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2011 Winter Session (2011-2012 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. John Xiros Cooper 
Section: 013 
Term: 2 
 

New York School Poets: Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, Barbara Guest 
 
Course Description: 
I was back in town! 
what a relief! 
I popped into the nearest movie-house and saw two marvelous Westerns 
but, alas! this is all I remember of the magnificent poem I made on my walk 
why are you reading this poem anyway? --     Frank O’Hara, ‘Petit Poème en Prose’ 
 
American modernism, after its initial emergence in 1912-13 in New York and Chicago, divided very 
quickly into a number of movements and groups. From the example of the early American 
modernists—Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, William Carlos Williams, H. D., Wallace Stevens, William Faulkner, 
Marianne Moore, e.e. cummings, and others—a series of later movements and groups developed. 
Modernism swept all before it in twentieth-century America.  Unlike in Britain, in the United States 
there were no sustained reactions against modernism; it persisted, as it still does, in all schools of 
poetry. 
 
One of these schools is the New York School; these were poets who flourished in the period from 1950 
until about 1970. The poets associated with the school did not stop writing after 1970 (except for the 
ones who were dead), but the School as a recognizable group did not really survive the mid 1970s. 
Today a greater degree of scholarly attention is being focused on the New York School. At first it was 
the Beat Generation of writers who gained the most attention from critics, especially Allan Ginsberg 
and Jack Kerouac, and in many respects they still do, but interest in them was often the product of a 
combination of media phenomenon, intense self-promotion, and the melodramas associated with sex 
and drugs.  
 
The New York School poets have not been celebrated with quite the same sensational publicity and 
notoriety as the Beats (although watch the following video clip from Mad 
Men: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9XKN0iZG_4s). But in many ways, they were more central to 
the burst of creativity that characterized the whole New York arts scene after the Second World War. 
In painting, sculpture, classical music, jazz, dance, theatre, design, etc., New York was ground zero of 
a creative explosion that has influenced global culture for more than half a century. If as Walter 
Benjamin said, Paris was the ‘capital of the nineteenth century’, New York became the capital of the 
twentieth. 
 
A study of the poets of the New York School must of necessity be a study of the whole arts scene in 
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New York. Our focus on three poets—Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, and Barbara Guest—requires that 
we also get to know the visual art scene in the 1950s, and 1960s—abstract expressionism, color field 
painting, pop art, minimalism, etc. O’Hara was centrally involved in the visual arts as both a critic and 
as a member of the curatorial staff of the Museum of Modern Art, Ashbery was an important art critic, 
and Guest a practicing artist and critic. 
 
The New York School was not limited to O’Hara, Ashbery, and Guest. Other poets associated with the 
group are Kenneth Koch, James Schuyler, Bill Berkson, Kenward Elmslie, Ted Berrigan, Alice Notley, 
and Ron Padgett. But in thirteen weeks we cannot hope to survey the entire gamut of work produced 
by all of these writers. We shall concentrate on the three who have achieved, for now, the widest 
critical recognition in our time. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Frank O’Hara, Selected Poems 
 John Ashbury, Selected Poems 
 Barbara Guest, from Collected Poems (course package) 

Course Requirements: 
One annotation assignment - 15% 
One book review (750 words) - 20% 
One research paper -  50% 
Attendance and participation - 15% 

The course has a Vista web site which registered students will be able to access on the first day of 
classes. Course materials, announcements, and Internet links will be posted on this site. To login 
please go to http://www.elearning.ubc.ca/lms/login-to-vista/. 

To access the site, you will need a Campus Wide Login (CWL) account 
(http://www.it.ubc.ca/cwl/homelink.shtml). 

For off-campus access, you will need to set up a Virtual Private Network (VPN) connection 
(http://www.it.ubc.ca/service_catalogue/information_security/security/VPN.html). 

 

http://www.elearning.ubc.ca/lms/login-to-vista/
http://www.it.ubc.ca/cwl/homelink.shtml
http://www.it.ubc.ca/service_catalogue/information_security/security/VPN.html

