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Farm Implements and Rutabagas in a Landscape, by John
Ashbery

In A Nutshell
John Ashbery is the kind of poet who likes to see what he can get away with. In this poem, he 

gets away with using an old, complicated French poetic form to write about cartoon 

characters. The poem's main character is Popeye – you know, the guy who squints a lot and 

loves spinach. This is the kind of poem that makes you laugh out loud and think deep thoughts 

all at once. 

 

Ashbery might be America's most famous living poet, which is strange, because he has done 

as much as any writer to break down the old ideas of what literature should be. Talking about 

literary tradition, he once said, "You can't say it that way anymore" (source). He doesn't 

particularly like literary criticism, and his poems mix elements of "high" and "low" culture 

with no regard for the distinction between the two. "Poetry includes anything and everything," 

Ashbery once said. "I read anything which comes to my hand. National Enquirer, Dear Abby, 

a magazine at the dentist, a Victorian novel" (source). 

 

Ashbery got his start in 1956 when he won the prestigious Yale Younger Poets Series. The 

judge of the contest was W.H. Auden, the great British poet and one of Ashbery's heroes 

(check out Shmoop's coverage of Auden's poem "The Unknown Citizen"). The award allowed 

the young poet to publish his first book, Some Trees. Because he lived in New York at the 

same time as other poets like Frank O'Hara (read about O'Hara's "The Day Lady Died") and 

Barbara Guest, critics have included Ashbery in the so-called "New York School" of poetry.
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He also lived in France for several years in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The French

influence is obvious in this poem, which borrows the French "sestina" form and uses it in a

distinctly modern, American context. 

 

"Farm Implements and Rutabagas in a Landscape" was published in Ashbery's 1966 collection

The Double Dream of Spring. It remains one of his most popular works. In 1975 he won the

Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award for his collection Self-Portrait in a Convex

Mirror. The title poem from that book is Ashbery's most famous work, and we encourage you

to get your hands on it. 

 

Ashbery teaches at Bard College and continues to publish amazing poems.

Visit Shmoop for much more analysis:

• Farm Implements and Rutabagas in a Landscape Themes

• Farm Implements and Rutabagas in a Landscape Quotes

• Farm Implements and Rutabagas in a Landscape Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 If the poem is an "undecoded message," what's the decoded message? Make up your own.

2 Did you know who Popeye was before you read this poem? Do you think it's important or

helpful to know about the back-story of the characters?

3 Where does this one rank among the strangest works of literature you've read?

Visit Shmoop for many more Farm Implements and Rutabagas in a Landscape Study

Questions
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