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JOHN ASHBERY’S  NOTES FROM THE AIR: SELECTED LATER POEMS 

 
AND 

 
ROBIN BLASER’S THE HOLY FOREST: COLLECTED POEMS OF ROBIN 

BLASER  
 

WIN THE 2008 GRIFFIN POETRY PRIZE  
 
 
TORONTO, June 4, 2008 – John Ashbery’s Notes from the Air: Selected Later Poems 
and Robin Blaser’s The Holy Forest: Collected Poems of Robin Blaser are the 
International and Canadian winners of the eighth annual Griffin Poetry Prize.  The 
C$100,000 Griffin Poetry Prize, the richest poetry prize in the world for a single volume of 
poetry, is divided between the two winners.  The prize is for first edition books of poetry, 
including translations, published in English in 2007, and submitted from anywhere in the 
world. 
 

 The awards ceremony was held in The Fermenting Cellar of The Stone Distillery and hosted 
by Scott Griffin, founder of the prize. Poet Paul Farley, shortlisted for the 2007 Griffin 
Poetry Prize, was the featured speaker. Judges George Bowering and James Lasdun 
announced the International and Canadian winners of the 2008 Griffin Poetry Prize. 
 

 More than 400 guests celebrated the awards, among them, poets, publishers, and many 
literary and cultural luminaries, including Canada’s former Governor General, the Right 
Honourable Adrienne Clarkson, authors Michael Ondaatje and Anne Michaels, and 
international poets Carolyn Forché, Robert Hass and Robin Robertson. 
 

 The Fermenting Cellar was transformed into a tropical paradise for the evening, with the 
bright colours and sounds of the Caribbean islands permeating the historic site. Set against 
vast jungle greenery and colourful parrot centrepieces, guests enjoyed such varied delicacies 
as sweet potato and calamari fritters, Mojo chicken, grilled tiger shrimp, provimi veal, and 
eggplant roulade, capped off by a wide array of sumptuous desserts. 
 

 The judges for the 2008 prize are the distinguished poets George Bowering (Vancouver, 
British Columbia), James Lasdun (Woodstock, New York) and Pura López Colomé 
(Cuernavaca, Mexico).They read an unprecedented 509 books of poetry, including 19 
translations, received from 31 countries around the globe. In addition, they selected poems 
from the shortlist to compile The Griffin Poetry Prize Anthology: A Selection of the 2008 
Shortlist, edited by George Bowering and published by House of Anansi Press. 



 

 

 

 

 

 Royalties generated from the anthologies, published annually, are donated to UNESCO's 
World Poetry Day. As in past years, copies of the submitted poetry books are being donated 
to Corrections Canada. 
 

 The shortlisted poets and translators – with acclaimed Argentinian/Canadian playwright, 
director and actor Guillermo Verdecchia standing in for translator Clayton Eshleman (Cesar 
Vallejo’s The Complete Poetry) – read excerpts from their books at a sold-out event for more 
than 800 people at the MacMillan Theatre on June 3, 2008. That night the legendary Korean 
poet Ko Un was honoured with the third Griffin Trust For Excellence In Poetry's Lifetime 
Recognition Award. Trustee Robert Hass paid tribute to Ko Un and presented him with his 
award. 
 

 The 2008 Griffin Poetry Prize shortlist is comprised of collections by three Canadian poets – 
Robin Blaser’s The Holy Forest: Collected Poems of Robin Blaser, published by the 
University of California Press; Notebook of Roses and Civilization, translated from the 
French by Robert Majzels and Erín Moure, written by Nicole Brossard and published by 
Coach House Books and David McFadden’s Why Are You So Sad? Selected Poems of David 
W. McFadden, published by Insomniac Press/4 A.M. Books; and four international poets – 
John Ashbery’s Notes from the Air: Selected Later Poems, published by HarperCollins 
Publishers/Ecco Books; Elaine Equi’s Ripple Effect: New and Selected Poems, published by 
Coffee House Press; The Complete Poetry: A Bilingual Edition, translated from the Spanish 
by Clayton Eshleman, written by César Vallejo and published by the University of California 
Press and David Harsent’s Selected Poems: 1969–2005, published by Faber and Faber. 
 

 The judges are selected on an annual basis by the Griffin Poetry Prize Trustees, Margaret 
Atwood, Carolyn Forché, Robert Hass, Michael Ondaatje, Robin Robertson and David 
Young. 
 

 The Griffin Trust was created in 2000 to serve and encourage excellence in poetry written in 
or translated into English anywhere in the world.   
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International Winner 
 

 
 
Notes from the Air: Selected Later Poems  ●  John Ashbery 
HarperCollins Publishers/Ecco 
 
Judges’ Citation:  “The pleasure of reading John Ashbery’s poetry defies explanation. The YOU the author makes reference 
to is ME, the transcription being rendered, paradoxically, by a poet who eschews autobiography; thus the I as well as the 
YOU names the reader. Ashbery’s is one of the best and most intense poetry productions of the twentieth century. Its famous 
difficulty does not repel: it invites. It offers a “site of survival,” a real mirror for human beings today, providing a place of 
honour and dignity for the very personal and secret hidden in everyone. His poems reach the private part of each individual. 
No wonder he has declared in interviews that he’s “like everybody else”— the body breathing inside the poem is as much 
himself as ourselves. But the person who knows how to observe and therefore how to be unique is John Ashbery, 
ungraspable, inexplicable and as mysterious as the Delphic oracle. In Notes from the Air, Ashbery has taken the opportunity 
provided a long-living poet not to collect but to select what in his opinion constitutes the best part of his later production. 
These “notes” proceeding from the air or written by it honour the defining economy of poetry, unique lexical territory where 
one cannot go against the plurality of meaning embodied in words. He grants unity to this volume by sequencing poems deftly 
linked, forged with the delicateness of time, its overwhelming theme. The vigilant eye cast on this selection is omnipresent, 
and does not let a single detail go loose. With this personal organization of the most meaningful part of his work, Ashbery 
offers a new way of reading it, testing language by virtue of the American tongue, making it a true “remnant of energy” for 
which only the poet can take responsibility.”  
 
Biography:  John Ashbery was born in Rochester, New York in 1927. Best known as a poet, he is the author of over 20 
books of poetry including Some Trees, which was selected by W.H. Auden for the Yale Younger Poets Series and Self-
Portrait in a Convex Mirror, which received the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, the National Book Critics Circle Award and the 
National Book Award. He has served as executive editor of ARTnews magazine and as the art critic for New York and 
Newsweek magazines. A member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters and the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, Ashbery served as Chancellor of the Academy of American Poets from 1988 to 1999.  He has received two 
Guggenheim Fellowships and was a MacArthur Fellow from 1985 to 1990. His work has been translated into more than 20 
languages. John Ashbery lives in New York. 
 
Summary:  This collection reveals, for the first time in one volume, the remarkable evolution of Ashbery’s poetry from the 
mid-1980s to the present, and offers an irresistible sampling of some of the finest work by a poet The New York Times Book 
Review called a “national treasure”. This long-awaited volume, a new selection of his later poems, spans ten major collections 
by this most visionary and influential poet. Chosen by the author himself, the poems herein represent Ashbery’s best work 
from the past two decades, from the critically acclaimed April Galleons and Flow Chart to the 2005 National Book Award 
finalist Where Shall I Wander.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

  
Canadian Winner 

 

 
 
The Holy Forest: Collected Poems of Robin Blaser ●  Robin Blaser 
University of California Press 
 
Judges’ Citation:   “There is an irony in the presumption that the universe contains the “collected” poems of Robin 
Blaser. Within the five hundred pages of The Holy Forest moves a lifetime’s thought such as we are not used to or 
prepared for. Whitman was not fooling when he said that a poet, an extraordinary poet, can himself be a cosmos. But as 
sidereal as Blaser’s lines become, we never forget that the purpose is human living every day inside what is. In a review of 
an earlier volume with the same title (bravely published in Canada by Coach House and later listed by Talonbooks), Brian 
Fawcett wrote: “His truest poetic instinct is that cosmology is at once humanity’s fundamental pursuit - and the source of 
our most screamingly funny ironies, misapprehensions and pratfalls.” Blaser is solemn enough to approach Dante 
Alighieri as a “Great Companion,” and serious enough to maintain that “the truth is laughter” we might find some 
afternoon on the darkest pavement.” 

 
 Biography:  Robin Blaser is one of North America’s most outstanding poets of the postwar period, having emerged from 

the Berkeley Renaissance of the 1940s and 1950s as a central figure in that burgeoning literary scene. He is Professor 
Emeritus at Simon Fraser University and has published several books of poems and numerous essays, many of which are 
included in The Fire: Collected Essays of Robin Blaser (University of California Press, 2006). Blaser established himself 
as a key figure on the west coast of British Columbia and an important influence among Canadian experimental poets such 
as George Bowering, Steve McCaffery, bp Nichol, Erín Moure and Daphne Marlatt. Blaser also penned an English and 
Latin opera libretto entitled The Last Supper. On May 31st, 2006, the legendary poet was honoured with The Griffin Trust 
for Excellence in Poetry's first Lifetime Recognition Award. 
 

 Summary:  The Holy Forest, now spanning five decades, is Blaser’s highly acclaimed lifelong serial poem. This long-
awaited revised and expanded edition includes numerous published volumes of verse, the ongoing ‘Image-Nation’ and 
‘Truth Is Laughter’ series and new work from 1994 to 2004. Blaser’s passion for word making draws inspiration from the 
major poets and philosophers of our time – from friends and peers such as Robert Duncan, Jack Spicer and Steve 
McCaffery to virtual companions in thought such as Hannah Arendt, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, among others. 
This comprehensive compilation of Blaser’s prophetic meditations on the histories, theories, emotions, experiments, and 
countermemories of the late twentieth century will stand as the definitive collection of his unique and luminous poetic 
oeuvre. 
 

 


