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THE UNSTILL
MIRROR:
EXPLORING JOHN
ASHBERY’S SELF
PORTRAIT IN
CONVEX MIRROR

In  the  vast  landscape
o f  2 0 t h - c e n t u r y
American  poetry,  few
works stand as both a
landmark and a puzzle
q u i t e  l i k e  J o h n
A s h b e r y ’ s  S e l f
Portrait  In  Convex
Mirror.  Published  in
1 9 7 5  a s  t h e
centerpiece  of  h is
Pul i tzer  Pr ize  and
National  Book  Award-
winning collection,  the
p o e m  r e m a i n s  a

touchstone for  literary
scholars, art historians,
and anyone fascinated
by  the  fluid  nature  of
identity,  t ime,  and
perception. At its core,
t h e  p o e m  i s  a
meditation on a  16th-
century  Mannerist
p a i n t i n g  b y
Parmigianino,  which
depicts the artist’s own
f a c e  a s  s e e n  i n  a
convex barber’s mirror.
But  to  call  Ashbery’s
w o r k  m e r e l y  a n
ekphrastic  poem—a
description of  a visual
a r t w o r k — i s  t o
drastically  understate
its  ambition.  It  is  a
philosophical inquiry, a
l i n g u i s t i c  h a l l  o f
mirrors,  and  a  deeply
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moving  exploration  of
what  it  means  to  try
and capture the self.

The
Painting
That
Started It
All:
Parmigia
nino’s
Masterpie
ce
To  understand  the
poem,  one  must  first
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
painting  that  inspired
it.  Francesco  Mazzola,
k n o w n  a s
Parmigianino,  painted

S e l f  P o r t r a i t  i n  a
Convex  Mirror  around
1524, when he was just
21  years  o ld .  The
painting is  a technical
marvel. The artist used
a  convex  mirror—a
t y p e  o f  b a r b e r ’ s
mirror—as  both  his
subject and his tool. He
carefully  rendered  his
o w n  i m a g e  a s  i t
appeared  distorted  by
the  mirror’s  curved
surface.  His  hand  is
exaggeratedly large in
the  foreground,  while
the background curves
away.  The  ceiling  of
the  room  bends,  and
the window light warps
a s  i t  r e a c h e s  t h e
edges.
Parmigianino  was  not
just  showing  off  his
skill; he was making a
statement  about  the
nature  of  vision  and
reality. Mannerism, the
artistic  movement  he
helped  define,  was  a
reaction  against  the
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balanced,  harmonious
idea ls  o f  the  H igh
Renaissance. Mannerist
a r t i s t s  embraced
tension, distortion, and
intellectual complexity.
This  painting  is  the
perfect embodiment of
that  spirit.  It  asks  a
simple,  unsett l ing
question: is the image
in the mirror the truth,
or is it a distortion? If
w e  o n l y  e v e r  s e e
ourselves  through
reflections,  which
version  is  real,  and
which  is  the  illusion?
Ashbe ry  saw  th i s
painting  in  Vienna’s
K u n s t h i s t o r i s c h e s
Museum, and it planted
a seed that would take
years to bloom into the
552- l ine  poem  we
k n o w  t o d a y .  T h e
painting  became  a
metaphor for the act of
writing itself: a curved,
distorting  surface  that
tr ies  to  hold  st i l l  a
m o m e n t  o f  s e l f -

a w a r e n e s s  b u t
inevitably  bends  and
shifts everything within
its frame.

Structure
and
Form: A
Mirror in
Words
Ashbery  was  a  poet
k n o w n  f o r  h i s
resistance  to  fixed
meaning. He once said
that  he  wanted  his
poems  to  exist  in  a
state  of  "openness,"
where  the  reader’s
o w n  e x p e r i e n c e
completes the work. In
Se l f  Por t ra i t  In
Convex  Mirror,  he
achieves this by using
t h e  p a i n t i n g  a s  a
structural anchor while
constantly pulling away
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from  it.  The  poem  is
written  in  free  verse,
with  a  conversational,
almost  rambling  tone.
I t  moves  between
description,  memory,
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
d i g r e s s i o n ,  a n d
sudden,  s tar t l ing
moments  of  lyrical
beauty.
The mirror becomes a
central  metaphor  not
just for self-portraiture,
but for the poem itself.
Ashbery writes:
"The surface is what is
there  /  And  beyond
which we cannot pass."
This is a meditation on
the  l imits  of  art .  A
painting,  a  poem,  a
photograph—they  all
have  a  surface.  We
cannot  step  through
the frame.  We cannot
touch  the  face  in  the
mirror.  The  artist  can
o n l y  a r r a n g e  t h e
surface,  manipulate
the  light  and  shadow,

and  hope  that  the
viewer feels something
true on the other side
of that glass. The poem
mirrors this process: it
is  a  surface  made  of
words,  inviting  the
reader  to  look  deeply
but  never  promising
that the "real" Ashbery
will be found inside.

Themes
of Time
and
Ephemer
ality
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
poignant threads in the
poem is the treatment
of time. Parmigianino’s
paint ing  freezes  a
single  moment:  the
artist’s hand raised, his
gaze meeting his  own
reflection.  But  Ashbery
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k n o w s  t h a t  t h e
moment  is  already
gone. The painting is a
ghost ,  a  record  of
someone who has been
dead  for  nearly  five
centuries.  The  poet
writes  not  just  about
the painting, but about
the  distance  between
then and now, between
the  artist’s  intention
a n d  t h e  v i e w e r ’ s
interpretation.
Ashbery  reflects  on
how we try to preserve
identity  through  art,
and  how  that  effort  is
always doomed to fail.
The  self  is  not  a  fixed
object; it is a process, a
river. By the time you
finish  painting  your
p o r t r a i t ,  y o u  a r e
already  a  different
person.  The  mirror  in
Parmigianino’s  hand
curved  the  light,  but
time  has  curved  the
meaning  even  more.
A s h b e r y ’ s  p o e m ,
written  in  the  1970s,

n o w  f e e l s  l i k e  a
historical artifact itself,
a  snapshot  of  a  poet
wrestling  with  a  dead
painter’s ghost.
The poem also touches
o n  t h e  t h e m e  o f
displacement.  Ashbery
was an American poet
deeply  influenced  by
French surrealism, and
he often wrote from a
position  of  cultural
dislocation.  In  Self
Portrait  In  Convex
Mirror ,  he  wr i tes
about the painting as if
it  exists  in  a  dream,
floating  free  from  its
historical  context.  The
K u n s t h i s t o r i s c h e s
Museum  becomes  a
liminal space, a waiting
room between  worlds.
The  speaker  of  the
poem  i s  no t  qu i te
Ashbery,  not  quite
Parmigianino,  but  a
third  figure—a  floating
consciousness trying to
make sense of both the
past and the present.
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The
Artist’s
Hand:
Labor and
Illusion
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
fascinating  aspects  of
t h e  p o e m  i s  i t s
attention to the artist’s
hand.  In  the  painting,
Parmigianino’s hand is
enormous, curved, and
distorted. It dominates
the lower  third  of  the
canvas. Ashbery seizes
on  th is  deta i l  as  a
symbol of the labor of
creation. The hand that
holds the brush is also
the hand that  distorts
the truth. Art is not a
transparent  window
onto  reality;  it  is  a
c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  a
manipulat ion.  The

hand  is  both  the  tool
and the trick.
Ashbery  writes  about
the  difficulty  of  seeing
clearly.  The  convex
mirror  is  a  metaphor
for  the  mind  itself,
which bends and warps
everything it perceives.
We  cannot  see  the
world directly;  we see
it through the curve of
our own consciousness.
The  poem becomes  a
way  of  acknowledging
that  limitation  without
despairing  over  it .
There  is  a  strange
comfort  in  embracing
the  distortion.  If  the
m i r r o r  i s  a l w a y s
curved,  then  we  can
s t o p  c h a s i n g  a n
impossible  perfect
image  and  s imply
appreciate the strange
beauty  of  what  we
actually  see.
T h e  p o e m  a l s o
e x p l o r e s  t h e
relationship  between
the  ar t i s t  and  the
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viewer.  Parmigianino
painted  himself,  but
Ashbery is now looking
at that self. Who owns
the  ident i ty  in  the
portrait?  The  painter
who  made  it,  or  the
poet who writes about
it?  This  layering  of
gazes—Parmigianino
looking  at  himself,
Ashbery  looking  at
Parmigianino,  we  the
readers  looking  at
Ashbery looking at the
painting—creates  a
dizzying hall of mirrors.
E a c h  l a y e r  a d d s
another  distortion,
another  curve  in  the
glass.

Language
as a
Mirror:

Ashbery’s
Poetic
Style
Ashbery’s  language  in
th i s  poem  i s  bo th
highly  sophisticated
a n d  d e l i b e r a t e l y
slippery. He uses long,
winding sentences that
l o o p  b a c k  o n
themselves.  He  shifts
f r o m  c o n c r e t e
description to abstract
meditation  without
warning. He mixes high
culture  with  everyday
speech.  This  is  not  a
poem you "solve" like a
puzzle;  it  is  a  poem
you  experience,  like
looking  into  a  mirror
and watching your own
expression  shift  and
change.
Consider these lines:
"I  think it  is  trying to
say it is today / And we
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must get out of it even
a s  t h e  p u b l i c  /  I s
pushing  through  the
museum  atmosphere
so thick / You could cut
it with a knife."
Here,  the  paint ing
becomes  a  l i v i ng
entity.  It  is  "trying  to
say it is today," which
means the past is not
dead; it is speaking to
us  i n  t he  p resen t
moment. The museum
atmosphere  is  thick,
heavy with centuries of
accumulated  meaning.
And yet, we must push
through it. The poem is
an  act  of  pushing,  of
forcing a path through
the thick air of history
and representation.
Ashbery  also  employs
a technique that critics
have  ca l led  "se l f -
interruption."  He  will
begin  a  thought,  then
break  it  off,  start
another,  circle  back,
a n d  n e v e r  q u i t e
complete  the  original

idea.  This  mirrors  the
way  memory  actually
works. We do not think
i n  n e a t ,  l i n e a r
paragraphs.  We  think
i n  f r a g m e n t s ,
associations,  tangents.
Se l f  Por t ra i t  In
Convex  Mirror  i s
perhaps  the  most
faithful  representation
ever  written  of  how
consciousness  actually
feels from the inside.

Influence
and
Legacy
Since  its  publication,
t h e  p o e m  h a s
influenced  countless
writers  and  artists.  It
has been the subject of
critical books, doctoral
dissertat ions,  and
public  debates.  It  is
often cited as a prime
example  of  ekphrastic
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poetry, though it goes
f a r  b e y o n d  t h a t
category.  The  poem
h a s  a l s o  b e e n
embraced  by  visual
artists, who see in it a
kindred  spirit  to  their
own  struggles  with
representation.
The  poem’s  influence
extends into music and
film  as  well.  The
composer  John  Zorn
has referenced it in his
work,  and  the  band
Steely  Dan  reportedly
took  inspiration  from
the poem’s themes of
distortion  and  illusion
for  their  album  Katy
Lied.  In the art  world,
the  poem  is  taught
alongside  the  painting
i n  c o u r s e s  o n
M a n n e r i s m  a n d
modernism.  I t  has
b e c o m e  a  k i n d  o f
bridge  between  the
16th  century  and  the
20th,  between  the
visual  and  the  verbal,
between  the  fixed

image  and  the  flowing
text.
Part  of  the  poem’s
lasting  power  is  its
refusal to settle into a
single  meaning.  Every
r e a d i n g  y i e l d s
someth ing  new.  A
reader  in  1975  saw
something  different
from a reader in 2000,
and  both  are  different
from  what  a  reader
today  will  find.  The
poem itself is a convex
mirror,  bending  the
l i g h t  o f  m e a n i n g
depending  on  where
you  stand.  That  is  its
genius.

The
Philosoph
ical Core:
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Identity
and

Illusion
At  its  deepest  level,
Se l f  Por t ra i t  In
Convex  Mirror  i s
about the impossibility
of  self-knowledge.  We
cannot  stand  outside
ourselves and see who
we  are.  We  can  only
see  our  reflection,  and
that  reflection  is
always distorted by the
surface  it  bounces  off.
Whether that surface is
a mirror, a painting, a
poem,  o r  another
person’s  eyes,  the
d i s t o r t i o n  i s
unavoidable.
Ashbery  does  not  offer
a  so lu t i on  to  th i s
dilemma. He does not
claim to have found a
way  to  see  the  self
clearly.  Instead,  he

invites us to accept the
distortion as part of the
experience.  The poem
is a kind of meditation
o n  t h e  b e a u t y  o f
imperfect ion.  The
curved mirror may not
show  us  the  "truth,"
b u t  i t  s h o w s  u s
s o m e t h i n g  m o r e
i n t e r e s t i n g :  t h e
relationship  between
the  object  and  the
surface,  between  the
self  and  the  reflection,
between the past  and
the present.
T h e  p o e m  a l s o
questions the value of
a m b i t i o n  i n  a r t .
Parmigianino  was  a
young  man  trying  to
prove  his  sk i l l .  He
wanted to astonish the
Pope  and  secure  a
commission.  And  he
s u c c e e d e d .  B u t
Ashbery  sees  the
melancholy  in  that
success.  The  painting
is a frozen moment of
youthful  ambition,  but
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the  painter  himself  is
l o n g  g o n e .  T h e
ambition  outlives  the
b o d y .  T h e  p o e m
wonders  whether  any
of this striving is worth
i t ,  w h e t h e r  t h e
distortions  we  create
will  ultimately  mean
a n y t h i n g  t o  t h e
strangers  who look  at
them centuries later.

Conclusio
n: Still
Looking
into the
Glass
Se l f  Por t ra i t  In
Convex Mirror  is  not
a  poem  that  offers
answers.  It  is  a  poem
tha t  deepens  the
questions.  It  rewards
slow,  patient  reading,
n o t  b e c a u s e  i t  i s

obscure for the sake of
being  obscure,  but
because  its  subject
matter  demands  that
kind  of  attention.  The
poem is about looking,
and so we must learn
to  look  at  i t  in  the
same  way:  carefully,
patiently,  aware  that
our  own  gaze  is  also
curving the meaning.
Nearly  fifty  years  after
its  publication,  the
poem still  feels  fresh,
even urgent. In an age
of  selfies,  constant
self-representation,
and digital mirrors that
reflect  our  carefully
curated identities back
t o  u s ,  A s h b e r y ’ s
meditat ion  on  the
distort ion  of  se l f -
portraiture  is  more
relevant than ever. We
are  all  Parmigianino
now, holding up curved
mirrors  to  our  faces,
t ry ing  to  f reeze  a
moment  of  who  we
think we are. The poem
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reminds  us  that  the
p i c t u r e  i s  n e v e r
accurate,  the  moment
is  never  still,  and the
self  is  always,  always
slipping away.
That is not a tragedy. It

is,  as  Ashbery  shows
us,  the very  condition
of  being  al ive.  The
mirror  is  curved.  The
hand  is  large.  The
room bends.  And that
is exactly how it should
be.


