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PErsoNisM: A MANIFESTO

In his 1959 essay, Frank O’Hara parodically de{ﬂates the pretens.ions fof othez‘n[:;)e}tlliz
manifestos proliferating at the time and yet offer.s a Valu:?ble [zlomt 0h eztrlilbe s
poetry and the work of the New York school (whlch.also includes IJ'O T A5 frzfnan
Kenneth Koch). In contrast to the prophetic exhortations anc‘] mora 1st1cl.tlz)rlle 0 kz
manifesto writers, O'Hara humorously concedes that a manifesto is unlike );to r;lts;a
people who dislike poetry read it and that discussions “of f01‘rmal structures often : Bu}tf
from the essential energy at the heart of good poetry—. You just go on y.ourhnerve. o
O'Hara also outlines a poetics, and if his implied claims were rfecast int l()e sFan. ?he
rhetoric of manifestos, they might read thus: the poet r‘nust be \fVltty, never ormg,t re
poet must communicate the spontaneity of imaginatlve' creation; the polt?ttmuisr;lters
effortlessly allusive (this essay nimbly leaps from Romantic poets to Slflrrea is };eilmme_
to the French New Novel); and the poet must convey a robust sense o Pderso'nahi me
diacy and vet not be dully confessional. O'Hara encapsulat(.es tl.ns ]azt 1l ea 1tn roficallv
mocking rubric of “personism,” hinting at the strange comblnatlo‘n 0 }? mos te =
charged intimacy and depersonalized abstraction thaf characterlzlis is poedr()iz;)wn "
posed on September 3 for Donald Allen’s New American Poetry, but turn;: | down as
too frivolous, the manifesto first appeared iry) Yugen, HNo. 7 (1961) and ha
reprinted from The Selected Poems of Frank O'Hara (1972).

FRANK O'HARA

Personism: A Manifesto

Everything is in the poems, but at the risk of sound.ing like t(lilehpoor weoafl;l:y
man’s Allen Ginsberg! I will write to you because ijust heard that oned'n i)sl
fellow poets thinks that a pols]m of mine thalt gan’: ]l)):]i%?,i ?; (;1(’:31 r::lld(%n‘t
onfused too. Now, come on. I don god,

hzszlif)err[l:i/(iseclaborately sounded structures. I hate Vachel L}ndsay,2 alwsl};i
have; I don't even like rhythm, assonance, all tha't stuff. You just go ony ur
nerve. If someone’s chasing you down the street with a knife you:]ustlrulr;, you
don’t turn around and shout, “Give it up! [ was a Frack star for Mineola rel’)r.e

That'’s for the writing poems part. As for their reception, supp(j;: youou
in love and someone's mistreating (mal aimé)? you, you don’t Csle.ly, i lley,h);re
can’t hurt me this way, I care!” you just let all the different bo ﬁes’ a Vthh
they may, and they always do may after a few mon?hs. But t it $ ni)o takz
vou fell in love in the first place, just to hang onto life, so you have

ice 926-1997). In “Abstractionin character. .

113' /?rr:(?‘l‘llct(’,r; ')1%? (31 (fgi‘)) Gznsberg had argued 3. Poorly Iovid t()Fr(z]ncllill). Ct. ]Ai,glﬁ,r;?f: (d]uglg\;/l(f_‘
O e eloping ¢ ot Aimé” (1913), by Guillaume 0
tbat’l(y?a:; S[";‘f)r[i\'a;’:;i:isnfiEVdOP'ng an abstraction l‘l)T;), <French avant-garde and early surrealist

similar to tha :

2. American poet (1879-1931), who ern"nloyed poet.
powerful rhythms and emphasized poetry’s oral
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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 | get lofty enough I've stopped thinking
and that's when refreshment arrives.

But how 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 thin-
ness (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 com-
mon 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 meta-
physical 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 in painting) involves per-
sonal removal by the poet. For instance, the decision involved in the choice
between “the nostalgia of the infinite”s 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 capa-
bility (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 poésie 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 sustain-
ing the poet’s feelings towards the poem while preventing love from distract-
ing 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 T 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

4. Walt Whitman (1819-1892), Hart Crane 7. Pierre-Jean de Béranger (1780-1857), French
(1899-1932), and William Carlos Williams political and satirical poet, whose work is con-
(1883-1963), American poets. trasted here with la poésie pur, Symbolist doctrine
5. Title of painting by Italian surrealist Giorgio di according to which poetry is, like music, patterns
Chirico (1888-1978). of sound. Similarly, the poetry of Wallace Stevens
6. Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898): French (1879-1953) is contrasted with O’Hara's person-
Symbolist poet. British Romantic poet John Keats ism.

(1795-1821) identified his own creative talent as 8. American poet and playwright (b. 1934); now
negative capability, the ability to tolerate uncer- Amiri Baraka.

tainty and identify with other people and things.
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is ondingly
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gratilied, . hat it may be the death of literature c
sty, | confess that it may be re Alain Robbe- . ) .
al! l.nodes 0 (LTt e 1 v el glad I got there be'fO'e L h Notes Written on Finally Recordmg Howl
thile I have certai b N Yicker and surer than prose, it is only jus .

- 1 did. etry being qu 2 was goin . ) .
Grillet ﬁdl'ql ﬁ)i(t)era’ture of% For a time people [hought.that Artaﬁftl ole;gnicagl By 1955 | Wrote poetry adapted fror'n prose seeds, journals, scratchlr{gs,
poetry n;,slilsh e, ot ecareit e el fhals magernﬁcetDFSyiS (I)Sutpside New arrz:inged l;y phrasing (}r breath groups lr;]t(} gtde ih(c)lrt-hr;e patterﬁs accordllng ‘
to accom : YR ar Mountai ) to ideas o asure o ri 'd picke ) illi

ritings are not more outside literature than Beh Do e 0 ety o id s of mea ! American s;loeecdd Iplc dup .éor'n \é\/n l?m Carlos
w ¢ His relation is no more astounding t an isn't it?) Every. lliams’ imagist preoccupations. I sudden y turned aside in San rancisco,
\Ork, State;. li expect of Personism? (This is getting good, 15nt tl : romise unemployment compensation ]eisure, to follow my romantic inspiration—

What can ¢ wo pt et it. It is too new, too vital a movemen 0(11), i o Hebraic-Melvillean? bardic breath. thought I wouldn't write a poem, but
thmg.’ but éwt ‘ﬂo?ikeg Africa, is on the way. The recent pgogai)gatrtlerlswatch just write what I wanted to without fear, let my imagination go, open secrecy,

anything. Bu he one hand, and for content on the other, had be and scribble magic lines from my real mind—sum up my Iifehsomething I
technique on the on ’ wouldn’t be able to show anybody, writ for my own soul’s ear and a few other
out. 1961 golden ears. So the first line of Howl, “T saw the best minds ete.,” the whole

September 3, 1959 ﬁ;st szctiﬁn typed out madlly in one aftfemo}(:n,ba tragic fcustard—pie comedy

X of wild p rasing, meaningless images for the eauty of abstract poetry of
iy Grociisgrpees  Eewdid) wiln G EypefiesE) s of e mind running along making awkward combinations like Charlie Chaplin's

9. Having sexual intercourse with tw elty.” ‘ 5). French painter walk, long saxo hone-like chorus lines I knew Kerouac? would hear sound

- simultancously. , Jean Dubuffet (1901-1985). French | » ON8 saxophone Jorus ar s

il ],L E,I\:;)‘:-lrlill:l'zfx::lsl)"rcnch writer (b, Hj)—)) and the- j;sg)ii‘:ted with art brs (raw art). of—takmg off from his own inspired prose line really a new poetry,

orist of the moneat ront (f]c;:‘s;]()\lfi<cﬁclw writer I depended on the word “who” to keep the beat, 4 base to keep measure,

2. Antonin Artaud ( - ’

return to and take off from again onto another streak of invention: “who lj
cigarettes in boxcars boxcars boxcars,” continuing to prophesy what | really
knew despite the drear consciousness of the world: “who were visionary
Indian angels.” Haye | really been attacked for this sort of joy? So the poem
got awesome, I went on to what my imagination believed true to eternity (for
I'd had a beatific illumination years before during which I'd heard Blake's*
ancient voice and saw the universe unfold in my brain), and what my memory
could reconstitute of the data of celestia] experiences.

But how sustain a long line in poetry (lest it lapse into prosaic)? It's natural
inspiration of the moment that keeps it moving, disparate thinks put down
together, shorthand notations of visyal imagery, juxtapositions of hydrogen
Jjukebox—abstract haikus sustain the mystery and put iron poetry back into
the line: the last line of Sunflower Sutrq is the extreme, one stream of single
word associations, summing up, Mind is shapely, art is shapely. Meaning
mind practiced in Spontaneity invents forms in jts own image and gets to Jast \/
thoughts. Loose ghosts wailing for body try to invade the bodies of living
men. [ hear ghostly academies in limbo screeching about form,

Ideally each line of How] is a single breath unit. My breath is long—that's
the measure, one physical-mental inspiration of thought contained in the
elastic of a breath. [ probably bugs Williams now, but it’s a natural conse-
quence, my own heightened conversation, not cooler average-daily-talk short
breath. I get to mouth more madly this way.
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ordi f
is essay, a version of which appeared as a liner n‘ote to tbc 19[;? 1rer;(())if(ilr:§n0t,
[:l l]:lls Z:;‘llyé)l(llzct' i’oems, Allen Ginsberg, the central f;ﬂgured Otr}lll:tehmjj buildup,” of
ow . h as “wi asing” an Y
c.\[vlahls the .POCUC. in?;:;ﬁfl:;:?ﬁ;t ‘Clts)m‘l‘);]ndccl])}tll:e us% of breath unitj \x;)th orfac)ljll;l:
ko o lmpo(;tc?r.I‘e )ii:),n‘allv long lines. Tracing his development, (Jms‘ 'crg %r;ccl‘l
Pmdu“wl‘lons dll\:l\tn:s measures based on units of I)rcath."{nd Amef.llcl"l,n sglakt‘
William ("i:lrl(i)r:spirli n]; hi\m as did the cadences, l()nalilics.‘anF1 ;’;Slolnf ?[l;zztiilsdhrr:' “Sun:
patterns with ins N :. He also finds sources for “Howl, ’
ke, e He e e o ol
Hoey S, l m;r‘l;‘{;b;cw prophets, and the haiku. Ginsl?erg. clﬁp'h.asnes the rir[: X
a m“dh(m:% .“i“ ' l r%h()k)uv and Romantic spontaneity of h.ls :mtl&l (j?lipmfd ai]‘
ity, “SSOCMU'VC I,P:S]'\rt'n sutl*‘n long poems as "Howl” and “Kaddish _.he rcsl(a)ip(tl‘)59)
“’hicvhwpurl-lcu Tl‘i\' ] : A)ul)licati:n. First published in Evergreen Rel’l_é;u" 3~9§ (2000)'
CErCIL'l])' ;dl:cl)d(n:: r(z'l;rilmcd from Deliberate Prose: Selected Essays 1952—19 '
the essay has bee

cd. Bill Morgan.

L. In the early twentieth century, Imagism empha- and spokesman for the Beat movement. Charlie
sized cadenced free verse and direct language. Wil- Chaplin (1889-1977). English actor and film pro-
liam Carlos Williams (1883-1963), American ducer, famous for his “tramp” character.

poet. 4. William Blake (1757-1827), English visionary,
2. Herman Melville (1819-1891),Americanpoet, poet, and printmaker. Ginsberg reported having
novelist, and author of Moby-Dick (185)). heard in 1948 William Blake's voice reciting “Ah
Hebraic: here, recalling the Hebrew prophets. Sun-Flower" and “The Sick Rose.”

3. Jack Kerouac (1922—1969): American noveljst




