on Ashbery and his art by the important critics such as Harold Bloom,

IX



Helen Vendler and Marjorie Perloff, etc.

Chapter One introduces the movement of postmodernism and the
general notions of the main figures of the movement. It narrates the
theories of Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, Fredric Jameson,
and Thab Hassan. It concentrates on the theories of Ihab Hassan and
his masterwork The Postmodern Turn: Essays in Postmodern Theory
and Culture. In this book, he gives us a clear diagramed summery of
the characteristics of postmodern culture and literature, which is taken
as a reference in the analysis of Ashbery’s poetry.

Chapter Two concentrates on the reception theory and the modern
devclopmenf of the language conception. The notion of language
game has prevailed over the postmodern culture and has become one
salient feature of postmodernism. The chapter introduces Roland
Barthes’s theories of response. His concept of the “scriptible” text is
encouraging the reader to take an active role to participate in the open
game of the postmodern text. Based on his reader response theory, the
following decoded reading of Ashbery’s poetry particularly stresses
the inter-textual activities.

Chapter Three makes a comprehensive survey of Ashbery’s
poetry. The chapter gives a rather detailed introduction to his main
collections of poetry, chodsing some specific poems to analyze, in
order for the reader to have a general idea of his writing. The survey
divides Ashbery’s poetry into three stages of development: the early,
middle and later stages. And the intended study is mainly concerned
with his early poetry.

Chapter Four relates Ashbery’s early poetry with the U.S.
Abstract Expressionism. The chapter \yrites of the development of the
Abstract Expressionism in New York and Ashbery’s close relationship
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with the avant-garde painters. It seeks the connection between the
avant-garde painters’ techniques and Ashbery’s creative writing
techniques, in order to show how Ashbery borrowed techniques from
the abstract expressionists.

Chapter Five goes on to analyze Ashbery’s language game in his
poetry. The chapter consists of five parts: “shuffling the order”, “filling
the missing words”, “sonic euphony”, “word matrix” and “collaborated
writing”, which respectively narrate the five types of games in his
poetry. The first type is to encourage the reader to re-organize the order
of the lines of his poetry. The second type is to attract the reader to
fill in the missing words which have been erased by the poet himself.
The third type is to use the “sonic slippage” to achieve a special sound
effect. The most interesting is the foyrth type: the ending words of
his sestina poems usually form a hidden picture resembling the shape
of something unexpected. The fifth type is the joint works written by
several poets for fun.These types of games are not including all his
measures, but they are quite original and creative in poetry writing.

Chapter Six explores the relation between the imagery in his
poetry and the French Surrealism. Ashbery had stayed in Paris for
nearly ten years. And the Abstract Expressionism bears the deep
imprints of surrealism. Ashbery’s imagery has some distinctive
features of the influence of surrealism. The surrealist features enrich
his creation and his mode of writing.

Chapter Seven narrates Ashbery’s prose poems and his distinctive
talking poetics. Concentrated on Three Poems, the chapter analyzes
the disjunctive and fragmented style and the block passages of
organization. And the mixture of different discourses and the imitation

of ironic sense all reflect the strong postmodern tendency. After
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renewing the style of his previous writing, Ashbery develops a new set
of writing techniques and leads again in the field. The fragmented and
disjunctive sense buried under the superficially seamless discourse
reflects his postmodernism.

The Conclusion part summarizes the features derived from
the above analysis in his poetry and relates these features with the
postmodern theories. Ashbery’s poetry conforms very much with
the postmodern propositions and anticipates the development of
postmodernism. The distinctive features of his poetry have widely
influenced a big bunch of American contemporary poets.
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