
 

 

 

Journal of  

Language and Translation 

Volume 14, Number 2, 2024, (pp.239-249) 
 

Review Paper  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Study of O’Hara’s Poetry in the Light of Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy of 

Nature 

 

Bahare Aarabi1, Negar Sharif2*, Farid Parvaneh3 
1 Ph.D. Candidate, Department of English Language and Literature, Central Tehran Branch, Islamic 

Azad University, Tehran, Iran 
2*Assistant Professor, Department of English Language and Literature, Central Tehran Branch, Islamic 

Azad University, Tehran, Iran 
3Assistant Professor, Department of English Language and Literature, Qom Branch, Islamic Azad 

University, Qom, Iran 

Received: July 04, 2022       Accepted: December 10, 2023 

Abstract 

This study aims to utilize Maurice Merleau-Ponty's environmental phenomenology in analyzing the 

chosen poems written by Frank O'Hara, a significant figure in the New York School of Poetry.' 

Eco-phenomenology 'is where philosophy and ecology meet. Encouraging to review the traditional 

beliefs of Western philosophy about nature, this relatively new vogue of criticism deals with 

environmental issues from a phenomenological perspective. This article aims to analyze several poems 

by Frank O'Hara from the New York School of Poetry through the lens of eco-phenomenology. The 

goal is to challenge the perception that this poetic movement is solely urban and lacks awareness of the 

natural environment. By highlighting a divide within this poetry that demonstrates an understanding of 

a wider phenomenological world, encompassing both humans and non-humans, we aim to refute the 

notion of reductive urbanism. Being a Critique of Cartesian mind-body dualism and the anthropocentric 

perspective resulting from it, this study applies the chiasmic ontology of Merleau-Ponty to the selected 

poems. The present research demonstrates that O'Hara's poetry exhibits a prevailing mutual participation 

between human flesh and the 'flesh of the world', as described by Merleau-Ponty's concept of chiasm, 

particularly during moments of perception. This study examines how O'Hara's work demonstrates the 

concept of 'body', a crucial term in Merleau-Ponty's philosophy, and how this demonstration leads to 

the development of an eco-phenomenological perspective in his urban poetry. Conducting both textual 

and contextual analyses, this research brings to the fore O’Hara’s eco-consciousness and his vision of 

interrelations governing the universe, despite his embracing urban life. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The autobiographical poetry of Frank O’Hara 

(1926-1966) is entangled with New York City 

since he put down his observations of this city, 

wherein he lived for fifteen years, from 1951 

until he died in 1966. He was so renowned for 

being connected with urban life that Brad 

Gooch even used this reductive attribute in the 

title of his book, City Poet: The Life and Times 

of Frank O’Hara (1993). Therefore, it is presumed 

that not much research has been conducted on 

the ecological aspects of O’Hara’s poetry to 

challenge this limiting association.  

Needless to say, O’Hara is not linked with 

pastoral nature as much as the Beats or the San 

Francisco Renaissance poets are. Although he 
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passed his childhood in Grafton, the Massachu-

setts rural area, where people are assumed to 

show a high sense of connection to nature, he 

did not find pleasure in spending time in natural 

surroundings; in fact, he found rural America 

unfriendly:  

When I was a child, I played by myself in a 

corner of the schoolyard all alone. 

I hated dolls and I hated games, animals were 

not friendly and birds flew away O'Hara (1995). 

And he found it hostile, “The chamois found 

him [the human hunter] and they came / in 

droves to humiliate him. Alone, / in the clouds, 

he was humiliated”(O'Hara, 1995). He mostly 

disapproved of the tranquility of the countryside. 

Instead, he warmly embraced the vibrant life in 

cities, 

For O’Hara who disliked the peace and quiet 

of the countryside, nothing could be more 

pleasant than to come back to town and hit the 

street again: ‘I was back in town! / What a 

relief! / I popped into the nearest movie-house 

and saw two marvelous Westerns’ (Brossard, 

2009).  

In his poem “Meditations in an Emergency,” 

O’Hara clearly stated that he sought solace in 

the hectic pace of city life, 

However, I have never clogged myself with 

the praises of pastoral life, nor with nostalgia 

for an innocent past of perverted acts in pas-

tures. No. One need never leave the confines of 

New York to get all the greenery one wishes—

I can't even enjoy a blade of grass unless I know 

there's a subway handy, or a record store or 

some other sign that people do not totally regret 

life (O'Hara, 1995). 

O’Hara, who served in the Navy during 

World War II and experienced the calamities 

arising from this war firsthand, felt safe and 

secure living among fellow humans,  

Far from being the source of all modern ills, 

the city is the best remedy to postwar anxiety: 

for existential crisis, go to the countryside, 

O’Hara seems to say, suggesting that the phys-

ical encounter with the streets and walls of the 

metropolis soothes one’s fear of emptiness” 

(Brossard, 2009). 

Therefore, New York as one of the most 

populous megacities in the world provided him 

with this security. 

Indubitably, the fact that O’Hara disap-

proved of living in pristine nature or even the 

countryside does not mean that he wiped out 

nature from the realm of his attention altogether,  

the degree to which O’Hara, particularly in 

his earlier poems, uses natural imagery to 

describe the city and the ways in which, even 

in the most city-centered poems, nature is still 

an important force (in the form of weather), is 

often overlooked.” (Smith, 2000) 

Cities are not completely devoid of nature. 

Although no sight of wavy oceans, alluring 

sunsets, or mighty tempestuous rivers might be 

found, birds, trees, parks, roof gardens, and 

feral cats still indicate the presence of nature in 

busy metropolises. New York City, one of the 

most developed megacities in the world, is also 

affluent with urban greenery, including famous 

lakes and parks, such as Niagara Falls State 

Park or the iconic Central Park. Thus, by reason-

ing from evidence found in O’Hara’s poems, 

we arrive at the conclusion that Frank O’Hara 

is not oblivious to nature; in point of fact, he 

disfavors a romantic outlook that prefers nature 

to culture in the conventional, long-held dichot-

omy of nature/culture.  

O’Hara’s nature is mostly limited to pieces 

he finds in his urban-dwelling; to put it another 

way, in his poetry “urban environment inter-

faces with the natural environment” (Smith, 

2000). For instance, in “Music,” he depicts 

snow, but on newspapers, “and my door is open 

to the evenings of midwinter's / lightly falling 

snow over the newspapers” (O'Hara, 1995); in 

“Les Etiquettes Jaunes,” he picks a leaf but 

from a sidewalk, “I picked up a leaf / today 

from the sidewalk.” (O'Hara, 1995); in “Cam-

bridge,” he drinks a cup of instant coffee—the 

fastest way to get his shot of caffeine in the hus-

tle and bustle of urban living—while staring out 

of the window at the rain falling on Cambridge 

Street: 

It is still raining and the yellow-green cotton 

fruit 

looks silly round a window giving out on 

winter trees 

with only three drab leaves left. The hot 

plate works, 

it is the sole heat on earth, and instant coffee. 

I (O'Hara, 1995) 
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Or in “Poem [‘Lana Turner has col-

lapsed!’],” O’Hara likens city traffic—a mod-

ern-day nuisance to a natural phenomenon: 

so, it was really snowing and  

raining and I was in such a hurry 

to meet you but the traffic 

was acting exactly like the sky (O'Hara, 

1995). 

As stated by Rona Cran in her book Collage 

in Twentieth-Century art, literature, and Cul-

ture: Joseph Cornell, William Burroughs, 

Frank O’Hara, and Bob Dylan, “to quote Jed 

Perl, ‘how hopelessly mixed up nature and 

culture had become” (Cran, 2016).  

To bring O’Hara’s latent ecological aware-

ness to light, the study picks an eco-phenome-

nological approach with a focus on the concept 

of ‘chiasm’ put forth by Maurice Merleau-

Ponty. This study conducts both textual and 

contextual analyses to address a selection of 

Frank O’Hara’s poems. 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Since Frank O’Hara has been mostly associated 

with urban life, it is inferred that not much 

research has been conducted on ecological 

aspects of his poetry to challenge the limiting 

associations of being urban and oblivious to the 

natural environment.  

Among a very limited number of works taking 

the aspect of nature in O’Hara’s poetry into 

consideration, Timothy Gray’s, Urban Pasto-

ral: Natural Currents in the New York School 

(2010) can be regarded as polemical. In this 

book, this American author took a new ap-

proach to this anti-academic poetic movement 

in order to shed light on its latent pastoral incli-

nations. Urban Pastoral is considered the first, 

major eco-critical study of the poets of the New 

York School. In this book, not in accord with 

the literary context of the day, Gray claims that 

the poets of the New York School “should be 

placed alongside Annie Dillard, Wendell Berry, 

and Merry Oliver in the ranks of contemporary 

American nature writers” (Gray, 2010).  

The wonders of nature to shape their appre-

ciation of the city life. More subtly than their 

peers in San Francisco and Black Mountain, 

they learned how to fashion an ‘open field’ 

poetics within city limits instead of constantly 

heading out to the country side to enjoy the 

nature” (Gray, 2010). Moreover, while finding 

James Schuyler more environmental than other 

poets of the New York School, Tatiani G. Rapat-

zikou, in the abstract of her article “James 

Schuyler’s Flower Poems and the Urban 

Pastoral Aesthetic” published in Contesting 

Environmental Imaginaries: Nature and Coun-

ternature in a Time of Global Change, held, the 

development of an enhanced point of view that 

moves beyond the culture/nature dichotomy so 

as to embrace a more nuanced attitude towards 

nature encompassing human nature. The 

ecological potential of his poetry is to be found 

in its ability to synthesize contrasting view-

points so as to accentuate readers’ perceptions 

of nature and aid in re-orienting their relation-

ship with the environment, not only by raising 

their awareness of it but also by reconceptu-

alizing their very role in it (Rapatzikou, 

2017). 

 

Elizabeth Black’s The Nature of Modernism: 

Ecocritical Approaches to the Poetry of Ed-

ward Thomas, T. S. Eliot, Edith Sitwell, and 

Charlotte Mew (2017) also proved to be of 

great use, despite not being involved with the 

New York School of poetry directly. Challeng-

ing the traditional ways of representing nature 

and upholding new modes of addressing nature 

in urban, tech-rich environments, this book has 

paved the way for applying more complicated 

ecocritical approaches to city poetry.   

What the present research intends to add to 

the existing corpus is to study the ecological 

aspect of this poetry from a different angle 

‘eco-phenomenology’, to disclose a strain 

within this poetry that expresses an awareness 

of a broader phenomenological world, consisting 

of both the human and the non-human. Leading 

toward the desired conclusion, this study attempts 

to crack several questions that may be raised.  

How does phenomenology, as a critique of 

Cartesian dualism, create new ways of presenting 

the non-human world through the work of 

Frank O’Hara? How have the concepts of 

‘body’ and ‘embodiment’, as two key terms in 

the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, been 

demonstrated in the selected poems? And in 

which ways can this demonstration contribute 
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to building up an eco-phenomenological per-

spective in his urban poetry?  Regarding the 

phenomenological idea of the immediacy of 

perception, have the selected poems used more 

sensory and palpable imagery? Besides, since 

the New York School is highly urban in focus, 

how does O’Hara address human entanglement 

with the natural environment in the cities?  

 

METHOD 

The present review paper, as a qualitative, de-

scriptive, and library-based one, conductsboth 

a textual and contextual analysis to address 

Frank O'Hara's poetry. The Main underlying 

theoretical premise of this study is the eco-phe-

nomenological concept of ‘chiasm’ put forth by 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty.  

Though hydrometeorological hazards are 

natural events in weather cycles, the current 

scale of destruction has been terrifying. This 

unprecedented destruction has mostly proved to 

be human-induced. The Cartesian mind-body 

dualism is mostly to blame for the current envi-

ronmental crises. Based on this dualistic 

worldview, humans, as the only creatures in 

possession of the faculty of reason, have always 

been privileged over non-humans. Taking 

advantage of this privilege, humans have justi-

fied their exploitation of nature and have caused 

a large number of human-induced weather and 

climate disasters that have claimed many human 

lives.  

In human history, there have been some 

opposing voices against Cartesian dualism, 

among which ‘phenomenology’ from the realm 

of philosophy has been selected for this research. 

Phenomenology encourages humans to return, 

as Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenome-

nology states, “to the things themselves.” The 

philosophy of Merleau-Ponty, the later French 

phenomenologist, consists of two components: 

“we are open onto the world and that we are 

embedded in it” (Carman, 2008). Emphasizing 

‘embodiment,’ he put forth ‘chiasm,’ “the 

reciprocal participation—between one’s own 

flesh and the encompassing flesh of the world” 

(Abram, 2012). The term 'chiasm,' originated 

from an ancient Greek word meaning 'criss-

cross.' In the realm of eco-phenomenology, chi-

asm is defined as the reciprocal participation 

between the subject and the object, between 

one’s flesh and the flesh of the world in a 

moment of perception, “we situate ourselves in 

ourselves and in the things, in ourselves and in 

the other, at the point where, by a sort of chiasm, 

we become the others and we become 

world”(Merleau-Ponty, 1968). Thus, the human 

flesh and the flesh of the world are not separate 

from one another; on the contrary, they are 

intertwined. Human intertwinement with the 

flesh of the world includes human’s relation-

ship with the natural world. 

Thus, this chiasm, i.e., the intertwining is 

believed to be a solution to the environmental 

crisis: 

Merleau-Ponty thus not only provides the 

most detailed critique of the traditional dualistic 

ontology, but he also offers a highly original, 

non-dualistic ontology in its place. His critique 

includes a very comprehensive examination of 

traditional approaches to nonhuman animals. 

(Langer, 2003) 

When a human considers himself a part of 

nature and not separate, and accepts that he and 

nature are both in the same boat and share the 

same fate, he does ruin and overexploit nature. 

Phenomenology is able to create eco-awareness 

among people and save nature from being 

destroyed by humans. Hence, a careful eco-

phenomenological study of literary products 

can gain significance as it can help to raise 

awareness about nature, wherein humans are 

immersed. This research intends to detect the 

overall effect of phenomenological understand-

ing on human understanding of ecology to offer 

a fresh look at Frank O’Hara’s poetry. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This eco-phenomenological reading intends to 

defy the conventional features of being urban 

and unaware of nature, which are attributed to 

the New York School of poetry, by binging to 

the fore a fissure within this apparently very 

urban poetry that expresses an awareness of a 

broader phenomenological world. It is worth 

mentioning that this research paper does not 

intend to present O’Hara as a nature poet; as a 

matter of fact, this research aims to provide 

some instances which could show O’Hara as a 

poet who has opened up new possibilities for 
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addressing the non-human lives and natural 

sources in urban literature, with regards to 

eco-phenomenology.  

 

Metaphoric Language: Dismantling  

Nature/Culture Opposition 

Studying O'Hara's poetry meticulously, the 

readers run across a considerable amount of 

nature imagery, including animals, landscapes, 

and notably atmospheric conditions, i.e., rain, 

snow, and wind, but all falling and blowing in 

a metropolis. For instance, in one of his most 

anthologized poems “Poem [Lana Turner has 

collapsed!],” when the speaker is on his way to 

visit a friend, it starts raining and snowing in 

New York,  

I was trotting along and suddenly 

it started raining and snowing 

and you said it was hailing (O'Hara, 1995). 

Here, the embodied perception of the 

surroundings represents the subjective con-

sciousness of the speaker; thus, consciousness, 

the surrounding world, and the human body are 

tightly intertwined to bring Meleau-Ponty’s 

‘flesh of the world’ to the fore.  

Self-evidently, many of O’Hara’s nature 

images are used as vehicles in his metaphoric 

language, as in “F.M.r. 6/2s/61,” “I want / you 

to be very very happy like Central Park” (O'Hara, 

1995), or in “Poem [Let’s take a walk],”  

we'll stroll like poodles 

and be washed down a 

gigantic scenic gutter (O'Hara, 1995). 

or later in “Meditations in an Emergency,” 

“My eyes are vague blue, like the sky, and 

change all the time” (O'Hara, 1995); or later in 

the same poem, he compares himself to a pile 

of leaves under a tree: “Even trees understand 

me! Good heavens, I lie under/ them, too, don't 

I? I'm just like a pile of leaves” (O'Hara, 

1995)(O'Hara, 1995). It goes without saying 

that in the history of world literature, meta-

phoric language has always been used to guide 

readers to a new awareness of the Natural envi-

ronment.  

Sometimes, O’Hara uses anthropomor-

phism—a literary device that attributes human 

eotional and behavioral qualities to animals, 

inanimate objects, or other non-human beings. 

Anthropomorphism has been a central trope in 

representing nature in literature. For instance, 

in “Les Etiquettes Jaunes,” he addressed an au-

tumn leaf as if it were human and portrays its 

actions as displaying human characteristics like 

disloyalty:  

Leaf! you are so big! 

How can you change yourcolor, then just 

fall! As if there were nosuch thing as integrity! 

(O'Hara, 1995) 

In “Meditations in an Emergency,” the hu-

man speaker finds urban trees empathetic to his 

emotions, “Even trees understand me!” 

(O'Hara, 1995). 

Since matter/spirit and its consequent na-

ture/culture dualism have been an essential fea-

ture of Western Ontology, likening humans to 

"more-than-human-world" (Abram, 2012) or 

vice-a-versa blurs this long-standing human/na-

ture boundary, reorients human assumptions of 

power and challenge the Cartesian outlook in 

favor of a holistic one, where humans and 

nature are intertwined with one another in a 

Merleau-Pontean ‘chiasm. Thus, we are left 

with a diversely differentiated field of animate 

beings, each of which has its gifts relative to the 

others. And we find ourselves not above, but in 

the very midst of this living eld, our own 

sentience part and parcel of the sensuous 

landscape. (Abram, 2010) 

 

Realm of Colors: Somewhere Near the 

Primordial World 

Frank O’Hara, as a curator at the Museum of 

Modern Art, befriended American painters of 

the day, especially those whose works he wrote 

about. Thus, this art form, notably abstract ex-

pressionism1— that was occurring in New York 

at the same time that O’Hara was writing his 

poetry— left an indelible mark on his work. 

Since this research paper intends to interpret 

Frank O’Hara in the light of Merleau-Ponty’s 

green philosophy, it seems necessary to provide 

a brief description of Merleau-Ponty’s almost 

primary focus on painting—among all art 

expressions—in the first place. Merleau-Ponty 

wrote three essays on painting, “Cézanne’s 

Doubt” (1945), “Indirect Language and the 

Voices of Silence” (1952), and “Eye and Mind” 

1. a post–World War II art movement in American painting, developed in New York City in the 1940s. 
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(1964) which demonstrate the importance of 

this art form in his philosophy.  

Frank O’Hara, as a curator applied the anti-

mimetic style of Abstract Expressionism, to 

poetry. Abstract Expressionists, like all who 

survived the catastrophe of World War II which 

had claimed more than 60 million lives, felt a 

strange sense of urgency and immediacy that 

was deeply reflected in their paintings. Being 

influenced by this art movement, the New York 

School of poets also laid considerable emphasis 

on sensory presence, immediacy, and spontaneity. 

Thus, being cognizant of Merleau-Ponty’s 

highlighting of the immediacy of experience as 

the foremost element of his green philosophy; 

this research paper intends to interpret Frank 

O’Hara through an eco-phenomenological lens, 

with knowledge of the relation between 

Merleau-Ponty and this broad movement in 

American painting. Therefore, it seems neces-

sary to provide a brief description of Mreleau-

Ponty’s almost primary focus on painting in the 

first place.  

Merleau-Ponty believed that painting was 

closer to the world of immediate, pre-scientific, 

pre-linguistic, and pre-reflexive bodily relations; 

a world wherein all dichotomies including the 

presumably conceptual/perceptual dichotomy 

of culture/nature, mutually flow into one another; 

a world without human-made classification 

rules. Praising Vincent van Gogh—a Dutch 

Post-Impressionist artist who gained recogni-

tion among the avant-garde after his death—for 

being unwilling to “abstract his intellect from 

his body’s reality, unwilling to abandon the 

myriad things, to tame his senses and so to stie 

the steady eros between his flesh and the flesh 

of the earth,” David Abram (b. 1957), the 

American eco-phenomenologist, who has been 

heavily influenced by Merleau-Ponty, states 

that although Vincent wrote often to his brother 

“it is only in the act of drawing or painting that 

he is able to give expression to this ongoing 

intercourse”(Abram, 2010). Abram believed 

that at the beginning of the twentieth century, 

“certain religious assumptions, regarding the 

distance of humankind from earthly nature” and 

“the more modern separation between 'subjects' 

and 'objects'” began to collapse, “a more pri-

mordial possibility” made itself felt, and this 

primordial possibility was embraced by avant-

garde movements in art. Merleau-Ponty praised 

Paul Cezanne— the French post-impressionist 

painter who challenged all the conventional 

values of painting in the 19th century, notably 

'perspective'—because “[Cezanne’s painting] 

would be a paradox: investigate reality without 

departing from sensations, with no other guide 

than the immediate impression of nature, 

without following the contours, with no outline 

to enclose the color, with no perspectival or 

pictorial composition (Merleau-Ponty, 2007). 

From this view, abstract expressionists, like all 

who survived the catastrophe of World War II 

which had claimed more than 60 million lives, 

felt a strange sense of immediacy that was 

deeply reflected in their paintings. As Jack 

Pollock—the 20th-century American painter 

who was the leading figure of abstract expres-

sionism—states: 

[But] [w]hen I am in my painting, I’m not 

aware of what I’m doing. It is only after a sort 

of ‘get acquainted’ period that I see what I have 

been about. It is only when I lose contact with 

the painting that the result is a mess. Otherwise 

there is pure harmony, an easy give and take. 

(Emmerling, 2003)  

Abstract expressionists’ anti-mimetic mode 

with its emphasis on urgency and physicality—

two terms also prioritized in the philosophy of 

Merleau-Ponty—was strongly approved by the 

poets of the New York School who intended to 

carry out in composition what these painters 

created on canvas. Therefore, from this point of 

view, the New York School of poetry is expected 

to lend itself well to Merleau-Ponty’s environ-

mental philosophy.  

Much of the styles of O’Hara’s poetry can 

be explained by reference to abstract expres-

sionism, to be more precise, O’Hara “constantly 

renew the cherished subterfuge of spontaneity, 

immediacy, and improvisation within his work” 

(Cran, 2016). It can therefore be claimed that 

O’Hara’s poetry which is concerned with the 

spontaneous expression of the individual's 

mental and emotional states, is abstract expres-

sionism in words. In his ekphrastic poem “Why 

I Am Not A Painter,” O'Hara himself confesses 

that he, as a poet, is very absorbed in the realm 

of painting, “I am not a painter, I am a poet. / 
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Why? I think I would rather be / a painter, but I 

am not. Well,” (O'Hara, 1995). Whilst seem-

ingly denying his connection to the realm of 

colors, he contradicts himself by employing 

many color images in this poem that he wrote 

after visiting his abstract expressionist friend, 

Michael Goldberg. As implied in the poem, 

O’Hara and Goldberg both were inspired by a 

word –ORANGE and SARDINES respec-

tively; thus, the creative process of telling a 

poem or painting a picture is similarly provoked 

by a moment of immediate, primordial perception, 

i.e., in Joycean terms, an ‘epiphany.’ Ariane 

Mildenberg likens modernist epiphanies—the 

inspirational moments of sudden experience of 

pure being—with phenomenological reduction, 

i.e., ‘bracketing’ or ‘epoché’— a process involved 

in blocking biases to reach the real meaning of 

a phenomenon,  

Rejecting the traditional mind/world split 

that informs Cartesian dualism, the epiphanic 

moment is a momentary shift of attitude that 

does not reject the real world; rather, it restores 

openness to the world, affirming the pre-theo-

retic in-each-other of the subject and the world. 

(Mildenberg, 2017)   

At these critical moments, every cell of the 

body gets involved in a reciprocal relationship 

with ‘the flesh of the world.’ Needless to say, in 

his poems, O’Hara employs these epiphanic 

moments a lot which leads him to a ‘truth’ 

immersed in the primordial world.  

Coming under the influence of painting, 

O’Hara devotes special attention to the concept 

of ‘color.’ It cannot be gainsaid that colors 

make poetry more embodied and perceptive, 

“To learn to see colours it is to acquire a certain 

style of seeing, a new use of one’s own body: it 

is to enrich and recast the body image” 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2013). In his article “Eye and 

Mind” (1961), Merleau-Ponty criticizes Des-

cartes for preferring engraving and drawing over 

painting, i.e., over the color that crosses the bor-

ders as an “opening upon things,” 

If he [Descartes] had examined that other, 

deeper opening upon things given us by the sec-

ondary qualities, especially color, then…[h]e 

would have been obliged to find out how the 

indecisive murmur of colors can present us with 

things, forests, storms—in short the world. 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2012). 

Campbell in her Master’s Thesis Little 

Reminder of Immortal Energy: Frank O’Hara’s 

Poetics of Colour states that “Of the seven 

principal colours that the poet makes use of 

(blue, green, orange, pink, purple, red, yellow), 

blue occurs most frequently” (Campbell, 2015). 

For instance, in one of his best-known poems 

“On Rachmaninoff's Birthday,” O’Hara laments 

the death of Sergei Vasilyevich Rachmani-

noff— a Russian composer, pianist, and con-

ductor, who was considered one of the last great 

representatives of Romanticism in Russian 

classical music—on the musician’s birthday. 

He starts: 

Blue windows, blue rooftops and the blue 

light of the rain, these contiguous phrases of 

Rachmaninoff pouring into my enormous ears 

and the tears falling into my blindness. (O'Hara, 

1995). 

According to Campbell, “O’Hara sees 

blueness as an intrinsic characteristic; if his 

eyes are blue, then he is blue”(Campbell, 2015). 

In this poem, besides the speaker, the whole 

surrounding, including both the animate and the 

inanimate is covered in blue that echoes Mer-

leau-Ponty’s chiasmatic intertwining. Thus, 

O’Hara experiences a moment of unification 

and wholeness arising from his deep immersion 

in the music being played. Merleau-Ponty in his 

essay “Cezanne’s Doubt” states,  

If the painter is to express the world, the 

arrangement of his colors must bear within this 

indivisible whole, or else his painting will only 

hint at things and will not give them in the 

imperious unity, the presence, unsurpassable 

plenitude which is for us the definition of the 

real. (Merleau-Ponty, 1964) 

The starting line of the second stanza in-

forms the readers that Rachmaninoff is dead, 

“For without him, I do not play.” later; Rach-

maninoff is brought back to life in the speaker’s 

imagination. Thus, ‘visible and invisible,’ 

palpable and imperceptible mingle through the 

perceiving body of O’Hara’s persona to propose 

nature: the composite of interconnected be-

ings. Moreover, the starting stanza incorpo-

rates the senses of sight and sound synes-



246                                                                                             A Study of O’Hara’s Poetry in the Light of Merleau-Ponty’s … 

  

thetically. This rhetorical device, synesthe-

sia, appear in some other lines of his poetry 

collections, especially due to O’Hara’s being 

influenced by cubism and surrealism. In his 

other famous poem “A Step Away from 

Them,” he states: “It’s my lunch hour, so I 

go/for a walk among the hum-col-

ored/cabs…”(O'Hara, 1995), he refers to taxis 

as “hum-colored cabs,” to eliminate the domi-

nation of visual perception. It seems not only 

does the process of perceiving colors activate 

the visual system, but also the whole body. 

Poets like Painters perceive how this integra-

tion works. Maurice Merleau-Ponty called this 

cross-sensory experience or intertwining 

between the senses “amodal perception.” He 

states that 

Synesthetic perception is the rule, and we 

are unaware of it only because scientific 

knowledge shifts the centre of gravity of expe-

rience, so that we have unlearned how to see, 

hear, and generally speaking, feel, in order to 

deduce, from our bodily organization and the 

world as the physicist conceives it, what we are 

to see, hear and feel. (Merleau-Ponty, 2013)  

Merleau-Ponty believes that in the primor-

dial world, there are no distinctions among 

senses. Thus, involving the readers’ sensory 

perceptions in a synesthetic manner, O’Hara 

connects them with the primordial realm of the 

experience, a pre-objective world wherein 

primary perception takes place. 

Turning over to page 25 of David Allen's 

The Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara, readers 

see a calligram—a text whose font type, font 

size, word placement, and gaps, are arranged in 

such a way that it creates an image related to the 

meaning of the text itself—entitled “Poem,” 

whose words are arranged into the shape of the 

portrait of O'Hara's friend Jane Freilicher. 

Besides his Apollinaire2-inspired calligrams, 

O'Hara collaborated with visual artists such as 

Michael Goldberg, Larry Rivers, Jane Freilicher, 

and Norman Bluhm to create text-images. To 

be more precise, “O’Hara graces his artist 

friends’ paintings with poetry in a style akin to 

the mark making of his contemporaries, blur-

ring the lines between visual and verbal form” 

(Snyder 1). For instance, O'Hara combined his 

poetry with the strokes of the 20th-century 

Abstract Expressionist, Norman Bluhm, to cre-

ate twenty-six 'poem-paintings,' among which 

“Meet Me in the Rain” is one of the most fa-

mous ones. Needless to say, stimulating visual 

and aural senses simultaneously, poet-paintings 

enhance sensory perceptions; thus, “dueling 

modalities of text and paint spark in the 

viewer a synesthetic experience of onomato-

poeia”(Campbell, 2015).  

 

Embodied Perception through Walking in 

the City Streets 

Body as the primary place of knowing the 

world is of major importance in the green phi-

losophy of Merleau-Ponty. Rejecting the 

transcendental subject, Merleau-Ponty pro-

poses the body-subject. It should be noted 

that the body is not limited to bones and mus-

cles, but rather the lived body. Thus, the more 

embodied and sensuous a poem is, the more 

environmental it is. What makes O’Hara’s 

poetry environmental, more than anything, is 

its emphasis on embodied perception, “Sub-

jectivity in O’Hara, however, is always an 

embodied subjectivity, which walks the city, 

performs variegated sexual identities, and 

‘writes the body’ (Smith, 2000). In his poetry 

collections, everything is experienced by an 

embodied ‘I,’ trying to “transmit an embod-

ied presence in language” (Smith, 2000). One 

of the motifs employed throughout his poetry 

is ‘walking.’ The perceptive ‘I’ paces through 

the streets of New York, specifically to and 

fro from his workplace at the Museum of 

Modern Art. In "A Step Away from Them," 

he states, 

It’s my lunch hour, so I go for a walk among 

the hum-colored cabs. First, down the sidewalk 

where laborers feed their dirty glistening torsos 

sandwiches and Coca-Cola, with yellow hel-

mets on. They protect them from falling /bricks, 

I guess. (O'Hara, 1995) 

Some of O’Hara’s poems even include ‘walk-

ing’ in their titles, such as “Walking,” “Let’s take 

walk,” or “Walking to Work” which demonstrate 

the importance of this whole-body movement in 

his lifestyle, as reflected in his poetry: 

Let's take a walk, you and I in spite of the 

weather if it rains hard on our toes we'll stroll 

like poodles and be washed down a gigantic 

2. Guillaume Apollinaire (1880- 1918) was a French poet, playwright, short story writer, and art critic whose poetry collec-

tion entitled Calligrammes (1918) presented hybrid text-image poems that influenced Frank O'Hara. 
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scenic gutter that will be exciting!... (O'Hara, 

1995) 

In general, ‘walking,’ ‘strolling,’ or any 

other outdoor pursuit can be closely associated 

with the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-

Ponty for its being an embodied engagement 

with the surrounding world, for “walking is not 

merely limb movement, but intelligent interaction 

with the environment” (Morris, 2010). Walking 

in the streets provides O’Hara, as the voice 

behind the poems, with a unique opportunity to 

make a perceptive relationship with the world, 

the walker “explores ways of relating to the 

external world or to be more precise, moves 

towards reconciliation of the interior/exterior 

dichotomy through an “enactive understanding 

of the body in its environment” (Widger, 2017). 

Needless to say, this relationship is a bilateral 

one,  

reciprocity is the very structure of percep-

tion. We experience the sensuous world only by 

rendering ourselves vulnerable to that world. 

Sensory perception is this ongoing interweave-

ment: the terrain enters into us only to the extent 

that we allow ourselves to be taken up within 

that terrain. (Abram, 2010) 

While walking in the city, constantly, the 

lived body is called upon to engage with the 

universe which is called upon by our body to 

engage, “here is overlapping or encroachment, 

so that we must say that the things pass into us 

as well as we into the things” (Merleau-Ponty, 

1968). This is what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘the re-

versibility of the flesh.’ In his book The Spell 

of the Sensuous (1996), David Abram com-

ments on the experience of walking in a forest,  

we peer into its green and shadowed depths, 

listening to the silence of the leaves, tasting the 

cool and fragrant air. Yet such is the transitivity 

of perception, the reversibility of the flesh, that 

we may suddenly feel that the trees are looking 

at us.” (Abram, 2012) 

Walking in an urban environment still connects 

a daily human activity to the experience of an 

active, bodily presence in the midst of a hybrid 

nature-culture environment to which the human 

body belongs, in “The Day Lady Died,” O’Hara 

states, “I walk up the muggy street beginning to 

sun,” thus, the sun, as a nature image spreads its 

light over the city streets, wherein the speaker 

is treading.  

Here, it is worth mentioning that walking 

as a way to provide writers with moments of 

inspiration, i.e., epiphany, has been rooted in 

the history of English literature, notably, in the 

Romantic poetry of the nineteenth century, the 

poetry of Transcendentalism, and the nature 

poetry of the 20th-century. But these poets’ 

worldview of nature is somehow dualistic be-

cause they privilege nature over culture, “Since 

there is a divorce or faultline between nature 

and humans, Snyder’s3 attempt to conjure or 

evoke in worlds the nonduality of natural order 

and human perception succumbs to a dualism 

of sorts” (Whalen-Bridge & Storhoff, 2009). 

Based on phenomenological theories, the elim-

ination of the subject-object dichotomy can 

“imply the suspension of the reflective thinking 

that Merleau-Ponty theorizes is necessary to 

rediscover, to ‘conquer,’ the pre-objective” 

(Schreyach, 2013). O’Hara and some other 

poets of the New York School mix nature and 

modern American civilization together insepa-

rably without preferring one over the other. As 

Tatiani G. Rapatzikou, in the abstract of her 

article “James Schuyler’s Flower Poems and 

the Urban Pastoral Aesthetic” praises James 

Schuyler, whom he finds the most environmental 

poet of the New York School for accentuating 

readers’ perceptions of nature through developing 

“an enhanced point of view that moves beyond 

the culture/nature dichotomy so as to embrace 

a more nuanced attitude towards nature en-

compassing human nature” (Rapatzikou, 

2017). 

O’Hara is not only attentive to the objects he 

comes across in the street, but also to his own 

perceptual, embodied system, i.e., his lived 

body, the gateway to the world. In the process 

of walking, not only is the walker “attentive to 

the objects that constitute her particular route, 

but also to the activity of her perceptual system 

and its specific ways of engaging with the envi-

ronment” (Widger, 2017):  

the shape of the toes as it describes the pain  

of the ball of the foot, walking on asphalt the 

strange embrace of the ankle’s lock on the 

pavement (O'Hara, 1995). 

3. Gary Sherman Snyder, (b. 1930) a Pulitzer Prize-winning American eco-poet, identified with the Beat movement and the 

San Francisco Renaissance, and from the late 1960s, an important spokesman for ecological activism. 
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It is worth mentioning that ‘kinesthesia’—a 

poetic device that gives a feeling of physical, 

bodily movement or action—is not limited to 

walking, “However, part of the animate nature 

of our experience, for O’Hara, is its constant 

flow. … Everything is moving” (Mattix, 2011). 

Abstract expressionism, which influenced 

O'Hara's poetry heavily, is also a very kinetic 

art. Thus, from any angle we look at O’Hara’s 

poetry, the concept of movement and its imme-

diate, bodily perception—emphasized in Mer-

leau-Ponty's philosophy—can be easily dis-

cerned; in Rona Cran’s words, in the work of 

several Black Mountain, Beat, and New York 

School poets, whose ‘images of ‘writing a 

poem’, as David Antin argues, are all ultimately 

‘a way of being moved and moving, a way of walk-

ing, running, dancing, driving’” (Cran, 2016).   

 

CONCLUSION  

This application of the recent approach of literary 

criticism, eco-phenomenology, to the poetry of 

prominent New York School poet, Frank 

O’Hara, aimed to trace the reflection of nature 

in a selection of his poems. The New York 

School of poetry has always been regarded as 

urban, in this connection; its consideration of 

the natural environment has been mostly ignored 

or overlooked by its urban attributes. This 

research paper tried to bring to the fore 

O’Hara’s eco-consciousness, despite his em-

bracing the urban, hectic social life. Reading 

O’Hara’s poems meticulously and taking both 

textual and contextual approaches into account, 

this study manifested the depth of this poet’s 

engagement with the natural world.  

In this connection, this research took special 

account of some rhetorical techniques used by 

O’Hara to show how these devices dismantled 

nature/culture opposition in favor of a holistic 

worldview. Since Merleau-Ponty's philosophy 

focuses on perception and its prerequisite, em-

bodiment, this research emphasized the im-

portance of the body in the process of percep-

tion by rejecting the transcendental subject in 

favor of the body-subject through the examina-

tion of a range of tangible images and sensory 

perceptions. Also, it demonstrated that since 

abstract expressionists’ anti-mimetic mode 

with its emphasis on urgency and physical-

ity—two terms also prioritized by Merleau-

Ponty—had a huge impact on the poets of 

the New York School, including Frank 

O’Hara, this school of poetry lent itself well 

to Merleau-Ponty’s environmental philosophy. 

Moreover, considering walking—one of the 

motifs employed throughout O’Hara’s poetry—to 

be closely associated with the phenomenol-

ogy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty for its being 

an embodied engagement with the surround-

ing nature, the research demonstrated that 

walking in an urban environment, i.e., New 

York, still connected O’Hara’s daily activity to 

the experience of an active, bodily presence 

amid a hybrid nature-culture environment to 

which the human body belonged. 

Challenging the traditional mode of ad-

dressing nature in literature based on a strong 

desire to get back to nature, the chiasmic ontology 

of Merleau-Ponty was employed to reveal an 

intertwinement of the human body with the 

flesh of the world, in a way that the boundary 

between subjectivity and objectivity—culture 

and nature—blurred. Applying eco-phenome-

nology to O’Hara’s poetry has offered the 

potential for new insights and opened up new 

possibilities for representing non-human lives 

in urban literature, associated with cities that 

are regarded as the symbol of modern life.  

Thus, phenomenology can create eco-

awareness among people and save nature from 

being ruined and overexploited by humans. 

Hence, a careful eco-phenomenological study 

of literary productions can gain significance as 

it can help to raise awareness about nature 

wherein humans are immersed. 
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