
Of course I never sent this letter to Ashbery but now that I hear Charlie Shively has died, I 
am sending it to you, Michael. Please note that I went to The Home School in Hudson, NY 
for a week last summer, and Ashbery was going to come from his place nearby to 
celebrate his birthday, but was too ill to attend, so we watched a short film about him, 
one of those old Richard Moore films, and applauded it. 
 
 
Dear John Ashbery, (written Xmas Eve 2016) 
 
You’re one of the last people I would have expected myself to write to, yet today I find 
myself doing exactly that, for reasons I’ll explain. I have your address from the days 
when I worked on the BUJournal, as Kurt Ackermann’s assistant. Kurt died and recently 
his widow Barbara moved to western MA. I inherited some of Kurt’s paintings and 
watercolors; here they are in my hall and dining room. 
 
Yesterday I took myself to a Thai restaurant and read some of The Landscape Is Behind 
The Door, which I came upon, and found that I had gone to a reading you and Martory 
had given at The French Library in Boston and that you both had autographed the copy 
(your signature looking like John Ginsberg). The poems are disquieting—the discipline 
you both have to stare at the unreality of life without blinking and to comment on it 
from a distance and with humor and wistfulness and sounds that make us quake—well, 
how do you do it? You in particular who suffer from depression.  
 
I thought about what you said in a New Yorker interview, something to the effect that 
your poems were ways of showing how one person’s thoughts turned into art, so they 
were an example, one mind among the infinity of minds, and then I thought I 
understood you better. 
 
Once Lee Hyla came to my class at the New England Conservatory, (where I’ve been 
poet-in-residence). Lee played and talked about the setting of your poem “At North 
Farm.”  
 
Then I found myself writing a poem after his setting. Here it is: 
 

he called and all 
I could give him was some kind of 
melancholy justice 
an avenue at best 
was I looking mainly for pleasure 
depriving myself of pleasure 
understanding a kind of resolution 
of grief 
under the pleasure at evening’s end 
the bitter dark 



and yet again 
I persisted 
till I saw raindrops of late fall 
and smiled since life 
is surrounded with life 
the trees surround the village 
what was coming next 
took most of a lifetime 
 

 
This Sunday, Xmas day, I took a friend to Gloucester to have a fresh seafood lunch & 
cheesecake with Gerrit Lansing at the new hotel restaurant there, 1606 at the Beauport, 
then a tour of the island in Gerrit’s encyclopedic way. Gerrit will soon be 89, as you 
know since you went to Harvard with him, and our little group is having a birthday party 
for him here. 
 
Last night Susannah Robbins, a friend for 35 years, died at a hospice in Cambridge. The 
daughter of Herbert Robbins, one of the 20th century’s great mathematicians, she 
inherited his smarts, and though she was schizophrenic so at times her poetry was 
strange, sometimes it was as sonorous, rich and loving as it gets. 
 
Yesterday in the mail came a pamphlet from Seth Stewart, the correspondence between 
John Wieners and Charlie Shively. Coincidently, I had just visited Charlie in the same 
nursing home where Susannah was dying. There he was in a huge room, lying in the 
dark, with a roommate sitting up in the next bed. He has Alzheimer’s and is emaciated 
and the room reeked of urine; it’s cruel punishment, as Bill Corbett just wrote, for 
someone once so wild and outspoken. 
 
Now Celia Gilbert, whom you were responsible for getting Viking to publish, is having 
her own problems, in her 80’s. 
 
Celia and I were students of Alberto de Lacerda, who died in his London flat years ago. 
His friend Luis, who lives in Oxford, devotes himself to putting out books about Alberto 
and the poets he knew, including you. 
 
Today Debbie Reynolds died and yesterday Carrie Fisher and no doubt that’s on your 
mind. 
 
I wrote this letter last week & it’s lugubrious, I realize, and Buddha ‘said’ that the one 
thing we shouldn’t meditate on is karma because it’s so complex & seemingly infinite 
we’d go crazy, but I felt like at least writing about a few of the crazy connections in this 
world, so as to hang on to them, I guess, and to wish you well. 
 
Thanks for reading this and stay warm. 


