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The Color of Vowels: New York School Collaborations 

Introduction: The Coronation Murder Mystery 

Mark Silverberg 

 

If my words weren’t perfect, Larry could fix them with some red or yellow; the same for 

his brushstrokes and pictures, I could amend them with adjectives and nouns. . . There 

was always the chance, too, that we could in however small a way realize some kind of 

Rimbaud-like dream of doing more with words and colors than words could ever do 

alone—of finding the colors of vowels, saying what couldn’t be said.  

(Kenneth Koch on working with Larry Rivers) 

 

We can only imagine the scene: A chilly Friday evening, November 9, 1956, at Mike 

Goldberg’s studio, 86 East 10
th

 Street. It is Jimmy Schuyler’s thirty-third birthday and his 

friends Frank O’Hara, Kenneth Koch, and John Ashbery have written a play to 

commemorate the event. Among the audience are Edwin Denby, Rudy and Edith 

Burckhardt, Fairfield and Anne Porter, Jane Freilicher and Joe Hazan. On stage along 

with the playwrights (who also serve as actors) are Mike Goldberg, Larry Rivers, Hal 

Fondren, and Irma Hurley. For the New York School’s romantically-inclined readers, the 

imagined air must be electric with excitement and silliness, with all the allure of the soon-

to-be known. O’Hara, Koch and Ashbery had already published their first books in 

collaboration with Tibor De Nagy artists Larry Rivers, Nell Blaine, and Jane Freilicher (a 

moment Ashbery recalled as “probably my greatest publishing experience” [in Crase, 

44]), and there would be many collaborative productions still to come: plays, films, 

musical scores, operas, poem-paintings, comic-poems, and co-written books of all sorts.
i
 

An exhilarating sense of artistic community (kept aloft by parties, panels, and art 

openings) supplied the voltage which still seems to light our imaginative intrusion into 
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Schuyler’s birthday and the many other occasions, performances, and collaborative texts 

that will be the subjects of this book.  

 Before we return to the scene of this particular play, The Coronation Murder 

Mystery, a few preliminary comments on collaboration are in order. For the purpose of 

this volume, Thomas Hines’ succinct definition of collaboration as the “work artists do 

together to produce a joint creation” will be used (4). Of course this “work” can take 

many forms. Authors may work in close proximity to one another (think of O’Hara and 

Rivers hunched over a single lithographic stone) or may be distant in space and time (as 

in Berrigan’s appropriative, cut-up collaborations discussed in this volume by Flore 

Chevelier). Collaborators may work in single form, as in the co-written novel or poem, or 

in a combination of forms, producing what Hines calls a “composite work,” as in the 

classic collaborative form of the opera. What’s most important is that more than one 

author has a defining role in the shaping of the text, so that the final work always results 

from some form of dialogue. This conversation may be highly structured and constrained 

by particular rules (as in the complex varieties of Japanese renga or surrealist 

collaborative games) or wholly spontaneous and improvisational, but in either case the 

relationship itself has a defining effect on the work. As Kenneth Koch suggests, “the 

strangeness of the collaborating situation, many have felt, might lead them into the 

unknown, or at least to some dazzling insights at which they could never have arrived 

consciously or alone” (Locus Solus II, 193). While we need not romanticize the 

collaborative process as a kind of mystical fusion of subjectivities, this doubling of the 

text does present certain hermeneutical problems. Since intentions and meanings can no 

longer be ascribed to an individual author, collaborative art opens are range of questions: 
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How do we square collaboration with pervasive notions of solitary authorship and 

genius? Who owns a collaboratively written poem? What interpretive weight should be 

given to the actual processes of collaboration outside the text? What status do different 

forms have in a composite work? If we don’t privilege one form, what procedures should 

we follow in reading two or more forms together? Do readers play a different role in texts 

where authorship is dispersed? Do collaborative works foster a kind of collaborative 

reading ethos, like the kind Juliana Spahr theorizes in Everybody’s Autobiography and 

Ben Hickman considers from a different angle in the first essay in this volume?
ii
 And 

does it matter, finally, in Beckett’s and Barthes’ famous words, “Who is speaking thus?” 

 Though the roots of collaborative art are as old as Greek tragedy, an intense new 

interest in the practice coinciding with the early years of the New York School (and seen 

later in the “teamwork” of visual artist such as the Art & Language group, Gilbert and 

George, Christo and Jeanne-Claude) is, as art historian Charles Green suggests, a 

symptom of the shift from modern to postmodern art (x). Just as visual artist at the time 

were moving away from the easel and the studio (in forms of Conceptual Art, 

Performance, Earth Works, and Body Art), so poets were moving away from traditional, 

page-based lyrics and searching for a “poetry that is better than poetry,” as Koch put it in 

“Days and Nights” (Collected 405). That search was conducted by the New York School 

both by adapting strategies of other media and by working directly with the practitioners 

of those media to further expand the boundaries of what poetry might be. For both visual 

and literary artists, much of the impetus for these postmodern moves came from a sense 

of exhaustion with notions of self-expressive identity and object-based art. What 

developed was a wide spread challenge to conventional ideas about the work of art as the 
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unique expression of a singular creator (in forms such Happenings, Fluxus, Black 

Mountain and New York School poetry, and what Stephen Fredman calls “contextual 

practice”).
iii

 Art historian Grant Kester considers another set these dialogically-oriented, 

process-based practices in Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in 

Modern Art, where he turns his attention to contemporary artists and art collectives who 

have “defined their practice around the facilitations of dialogue among diverse 

communities” (1). These challenges had far-reaching implications in the worlds of visual 

and literary arts, but our interest in this volume is with one particular subset which 

challenged the artist’s and the work’s singularity by performing art’s inherent sociality 

and multiplicity.
iv

  

 While there has been an interest in New York School collaborations (and, more 

broadly, in inter-arts conversations) since the earliest critical work on the group, there has 

as yet been no sustained exploration of this key phenomenon in the making of the 

School.
v
 Notable essays by Charles Altieri (on Ashbery and “the Challenge of 

Postmodernism in the Visual Arts” in Critical Inquiry) and Marjorie Perloff (on O’Hara, 

Johns, and “Aesthetic of Indifference” in Modernism/Modernity) might frame our 

discussion of interarts collaborations, but only to the extent that both shy away from 

considering multiple-authored texts in favor of focusing on aesthetic and philosophical 

alliances between artists. Most of the work to date follows this line, begun in the 1970s, 

exploring individual poets’ “verbal transformation[s] of painterly relation[s]” (Altieri, 

“Challenge” 809) rather than treating collaborative texts themselves which present 

different and perhaps stickier questions of authorship, genre, and process. As Hines notes, 

co-authored works “always stand at the fringe of the accepted oeurvre of any artist” (11) 
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and this is evident in the lack of critical attention they typically receive. Such disregard, 

Jenni Quilter suggests, may result from the fact that “the practice can appear too casual 

and social, and, consequently, too ephemeral to merit closer attention” (“Love” 86).
vi

 

That said, some important forays into the world of New York School collaborations have 

been made by critics such as Terrence Diggory, Andrew Epstein, David Herd, Daniel 

Kane, Sara Lundquist, Jenni Quilter, Brian Reed, and Hazel Smith, among others.
vii

 Such 

work—along with that of publishers like Granary Books and galleries like the Tibor de 

Nagy—indicates that there has been a small but vital interest in New York collaborative 

art over the past five decade since O’Hara disappeared as the galvanizing center of the 

“Poets and Painters” scene that the de Nagy celebrated in 2011 with its 60
th

 anniversary 

show. To further explore some of collaboration’s key terms, themes, and distinctions, we 

return to Schuyler’s birthday and the performance of The Coronation Murder Mystery. 

 Goldberg’s studio that night might be seen as a microcosm of the New York 

School scene—a collective creation which was the product of works, events, and 

personalities coming together in a unique place and time. The particular “ambiance” (in 

Kenneth Koch’s words) of this scene evolved from a group of friends “seeing each other 

all the time and being envious of each other or emulous of each other and inspiring each 

other and collaborating” (Koch qtd. in Crase 40). Like those famous context-rich New 

York poems by O’Hara, Koch, and Ted Berrigan, or the portraits of New York School 

personalities by Porter, Rivers, or George Schneeman, The Coronation Murder Mystery 

features “the New York School” as both subject and creator, and thus self-reflexively 

helps construct and reinforce the scene and the brand. 
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 The lights come up and Jimmy (played by John Ashbery) is talking to Mike 

Goldberg (played by himself) about his paintings. A Girl (Irma Hurley) bursts in seeking 

help: “My brother [Larry Rivers] has been murdered. At least I think he has” (O’Hara, 

Amorous 147). At this point a Psychiatrist (Kenneth Koch) enters, looking for his horse, 

and John Myers (Hal Fondren) enters looking for Larry whose new play, he tells us, he’s 

just commended to Dore Ashton. From here the play cheerfully (d)evolves in a series of 

absurd encounters where an assembly of New York School characters move across the 

stage (sometimes in person but mostly in reputation through the gossip of other 

characters), producing nothing much more (or less) than that “ambiance” that Koch 

described above: 

GIRL: John Myers recommended me for the Brussels World Fair Nobel Prize. I 

won this prize. King Hal Fondren the Tenth of Sweden awarded me a solid gold 

Jimmy Schuyler. This trophy now adorns my all-white living room. 

. . .  

MIKE: When I was a child I would run up the John Gruen steps and a Jane 

Wilson sparrow would alight on my shoulder 

. . .  

GIRL: The Isidore Fromm Foundation has just awarded me its Roberta Peters 

Award of 25 dollars and a trip to New Haven, but the letter begins, “Dear Jimmy 

Schuyler” (150, 151). 

While Mike reminds them that “We have to solve this murder” (151), John warns that 

“Elaine told me that if we ever find the real murderer, we will cease to mean anything to 
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each other” (148). In the end, a Body (Frank O’Hara) is found, but it doesn’t belong to 

Larry (as his sister believed), nor is it dead.  

 The play’s Psychiatrist wants to “get to the bottom of all these relationships,” but 

that’s unlikely since individuals have been subsumed by the collective. The Coronation 

Murder Mystery stages a kind of collaborative or communal dream where people, 

reputations, and names float freely and where individual identity is highly problematic. 

Perhaps an Author or Artist has been murdered (the putative disturbance which begins 

the play), but no one’s really sure. Despite frequent attempts to catch villains, find 

victims, or award prizes in the play, these acts of individuation keep being comically 

foiled. There is no murderer or murdered (“I am the second person who has failed to die 

during this frightful crime,” Larry proclaims [153]) and while Ms. Rivers may have won 

the Roberta Peters Award, her letter is addressed to Jimmy Schuyler. Ultimately, it’s hard 

to distinguish anyone, since everyone’s “playing” one another.  

 If the “death of the author” is the precipitating trope of the play, the author or 

artist’s proliferation is raison d’etre. The Coronation Murder Mystery is bursting to the 

seams with authors and artists who absurdly and unsuccessfully try to stake their claims 

to authority in nearly every line (“John Button says . . .”, “Joan Mitchell says . . .”, 

“Martha Jackson wants to . . .”, “Elaine told me . . .”). As a play that is not only 

collaboratively written and performed, but that also undermines singular authority at 

every turn, The Coronation Murder Mystery is a perfect model for the collaborative texts 

and processes that are the subjects of this book.  
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 One of the first and most frequently noted aspects of collaborative art in general is 

the way that it challenges romantic, monolithic ideas of authorship that also come under 

fire in seminal poststructuralist essays of the late 1960s and early 70s by Barthes and 

Foucault. These theorists present the author as a limiting historical construct, a fiction 

associated with privatization and copyright, which marked “the privileged moment of 

individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, literature, philosophy, and the 

sciences ” (Foucault, “What is an Author,” 365). Both argued for a deconstruction of this 

fiction whose most insidious effect was to reduce the manifold, invigorating possibilities 

of signification and discourse. For Foucault the singular author is “the principle of thrift 

in the proliferation of meaning” (375). Small wonder, then, that poststructuralism 

provided frequent cause for justification and celebration of collaborative texts. With their 

multiple authors, these works repelled the idea of a unified, fixed, author-intentional 

meaning and provided practical instances of “the way a text is made of multiple writings, 

drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, [and] 

contestation” (Barthes 1469).  

 Following the lead from this poststructuralist view, it may be useful to consider 

collaboration as a kind of discourse within contemporary artistic practice in the sense that 

it constitutes a particular way of thinking about and behaving in art. It’s important to 

emphasize our own historical moment in thinking this way, since it is only relatively 

recently that collaboration or “corporate” methods of artistic production (as practiced in 

medieval craft guilds, Renaissance theatrical companies, or Baroque Dutch and Flemish 

studios, for instance) became the exception rather than the norm. That “privileged 

moment of individualization” that Foucault references is most clearly located with 
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Romanticism which definitively established the isolated genius as the center and measure 

of the artistic enterprise.  

 Within the “modern regime authorship” (as Martha Woodmansee and Peter Jaszi 

define our post-Romantic period’s fixation on singular creators [2-3]) one of 

collaboration’s discursive functions became its subversiveness, its opposition to a 

singularity that Oscar Wilde summarized well when he called art “the most intense mode 

of individualism that the world has known.”
viii

 Lorraine York has argued that “all 

collaborations are, in some miniscule measure, challenges to the status quo” (3). She 

provocatively suggests we see the practice as “a textual miscegenation of a sort,” 

inherently disobedient to “the assumed category of pure (individualized) writing” (12). 

Collaboration’s defiance of “purity” has been read with both positive and negative 

valences. While at the turn of the century the practice was often viewed with suspicion as 

“promiscuous and unnatural” (Wayne Koestenbaum’s word choice highlights the hidden 

anxiety about the link between collaboration and homosexuality [1]), some contemporary 

idealizers “have taken the former terms of abuse for collaborative writing and embraced 

them as positive strengths: the deplorably subversive has become the admirably 

subversive” (York 9).
ix

 

 One possible function of collaborations, then, may be as an illicit discourse, an 

idea picked up in different registers in essays in this volume by Diggory and Rosenbaum 

who, following Koestenbaum’s pioneering work, consider the “erotics” inherent in the 

collaborative mode. This erotic energy is simultaneously sexual and textual, disseminated 

through networks of indiscreet talk and action. As Koestenbaum enthuses at the 

beginning of his study, “I presumed that collaborative texts could not help spilling secrets 



 10 

that singly authored works had the composure to hide” (2). His implicit connection of 

collaboration to gossip, indiscretion, and potentially unmentionable “exchange,” 

underscores another aspect of the practice’s attractive subversiveness (beyond, or in 

concert with, its denial of classical author/ity). Collaborations are always “specimens of a 

relation”; they accent not the individualism Wilde found central to art but instead its 

necessarily social nature (Koestenbaum 2). This, we might say, is another discursive 

function of collaboration: to draw particular attention to the occasion, setting, and 

relationship behind its making and in so doing to emphasize the inevitably social nature 

of language and the relational nature of art.  

 Of course the relationships and settings behind many New York School 

collaborations are well rehearsed: a rainy Sunday in October 1960 in Norman Bluhm’s 

studio where, with Prokofiev playing on the radio, he and O’Hara produced the Poem-

Paintings; the back seat of a car on the way to the Hamptons where Schuyler and 

Ashbery began A Nest of Ninnies; PamAm Flight 115, returning from Rome to New York 

where O’Hara and Bill Berkson composed their eponymous play. The repeated 

recountings of the “scene of collaboration” that I am adding to here suggest that our 

indelible fascination with sociality and intimacy (and, for that matter, rivalry) tells us 

something crucial about the practice’s function.
x
 As well as the pleasures of the text itself 

(often multiplied through the compound modalities of written, visual, or aural 

performance), collaborations offer the particular voyeuristic allure of the event, the 

moment, or the occasion. As has been repeatedly noted, New York School collaborations 

produce a desire to be there, to enter the conversation, scene, or party out of which the 

work has seemingly grown. Reviews of the de Nagy’s 2011 Poets and Painters show 
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confirm this sense. New York Observer reviewer Will Heinrich described the experience 

as being “like passing through the middle of a large and urbane but suspended 

conversation,” and Peter Schjeldahl, writing for The New Yorker, repeats the metaphor, 

describing “the typical New York School collaboration” as being “as infectious and as 

frustrating as a lively party overhead through a wall. (You had to be there. You almost 

are)”.  

 The unique ability of collaborative art to both produce and confound the desire 

“to be there” might be said to derive from the fact that collaborations are both events and 

objects. It will be useful to distinguish between these two categories. What I will call 

collaborative practice describes collaboration as an event, highlighting the performative 

and social interactions that take place when two or more artists work together to produce 

a text.  Collaborative form, on the other hand, relates to the dual nature of the composite 

work where two or more forms—poetry, painting, film, music—are conjoined. While 

collaborative practices may not always produce collaborative forms (partners may be 

working in the same form, as in the collaborative poem or novel) they do raise the 

question of whether we can read the trace of the event in the object. Even when there are 

not two distinct forms (as in the poem-painting) can collaborative works be said to house 

two voices, two presences, a living dialogue? Are collaborative works “intrinsically 

different than books written by one author alone,” as Koestenbaum argues (2)? Rather 

than try to answer this undecidable question, it may be more important to recognize that 

one effect of collaboration is to highlight the tension between event and object, 

collaborative practice and collaborative form. Our desire to read the event behind the text 
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in the text is what produces the collaborative frisson, the double sense of presence (you 

had to be there) and absence (you almost are).  

 This frisson brings us back to The Coronation Murder Mystery, the “lively party” 

that this introduction began with trying to “overhear through a wall.” The play is an 

extension of the social occasion it celebrates. Not only does it continually reference and 

reinact the “amorous, rivalrous and incestuous” New York School scene (to quote 

Holland Cotter), but its particular occasion as a gift to Schuyler on his birthday is also 

frequently referenced: 

  GIRL: Jimmy, I hope some day you will have a flower named after you. 

PSYCH: Look! all of Pennerton West County is coming to crown Jimmy 

Schuyler with Nell Blaine hydrangeas. It is the world’s most truly 

beautiful evening. (153) 

As imagined audience members, we are both there and not-there for this (campy, over-

dramatized and yet for that very reason seemingly real) “most truly beautiful evening.” 

Structurally, the play defies narrative and the conventions of realist theatre in favor of a 

loose construction that we might say takes the shape of a party that audience members 

have been invited to attend. Since both the play’s subject and occasion are a social 

gathering, and since part of the cast performs from the audience, the line between 

performers and observers is practically erased.
 xi

 In fact, both roles are subsumed by the 

more inclusive and essential role of party-goer. 

 I’ve already suggested how The Coronation Murder Mystery thematizes the 

breakdown of individual authority by confusing characters, actors, and names, and by 

refusing to privilege authors (including the play’s own), whether as prizewinners or 
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victims. In this sense, we might say the play performs “the death of the author” by 

showing the slipperiness of individualization. On the other hand, though it is constantly 

unmoored, identity itself (through the marker of the name) is of vital importance in the 

play. Nearly everyone and everything in The Coronation Murder Mystery is named—

both through the mechanisms of gossip and name-dropping (“I told him Bob Cornell Al 

Leslies were the best thing since Julie Harris” [149]) and through a strange and comical 

anthropomorphism (or perhaps better, a “New York Schoolization”) where normal 

objects are assigned New York School identities (as in “the Norman Bluhm playing 

cards,” the “Jane Freilicher peanut butter,” and the “Paul Goodman flowers”). Thus at the 

same time, names and identities are full of significance (we need to know these people, to 

find the prize winners and the murderers) and empty (since who the prize winners, 

murderers, or victims really are cannot be determined): “Thanks to this body, which I do 

not know but strongly suspect is Kenneth Koch,” Larry announces in his final speech, “I 

have been saved from the silver oblivion I mentioned earlier. The young lady my sister is 

a fan of Jimmy Schuyler’s, and I have only discommoded myself in this unseemly way in 

order to introduce her to him. However, I now forget which one of you he is” (153). 

Rather than establishing any facts about identity or authorship, the play performs in the 

space opened by the author’s disappearance and by its own eccentric practice of 

collaboration. Its “meaning” cannot be reduced to an individual, an author, or a statement 

(though everyone in the play keeps trying to do just that)—but instead is found in the 

energy and ambiance produced by the dialogue between competing and cooperating 

artists. Instead of providing an answer to who committed or suffered the “coronation 
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murder,” the play invites us to “. . . come to the window” where “the John Ashbery 

petunias have begun to blossom . . .” (153). 

The essays in this collection open a range of windows on the heterogeneous 

collaborations of the New York School. Thomas Hines has argued that collaborative 

forms require a different kind of attention from an audience. “When several arts interact 

in a single work,” he writes, “viewers must expand their perspective to include all of the 

collaborating arts” (9). This collection of essays suggest that an even greater expansion is 

required if we are to read both collaborative forms and practices. That is, if we are to 

think effectively about not only the texts but the communities those texts arose out of and 

continue to produce. As well as considering relationships between words and images, 

words and sounds, words and bodies, these essays also read the dialogues between 

participants (the ones there and almost there) in collaborative works. The first essay in 

the volume, Ben Hickman’s “‘Our program is the absence of any program’: the New 

York School Reading the Past” begins by briefly considering the extensive reading lists 

the poets worked with at Harvard and after, but its main concern is with “collaborative 

reading” as a process and methodology at the heart of a New York School aesthetic and 

philosophy. Hickman presents a model of shared reading as a hermeneutical process, 

embedded and performed in poems, which enables New York School poetry to update 

Modernist concerns with tradition and intertextuality. Finally, the essay suggests an 

analogue between the poets as readers and us as their readers. Hickman implies that the 

aim of such “connective reading” (as Spahr has elsewhere described it) is the 

Benjaminian work of the artist as producer—that is, the poetry strives to transform us 

into co-creators. 
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Terrence Diggory, editor of the eminently useful Encyclopedia of the New York 

School Poets, considers the multiple meanings of collaboration and its varying 

manifestations in first and second generation work by analyzing two key New York 

School metaphors for the collaborative process: ballet and basketball. On first glance, one 

might contrast the first generation’s focus on European sophistication and “harmony” that 

O’Hara found in ballets like Roma, with the second generation’s fascination with the raw 

American drive and competitiveness that Berrigan and others found in basketball. 

Diggory, however, avoids such oversimplification and suggests more subtle distinctions 

and connections. Reading both ballet and basketball as complex performances of bodies 

in motion, Diggory uses these metaphors to open dynamic possibilities for envisioning 

“the erotics of collaboration” in both first and second generation work. Moving beyond 

Koestenbaum’s sole focus on male erotics, a perspective too often repeated in New York 

School scholarship, Diggory’s essay concludes with a consideration of Anne Waldman 

and Bernadette Mayer’s collaborations as a way of extending the basketball metaphor to 

read “the gender division between player and spectator” (and concurrently author and 

reader) “from a specifically female perspective” (Diggory 22).   

Susan Rosenbaum’s essay picks up on the erotic dimensions of collaborative play 

highlighted by Diggory by studying the playful interaction between word and image, 

author and illustrator, in Ashbery and Brainard’s The Vermont Notebook. Exploring the 

erotically charged “rubbing together” of word and image through Max Ernst’s technique 

of frottage, and its Ashberian revision as “frontage,” Rosenbaum considers the surrealist 

heritage of New York School work. Using Ashbery’s figures of “permeation, ventilation, 

[and] occlusion” to suggest means of understanding the often obscure relationships 
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between drawings and text, Rosenbaum reads The Vermont Notebook as a distinctly 

American “dissecting table” for Lautreamontian “chance meetings” of places and people, 

games and crimes, signs and their recessed, “split-level” histories.  

Moving backwards from The Vermont Notebook’s publication in the mid-1970s, 

Ellen Levy considers some of Ashbery’s most important and formative work of the mid- 

1950s—that is, his collaborative sestinas and other intricate rule poems with Kenneth 

Koch. Taking one particularly provocative example, Levy reads “Death Paints a Picture” 

(an obscure poem that appeared in the “Poets on Painting” section of a 1958 issue of 

ArtNews) as “an especially precise point of convergence and divergence both in 

Ashbery’s and Koch’s thinking about their work, and in the development of their 

careers.” The poem’s publication venue, along with its engagements with the subject of 

sculpture, with artistic celebrity and “acceptance culture,” and implicitly with Clement 

Greenberg’s thought on art’s autonomy, all mark the work as a exceptionally fraught 

“place of meeting and parting for two social formations, the literary coterie and the art 

world”. Ultimately, Levy argues that the freedom and constraint of collaboration within 

an elaborately coded set of rules allowed Ashbery/Koch to put the “subject”—in both 

senses of the maker and the matter of the poem—into a particular kind of play. Her essay 

observes the consequences of this move both in the collaborations of the 1950s and in the 

aftereffects on both poets’ work.   

It has been frequently noted that, along with its counterparts in the art worlds of 

Abstract Expressionism and Pop, New York School poetry has been overdominated by 

male practicioners and critics.
xii

 Kimberley Lamm (and, in a later essay, Erica Kaufman) 

join a growing number of recent scholars working to address this imbalance—in Lamm’s 
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case here by elucidating the implicit feminist dialogues at work in Barbara Guest’s 

productions with June Felter (Musicality, 1988) and Laurie Reid (Symbiosis, 2000). 

Beginning with a critique of the “masculinist heroics of Abstract Expressionism” and the 

“telos of pure opticality that came to dominate Post-War American art,” Lamm sketches a 

countermode of restrained, modulated practice.  As their musical and symbiotic titles 

suggest, these collaborations open a space where word and image enter into 

intersubjective conversations, less concerned with shattering, igniting, or reinventing the 

picture plane than with “tethering art to the contours of the recognizable world.” 

Our next essay is also concerned with an aesthetics of restraint and modesty, 

though among a quite different group. Jenni Quilter, whose work is both academic and 

curatorial, stakes a unique position between the art world and the literary world. Her 

subjects, Joe Brainard, Rudy Burckhardt, and George Schneeman were likewise actors in 

both worlds. While these three were undoubtedly the most prolific of the New York 

School collaborators, Quilter notes, their work is lesser know and less frequently 

discussed than that of “major” collaborators such as Larry Rivers or Norman Bluhm. 

Quilter’s essay is an attempt to explain why this is so and at the same time to make a case 

for a mutual aesthetic that is determinedly “minor.” Brainard, Burckhardt and Schneeman 

“shared a love for the diminutive, for the art of the gift, for simplicity, clarity, sociability 

and a quiet insistence on the here and now,” Quilter writes, and these were all qualities 

that likely led to their relegation to the Greenbergian category of “minor artist” (3). The 

“minor” is also the realm to which collaborations in general are frequently consigned. 

Seen as “creative ephemera,” collaborations are often judged as “more charming 

byproduct than precious commodity,” Quilter argues (1). Her essay aims to recover the 
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minor as an aesthetic in itself and to show how its terms and preoccupations open 

questions about the collaborative process and our role as critics. 

While most of the essays in this volume celebrate the liberating capacity of 

collaborations to expand the boundaries of traditional media, Monika Gehlawat invites us 

to pause and consider an implicit tension in the encounter between media which she reads 

in Frank O’Hara’s fascination with, desire for, and anxiety about, other forms. While 

O’Hara is most often presented (in Larry Rivers’ words) as “the central switchboard of 

the New York School,” connecting poets, painters, musicians, dancers and filmmakers, 

Gehlawat argues that this social role has been too readily transposed to his writing which 

is then read as a verbal adaptation of painterly (or other artistic) practices. Contra this 

move of “loose translatability,” Gehlawat suggests that O’Hara’s work frequently 

struggled with the problem of medium-boundedness, that is the sense of each art form’s 

unique capabilities and formal limitations—and along with it a sense of responsibility to 

the requirements of form. Rather than repeat the too frequent association with Apollinare, 

this essay puts O’Hara in a fascinating if uneasy alignment with Clement Greenberg and 

his famous pronouncements on art’s autonomy. Ultimately, though, Gehlawat is 

interested in how the problems of medium-specificity inform O’Hara’s lyric voice whose 

particular urgency, she argues, “emerges in part from the formal tension felt by the poet 

seeking the immediacy and force of the painter’s brushstroke and finding it just beyond 

the reach of language”. 

Musicologist Ryan Dohoney’s “Mourning Coterie: Morton Feldman and Frank 

O’Hara’s Posthumous Collaborations” is one of the first essays to document the 

important relationship between the two artists (following the work of Will 
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Montgomery).
xiii

 Begun in the early 1950s at the Eighth Street Artists Club, and 

continuing its impact on Feldman well after O’Hara’s death, their friendship resulted in 

several forms of mutual support and appreciation: essays, liner notes, memoirs, and 

musical settings. While Dohoney reads the traces of their dialogues and shared aesthetic 

enthusiasms in Feldman’s compositions, he also uses their relationship to consider the 

larger question of the basis for a New York School community that includes (among 

others) writers, musicians, and painters. Proposing to “think community elegiacally,” 

Dohoney reads Feldman’s music as a “mournful mode of sociability” which offers a 

communal lament, not only for the passing of O’Hara but for a broader loss of a place 

and time that his death came to represent. 

 As the first instance of anthologizing collaborations, Kenneth Koch’s famous 

Locus Solus II laid some of the ground rules for what might count as collaboration. This 

included not only the work of poets composing together in the same space (a process 

Koch once described as “being at work and at a party simultaneously”), but also a range 

of interactive processes that might be undertaken with another, but at a distance. Cut-ups, 

collage poems, mail poems, surrealist exquisite corpse, linked verse, and mostly broadly, 

collaborations with “already existing texts [and] . . . already existing languages” (Locus 

Solus II, 196-97) all have an important place in Koch’s anthology. It is with these later 

forms of appropriation as collaboration with “already existing texts” that Ted Berrigan’s 

poetry stakes its most important claim, according to Flore Chevaillier. Her essay calls on 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s philosophy, especially its emphasis on rhizomes and 

nomadic deterritorializing processes, to examine how Berrigan’s “collaborations” work to 

unsettle the myth of the artist as a stable and reliable source of deep emotion and 
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knowledge. Moreover, positioning Berrigan in relation to visual artists of the 1960s who 

used similar techniques of mechanical reproduction, Chevaillier show how his work, like 

Pop Art itself, is both complicit with and defiant of the market forces and marketing 

techniques that helped promote the careers of artists like Warhol and Berrigan. Her paper 

presents The Sonnets as a form of collaborative play that interrogates traditional notions 

of authorship and the marketing myths built around the production and consumption of 

such desirable, commodified “individuals”. 

 In the volume’s final essay, Erica Kaufman offers a unique approach to female 

collaborations in the 1970s through the window of The Lost Texan Collective, an 

expansive group of poets including Elinor Nauen, Barbara McKay, and Eileen Myles, 

who coalesced around The Poetry Project at St. Mark’s Church in the Bowery. Kaufman 

and her readers are particularly fortunate to have been given access to Myles’ 

unpublished archive. The critic mines this material, particularly fragments of scripts and 

notes for two collaborative plays—“Joan of Arc: A Spiritual Entertainment” and 

“Patriarchy: A Play”—to examine the lively, spontaneous aesthetic of this group’s 

collaborative endeavors. Kaufman contrasts these large group performances with the duo 

productions of earlier male collaborators, as well as comparing them to the more 

confessionally-oriented women’s writing that dominated the field at the time. Her 

analysis sheds light on a fascinating moment in the ever-developing story of the New 

York School which, in Kaufman’s words “symbolized (and perhaps fueled) the shift from 

the marginalizing of the ‘women of the New York School’ to the fantastically brazen 

feminist texts produced and performed by the later generations in the late 1970’s and 

early 1980’s.” 
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 While skeptics might rightly view with suspicion Kenneth Koch’s grandiose, 

Rimbaudian dream of finding “the color of vowels,” there is something more quietly 

compelling about the simple desire to do something together, in partnership. Regardless 

of the practices that bring people together (the essays that follow survey a wide range of 

these practices in New York), collaboration is always an encounter with otherness. Its 

methods have allowed artists to move outside their own skins and forms, and for 

audiences to abandon customary habits of reading solitarily—of imagining art as the 

production of singular voices speaking to other singularities. This volume suggests that 

collaboration may be one of our most useful avenues for exploring the social nature of 

art, its public and intimate relationships with audience—the ones right there in the room 

and the ones slightly more distant. 
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i O’Hara’s, Koch’s, and Ashbery’s first books are A Winter City (Tibor De Nagy, 1952) Prints and Poems 
(Tibor De Nagy, 1953), and Turandot and Other Poems (Tibor De Nagy, 1953). 

 
ii Spahr’s Everybody’s Autobiography: Connective Reading and Collective Identity is less interested in 
analyzing individual works, than in exploring what “sorts of communities works encourage” (5). This kind 
of analysis is particularly fruitful when considering the dialogical languages of poets like Stein, Hejinian, 
Andrews, Mullen, and Cha who “rather than rewarding readers for well-deciphered meaning and allusion, 
reward readers for responsive involvement and for awareness of their limitations” (6). 

 
iii
 See Fredman’s Contextual Practice: Assemblage and the Erotic in Postwar Poetry and Art for elaboration 

on this “playful, erotic, transgressive, communal, collagist approach to making art”: “A contextual practice 
initiates an art devoted to contexts, building works not around a central idea, theme, or symbol but by 
plucking and arranging images, materials, language, or even people from the surround milieu, ‘fashioning 
. . . contexts of a new life way in the making’” (3). 
 
iv
 Kester’s study is one of the best for considering some of these implications. In one useful summary, he 

argues that these works “replace the conventional, ‘banking’ style of art (to borrow a phrase from 
educational theorist Paulo Freire)—in which the artist deposits an expressive content into a physical 
object, to be withdrawn later by the viewer—with a process of dialogue and collaboration. The emphasis 
is on the character of the interaction, not the physical or formal integrity of a given artifact or the artist’s 
experience in producing it. The object-based artwork . . . is produced entirely by the artist and only 
subsequently offered to the viewer. As a result, the viewer’s response has no immediate reciprocal effect 
on the constitution of the work. Further, the physical object remains essentially static. Dialogical projects, 
in contrast, unfold through a process of performative interaction” (10).  

 
v
 Important early work from the 1970s (though focused more on interarts conversations than actual 

collaborations) can be found in Marjorie Perloff’s Frank O’Hara: Poet Among Painters (Braziller, 1977), 
Charles Altieri’s Enlarging the Temple (Bucknell, 1979), Fred Moramarco’s “John Ashbery and Frank 
O'Hara: The Painterly Poets.” Journal of Modern Literature 5.3 (September 1976): 436–462, and Anthony 
Libby’s  “O’Hara on the Silver Range.” Contemporary Literature 17 (1976): 240-62. 
 
vi
 Other theorists of collaborations have suggested that the critical neglect may be less beneign. Jeffrey 

Masten’s study of Renaissance theatrical collaborations argues that “Traditionally, criticism has viewed 
collaboration as a mere subset or aberrant kind of individual authorship” (16). Such criticism and, more 
importantly editorial practice, has felt bound to protect individual authors and texts from the 
“corruption” or “contagion” of “non-authorial” (that is, collaborative) material (19).  
 
vii

 See Diggory’s “Questions” on Hartigan and O’Hara; Epstein’s “Coterie and Collaboration” (Beautiful 29-
40); Herd’s “The Art of Life: Collaboration and the New York School” (John Ashbery, 52-68), Kane’s “Angel 
Hair” in Don’t Ever Get Famous,  All Poets, and We Saw the Light; Lundquist’s “Another Poet Among 
Painters: Barbara Guest”; Jenni Quilter’s  “We even imagined the posters” and “The Love of Looking”; 
Reed’s “Footprints in a Wild Ballet”; and Hazel Smith’s Hyperscapes, Chapter 6: “Why I am Not a Painter” 
(particularly 188-194). 
 
viii Wilde, “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” (270). In their introduction to The Construction of 
Authorship, Martha Woodmansee and Peter Jaszi suggest that this “regime” is “the result of a quite 
radical reconceptualization of the creative process that culminated less than 200 years ago in the heroic 
self-presentation of Romantic poets.  As they saw it, genuine authorship is originary in the sense that it 
results not in a variation, an imitation, or an adaptation, and certainly not in a mere re-production . . . but 
in an utterly new, unique—in a word, ‘original’—work which, accordingly, may be said to be the property 
of its creator and to merit the law’s protection as such” (3). 
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ix
 These two poles of response can be seen clearly in reactions to “Michael Field,” the pseudonym of the 

aunt and niece team of Katherine Harris Bradley and Edith Emma Cooper who lived, wrote, and published 
collaboratively. From the 1880s until their deaths from cancer in 1913 and 1914, the “Michael Fields” 
wrote and published 26 plays and 8 poetry collections. While they were accepted in some enlightened 
Victorian literary circles, many contemporaries found their work “obscurely repellent” (Laird 116). Though 
largely forgotten after their deaths, late 20

th
 century critics have revived and celebrated their work and 

partnership as icons of lesbian and women’s literature. 
 
x
 The mirror image of “collaborative intimacy” is “coupled rivalry,” as Andrew Epstein’s Beautiful Enemies 

shows by skillfully anatomizing both the rewards and potential dangers of creative partnerships 
where envy, competition, resentment may inform work as much as a desire to be fused with the other in 
the kind of “shared subjectivity” that critics like Hazel Smith occasionally envision (189). Alongside or 
beneath the “energizing sense of companionship” that Quilter celebrates in collaborative works may be a 
desire to outdo one another, like the one Koch detects in the Troubadors who “wrote (really ‘sang’) at 
each other sometimes because of out-and-out hostility, sometimes because of a mere friendly desire to 
show off . . .” (Locus Solus II, 194). 
 
xi
 Jane Freilicher, playing herself, is stationed in and delivers her lines from the audience. 

 
xii The exclusion of Barbara Guest from early anthologies of New York poetry and from critical monographs 
on the New York School (prior to 2010) has long been taken as a sign of this male overdominance. Both 
Mark Silverberg’s The New York School Poets and the Neo-Avant-Garde and Timothy Gray’s Urban 
Pastoral have begun to redress this imbalance with important work on Barbara Guest and, in Gray’s case, 
chapters on Second Generation poets Diane di Prima and Kathleen Norris. As Erica Kaufman notes in her 
essay in this volume, the gender bias in poetic production has shifted significantly since the advent of The 
Poetry Project at St. Mark’s (with Anne Waldman, Bernadette Mayer, and Eileen Myles at its helm for 
many years), but nonetheless the critical work will still need some time to catch up. Maggie Nelson’s 
Women, The New York School, and other True Abstractionists, joins a list of essays by critics such as Rachel 
DuPlessis, Lynn Keller, Daniel Kane, Sara Lundquist, Linda Russo, Elizabeth Frost, and Laura Hinton, which 
presage more work on “second and later generation” women in the near future. It may be longer still, 
however, until the lesser-known, and often still unpublished, collaborations of some of these female 
poets receive critical attention.  

 
xiii See Will Montgomery, “’In Fatal Winds’: Frank O’Hara and Morton Feldman,” Hampson and 
Montgomery 195-210. 


