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Introduction to John Ashbery 

   (Born July 28, 1927) 

 
 

John Lawrence Ashbery (born July 28, 1927) is an American poet. He has published more 

than twenty volumes of poetry and won nearly every major American award for poetry, including a 

Pulitzer Prize in 1976. Renowned for its postmodern complexity and opacity, Ashbery's work still 

proves controversial. Ashbery has stated that he wishes his work to be accessible to as many people 

as possible, and not to be a private dialogue with himself.  
 

“I write with experiences in mind, but I don’t write about 

them, I write out of them”. (John Ashbery) 
 

"No figure looms so large in American poetry over the past 50 years as John Ashbery," 

Langdon Hammer, chairman of the English Department at Yale University, wrote in 2008. "No 

American poet has had a larger, more diverse vocabulary, not Whitman, not Pound." Stephen 

Burt, a poet and Harvard professor of English, has compared Ashbery to T. S. Eliot, calling Ashbery 

"the last figure whom half the English-language poets alive thought a great model and the other half 

thought incomprehensible". 
 

Life 

Ashbery was born in Rochester, New York, the son of Helen, a biology teacher, and Chester 

Frederick Ashbery, a farmer. He was raised on a farm; his brother died when they were children. 

Ashbery was educated at Deerfield Academy. At Deerfield, Ashbery read such poets as W. H. Auden 

and Dylan Thomas, and began writing poetry. Two of his poems were published in Poetry magazine, 

although under the name of a classmate who had submitted them without Ashbery's knowledge or 

permission. His first ambition was to be a painter. From the age of 11 until he was 15 Ashbery took 

weekly classes at the art museum in Rochester. 

Ashbery graduated in 1949 with an A.B., cum laude, from Harvard College. Ashbery went on 

to study briefly at New York University, and received an M.A. from Columbia in 1951. In the early 

1970s, Ashbery began teaching at Brooklyn College, where his students included poet John Yau. He 

was elected a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1983. In the 1980s, he 

moved to Bard College. Jr., Professor of Languages and Literature, until 2008, when he retired; since 

that time, he has continued to win awards, present readings, and work with graduate and 

undergraduates at many other institutions. He was the poet laureate of New York State from 2001 to 

2003, and also served for many years as a chancellor of the Academy of American Poets. He serves 

on the contributing editorial board of the literary journal Conjunctions. He was a Millet Writing 

Fellow at Wesleyan University, in 2010, and participated in Wesleyan's Distinguished Writers 

Series. Ashbery lives in New York City and Hudson, New York. 
 

Work 

Ashbery's long list of awards began with the Yale Younger Poets Prize in 1956. The 

selection, by W. H. Auden, of Ashbery's first collection, Some Trees, later caused some controversy. 

His early work shows the influence of W. H. Auden, Wallace Stevens, Boris Pasternak, and many of 

the French surrealists (his translations from French literature are numerous). In the late 1950s, John 

Bernard Myers categorized the common traits of Ashbery's avant-garde poetry, as well as that of 

Kenneth Koch, Frank O'Hara, James Schuyler, Barbara Guest, Kenward Elmslie and others, as 

constituting a "New York School". Ashbery then wrote two collections while in France, the highly 
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controversial The Tennis Court Oath (1962), and Rivers and Mountains (1966), before returning to 

New York to write The Double Dream of Spring, which was published in 1970. 
 

Ashbery won all three major American poetry awards: the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book 

Award and the National Book Critics Circle Award). The collection's title poem is considered to be 

one of the masterpieces of late-20th-century American poetic literature. Ashbery's art criticism has 

been collected in the 1989 volume Reported Sightings, Art Chronicles 1957-1987, edited by the poet 

David Bergman. He has written one novel, A Nest of Ninnies, with fellow poet James Schuyler, and 

in his 20s and 30s penned several plays, three of which have been collected in Three Plays (1978). 

Ashbery's Charles Eliot Norton Lectures at Harvard University were published as Other Traditions in 

2000. A larger collection of his prose writings, Selected Prose and his poetry volume “Where shall I 

wander?” appeared in 2005. In 2008, his Collected Poems 1956–1987 was published as part of the 

Library of America series. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Painter 
 

 

By John Ashbery 
 

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. 
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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. 
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Q.1: Critical Appreciation of “The Painter” 
 

"No figure looms so large in American poetry over the 

past 50 years as John Ashbery. No American poet has 

had a larger, more diverse vocabulary, not Whitman, not 

Pound".     (Langdon Hammer) 
 

Ashbery’s interest in painting led him to write “The Painter”. The poem is fully 

representative of Ashbery’s poetry. Ashbery uses a persona (character, qualities, role, personality) to 

reveal his poetic urge. The Painter is the mouthpiece (representative) of Ashbery. The poet uses 

appropriate images in the poem to make it as dynamic and visual as possible.  
 

The poem tells us that the painter is sitting between the sea and the tall buildings. He is 

attempting to create something impossible but remains unsuccessful. The people in the building 

encourage him to write common subject. He uses his wife as subject of his painting. He does it so 

skillfully but again turns to his previous subject of sea. His efforts to paint the sea automatically are 

not realized and he is mocked by the people in the tall buildings. The painter is crucified (criticized, 

punished) by his subject. His desire of innovative and revolutionary art remains only a prayer and 

longing. He is not able to achieve the extraordinary because of the ordinary demands of the audience.  
 

The main theme of the poem is that innovator, modern and creative artists are crucified by 

the traditional and conventional people. This is not the only theme because the poem is to be 

understood at many different levels. 

“I write with experiences in mind, but I don’t write about 

them, I write out of them”. (John Ashbery) 
 

John Ashbery uses painter as persona to present before us his conception of poetry. The 

painter like Ashbery is innovator and wants to capture the vitality of life rather than the mere surface 

beauty of the same. The painter is the most representative of Ashbery’s poems and it is a key to 

understand Ashbery both as a poet and artist. The painter breaks down the traditional and orthodox 

restrictions on the art laid by the classicists and wants to steal the essence (spirit, core, soul, heart) of art. 

Ashbery is not moralist and conceives the art for its own sake. As the bird sings for its own sake, 

Ashbery writes in the same fashion.  
 

The poem is highly symbolic and packed with symbols that it seems like an allegory. The 

poem is not imaginative rather it is concrete pregnant with symbolic allusions: 
 

Sitting between the sea and the buildings 

  He enjoyed painting the seas portrait. 

 But just as children imagine a prayer 

Is merely silence, he expected his subject 
 

The sea is a symbol of creativity and the unexplored depths of human consciousness. 

The painter symbolizes the creative and modern urge and the people in the buildings are traditional 

critics who fail to understand the philosophy of art. The modern artist is not restricted by the limited 

view of life. He is the controller of his art and defines its limitations. He believes that art is all-

powerful and vast and it cannot be conceived in a traditional narrow thinking. His analogy of child’s 

prayer is not analogy only rather through it, he presents a philosophy of art.  
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Objective art is difficult to attain but it lends realism and universality to the artist’s 

masterpiece. The objective art is not bound by the artist, his consciousness or his artistic ability, so 

the painter meditated for long but nothing appeared on the canvas. The painter wanted either to paint 

objectively or nothing at all. He was a revolutionary, his representation of art must be perfect 

otherwise; he will be just another artist in the echoes of the millions of artists in the world.  
 

“There is the view that poetry should improve your life. I 

think people confuse it with the Salvation Army”.  

(John Ashbery) 
 

Ashbery is very akin (similar, like, parallel) to T.S. Eliot and Robert Frost. Most of his poems 

are like theirs speaking of sense of uncertainty, the looming fear, gloom and loneliness. The 

atmosphere of fear, gloom and loneliness is visible in his poetry. The painter is alone with sense of 

gloomy uncertainty in his art for perfection. The sea symbolizes loneliness too. The people in the 

buildings have isolated the painter for his self-chosen seemingly impossible task rather than 

supporting him in his painting. The painter is the protagonist feeling conflict sandwiched between 

traditions and modernity. All modern tragedies show conflict of the protagonist with society and its 

established norms. The painter is the protagonist working as opposed to the demands and 

conventions of society.  
 

“Nothing I want to tell the world particularly except what 

I am thinking when I am writing".  (John Ashbery) 
 

The poem has been composed in an arresting and forceful style. His technique to the poem is 

one such as employed by the abstract painters. So, Ashbery rightly gives the concept of his poetry in 

the following words,  

“My poems are paintings in words.’’ 
 

His approach in the poem is objective rather than subjective. The diction is simple and 

relevant to the subject. John Ashbery is a perfect craftsman like Alexander Pope, Spenser and Robert 

Frost. He is renowned for artistic style in his poetry. His diction is simple and colloquial 

(conversational, everyday) that is according to the themes and ideas presented in the poem. All these 

stylistic features are perfectly applicable to the poem. The imagery used in the poem is fresh and 

startling. The images of sea, canvas, portrait and prayer all contribute to the thematic development of 

the poem. 
 

"I think my poems mean what they say, and whatever 

might be implicit within a particular message, but there is 

no message, nothing I want to tell the world particularly 

except what I am thinking when I am writing".  

(John Ashbery) 

 

As a bird sings for its own pleasure so does Ashbery writes to satisfy his own urge for 

putting his observation and experience on the paper. After critically analyzing Ashbery’s poetic 

genius, it is acknowledged that Ashbery is a modern American poet who possesses all the modern 

traits of 20th century poetry. Among his contemporaries, he is the most consistent, the most vigorous 

and unique in his handling of his subject and style. 
 

Putting all the above details in a nut-shell, we can say that The Painter is perfectly a 

representative of John Ashbery’s poems and a key to understand his concepts regarding poetry. In 

Painter, Ashbery achieves artistic perfection with simplicity of diction. The painter can be interpreted 

at many different levels of understanding that is the beauty and charm of the poem. The language, 

themes, imagery and style make the poem an exquisite piece of literature. The title of the poem is 
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also radical, very few poems would have been written with such titles. In “The Painter”, Ashbery 

combines  of painting with poetic grandeur. 
 

"His poetry appeals not because it offers wisdom in a 

packaged form, but because the elusiveness and 

mysterious promise of his lines remind us that we always 

have a future and a condition of meaningfulness to start 

out toward".     (Nicholas Jenkins) 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Melodic Trains 
 

 

By: John Ashbery 
 

A little girl with scarlet enameled fingernails 

Asks me what time it is—evidently that's a toy wristwatch 

She's wearing, for fun.  And it is fun to wear other 

Odd things, like this briar pipe and tweed coat 
 

Like date-colored sierras with the lines of seams 

Sketched in and plunging now and then into unfathomable 

Valleys that can't be deduced by the shape of the person 

Sitting inside it—me, and just as our way is flat across 

Dales and gulches, as though our train were a pencil 
 

Guided by a ruler held against a photomural of the Alps 

We both come to see distance as something unofficial 

And impersonal yet not without its curious justification 

Like the time of a stopped watch—right twice a day. 
 

Only the wait in stations is vague and 

Dimensionless, like oneself.  How do they decide how much 

Time to spend in each?  One beings to suspect there's no 

Rule or that it's applied haphazardly. 
 

Sadness of the faces of children on the platform, 
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Concern of the grownups for connections, for the chances 

Of getting a taxi, since these have no timetable. 

You get one if you can find one though in principle 
 

You can always find one, but the segment of chance 

In the circle of certainty is what gives these leaning 

Tower of Pisa figures their aspect of dogged 

Impatience, banking forward into the wind. 
 

In short any stop before the final one creates 

Clouds of anxiety, of sad, regretful impatience 

With ourselves, our lives, the way we have been dealing 

With other people up until now.  Why couldn't 

We have been more considerate?  These figures leaving 
 

The platform or waiting to board the train are my brothers 

In a way that really wants to tell me why there is so little 

Panic and disorder in the world, and so much unhappiness. 

If I were to get down now to stretch, take a few steps 
 

In the wearying and world-weary clouds of steam like great 

White apples, might I just through proximity and aping 

Of postures and attitudes communicate this concern of mine 

To them?  That their jagged attitudes correspond to mine, 

 

That their beefing strikes answering silver bells within 

My own chest, and that I know, as they do, how the last 

Stop is the most anxious one of all, though it means 

Getting home at last, to the pleasures and dissatisfactions of home? 
 

It's as though a visible chorus called up the different 

Stages of the journey, singing about them and being them: 

Not the people in the station, not the child opposite me 

With currant fingernails, but the windows, seen through, 
 

Reflecting imperfectly, ruthlessly splitting open the bluish 

Vague landscape like a zipper.  Each voice has its own 

Descending scale to put one in one's place at every stage; 

One need never not know where one is 
 

Unless one give up listening, sleeping, approaching a small 

Western town that is nothing but a windmill.  Then 

The great fury of the end can drop as the solo 

Voices tell about it, wreathing it somehow with an aura 
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Of good fortune and colossal welcomes from the mayor and 

Citizens' committees tossing their hats into the air. 

To hear them singing you'd think it had already happened 

And we had focused back on the furniture of the air. 

 

 

 

 

 

Q.2: Critical Appreciation of “Melodic Trains” 
 

"No figure looms so large in American poetry over the 

past 50 years as John Ashbery. No American poet has 

had a larger, more diverse vocabulary, not Whitman, not 

Pound".     (Langdon Hammer) 
 

‘Melodic Trains’ is the journey of life in which the ordinary journey has been woven 

together. Melodic Trains also symbolically reflects the thought process of the poet’s mind in which 

poetic ideas keep jumping from one issue to the other. An ordinary mind will take the train journey 

as one of like many others. But a poet is sensitive and takes this common experience of life seriously, 

which binds him to the rest of humanity in terms of his brotherly relationship with it. Poet presents 

the drama of life through the train journey realistically and effectively. Ashbery’s style in the poem is 

illustrative like that of a painter. 
 

The realism is the hallmark of Ashbery’s poetry. The crux (heart, main point, core) of the 

poem is the symbolic journey by train. This journey means the journey of life from childhood to 

death. The poem realistically presents a fine description of man, his life, his journey through thick 

and thin and his final destination. Ashbery stands prominent among his rivals just because of his 

mastery in the art of presenting realistic issues. 
 

Life is a continuous journey into the unconscious regions of human mind. It brings up a 

new point of view each time an activity is stirred (stimulated, encouraged). The poem shows the poet 

sitting in a train heading towards a destination. He is not alone. There is a little girl who attracts his 

attention but only for a short time because later the people and scenes in and around the train capture 

his imagination. He feels in relation to everything around him. 
 

According to Ashbery, ‘Life is in motion’. We spend our time in trains, boats and buses and 

time is passing like these four wheelers. Time is precious and unique. Melodic Trains is a journey of 

time. We come across various destinations, fall into confusions which have impacts on our 

memories. We often reach destinations, not desired by us. Melodic Trains becomes a journey of life, 

the faces of passengers and what all the time goes on in their minds. 
 

The poem is a nice piece of poetry full of thought provoking ideas. It is a realistic 

presentation of town life. It is a fine combination of subjective and objective views. It is just a poem 
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but has been presented before us in such skillful way that we feel a part of the whole train experience 

physically and spiritually.  
 

“I write with experiences in mind, but I don’t write about 

them, I write out of them”. (John Ashbery) 
 

The poem shows melodic series of thoughts that develop in mind. They are called melodic 

trains for they have the power to transform the minds of people from some ordinary experience to 

some particular. The poem is a fine example of stream of consciousness technique. The poem shows 

the complexity of thoughts as they pass through a sensitive mind of a poet. A poetic mind has a 

great capacity for associating this similar and distinct thought. That is why; the poem has more than 

one layer of meaning. The title itself suggests the thought process growing on within the poet’s mind. 

The outer journey in her real train is paralleled by a symbolic train of thoughts and melodies, poetic 

ideas running through the mind. 
 

The first thought or theme presented in the poem is the expression of vanities through 

appearances, when the little girl in the stanza asks the poet what time it is: 

A little girl with scarlet enameled fingernails 

Asks me what time it is—evidently that’s a toy wristwatch 

She’s wearing, for fun.  And it is fun to wear other 

Odd things, like this briar pipe and tweed coat 
 

It is surprising how children satisfy their vanity with toys and fake objects, which cannot 

fulfill their need. The toy watch doesn’t tell the time. It is not only children but adults also do the 

same and are caught up in vanities and appearances. It is very difficult to understand human 

psychology only by appearances. As far as the appearances are concerned, we are all children. This is 

only one of the ideas and feelings that the poet experiences while traveling in the train.  
 

Only the wait in stations is vague and dimensionless, like oneself.  How do they decide 

how much time to spend in each? Next the train takes turn like a pencil and the poet experiences that 

life too is like a train full of complexity and running to its destination – death. As in an ordinary 

journey, the train stops at various stations for brief moments. We also pause at some state of life 

before turning into a new direction. The faces of the passengers standing outside the platforms of 

different stations melt into the faces of those million faces, the poet reads different expressions. 

Some carry on eternal sadness. Some show anxiety about the future. There are questions in every 

mind.  As the following lines show: 
 

Sadness of the faces of children on the platform, 

Concern of the grownups for connections, for the chances 

Of getting a taxi, since these have no timetable. 

You get one if you can find one though in principle 
 

The poet considers some spiritual and metaphysical issues as well. The complexities of the 

world symbolize those of the hereafter and regarding the future of man in the next world. One of 

these issues is the role of chance in the course of life. The total existence of human activity is 

controlled by chance, which may be termed as Fate. 
 

The symbolic journey of the train ends when the poet receives a warm welcome and as the 

journey of the train stops, the melodic trains of his mind also stop. The poet employs a traditional 

image of train journey to denote life and its non-stop voyage. There are also associated images such 

as station, marking a temporary stopover and passengers representing fellow human beings. The 

images of toy and enameled nails signify the theme of false appearances and deceptions. The poem is 

For more notes, papers, test series visit www.notespk.com



 

  MA English Part I, Paper V - American Literature (Poetry)    - Nauman Sadaf              Page 10 

a good example of stream of consciousness technique. The poem’s starts immediately by the little 

girl’s question about time began to express might issues like mortality, chance and time. 

 

Man is also Ashbery’s major concern. After going through his poetry the impression 

becomes stronger that he takes keen interest in man. In the “Melodic Trains”, besides the 

presentation of the drama of life, he has also portrayed the life of a common man. He describes the 

lack of warmth of relationship among men. Ashbery is of the view that modern man is no more 

concerned with others. 

 

The natural imagery of date-palm trees and the Alps lend freshness to poem in contrast to the 

artificial imagery of tweed coat and enameled nails. The image of Pisa Tower is a true reflective of 

the modern man’s psychological complexities. Melodic trains, in terms of images, techniques, 

symbols and style is a modern piece of poetry. 
 

"I think my poems mean what they say, and whatever 

might be implicit within a particular message, but there is 

no message, nothing I want to tell the world particularly 

except what I am thinking when I am writing".  (John 

Ashbery) 
 

As a bird sings for its own pleasure so does Ashbery writes to satisfy his own urge for putting 

his observation and experience on the paper. After critically analyzing Ashbery’s poetic genius, it is 

acknowledged that Ashbery is a modern American poet who possesses all the modern traits of 20th 

century poetry. Among his contemporaries, he is the most consistent, the most vigorous and unique 

in his handling of his subject and style. 
 

In short, Melodic Trains is a fine piece of poetry in which the poet addresses a number of 

issues, political, social, familial and psychological. Journey by train symbolizes life, different 

stations symbolize the different stages of life and final destination refers to the eternal death. On the 

surface, the final destination means reaching home, but in the bottom it means death. The title of the 

poem is apt to the theme of the poem. Melodic Trains is a wonderful poem that falls into the 

category of Ashbery’s masterpieces. 
 

"His poetry appeals not because it offers wisdom in a 

packaged form, but because the elusiveness and 

mysterious promise of his lines remind us that we always 

have a future and a condition of meaningfulness to start 

out toward". (Nicholas Jenkins) 
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Q.3: Major Themes in Ashbery’s 

Poetry/ John Ashbery as a Poet/ 

Ashbery’s Style 
 
 

"No figure looms so large in American poetry over the 

past 50 years as John Ashbery. No American poet has 

had a larger, more diverse vocabulary, not Whitman, not 

Pound". Langdon Hammer 
 

John Ashbery is the best-known poet of the "New York School." He is famous for his artistic 

perception in his poetry, presentation of themes and his unique style. His work is characterized by 

originality, impressionistic techniques, and dark themes of death. In the 1950s Ashbery adopted to 

his poetry techniques used by abstract painters. Ashbery has stated that he wishes his work to be 

accessible to as many people as possible, and not to be a private dialogue with himself.  
 

“I write with experiences in mind, but I don’t write about 

them, I write out of them”. (John Ashbery) 
 

In 'The Painter', we see surrealistic techniques employed. The main purpose of Ashbery’s 

poetry as Ashbery himself asserted is: 
 

"..to record a kind of generalized transcript of what's really going on in our minds all day " 
 

‘Melodic Trains’ is an innovative piece of writing based on stream of consciousness 

technique. The poem records a real transcript of our minds. Through his poetry, Ashbery is able to 

bring in all the social voices he needs to paint the landscape of experience in American society. 

Ashbery seems classic like Elizabethans and at another, he seems much like romanticists such as 

Wordsworth and Coleridge. But he is best reserved for his avant-garde (artists with new ideas and 

methods, advanced, activist) approach as asserted in the following lines from ‘The Painter’: 

“How could he explain to them his prayer? 

That nature, not art, might usurp the canvas?” 
 

Another technique used by Ashbery is to echo other poets, to borrow their style, phrases or 

images to establish a link or to draw an ironical relation between their and his point of view. He has 

been known to echo Stevens, Eliot, Pound, and the Romantics. In ‘The Painter’ the version of reality 

of the sea cannot be conveyed in paints and the artist needs a different medium to do that while his 

concern is that nature and not art might usurp the canvas. Sometimes Ashbery uses voices of other 

poets.  
 

Melody or Music is another quality of Ashbery’s poetry. The optimistic tone of his poetry 

makes even trains to be melodic. The poem shows melodic series of thoughts that develop in mind. 

They are called melodic trains for they have the power to transform the minds of people from some 

ordinary experience to some particular. The poem is a fine example of stream of consciousness 

technique.  
 

The realism is the hallmark of Ashbery’s poetry. The crux (heart, main point, core) of “The 

Melodic Trains” is the symbolic journey by train. This journey means the journey of life from 
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childhood to death. The poem realistically presents a fine description of man, his life, his journey 

through thick and thin and his final destination. Ashbery stands prominent among his rivals just 

because of his mastery in the art of presenting realistic issues. 
 

The poem, “Melodic Trains”, shows the complexity of thoughts as they pass through a 

sensitive mind of a poet. A poetic mind has a great capacity for associating this similar and distinct 

thought. That is why; the poem has more than one layer of meaning. The title itself suggests the 

thought process growing on within the poet’s mind. The outer journey in her real train is paralleled 

by a symbolic train of thoughts and melodies, poetic ideas running through the mind. 
 

Ashbery’s poetry deals with a variety of themes. For example, the main theme of “The 

Painter” is that innovator, modern and creative artists are crucified by the traditional and 

conventional people. This is not the only theme because the poem is to be understood at many 

different levels.  Man is also Ashbery’s major concern. After going through his poetry the 

impression becomes stronger that he takes keen interest in man. In the “Melodic Trains”, besides the 

presentation of the drama of life, he has also portrayed the life of a common man. He describes the 

lack of warmth of relationship among men. Ashbery is of the view that modern man is no more 

concerned with others. 
 

Images and symbols are scattered throughout the modern poetry. Ashbery’s poetry is too 

embellished with images and symbols. A variety of private and personal images are found in his 

poetry. Symbol of canvas for life is beautifully used in “The Painter”. And the images of pencil, 

map and platform show the journey of life. Train is also the symbol of journey of life, crossing 

different stages of life. 
 

The natural imagery of date-palm trees and the Alps lend freshness to poem in contrast to 

the artificial imagery of tweed coat and enameled nails. The image of Pisa Tower is a true reflective 

of the modern man’s psychological complexities. Melodic trains, in terms of images, techniques, 

symbols and style is a modern piece of poetry.  
 

"I think my poems mean what they say, and whatever 

might be implicit within a particular message, but there is 

no message, nothing I want to tell the world particularly 

except what I am thinking when I am writing".  (John 

Ashbery) 
 

In “Melodic Trains”, the poet employs a traditional image of train journey to denote 

(symbolize, mean, signify, represent) life and its non-stop voyage. There are also associated images such as 

station, marking a temporary stopover and passengers representing fellow human beings. The images 

of toy and enameled nails signify the theme of false appearances and deceptions. The poem is a good 

example of stream of consciousness technique. The poem’s starts immediately by the little girl’s 

question about time began to express might issues like mortality, chance and time. 
 

Ashbery’s writing style is colloquial in nature. Though his language is simple yet his ideas 

and thoughts are thought provoking. He seems to have full command of words and ideas. His themes 

are not simple, like an abstract painting, it is difficult to analyze his thoughts. For example, through 

the journey of train, he has successfully shown the philosophy of life. 
 

As a bird sings for its own pleasure so does Ashbery writes to satisfy his own urge for putting 

his observation and experience on the paper. After critically analyzing Ashbery’s poetic genius, it is 

acknowledged that Ashbery is a modern American poet who possesses all the modern traits of 20th 

century poetry. Among his contemporaries, he is the most consistent, the most vigorous and unique 

in his handling of his subject and style. 
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Ashbery achieves artistic perfection with simplicity of diction. ‘The Painter’ is 

perfectly a representative of John Ashbery’s poems and a key to understand his concepts regarding 

poetry. ‘The Painter’ can be interpreted at many different levels of understanding that is the beauty 

and charm of the poem. The language, themes, imagery and style make the poem an exquisite piece 

of literature. The title of the poem is also radical, very few poems would have been written with such 

titles. Ashbery combines  of painting with poetic grandeur. 
 

Similarly, ‘Melodic Trains’ is a fine piece of poetry in which the poet addresses a number of 

issues, political, social, familial and psychological. Journey by train symbolizes life, different 

stations symbolize the different stages of life and final destination refers to the eternal death. On the 

surface, the final destination means reaching home, but in the bottom it means death. The title of the 

poem is apt to the theme of the poem. Melodic Trains is a wonderful poem that falls into the 

category of Ashbery’s masterpieces. 
 

After critically analyzing Ashbery’s poetic genius, it is acknowledged that Ashbery is a 

modern poet who addresses the sensibility of the modern twenty first century contemporary man. He 

is a craftsman like classicists and imaginative like romanticists and renowned for his simple 

colloquial (conversational) diction. His metaphors are sometimes highly metaphysical and his poetry 

has a natural flow, varying in sound and effect according to the theme. All these make Ashbery a 

post-modern poet and establish him as a great poet of contemporary American poetry. 
 

"His poetry appeals not because it offers wisdom in a 

packaged form, but because the elusiveness and 

mysterious promise of his lines remind us that we always 

have a future and a condition of meaningfulness to start 

out toward". (Nicholas Jenkins) 

 

 

 

===================================== 
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Surrealism: A 20th century movement of artists and 

writers who used fantastic images in order to represent 

unconscious thoughts and dreams. 
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Futurism: An early 20th century artistic movement which 

strongly rejected traditional forms and embraced modern 

technology.  
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Impressionism: )اثر پرستی، تا ثیریت( A school of late 

19th century French painters who pictured appearances by 

strokes of unmixed colours to give the impression of 

reflected light. 
 

Expressionism : ، اظہاریت، باطن نگاری(ت) عالمتی  An art 

movement early in the 20th century; the artist’s subjective 

expression of inner experiences was emphasized; an inner 

feeling was expressed a distorted explanation of reality. 
 

Classicalism:  A movement in literature and art during 

the 17th and 18th centuries in Europe that favoured 

rationality and restraint and strict forms. 
 

Classical :کالسیکی، یونانی، مستند()   Of or relating to the 

most highly developed stage of an earlier civilization and 

its culture. 

 Of or relating to the study of the literary works 

of ancient Greece and Rome. 

 

Romanticism: /ایک ادبی، فنی تحریک( )رومانیت  A movement 

in literature and art during the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries that celebrated nature rather than civilization. 

 

Objectivity :  Judgment    ، معروضیت، معروضی(ت) خارجی

based on observable phenomena and uninfluenced by 

emotions and personal prejudices. 

 

Subjectivity :  Judgment based on   ، داخلی کیفیت(ت) موضوعی

individual personal impressions and feelings and opinions 

rather that external facts. 
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