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Why Wasn’t He a Painter?  

A Look at Abstract Expressionism affected Frank O’Hara’s Writing
While researching everything about American cotemporary poet Frank O’Hara, it became very apparent that art was a driving force in both his personal life and his professional writing career.  This can be proved by merely trying to find information about him in the literature section in a library.  Only his collected poems can be found, but much more information about Frank O’Hara can be found in the art section.  Many art books dedicate entire sections to celebrating O’Hara’s poetry as complementary to the art of the abstract expressionist movement that was occurring in New York at the same time that O’Hara was writing his poetry.  Even general art books that merely explain the characteristics of different art movements include Frank O’Hara as a contributing factor in the abstract expressionist art movement.  It seems he was more significant in the art circles than in his own literary circles.  
Much of the new criticism strays away from looking at the author’s personal life and biography as a window to understanding his work, but with Frank O’Hara, his personal friends and life in New York were a predominant and reoccurring theme in his poetry.  He was a member of the New York School of Poets, which was a small group that followed in the footsteps of the famous New York School of Painting.  This is only one of the many parallels between the art movement and O’Hara’s poetry.  By closely looking at the artistic visions of the artists of the abstract expressionism movement, the qualities and themes of O’Hara’s writings, and by uncovering these themes in his poetry, the effect abstract expressionism had on O’Hara’s writings becomes clear and evident.

The abstract expression painters’ work took a drastic step away from their predecessors.  The central figures of the movement included Mark Rothko, Franz Kline, Adolph Gottlieb, and of course, Jackson Pollock.  Defining their artistic vision is difficult because they were acting out at the very idea of defining artistic ideas.  David Anfam, author of Abstract Expressionism, explains that the movement was groundbreaking and resulted in a drastic change in the attitude toward both the past and future of art.  The movement ensued with astonishing speed and meticulousness, and Anfam further describes the movement as “at once striking yet inwardly complex” (7-8). The movement found its way into the New York art scene after World War II, and it continued for approximately fifteen years.  The painters of the movement were survivors of the Great Depression, World War II, Holocaust, and age of nuclear weapons.  This sparked a sense of anxiety and urgency in their painting, a feeling Americans identified with.  There was also a sense of renewal and rebirth at the end of the war era.  The artists were searching for a way to step away from the conventional subjects and styles, neither of which they felt were able to convey their new vision.  They drew inspiration from all directions and valued individuality.  Abstract expressionists sought to express their subconscious through their art.  The process of expressing their vision was also very important to the painters.  How they painted the piece of art was just as important as the work itself.  All were influenced by Existentialist ideas, which emphasized not only the importance of the finished object, but the process in which the artists went through to create that object.

“Action painting” was a key element in the movement.  “Action painting” refers to the physical act of paining, and is best illustrated by looking at Jackson Pollock’s works.  Pollock approached the canvas directly, without a plan of action.  He basically threw out the idea of using a paintbrush to apply the paint.  The art was strewn with drips and splatters, accidental gestures, and studio debris.  Pollock’s canvases of art were immense in size mainly because he wished to use his entire body to create the work, not just his arms.   In addition to the action painters, color painters made their mark in the art world.  The color painters, such as Mark Rothko, stained the canvas with thin translucent color washes.  This technique was derived from the surrealists, and the paintings seem to invoke a contemplative stillness quality.   These paintings mysteriously hold a power that moves the observer.  The peaceful paintings seem to be an alternative or answer to the anxiety evoked by the action painters.  Many critics misunderstood all of the abstract expressionists’  paintings and did not accept it as “true art.”

Much like the criticism that the artists of the abstract expressionism art movement had to endure, Frank O’Hara had to face the critics’ attack that his work was not “real poetry.”  O’Hara was born in Baltimore, Maryland, but spent most of his childhood and teen years in Boston, Massachusetts.  He attended Harvard and the University of Michigan, and after receiving his BA and MA in English, he moved to New York with friend and fellow poet, John Ashberry.  This move would prove to be monumental in his development as a poet.  O’Hara’s move to New York opened the door to his love for art and the spirit of the city.  He started working at the Museum of Modern Art as the postcard clerk, and later worked himself up to serving as the curator, as well as the editor of Art News, the major art publication in New York.  

Frank O’Hara did not follow the conventions of his predecessors, such as Richard Wilbur, who seemed to follow the poetic rules of structure and subject.  Like the artists that he spent a great deal of time with, O’Hara did not feel that conventional subjects adequately conveyed the poetic vision that he was trying to express.  Inspiration for his poetry came from anything from a street in Manhattan, to jazz music, or even a conversation with a friend, and O’Hara finds a way to use these common occurrences to speak to his reader.  He successfully catches the immediacy of life by eloquently writing down daily common occurrences and molding it into poetry.  His poetry is packed with observations about everyday life.  Additionally, the observations are fast paced and add a sense of urgency to the poetry.  It is much like the feeling of anxiety that the abstract expressionist conveyed throughout their paintings.  O’Hara effectively celebrates the richness of experience.  Everything was poetry to him.
 According to Mike Doty, author of “Frank O’Hara,” we can never know how much O’Hara truly wrote because he hid many of his poems away in drawers and other storage spaces.  He often did not keep copies of the poetry that he sent to friends, and much of his poetry we have today had been uncovered by his family and friends after his death.  He did not write the poems in order to be famous or to earn money, he wrote them for the experience of capturing the moment for himself and others.  O’Hara felt that his life was not fully lived unless he was engaged in writing his poetry and being around the art in New York City.  His poems resemble a mental journal entry that is eloquently sewn together on the page.  Everything he writes seems effortless, almost as if he had merely written the poem in a short moment of observation, without revision, which many times was the case.  He successfully paints with words both high and low cultural allusions with ease.  Whether he is depicting a moment on a Manhattan street, or penning a beautiful elegy for a friend, his simple language speaks for itself and seems effortless.  His poetry, like abstract expressionism, has a naturalistic tone in it.  It seems as though he was driven by a natural instinct to create his poetry.  He did not think about it too much, he just wrote what he felt.  This is much like Jackson Pollock’s approach to painting.  Pollock was driven naturally to pour out his soul into huge displays of emotions.  Naturalistic impulses told Pollock where to pour and splatter his colors , much like the natural impulses allowed O’Hara to mold his observations into eloquent poetry.  

The comparison between abstract expressionism and O’Hara’s poetry can be clearly seen in O’Hara’s poems “A Step Away From Them” and “Why I am Not a Painter.”  “A Step Away From Them” is a short poem that O’Hara literally wrote on his lunch hour.  It is packed with simple observations of a street in Manhattan.  This leisurely stroll is interrupted, as O’Hara is flooded with memories of his artist friends that had died, but his answer is to keep on walking.  Like an abstract expressionist’s painting, O’Hara feels that he needs to step away from the structured poetry of his predecessors.  The structure and content of those writing before him did not suit his artistic vision.  This poem does not even look like a poem at first glance but merely many observations strewn together.  Nevertheless, O’Hara still gets his effect across to the reader.  This poem truly illustrates how O’Hara took everything in, and he additionally drew inspiration from all directions, much like the abstract expressionists.    


In another poem, “Why I am not a Painter,” O’Hara attempts to answer the ever present question illustrated in the title.  Again, he strays away from his predecessors by molding this poem out of a simple conversation with his friend, artist Mike Goldberg.   According to Russell Ferguson, author of In Memory of My Feelings: Frank O’Hara and American Art, this poem, like many other of O’Hara’s poems, demonstrates how O’Hara aimed for the language in his poetry to be casual.  He pulled the simple language out of the life that surrounded him.  This was in deep contrast to the poetry mainstream that preceded him.  O’Hara attempted to point out the differences between painting and poetry, but at the same time, he subtly reveals the parallels.  He observes while his artist friend, Mike Goldberg, paints a painting entitled “Sardines.”  O’Hara writes about how Goldberg paints with a workman-like approach.  It is a work in progress, and each day the painting comes further along.  Goldberg seems to have limited control on the painting, while the painting itself seems to take control of him.  At first, Goldberg inserts the word “Sardines” into the painting, but then on another visit, O’Hara notices that Goldberg has broken up the word and fragmented it into a collection of letters.  O’Hara then explains that he tried a similar technique later when he started to write poetry about the color orange.  The lines were broken down into words that went on for several pages, without even touching on the original subject (Ferguson 24).  I think O’Hara is expressing his envy of the power the artist holds in his paintings.  Goldberg is able to take elements in his painting and break them up, fragment them, throw them back in the painting, and the painting succeeds because O’Hara mentions that he sees it in a gallery.  However, O’Hara does not hold this power in his poetry.  He does not have as much freedom in his poetry as the abstract expressionists have in their paintings.  It is even more ironic that Goldberg is working with words in his painting, and O’Hara is working with colors in his poetry.  This points to the number of analogous comparisons between the two mediums.   

Comparing Frank O’Hara’s poetry to the paintings of the abstract expressionists is like comparing Claude Debussy’s compositions to the paintings of the impressionists.  They both contain similar characteristics to each other, and furthermore, they both seem to have been written to accompany the art.  Reading the literature, or listening to the music seems to give the art observer a more concise and deeper understanding of the artistic vision of each movement.  It seems as though Frank O’Hara’s poetry was written specifically to accompany the art.  It is easy to get caught up with merely studying one subject in liberal arts at a time.  For example, students study literature, then study art, then study music, but not often in conjunction with each other.  What is lost in this pattern is the amount of influence each medium had on one another.  This aspect is easily overlooked, and this may be the reason that Frank O’Hara is disregarded in most literature books.  It is not only his words that make him great and unique, it is the way his position in the art community influenced both his writings, and the artistic vision of the abstract expressionists that embraced him.  If there were a book or a class that studied art’s influence on literature, or vice versa, then Frank O’Hara would play a key and pivotal role. 
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