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Collaborative work between painters and writers was a common activity among the New York School poets in the 1950s. Its popularity was a combined result of circumstance and choice. Artistic collaboration served Frank O’Hara and his New York School colleagues in their attempt to escape from the academic orthodoxies of New Criticism, the latter decreeing the autonomy of poetry and the harmonious integration of form and content in a signifying poetic whole. By experimenting with the interplay between poetry and other artistic genres, their collaborations with painters seriously tested the limits of the poetic and “what a poem can be” (John Ashbery).

One such experiment is poet Frank O’Hara and painter Larry Rivers’s series of poem paintings Stones (1957-58). This paper will focus on how poetry as well as painting are brought to their generic limits in these works through and around the theme of textual materialization. At the same time as O’Hara and Rivers investigate the often conflicting powers of both genres to incarnate the reality of the material world (especially the human body) in their respective media, they also playfully foreground the materiality of painterly/poetic text as paint and writing. This double strategy contributes to a re-inscription of poetry and painting as sheer physical matter and means of artistic production within that world which they purport to represent in the first place. Thus, it seeks to point to the complicity of both genres in the material processes of cultural production, where reality produces art as much as art produces reality.

Before I go on to analyse some of the poem paintings from Stones, I will start out by reflecting more generally on the practice of collaboration in art. And I should perhaps mention initially that it is a subject that has not been dealt with very much by either literary theory, by art theory or cultural theory. Therefore, one has to a very large extent to rely on the discussions that can be found in critical and cultural studies oriented writings on the New York School and in essays by members of the school themselves. Then again, the latter have delivered a comparatively extensive production theorizing artistic collaboration. As Geoff Ward remarks in his book Statutes of Liberty: The New York School of Poets, “What is surprising [as regards the New York poets] is not only the sheer quantity of collaborative work but the degree to which the practice of collaborative writing is theorized and historicized with scholarly detail. If this was a côterie practice, it was one that received an immense amount of thought and labour to ready it for public consumption” (Ward 1993, 2001: 126). I will get back to Ward’s last point shortly. In any case, the writings by the artists themselves will go at least some way in casting light on the particular function that collaboration served in the artistic community around and involving the poets Frank O’Hara, John Ashbery, James Schuyler and Kenneth Koch. In fact, it is in a small contribution by the latter to an exhibition catalogue for the Ipswich Museum, England that I will take my starting point.

In his essay “Collaborating with Painters” Kenneth Koch looks back on a number of the collaborating enterprises which he has been engaged in during his writing career and makes comments highly relevant for my discussion of the themes that I will introduce in connection with Rivers and O’Hara’s Stones. One of the things that Koch mentions is the extent to which collaborative work became an integrated practice in the community of painters and poets around the Cedar Bar in New York from very early on. Says Koch, “The time I started working with painters was the sixties, but when I started doing collaborative works was in the early fifties; these were with other poets, John Ashbery and Frank O’Hara” (Koch 1996: 170). This fact in itself is worth noticing, insofar as artistic collaboration is considered to have been a not particularly common or recognized practice in the early post-war period and continues to be so. According to Ward, “[c]ollaboration in poetry and the novel has become a somewhat marginal activity, which, however, is why writers like Ashbery who are attracted to the margins in other respects have been interested in trying it. The situation was very different earlier in the century, for example when Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford sat down to collaborate on their productions The Inheritors (1901), Romance (1903), and a novella, The Nature of a Crime (1924)” (Ward: 1993, 2001). The reason why collaboration was a relatively easy thing to do for early modernist writers like Conrad and Madox Ford is that it functioned as a cultural signifier of artistic professionalism in the literary public of late Victorian culture. If you could take on the difficult challenge of shared literary production and actually could do it, you would prove yourself as an artistically accomplished writer. Nevertheless, the interest in collaborative writing among the early modernists still marked a change in the status of this practice, as they did not do it willingly, but due to lack of publishing prospects for their individual work and lack of public recognition. For the same reason, collaboration developed into a sign of marginality, or as Ward calls it, “the cultivated eccentricity it might seem now” (128). Says Ward, “[…] to collaborate was to be par excellence the outsider on the margins, or the coterie within a coterie” (129).

Now, it is precisely the modernist transformation of collaborative work as a sign of professionalism into an activity signifying cultural and artistic marginality that explains the penchant among the New York poets for it. Ironically, the same sense of marginalization from the literary public that had been felt by many of the early modernists now affected the young post-war generation of poets and artists in New York. Modernism had become canonized, and its aesthetics of significant form was taught as the doctrine of New Criticism at most Anglo-American universities. Simililarly, American modernism in painting – the prime representative of which was Abstract Expressionism – had become very successful on the art market and was even exported across the Atlantic as part of the financial and cultural aid to Europe after WWII. In sum, artistic experimenting was no longer something new, just as it had also turned into something teachable and sellable. The New York artists thus found themselves caught in a double bind as their own desire for experimenting was, on the one hand, somehow belated and, on the other, did not match its institutionalized New Critical version. For that reason they did not and could not sell on the literary market. In addition to their artistic marginalization, however, another contributing element in their sense of alienation was that a number of the New York poets were gay, and they thus also belonged to a sexual minority without much public recognition in the paranoid Cold War climate of the fifties.

Artistic collaboration, therefore, became a means of artistic and sexual escape for these poets – both because it now functioned culturally as a sign of eccentricity and because it also offered a possibility for a sense of community in place of public acceptance both artistically and sexually. Kenneth Koch more or less explicitly draws attention to both these functions of escape in collaborative work when he writes:
Among the general reasons for our excitement about collaborating (poets and painters both), two seem fairly clear: one was our admiration for the surrealists, who had done collaborations and who, poets and painters, influenced each other in all kinds of ways; and the other was our feeling so excited and so energetic and so full of ourselves and our work and at the same time our being so unrecognized and our having just about no audience but each other, so what could be better than to do works together. We couldn’t think about the “market,” which almost didn’t exist for us, so we could rush along creating art and literature in a sort of cultural, and certainly economic and critical, vacuum (Koch 1996: 170).
When Koch mentions the New York poets’ admiration of the surrealists and their use of the collaborating form in their work, it is because the latter in many ways represented an alternative to the artistic ideals of American modernism with its emphasis on the unity of form and meaning. In this way, 
Before I close the introductory remarks about collaboration in the context of the New York School of poets, I would like to elaborate a little further on the function of escape that collaborating has. In all manner of respects, the possibility of escape seems to be an inherent element in artistic collaboration, and it opens a space for transcending rigorous delimitations of generic, artistic, sexual, cultural, political and personal identity and identification. Geoff Ward proposes the following interesting claim: “Collaboration is bound to tend towards escape because of its method: by collaborating, a writer steps for a while outside that singularity which Auden called ‘the cell of himself’. Analogies for ‘collaboration’ in the overlapping spheres of espionage, writing and Thirties Leftism will hold, and are implicated in a politics of dream and escape. In the thermal lock of the Cold War, there was no escape, except through dream. [The New York artists] turned away from the potential of literature for social analysis, in order to play” (Ward 1993, 2001). The transgressive function of collaboration in art is also foregrounded by Ward, when he suggests that it breaks down the borderlines between friend and foe, one and the other, reality and dream, and between serious analysis and play. 
The transformative and transgressive feature of collaborating is, I think, likewise to be observed in Koch’s memoirs of artistic collaborating when he hints at an overlapping between a sexual and an artistic desire for trying it all out. , which is definitely not without its self-reflexive ironies: “An odd (artistic) sort of greed (one could be kinder and say it’s hunger) might be a cause of the wish to collaborate, to expand one’s territories, to make more things and of different kinds. Poetry is limited to paper (and voices) why not have it in the trees and in the clouds, in everyday conversation (was it really there in Heian Japan?), accompanying the statues and the columns of temples and palaces? But here, I suppose, one is getting close to the crazy idea of art’s replacing life (the universe as museum and a theatre) (Koch 1996: 171). A similar cultivation of challenging borderlines between different ontological spheres, while also incorporating a meta-level reflecting upon the impossibility of their total annihilation is one that I shall now turn to discuss in relation to Rivers and O’Hara’s poem painting Stones. I shall put special emphasis on the cross-generic transgressions in their work for the reason that they draw attention to the double bind of breaking down the limit between, on the one hand, just representing the material world in art and, on the other, incarnating it. 
If we take a look at the first two plates in the series, we might refer to them as having a paratextual function, in that they in a way mimic the forms of the author photograph and the title page in a book. (I should perhaps add that the lithographs were produced by Rivers and O’Hara for an arts publications series in Tatyana Grosman’s Universal Limited Art Editions.) So, already at this very initial stage of the series the collaboration between the two genres of painting and literature is thematized. There is both something very bookish and very painterly about the first two lithographs, and both genres become incorporated with each other to such an extent that they literally intermingle, but also in a sense subvert each other’s generic territory. In this context, it is worth noting that the collaborative aspect between both genres is not just reflected upon on the formal generic level in the two plates. It also manifests itself in terms of artistic agency or enunciation. The blending between writing and painting is anchored in a reference to their authorial source. The facing and encircled representations of the faces of Rivers and O’Hara indicate such a contextualizing. I would even go so far as to claim that the extreme emphasis on photographic likeness of the two faces to the real artists underline the intimate synecdochic link between art and reality. The collaboration between painting and writing is not only something that happens on a formal generic level in this case, but also meta-generically signifies the collaboration between two artists. In that way, Stones clearly marks a deviation from the New Critical doctrine of impersonality in art. Here, artistic intercourse in a sense just as much transmogrifies into and derives from personal intercourse. The latter aspect is actually one which the third of the lithographs comments on. The male figures and faces hold close similarities to both Rivers and O’Hara and their representations in the first plate. Especially, Rivers’s aquiline nose and O’Hara’s nose that looks like that of an old prize fighter’s become overdetermined reality effects in Barthes’s sense of the term, securing the representational function of the much more problematic realism of the male figures in the third lithograph. I shall return to this aspect very shortly. For now I will limit my comments to calling your attention to the strange Siamese twins-like illustration in the bottom right corner of the painting. The theme of bodily and material unification between the two male figures is highlighted to such an extent that the lines of the pencil drawing cross each other’s borderlines, thus suspending the separation of the two bodies it represents. The line at the bottom of Rivers’s face crosses into the line indicating the top of O’Hara’s shoulder. Not insignificantly, this lithograph is called us – or U.S. (the latter reading of the letter ‘u’ and ‘s’ will be elaborated on in a short while). So, to sum up, generic collaboration between painting and writing is replicated as personal collaboration, which the paintings in turn reflect upon as being of a sexual nature. In this way, connotations of the exchange of bodily fluids are evoked, which cannot help reflect back on how the collaboration between painting and poetry is to be thought of in this context – namely, as one in which their means of production – paint and writing –  literally are exchanged with each other.
I have already referred to how the borderlines of the two bodies in “US” are difficult to make out due to the manner in which the drawing lets the pencil strokes outlining one body from the other criss-cross. The effect of this drawing technique is in the first place to let a creature appear whose monstrous materiality is called attention to because it represents the entanglement, even virtual fusion of two human bodies, and of two bodies at that which are clearly recognizable as human with their autobiographical sign function. Bodily materiality thus becomes of importance, but the materiality of the pencil stroke and its replication through lithographic printing to a certain extent tends to displace the representation of body matter. This displacement introduces what Brian McHale in his book Postmodernist Fiction has called “ontological flicker” (McHale 1987: ). McHale’s term defines among other things the textual moment found in much postmodernist literature where the reader’s attention is drawn away from the fictional world represented in the work towards the verbal, textual and writerly elements that do the representing. Stones plays a similar game of dividing the reader’s attention between the represented world of primarily bodily matters and the material means of representation in the form of paint and print. I would venture the claim that Rivers and O’Hara hereby raise interesting, but perhaps also seriously political questions about representation and what is representative.

In any case, the material used for producing painting and poems was not considered a particularly central concern in the literary and artistic milieu of the 1950s when Stones was made. As already mentioned, literary criticism was mostly dominated by New Criticism’s emphasis on the achieved resolution between form and content in poetry. And despite its non-figurative style and abundant use of paint in the creative process, Jackson Pollock’s Action Painting was primarily concerned with how painting most faithfully could express the spontaneous action of the artist.  Rivers and O’Hara instead focus upon a marginalized aspect of artistic creation, namely its production materials and its origin in a world where it partakes of cultural production in general. To underline this point, the title of the Rivers and O’Hara’s work is Stones. Lithographs are printings whose prime material is stone. So, in that respect their work playfully refers not to what it represents, but to the basic material for lithographic production. 

However, this is not the only way in which the question of representation is brought up here. The plate named “Title Page” bears the title Stones, but it is also a representation of a lithographic stone and a few stones that look like gravestones. Especially the gravestones look more like mere drawn outlines of gravestones than anything else. Thus, the viewer is invited to reflect upon to which extent they are representative of gravestones. Furthermore, the fact that these stones have a counterpart in the representation of a lithographic stone multiplies such reflections, insofar as they are different in form and shape from it. The title of the work then also becomes problematic, as it is difficult to tell whether Stones refers to the representation of gravestones or to the representation of the lithographic stones, which has a metatextual reference to the very material of which the work is made. (elab)
On a thematic level, and now I will draw to a conclusion, the question of representation also asserts itself – especially with reference to the title of the third plate, the one called “US” or “US”. The pun of the title is in itself amusing, since it plays with the nature of the relationship between the US and us. Does the US represent us who in O’Hara’s poetic fragment in the top right corner of the plate referred to in the following way: “They call us the founding farters of our country/poetry declining/printing advancing/we were complaining/it was ’50.” Here there is obviously a direct reference to the original founding fathers of America. Rivers and O’Hara, however, parodically recontextualize it as a hyperbolically carnivalesque proposition that their present work of lithographic printings is acclaimed as having the same constitutional importance as the founding fathers of 1776 had. Considering that ‘we’ or ‘us’ are depicted in the plate as boozers as well as homosexuals, there is no doubt Stones engages with the question whether they are representative of the US. Similarly, can the US represent ‘us’ who engage in a collaborative and contraband fashion with the US of the fifties?
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