City Poems: Amicitia and Urbanitas in Catullus and O’Hara [abstract available here]
1. 	THE LAY OF THE ROMANCE OF THE ASSOCIATIONS
to Kenneth Koch

High above Manhattan’s towers 
gilded like Camelot in every weather 
I heard the cries of the Park Avenue and the Fifth Avenue Associations 
trying to get together.

If only, if only, cried the Fifth Avenue Association
being the less élite of the two, and therefore 
the first to come on, I weren’t so rushed all the time! 
I have so much to say to you but we are far apart.

I hear you, yodeled the Park Avenue Association
in Westchester accents cracked with emotion,
and I too am harried even in my very center and a strange
throb of emotion fills the towering Seagram Building
with a painful foretaste of love for you. But alas, 
that bourgeois Madison Avenue continues to obstruct 
our free intercourse with each other.
				
						Intercourse!
	cried Fifth Avenue, all I want to do is kiss you, kiss
your silver grey temples and your charming St. Bartholomew’s 
ears. What would Saks think, and De Pinna, much less Tishman
if such things were to go on in the middle of Manhattan?
You must not be untrue to your upbringing, even if 
your suit is torn and your tailor hasn’t delivered the new one.

Suit-shmuit, said Park Avenue, our joining will fecundate
this otherwise arid and sterile-towered metropolis!
the alliance of aristocrat with parvenue has always been 
the hope of democracy, not to mention bureaucracy. You 
don’t think I need you, my plants are green. But look! 
I don’t have many plants. And you, even in the depths of 
winter, are covered with lights under which like basking collies 
grow your tender evergreens of love and commerce. Come!

I can’t, for stern Madison Avenue has me in thrall
and wont’ divorce me even though I’ve offered “no settlement.”
Why don’t we rendezvous in Central Park behind a clump of cutthroats
near the reservoir and there we’ll kiss and hold each other
sweatily as in a five o’clock on a mid-August Friday in the dusk
and after, languorously bathe, to sweeten city water for all time. 



2. “Personism: A Manifesto”

Everything is in the poems, but at the risk of sounding like the poor wealthy man's Allen Ginsberg I will write to you because I just heard that one of my fellow poets thinks that a poem of mine that can't be got at one reading is because I was confused too. Now, come on. I don't believe in god, so I don't have to make elaborately sounded structures. I hate Vachel Lindsay, always have; I don't even like rhythm, assonance, all that stuff. You just go on your nerve. If someone's chasing you down the street with a knife you just run, you don't turn around and shout, "Give it up! I was a track star for Mineola Prep." That's for the writing poems part. As for their reception, suppose you're in love and somebody's mistreating (mal aimé) you, you don't say, "Hey, you can't hurt me this way, I care!" you just let all the different bodies fall where they may, and they always do may after a few months. But that's not why you fell in love in the first place, just to hang onto life, so you have to take your chances and try to avoid being logical. Pain always produces logic, which is very bad for you. I'm not saying that I don't have practically the most lofty ideas of anyone writing today, but what difference does that make? They're just ideas. The only good thing about it is that when I get lofty enough I've stopped thinking and that's when refreshment arrives. But how then can you really care if anybody gets it, or gets what it means, or if it improves them. Improves them for what? For death? Why hurry them along? Too many poets act like a middle-aged mother trying to get her kids to eat too much cooked meat, and potatoes with drippings (tears). I don't give a damn whether they eat or not. Forced feeding leads to excessive thinness (effete). Nobody should experience anything they don't need to, if they don't need poetry bully for them. I like the movies too. And after all, only Whitman and Crane and Williams, of the American poets, are better than the movies. As for measure and other technical apparatus, that's just common sense: if you're going to buy a pair of pants you want them to be tight enough so everyone will want to go to bed with you. There's nothing metaphysical about it. Unless, of course, you flatter yourself into thinking that what you're experiencing is "yearning." Abstraction in poetry, which Allen [Ginsberg] recently commented on in It Is, is intriguing. I think it appears mostly in the minute particulars where decision is necessary. Abstraction (in poetry, not painting) involves personal removal by the poet. For instance, the decision involved in the choice between "the nostalgia of the infinite" and "the nostalgia for the infinite" defines an attitude towards degree of abstraction. The nostalgia of the infinite representing the greater degree of abstraction, removal, and negative capability (as in Keats and Mallarmé). Personism, a movement which I recently founded and which nobody knows about, interests me a great deal, being so totally opposed to this kind of abstract removal that it is verging on a true abstraction for the first time, really, in the history of poetry. Personism is to Wallace Stevens what la poési pure was to Béranger. Personism has nothing to do with philosophy, it's all art. It does not have to do with personality or intimacy, far from it! But to give you a vague idea, one of its minimal aspects is to address itself to one person (other than the poet himself), thus evoking overtones of love without destroying love's life-giving vulgarity, and sustaining the poet's feelings towards the poem while preventing love from distracting him into feeling about the person. That's part of Personism. It was founded by me after lunch with LeRoi Jones on August 27, 1959, a day in which I was in love with someone (not Roi, by the way, a blond). I went back to work and wrote a poem for this person. While I was writing it I was realizing that if I wanted to I could use the telephone instead of writing the poem, and so Personism was born. It's a very exciting movement which will undoubtedly have lots of adherents. It puts the poem squarely between the poet and the person, Lucky Pierre style, and the poem is correspondingly gratified. The poem is at last between two persons instead of two pages. In all modesty, I confess that it may be the death of literature as we know it. While I have certain regrets, I am still glad I got there before Alain Robbe-Grillet did. Poetry being quicker and surer than prose, it is only just that poetry finish literature off. For a time people thought that Artaud was going to accomplish this, but actually, for all their magnificence, his polemical writings are not more outside literature than Bear Mountain is outside New York State. His relation is no more astounding than Dubuffet's to painting. What can we expect from Personism? (This is getting good, isn't it?) Everything, but we won't get it. It is too new, too vital a movement to promise anything. But it, like Africa, is on the way. The recent propagandists for technique on the one hand, and for content on the other, had better watch out. 
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3. HOW ROSES GET BLACK

First you took Arthur’s porcelain
pony from the mantel and! dashed
it against the radiator! Oh it was 

vile! we were listening to Sibelius.
And then with lighter fluid you wet
each pretty pink floored rose, tossed

your leonine head, set them on fire.
Laughing maniacally from the bath-
room. Talk about burning bushes! I,

who can cut with a word, was quite 
amused. Upon reflection I am not. 
Send me your head to soak in tallow! 

You are no myth unless I choose to 
speak. I breathed those ashes secretly. 
Heroes alone destroy, as I destroy 

you. Know now that I am the roses 
and it is of them I choose to speak.

4. V. R. LANG

You are so serious, as if
a glacier spoke in your ear
or you had to walk through
the great gate of Kiev
to get to the living room.

I worry about this because I 
love you. As if it weren’t grotesque
enough that we live in hydrogen 
and breathe like atomizers, you 
have to think I’m a great architect! 

and you float regally by on your 
incessant escalator, calm, a jungle queen. 
Thinking it a steam shovel. Looking 
a little uneasy. But you are yourself 
again, yanking silver beads off your neck. 

Remember, the Russian Easter Overture 
is full of bunnies. Be always high, 
full of regard and honor and lanolin. Oh 
ride horseback in pink linen, be happy! 
and with your beads on, because it rains.




5. MY HEART 

I’m not going to cry all the time
nor shall I laugh all the time
I don’t prefer one strain to another
I’d have the immediacy of a bad movie,
not just a sleeper, but also the big,
overproduced first-run kind. I want to be 
at least as alive as the vulgar. And if 
some aficionado of my mess says “That’s
not like Frank!”, all to the good! I
don’t wear brown and grey suits all the time,
do I? No. I wear workshirts to the opera,
often. I want my feet to be bare,
I want my face to be shaven, and my heart—
you can’t plan on the heart, but
the better part of it, my poetry, is open. 




6. [THE SAD THING ABOUT LIFE IS]

The sad thing about life is
that I need money to write poetry
and If I am a good poet
nobody will care how I got it
and If I am a bad poet
nobody will know how I got it














7. SONG

Is it dirty
does it look dirty
that's what you think of in the city

does it just seem dirty
that's what you think of in the city
you don't refuse to breathe do you

someone comes along with a very bad character
he seems attractive. is he really. yes. very
he's attractive as his character is bad. is it. yes

that's what you think of in the city
run your finger along your no-moss mind
that's not a thought that's soot

and you take a lot of dirt off someone
is the character less bad. no. it improves constantly
you don't refuse to breathe do you



8. SONG

I am stuck in traffic in a taxicab
which is typical
and not just of modern life

mud clambers up the trellis of my nerves
must lovers of Eros end up with Venus
muss es sein? es muss nicht sein, I tell you

how I hate disease, it’s like worrying
that comes true
and it simply must not be able to happen

in a world where you are possible
my love
nothing can go wrong for us, tell me









9. POEM

Some days I feel that I exude a fine dust
like that attributed to Pylades in the famous
Chronica nera aeropagitica when it was found

and it’s because an excavationist has
reached the inner chamber of my heart
and rustled the paper bearing your name

I don’t like that stranger sneezing over our love 












10. A HILL
Yes, it’s disgusting
when you lose
control, but my
wilderness is love

of a kind, no?
And the purity
of my confusion is
there, it’s poetry

in love with you
along with me,
both of us love you
in the same “My!”

Yes, but don’t be
scared; poetry
is intangible and
there’s no purity

in me 
outside of love,
which you can easily wreck
and I can lose.

Clouds pass in
my notorious eye
but you, through
all, I see. 
11. ON RACHMANINOFF’S BIRTHDAY
I am so glad that Larry Rivers made a
statue of me

and now I hear that my penis is on all
the statues of all the young sculptors who’ve
seen it

instead of the Picasso no-penis shep-
herd and its influence—for presence is
better than absence, if you love excess.

Oh now it is that all this music tumbles
round me which was once considered muddy

and today surrounds this ambiguity of
our tables and our typewriter paper, more
nostalgic than a disease,

soft as one’s character, melancholy as
one’s attractiveness,

offering the pernicious advice of dreams.
Is it too late for this?

	I am what people make of me—if they
can and when they will. My difficulty is 
readily played—like a rhapsody, or a fresh
house.



12. OCTOBER 26 1952 10:30 O’CLOCK
This minute I’ve not been able not been 
you know simply not been like positively being dead
able to hear your voice though having dialed
you at home at studio at bar. I am not frantic,
I hope, at not being able to catch your sigh
of boredom, not I, not the number who knows all
about the city’s darling diversions. I never expected
you to speak to me having once illuminated to me
with your long exotic thumbnail my weakness
which I wear “cross at the war” elegantly.
I hope that your blue eyes are slanting into music
by Ben Weber, because I should have only reminded you of 
a cello concerto of our old midsummer anguish,
vieux jeux like falling out of trees into a collector’s album.
And upbraided you for my expecting the absence
which like a vulgar newspaper horoscope has happened
to Jane. Where are you? where are you? where are you?

13. FLAG DAY

I’ve advised Maxine what to get you
what will I give you myself
it’s already given
I’m having a beer
I’d like to start with the Prado
I’d give you open-faced Rome or wall-eyed Toledo
not the Seine or the Tagus, rivers are always flowing away
something that stays in love, The Tuileries Gardens
the colonnade house in Bridgehampton minus the gas pumps
or all of Berlin, at last united by us for today
or Katanga Province, which wants to be owned by you
perhaps an enormous banjo in a big glass house, we could both go naked

you shared the first year of your manhood with me
it seems that everything’s merely a token
of some vast inexplicable feeling
your face on a postage stamp (airmail)
your body carved out of Mount Rushmore
a menu and on it you’ve made a drawing of Garbo
the shudder of your left leg as you fall asleep

our life’s like a better flag
floating over the Conte Restaurant in front of a crescent moon 
soon again to be full of your upturned smile 
I’ll give you a small piece of linen to cover my heart with 
if we ever truly anger each other

14. ON RACHMANINOFF’S BIRTHDAY & ABOUT ARSHILE GORKY

“It’s terrible under Kay Francis’s armpits”
and I remove the pot of basil from the sink
the borrowed cat gets in the suitcase I am 
almost packing here in the harrowing white wine 

I think I am about to read MyLifeWithCleopatra 
byWalterWanger, O World, as the past sneaks up 
and over. What strange fluency invalidates 
the desperate? Basil Rathbone. The clothes 
are in the patient cat’s way. But she is lying 
on them, sniffing the crotch of a bathing suit. 
Now she is mixing her hairs with mine. Who is 
she? She certainly isn’t Sylvia who just got fired. 

Soon I will fall drunken off the train into 
the arms of Patsy and Mike and the greenish pain. 
Obliterate everything, Neapolitan seventh! 
It will be a long hard way to the railway station, 

and Anna Karenina never wore dungarees. I 
cannot finish my piece on Arshile Gorky, either. 
O Willem de Kooning, you are a very great man 
for saying what you said about him and I love you. 

Why do gnats always get into white wine?




15. EMBARRASSING BILL

Bill is sounding so funny there in the bathtub like a walrus
he is very talkative and smelling like a new rug in a store window
how pleasant it is to think of Bill in there, half-submerged, listening
and when he comes to the door to get some more cologne he is just like a pane of glass
in a modernistic church, sort of elevated and lofty and substantial
well, if that isn’t your idea of god, what is?
in these times one is very lucky to get a bath at all, much less
have someone cheerful come over and help themselves to one in your tub
I like to have all the rooms full and I just hope that Bill will get bigger
and bigger and bigger and pretty soon I’ll have to get a whole house
or I could always find a pedestal with central heating perhaps
in case he wants to write his poems standing up
						now, Bill, use your own towel




16. TO MUSIC OF PAUL BOWLES

Dear Bill I think it was very nice of you to have me
for spaghetti and meatballs and champagne…
					
…get that soap out of your ass!






















17. MEMORIES OF BILL

“That’s right, eat, you
pig! it’s all you’re good 
for”—and the sobs 
come out of the man
and in it goes,
and it fattens him
as you watch what
a terrible life it is,
and he is a big man.








18. ANSWER TO VOZNESENSKY & EVTUSHENKO 

We are tired of your tiresome imitations of Mayakovsky
we are tired 
of your dreary tourist ideas of our Negro selves 
our selves are in far worse condition than the obviousness 
of your color sense 
your general sense of Poughkeepsie is 
a gaucherie no American poet would be guilty of in Tiflis 
thanks to French Impressionism
we do not pretend to know more
than can be known
how many sheets have you stained with your semen 
oh Tartars, and how many 
of our loves have you illuminated with 
your heart your breath 
as we poets of America have loved you 
your countrymen, our countrymen, our lives, your lives, and 
the dreary expanses of your translations 
your idiotic manifestos 
and the strange black cock which has become ours despite your envy

we do what we feel 
you do not even do what you must or can 
I do not love you any more since Mayakovsky died and Pasternak 
theirs was the death of my nostalgia for your tired ignorant race 
since you insist on race 
you shall not take my friends away from me 
because they live in Harlem 
you shall not make Mississippi into Sakhalin 
you came too late, a lovely talent doesn’t make a ball 
I consider myself to be black and you not even part 
where you see death 
you see a dance of death 
which is 
imperialist, implies training, requires techniques 
our ballet does not employ 
you are indeed as cold as wax 
as your progenitor was red, and how greatly we loved his redness 
in the fullness of our own idiotic sun! what 
“roaring universe” outshouts his violent triumphant sun! 
you are not even speaking 
in a whisper 
Mayakovsky’s hat worn by a horse










19. FOR GRACE, AFTER A PARTY

You do not always know what I am feeling.
Last night in the warm spring air while I was
blazing my tirade against someone who doesn't
interest
        me, it was love for you that set me
afire,

     and isn't it odd? for in rooms full of
strangers my most tender feelings
                                  writhe and
bear the fruit of screaming. Put out your hand,
isn't there
             an ashtray, suddenly, there? beside
the bed?  And someone you love enters the room
and says wouldn't
                  you like the eggs a little

different today?
                And when they arrive they are
just plain scrambled eggs and the warm weather
is holding.



























20. CHRISTMAS CARD TO GRACE HARTIGAN

There’s no holly, but there is
the glass and granite towers
and the white stone lions
and the pale violet clouds. And
the great tree of balls in
Rockefeller Plaza is public.

Christmas is green and general
like all great works of the
imagination, swelling from minute
private sentiments in the desert,
a wreath around our intimacy
like children’s voices in a park.

For red there is our blood
which, like your smile, must be
protected from spilling into
generality by secret meanings,
the lipstick of life hidden
in a handbag against violations.

Christmas is the time of cold air
and loud parties and big expense,
but in our hearts flames flicker
answeringly, as on old-fashioned
trees. I would rather the house
burn down than our flames go out.

 

