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All things seem ment ion of themselves 

And the names which stem from them branch out  to other referents. 

H ugely spring exists againÉ 1 

 

W it h these lines from the poem !Grand Gallop", John Ashbery moves us right at the 

essence of metaphor.  I n order to make sense of their  world, poets like Ashbery and non#

poets alike ceaselessly rename the things around them. Through metaphor, they extend, 

stretch, overlap, confuse, misuse and oblit erate the conventional notions of words.  They 

intentionally !branch out" their  language.  Ashbery, winner of the Pulit zer Prize for poetry 

and Poet Laureate of New York state, has writ ten thir ty#eight books of his own !snapped#off 

perceptions"2 of the world.  According to crit ic David Perkins, his poems regard ! the mind 

forming hypotheses about realit y in general, about the ult imate truth or nature of things."3  

How Ashbery innovates metaphor to give us brand#new comprehension of our real, cerebral 

world is the subject of this paper.   

H is own work has much to say about metaphor, so his poetry wil l be our backbone for 

a new understanding of metaphor.  Further, because this is an at tempt through semantic 

analysis to get at the overwhelming richness$ the !dif ficulty"$ of John Ashbery%s poetry, we 

must start wit h a sound theory of metaphor on which we can safely and facilely build a new 

understanding.  On M etaphoring, by Chinese linguist and hermeneut W u Kuang#ming, 

contains one of the soundest approaches to metaphor available.  W e wil l look at what 

Ashbery does wit h and about metaphor, and how this supports W u%s theory of metaphor: 

Ashbery creates novelty and similarit y through metaphor%s ! fallacy" and ! il lusion of seeming 

irrationality," !warming up the old to understand the new" and shocking us into a new 

understanding. 

!There cannot be a taxonomy or grammar of deviance," says W u4.  W e cannot merely 

break down each line of poetry into it s component conventionalized metaphors, as Berkeley 

linguist George Lakoff attempts in M ore Than a Cool Reason, and hope to move our 

                                                
1 ÒGrand GallopÓ SPCM 
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understanding forward at all.  Lakoff%s analysis of W il liam Carlos W il liams suffers in just this 

way, as it  trivializes W il liams by overanalyzing what is merely language, instead of guiding the 

reader to what is actually great about W il liams, the form of the sparse language of his spare 

images.  !W e cannot &dissect a metaphor'  for once we signal our intention we kil l metaphor 

as surely as we explain jokes to kil l jokes," says W u. The intention of this essay is not to !kil l 

to dissect ," as Blake says, but rather, by looking at what Ashbery overtly says about and what 

he covertly does wit h language, meaning, and metaphor, to serve as an fastidiously pointed 

finger at his unusual abil it y to at once evince many simultaneous ideas in a reader%s mind. 

W here Lakoff and others have faltered to sufficiently pose the problem of poetic 

metaphor, W u has easily posed the problem and guides us in the vague direction of an answer. 

H is account is overwhelmingly exhaustive, perhaps, but his point is clear:  metaphor is not  

just an understanding of the new through the old$ using old words or ideas to understand 

new ideas$ but is more and ! inter#action" of the famil iar and the novel.  !M etaphor changes 

the new by the old, then changes the old by the new."5  The old and the new come face to face 

in metaphor and take from each other to actually create a new understanding of each.   

Thus, it  is not simply the case that, as Aristotle says, !&a'  good metaphor implies an 

intuit ive perception of the similarit y in dissimilars," 6 and !show&s'  things in a state of 

activit y."7  Rather, according to W u, metaphor not only shows but also creates a !state of 

activit y" between the famil iar and the new, which invigorates and redefines both.  

!&M ' etaphor initiates similarit y."8  To put it  another way, the !creation of novel similarit y is 

metaphor."  

I f a good metaphor first creates similarit y between dissimilar ideas, giving us new 

understanding of the novel while at the same time giving us fresh understanding of the 

famil iar, where might this similarit y come from?  How does metaphor first create similarit y 

between dissimilars?  !M etaphor must be a shocker," says W u9.  !This shock naturally 

translates into logical (fallacy%, a deception, a simulation of seeming ir rationalit y." Here, he 
                                                
5 Wu p.10 
6 Aristotle, Poetics 1459a7-8 
7 Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1411b25 
8 Wu p.40 
9 ib. p.611 



intimates what Lakoff calls ! the Decoding Posit ion" 10  theory of metaphor, given 

programmatically by language philosopher John Searle as: !Éwhere the utterance is defective 

if  taken lit erally, look for an utterance meaning that dif fers from sentence meaning." 11  

However, W u does not mean that metaphors ought to be treated as false statements to be 

decoded, nor does he seem to think they can be appropriated truth#value.   

M etaphors shock the listener by a !simulation of seeming irrationalit y,"$ not actual 

! ir rationalit y", or even actual “seeming ir rationalit y," but a shock to the interpretive systems of 

the mind, opening the channels for new understanding of new similarit y12.  I t can be no other 

way.  No more can we understand many novel ideas wit hout the !defective" qualit y that  

metaphor entails, than can we understand a new metaphor simply by thinking of it  as the 

!substit ution"13 of one word for another or a lie to be decoded.  !M etaphor has no way but to 

call the strange unknown by the famil iar name we know, and the name wil l always be a (wrong 

one%."14  By using the !wrong" word for something$ !catachresis"$ two byproducts establish 

themselves in the mind, first a connection formed between the two ideas, and a new idea 

apart from both.  Both the new similarit y and the new idea coalescing to what !metaphor" is, 

yielding it s singular creative power.  Later on, when we look at Ashbery uses poetry to take 

his readers from blankly !wrong" similarit y to novel understanding, his personal creative 

power wil l prove easier to understand, wil l perhaps more readily suggest it self, through W u%s 

lens.  

W hy create novelty?  W hen logical deduction and ! lit eral" language sufficiently 

describe the world, why this need to dwell on falsit y, analogy, induction? W u tells us that  

what is called logic only sufficiently describes what already is, whereas induction, analogy, and 

metaphor are our only means to creativit y.  !The signif icance of the novel lies in it s power to 

provoke our reflection, to make us think and gain insight," he says15.  Novelty unbounded, 

however, is as worthless as a mode of creativit y and a way to understand novel sit uations as 
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deductive logic, W u says, for he is not advocating the arbit rary at tachment together of 

random ideas.  !A raven" is not !a writ ing desk."16  I f metaphorical novelty is used so, 

arbit rarily, it  is !a mere sensational decoration, in not an aberration, mere sound and fury, 

signifying nothing."   

Ashbery%s language is more than sound and fury.  Despit e it s init ial dif ficulty, his 

seemingly unassociated images strung together wit hin a single phrase, his manifold 

metaphorical constructions, !provoke our reflection" of what is meaningful.  W hen a good 

poet attaches things as disparate as ravens and desks, it is for a purpose.  As Ashbery says in 

the !The Skaters", his poetry exists to !stump the absolute," after which it  works to build a 

new, yet !pre#existing or pre#seeming," absolute. 

W u reminds us of the etymology of the world !metaphor"$  meta#pheiren, or 

! ferrying/carrying over."17  That a poem can carry us across a river of uncertainty to some form 

of truth is an image Ashbery seizes in !Loving M ad Tom"18 

ÉTheir word only  

W aited for you like the truth, and sometimes 

Out of a pure, unintent ional song, the meaning 

Stammered nonetheless, and your zeal could see 

To the opposite shore, where it  was all coming true. 

From this, an example of Ashbery%s metaphors about metaphor, we can see that truth 

happening on the opposite shore of his poetry is available to us, if  only we allow it s 

!unintentional" meaning to reach us.  W e wil l now look at what he does, wit h and about 

language. 

How does Ashbery ferry us to new understanding, novelty, new similarit y between 

famil iar dissimilars?  He !stumps the absolute."19  H is phrases are often ones we have heard 

before, of an American dialect that is not embarrassed by clich)  and common expression, yet  

are foreign; his images are of the real world, only sometimes portraying anything surreal, and 

when he does use the surreal it  is in the way famil iars interact unfamil iarly, yet the overall 

                                                
16 Lewis Carroll, AliceÕs Adventures in Wonderland, ÒChapter VII-A Mad Tea-PartyÓ.  (The HatterÕs unanswerable 
riddle to Alice: ÒWhy is a raven like a writing-desk?Ó) 
17 Wu p.23 
18 HBD p. 16 
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feeling is not a common or famil iar one at all.   He does evoke the real world, but not in any 

famil iar way: metaphors embed in and contain other metaphors, and sometimes what looks 

like a metaphor is an impossibil ity that , for one reason or another, unsettles us so greatly that  

other, more transparent metaphors work all the more powerfully.  W hen Ashbery says 

something like, !A spear of fire, a horse of air ,"20 he has primed us in the first metaphor$ a 

not#incomprehensible one for lightning$ so that we wil l try to understand what !a horse of 

air " might be.  H is priming is two#ply, as he first primes us wit h the lightning metaphor to 

read the following parallel construction as a metaphor, and second primes us to read it  along 

the same semantic lines as the first.  I s !a horse of air " thunder? the reader may ask.  He has 

shocked us, perhaps into the laughter of confusion, so that another metaphor that does make 

sense, later on, makes even more sense because we have previously been so shocked.  At work 

here is what W u calls !&M' etaphor%s (incoherence% to slacken relations among things, giving 

room for our our free participationÉ"21 

É 

And always one stream is point ing north 

To reeds and leaves, and the stunned land 

Flowers in deject ionÉ 

I n this passage, all elements connect as never before.  Through a veil  of incoherence, we see 

something we have never seen before.  W e wil l now look at some general schemes that  

Ashbery uses to slacken relations in order to create !novel similarit y."22  He formulates his 

language so that many metaphors occur at the same time.  W e wil l first look at how metaphor 

is encoded in the form of Ashbery%s language. 

As in !A spear of fire, a horse of air ," Ashbery frequently sets up parallel constructions 

that prime understanding.  Although the form is solid, the meanings seem to break when they 

are analyzed or taken simultaneously.  From the same poem, !Loving M ad Tom": !And the 

lightning goes crazy, and the thunder faints dead away."23  By personifying ! the lightning", 

Ashbery primes for us the humanit y of ! the thunder," so that when it  ! faints dead#away," 
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contradiction hovers behind the felicitous priming before taking effect .  Only afterwards do 

we ask questions like !W hat? Has a window been shut?"   

 Another type of priming occurs in the form of a list.  I n !The Skaters" there are what 

appear to be lists of musical instruments.  There are actual instruments involved in 

metaphors, things that make sounds, things that  sound like the names of musical instruments, 

and allusions to Greek mythology; most of list%s members drif t from the prototypical. 

This, after all, may be happiness: tuba notes awash on the great  flood, ruptures of xylophone, 

violins, limpets, grace#notes, the musical instrument  called serpent , viola  

da gambas, aeolian harps, clavicles, pinball machines, elect ric drills, que sais-je encore!24 

Knowing that Ashbery supposes it  to be a list of musical devices allows us to look for 

musicalit y in a serpent and a clavicle, not unlike Searle%s decoding of !defective" ut terances by 

looking for some kind of working meaning.  But there is a dif ference between what Searle 

would try here and what is actually going on.  There may be no real working meaning at all to 

decode, and for Ashbery and W u this is what poetry is about.  To create novel understanding 

Ashbery uses any means necessary, even if  he has say things that have no verif iable ! truth#

value" or any prior ! felicit y condit ions" that can be listed and checked off as they are met.  

 Another of Ashbery%s necessary means is the simile, the tradit ional form#encoded 

metaphor in poetry where ! like" or !as" seem always to init iate a metaphoric expression.  

Ashbery%s particular similes occur wit hin metaphors and contain other metaphors wit hin 

themselves, all to varying degrees of embedding, so that various ideas working at the same 

instant produce an overall analogy, a novelty that is the a metaphor of metaphors.  

Sometimes he uses simile to cloak what is really a metaphor; at  other t imes he employs 

them as they are t radit ionally considered$ direct  comparisons$ but not completely 

direct ... a bit  slanted. And at  other t imes they seem to be simply complete *though 

creat ive+ non#sequiturs, 

says Andres Restrepo25.  There are many ways Ashbery creates this slanted qualit y, which 

deserve detail .  Often, a simile and metaphor seem, at first glance, to orbit  around a couple of 

words, and otherwise seem to be unconnected, as in ,Poem in Three Parts, : 

All that  crashing, that  blindness, that  blood 
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One associates with other days near the sea 

Although it  persists, like the blindness of noon.26 

Here, two things, ! the blindness of noon," and ! that crashing, that blindness, that blood," 

share from each other because of the !blindness" they seem to have in common, and the word 

!persist" binding them semantically.  So, Ashbery says, blindness is like blindness, but the 

reader%s gut protests: of course, we shout, blindness is blindness.  Or is it ?  W hat keeps this 

from being a typical simile is that they are unrelated images except for the discomfort 

associated wit h their  persistence.  !&T' he blindness of noon" is not actual blindness, but  

suggests rather a metaphorically blinding surfeit  of light at noon.  The first !blindness" is 

perhaps more lit eral and the second figurative, so we come to understand what Ashbery is 

getting at$ the lit eral is like the figurative.  This makes lit t le sense, logically, in fact verges on 

outright contradiction, but definit ely !slackens" the relations between things.  I f ! the truth 

doesn%t satisfy"27 to understand something, as Ashbery has said, we have to look for meaning 

elsewhere. 

I n ,The W rong Kind of I nsurance, , Ashbery picks up the load where ! truth" has left  

off wit h the same sort of device$ a metaphor of similes: 

                                   ...I  think 

  About  what  these archaic meanings mean, 

  That  unfurl like a rope ladder down through history, 

  To fall at  our feet  like crocuses...28 

The falling at our feet of crocuses is metaphorical, and the falling at our feet of an unfurled 

rope ladder is lit eral, though a metaphor it self for the way ! these archaic meanings" 

themselves fall at our feet.  By doing so, the meaning of !meaning" is unif ied in the singularit y 

that exists between two images, a long extending rope ladder through history and the 

metaphor of crocuses falling !at our feet".  These are all the !wrong words" for what meaning 

is, but have we any other way of understanding what meaning actually means?  M eaning is 

!&s' omething that is conveyed or signif ied; sense or signif icance," says the American Herit age 

Dictionary.  I n other words, meaning is what is meant, a tautology that leaves of wanting.  
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Ashbery cannot define meaning, but the many valences of his own meaning help us intuit , 

rather than understand, !meaning". 

W it h overt contradiction, Ashbery continues to !stump the absolute" and create novel 

understanding of new sit uations.  From !Friends": 

I  saw a cottage in the sky. 

I  saw a balloon made of lead. 

I cannot restrain my tears, and they fall 
On my left hand and on my silken tie, 
But I cannot and do not want to hold them back.29 

The first two lines create a weight of their own wit h the weight of their contradancing 

contradictions, which lends it s burden to the following three lines of lucid sadness.  

Contradiction between words yields a burden, confusion about truth, which is a metaphor for 

the confusion that charges sadness.  Once again, Ashbery init iates a novel connection 

between the lit eral and to the figurative, slackening their  individual meanings to draw them 

closer together.   

Sometimes it  seems is as though Ashbery%s poetry comes strait  from !Éancient peach#

colored funny papers/ wherein the law of true opposit es was ordained/ casuallyÉ"30  H e is 

aware how often his poetry seems strings of contradictory fragments, but he intends it  to be 

so, and we have work hard at t imes to ! ferry over" the contradiction to what is the actual, 

substantive meaning of his poems.  H is contradictions are as overt as “It had been raining but/ it 

had not been raining"31 and as obscure as those similes#wit hin#metaphors discussed above.  Even 

tautology, hiding in simile%s clothing, creeps up on us##!The feeling is a jewel like a pearl"32$

to remind us that it is all in good fun.  W ith all this ambiguit y, contradiction, metaphor, and 

imagery pulling us somewhere$ hopefully to a better understanding of our constantly 

changing world$ a sense of humor is a must.  W hile Ashbery%s metaphoric folds are 

frequently as thin and compacted as phyllo, they are all sweetness. 

                                                
29  H BD p.52 
30 ÒWakefulnessÓ Wake p.3 
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  The layering effect is often poignant, as in !my heart%s vagrant t ides"33, but what W u 

calls the !simulation of seeming ir rationalit y" is often so powerful that the reader finds it  

dif ficult to say whether she%s unsettled, stumped, or anything at all, as if  every line were just  

!colorless green ideas sleep&ing'  furiously."34  Therefore, because Ashbery%s language about 

metaphor is as informative as anything said by Aristotle, Lakoff, or W u, for an understanding 

of Ashbery, Ashbery must speak for himself: 

       ÉThe words have, as they 

always do, come full circle, dragging the meaning that was on the reverse side  

all alongÉ 

ÉI %m rubber and you%re glue, whatever you say bounces off me and st icks to you; 

in which gluey 

embrace I  surrender.  W e are both part  of a living thing now.35 

Even though speaking is sometimes like a childish game that can deteriorate quickly into 

behavior like that old tactical maneuver involving rubber and glue, it  is how we are !part of a 

living thing."  For speakers and writ ers alike, to encode information in arbit rary sounds and 

symbols that have to be decoded by the hearer/reader is frustrating, yet this is the beauty of 

language: !Éweave, and it  shall be unraveled; talk, and the listener response/ wil l take your 

breath away, so it  is deemed.36"   

Poems are like horoscopes, poignant because of what happens on the reader%s end: 

And the horoscopes flung back 

all we had meant to keep there: our meaning, for us, yet   

how different the sense when another speaks it !37 

Or, meaning is the reader%s responsibil it y: 

 W hat  you made of them 

Depended on your ability to read music and to hear more 

I n the night behind them.38 

Ashbery is self#conscious of what he is doing, as again and again he tells us what 

metaphor means to him.   He has sense of humor about it  too, and sometimes takes on the 

                                                
33 !Eclogue" ST p.6 
34 Chomsky 1957 
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38  ÒSongs Without WordsÓ, Shad p.43 



bewildered reader%s persona.  !ÉHere, this chair  ought to mean something, if  I  intuit / your 

philosophy correctly, or it %s me, maybe I %m the chair , that%s what you/ meant isn%t it ?"39  

W rit ing about the consequences of all this ambiguit y, he realizes, to some degree, the 

limit ations of his pursuit  of novel understanding.  Subjective understanding is limit ed, poetry 

is limit ed, language is limit ed, Ashbery is limit ed, but there is often nothing to do but try and 

! ferry over" limit ations.  This is one of the conclusions he implies in Flowchart, his book 

length poem.   

W ords, however, are not the culprit . They are at  worst  a placebo, 

leading nowhere *though nowhere, it  must  be added, can sometimes be cozy 

place, preferable in many cases to somewhere+, to banal if agreeable note#spinning."40   

Clearly, what he is doing is more than !note#spinning."  

                                                
39 FC p.74 
40 FC p.24 
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