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OZET
Doktora Tezi
Wallace Stevens: Geleneksel Modernist
Hakan DIBEL

Dokuz Eyliil Universitesi
Sosyal Bilimler Enstitlisu
Amerikan Kultirt ve Edebiyati Anabilim Dall

Amerikan Kulttrl ve Edebiyati Programi

Wallace Stevenssiiri ve estetigi hemen hemen timdayle, belirli bir soru
etrafinda insa edilmis merkezi bir modernist paradigmanin binyesinde yer
almaktadir: tikenmis bir gelenasin temeli Gzerinde bir siir ve bir kiltir nasil
yeniden olwturulabilir? Yenile stirme adina, modernist yazarlar ¢@gu zaman
¢ok eskinin, miyadi dolmu olanin, harap olanin, dayaniimaz derecede antikaev
tuhaf olanin sunuculuunu yaparlar. Cok eski olan, Modernist yazinin
motivasyonunun bir parcasidir. T. S. Eliot ve Harotd Bloom’a gore, yeni bir
yetenek, klasikler arasina ancak gecmsi, gelengi en etkili ve yerinde bigimde
ihlal etmenin karmasik dramini yasayarak girebilir. Ancak uyumsuz olan
uygundur. Her donemde hissedilebilen bir yenilgtirme, gelenekten kopma
arzusu olarak modernizm, sanatta ve toplumsal ysantidaki en geleneksel
kultarel gudulerden biridir. Gelenekle modernizm arasindaki ironik, yikici ve
sasilacak bicimde muhafazakar dialektik budur iste.

Wallace Stevens yikici biriydi, ve yikici bir k§i olarak en geleneksel
sairlerden biriydi. Stevens kendisi ve estetik projéeri icin yer acmaya calsan
bir sairdi—radikal, anar sist bir sairdi—ve ayrica Stevens kultlrt olwturup,
onun devamhlgini mimkdin kilan bir sairdi—saglam bir muhafazakardi, bir

muhafizdi. Garip olansu ki, radikalizmi muhafazakarh gindan ayrilamaz.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Siir, Muhayyile, Romantizm, Modernizm



ABSTRACT
Doctoral Thesis
Doctor of Philosophy (PhD)
Wallace Stevens: The Modernist as Traditional
Hakan DIBEL

Dokuz Eylul University
Graduate School of Social Sciences
Department of American Culture and Literature

American Culture and Literature Program

Wallace Stevens wrote poetry and theorized almostnérely within a
major modernist paradigm built around the question: how does one remake a
poetry, and a culture, on the grounds of an exhausd tradition? In the name of
renovation, modernist writers frequently become puveyors of the archaic, the
obsolete, the ruin, the insufferably quaint. The echaic is part of the motivation
for modernist writing. According to T.S. Eliot and Harold Bloom, the fresh
individual talent joins the canon only through the complicated drama of
violating the past, the tradition, most effectivelyand properly. Only the misfit is
befitting. As the timeless desire to innovate, tbreak with tradition, modernism
is one of the most traditional cultural impulses inart and social life. Such is the
ironic, destructive and oddly conservative dialect of tradition and modernism.

Wallace Stevens was a destructive character, and & destructive
character he is one of the most traditional poets. Stevens was a poet who
cleared ground for himself and his aesthetic projgs—he was a radical,
anarchistic poet—and also a poet who made culturena its continuance
possible—he was a staunch conservative, a conserverhe funny thing is, his

very radicalism is part and parcel of his conservasm.

Keywords: Poetry, Imagination, Romanticism, Modernism
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INTRODUCTION

The paradox of Wallace Stevens is that he iscéteet between Romanticism
and Modernism, partaking of both, and complicatio¢h. Wallace Stevens’ aim was
the creation of a supreme fiction, that is, “a posgunivalent to the idea of GodL (
369). In an autobiographical note of 1954, he switly identifies the idea that
dominates his poetry and that gives a teleologibabe to his career. “The author’s
work suggests the possibility of a supreme ficti@wtognized as a fiction, in which
men could propose to themselves a fulfillment” §20). The course of Stevens’
poetic development can best be understood as agiruto overcome the
metaphysical limitations of a simple dualism an@d¢bieve a poetic absolute.

In many passages of his letters, the “Adagia,” &msl essays, Stevens
explicitly avows the transcendental character af upreme fiction. Despite these
avowals, his critics have been reluctant to ackedgé his visionary purpose and
have chosen for the most part to explicate hisrpogithin the boundaries imposed
by the dichotomy of reality and imagination. Foample, Frank Doggett holds that
“the concepts that are submerged in Stevens’ peegryisually some variation of the
idea of the subject-object relationship” (Doggdt®66, ix). Doggett argues that
“there is no dialectic to support” these conceptsl @hat “throughout Stevens’
poetry, the only continuous strand of thought ifumdamental naturalism that is
immediately apparent in the poems learmonium” J. Hillis Miller employs the
same categories but transforms naturalism intdigihi “After the death of the gods
and the discovery of nothingness” Miller argueget\@ns is left in a world made of
two elements: subject and object, mind and mati@ggination and reality.
Imagination is the inner nothingness, while reaistyhe barren external world with
which imagination carries on its endless interceun®td. in Pearce, 1965, 145).
This scheme is susceptible to simple inversiongMbthing is not nothing. It is. It is
being” (157). Joseph Riddel, adopting a perspectheognewhere in between
Doggett’'s naturalism and Miller's phenomenologyesishe same basic formula. He
maintains that in Stevens’ poetry “the images etagilate the self to its world, not
to any greater self or any transcendent world” @IdL965, 32).

In later years, the standard dualistic paradigsfrequently been adapted to
the rhetorical forms of poststructuralism. MillexcaRiddel have both reformulated



their interpretations in deconstructive terms. IHdRegueiro’s views may be taken to
represent an intermediate phase in this processlgbtation. She argues that “the
central concern” of all modern poetry is “the questwholeness” and that this quest
always, necessarily fails. Poetry only “illuminatee dialectic” between imagination
and reality that “it seeks constantly and unsudadgsto resolve. ... Whether
withdrawing into the enclosed space of the intergicreation or dissolving into the
natural world, the poet stands blind and speechiedsont of a reality he cannot
reach or re-create” (Regueiro 9). By defining thetiue force of Stevens’ dialectic
as an illusory telos, Regueiro reduces his poetierprise to an elaborate exercise in
futility. The dynamic principle of this enterprisge only a blind impulse that is
condemned to perpetuating its hopeless longingcfosure. The inevitable step
beyond this sort of interpretation is to attribiite Stevens himself a consciously
deconstructive method. Paul Bové, among othersstakis step. He argues that
Stevens “actively employs the telos-oriented questtaphor against itself not merely
to show that there is no center but to test indicivarious poetic and personal myths
and metaphors in a world with no firm point of mefiece” (Boveé 187).

Stevens’ own view of his poetic enterprise answesgher to the reading
based on a static dualism nor to the reading thiaverts this dualism into an ironic
exercise in linguistic irresolution. In a letter ®848, he declares, “I do not seek a
centre and expect to go on seeking it. | don'tthey | shall not find it or that | do
not expect to find it” I{ 584). The method of Stevens’ seeking is, front fioslast,
dialectical—a ceaseless process of antitheticaimdidation, sublimation, and
synthesis—but in his later poetry the nature of thalectic undergoes a change. The
two poles of the later dialectic are occupied bgaging metaphysical paradigms: on
the one hand, the dualism of mind and reality thfirms Harmonium(1923), and
on the other hand, a transcendental unity of thedrand reality within the “mind of
minds” (CP 254). From the dualistic perspective, fulfillmeonsists of a momentary
rapprochement with reality; it is thus associatéith what Stevens calls the poetry of
normal life, that is, a poetry concerned with “tharth” and “men in their earthy
implications” OP 229). One of these earthy implications is thatitadl parts of the
world constitute only an aggregate of discreetipaldrs; there is no principle of
synthesis that would bind these parts into a “poéthe whole” CP 442). From the



transcendental perspective, fulfillment consistcampleted figurations of sentient
unity. The kind of poetry that is written from thperspective is what, in his later
terminology, Stevens calls “pure poetry,” and tlaeration of this mode constitutes
the quest for a supreme fiction. If “The canceling$he negations are never final”
(CP 414), there are nonetheless moments of suprerfigniaht within the quest,
moments when, as Stevens says in “The Figure ofhvas Virile Poet” (1943), the
poet writes a poem that completely accomplishes phigpose” NA 53). In its
simplest terms, Stevens’ purpose is to render Hirtteemedium through which “the
central mind” comes to knowledge of itseliif 524).

Although many of Stevens’ critics have recognitieat his poetry has some
kind of affinity with Romanticism, most would agregth Walton Litz that Stevens
unequivocally rejects “the mystical transcendentcéhe old romantic” (Litz, 1977,
130). The transcendental element in Stevens’ lapetry has not, however, gone
altogether unnoticed. Three of Stevens’ most premtincritics—Harold Bloom,
Joseph Riddel, and Roy Harvey Pearce—have commanteti, and they offer
divergent opinions about its significance in Stes’emork as a whole. Bloom and
Riddel both argue that the primary, dominant motineStevens’ poetry is the
“composition of self.” (The primacy of “the self$ialso a leading theme in James
Baird's study of Stevens. Baird maintains that 8tev “will not accept a
transcendental reality” [Baird 1968, 74]). In hrsadysis of “Notes toward a Supreme
Fiction” (1942), Bloom argues that Stevens’ suprditigon “will turn out not to be
poetry or a poem but, as in Emerson, Whitman anddgyeorth, to be a poet, to be a
fiction of the self.” However, in reference to agpo of 1948, “Saint John and the
Back-Ache,” Bloom remarks, “Saint John is the Tmglental element in Stevens
himself, the apocalyptic impulse that he has disedsfor so long but that will begin
to break upon in his reveries in ‘An Ordinary Evepiin New Haven’ and ‘The
Rock’ and then will dominate the poems composednfrb952 through 1955”
(Bloom 1976, 206, 208). Riddel locates the suppasegtion of transcendentalism
somewhat earlier iMhe Auroras of Autumi1950). Segregating this volume, he
suggests that “critics could dismiss this kind okfwy, for it is not after all what
poetry is supposed to be unless that poetry isayotic or symbolistic; unless, that

is, the poetry deals with transcendence rather, tharstevens claimed, the human”



(Riddel 1965, 225). Roy Harvey Pearce, in his eatyk on Stevens, felt that the
transcendentalism of the later poetry was “a kihdigease ... It is wanting to have
God’s mind” (Pearce 1965, 123). In a later essaarée announced a decided shift
in sympathy (Pearce 1980, 295). Pearce delineategurmoseful, dramatic
progression in the development of Stevens’ latetnyo

In his pursuit of a visionary fulfillment, Stevesguates himself within a
central Romantic tradition. The normative mode t&v8ns’ visionary poetry is that
of the Romantic sublime—both the elegiac sublimseisted with Keats, Tennyson
and Whitman, and the sublime of celestial grandessociated with these three
figures and with Wordsworth, Shelley, and Emersdhe influence of George
Santayana—poet, philosopher, and Stevens’ mentdamatard—sometimes mingles
with that of the Romantics, but Santayana’s phpdgois not fundamentally
transcendental; it is a philosophy of skepticaltlastscism. At the beginning of
Stevens’ career, the Romantic visionary traditieerss already to have exhausted
itself. The course of Stevens’ career thus invehis historical progression of
Romanticism and describes a cycle from the moderejzudiation of a visionary
tradition to the renewal and continuation of thdition. In much of his early
poetry, Stevens attempts to find what will suffigghin the attenuated Romanticism
of a fin de siécle aestheticism. Most of the poamtdarmoniumpresuppose that the
disclosures of sensory perception are all we knovearth and all we need to know.
In “Sunday Morning” (1915), Stevens seeks to dertratesthat lyric naturalism may
stand in place of the heaven that has been vabgt#dae Christian God. The failure
of this effort reveals itself in “The Comedian & tLetter C” (1922), the first of
Stevens’ long poems that synthesize a whole ehasamaginative life. Crispin, the
comedian, realizes in his poetic progress the #&giextreme of Stevens’
metaphysical premises iHarmonium and he concludes in silence. Assuming a
stance of ironic detachment, Stevens traces hisguoaist’'s gradual absorption into
common material reality. Crispin explicitly commitsmself to an anti-Romantic
ethos, and when Stevens returns from his silen@23(1930) to poetry he
consciously begins to orient himself to the creatd “a new romanticism”L( 350).
The term “a new romanticism” becomes essentiallyivadent to the term “a

supreme fiction”; by describing his visionary gaalnew Romanticism, Stevens both



signals the historical lineage of the supremedittand also designates the modal,
affective range of the themes, images and poetictsires that constitute this fiction.
Through his own articulations of the Romantic swiglj Stevens offers a
sophisticated interpretation of the Romantic visigriradition.

In his effort to create a new Romanticism, Steveéravs heavily from the
major figures of old Romanticism. In Peter Brazeawral biography of Stevens, the
composer John Gruen reports,

He told me that he didn’t know what his poetry nteartimes, that he really
had to think hard as to what he really meant by ithage or that phrase or
that word. He talked about submersion, about wdeisag submerged and
then rising out, that they seemed to have beenehidthd then revealed
themselves. (Brazeau 1983, 207)

If Stevens was not always certain about what hetrganeant, he might have been
equally uncertain of its derivation. Many of thénees of Kant, Tennyson, Emerson,
and others in Stevens’ poetry may well be casesubdmersion.” At other times,
Stevens’ allusive echoes seem consciously designédfine his position in relation
to that of his predecessors, either to oppose thietn align himself with them. In
“Evening without Angels” (1934), for example, heeses to be directing a conscious
polemic against Shelly’s “Mont Blanc.” In “A Prinive Like an Orb” (1948), his
theme, imagery, and diction are overtly Emersoni#thether consciously or
unconsciously constructed, the subtext of allusionStevens’ work enriches and
illuminates the primary text. Like the robe of peadter death in “The Owl in the
Sarcophagus” (1947), Stevens’ poetry has

The whole spirit sparkling in its cloth
Generations of the imagination piled
In the manner of its stitching<CP 434)

The purposeful creation of the complex set of mpieyaical hypotheses,
mythic motifs, and dialectical structure that cam$es the supreme fiction emerges
very gradually in Stevens’ workn Ideas of Order(1936), he makes considerable
progress toward reconstructing the Romantic sublimenetheless, many of his
doctrinal declarations in this volume reiteratespm’s assumption that “his soil is
man'’s intelligence” CP 36), and in those poems—such as “The Idea of Gad€ey
West” (1934)—that suggest a transcendental presdreceefrains from explicitly

transcendental formulations. In “Owl’'s Clover” (B8), he laboriously articulates



the elementary premises of the supreme fiction, langroduces the figure of the
“subman,” a personification of the subconsciousaaaource of archetypal images.
Although the subman disappears after “Owl’'s Cloviémarks an important stage in

the development of Stevens’s theory of pure poasra poetry of mythic vision. In

“The Irrational Element in Poetry” (1936), an essajtten to accompany a reading
of “Owl’s Clover,” Stevens begins to formulate tteoretical prepositions that will

govern his later development. He elaborates thesippn between pure and normal
poetry, and he identifies the motive of pure poetsythe desire “to find the good
which, in the Platonic sense, is synonymous witd'GOP 222).

The fulfillment Stevens seeks is a poetic visibthe supreme spirit creating
space and time and manifesting itself in each meact of human consciousness.
Within this spirit, all oppositions—between minddamaterial reality, here and there,
then and now, signifier and signified, and the wdlial and the whole—are resolved
in a “pure principle” of sentient relatio€P 418). The pure principle animates “The
essential poem at the centre of thingSP(440) that generates the appearances both
of phenomenal reality and of poetry. To write ppétat figures forth this generative
source is to construct a paradoxical mediation betwthe conditions of conscious
human existence—a consciousness that exists ongugh limitation and
distinction—and a perfect universal presence thah lembodies and transcends
these limitations. Such poetry is “A difficult appeption” CP 440), and the
moments of fulfillment within this quest can newer preserved in the form of stable
doctrinal constructs. They nonetheless constitateelistones for the spiritual and
aesthetic authenticity of Stevens’ “new romanticisit is in the nature of the
supreme fiction that it cannot be “fixedNA 34), but for all that, “it is not / Less
real” (CP418).

In Parts of a World(1942) andTransport to Summefl947), Stevens both
elaborates the mythic motifs that give form to sia@reme fiction and also develops
the metaphysical dialectic through which it is trealized. IrParts he establishes
his visionary goal as the poetic realization ofststial unity” CP 215), and he
opposes this ideal to the pluralistic belief thatdrds are not forms of a single word.
/ In the sum of the parts, there are only the p&@$ 204). Words that are forms of

a single word would constitute an intellective sture that contains both the external



world and the sub-intellective or “irrational” compents of experience. Many of the
motifs that illustrate Stevens’ conception of esisérunity originate in the earlier
poetry, but it is inParts that Stevens decisively undertakes to fashion “Gresat
structure” CP 502) of the supreme fiction, a structure thatal-meferential, self-
qualifying, and all-inclusive.

Most of the poems ifParts and Transportare in some sense notes toward a
supreme fiction. Although many of these notes mtigevard” Stevens’ visionary
goal chiefly by defining the dialectical negatiansresponse to which he articulates
his conception of the supreme fiction, the dominamvement is always one of
synthesis with the ever-expanding pattern of theamesmotifs that culminates in the
visionary mythology ofAuroras Transportcontains both his finest realizations of
the poetry of normal life and also his most advdnpeeparations for a poetry of
mythic vision. InTransporthe surveys virtually the whole range of visionemages:
for example, the giant, the diamond crown, the aicclyueen, white light as the
radiance at the “centre of all circlesCR 366), the circle, the book, the stars, music,
and the “breath” of the spirit. In “Notes towardSapreme Fiction,” “Description
Without Place” (1945), and other poems, he expotnglsheory of “belief” in “The
fiction of an absolute” QP 404). In three major poems written in 1947 andyear
1948—"The Owl in the Sarcophagus,” “The Aurorasfotumn,” and “A Primitive
Like and Orb"—Stevens gathers together the idedsimages of a poetic lifetime,
and he fashions these materials into a comprehemsithology of life, death, and
the imagination. It is in these poems that he patet most closely to what he calls
“the ultimate intellect” CP 433). In his later poetry, Stevens continues tllase
between the modes of pure and normal poetry, amnisifigurations of pure poetry
he reflects on and re-creates the resolutions efntiajor visionary poems. The
Romantic sublime constantly threatens to inveslfitsnto nihilistic vacancy, and
Stevens must often take refuge in tragic sublimmgtiof Romantic grandeur. He
cannot surpass his former achievements, and, bagimvith “An Ordinary Evening
in New Haven” (1949), the necessity of repetitioithim “a dwindled sphere”GP
504) becomes a source of passionate frustratiohnirior

Stevens’ poetry and prose constitute an inteldavama and a commentary

on that drama. Although most of Stevens’ bettdiosrihave assumed that his poetry



is in some sense “philosophical,” the precise weighbe given to the “ideas” in his
poetry remains a matter of some perplexity. Forngda, while Frank Doggett
explicitly focuses his discussion on the philosgphicontent of Stevens’ poetry, he
deprecates the intrinsic significance of this contéle warns against any effort to
discover “a body of philosophic doctrine” in thegiy, and he argues that “the
concepts that emerge from long reading of the gaEtStevens are so slight and so
basic that any elementary course in philosophy uldccgield all of them” (Doggett
1966, viii). Even if we concede the justice of thedservations, it is still necessary
to consider Stevens a serious philosophical poet. gdetry is philosophical not
because the metaphysical hypotheses it containstiakengly original but because
they are elemental. Stevens’ poetry subsists withirgenuinely philosophical
atmosphere where a metaphysical perspective cdydrdluences the quality of
experience. The dualistic and transcendental pgwediare not for Stevens merely
hypotheses propounded for the sake of their diakdcpotential; they are primary
modes of being. While they are susceptible to mcatibn and elaboration, Stevens
responds to them, at any given moment, with thé kihimmediacy with which he
responds to the weather, and indeed, they ofteh thirir symbolic correlatives in
metaphors of the sky, the air, and the light.

In a letter of 1948, Stevens remarks that “theradthing that | desire more
intensely than to make a contribution to the themfrpoetry” L 585). The essays
written between 1936 and 1951 answer to this deaird the theory of poetry that
emerges most distinctly from these essays is orevagionary Romanticism. In the
development and exposition of this theory, Stevertsampered both by occasional
lapses in discursive clarity and by difficultiehérent in the theory itself. As in his
poetry, he sometimes confuses the dualistic anttéinecendental conceptions of the
world, and he is not always clear about the metsiphl/status of “reality.” At times,
the transcendental conception cannot be propetlgubated within the forms of
rational discourse. In “A Collect of Philosophy’981), Stevens declares that the
function of “cosmic poetry” is to “make us realitet we are creatures, not of a part,
which is our everyday limitation, but of a wholer fwhich, for the most part, we
have as yet no languageDP 189). Accordingly, as Steven says in “The Relation
between Poetry and Painting” (1951), “The theorypoktry ... often seems to



become in time a mystical theologyNA 173). The referent of a supreme fiction is
an object that is no object; it is an illimitableepence that contains all other objects.
No simply mimetic theory of poetic figuration camcaunt for the problematic
interaction between the poetic artifice and thealitg’ that is both its source and
end. The presence to be depicted in this artiBagot a stable set of relations but the
very principle of relation itself. Any definitionfahis principle must acknowledge
simultaneously the ceaseless activity of the ppiecas process and its equilibrium
as the continuous unity of all process. That isrgwlefinition must implicitly
contain its own paradoxical negative and so suspeself in a constitutive
ambiguity. Despite the confusions and difficultideat attend Stevens’ visionary
enterprise, he does “arrive at the end of my lodic’861), and in his essays he
identifies the basic terms and principles that tiarts this logic.

Stevens'’ first sustained effort at expository pros poetry is the 1936 essay
“The Irrational Element in Poetry.” Stevens’ chiplirpose in “The Irrational
Element” is to identify the essence of poetry. leaklishes his own definition of
pure poetry as a modification of the definitionegivby the Abbé Bremond, a Jesuit
theologian who “elucidated a mystical motive” ftwetwriting of poetry QP 221).
“In his opinion, one writes poetry to find God.” tontrast to this strictly religious
definition, Stevens declares that “pure poetry ideem that has grown to be
descriptive of poetry in which not the subject kibhe poetry of the subject is
paramount” QP 222). By “the true subject” Stevens probably metesdescriptive,
narrative, or expository content of a poem. By “tbeetry of the subject” he
probably means the purely aesthetic effect of smmtlimagery. In a letter of 1935,
he remarks that “wheHarmoniumwas in the making there was a time when 1 liked
the idea of images and images alone, or imageshendhusic of verse together. |
then believed in pure poetry, as it was calledillllsave a distinct liking for that sort
of thing” (L 228). In the same letter, he remarks that theiopithat his poetry is
“entirely without ideas” seems *“ridiculously wroiglhe fin de siecle opposition
between moralism (content) and aestheticism (faunyives in Stevens’ thinking. In
another letter of 1935, he contrasts “pure poetvith “didacticism.” Although he
declares that “my real danger is not didacticisot, dbstraction,” he concedes that

“abstraction looks very much like didacticisni” 802). More decisively, in one of



the “Adagia,” he contrasts pure poetry with bottaditicism and philosophy, and he
urges himself to “seek those purposes that ardyptire purposes of the pure poet”
(this adage is from the early 193@P 157).

Stevens suggests that the advantage of pure p@epgetry of images and
music alone, is that it gives “a sense of the fnesk or vividness of life.” In “The
Irrational Element,” he places himself among “thede seek for the freshness and
strangeness of poetry in fresh and strange pld€#3228). At the time of this essay,
Stevens drives toward an exclusive identificatidn tlee imagination with the
subconscious, and he sets the imagination in radipposition to the unpoetic
conscious intellect. He suggests that “the irrati@ement is merely poetic energy,”
and he explains that he is obsessed with the drali because “we expect the
irrational to liberate us from the rationaDP 219, 226). In “Owl’s Clover,” Stevens
embodies the irrational in the figure of the subpidime man below the man below
the man, / Steeped in night’s opium, evading d&P 66), and he explicitly elevates
this figure above the authority of the consciousllact:

We have grown weary of the man that thinks.
He thinks and it is not true. The man below
Images and it is true.

Stevens yields authority to the subman becauss the isource of archetypal images,
the consciousness within an ancestral memory bunigtie mind. The subman is
“born within us as a second self, / A self of pasamho have never diedOP 67).

In canto ten of “Esthétique du Mal” (1944), Stevavill use the Jungian term
animato describe “the child of a mother fierce / In bisdy, fiercer in his mind,
merciless / To accomplish the truth in his intedhge” CP 321). In a letter of 1909,
Stevens divulges a new insight into a conceptian tie claims has “always” been a
part of his thought:

Music, stirring something within us, stirs the Mamol do not mean our
personal Memory... but our inherited Memory, the Meynwe have derived
from those who lived before us in our own race, andother races,
illimitable, in which we resume the whole past lid¢ the world, all the
emotions, passions, experiences of the millions @mtons of men and
women now dead, whose lives have insensibly passedur own ... It is a
memory deep in the mind, without images, so vadus only ... Music,
touching it subtly, vaguely awakens ... What oneefistto at a concert ... is
not only the harmony of sounds, but the whisperwig innumerable
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responsive spirits ... momentarily revived, that kkie the invisible motions

of the mind wavering between dreams and sldef36)

Although Stevens will eventually alter his beligat this memory subsists “without
images,” music remains a fundamental element ofvisg®nary experience. His
application of music to the idea of an ancestrainmg may have been suggested to
him in part by Emerson’s discussion of inheritethejec characteristics as fate: “In
different hours a man represents each of severhisofncestors, as if there were
seven or eight of us rolled up in each man’s skimnd they constitute the variety of
notes for that new piece of music which his lifé (Emerson 1904, 10). In his
commentary on “Sombre Figuration,” Stevens declahes “the future must bear
within it every past, not least the pasts that hbgeome submerged in the sub-
conscious, things in the experience of races3{3).

In “The Irrational Element,” Stevens’ preoccupatiwith the imaginative
functions of the subconscious begins to merge Wishaestheticism and to give it
new depth. At the same time, this preoccupationpimates the conflict between his
aestheticism and his tendency toward the absteaabiv “didactic.” While his
conception of the subconscious as the source afimyhages continues to exert a
potent influence on his poetry, in his later wank influence of “the man below” is
reunited with that of the conscious, reflectiveelld@ct. In his letter of 1940
commenting on “Sombre Figuration,” Stevens rematikat in this poem the
imagination “is treated as an activity of the sumsxcious” [ 373). Later, in 1945
and 1946, he will declare that “if people are tadme dependent on poetry for any
of the fundamental satisfactions, poetry must favéancreasingly intellectual shape
and power” and, further, that “supreme poetry carptoduced only on the highest
possible level of the cognitivel (526, 500).

In short, “The Irrational Element” exhibits selfttradictory confusion. The
tendency to abstraction Stevens had earlier mezdias a danger converges with the
aestheticism to which it was formerly opposed, tredresult is a makeshift form of
Platonism that holds the balance against his exatggeirrationalism.

While it can lie in the temperament of very fewusfto write poetry in order
to find God, it is probably the purpose of eaclusto write poetry to find the
good which, in the Platonic sense, is synonymou$ \@od. One writes
poetry, then, in order to approach the good in idnhirmonious and orderly.
(OP222)
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The wordsharmoniousand orderly evoke the aesthetic ethos ldarmoniumand
Ideas of Order Four years after “The Irrational Element,” in @&morandum on
poetry to Henry Church, Stevens writes:

The major poetic idea in the world is and always haen the idea of God.
One of the visible movements of the modern imaginais the movement
away from the idea of God. The poetry that credtedidea of God will
neither adapt it to our different intelligence, @eate a substitute for it, or
make it unnecessary. These alternatives probabhnntiee same thingL (
378)

These alternatives mean the same thing for Stelwiemself in that by adapting the
idea of God to our different intelligence, he paes a substitute for the traditional
idea.

In 1936, Stevens has established the two poleseket which the later
propositions of his visionary poetry will be compaoled. At one pole there is the
Platonic impulse toward intellectual order, anditeg other the Romantic impulse
toward a common center of sublimity—order and myst8oon, Stevens turns his
attention to the distinction between pure and nbonopotry. The poetry of normal
life, a poetry of sensual immediacy, flourisheshmita dualistic view of the world.
In “Credences of Summer” (1946), the oppositionweenn the mind and reality
results in a shock of satisfied recognition; théemal world is a rock, “the visible
rock, the audible, / The brilliant mercy of a swepose” CP 375). Pure poetry, in
contrast, presupposes and articulates a transcepidieciple of pure sentient relation
that comprehends both the mind and reality withia anity of “the central mind”
(CP524). Insofar as there is a difference of subje&tter in pure and normal poetry,
one might say that in normal poetry there is manecern for personality and for the
relation of the self to the social and politicalndo In “Of Modern Poetry” (1940),
Stevens says of poetry that

It has to be living, to learn the speech of trecel
It has to face the men of the time and to meet
The women of the time. It has to think about wapP 240)

Pure poetry takes as its subject “the forms of ghtuthat are also the forms of
phenomenal reality GP 432). The ultimate purpose of pure poetry is toegiv
figurative form to “the essential poem at the cerf things” CP 440). In many of

his major longer poems, Stevens not only alternb&t®een these two modes but
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also mingles their tonal affects. The dominant ibhaf normal poetry is that of a

robust delight in the physical world, and the doamintonality of pure poetry is that
of a passionate absorption in the Romantic sublBtevens frequently reformulates
this modal polarity in his prose, and the dialedtimterplay between these two
modes provides the main thematic structure foofalhe later volumes of poetry.

In an address to the Poetry Society of America981, Stevens defines pure
poetry: “In one direction poetry moves toward thigmate things of pure poetry; in
the other it speaks to great numbers of peoplegbbms, making extraordinary texts
and memorable music out of what they feel and kn@@f 240). What Stevens
means by “the ultimate things of pure poetry” hectlises in “A Collect of
Philosophy,” also written in 1951: “The idea of Giedhe ultimate poetic ideaOP
193).

The equivocal manner of Stevens’ enunciationsuop@se in “The Irrational
Element” stands in striking contrast to the conficke with which he articulates the
spiritual role of the poet in “A Collect of Philggloy.” These two essays are
separated by a period of fifteen years, and thaltand doctrinal contrasts between
them can be measured out in stages through the/seswdtten in the interim.
Stevens’ next two prose works are “The Noble Rided the Sound of Words”
(1941) and “The Figure of the Youth as Virile Po€1943). In both these essays,
Stevens is preparing the ground for the “suprerfetéthat it is “inevitable” that he
should makel( 445).

In “The Noble Rider,” Stevens’ affirmations remabscure; he speaks of a
“nobility which is our spiritual height and depthut he declares that “nothing could
be more evasive and inaccessibiA(33). After a series of declarations about what
he is not thinking of, he openly avows that heggdding a definition. If it is defined,
it will be fixed and it must not be fixed’NA 34). In “Virile Poet,” though he
swaddles his objective in an elaborately cautigusax, he is far more explicit about
what constitutes our spiritual height and depth.imieduces his topic by remarking
on the “sense of liberation” a poet feels when higes a poem that “completely
accomplishes the purpose of the po®&tA{G0). To describe this feeling, he edges up
to a “state of elevation” by means of a series @iditional hypotheses: “If ... we

speak of liberation ... of justification ... of purifition ... the experience of the poet
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is of no less a degree than the experience of tstich (NA 50). In defining the
guasi-mystical quality of this experience, Stevewmin resorts to a conditional
sentence structure, and he takes further precaubgnuggling the mood and tense
of his verbs.

If we say that the idea of God is merely a poaleai even if the supreme

poetic idea ... the feeling ... of a perfection touchedf we say these things

and if we are able to see the poet who achieveddaddplaced Him in His

seat in heaven in all His glory, the poet himselfwould have seemed ... a

man who needed what he had created, uttering tima$pf joy that followed

his creation.{JA51)

After he has announced his purpose, Stevens desdrita much more direct
way the program he has undertaken to enable hifwselthieve it. “Having elected
to exercise his power to the full and at its heighthe may begin its exercise by
studying it in exercise and proceed little by déiftths he becomes his own master, to
those violences which are the maturity of his a@essiNA 63). “Notes toward a
Supreme Fiction,” written the year before “Viril@&,” is one such exercise. In a
letter of 1946, three years after this essay, $tevaites that “this is a time for the
highest poetry”I( 526).

Stevens’ poetry involves both the human and theindjv and it
simultaneously employs metaphysical abstraction aetietypal symbolism. In an
essay of 1948, “Imagination as Value,” Stevens s¢eklefine the essence of poetry,
and the definition he gives implicitly provides ationale for the major visionary
poems of 1947 and 1948. He suggests that “theofifilne imagination” consists in
the effort “to satisfy, say, the universal mind,ig¥h in the case of a poet, would be
the imagination that tries to penetrate to basiages, basic emotions, and so to
compose a fundamental poetry even older than thiertnworld” (NA 144). In “Two
or Three Ideas” (1951), Stevens offers an evocanedysis of mythology, and he
explains how a poetry of mythic vision enablespbet to fulfill “a spiritual role” in
the modern world@P 206). He proposes to discuss the kind of respongemust
feel at the death of the gods, and he professeshéosake of simplicity, to “speak
only of the ancient and the foreign god®R 205). In fact, what he describes is the
“experience of annihilation” at the death of theri€flan God and his sacramental
entourage QP 207). “To see the gods dispelled in mid-air argtdive like clouds is
one of the great human experiences. It is not #gelif had gone over the horizon to
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disappear for a time; nor as if they had been @reec by other gods of greater
power and profounder knowledge. It is simply theyt came to nothing'GP 206).
By merging his culture’s god(s) with those of theciant world, Stevens can
generalize about the recurrent experience of &gt;fand by distancing himself with
the pretext of discussing a remote calamity, he itastrate, in a manner at once
dispassionate and poignant, the experience hesrefavith more reticence in a letter
of 1940: “My trouble, and the trouble of a greatnyaeople, is the loss of belief in
the sort of God in Whom we were all bought up tbelve. Humanism would be the
natural substitute, but the more | see of humartisenless | like it” [ 348). The
cause Stevens assigns for the death of the gotteigmergence of “a different
aesthetic” in which “the difference was that ofiatenser humanity”@P 212). The
result of this change was, first, that “it left feeling dispossessed and alone in a
solitude, like children without parents,” so thatk man had “to resolve life and the
world in his own terms” QP 207). In “Sunday Morning” (1915), Stevens had
declared that we live in an “island solitude, unsgwred, free” CP 70), and within
this solitude the terms of resolution he had pregosere those of an intenser
humanity. “Divinity must live within herself: / Pai®ns of rain, or moods in falling
snow” (CP 67). The course of Stevens’ poetic developmentircosa that the more
he saw of this kind of humanism the less he likethi“Asides on the Oboe” (1940),
he declares that “It is a question, now, / Of filalief” and that “It is time to
choose” CP 250). The choice he makes is not to renounceaals gout to fashion
new ones. In “Two or Three Ideas,” he seeks toarphnd justify this choice. He
argues that if the old gods have proven themsddydbeir death to be nothing more
than “a definition of perfection in ideal creatufethen the poet retains as their
legacy the capacity for making new definitions effpction in ideal creatures of his
own imagining OP 212). The gods are the “personae of a peremptemagon and
glory”; they are those companions we create bectneseare “at least assumed to be
full of the secret of things” and “in any event bea themselves ... the peculiar
majesty of mankind’s sense of wortlf©P 208).

So long as Stevens was content to define pureypwepurely aesthetic terms
(music and images), he had no pressing need tectedin the relations between

poetry and philosophy. Once he begins to redefure poetry as a spiritual quest, he
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must directly confront the issue of conceptual eohtand defend the claims of
poetry, as against those of philosophy, for cogaitsupremacy. His method for
accomplishing these purposes is, on the one harfdrmh a rapprochement between
poetry and philosophy by establishing their comrtyuaf metaphysical interests and,
on the other hand, to elevate poetry as a more ledenform of knowledge. In
“Virile Poet,” Stevens sets philosophy and poetryan equal footing. They both
seek “truth,” and both imagination and reason a¥eemsary compliments of any
“complete” idea NA 42). Having established this equation of aim and
complementarity of function, Stevens goes a stefhdéu and designates poetry as
“superior” (NA 43), but he has not yet found any cogent way bflaang this claim.
He says that the pleasure of the imagination is fileasure of powers that create a
truth that cannot be arrived at by reason aloneuth that the poet recognizes by
sensation” NA 58).

The degree to which Stevens felt the feeblenebssaksort to sensationalism
may be measured by the violence with which, in ‘tymation as Value,” he swings
back the other way. He quotes Ernst Cassirer’s aclenization of Schelling’s
Romantic theory of the imagination. “The true poas not the work of the
individual artist; it is forever perfecting itsélffNA 136). Stevens endorses this view
of the imagination, which he dubs “the imaginatas1metaphysics’'NA 138), and
he singles out as its essential feature the do\abstraction. “The imagination is the
only genius. It is intrepid and eager and the em&reof its achievement lies in
abstraction” NA 139). The greatest threat to this achievemenths fomantic,”
which subsists in “minor wish-fulfillments” and “iacapable of abstraction.”

Stevens’ designation of his nemesis as “the romans confusing; the
opposite of “the romantic,” the imagination as rpéigsics, is precisely what
Cassirer calls “romantic thought”NA 136). In the letter in which Stevens recalls
identifying “pure poetry” with “images and the masof verse,” he implicitly
concedes that such poetry could be designated fai@ee’ (L 288). In one of the
“Adagia,” he says that “romanticism is to poetryawlthe decorative is to painting”
(OP 169). When, therefore, in “Imagination as Valuég indicts the romantic
because it “belittles” the imagination, he is ingly repudiating his former

association with an attenuated form of Romanticism.
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In “A Collect of Philosophy,” Stevens returns tdét question of supremacy
as between philosophy and poetr@R 200). Imagination is superior to reason, but
only insofar as it makes use of reason. At the stime, philosophers are granted a
degree of poetic status in that “their ideas aterofriumphs of the imagination.” The
conclusion, then, is not that either reason or ima&gn alone is supreme, but that
“when they act in concert they are supreme” togei@® 201).

In conceiving of poetry as committed to meaningétitement, Stevens
unavoidably involves himself in the question of podelief. In dealing with this
guestion, he consistently assumes that absoluitef blat is, a belief in the absolute
validity of any proposition, is obsolete. He bebswhat the single most distinctive
feature of the modern mind is its recognition thktpropositions are hypothetical,
approximate, conjectural. In a letter of 1940, Stewvremarks that “the history of
belief will show that it has always been in a ficti (L 370). Belief has always been
an adherence to fictional constructs, but it isyanlthe modern world that this fact
has been recognized. It is to the older, naive fofrbelief that Stevens is referring
when he says that “poetry does not address itsddetiefs” (NA 144). Poetry does
not pretend to give an incontrovertible, factuat@amt of supreme beings and
supreme truths, but it does seek to figure fortim’siaxperience of apprehending the
divine. It is in this sense that though poetryiagsife, “the incredible is not a part of
poetic truth. On the contrary, what concerns ugdetry ... is the belief of credible
people in credible things'NA 53). Stevens’ distinction between the two kinds of
belief is at work beneath the seemingly paradoxiledinition of modern man with
which he concludes “A Collect of Philosophy”: “t as if in a study of modern man
we predicated the greatness of poetry as the firedsure of his stature, as if his
willingness to believe beyond belief was what halenhim modern and was always
certain to keep him so'QP 202). To believe beyond belief is to employ poetsy
the medium of a provisional knowledge of an ultiengpiritual reality. The existence
of any such reality is not itself subject to lodipeoof. It is a poetic hypothesis, and
its value as a hypothesis can be measured onlisleffect. For Stevens, “the idea of
God is the ultimate poetic ideaOP 193) because it most fully satisfies the poetic
need for a complete figurative synthesis. It 5,Sevens often says, a product of

“desire.” Although mythic-poetic figurations areuff of the secret of things,” they
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can never invest their secret with the status leélgef that is “final” in the sense of a
fixed, dogmatic conviction in theoretical principle

In a letter of 1945, Stevens declares that “fortheemost important thing is
to realize poetry,” and he defines this need as tbsire to contain the world wholly
within one’s ... perception of it"l{ 501). Short of solipsism, the only way in which
Stevens can contain the world within a poetic amgstis to conceive of both
external reality and the individual mind as dependeements of “the universal
mind.” Stevens’ supreme fiction as the poem thahifans an image of God—"the
central mind’—uvalidates this image by attributirigo the creative agency of God
himself. As Stevens puts it, in one of the “Adaygfdhe mind that in heaven created
the earth and the mind that on earth created heaees, as it happened, on€R
176).

The fulfillment that Stevens proposes to himselhis supreme fiction is to
become the medium through which God achieves krayeleof himself. Stevens
begins to draw toward this conclusion in “Virile &3 where he declares that “an
idea of God,” if it satisfied both reason and inmagion, “would establish a divine
beginning and end for us” (NA 42). It is in thisag, also, that he identifies his quest
as a determination to find “a center of poetryisor noeudvital” (NA 44). He
explains the source of “that sense of the possibif a remote, a mysticalis or
noeudvita” by describing “the way a poet feels when he iging ... To describe it
by exaggerating it, he shares the transformationtosay apotheosis, accomplished
by the poem” A 49). In one of the “Adagia,” he is less diffidefit. God and the
imagination are one. 2. The thing imagined is thaginer. ... Hence, | suppose, the
imaginer is God” QP 178). Stevens’ formulations of these principleshably draw
support from similar formulation in Emerson. In ‘“tNee,” Emerson defines “ldeas”
as “immortal necessary uncreated natures,” anddweea that “no man touches these
divine natures, without becoming, in some degrémsélf divine” (Emerson 1904,
56). The hedging phrase “in some degree” would Hawed a responsive ear in
Stevens. In “The Over-Soul,” Emerson is more dir€Ehe simplest person who in
his integrity worships God, becomes God” (Emerse041 292). For Stevens, “the
imaginer is God” because in writing poetry the psieares in the sentient principle

that creates the world and that achieves self-matiog in human thought. This is
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the idea that Stevens in “Imagination as Value” paslounder the title “the
Imagination as metaphysics,” the idea that “the tmork of art, whatever it may be,

is not the work of the individual artist. It is t@nand it is place, as these perfect
themselves’NA 139).
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CHAPTER ONE
A DECREATIVE POETICS

1.1. PEARCE AND REGUEIRO

“We keep coming back and coming back / To the reéalthe hotel instead of
the hymns / That fall upon it out of the windCR 471). Lines like these set the tone
for much Stevens criticism. The critic, like Staseprotagonist, seeks the “poem of
pure reality”. The dialectic of the imaged and tbal is not resolved in the poem but
dissolved by an “eye made clear of uncertaintyhwiite sight / Of simple seeing,
without reflection”. Imagination takes on “a nogtal shine” (473). The reflected
light of the imagination is devalued in favor ofelit intuitive perception.

This “decreative” approach reacts against earlydisg+—William Van
O’Connor’s The Shaping Spirit: A Study of Wallace StevEi#b0) and Robert
Pack’'s Wallace Stevens: An Approach to His Poetry andugho(1958), for
example—that see Stevens as a celebrant of posigimation, and to later books by
Riddel and Doggett that explore philosophical andtgal assumptions defining the
creative/aesthetic dimension in Stevens. Settiegopposing standardhe Act of
the Mind: Essays on the Poetry of Wallace Stey&865), edited by Pearce and
Miller, and Pearce’sThe Continuity of American Poetrf1961) find Stevens
skeptical of the imagination’s validity—a prophédtpmstmodernism, writing at the
limits of language, exposing, with metaphorical nies, the inadequacy of
metaphorical imagination. Poetic language is tdrback by the opacity of the
external and the ferocity of the subconscious nmaker The extreme of this view,
developed in RegueiroBhe Limits of Imagination: Wordsworth, Yeats, &tdvens
(1976), sees the imagination wholly discreditedthe later poetry: Stevens, to
overcome subjective obscurations, performs vanmoestal and linguistic gymnastics
that thwart the imagination, making possible a l&t@n of “the things themselves.”
The poet becomes a de-creator inscribing an awstiippoetry.

Stevens’ essay “The Relations between Poetry amatiffl supplies the
central terminology for decreative criticism:

Simone Weil says that decreation is making pass fiee created to the
uncreated, but that destruction is making pass ftbm created to
nothingness. Modern reality is a reality of deticea in which our
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revelations are not revelations of belief, but pnecious portents of our
own powers.NNA174)

Decreation appears to advocate a counter-creativity destruction of poetic
structures for the sake of disclosure.

Pearce offers a seminal analysis of decreative egg®s: “The poet as
decreator apprehends reality as it has been béfiorbefore’ can be used in a
dialectical and not a temporal sense) it could berapme and transformed by the
poet as creator” (Pearce, 1961, 412). Here desreapens onto the “thing-in-itself”
as logically prior. Pearce distinguishes Stevéai®r poetry: “At the end Stevens
wants to conceive of confronting reality directhypt as it might be mediated by
formal elegancies of words. Poetic form is madedgate itself and to point to an
ultimate vision beyond the poems” (382). Stevemsl@creator becomes a kind of
inverse transcendentalist: “Where Emerson wasedrivn the end to postulate a
nature beyond nature, a supernatural, Stevens vpagidilate a reality within reality,
an intranatural, or an infranatural” (413).

Frank Kermode, focusing on Weil’'s use of the tedacreation,” argues that
it is an act of “renunciation, considered as atoreact like that of God. God could
create only by hiding himself. Decreation implibe deliberate repudiation (not
simply the destruction) of the naturally human andaturally false set of the world:
we participate in the creation of the world by é&&ting ourselves” (Kermode, 1968,
75). Kermode’s explication subverts the creatorn Stevens’ poem “Angel
Surrounded by PaysansCIP 496), the “angel of reality” proclaims:

| am the necessary angel of earth,

Since, in my sight, you see the earth again,

Cleared of its stiff and stubborn, man-locked set,
And, in my hearing, you hear its tragic drone

Rise liquidly in liquid lingerings,

Like watery words awash.
The angelic figure ushers us beyond recalcitraamdlbcked images so that we
experience the fluidity of the earth’s own speedline surface of the poem seems to
repudiate the human and privilege a non-human /tedghty. And certain of
Stevens’ prose comments encourage this readinggkheot without complication:
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The angel is the angel of reality. This is clealyaf the reader is of the idea
that we live in a world of the imagination, in whiceality and contact with it
are the great blessings. For nine readers owmfthe necessary angel will
appear to be the angel of the imagination and ifoe days out of ten that is
true, although it is the tenth day that counts/%3)

Without denying that “we live in a world of the agination,” Stevens affirms
that contact with reality is “the great blessing’life. But as with the controversial
question of decreation, the significance here @v&ts’ figurations—the “angel,”
the “great blessing™—depends on the eccentric doateds and compass of “reality.”
He says elsewhere about “Angel Surrounded”: “Thiatpof the poem is that there
must be in the world about us things that solacgquite as fully as any heavenly
visitation could” L 661). Reality, as conveyed by the angel, is thithlyathe close-
at-hand, necessarily appropriated by poetry whighll§ the role recommended in
section V of “The Man with the Blue Guitar”: to &a the place / Of empty heaven
and its hymns” CP 167). The angel, agent of vision personifying tafeshment
that our glimpse of reality may provide, distindwes itself from the reality it brings
into view; yet the decreative process—an essecigaling away—takes place in the
“sight” and “hearing” of the angel. Existing thrdughe sensibility of a being created
by imagination, the experience which is the “gialassing” is, “like meanings said /
By repetitions of half meanings,” not unmediatecerirahuman. Although the angel
is the angel of reality, not of imagination, it fions as surrogate of an imagination
which transcends egocentrism. As creative/decreatenter, the angel figures an
ascendant form of our own vision, simultaneousliyptiicing the “stubborn, man-
locked set” of ordinary vision and its metaphysiealcomplice, the all-pervasive
vision of the Absolute. The angel of reality shows a world without “concealed
creator” CP 296).

Eleanor Cook, in “The Decreations of Wallace Stsye maintains that
Stevens is “turning Weil’s term to his own usesaidecreation of her decreation, or
a borrowing back of religious terms for seculargesa(Cook 1980, 46). Weighing
the metaphysical implications of Stevens’ usage, d#fines his redefinition of the
word: “Decreation in Stevens’s essay is seeingstiema of the world move from a

schema of something that is created—a world isssay, by divine fiat from the
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Logos—to a schema of something that is uncreatd@). (The recognition that
decreation deconstructs theocentric assumptionsersoores the relatedness of

“decreation,” “the uncreated,” and “our own powérn$, as in Stevens’ “modern
reality... of decreation,” the idea of God is itseéfcreated (as in “the idea of God is
the ultimate poetic idea”QP 193]), what remains is our own improvisational
sensibility. Imagination becomes the ultimate uated—thus Stevens’ conclusion:
man’s truth is the final resolution.

Stevens’ resolution, relying on imaginative getiera projects past the
obsolete and discordant. He writes in “The NobldeRiand the Sound of Words™:
“All the great things have been denied and we ivan intricacy of new and local
mythologies, political, economic, poetic, which asserted with an ever-enlarging
incoherence” A 17). Formerly vigorous, now faded, mythical imaggs that once
“sufficed,” as Stevens says in “Of Modern Poetr@P(239), having been decreated,
are so far replaced only by fragmented, pedestnasthologies. This is the
decreative tenor of modern reality. Riddel saysuali®f Modern Poetry” that it
describes “a world from which the old gods haveaplgeared—or have, as Stevens
says elsewhere and everywhere, become fictionsdd@i 1980, 309). Riddel's
negative association of fictionality with the outtleal evades Stevens’ premise that
the gods were fictions all alongg @870). This is not to de-emphasize their original
relation to reality; as conditions shifted, howevérat relation was dissipated.
Stevens assumes that “imagination loses vitality esases to adhere to what is real”
(NA 6); and on this basis, “it is always at the endmfera. What happens is that it is
always attaching itself to a new reality, and adigeto it. It is not that there is a new
imagination but that there is a new realitfNA 22). The opening lines of “Of
Modern Poetry” describe a Stevensonian decreatigaiion:

The poem of the mind in the act of finding

What will suffice. It has not always had

To find: the scene was set, it repeated what
Was in the script.

Then the theater was changed

To something else. Its past was a souve@iP. Z39)

“What will suffice” is the formula for an originate contemporary fiction. There was
a time, Stevens postulates, when our truths—thimfis of the age (in conjunction
with the “realities” of the age)—seemed pre-essdidd; that time is past. The
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difficult task of “modern poetry” is to composetians sufficient for a “decreative
era.”

Pearce takes into account the inevitable relatibiecreation to creation:
“What is reduced/negated is not the world, realityt rather the imagination itself.
Such a reduction/negation is however, only tempgomamway on to a further stage; in
the course of projecting the decreative process, ithagination discovers ‘the
precious portents of its own powers™ (“Toward Dea&tion,” 289). Pierce’s reading
rests on the putative antagonism between imagmatia reality, incongruent with
Stevens’ notion of their “interdependencedNA 27)—the necessary intimacy on
which, for Stevens, the cycle of decreation andtiwa depends.

Stevens’ poem “So-and-So Reclining on Her Cou@P 295) describes an
artwork for which “The arrangement contains theirdesf / The artist.” Regueiro
says about the poem: “The sculpture is an inteatistructure, created in an act of
consciousness, not of reality. It is not realitgttthe artist reveals in his creation, but
himself” (Limits of Imagination186). As Stevens suggests in the “Adagia”: “The
subjects of one’s poems are the symbols of ondfosef one of one’s selves’QP
164). If poetry has a mimetic function, it refletie affluent world of the poet rather
than an objective external. Like painting or sculpf poems, too, are intentional
structures, and this particular poem, taking intavality as its subject, effects a
double turning: artwork-artist and poem-poet. Therm retains a measure of its own
likeness in the described work of art. That wodq,thas a subject, of whom the
poem says, “She is half who made her”; she is “Borrat twenty-one, / Without
lineage or language.” These lines show that we ldhocansider her not as an
imitation of an actual woman but as a newly creatbgct. She has no history, as
things of the real world do. And she has no languagspeak except that given by
her creator; her form itself, as gesture of thstaiis that language.

The poem’s last six lines open a schism betweeat appear as art (the
created) and nature (the seemingly uncreated).

One confides in what has no

Concealed creator. One walks easily

The unpainted shore, accepts the world
As anything but sculpture.
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The world in which we confide is a world which seeta be simply what it is, with
no assumption of concealed teleology; it is “anyghbut sculpture.” We feel at
home on “the unpainted shore.” For Regueiro theslimply that although the artist
finds himself in his creation, he is cut off frolretexternal reality which lies behind
it. He is, in her words, “denied access” to rea(it§6). But the effect of the inverted
trompe-l'oeil in the poem is to incorporate the isoh into the work. Having
scrutinized the art form and having drawn us togkpeanse of its opposite (nature),
Stevens’ fictive form takes possession of both.

To get at the thing
Without gestures is to get at it as
Idea. She floats in the contention, the flux

Between the thing as idea and

The idea as thing.

The idea “without gestures” is ideality in a raeefiPlutonic sense; the artwork, by
contrast, leads particularly to the abstraction-sthiloats in the contention.” The
artist’'s gesture is an act by which idea becomgscghhis task is to render “idea as
thing.” The persona, as viewer (or critic), reverige process. Northrop Frye writes:
“In the greatest art we have no sense of manimgatr dominating nature, but rather
emancipating it” (“The Realistic Oriole” 172). Sens’ convolution emancipates by
staging a confrontation between concealment anelaBon. The forms of art must
inscribe their own provocative dimensionalities. ‘Bjudying the fictive world” QP
167), “poetry increases the feeling for realit@R 162); not an unmediated reality
but, in Henry James’ phrase, the “air of realityhéory of Fiction35).

“Notes toward a Supreme Fiction” assumes that ifitpose is not / To
discover” CP 403); and such discovery involves more than imatedperception.
The reality which interests Stevens is neitheruhdiscoverable “thing-in-itself” nor
the empirically “given.” It is, as least in part ‘definition with an illustration, not /
Too exactly labeled”@P 443)—a signification discovered through the sysihiag
gesture of the artist. Stevens pursues this liriblates”

To discover an order as of

A season, to discover summer and know it,

To discover winter and know it well, to find,
Not to impose, not to have reasoned at all,
Out of nothing to have come on major weather,
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It is possible, possible, possible. It must
Be possible.CP 403)

To “discover” an order in the world is to find @sificance that is not “ready-
made” (either by nature or through the Logos)—taat be said to exist only when
apprehended. “Finding” such “major weather'—a poeairder—is not at all the
imposition of a “reasoned” order. Ratiocination wsps/presupposes; the poetical
discovers/refreshes.

Stevens says that “to confront fact in its totaddidness is for any poet a
completely baffling experience. Reality is not theng but the aspect of the thing”
(NA 95). For Stevens, “fact destitute of any imagwetiaspect whatever’ is
irrelevant to “poetic truth”NA 60).

For Stevens the structure of reality confounds asual categories of
objective, subjective, and intersubjective. By tlie poetry accomplishes something
of what Merleau-Ponty, speaking of Cézanne, clafarspainting: “Essence and
existence, imaginary and real, visible and invisibh painting mixes up all our
categories in laying out its oneiric universe ofrned essences, of effective
likenesses, of mute meanings” (“Eye and Mind” 263evens’ “The Figure of the
Youth as Virile Poet” advocates a similarly acutdi-sationality: “There are so
many things which, as they are, and without angrugntion of the imagination,
seem to be imaginative objectdNA 60). Stevens’ uses of “imagined” and “real,”
unlike the sharply delimited usages of decreattorgsiticism, escape the
reductiveness of “reasoned” order: the imaginatibat is, “the sum of our faculties”
[NA 61]) “makes its way by reason of” a reality alrpadfused with the subjective/
intersubjective. Section Il of “Description withbBlace” CP 341) offers:

Things are as thet seemed to Calvin or to Anne

Of England, to Pablo Neruda in Ceylon,

To Nietzsche in Basel, to Lenin by a lake.
But the integrations of the past are like

A Museo Olympico, so much
So little, our affair, which is the affair

Of the possible: seemings that are to be,
Seemings that it is possible may be.
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Calvin, Anne, Neruda, Nietzsche, and Lenin wereovwators of the real; things
became as they made them in their “seemings”—theiegrations.” Aspects of
these transformations persist in the dispositiothefpresent—as materials for some
new possibility by which the present can becomeasum, shaped by contemporary
innovations.

Stevens says in “The Noble Rider and the Sound@ofds”: “The poet ...
creates the world to which we turn incessantly aitdout knowing it and he gives
to life the supreme fictions without which we amable to conceive of it"NA 31).
Poets—along with philosophers, politicians (or podil thinkers), theologians—
effect the reality of the age, and beyond, throfigiions that affect the truth of the
way we feel: “thought / Beating in the hearCK 382). In the “generations of
Thought” ©OP 103), one fiction, or matrix of fictions, displaceanother; the
outmoded, once seen as such, dis-integrates, malapdor the viable and what will
be seen, for a time, as the veritable. As Steveits iy writing to Henry Church in
1942, “The first step toward supreme fiction woudd to get rid of all existing
fictions” (L 431)—an exposition perhaps related less to most#poistmodernist
anti-poetics than to Samuel Johnson’s dictum tha first care of the builder of a
new system, is to demolish the fabricks which saeding” (7:99).

If in Stevens’ view past fictions must be subgtdliyt cleared for the sake of
the more relevant, it is also true that in orderathieve the most relevant—most
“central’—reality, even our most current fictionsust be cleared or consolidated for
the sake of that one which can comprise our newdggnt reality. In this remaining
fiction, “the real” will be discovered—a reality wdh in the creative cycle will
become a base for future fictions:

It must be that in time

The real will from its crude compoundings come,

Seeming, at first, a beast disgorged, unlike,
Warmed by a desperate milk. To find the real,
To be stripped of every fiction except one,

The fiction of an absolute—Angel,

Be silent in your luminous cloud and hear
The luminous melody of proper soun@R404)
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“Reality” is revealed as fictional, but not becausdalsifies: the structure of the
“real” is bound up with the figural structurings thiought. This process of discovery
penetrates beyond the chaos of discordant fictieakties, the cacophony of
unharmonious sound, to that center at which thmithous melody of proper sound”
emerges against a background of silence. The fiigtitorm progresses from “crude
compoundings” to a kind of rapport. This is theawated transcendence in which
imagination has come to be seen as part of thetyrediscovered—leaving us
floating, we might say, like “So-and-So ReclinimgHer Couch,” “in the contention,
the flux, / Between the thing as idea and / Tha iaething.”

In “Bouquet of Roses in SunlightCP 430), “this effect (the colors of roses)
is a consequence of the way / We feel and, thexei®mnot real, except / In our sense
of it,” and “Our sense of these things changes theg change.” This is reality’s
complication. The quality of the perceiver's attentmerges with sunlight and the
seeming factuality of the roses, and from the cemphteraction a correspondingly
complex experience of reality arises: “black red®ink yellows, orange whites.”
Though the poem tells us, paradoxically, that tbhees appear “far beyond the
rhetorician’s touch,” this too is only a seemingeTidiosyncrasies of one’s rhetorical
touch inhere in the perception, producing the mltd effects of the way “we are
two that use these roses as we are.”

Of the imagination Stevens says in “The Figur¢hefYouth as Virile Poet”:
“The imagination colors, increases, brings to afr@gg and end, invents languages,
crushes men and, for that matter, gods in its handg rescues all of us from what
we have called absolute factNA 61). But if “imagination is the only geniusOP
179), “reality is the spirit's true centerOP 177). Though not the “thing itself,”
reality, as a varying mixture of the objective/sdbjve/intersubjective, subsisting in
the present, is not reduced to a function of thenexd’'s imagination: “the real is
only the base. But it is the baseDR 160). This fundamental aspect of reality
appears in section IV of “An Ordinary Evening inielaven” CP 469).

Reality is the beginning not the end,
Naked Alpha, not the hierophant Omega,
Of dense investiture, with luminous vassals.

It is the infant A standing on infant legs,
Not twisted, stooping, polymathic Z.
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The poem identifies reality as the source, or istgrpoint: “the beginning not the
end"—"naked Alpha”; while “the hierophant Omegdjat is, human reality seen in
its fuller complexity, possesses “luminous vassaldiich have not accrued to
Alpha’s naive self. Although the nakedness of Alpfight seem to represent reality
as “thing-in-itself,” the status of Alpha-as-begimy inexorably related it to its end.
In the progression from Alpha to Omega the begigisralready appropriated by the
reality of its end, just as the nature of the beijig destines the configuration of the
end. Unlike the decreationist notion of the “thitsglf,” the reality of naked Alpha is
a signification in relation to Omega—an infant papant in the development of new
interpretations. Omega’s luminous vassals assefntae imaginative illumination
which “adds nothing, except itself.” Stevens, mbtajzing the shapes of the Letters,
has us notice the configurative kinship betweemd 2. Z is a “twisted, stooping”
version of the three bars that shape the body anfdnt legs” of A. The cycle from
Alpha to Omega (or from A to Z) images the credteereative cycle: the
possibility inherent in the naked Alpha becomes aldvconfirmed—clothed with
innovative interpretation (Omega)—then, as matutidgenerates into obsolescence,
returns to Alpha. “Basic” reality without the tinyehttendants which the “genial”
imagination provides is a prelude from which Omegjaarise, but just as surely, no
developed conception of reality will continue tdfme. Thus, “Alpha continues to
begin. / Omega is refreshed at every end.”

The cycle renews itself in the “poem of pure galsuggested by section 1X
of “An Ordinary Evening” CP 471):

We keep coming back and back
To the real: to the hotel instead of the hymns
That fall upon it out of the wind. We seek

The poem of pure reality, untouched
By trope or deviation, straight to the word,
Straight to the transfixing object, to the object

At the exactest point at which it is itself,
Transfixing by being purely what it is,
A view of New Haven, say, through the certain eye,

The eye made clear of uncertainty, with the sight
Of simple seeing, without reflection.
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Using this passage, Michel Benamou draws a conmgarietween Stevens and
Mallarmé: “For exactly opposite purposes Stevend Biallarmé sought a poetry
‘untouched by trope or deviation’: Mallarmé becabsedespaired of transposing the
world materially into words, Stevens because heetofp return to the real—
‘straight to the object. ... At the exactest pointwatich it is itself” (Symbolist
Imagination, XV). For Benamou, Stevens’ “real” is the “thingetf.” But Stevens’
compounding forces the question: at what poinhes @bject precisely itself? The
lines, for a moment, let us believe that the pasntnaked Alpha”; as the poem
continues, however, we learn that it is Omegahteeophant, the priest who initiates
us into the mystery. Although the poem speaks désre for “the object,” it is the
object seen “through the certain eye"—"certain” rimt afterthought but by a
comprehension accompanying the act of perceptisigh{t and insight” CP 473]).
Benamon maintains: “Mallarmé seeks a land of thedntieyond reality; Stevens a
land beyond the mind, as part of reality” (92); batthe remainder of the section IX
makes clear, the mind is very much a part of tha&rophant” experience of reality
of which the poem speaks:

We seek

Nothing beyond reality. Within it,

Everything, the spirit’s alchemicana
Included, the spirit that goes roundabout
And through included, not merely the visible,

The solid, but the movable, the moment,
The coming on of feasts and the habits of saints,
The pattern of the heavens and high, night air.

These lines disclose the broadest structure (aedeB8$’ broadest usage) of reality.
In this comprehensive definition the contemplatezhl” takes in the imaginations’s
present genius (“the spirit's alchemicana”) as veslithe subjective/intersubjective
background (“the spirit that goes roundabout / Anbugh”); it is the expansive,

inclusive concept of the real described in “Notes”:

The things
That in each other are included, the whole,
The complicate.GP 403)

Dislocating this fuller context, one finds in th@oem indication that
imagination inevitably distorts: the “poem of pueality, untouched / By trope or
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deviation.” Vendler, believing that Stevens, ashters the later stages of his poetic
career, distrusts imagination, argues:

Rebelliously, the imagination continues its chrasmas, but by now Stevens

is living in distrust of its variegation, and sessepossible madness resulting

from a wholesale and licentious imaginative dispéing, where anything is
beautiful is you say it is, and oak leaves are baifdthe poet chooses to
make that metaphor about theix{ended Wing$47)

Vendler is not alone in considering the imaginatsra source of distortion.
Regueiro, for instance, believes that the laterveéSte recognizes “that the
imagination transforms and destroys the real, fegin its place painted strawberries
and constructed pineappledirqits of Imaginationl1). The imagination, in spite of,
or even because of, its constructive function, beeoa destructive or degenerative
agent. Regueiro, with particular attention to “M#tar as Degeneration,” sees the
result of imaginative processes—represented metmayiymn by metaphor—as an
emptying out of meaning: “Instead of finding in @etor a generation of reality, the
poet sees ‘metaphor as degeneratidDP (444), always altering the object and
undermining the possible experience” (179). SirhylaHyatt Waggoner reads the
poem as literally asserting that “metaphors do tetitthe truth” @American Poets
440), and Hines suggests that “the poet announcdéettaphor as Degeneration’ the
demise of metaphor’Later Poetry248). Stevens says in that poem:

It is certain that the river

Is not Swatara. The swarty water

That flows round the earth and through the skies,
Twisting among the universal spaces,

It is not Swatara. It is being.
That is the flock-flecked river, the water,
The blown sheen—or is it air?

How, then, is metaphor degeneration,
When Swatara becomes this undulant river
And the river becomes the landless, waterlessnec€&P 444)

To maintain that the poem finally portrays metaptes degeneration” misses the
irony of the extravagant rhetorical question thatshes the passage. By way of the
experimental “metaphor as degeneration,” Stevetigades its opposite. The poem

traces the way the actual (the river), by incorpogainto the metaphorizing
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structure of thought, becomes a symbol for a despese of the nature of things.
Redirecting the poem’s orientation toward its fitlee lines intimate that, since an
ordinary river like the Swatara through metaphocdmees the river of “being,”
which “flows round the earth and through the sKidsen metaphor is decidedly not
degeneration but a maturation from “infant A” tafpmathic Z"—"naked Alpha” to
“hierophant Omega.” As if to specify the compliceis of his language, Stevens tells
us, “Originality is an accentuation,” through sdrlgly, of differences perceived”
(Souvenirs38), while in “Three Academic Pieces” (from rouglihe same period as
“Metaphor as Degeneration”), after defining metaphas “the creation of
resemblance by the imaginatiomNA 72), he says, “Poetry is a satisfying of the
desire for resemblance. ... Its singularity is timathie act of satisfying the desire for
resemblance it touches the sense of reality, ibeos the sense of reality, heightens
it, intensifies it” (NA 77). Resemblance and difference cohabit the fsrsamilar:
metaphorizing circulates the similar and dissimiléfr metaphor produces this
reinforcing and intensifying, yet differentiatinggsemblance which “touches the
sense of reality,” how, then, is metaphor degermrat

Regueiro’s Stevens sees poetry’s tropologicaladiar as the chief obstacle
in the poet’s search for reality. Exemplifying tinesettling double edge of discourse:
“to express things, to light the obscure world edlity, the metaphor must usurp the
‘thingness’ of the object, casting it into a shapat is not its own” I{imits of
Imagination180). This is to say that metaphor, while illumingtreality, skews it,
becomes fictional in the derogatory sense of faledh She extracts from “Poem
Written at Morning” CP 219): “The painting of metaphor is ultimately &ifeg of
reality, not a valid means of experiencing it” (188 the poem’s opening lines:

A sunny day’s complete Poussiniana

Divide it from itself. It is this or that

And it is not.

By metaphor you paint

A thing. Thus, the pineapple was a leather fruit,
A fruit for pewter, thorned and palmed and blue,
To be served by men of ice.

For Regueiro, “Through the metaphor the object aseg into ‘this’ or ‘that'—
always into something that violates its ‘thingn&¢$83). But it is as a negative—a

question of posturing—that the poem muses: “By piada you paint / A thing”?
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And within this setting, what does it mean to shgttthe day is “divided” from
itself? The “Poussiniana” are the works of the s#senth-century French painter
Nicolas Poussin, whose metaphorical seeing wouldheeprelude to painting a
picture; the day would be literally converted iatovork of art and, by the addition of
the artist’s vision, would no longer be itself. F8tevens, are such metaphorical
conversions gain or loss? He writes in “Three AcaidePieces”: “The mind begets
in resemblance as the painter begets in repregemtdhat is to say, as the painter
makes his world within a world; or as the musicisgets in music’NA 76). It is
this “world within a world,” not the seemingly unopounded fact-world, which,
ironically, expresses the non-divisive inclusivene$ experience. The subsequent
lines of the poem reveal the effect of such astistr

The senses paint

By metaphor. The juice was fragranter
Than wettest cinnamon. It was cribled pears
Dripping a morning sap.

The metaphorical seeing paints the pineapple destient, taste, and touch are added
to sight; the poem’s metaphors are ultimately gatnex; our experience of the
pineapple is deepened and expanded, brought cldseipoem concludes:

The truth must be

That you do not see, you experience, you feel,
That the buxom eye brings merely its element
To the total thing, a shapeless giant forced
Upward.

Green were the curls upon that head.

“The total thing,” be it morning or pineapple, is‘shapeless giant” to which the
mind gives shape. The mind “begets in resemblargigifig birth to the day, to the
sun, playfully turning the pineapple’s lifeless\ea into “green curls”. an amusing
instance—"provoking laughter, an agreement, by rssgp (CP 248)—of Stevens’
pervasive association of the color green with tlgonously and fictively real. “A
sunny day’s complete Poussiniana / divide it fréself” with fresh transformations
which, by metaphor, render (“paint”’) an experiertbat takes us beyond the
hypothetically atropical.

Such experience finds its zenith—"green’s greengep”—in “the fertile
thing that can attain no more” in section Il of &dences of SummerCP 373).

Here the morning’s potentiality has developed itte full realization of noonday.
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The lines make reference to “the very thing” andewasion” by metaphor, highly
suggestive for the “decreative” thesis. Yet if vo®K at these in context, they lose
their seemingly anti-metaphoric character. Theisediegins:

Postpone the anatomy of summer, as
The physical pine, the metaphysical pine.
Let's see the very thing and nothing else.
Let’s see it with the hottest fire of sight.
Burn everything not part of it to ash.

Although the third line proposes that we “see tkeywvthing and nothing else,” the
first two lines have specified that we are not am&tomize” summer by breaking it
into “physical” and “metaphysical”—that is, empaicand theoretical/ theological,
or “the thing-in-itself” and “consciousness,” oreality” and “imagination.” The
“very thing” we are to see is “summer,” which istribe “thing itself,” nor a literal
season, but a seasonable complex of thought arthged@he poet wants to
experience summer “with the hottest fire of sight”:

Trace the gold sun about the whitened sky
Without evasion by a single metaphor.
Look at it in its essential barrenness

And say this, this is the center that | seek.

These succeeding lines ask for no “evasion” by pieia But “summer” itself in the
poem is metaphorical. The “whitened sky” on a wuii@a sunny summer day
expresses the perfection (mythically associatetl whiteness) shaped by the day—
an expression which by its own sonorous and coneéphtricacies is refracted
toward its origin in what “The Rock” refers to ahé whitest eye” QP 527). The
denunciation of “evasion” is not a literal call fibre elimination of figures of speech
from poetry. Instead it metaphorically reiterates tlesire to experience summer in
its fullest intensity. Stevens’ play on “single mehor” underscores/undercuts the
monotony of either metaphysical or physical rhetasind his emphasis on “essential
barrenness” shuns indirection (“deviation”) or péeral considerations (“Burn
everything not part of it to ash”)—which, of coursenclude malconceived
metaphors. In the section’s final lines the infamgirole of imagination becomes
abundantly clear as the perfected present momentyiiich summer serves as a
symbol, is placed in a context within which itsrefgcance can be fully appreciated:

Fix it in an eternal foliage
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And fill the foliage with arrested peace,
Joy of such permanence, right ignorance
Of change still possible. Exile desire

For what is not. This is the barrenness

Of the fertile thing that can attain no more.

Proposing that we *“exile desire” for metaphoricalagon (either concealed

metaphysical origin or physical thing-as-it-is)ethoet requires a human world we

can confide in, which will “solace us quite as yudls any heavenly visitation could.”
In the first section@P 372) of “Credences” we have learned that

This is the last day of a certain year
Beyond which there is nothing left of time.

In this “final” moment, past and future are dispdll and we dwell in a spacious
present: “It comes to this and the imaginatiorfa.lilt is left for the imagination to
situate this moment in “an eternal foliage” infuseith an “arrested peace, / Joy of
such permanence,” arising from consciously impdseght ignorance / Of change
still possible.” In such deliberate “ignorance,” at is” is wholly accepted, as we
choose to “Exile desire / for what is not.” The flmness” is not that of things
themselves but of “the fertile thing” (like the papple in “Poem Written at
Morning”) which grows out of the relatedness ofgagtion and perceived.

But if summer means for Stevens “mostly marriageshs”—imaginative
integrations—what of the poem of “winter”? Accordino Pack, “The difference
between winter and summer is a difference in wsibider, and it can be said,
speaking symbolically, that the longing for winier desire for fact and the longing
for the summer is the desire for the relationsimps which fact may enter'Wallace
Stevens134). This is roughly consonant with what we sde sammer in
“Credences”: as for winter, Stevens writes in “Mard Bottle” CP 238):

The mind is the great poem of winter, the man,
Who, to find what will suffice,

Destroys romantic tenements

Of rose and ice.

The destruction of “romantic tenements” does selasecto “a desire for fact”: yet
the poem’s last lines (recovering: “The mind is great poem of winter”) project a
need for more than factuality:

The poem lashes more fiercely than the wind,
As the mind, to find what will suffice, destroys
Romantic tenements of rose and ice.
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The “bottle” of the title represents an orderinghcept much like the “jar” in
“Anecdote of the Jar"GP 76), and the poem prescribes the breaking of‘twitle”;
but there is also the indication that a new suificconcept will take its place. The
violence, which, in spite of reference to “destimet’ appears as decreative, is again
a means to another construction of “tenements.”

In contrast to this wintry violence (against wimaay be the romantic rose
fixed in ice), “The Poems of Our ClimateCP 193) opens with a serene description:

Clear water in a brilliant bowl,

Pink and white carnations. The light

In the room more like a snowy air,
Reflecting snow. A newly-fallen snow

At the end of winter when afternoons return.

These lines circumscribe a time (of clarity and fileshness of pinks and whites) in
which the mind is at rest, seemingly released frima machinations of the
imagination; “romantic tenements” have been leveldashd yet the imagined
simplicity, if it were actual, would not, finalljge enough: “one desires / So much
more than that”:

Say even that this complete simplicity

Stripped one of all one’s torments, concealed
The evilly compounded, vital |

And made it fresh in a world of white,

A world of clear water, brilliant-edged,

Still one would want more, one would need more,
More than a world of white and snowy scents.

If winter images the decreative, in the cycle adation/decreation there will always

follow, as in “Esthétique du Mal,” “the yes of tiealist spoken because he must /
Say yes” CP 320)—an affirmation of compositions dormant/gerahim the scene.
The “I"” may be “evilly compounded,” as by the faf mankind away from a
mythical simplicity of original, unself-consciousnocence, but a world without its
elaborations is untenable:

There would still remain the never-resting mind,
So that one would want to escape, come back,
To what had been so long composed.

In the later poem “The Plain Sense of ThingSP(%02), Stevens extends his
argument with: “the absence of the imagination hiself to be imagined.” Vendler

claims for these lines: “A necessary function dfetimagination,” we might

36



represent Stevens as saying, ‘is to imagine its abgence” Act of the Mindl66);
and Regueiro asserts: “Stevens at the end of heerca.. attempts to return to ‘the
plain sense of things’ through the very language, tery self-consciousness that
separate poetry from that worldZi(nits of Imaginatiorl2). If the thing desired is, as
Vendler and Regueiro contend, the “thing itselhé tpoem should exude a plain
“sufficiency” as the culmination of the poet’s pehan swing toward factuality. But
their readings have inverted the sense of Stevénes by holding that the
imagination cancels itself by conceiving its owrsaifice; while the poem suggests
that the imagination’s absence must, indeed, beyimed and, from this, that the
imagination, however thinly, defines even the imafé@s absence. And rather than
sufficiency, what we see at this negative antipasesome of the bleakest images of
poverty in Stevens’ poetry—images reminiscent @& thesolation of Eliot’'s “the
Hollow Men” andThe Waste Land-as the poem continues:

The great pond,
The plain sense of it, without reflections, legves
Mud, water like dirty glass, expressing silence

Of a sort, silence of a rat come out to see,

The great pond and its waste of the lilies.
Regueiro finds in the poem “acceptance of an inagn’s that has consciously
turned against itself” and “the imagination’s reation that in questioning its
capacity to transform and reconstruct reality icapable of perceiving reality in its
‘plainness’ and its ‘thingness™ (210); but insteaflan appropriation of the “things
themselves,” the poem describes only a diminiskeedes of the real:

The great structure has become a minor house.
No turban walks across the lessened floors.

A certain structural relation held between thousyd object, but is now absent. The
“house” is an impoverished variation; the “turbarén-imaginative element—is
present only as an absence. The poem offers a sértke world at the point of
imaginative exhaustion, when “romantic tenements’re longer valid:

A fantastic effort has failed, a repetition
In a repetitiousness of men and flies.

And while imagination may now seem “Inanimate iniaart savior,” the sense is

that temporary dormancy, or, more accurately, diutidm, rather than permanent

37



abdication. After all, a “savior,” which is itsedf way of knowing, does remain, even
though “inert.” And though spare, even this sceneat barest “fact”: “all this / Had
to be imagined as an inevitable knowledge™—agamagined. As Ozymandias
insists in “Notes,” “A fictive covering / Weavesaays glistening from the heart and
mind” (CP 396). It is not, in the “plain sense,” the endlod imagination but “as if /
We had come to an end of the imagination.”

“An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” affords an exted example of the
“poem of winter.” Vendler describes it as “the poefran old man living in the lack
and the blank” and as, “humanly speaking, the sstdofeall Stevens’ poems’On
Extended Wing269). Stevens says about the poem: “Here my sité&do try to get
as close to the ordinary, the commonplace and gheas it is possible for a poet to
get. It is not a question of grim reality but o&jpl reality. The object is of course to
purge oneself of anything falsell 636). This reads as a reference to section XIV
(CP 475), in which “Professor Eucalyptus of New Havédks for

God in the object itself, without much choice.
It is a choice of the commodious adjective
For what he sees, it comes in the end to that:

The description that makes it divinity, still spbe
As it touches the point of reverberation—not grim
Reality but reality grimly seen

And spoken in paradisal parlance new
And in any case never grim, the human grim
That is part of the indifference of the eye

Indifferent to what it sees. The tink-tonk

Of the rain in the spout is not a substitute.

It is of the essence not yet well perceived.
The desire to “get ... close to the ordinary” mayatlat Eucalyptus’ interest in
nothing beyond the “object.” Yet as if both by wafyand despite his concentration,
what constitutes the end of the search is not thigett itself” but “the description
that makes it divinity (as, later in the poemgsit‘exterior made / Interior: breathless
things broodingly abreath'dP 481]). This, as Stevens says, “is not in any sense
turning away from the ideas of ‘Credences of Suninites a development of those
ideas”  637). It is “a thought revolved,”"QP 184) around the conclusions of
“Credences,” again displaying the interdependerfcgumnmer and winter phases.
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Imagination is to “fix” the object “in an eternablfage,” transmuted here into “the
commodious adjective.” The object is brought nearthe outward gesture which
resonates in the inward aspect of speech—"stilesipé As it touches the point of
reverberation.” If Professor Eucalyptus is to flddd (or what satisfies the mind) “in
the object itself” (in the noun), his discovery mbg by means of the sacralizing
adjective (“the description that makes it divinitythat “touches the point of
reverberation” at which inner and outer coalescel (dReal and unreal are two in
one” [CP 485]): the projection sought is “the fertile thing/hich, in the more
comprehensible perception—the “paradisal parlamdetiis speech—will yield the
“paradisal” fruit of a regional harmony between tterofessor” and his “New
Haven.” If such new speech gathers reality tofitéieils out of desire for significance
inaccessible to the indifferent eye. And the baryensd of the rain, though “of the
essence,” will not be, without translation, theees® of that significance. In section
XV we find reference to a “heaviness” which, likght and imagination, adding
“nothing except” themselves,

Listen by light will,
By the hand of desire, faint, sensitive, the soft
Touch and trouble of the touch of the actual h#Gé.476)

Out of desire, a certain touch becomes an imadbeo$ignificant integration, as, in
section XXVI, “the inamorata / Touches, as one huthes another hand.”
Section XXX CP 487) of “An Ordinary Evening” begins:

The last leaf that is going to fall has fallen.
The robins are la-bas, the squirrels, the treesav
Huddle together in the knowledge of squirrels

—much like the opening of “The Plain Sense of TeingAfter the leaves have

fallen, we return / To a plain sense of things."afkgthe images belong to “winter”:

“The wind has blown the silence of summer away™, las in summer, there is a
degree of absorption in the moment:

The barrenness that appears is an exposing.
It is not part of what is absent, a halt
For farewells, a sad hanging on for remembrances

—Ilines which recall the exhortation in “Credencés”“Exile desire / For what is
not.” The plain reality of “The Plain Sense” is wlad here by an even more

obviously decreative reality:

39



The glass of the air becomes an element—
It was something imagined that has been washeg.awa
A clearness has returned. It stands restored.

The casual reader might take these lines to mearttth imagination itself has been
“washed away,” but closer examination shows thaatwias been banished is a
particular idea: “the glass of the air'—extendingguration found in “Notes” CP
383).

Adam
In Eden was the father of Descartes
And Eve made air the mirror of herself,

Of her sons and of her daughters. They found thimese

In heaven as in a glass; a second earth.
The “washing away” of this mirroring image returtiee supernal to ourselves,
restoring the “clearness” of an immanence. Seci§X continues

It is not an empty clearness, a bottomless sight.
It is a visibility of thought,
In which hundreds of eyes, in one mind, see aéonc

In this clarity the transparence of thought becomsibility. The divisive
substitution of “object” for “aspect” has been a@ne; what was seen as meta-
physical, we now see clearly (“reflectively”’) as anage of “ourselves.” What
remains is not a “bottomless sight,” a seeing withworizions; and this clearness is
not “empty”: it is filled with a multiplicity of réational perspectives—as if the whole
matrix of consciousness / self-consciousness wiegetly seen.

Stevens asks in “The Auroras of Autum@R 417):

Is there an imagination that sites enthroned

As grim as it is benevolent, the just
And the unjust, which in the midst of summer stop

To imagine winter?
This continues the motif of “winter” and “summe®asons of the mind, with winter,
as in the “Plain Sense of Things,” evidence ofsrdintling imagination: “Suppose
the poet ... had the power ... to reconstruct us byraissformations. He would also
have the power too destroy usNA 45). Imaging the strangeness of this
creative/decreative potence is “Poetry Is a Destred¢-orce” CP 192):

That’s what misery is,
Nothing to have at heart.
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It is to have or nothing.

It is a thing to have,
A lion, an ox in his breast,
To feel it breathing there.

As Borroff says, “the imagination, for Stevens,aidestructive force in that it is
constantly saying farewell to its ideas, abandoniisgintegrations” (16). Such
destruction could leave “nothing...at heart.” Thetagonist, who “is like a man / In
the body of a violent beast” (lionlike and oxliké,vulnerable to destruction of the
oxlike integration he has (or is) “at heart”:

The lion sleeps in the sun.
Its nose is on its paws.
It can kill a man

—the “man” as the satisfying, yet tenuous, intagrat

In section Il of “It Must be Abstract” in “NotegCP 381), what imagination
decreates is specifically an outdated compartmeatadn—the “naming” of “the
truth,” a process that Stevens terms “the celestiali of apartments.” As winter is
the preparation for summer, the destruction of deaements “sends us back to the
first idea,” the root of metaphors which have beempaque:

And yet so poisonous

Are the ravishments of truth, so fatal to

The truth itself, the first idea becomes

The hermit in a poet’s metaphors,

Who comes and goes and comes and goes all day.
Cambon tells us in regard to Stevens’ poetry: “dtaphor (and, by implication, all
of poetry, all of knowledge) is a mere evasionslarinking from’ being, it has no
value. Of it merely duplicates being, it likewisashno value. The only way out
seems to lie in a discarding ‘metaphor’ and cornifgssur impotence vis-a-vis the
purity of being, which is ultimately inexpressibl@hclusive Frame84). But the
poetry discloses that at the lowest ebb the “fidga” still inhabits the “poet’s
metaphors”; metaphor becomes a hermitage for tkatfal” truth: “The monastic
man is an artist"QP 382). Again and again, what is discovered throinghpoetry is
less a matter of “discarding” metaphor than of examg it, producing the “visibility

of thought” described in “An Ordinary Evening.”
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Stevens, at the beginning of “Notes,” rejectingufational conventions for
the sun, redefines the point toward which verbal maythical converge: the “muddy
centre,” the “myth before the myth begal®R 383)—the metaphorical beneath the
conventional, the central fiction of the pre-my#iicand the starting point for
invention of new fictions, since

Not to have is the beginning of desire
To have what is not is its ancient cycle.
It is desire at the end of winter, when

It observes the effortless weather turning blue
And sees the myosotis on its bush.
Being virile, it hears the calendar hymn.

It knows that what it has is what is not
And throws it away like a thing of another time,
As morning throws off stale-moonlight and shablegp. CP 382)

This is the expressed decreation of Stevens’ po@trgliscard “what is not” (the
obsolete/insufficient), in favor of “what is” (th@ral image that rejuvenates belief).
The clarity of the new day sheds “stale” and “shdbiemnants of night. “A Thing
of another time” cannot suffice: “the calendar hynof the changing seasons of
belief figures the imagination’s essential decresdtireative activity.

Stevens sees the breach between object and aspectsource of poetry,
proposing in “Notes”:

Form this the poem springs: that we live in a@lac
That is not our own and, much more, not oursel(@g 383)

The center of this conflict is not the primal “mydckentre,” nor is it the “centre that
we seek” CP 373); it is a schism that creates desire. And ghothe seasonal
metamorphoses suffice only temporarily, this does presuppose futility. The
gravitational center, as in “Credences,” is a Vietabsolute—what draws the eye as
we “Trace the gold sun about the whitened sky” dodk at it in its essential
barrenness / The barrenness / Of the fertile tthagcan attain no more”; its issue is
“joy of such permanence, right ignorance / Of cleaatill possible.” And the sun—
as the locus of integration, life-source of thehtigvhich “adds nothing,” the
inconceivably visible, that which makes visibleg tbriginal of lunar light, symbol of
summer, mark of high noon, the physical/metaphysieater—exists because it is
“believed.”
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A satisfactory image of the visible integration $tevens is the “rock” of
“Credences” CP 375):

It is the rock of summer, the extreme,

A mountain luminous half way in bloom
And then half way in the extremest light
Of sapphires flashing from the central sky,
As if twelve princes sat before a king.

This opulence, set apart from the “stale moonlighd shabby sleep” of “unreal”
fictions, figures the spectral opposite of the povdred by lack of imagination in
“The Plain Sense of Things.” In such opulence thg becomes “central’—
something to have at heart. To assume antagonismeée imagination and reality is
to halve the rock, and Stevens makes clear thatrtbk cannot be broken. It is the
truth.” This “truth” does not compromise reality; darries the real to a luminous
extreme where the mind, de-centered from the gessirof things or the given
meaning of a concealed creator, finds its own edityr—a gemlike comprehension:

It rises from land and sea and covers them.
It is a mountain half way green and then,
The other immeasurable half, such rock
As placid air becomes.

The image of the rock exposes that “visibility bbught” which greets the “object”
within the experience of the signification:”

It is the visible rock, the audible,

The brilliant mercy of a sure repose,

On this present ground, the vividest repose,
Things certain sustaining us in certainty.

The truth of the figuration depends upon “this preésground,” the current reality.
And what sustains the perceiver's repose is theaphetrized natural-as-symbol,
apotheosized by “the description that makes itrakiyi”

For Stevens, “reality,” even as most minor, “ig flooting from which we
leap after what we do not have and on which evargtidepends”I{ 600); as he
writes in “Forms of the Rock in a Night-Hymn” (siect 11l of the “The Rock”),

The rock is the gray particular of man’s life,
The stone from which he rises, up—and—ho,
The step to the bleaker depths of his descents.

Though the particular is gray, it is still a bamgimning. Imaging the Stevensonian

“discovery of reality,” the section continues:
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Through man’s eye, their silent rhapsodist,
Turquoise the rock, at odious evening bright
With redness that sticks fast to evil dreams;
The difficult rightness of half-risen day.

In the turquoise integration transposing the grastigular, the rock’s composure—
reality’s fertile green and imagination’s “amorigtiue CP 172)—is “the habitation
of the whole”. It is

The starting point of the human and the end,
That in which space itself is contained, the gate
To the enclosure, day, the things illumined

By day, night and that which night illumines.

The compassing fiction of the turquoise rock (nie¢ tseeming bedrock of the
“objective real”) becomes an integration which dxisi the texture and pleasure of
experience; rather than metaphor-as-evasion, mataplakes visible. As in the
“Adagia,” reality’'s conventional sense is “a clicHlom which we escape by
metaphor” OP 179).

Stevens’ attraction to the Romantic vocabulargosspicuous. Yet the essay
“Imagination as Value” unambiguously repudiates‘tioenantic”:

“The imagination is the liberty of the mind. Thewantic is a failure to make
use of that liberty. It is to the imagination wisahtimentality is to feeling. It
is a failure of the imagination precisely as seetitality is to feeling... The
imagination is intrepid and eager and ... its achieset lies in abstraction.”
(NA138)

In other instances, Stevens recognizes a moreyositle of the “romantic.”
Specifying in a “A Poet That Matters” that “the ranic in the pejorative sense
merely connotes obsolescenc®R 251), he continues: “The romantic in its other
sense, meaning always the living and ... the imai@athe youthful, the delicate

., constitutes the vital element in poetry. ltaissurd to wince at being called a
romantic poet. Unless one is that, one is not a pbeall” (OP 252). Stevens’
approach rejects Romanticism as literary and pbdbgal “relic” while welcoming
the imagination’s improvisations. The “romantic” amy era is in concert with an
imagination which initiates “repetitions” of creaidecreation. A letter to Hi
Simons in 1940 observes: “What the world looks fanmivto is a new romanticism, a

new belief” L 350).
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“Sailing After Lunch” CP 120) evidences the necessary revolutions within
the romantic. Stevens’ protagonist, describing kifnas “A most inappropriate man
/ In a most unpropitious place,” complains,

My old boat goes round on a crutch
And doesn’t get under way.

The energetically romantic, which continually digess a newness in existence,
“throws off stale moonlight.” The “romantic,” thobhgervently desired, can neither
remain nor return:

Mon Dieu, hear the poet’s prayer,

The romantic should be here.

The romantic should be there.

It ought to be everywhere.

But the romantic must never remain,
Mon Dieu, and must never again return.

The “prayer” retains the creative/decreative mowvania which the romantic-as-
innovation repeatedly replaces itself. The “romantirefers to a new
experience/knowledge of reality ushering in a fresipological era, displacing past
constructs. The “romantic” captures/creates theéesoporary.

The phrase “poetry of being,” popularized by Milie “Wallace Stevens’
Poetry of Being,” has become useful to those shattie idea that Stevens’ later
poetry seeks a deeper experience of being. Milleoarasion construes “being” as
“reality” or even “nothing” The Act of the Mind57). According to Miller, “being”
as “nothing” is “the universal power, visible nowbein itself, and yet visible
everywhere in all things. It is what all things shahrough the fact that they are.
Being...can appear to man only as nothing.Tli€ Act of the Mind57). And Hines,
taking a similar position, describes “Being” asdgnd or source of both the mind
and the world” Later Poetry20). Such terminology draws on Heidegger’'s ontgjog
at the same time, the language masks a concepfiomystical force more
metaphysical than Heidegerrian, and resemblingRibyvdantic “Spirit of Beauty” in
Shelley’s “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty”: “The awfahadow of some unseen Power
/ Floats through unseen among uBbétical Works of Shelle366).

In Miller’s description of the dialectic of dectemn and re-creation, Stevens
simultaneously grasps both poles of the imaginagahity dichotomy, as “as the

tension between imagination and reality diministiese is an unperceived emptying
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out of both, until...the poet finds himself face sxé with a universal nothing. The
nothing is not nothing. It is. It is beingTke Act of the Mind57).

“The Snow Man” calls on images of desolation apdrsity continues with
other “poems of winter,” both early and late: theow-covered trees, the “bare
place,” the empty sound of the wind, and “the hst€ who is “nothing"—
prefiguring the imagination which “adds nothingcept itself.” The poem rejects the
concatenation by which we might imagine a “miseryhe sound of the wind”:

One must have a mind of winter

Not to think

Of any misery in the sound of the wind,

In the sound of a few leaves,

Which is the sound of the land

Full of the same wind

That is blowing in the same bare placgP@©)

The poem is not about passive absorption; a “mfnaiater” is needed to appreciate
the “weather,” to “discover an order,” the wintryitegration providing the
imaginative compass of the scene. The “nothinghefpoem simultaneously reveals
a “plain reality” which harbors no mystical elemesatd an ironic act of mind
“identifying oneself with reality” I 464).

Miller's essay “Stevens’ Rock and Criticism as €ugives yet another
account of poetic fictionality, preserving the gahtmportance of “nothingness” (as
the “abyss”): “All referentiality in language is fection ... All words are initially
catachreses. The distinction between literal agukitive is an alogical deduction ...
from that primal misnaming. The fiction of the f& or proper is therefore the
supreme fiction” (29). On this view, the suprem&idin is a meta-fiction resulting
from a misconception in the terrain of metalingaisiporia.

In the later poetry, Regueiro finds imaginatioevealing its incapacity to
validly create and inhabit the worldTige Limits of Imagination210). This
“revelation” is, in her view, not a note of resigioa; it is foundational in Stevens’
development toward the exemplary “Of Mere Beinglf tonsciousness and
imagination are the alienating entities that sejeatlae poet from the natural world,
the imaginative act that undercuts its own validitings the poem into contact with
natural time” (211). By this de-metaphorizing st@t, the imagination, preparing

the way for its withdrawal in favor of an experienaf “mere being,” sets the stage
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for the event itself: “Consciousness has been flam&d by paradoxically moving to
annihilate itself. And the poem has touched thenaginable reality by undercutting
the creative act that generated it” (213). At teater of the poem is an emptiness: a
nothingness or a core of silence, a central voiavimich the essential perception
OCCUrs:

“Of Mere Being” OP 117)

The palm at the end of the mind,

Beyond the last thought, rises

In the bronze décor,

A gold-feathered bird

Sings in the palm, without human feeling, a fonesgng.
You know then that it is not the reason

That makes us happy or unhappy.

The bird sings. Its feathers shine.

The palm stands on the edge of space.

The wind moves slowly in the branches.

The bird’s fire-fangled feathers dangle down.

Regueiro says:

The poem seems to stretch itself to the point ebkage in an attempt to
‘poematize’ the mere being it cannot reach. ... Isifoag a world beyond the
enclosed space and terming it ‘foreign,’” the imagon undercuts its own
space ... and moves out into the space it cannothreacrhe poetic

imagination is silencing itself before it can speplacing reality in a realm
into which it cannot transgress. There is thusra o silence in the poem, a
refusal to order ... the natural world. The poeti@gmation cannot inhabit
reality. But it can experience reality by thrustitng poem into the silence of
mere being.The Limits of Imaginatio213)

As is underscoring the viability of metaphor, “Gtere Being” invests in a
concentrated, flamboyant symbol (a gold-feathergd binging in a palm). The
palm, appropriating religious associations and it@pexoticism, is an odd vehicle
for unmediated experience—unadorned Being/Reality.

In “Description without Place” the palm standstla perceptual horizon (as
in “Of Mere Being”) and seems to image the symhbitjizorocess itself:

Description is

Composed of a sight indifferent to the eye.
It is an expectation, a desire,

A palm that rises up beyond the sea,

A little different from reality:

The difference that we make in what we see
And our memorials of that difference,
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Sprinklings of bright particulars from the skZR 343)

Riddel speculates that “what one knows of mer@dés an image on the
edge of space, where being becomes nothingne#isisisot to prove the ultimate
creativity of the mind which must always conceivereality beyond form or
metaphor?” (Riddel 1965, 266). It is the inhumaattmarks the beyond of the
fiction. While the imagination is “the one realityn this imagined world” CP 25),
“it is the human that is the alien” (“Less and Léssman, O Savage Spirit”CP
328).

1.2.PHENOMENOLOGY

The “poetry of being” and “decreationist” readingien depend on the
relation between Husserlian/Heideggerian languangkthe vocabulary of Stevens’
poetry and poetics. Both thinkers provide viablppurt general features of Stevens’
phenomenological inclination. Disenfranchising tiseial notions of real and unreal,
Stevens, with Husserl, delineates objects of péimepas phenomenon. The
Husserlian perspective, exploring the subject/dljiestinction, views consciousness
and world relationally—and presents this relatiaggdtom both sides: “Objects exist
for me, and are for me what they are, only as dbjed actual and possible
consciousness Cartesian Meditations 65), and at the same time, “conscious
processes are called intentional, but then the wiatdntional signifies nothing else
than this universal fundamental property of conssmess: consciousness: to be
conscious of something; as a cogito, to bear wiitself its cogitatum” Cartesian
Meditations33).

Husserl’'s phenomenological method, which Camboackdey, and Hines
identify as analogous to Stevens’ “poetry as a gsscof dialectical discovery”
(Cambon, The Inclusive Flame237), defines three *“reductive” phases—
phenomenological, transcendental, and eidetic—ilrg¢iusserlian meditations and
overcoming the “natural standpoint,” the naive pecsive in which | take the “fact-
world” to plainly and immediately exist out therddgas 106). With the
phenomenological reduction, we place in bracketatwdeems obvious for the

natural standpointldeas 110). The phenomenological epoché alters our \aéw
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what from the natural standpoint is the Real wotld: Reality claim is suspended,;
“the things that are” are seen as phenomena.

The first reduction makes possible the next, th@nscendental’—rendering
accessible as “pure,” or “transcendental,” consm@ss: consciousness as the
“phenomenological residuum’ideas113) remaining after divesture (“bracketing”)
of psychological/empirical elements. In this cormitall phenomena refer us back to
the constituting ego; phenomenology becomes ansiigation of “a sense-giving
consciousness’ldeas 168). The subject is no longer “subjected” to Rgalkhe
perceiving “transcendental ego” sees subject afgtblkelationally within the sphere
of transcendental subjectivity. The “transcendepk@nomenological’ is
complemented by “eidetic reduction,” which distitlsings to their essential form,
giving us a field of essences which includes aligmative variations on the de facto
phenomenal field. It encompasses what is in essgmgrehensible. The eidetic ego
is the essentially possible ego, the transcendegtal

Section XIX of “The Man with the Blue GuitarCP 175) makes use of
“reduce”: “That | may reduce the monster to / Myisahd then may be myself / In
the face of the monster.” This dramatizes Stevdangrest in the world as
phenomenal and, consequently, in relation to theegpgng consciousness. He
explains that “Monster = nature, which | desireg¢duce: master, subjugate, acquire
complete control over and use freely for my ownpose, as poetl(790). Stevens’
use of “reduction” circumscribes the poet’s stregglith reality—an impossible
face-to-face confrontation between language andreasuggested by the image of
“the lion in the lute / Before the lion locked itoee.” Stevens elaborates:

| want to face nature the way two lions face onetlagr. | want, as a man of
the imagination, to write poetry with all the powef a monster equal in
strength to that of the monster about whom | wiitgant man’s imagination
to be completely adequate in the face of reality/40)

This sense of innovative struggle with what iseotrecurs in section VIl of
“Credences” CP 376):

Three times the concentrated self takes holdettinees
The thrice concentrated self, having possessed
The object, grips it in savage scrutiny,

Once to make captive, once to subjugate

Or yield to subjugation, once to proclaim

The meaning of the capture, this hard prize,
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Fully made, fully apparent, fully found.
Here the emphasis falls on “capture,” on approjumadf the object a poetic material,
or as material for the imagination. The capturedghboth “fully found” and “fully
made,” is known in and through integrative transfations. For Stevens, “The habit
of probing for an integration seems to be parhefdeneral will to order’@P 196).

Cambon finds that “both Husserl and Stevens aimn facused apprehension
of the essences of things by a process of strippinghhusking, which Stevens calls
abstraction and which appears in so many of hisngoas a kind of preliminary
negation of the given object, as of our construg@rpretations” The Inclusive
Frame 237). On this view, by means of bracketing, oructn, “consciousness
discovers the object as if for the first time amdrects the incrustations of history”
(237). In Stevens, the assiduous cancelling ckba&rsvay for new interpretations, not
for a Husserlian apprehension of essence. Stegedsawn less to the essences of
things than to a fictionality that is foreign to $serl’s “phenomenological science”:
to find the real is to be “stripped of every figtiexcept one”l( 443). Hines indicates
that Husserlian observations are not altogetheamigal to imagination and its
fictions (Later Poetry75). Husserl remarks in thdeas “The element which makes
up the life of phenomenology ... is ‘fiction’, thattion is the source whence the
knowledge of “eternal truths” draws its sustenan@€1).

“As You Leave the Room"@P 116), a late poem, elaborates on the range of
Stevens’ elaboration/reflection of “the structufereality” as “the central reference
for poetry” NA 71); the poet, looking back over his work, wonders

... have I lived a skeleton’s life,
As a disbeliever in reality,
A countryman of all the bones in the world?

This mood of skeptical rumination occasions the l&ggupg integration, which,
setting aside monetary doubt, reaffirms imaginainstrumentation:

Now, here, the snow | had forgotten becomes
Part of a major reality, part of

An appreciation of a reality

And thus an elevation, as if | left

With something | could touch, touch every way.

Unreal, as is nothing had been changed at all.
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Simply by changing “what is unreal,” the languadele poem creates, out of the
memory of snow (emblem for the decreative), an @spiea “major reality.”

This view of poetry as enhancement opens a gulivden Stevens and
Heidegger; the sufficing fiction is antithetical eidegger’s study of Being as it is
essential to Stevens’ poetry. Heidegger definestrpoas “the saying of the
unconcealedness of what idetry, Language, Thoughit); Stevens preserves an
imaginative play, juxtaposing “Poetry is often avefation of the elements of
appearance” and “Poetry is a renovation of expeeérfOP 177). Walter Biemel
tells us, in his essay “Poetry and Language in étgger,” that for Heidegger, “the
essence of poetry ... is establishing the truthatiieulated clearing in which Being
comes to pass” (78). For Stevens, on the other,Hamdhe long run the truth does
not matter” OP 180). Heidegger's account of language as “the EoafsBeing”
(Poetry, Language, ThoughB2) does not at all correspond to Stevens’ ifieation
of the imagination as “the magnificent cause ohfge&i(CP 25), nor to invention of
values, in the Nietzschean sense, which pervaggsaétry.

Art for Heidegger is “the letting happen of thevadt of the truth of what is”
(Poetry, Language, Though?2). Stevens contends that “the poet ... creates the
world to which we turn incessantly and without kmogvit and ... gives to life the
supreme fictions without which we are unable toasave of it” (NA 31). Neither
does Heidegger's ontological seriousness meet wiltle characteristically
Stevensonian sentiment expressed in “On the RoadeHo

It was when | said,

“There is no such thing as the truth,”
That the grapes seemed fatter.

The fox ran out of his holeCP 203)

Heidegger would mark as evasive Stevens’ succetstiise truth"—“poetic truths”
like those represented in “Mrs. Alfred Uruguay” lie “figure of capable
imagination” who “passed her there on a horse all’ WwCP 249). Stevens’
“imaginative man” finds that his pleasure is thdegsure of powers that create a
truth” (NA 58).

Stevens tells us in “Dutch Graves in Buck Courthat
Freedom is like a man who kills himself

Each night, an incessant butcher, whose knife
Grows sharp in bloodCP 292)
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Nietzsche asserts that life is “continually sheddsomething that wants to die.
Constantly being a murdererGay Sciencel00). By such metaphorical violence

humanity overcomes the past, becomes itself byoms$inual self-overcoming.
1.3.NIETZSCHE

In Stevens’ matrix of figuration the Nietzscheam supplants the Romantic
moon. The sun as original becomes the emblem &iiviivention and the expulsion
of the obsolete; and it is the Nietzschean expoes&will to power” that Stevens
chooses for “Mountains Covered with Cats”:

Regard the invalid personality,

Instead, outcast, without the will to power
And impotent, like the imagination seeking
To propagate the imagination or like

War’s miracle begetting that of peac€P(368)

The impotence resulting from the absence of willcaintered by the figure of
Nietzsche himself in “Description without Place”:

Nietzsche in Basil studied the deep pool
Of these discolorations, mastering

The moving and the moving of their forms
In the much-mottled motion of blank time.

The sun of Nietzsche gildering the pool,
Yes: gildering the swarm-like manias
In perpetual, round and round.CH 342)

Love of the transitory restores creative innocemdach takes tentative shape in the
figure of the child. The new beginning renews paiisy, prefigured in the “form
gulping after formlessness / Skin flashing to wisther disappearances / And the
serpent body flashing without the skitCR 411) of “The Auroras of Autumn.”

Like the child, the “blind” or “ignorant” man igrinocence and forgetting”—
the prelude of “the cricket of summer forming ifseut of ice.” The previous
summer’s “inamorata” @P 484) has been banished, but the whisperings of her
successor begin to be audible:

It may be that the ignorant man, alone,
Has any chance to mate his life with life
That is the sensual, pearly spouSe @22)
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“Ignorance” as a sense of, and reliance on, one's capacity, “without external
reference” CP 251), becomes “one of the sources of poetBP (73). For Stevens,
poetry is a vehicle for the Nietzschean transforomabf the values, of the sacred
“yes”: “If the imagination is the faculty by whiclwe import the unreal into what is
real, its value is the value of the way of thinkimgwhich we project the idea of God
into the idea of man”NA 150). Aesthetic consciousness exceeds the mythico-
religious: “It is possible to establish aesthetics the individual mind as
immeasurably a greater thing than religio@R(166).

Whether as “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blaclbior five ways of
looking at a November morning near Tehuantepecintneacy of the poetic image
(its perspectives, figures, rhymes, and rhythmsgobees a reflection of the
“thousand connections” of reality satisfying ongsé&nse of things. It is on this ground
that poetic fiction becomes object of “belief’; awtth this, as “Asides on the Oboe”
asserts,

The prologues are over. It is a question, now,
Of final belief. So, say that final belief
Must be in a fiction. It is time to choos€K 250)

For Stevens, political fictions, as successortheomythico-religious, evade
the depth and breadth of the aesthetic. Spurredritigism (particularly Stanley
Burnshaw’s) thatdeas of Ordeexhibited inadequate social responsibility dutime
Depression era (Mors&yallace Stevend48), Stevens i@wl’'s Clovertakes pains
to demonstrate the deficiency of the political (asmekcifically communism) as “a
phenomenon of the imaginatiorA 143):

Men gathering for a mighty flight of men,
An abysmal migration into a possible blueR(51)

And later, in “Imagination as Value”:

Surely the diffusion of communism exhibits imagioat in its most
momentous scale. ... With the collapse of other tlithis grubby forth
promises a practicable earthly paradise. ... the iinadign that is satisfied by
politics ... has not the same value as the imagindhat seeks to satisfy, say,
the universal mind, which, in the case of a poeiuld be the imagination
that tries to penetrate the basic images, basidiensy and so to compose a
fundamental poetry even older than the ancientdv@dA 145)

Communism proposes as a “final fiction” an idealizatopian version of society.

But this utopian projection is not a self-transcamd‘leaner being” CP 387); it is
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only the average man collectively made larger. “Man with the Blue Guitar” and
“Parts of a World” extend the examination of theg®value and responsibility. His
role is not to play an unambiguous version of

A tune upon the blue guitar
Of things exactly as they ar€€R 165)

Rather, he must struggle against “the pressureadity”: “the pressure of an external
event is events on the consciousness to the eanlogiany power of contemplation”
(NA 20). He must resort to “nobility”: that faculty ohind Stevens defines as “a
violence from within that protects us from a viaenwithout ... the imagination
pressing back against the pressure of realyX 86).

In a letter of August 1940 Stevens writes: “Theadf pure poetry, essential
imagination, as the highest objective of the pappears to be, at least potentially, as
great as the idea of God, and, for that matteitgreif the idea of god is one of the
things of the imagination”L( 369). The image has reality as a satisfactioariges
according to certain rules of the imagination passes through sudden rightnesses,”
and it “suffices.” The conception of the suprem&idin requires adequacy and the
recognition of the originary metaphoricity of larmge. This aesthetic position is
anti-metaphysical:

To say the solar charist is junk

Is not a variation but an end.

Yet to speak of the whole world as metaphor
Is still to stick to the contents of the mind

And the desire to believe in a metaphor.

It is to stick to the nicer knowledge of

Belief, that what it believes in is not tru€R 332)

This frees the mind for metaphoric discoveries:eéTh truth is to know that it is a
fiction and that you believe in it ..."QP 163). This wilful “knowledge” gives us a
truth not of empirical things but of pure forms. this fictive transcendence of the
metaphorical, we find that

... We ourselves
Stand at the center of ideal time,
The inhuman making choice of a human s&lifA 89)

This sufficiency, established by metaphor, prodwcégvid transparence’GP 380)
in “the excellencies of the air we breathe.” “Thedinent of Appearance” chronicles

the search for such transparence:
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Young men go walking in the woods,
Hunting for the great ornament,

The pediment of appearance.

They hunt for a form which by its form alone,
Without diamond—nblazons or flashing or
Chains of circumstance,

By its form alone, be being right,

By being high, is the stone

For which they are looking:

The savage transparence. CP(361)

Poetry is phenomenological discovery through trandent metaphoricity. Stevens’
improvisational structuring attempt to “penetrate’basic images” which form the
texture/truth of experience. Stevens proposes“thatstudy of his images / Is the
study of man” and that

... Inimages we awake,
Within the very object that we seek,
Participants of its being. It is, we ar€R 464)

The supreme fiction is “the poem of the whol€R(442). By this semiologic
“transcendence,” the poet’s “word is the makingre world, / The buzzing world
and lisping firmament” CP 345). For Stevens, poetry is “a purging of the ldier
poverty” (OP 167); in this sense, “God and the imagination @me” (CP 524).
Stevens’ cycles of decreation and aesthetic intiegrattempt to heal the rift that
detaches abstraction and sublimity from earthlirees$ mundaneness: “The central
poem is the poem of the wholeCR 442). Through the poet’s integrations we
“realize that we are creatures, not of a part, .t.dba whole for which, for the most
part, we have as yet no languag®P(189). Poetry articulates our mute sense of

things within a complicated fiction of the whole.
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CHAPTER TWO
FIGURES

2.1 MIND

In the poem, “The Common Life,” Stevens complaifstbe shadows that
are absent from Euclid,” and describes the morlgttIcast on the page. This
morbid light seems to be the best refraction of she that reason can manage.
Reason in Stevens’ figuration is seen in termdraight lines, sharp angles, squares,
and truncated geometrical figures.

Day after day, throughout the winter,

We hardened ourselves to live by bluest reason

In a world of wind and frost,

And by will, unshaken and florid
In mornings of angular ice,
That passed beyond us through the narrow $ky.124)

What has passed beyond is time, time when the roowdd have lived in an
imaginative mundo. Reality can be approached bgomabut the result is an
inhuman geometric cosmos:

The lines are straight and swift between the stars.
The night is not the cradle that they cry,

The criers, undulating the deep-oceaned phrase.

The lines are much too dark and much too sharp.

The mind herein attains simplicity.

There is no moon, on single, silvered le&fP(71)

A tolerable world can be created for oneself onfythe twisting of the
straight lines of reason into an imaginative desrafrom reality:

It was when the trees were leafless first in Novemb

And their blackness became appareat,ahe first
Knew the eccentric to be the base sigie CP 151)

One of the “Adagia” reads: “The absolute objeighgly turned is a metaphor of the
object,” an “evasion” of reality, a “revealing abegion”:

These pods are part of the growth of life withfe:li
Part of the unpredictable sproutings...
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That could come in a slight lurchingloé scene,
A swerving, a tilting, a little lengtheningOP 92)

The words Stevens uses to describe the procebe aihaginative molding of reality
shows his ambivalent attitude toward the processinkling, dodging, writhing,
crisping, bending, perverting, tilting, lurchingyisting, swerving, quirk, distortion,
contortion, malformation, oblique, astray, askewd awry. But also it is curling,
curving, curvetting, swaying, winding, wreathingyrting, the ellipse and the arc.
Rosenbloom@P 79) was “wry” and “wizened” because he had turfredh reality,
but in a wholly supernatural way. The revolutiosigCP 102) who stop for
orangeade, standing in the sun, cannot go on payegsance to the real, to the
“capitan geloso,” since “there is no pith in musikcept in something false.” They
must have refreshment, and this can only come feowholly conscious, and
therefore comic, warping of the real:

Wear a helmet without reason,
Tufted, tilted, twirled, and twisted.

Hang a feather by your eye,

Nod and look a little sly.

This must be the vent of pity,

Deeper than a truer ditty

Of the real that wrenches,

Of the quick that’s wry.CP 103)

“Wrenches” and “wry” are ambiguous. The imaginatitwists reality, but also
reality twists the human heart and forces one miteurd posturings in order to
endure it. An imaginative artifice creates a néliptecal reality which does not
wrench:

Here the total artifice reveals itself

As the total reality. Therefore it is

One says even of the odor of this fruit
That steeps the room, quickly, thenatatll,

It is more than the odor of this cofearth
And water. It is that which is distidl
In the prolific ellipses that we know

In the planes that tilt hard revelasam
The eye, a geometric glitter, tiltings
As of sections collecting toward the greenest cone.
(“Someone PuRimeapple Together,” I1INA 87])
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Always the odor comes and goes. The geometricdgttilt” the hard revelations of
perception, and collect the pineapple, “primitive.b

The usual figure to sum up Stevens’ attitude towaedl the various
“curvings” of reality is the circle. And this olis culminating of all curves and
arcs is something to be avoided:

He called hydrangeas purple. And tveye.
Not fixed and deadly (like a curvingdithat merely makes a ring).
It was a purple changeable to s@€.23-4)

Once the warping is made the warped form is fix@d] so no longer delights. To
live too long within an imaginative mundo is to loeked in a closed circle that is
just as tedious as the rational process, alwaysnieg us to our poverty of spirit.
All the mind’s operations are circular, except tirational flash of the imagination
which allows us to avoid the blankness of the aente

In the punctual center of all circlelite
Stands truly. CP 366)

White and black are the polarities of the mind’edpum of mood, and both
are pernicious. The “black sublime” is dea®P(55). White brings us to the void
by the opposite direction, by the obliteration ofar through the intellect or by the
fading away of an imaginative world, as in:

A blue pigeon it is, that circles the blue sky,

On sidelong wing, around and round iamohd.
A white pigeon it is, that fluttersttee ground,
Grown tired of flight.GP 17)

Or:

A blue scene washing white in the (&R 306)The weeping burgheCP 61)
distorts reality to create fictions which soon grol in their “excess”:

And I, then, tortured for old speech,

A white of wildly woven rings;

I, weeping in a calcined heatrt,
My hands such sharp, imagined thinG®©61)

Reality in another poem is figured by a parakeatsehgreen feathers please our eye,
but whose “lids are white because his eyes ar@b(iGP 82). The “white elders”
who ravish Susanna are figures for reality’s vigtover the green “garden” of her
creation. An old fiction becomes a “white absti@ct (CP 276). Whiteness is the
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“ultimate intellect” CP 433), when all motion, life, color and mood cea¥¥ée long
for rest, but rest is either death or sleep; “ia punctual center of all circles white
stands truly” CP 366).

In “pink and white carnations—one desires so mudarenthan that” CP
193), the first association is one of mawkishn#ss prettiness of pink, too bland in
a facing-up to reality. But pink is also a fadiofjred. Red being the color of
unabstracted reality in all its harshness, theestant in fact says that we desire
much more than reality can offer. Pink is a steyngplor than we want, albeit in a
cold astringent scene:

The day itself

Is simplified: a bowl of white,

Cold, a cold porcelain, low and round,

With nothing more than the carnatidmexé. CP 193)

Brown is close to black and therefore to death.ldG® precious, preciosity
and also the color of glaring sunlight. Purpldlgser than the sky, an added delight
and a distortion. Bronze is a sun-color and a coddal. Green is the color of life,
but also reality without spirit.

All of Europe and the Orient is the East to Steveii$ie East implies the
cultures of the past, and Crispin, modern manslineheir backwash, as

The ribboned stick, the bellowing bieex, cloak
Of China, cap of SpairfCR 28)

These cultures no longer suffice, the old ordelomger embodies a reality. Crispin
makes his voyage west because of the “westwardokegverything,” culture to
anarchy, day to night, life to death:

Light, too, encrusts us, making visible

The motions of the mind and giving form

To moodiest nothings, as, desire for da
Accomplished in the immensely flashiragst,
Desire for rest, in that descending sea

Of dark, which in its very darkening

Is rest and silence spreading intogsléeP 137)

East and West represent light and darkness, the tthiaroscuro:

The whole habit of the mind is chanbggdhem
These Gaeled and fitful-fangled darkess

Made suddenly luminous, themselvesaagh,

An east in their compelling westwardndGP 455)

59



Perhaps the basic dichotomy between North and SauBtevens’ mind is
that in the North one is in twentieth-century sogievhile in the South one is more
alone with chaotic, exotic reality. But both Nodhd South are fusions of the real
with the imaginative, and both necessarily havér tinegic aspects. The voyager in
“Farewell to Florida” has no illusions about whatwill find in the North:

The leaves in which the wind kept psiound

From my North of cold whistled in a aghral South,

My North is leafless and lies in a wynglime

Both of men and clouds, a slime of nmearowds. CP 117-8)

One’s mind is not going to be at rest in eithemitsthern or southern aspects, and
can shrink from them both:

Let us fix portals, east and west,
Abhorring green-blue north and blueegreouth. QP 17)

Night is a good time for the imagination, and a baee for personal fears of
mortality. Winter, like Night, serves as the t@agiackground upon which light and
life play. Winter is when the mind destroys imadine worlds created in summer.
The winter mind is not a state brought on by theoalie perception of real objects.
We all see things through the veils of our sendds.asserts in “The Plain Sense of
Things,” “The absence of the imagination had itdelfbe imagined” CP 502).
Winter, therefore, is just another metaphor, theifaof another dream:

Now it is September and the web is woven
The web is woven and you have to wear it
The winter is made and you have to bear
The winter web, the winter woven, wintlavind
It is the mind that is woverCR 208)

The mind’s landscape, without the flame of the imafjon, is always wintry and
destructive:

The mind is the great poem of wintee man,
Who, to find what will suffice,
Destroys romantic tenements
Of rose and ice
In the land of warCp 238-9)
The imagination’s workings, its seasons, its colgsi its wars, are hardly
voluntary. Both confusion and beauty comes from ifatilme of facing the
“dumbfoundering abyss between us and the obj&&®’ 437). The mind, as a child

asleep in its own life, as isolated, creates outtobwn need the “forms of dark
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desire” CP 432) and its relation with the exterior world. eTfigures for these
desires, “monsters of elegy” in a “mythology of neaa death,” exhibit the ultimate
futility of figures.

Sleep realized
Was the whiteness that is the ultinmattellect, CP 433)

But the mind cannot help bringing forth children d#sire, images of itself at war
with itself, any more than the child can, in itscley of life, deny its instinct for
creation:

The children of a desire that is thé,wi
Even of death, the beings of the mind
In the light-bound space of the mira tloreate flare.

It is a child that sings itself to glee
The mind, among the creatures thatikes,
The people, those by which it lives dieks. CP 436)

2.2. DISORDER

Life is a bitter aspic. We are not
At the center of a diamond.CR322)

An aspic is a gelatine mass with little pieces @&am egg or fish embedded
here and there. The aspic, Stevens asserts ihéticpie du Mal” X, is analogous to
what one can make out of the world without imagorat We recognize particulars,
parts, in the mass but we can recognize no coherdet. It was the old philosophy
that saw the universe as a diamond with every tlajed being in it at its appointed
position, with everything relating to man as theitee, a universe brilliant with
values, cut hard and clear for eternity by the diadhmaster, God. The diamond
order was false. Within it, war was frequently lepbman was angelic, the church
held the truth beyond the chaos of sense perceptite saw nature as existing for
man’s use. The modern poet does not have suasstidm his poverty, he has hardly
enough to endure, and his diet must of necessitgisbof the aspic. And since there
is no other real food, he comes with time to préféo the confects of an outworn
philosophy, confects which finally are bitter inetlextreme in their untruth. The

bitterness of the truth, however, is sweet in thegressing of it; these
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“exacerbations” become “epicure” in their orderitiggir arrangement in the poetic
imagination. Stevens does not falsify the essehtiee process when he calls it:
Hunger feeding on its own hungrine€s? 823)

Crispin, in his village, had been used to berrggsjcots, and salad beds, but
once out to sea, and hungry, it is different: “cees one’s paté, even of salt,
quotha.” The salty paté is a food quite like tispia, with a pun on eating one’s
head. There is nothing outside of the mind to feeds value; one feeds on one’s
desire for order, on oneself.

The world, when the imagination is ineffective aisdry loaf” to the hunger
for order (“Dry Loaf,”CP 199). Life in the Thirties was a desperate gragpor the
loaf only. And yet, from within man, even in hisyerty, more sustenance could
come, from out of the imagination, to

The dry men blown
Brown as the bread, thinking of birds
Flying from burning countries and brosand shoresCP 199-200)

This is not to say that the imaginative order, feglias the bird in flight, has any
permanence, that reality will ever be understoofinaily ordered.

The world, a turnip once so readilyghied,

Sacked up and carried overseas, damined

Of its ancient purple, pruned to thetilee main,

And sown again by the stiffest realist,

Came reproduced in purple, family font,

The same insoluble lump. The fatalist

Stepped in and dropped the chucklingrdbis craw,
Without grace or grumblé€CR 45)

Crispin once thought he knew all about reality, hdalibed” and “pruned” the crude
turnip, but he comes to see that solving one proldaly gives birth to many more.
Only the imagination can handle this “family fontf insoluble problems by
accepting the lumpy turnip as one’s food.

Stevens often selects a particular from the extesoald and uses it as an
emblem for that world. The context generates thepiexity, usually through a
statement of the poet’'s mood in conflict with therla (see for example “The Man
on the Dump,”CP 201). There is a plethora of animals and plaaspecially
flowers and natural landscapes that are not ambguoThe lion, the bear, the

elephant, and the worm, or the iris, hepatica aeditac have all their own particular
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ambience and are not arbitrary, but, like the wonmefirhe Common Life,” they
“have only one side.”

The parakeet with the coppery keen claws is a digiar reality, blind,
indifferent, but with a blazing tail and naturakdée:

He munches a dry shell while he exerts
His will, yet never ceases, perfectkcoc
To flare, in the sun-pallor of his ro¢kP 82)

This is a dry bird of sun and rock and yet “dry rhean find sustenance in dreams of
flying birds (CP 200). Birds are real objects of a red, real wobldt the flights of
birds, their arcs, feathers, tails, their cries aodgs, are all aspects of birds that the
imagination fastens on as analogs of complex idéasder.

One bird is a simple figure for reality—the clawingck. The cock’s crow
awakens the hearer from his sleep of dreams baokalidy. The Shelleyan lark is
the figure for those dreams:

There is no place,

Here, for the lark fixed in the mind,
In the museum of the sky. The cock
Will claw sleep.GP 182)

The cock existed before man came to assert hisatiénin a diamond design of the
world: “the best cock of red feather crew befdne tlocks” CP 89). We must
make our own diamonds out of the real. There lansd who, while doubting the
truth of cosmic design, also distrust the imagoratihat can make diamonds out of
the painful aspic truth,

The people that turned off and came

To avoid the bright, discursive wings,
To avoid the hap-hallow hallow-ho
Of central things,

Nor in their empty hearts to feel
The blood-red redness of the sun,
To shrink to an insensible,

Small oblivion,

Beyond the keenest diamond day

Of people sensible to pain,

When cocks wake, clawing at their beds
To be again,
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And who, for that, turn toward the ceck
And toward the start of day

He that suffers most desires

The red bird most and the strongest-sky
Not the people in the air that hear

The little owl fly. CP 243-4)

The desire for the “red bird” is a desire frauglitvhedges. The desire is not to run
straight into the jaws of reality, the fire-c&K 3), but to “swerve” away from him,
as the bucks do, in “circular” lines, till finallghe firecat, temporarily spent, closes
his bright eyes and sleeps. In reality thererisdigy, as in man there are two selves.
The animal in us is part of reality, enjoys thesseal, and is figured as the “subman”
in “Owl’s Clover” (OP 66-8).

He was born within us as a second self,

A self of parents who have never died,
Whose lives return, simply, upon ouslip
Their words and ours, in what we seeirthues
Without a seasorOP 67)

The other self fears for its life near the fireaa&jects its mortal, subman self (the
animal), and wishes to think about, make fictiofstioe real peaches, rather than
merely look at and taste them (s& 224). But the “subman” asserts himself:

Who speaks? But it must be that I,

That animal, that exile, for whom

The bells of the chapel pullulate sauat
Heart. The peaches are large and round
Ah! and red.

The windows are open. The sunliglt fil

The curtains. Even the drifting of thetains,
Slight as it is, disturbs me. | did koow

That such ferocities could tear

One self from another, as these peatdbefP 224)

The animal self enjoys being a “botanist,” lookitigsely at the things of the
earth; the other self finds it cold on the “Alpfewing a “panorama of despairCP
135). The poet attempts to make words of the @amar to be “conversant” with
reality, but reality is a “monster”:

It is not a voice that is under theesav

It is not speech, the sound we hear

In this conversation, but the sound

Of things and their motion: the othwan,

A turguoise monster moving roun@P(359-60)
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The man with the blue guitar hopes:
That | may reduce the monster to

Myself, and then may be myself

In face of the monster, be more tham pa
Of it, more than the monstrous player o
One of its monstrous lute€CH(175)

But the imaginative dominance of things is not tiugh. This fragmented truth can
hardly suffice:

All these things together,

Parts, and more things, parts. He nswpposed divine
Things might not look divine, nor thiamothing

Was divine then all things were, thelddaself,

And that if nothing was the truth, thedh

Things were the truth, the world itsgs the truth. GP 242)

Rather than ever attaining a constant imaginatieenidance over reality, the
continual struggle with the monster pushes onatacgdia about struggling to know
it at all:

And though one says that one is paevefything,
There is a conflict, there is a resis&involved;
And being part is an exertion that texd. OP 96)

Reality, when it is out of control, is figured byeSens as a monster. When
Stevens’ imagination is in control of reality, hees reality as a woman who
fascinates him, who dreams of “marriage” (abstoactinto an ordered fictive
“mundo”), but who is changeable of mood. Consitker‘ordinary women”CP 10),
as objects unassimilated by the imagination anéhsgpoverty” and “monotony.”
The imagination removes them from their prison sans of “heavenly script,” the
“canting curliques” that make explicit in “puissapeech” the beauty of real things
slightly wrought or “pointed.” The marriage, thesamilation of things into a poem
is wrought by moonlight. But the marriage, beimgaal, cannot last, and a return to
unassimilated reality (catarrhs) is desired. Thkenha, donna dark,” otherwise
Florida, “venereal soil,” is reality figured as aomvan that will not be denied,
returning always after an imaginative order (thesimuof the guitar) has been
achieved:

Swiftly in the nights,

In the porches of Key West,
Behind the bougainvilleas,
After the guitar is asleep,
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Lasciviously as the wind,
You come tormenting,
Insatiable QP 47-8)

Reality, the ocean of things perceived, the “seaxdf(CP 175), always gets
out of control simply through its incomprehensibéstness. We attempt an ordering
and guard it jealously against chaos:

These are within what we permit, in-bar
Exquisite in poverty against the suns
Of ex-bar.GP 317)

The ordering is the poem, but implicit in the poarich “resists the intelligence
almost successfully” GP 350) are overtones of the uncontrollability of Itga
figured in the “storm™:

Things floating like the first hundrédkes of snow
Out of a storm we must endure all night
Out of a storm of secondary thingd @51)

Professor Eucalyptus in “An Ordinary Evening in Nelaven” will not look beyond
objects, the chaotic rain of things:

He sits in his room, beside
The window, close to the ramshackleusjpowhich
The rain falls with a ramshackle soui@P 475)

He knows the ordering of this awful chaos comey fnoim within, from the creation
of a fictive landscape:

He preserves himself against the repugnant rain
By an instinct for a rainless land, the self
Of his self, come at upon wide delving of wings.

Yet Stevens cannot live in a “rainless land” fondo so that in another poem “the
cataracts as facts fall like rejuvenating rai@P(263).

In “Human Arrangement,” the rain of things upon thend is matched by a
chaotic rain of thought, mixed with desire. Imagive shiftings of unreal forms are
impelled by a will to repose:

Place-bound and time-bound in evening rain

And bound by a sound which does not change,

Except that it begins and ends,
Begins again and ends again—

Rain without change within or from
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Without. In this place and in this time

And in this sound, which do not change,
In which the rain is all one thing,

In the sky, an imagined, wooden chair
Is the clear-point of an edifice,

Forced up from nothing, evening’s chair,
Blue-strutted curule, true—unreal,

The center of transformations that
Transform for transformation’s self,

In a glitter that is a life, a gold

That is a being, a will, a fateCP 363)
The sound that does not change is the desolataruetal tone of the universe. Itis
the romantic who in the sound of wind and leavdkfimid his own misery, for “here
in the west indifferent crickets chant through odifferent crises” CP 321). The
mind attuned to winter sound, the mind of the snawnwill not engage in futile
pathetic fallacy or think his misery has any megnexcept to himself, in the larger
landscape:

The leaves cry. It is not a cry of divine atien,

Nor the smoke-drift of puffed-out heroesy human cry.

It is the cry of leaves that do not tigered themselves,

In the absence of fantasi@P(96-7)
The poet, though he must respond to this tone efré¢lal, modulates it to a modest
affirmation of the imagination’s endurance bendghthstorms of rain or snow.

He seeks an image certain as meaning is
To sound, sound’s substance and executant,
The particular tingle in a proclamation

That makes it say the little thing it says
Below the prerogative jumbl&IA 84)

The desire of the poet is not modest, the achieaeme He seeks an image; he will
not find one. Meaning is not “certain” to soundhe image can be meaning’s
“executant” only in approximating a complex sefexlings in the poet.

The image that Stevens found that served him lbst figure that best
enclosed in itself all of his attitudes toward rgalwas the image of the rock.

The world [was a]...
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Rock, of valedictory echoings

To which his imagination returned

From which it sped.GP 179)
Reality to the eye is

A space of stone, of inexplicable base
And peaks outsoaring possible adjectivér.185)

And “the rock cannot be brokenCP 375). All we can hope to know is the material
world of which we are a part:

It is true that you live on the rock,
And in it. It is wholly you. QP 88)

In the face of the rock, it is up to the human bess poet, with his
imagination, his “interior paramour,” to make delwhat he can:

There was neither voice nor crested image,

No chorister, nor priest. There was

Only the great height of the rock

And the two of them standing still to resSEK 126)

The poem makes meanings of the rock,

Of such mixed motion and such imagery

That its barrenness becomes a thousand things
And so exists no moreCP 527)

To obliterate the image of reality from the mindhg only “cure.” The imaginative
act abstracts from the rock until the rock becomes

The weight we lift with the finger of a dream,
The heaviness we lighten by light will,
By the hand of desireCP 476)

Mrs. Alfred Uruguay climbs the mountain, the reah her jackass. She will not
allow the imagination to make her lot in life angseer. The poet on horseback
descends by means of his imagination into “themate elegance: the imagined
land” (CP 250). We must study reality intimately so asame to forget it:

It is to disclose the essential presence, say,

Of a mountain, expanded and elevated almost
Into a sense, an object the less; or else

To disclose in the figure waiting on the road

An object the more, an undetermined form
Between the slouchings of a gunman and a lover,
A gesture in the dark, a fear one feels

In the great vistas of night ailCP 531)
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The volcano is another “grey particular of manfe,li whose activity happens to
vent “evil” on man—reality in its violent aspecThe universe is inhuman, pain is
human. The escape from pain in the imaginativasattiie “maximum answer” that
can be truthfully offered to the problem of eviliBsthétique du Mal”:

The force that destroys us is disclosed, within
This maximum, an adventure to be endured
With the politest helplessness. Ay mi!

One feels its action moving in the bloo@R 324)

Human desire in an inhuman universe must of negegsomote the controlled

poetic schizophrenia figured in the lover and thmrgan. One side of the mind
stalks the monster, the other seeks insatiabled@ofears the firecat or cherishes the
cock. The beauty and horror of reality convinces/8ns of the truth of evasions and
the evasions of truth. One eats one’s aspic, fiaces oneself in the center of a

diamond, until dinner.

2.3. ORDER

Nota: man is the intelligence of his soill,
The sovereign ghost. As such, the Socrates
Of snails, musician of pears, principium
And lex. Sed quaeritur: is this same wig

Of things, this nincompated pedagogue,
Preceptor to the sea? Crispin at sea
Created, in his day, a touch of doubt.

An eye most apt in gelatines and jupes,
Berries of villages, a barber’s eye,

An eye of land, of simple salad-beds,

Of honest quilts, the eye of Crispin, hung
On porpoises, instead of apricots,

And on silentious porpoises, whose snouts
Dibbled in waves that were mustachios,
Inscrutable hair in an inscrutable worl@R 27)

Waves are mustaches to the imaginative eye. Wih#tlsedistortion of reality, this
“twisting,” or “curling” is anything more than deggon is impossible to decide in an
inscrutable world. For “the very man despising égirquilts lies quilted to his poll
in his despite” CP 41): that is, even the man who despises middisescinyths can

know nothing of the real world but what his “potif “pate” extracts from it. Hairs,
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and their arrangements, are seen by Stevens astlmaerable necessary deviations
from reality that create an ordered imaginative fisho.” The creation of mundos is
not an occupation exclusive to poets. Various Bbes” and “shearsmen,”
imaginative people of one sort or another, clip eak for a vast assortment of wigs,
pates, curls, braids and beards. All these “bnggli’ from the simple “curl” to the
most “pointed coiffure,” are orderings of reality.

In his village, Crispin felt himself the judge dretlaw-maker to the world of
objects. He thought his imagined universe (takesr avholesale from the imaginers
of the past) to be the truth about the real unazeBut the sea, chaos of things, is our
pedagogue; the world is incapable of a true fimdedng.

There is nothing wrong with wearing a wig. One th@ve a dream in the
face of the object. The inadmissible thing is &® ©neself, the “guerilla 1,” as
“preceptor” to the sea.

It comes to this:

That the guerilla | should be booked

And bound. Its nigger mystics should change
Foolscap for wigs. Academies

As of a tragic science should ris€R 195)

The romantic egoist with his desire for heavenlyrerctions will be disillusioned
with such a “tragic” world. Stevens accepts beilane.

Is it bad to have come here

And to have found the bed empty?

One might have found tragic hair,

Bitter eyes, hands hostile and col@P(161)
There is consolation within this acceptance of & dde in the imagination’s

capacity to respond to the brilliance of naturarmie, and to fashion
A poet’s metaphors in which being would

Come true, a point in the fire of music where
Dazzle yields to a clarity and we observe,

And observing is completing and we are content,
In a world that shrinks to an immediate whole,

That we do not need to understand, complete
Without secret arrangements of it in the mind.
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There might be in the curling-out of spring

A purple-leaping element that forth

Would froth the whole heaven with its seeming-&P 841)

The imagination “curls” nature so that it appear®e spring. Crispin’s four
“daughters with curls” in section VI of “The Comadi as the Letter C” are figures
for various poetic kinds, different sorts of imaggs. Their “curls” are neither in
the external world, nor wholly from the poet's sebiut are products of the
imaginative reworking of reality: “The relation theeen the imagination and reality
Is a question more or less of precise equilibriyA 9). Constant fabrication ends
only with death or with the cutting off of the poem

So may the relation of each man be clipped.
And so distorting, proving what he proves

Is nothing, what can all this matter since

The relation comes, benignly, to its en@P@6)

The “mundo” Lenin left behind is as unstable asréds. The “honeycomb” of any
one man cannot endure.

Go, mouse, go nibble at Lenin in his tomb.

Cut summer down to find the honey-comb.

Go hunt for honey in his hairCpP 217)
The expectation of permanent answers from anydiaien is futile.

In a happier mood, Stevens sees the imaginativdtyaas the queen of life,
whose transformations of reality mean more thamuag

And on your head
No crown is simpler than the simple haltR 87)

Crowns, symbols of earthly authority, were worn dncient patriarchs with large
“beards.” Beards, like curls and wigs, represeamgformations of reality, products
of myth-making. Stevens sometimes uses “beardfedyin this figurative sense to
represent myth, as in “salt masks of bea@P (L01), or “gold beards of waterfalls”
(OP 95). Bearded sages or “sculptors” engage in myking, and their beards, or
world-views, are a necessary part of the life oaga:

The statue is the sculptor not the stone.

In this he carved himself, he carved his age,

Ethereal compounder, pater patriae,
Great mud-ancestor, oozer and Abraham,
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Progenitor wearing the diamond crown of crowns,
He from whose beard the future springs, el€aP 64)

The modern sage has his own imaginative mundohgedoes not pretend to any
divine illumination, or heavenly hopes. He is nat of the “blessed, whose beard is
cloak against the snowsCP 105). The bearded king (the poem or myth) conuts o
of the imagination’s will to order:

It is clear that it is not a moral law.

It appears to be what there is of life compressed
Into its own illustration, a divinity

Like any other, rex by right of the crown,

The jewels in his beard O 79)

From this will to transform objects into jewels cesnthe bearded patriarchal form
that is the fictive god of Stevens’ imaginative rdan

As if the crude collops came together as one,
A mythological form, a festival sphere,
A great bosom, beard and being, alive with aGe.466)

Stevens has gone from a denial of the bearded sdgeselation to the affirmation
of an illusory bearded hero that will satisfy mahishger for gods:

| sing a hero’s head, large eye
And bearded bronze, but not a man,

Although I patch him as | can
And reach through him almost to marCR(165)

Stevens has, in his very moments of affirmatiomething of Swift's disgust about
illusion. The curls in nature we put there oursslv History exhibits the continual
search for order through myth-making:

Is it for nothing, then, that old Chinese

Sat titivating by their mountain pools

Or in the Yangtse studied out their beards?

| shall not play the flat historic scale.

You know how Utamaro’s beauties sought
The end of love in their all-speaking braids.
You know the mountainous coiffures of Bath.
Alas! Have all the barbers lived in vain

That not one curl in nature has survived?
Why, without pity on these studious ghosts,
Do you come dripping in your hair from sleepCP(14)

The “you” addressed is not the wife of the narratiog uncle; the stanza is a love ode

to the “Interior Paramour,” the Imagination. Fransleep of dreams the imagination
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emerges with fictions that belie any absolute fdaton of reality (“studious
ghosts”). The Imagination bathes her hair in Rgalmountain pool, and orders the
world:

In the green water, clear and warm,
Susanna lay.

She searched

The touch of springs,

And found

Concealed imaginings.

She sighed,

For so much melody.

Upon the bank, she stood
In the cool
Of spent emotionsQP 90)

The imagination finds and spends all the time.tiémal Susannas die, as the mind
destroys all “romantic tenements” of rose and @y to raise them up again.

Building up and tearing down, creating and destrgyicontinual love and
strife is the occupation of the mind. The humaagmation constructs “tenements”
or artifacts which represent an ordering. For gdemthe steeple, the chariot,
carriage and motor car, the tambourine, banjorocan, etc. are figures of prevalent
artifacts, attitudes, pictures in a particular péror a place.

The figure of the natural diamond is used by SteveEnrepresent a false
ordering of reality, the universe in a supposediyural, immortal diamond-design.
But there is also the cut, fashioned diamond thdiadlishes the “hair” of women, or
their fans:

How explicit the coiffures became,
The diamond point, the sapphire point,
The sequins

Of the civil fans! CP 11)

Diamonds represent those insights, flashes of rhetaghat go into the making up of
a poetic myth (the “coiffure” or the “civil fan”).The coiffures become “explicit” in
the moonlight of the imaginative dream. Theseavetiamonds are set together in a
“crown,” the complete fiction. Any crown fashionéaor reality must be wrought
with the minimum of distortion, “the slightest crowof Gothic prong” CP 295).
One wants to project neither pure idea (the alstrgicnor pure “thing” (the object),
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neither a crown without Mrs. Pappadopoulos, nor.NPappadopoulos without her
crown:

She floats in the contention, the flux
Between the thing as idea and
The idea as thingQP 295)

Contention, constant battle, is the necessary rhetdte of the artist. Any order
created cannot pretend to the reality that is Megapadopoulos:

The arrangement contains the desire of
The artist. But one confides in what has no
Concealed creator. One walks easily

The unpainted shore, accepts the world
As anything but sculpture. Good-bye,
Mrs. Pappadopoulos, and thankSP(296)

Behind all “sculpture,” all artistic achievementttse concealed creator and
his desire. The “statue” which rose out of thastigt war with meaninglessness
lends value to life for a while, and then is medgiess to another age:

Even imagination has an end,

When the statue is not a thing imagined, a stone
That changed in sleep. ltis, itis, let be

The way it came, let be what it may becon@P (71)

This is the summation at the end of “Owl’'s Cloveilhe confused, complex surface
of this poem is in part due to Stevens’ mixed fegdi about the destruction of the
artifacts of the past. The grand and the grandigseeemed to him, must be
sacrificed. Crows “anoint” statues, and mice retween equestrian legs. The noble
gestures of the past have hardly any meaning; brand marble imply a permanent
order of which we can know nothing. Reality (then)sis no “sculptor” for man’s
hunger for permanence:

Sunis

A monster-maker, an eye, only an eye,

A sharpener of shapes for only the eye,

Of things no better than paper things, of days

That are paper days. The false and true are Ge2%2-3)

Men like Crispin started out as romantics, butrastanding in the “sun” too
long, changed their idea of it, and of themselves:

Nothing of himself
Remained, except some starker, barer self
In a starker, barer world, in which the sun
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Was not the sun because it never shone
With bland complaisance on pale parasols,
Beetled, in chapels, on the chaste bouquéR.20)

It is a sentimental ordering that arranges “bousjii¢hat holds a “parasol.” Poets
also use parasols:

Eulalia, I lounged on the hospital porch,

On the east, sister and nun, and opened wide
A parasol, which | had found, against

The sun. The interior of a parasol,

It is a kind of blank in which one see€R 287)

Even Hartford, Connecticut can be seen under gtpluparasol:

What is this purple, this parasol,

This stage-light of the Opera?

It is like a region full of intonings.

It is a Hartford seen in a purple lighCR 226)

All arrangements, coiffures, crowns, sculpturesudaeets and parasols are false.
Falseness is of necessity bred within the mindhgyhunger for permanence. We
take a part of reality and treat it for a whiletlhs whole. We live in a “park” whose
boundaries are the limitations of our minds, or teeces we fabricate to allow
within just so much of reality as we can order andure.

The park with the most limited boundaries is thith® masses in “Owl’s
Clover:

The workers do not rise, as Venus rose,
Out of a violet sea. They rise a bit
On summer Sundays in the park.

They rise to the muddy, metropolitan elms,

To the camellia-chateaux and an inch beyo@d §0)
The masses will listen to any “architect,” liveany park given to them, whether by
leaders of the present or “skeletons” from the:past

These bands, these swarms, these motions, whagmof?t
They keep to the paths of the skeleton architect
Of the park. They obey the rules of every skeletof©P 62)

All parks of the past were fictions that passedtime, and we must live,
disenchanted, in a modern park:

The envoi to the past

Is largely another winding of the clock.

The tempo, in short, of the complicated shift.
The summer Sundays in the park, must be
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A leaden ticking circular in width.

How shall we face the edge of time? We walk

In the park. We regret we have no nightingale.
We must have the throstle on the gramophcD®.§6)

The transcendent imaginers of the past (who héwdhightingale) had pretensions
to final truth; the poet who believes neither ianscendence nor in final truth, must
face self-derision at the close of his own hymmstehing to the throstle on the
gramophone.

Stevens can focus on the center of the park, tmeahucomedy, the local
environment, or he can seek for “things dark on libezons of perception”GP
508). The poet can focus on his “mansion” in thekpand write poems that become
part of the mansion:

Children,

Still weaving budded aureoles,

Will speak our speech and never know,
Will say of the mansion that it seems
As if he that lived there left behind

A spirit storming in blank walls,

A dirty house in a gutted world.CP 159)

Crispin, at first, was like the children and didct mealize what sort of place he lived
in,

He that saw

The stride of vanishing autumn in a park

By way of decorous melanchol\CP 31)
The vision of the human comedy as Stevens sesspitojected in “Life is an old
casino in the park,” a casino with rain sweepingulgh its boarded windows and
leaves falling into its encrusted fountains. Thaeothe poet gets, the less the human
comedy in the park amuses him, till finally hisieis of the exterior world is of a
nothingness, a “vacancy in the park” where:

The four winds blow through the rustic arbor,
Under its mattresses of vine€R 511)

The vines, usually figures for an ordered reakig seen as mattresses, where people
sleep, in subjective phantasms.
The old “theater,” the old order in the park is gon

A tempest cracked in the theatre. Quickly,
The wind beat in the roof and half the walls.
The ruin stood still in an external world.
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It had been real.

The people sat in the theatre, in the ruin,

As if nothing had happened.

It was a blue scene washing white in the rairCP 806)
The modern theater is “bare board” and bricks, Hawit scenery or lights'GQP 427).
Tragic gesticulation towards “theatrical distancéSP 129) does one little good.
What is needed is a new myth, a new theater, anchthd must construct it. It must
declaim to itself (“The poet represents the mindhe act of defending us against
itself”), hoping through speech to unite two disgarfeelings towards its situation:

It has

To construct a new stage. It has to be on thgesta
And, like an insatiable actor, slowly and

With meditation, speak words that in the ear,

In the delicatest ear of the mind, repeat,

Exactly, that which it wants to hear, at the sound
Of which, an invisible audience listens,

Not to the play, but to itself, expressed

In an emotion as of two people, as of two
Emotions becoming oneCP 240)

These new myths will not re-unite the world of pleopnd things. These
myths are personal; each of us his/her own mythemaKhe impulse is towards a
retreat inwards, to the center of the self, andhat same time towards a flight
outwards beyond the theater, the mansions, the paglond the “last thoughtQP
117) to the edge of space. Stevens wants the miaxiexploration of the “park,”

The mind,

The starting point of the human and the end,
That in which space itself is contained, the gate
To the enclosure, day, the things illumined

By day, night and that which night illumines,
Night and its midnight-minting fragrances,
Night's hymn of the rock, as in a vivid slee@R 528)

We are dealing with a “sensibility in desperatiomhere statements come out as
“lyric cries” all the more moving because we feelthem a “craving for a fuller

being than they can ever reach” (Blackmur 222).er&€hs in Stevens a desire to
transcend the park, to pass through the “portait wads not to a “foyer” of another

theater, but to an absolute foyer. He always dethie wish immediately; there is no
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absolute foyer, he says, only the resting plades,“thoments,” those imaginative
integrations of common things within the park:

He knew that he was a spirit without a foyer
And that, in his knowledge, local objects become
More precious than the most precious objects ofdnhom

The local objects of a world without a foyer,
Without a remembered past, a present past,
Or a present future, hoped for in present hope,

Objects not present as a matter of course
On the dark side of the heavens or the bright,
In that sphere with so few objects of its own.

Little existed for him but the few things
For which a fresh name always occurred, as if
He wanted to make them, keep them from perishing,

The few things, the objects of insight, the int¢igras
Of feeling, the things that came of their own adgor
Because he desired without knowing quite what,

That were the moments of the classic, the beautiful
These were that serene he had always been apprgachi
As toward an absolute foyer beyond roman@# {11-2)

The position is nominalist. The second and thtehzas by their iteration of what

the objects are not, carry the submerged desitdgtibg could be more than they are.
The objects are as seen by the imagination, irsightegrations. The serenity that
moments of equilibrium bring has its pathos sifed cannot be an absolute foyer:
“the crows are flying above the foyer of summeCP(457). There is no summer
free of squawking crows. Man must always retutratw end in, the foyer of winter,

“the late, least foyer in a qualm of coldCR 457).

Stevens consistently shows an understanding @fioak belief as a longing
for a transcendent paradise “beyond” phenomenar. Ske@vens, thought does not
satisfy desire, reason does not render the rebgiouthe aesthetic imagination
unnecessary. The rationalist faith is spiritu@ityde, it cannot create limited myths
out of local objects, making connections vitaltie spirit:

Thought is false happiness: the idea
That merely by thinking one can,

Or may, penetrate, not may,

But can, that one is sure to be able—
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That there lies at the end of thought
A foyer of the spirit in a landscape
Of the mind, in which we sit

And wear humanity’s bleak crown;

In which we read the critique of paradise
And say it is the work

Of a comedian, this critique;

In which we sit and breathe

An innocence of an absolute,

False happiness, since we know that we use
Only the eye as faculty, that the mind

Is the eye, and that this landscape of the mind

Is a landscape only of the eye; and that

We are ignorant men incapable

Of the least, minor, vital metaphor, content,

At last, there, when it turns out to be her€P B05)

The only approach to a foyer outside of the pask the can hope for is that of the

classical, the beautiful, the serene aesthetic mame

Beauty is momentary in the mind—
The fitful tracing of a portal. GP 91)

As more of reality comes under the poet's commaedsees the portal at the end of

the park:

Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,
Why, when the singing ended and we turned
Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights,
The lights in the fishing boats at anchor there,
As the night descended, tilting in the air,
Mastered the night and portioned out the sea,
Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles,
Arranging, deepening, enchanting night.

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,
The maker’s rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starre@P(130)

In that time of equilibrium it is as if there weam “angel of reality standing at the
door” (CP 496), bidding the poet to come to the “threshql@P 511) and there,

beyond reason, to behold for a moment a visionnohesthetic order, permanent

within flux, a foyer in which he has no permanelaicp:

The palm at the end of the mind,
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Beyond the last thought, rises
In the bronze distance,

A gold-feathered bird
Sings in the palm, without human meaning,
Without human feeling, a foreign song.

You know then that it is not the reason
That makes us happy or unhappy.
The bird sings. Its feathers shine.

The palm stands on the edge of space.
The wind moves slowly in the branches.
The bird’s fire-fangled feathers dangle dow@P(117-8)

This poem, “Of Mere Being,” is one of the last p@e8tevens wrote, and is a
distillation of his later ideas. Figures here takethe depth of symbols, and Stevens’
figural tension is better seen as a tranquil elguilm, with the palm and the bird as
figures of order within the park.

If a figure like “summer” is analyzed, one will sét its real objects take on
significations that have to do with the poet’s desi so that a tree, for example, has
little to do with the facts of the particular tree:

Postpone the anatomy of summer, as
The physical pine, the metaphysical pine.
Let’'s see the very thing and nothing el€eP 373)

A “red” fern represents an object difficult to fix our perception because the mind
abstracts from reality in the moment of looking:

The large-leaved day grows rapidly,
And opens in this familiar spot

Its unfamiliar, difficult fern,

Pushing and pushing red after redP(365)

The leaves are the familiar and omnipresent (thatigla projection of the mind), in
contrast to the unfamiliar red fern. The red fexnhowever, the closest relation to
the “parent trunk, the dazzling, bulging, brighteste, the furiously burning father
fire,” or reality apart from man’s cloudy perceptiof it:

Infant, it is enough in life

To speak of what you see. But wait

Until sight wakens the sleepy eye

And pierces the physical fix of thing<P 365)
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An old man who can finally “see” will likely lie “glep in the grass of sleep, deep
grass that totters under the weight of lighOR 54). He has created his own
subjective mundo in the real green grass whergehbkaihtil the “dinner bell” rings in
the real world, “in the green, outside the doorpbfantasm” QP 110). Such
complete withdrawal into the subjective is, finadybad thing for Stevens. He must
live with both the metaphysical and the physicakpiskirting both phantasm and the
“prerogative jumble” (NA 84). The “blue-green” gis CP 191) must be “a little
changed by tips of artifice’GP 350), but they must remain essentially what they a
say, “Appalachian” pinesJP 76).

The serpent in the ferlCP 411) is one of Stevens’ most effective figures for
an essential duality in human existence. The sérigehalf real animal, strange,
beautiful and poisonous, half symbol for the creatact, sinuously weaving and
twisting through reality, catching the sunflashttgting, ever-changing (shedding its
skin), winding upward to a “new nest” that it wilever find till it reaches death, the
“black sublime” OP 55). Then serpentine creation is “bodiless,” ,"agnding in
“formlessness”:

This is where the serpent lives, the bodiless.

His head is air.

This is where the serpent lives. This is his nest,
These fields, these hills, these tinted distances,
And the pines above and along and beside the sea.

This is form gulping after formlessness,
Skin flashing to wished-for disappearances
And the serpent body flashing without the skin.

This is the height emerging and its base
These lights may finally attain a pole
In the midmost midnight and find the serpent there,

In another nest, the master of the maze
Of body and air and forms and images,
Relentlessly in possession of happiness.

This is his poison: that we should disbelieve
Even that. CP 411)

The will impels us to search for a foyer furthearitthat we have reached, though we
well know the doubleness of what we will find there
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The possible nest in the invisible tree,

Which in a composite season, now unknown,
Denied, dismissed, may hold a serpent, loud

In our captious hymns, erect and sinuous,

Whose venom and whose wisdom will be oi@P ¢37)

The palm is also a slippery figure. There is thérpof religious ritual, the
palm as reward for victory in competition, and thalm as exotic plant of the
southern isles. In Stevens’ comic irony, the pakm mean an absurd desire for
tropical ease or for divine reward. Also, thoutiie palm as metaphysical palm can
represent, like the fern, the desire to pierce‘pigsical fix of things,” to go beyond
phenomena to some knowledge of the noumena. Qpdine can be a figure for the
aesthetic mundo that serves the poet, howeverisfagabrily, as his only analogy to
the incomprehensible, inexpressible noumena.

Barque of phosphor
On the palmy beach,
Move outward into heavenCp 23)

The “heaven” is of the “night blues” and the “maght,” that make a “barque of
phosphor” out of one’s “black hull,” one’s realdif One is exhorted to sail into a
transient imaginative mundo, where at length thagityl of an order obscures the
physical palm:

Say that the palms are clear in the total blue,
Are clear and are obscure; that it is night;
That the moon shinesCP 86)

The two palms in the following quotes are “metajtsls palms, representing false
orders that satisfy or have satisfied:

There is not any haunt of prophecy,

Nor any old chimera of the grave,

Neither the golden underground, nor isle
Melodious, where spirits gat them home,
Nor visionary south, nor cloudy palm
Remote on heaven'’s hill, that has endured
As April’s green endures.CP 68)

Take the moral law and make a nave of it

And from the nave build haunted heaven. Thus,
The conscience is converted into palms,

Like windy citherns hankering for hymns.

We agree in principle. That's clear. But take
The opposing law and make a peristyle,

And from the peristyle project a masque
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Beyond the planets. Thus, our bawdiness,
Unpurged by epitaph, indulged at last,
Is equally converted into palms.CR 59)

As the formulations about gods have no basis, @eetlo romantic statements about
the nature and destiny of man. The poetic heroesotwithout palms or jugglery”
(CP 35). The poet must cultivate his own “palms” thilaall “tuft the commonplace”
(OP 17), palms that in the poet’s fictions will “risgp beyond the seaC 344),
make an order out of the chaos of perception, m @dlthe “end of the mind'QP
117).

From simple observations concerning the seasoraigghand mortal decay
that leaves undergo, Stevens constructs a drama #o® mind’'s transient moods
and the cyclical permanence of imaginative actd.live by leaves” CP 134),
Stevens the “botanist” says. His search is alwayshe “new leaf” (CP 21), a new
way of seeing the objects in the park, as in sumwien the “leaves rattled their
gold” (CP 222), or in winter, “in the sound of a few leavé€P 10), or in old age
when one approaches “total leaflessne€ 477). The mind and its environment
of “leaves” create fluctuating moods in the agirmgt who can expect no return of
green, but only a slow domination of black. Asfiking leaves represent beauty or
youth passing, they can represent words of poetigwcreate “gardens” which, too,
pass. It is said in “Sunday Morning” that our henfpr beauty in our mortal lives
causes

Boys to pile new plums and pears
On disregarded plate. The maidens taste
And stray impassioned in the littering leave3P 69)

The plums and pears are figures of the poet’sofisti the maidens are figures of the
desire for beauty. Ultimately the fruits go stalke fiction is disregarded, the
“leaves” litter the garden. The leaves are figu@sthe thoughts or integrations
expressed in poetry, keeping one from the void:

The mobile and the immobile flickering
In the area between is and was are leaves,
Leaves burnished in autumnal burnished trees

And leaves in whirlings in the gutters, whirlings

Around and away, resembling the presence of thought
Resembling the presences of thoughts, as if,
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In the end, in the whole psychology, the self,
The town, the weather, in a casual litter,
Together, said words of the world are the lifere world. CP 474)

Leaves are both objects and words. Words, orderpdetry, come and go infinitely,
as particulars, but endure as an answer in general:

An illusion so desired

That the green leaves came and covered the high roc
That the lilacs came and bloomed, like a blindroésaned,
Exclaiming bright sight, as it was satisfied,

In a birth of sight. The blooming and the musk
Were being alive, an incessant being alive,
A patrticular of being, that gross universe.

The fiction of the leaves is the icon

Of the poem, the figuration of blessedness,
And the icon is the man. The pearled chaplet ahgp
The magnum wreath of summer, time’s autumn snood,

Its copy of the sun, these cover the rock.
These leaves are the poem, the icon and the man.
These are a cure of the ground and of ourselves,

In the predicate that there is nothing else.
They bud and bloom and bear their fruit withoutrade
They are more than leaves that cover the barrda roc

They bud the whitest eye, the pallidest sprout,
New senses in the engenderings of sense,
The desire to be at the end of distancé®. %26-7)

The leaves fall, and the black hemlock alone lodange in the landscape
(CP 8). But the memory of the joy of words, of leavassummer and of the
peacock’s cry (and the splendor of his tail) walfdtte blackness of night:

At night, by the fire,

The colors of the bushes

And of the fallen leaves,

Repeating themselves,

Turned in the room,

Like the leaves themselves

Turning in the wind.

Yes: but the color of the heavy hemlocks
Came striding.

And | remembered the cry of the peacocks.
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The peacock’s cry may be felt as a cry againsthigght, or the hemlock, or the
falling of the leaves, or all of these togethecra of fear or of loss. The tail of the
peacock, like the panache of forms in the paraketil (CP 82), represents the
gaudium of natural forms. The flight of the pedcfrom the bough of the hemlock
represents the life that is ordered motion, ther@dd, curved arc, the imaginative
equilibrium between the sharp, straight lines d@ilitg and the closed circle of the
intellect. The aesthetic ordering takes placehm Ibleak atmosphere of a turning
world, blown by winds of change and mortal fears:

And | remembered the cry of the peacocks.

The colors of their tails

Were like the leaves themselves
Turning in the wind,

In the twilight wind.

They swept over the room,

Just as they flew from the boughs of the hemlocks
Down to the ground.

| heard them cry—the peacocks.
Was it a cry against the twilight
Or against the leaves themselves
Turning in the wind.CP 8-9)

The cry of the birds in the park and their flighte figures of order. The plumage of
a bird, feathers and tail, represent the perceptmfnvarying forms and colors the
imagination draws upon for new orderings. Any givategration of these forms
must be discarded with every new springtime; l&str\s cock turns “white,” and a
new bird is ready in the imagination.

The white cock’s tail
Tosses in the wind.

The turkey-cock’s tail
Glitters in the sun.GP 20)

The “gold-feathered” bird@P 117) is not another bird of “mutable plumeCR
348); it is a projection of a desire to escapestn@s bronze time; it is “fire-fangled,”
created to withstand the ravishes of the Heraaleitere, which consumes all objects
of reality. Such a bird is conceived in the imagive eye; it is never to be perceived
in the ocean of phenomena:

The generations of the bird are all
By water washed away. They follow after.
They follow, follow, follow, in water washed away.
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Without this bird that never settles, without
Its generations that follow in their universe,
The ocean, falling and falling on the hollow shore,

Would be a geography of the deadP(304)

These birds never settle on a bough. They aredggfor the imaginative aspect of
the mind ever creating, ever destroying, evadingdbe repose in its fictions
(“ripenings”) or in hollow reality (the “point” ofedness).

The sun is the country wherever he is. The bird
In the brightest landscape downwardly revolves
Disdaining each astringent ripening,

Evading the point of redness, not content

To repose in an hour or season or long era

Of the country colors crowding against it, since
The yellow grassman’s mind is still immense,
Still promises perfections cast awa@R318)

The mind’s eye of the poet, the yellow grassmancgiees nature (the green grass)
in the yellow light of the sun. Nature, the suo&intry, is not enough for the poet;
he desires the “further consummation,” an orderaffransmutation...askew QP
318). The “big bird,” which pecks on the poet witisatiable appetite, is the mind
and its “rage for order.”

The bird that can no longer fly is a fiction thatllonger suffices:

A blue pigeon it is, that circles the blue sky,

On sidelong wing, around and round and round.
A white pigeon it is, that flutters to the ground,
Grown tired of flight. CP 17)

The flight of the birds is a slow curve downwards,day falls into night, sunlight
into darkness, life to death, the imagination’s mwento late autumn:

And, in the isolation of the sky,

At evening, casual flocks of pigeons make
Ambiguous undulations as they sink,
Downward to darkness, on extended win@$? 70)

They sink bearing no divine message, as the dave tifie lazy circling in summer
and the descent in November is ambiguous, mixeld thi¢ isolation, the terror of
darkness. The response to flights of such beaugh terror, such ambiguity, comes
not from the rational man within us, but directlsorh the “subman” who can
innocently feel awe at natural beauty, and whoteast imaginative kinks from the

sun-dazzle:
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Tell me more of the eagle, Cotton,
And you, black Sly,

Tell me how he descended

Out of the morning sky.

Describe with deepened voice
And noble imagery

His slowly-falling round

Down to the fishy sea.

Here was a sovereign sight,
Fit for a kinky clan.

Tell me again of the point
At which the flight began,

Say how his heavy wings,
Spread on the sun-bronzed air,
Turned tip and tip away,

Down to the sand, the glare

Of the pine trees edging the sand,
Dropping in sovereign rings

Out of his fiery lair

Speak of the dazzling wing<CP 126-7)

The bird figure has come full circle. The sun tescus all we know, all we can
perceive, and out of the sun’s arrangements wedasimaginative birds. “Mystics”
watch the process with reverence. As natural thexg slightly “tipped,” they are
seen as “discursive wingsCP 243). The imagination is a bird of “intermittetiss
singing in the night's abyss'OP 4). Or, the imagination is the “listening to the
birds” without human meaning: “beyond the lastutat.”

She attends the tintinnabula

Of birds called up by more than the sun,

Birds of more wit, that substitute

Their intelligible twittering

For unintelligible thought. GP 505)
The birds are more than the sun, more than redkbthey are made of will and
desire. It is the desire for permanence, for asohkbe foyer, beyond parks, beyond
the flux of phenomena, beyond “listless” (Chrisjiamnyths, and man’s inflated
conceptions of himself:

The soul, O ganders, flies beyond the parks
And far beyond the discords of the wind.
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A bronze rain from the sun descending marks
The death of summer, which that time endures

Like one who scrawls a listless testament
Of golden quirks and Paphian caricatures,

Bequeathing your white feathers to the moon
And giving your bland motions to the air.

Behold, already on the long parades
The crows anoint the statues with their dirt.

And the soul, O ganders, being lonely, flies

Beyond your chilly chariots, to the skie€R 4)
The “soul” cannot really escape, and what it wilhdf in the skies will be,
consistently, that “dividing and indifferent blu¢CP 68). But the bird must never
settle lest it fall in the ocean, the “geographyihef dead.”

Man must constantly live within some myth or othemtifacts like the statue
in the park or the poem about a bird make ordelobphenomena for an age or for a
certain sensibility. More important than the ordgriof the external world is the
composing of the self. For Stevens, modern martrigped naked: he is without
belief, without absolute values, without a cenpragition in the world.

The mordant side of Stevens’ mind cherishes, demamakedness,” wishes
the object and the self absolutely stripped of raktaphorical accretions. But
nakedness itself has to be imagined from scratch:

But nakedness, wollen massa, concerns an inneatmsat
If that remains concealed, what does the bottonerfaCP 145)

The paltry nude@P 5) is skimming the “spick” torrent without the exttdants that
Venus had. She is reality figured as a woman.

She too is discontent
And would have purple stuff upon her arntSP(5)

Stevens implores that other female figure of rgalorida, the insatiable mistress,
“venereal soil,” to come to him in the weavinggstod imagination:

Donna, donna, dark,
Stooping in indigo gown
And cloudy constellations,
Conceal yourself or disclose
Fewest things to the lover—
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A hand that bears a thick-leaved fruit,
A pungent bloom against your shadeP(48)

Reality, without the draping of the indigo gown,nist bearable. One selects from
reality those things that please and “clothes” theith imaginative “hand.” The
poet must make “silk dresses out of wormSP(157), grow a “beard” that is “cloak
against the snows(P 105). Nakedness (the casting off of old belieésput a
necessary stage to a modern mythology of the Séie poet must look within, and
not to old mythologies, draperies of old orderse rHust drop the “cloak and speech
of Virgil” (CP 185).

Crispin in his early days was a motley, acceptihg trappings of past
civilizations:

Crispin,

The ribboned stick, the bellowing breeches, cloak
Of China, cap of Spain, imperative haw
Of hum. CP 28)

Spirit informs our trappings as our bodies, anchkae subject to decay. We are but
“bellowing breeches” if we turn our eyes away framality towards an old
mythology. The sea, chaotic reality, is incapaifl®eing ordered, “formed to mind
or voice,” and so is “wholly body"GP 128). Any myth woven around the sea will
be simply a curious cloak, “fluttering its emptgaves,” without the body of truth.

The clothing that is myth gets gradually more diift. Penelope, waiting,
weaves her cretonne€R 520), the old poet wraps about him a sha@ 624).
“Weaker and weaker the sunlight falls in the aftem’ (CP 504), till finally, in the
“indigence of the light,” a “stellar pallor hangpan the threads.” The old fictions
do not color life anymore. The sun and the seliemw they are strong, together
weave the “angel” of reality (the fiction), who deibes himself as

An apparition apparelled in
Apparels of such lightest look that a turn
Of my shoulder and quickly, too quickly, | am go(@eP 497)

The angel, is it real?

But was it Ulysses? Or was it only the warmthhef sun

On her pillow? The thought kept beating in hee liler heart.
The two kept beating together. It was only day.

It was Ulysses and it was noCR 521)
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The sun (phenomena) and its imaginative dressprithering we weave for it, that is
all there is in the universe. The world is emptyg dull, void and plenum, this and
not:

It is empty. But a woman in threadless gold

Burns us with brushings of her dress

And a dissociated abundance of beir@p @45)
The plenum, the summertime of the imagination,us the sunsparkle in the void;
“every thread of summer is at last unwove@P(456) and without the weaving of
the imagination, when the “interior paramour” i;mgpman is quite alone:

So summer comes in the end to these few stains

And the rust and rot of the door through which aleat.

The house is empty. But here is where she sat
To comb her dewy hair, a touchless light,

Perplexed by its darker iridescences.
This was the glass in which she used to look

At the moment’s being, without history,
The self of summer perfectly perceived,

And feel its country gaiety and smile
And be surprised and tremble, hand and lip.

This is the chair from which she gathered up
Her dress, the carefulest, commodious weave

Inwoven by a weaver to twelve bells.
The dress is lying, cast-off on the floor.

Now, the first tutoyers of tragedy
Speak softly, to begin with, in the eaveSP(428)
The discarded dress was simply one more of the

Generations of the imagination piled

In the manner of its stitching, of its thread,

In the weaving round the wonder of its ne€cP @34)
In Stevens, the sort of hat a person wears sugfest@pproach to life. Each man
has his own unique circumstances, sensibilitiegire@mment, and the poet will “tip”

or “top” or “cap” his view of reality by the slightvist or twirl of his “hat.” The hat

90



is another figure for an order imposed upon chaeidity, and, again, some hats are
better than others.

Though the hat is meant, in part, to keep the Ingrsun from one’s eyes, it
should not be such as to keep out light completely:

The walker in the moonlight walked alone,
And in his heart his disbelief lay cold.
His broad-brimmed hat came close upon his ey&3.7(7)

Rosenbloom’s bearers wear turba@® 80), apparently the wrong sort of headpiece.
They are treading where they cannot (in the sky), am Stevens’ mind, believing
what they should not; they are maudlin and abssréaaas Stevens is concerned.
The revolutionists P 102) wear a “helmet without reason,” since, tovSies,
intense patriotism of the real, of the capitan gejas as foolish as belief in any myth
(against which the revolution took place); a sdrtserious clowning is the only

honest posture for the revolutionists. The raflistg the “meta-men,” “cold with an
impotency that they know,” wear hats “of angulaifland fleck” CP 449).

All objects exterior to the self need to be “alditthanged by the tips of
artifice” (CP 350) so as to fit into some order that establigsheslation of man with
the exterior world. The “tipping,” the “curvingthe imaginative distorting that the
poet makes to order reality discloses his essentiaianity, his unconcealed desire
for the fictive covering:

The importance of its hat to a form becomes
More definite. The sweeping brim of the hat
Makes of the form Most Merciful Capitan
The flare

In the sweeping brim becomes the origin

Of a human evocationCP 379)

So cold is the exterior world of things to humaside so necessary to the endurance
of life is imaginative mythmaking, that the mytinéthat) makes us what we are,
composes a self for the individual, and, if effeetenough, for a nation:

Men make themselves their speech: the hard hidalgo

Lives in the mountainous character of his speech,;

And in that mountainous mirror Spain acquires
The knowledge of Spain and of the hidalgo’s hat—

A seeming of the Spaniard, a style of life,
The invention of a nation in a phras€R(345)
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The products of the human imagination are, for &tey the only
comprehensible divinity. The myth-making capadityman gives life its fictive
values. The figure of the “Major Man” represerits sum total of man’s plausible
projections of himself. For Stevens, the comfaftshetoric are just as real, while
being just as illusory, as the comforts of any ofiaion in which the mind chooses
to believe. The imagination fuses the real sethwhe desire for a fuller being to
create a projection of the self which is largemnthte. A “giant” thus formed may be
a vicious giant if the projection was based onlseféiormulation of man and of his
place in reality. Or it may be a true giant whathvthe strength of the imagination,
fights against the “murderous alphabet” of ch&@B 179). Stevens sees his Major
Men, his projections of the self, as necessaryghainreal, of a nobility soon to be
deflated:

It is an eminence,

But of nothing, trash of sleep that will disappear
With the special things of night, little by little,

In day’s constellation, and yet remain, yet be,

Not father, but bare brother, megalfrere,
Or by whatever boorish name a man
Might call the common self, interior fon<CP 300-1)

The figure of Major Man developed slowly. Theraigint of Major Man in
what Stevens says of himself in the thirties:

Men and the affairs of men seldom concerned
This pundit of the weather, who never ceased
To think of man the abstraction, the comic sugP (L56)

The destructive, ironic or comic impulse is strangtevens, and in “Owl’s Clover”
(1936), he cannot give himself up to being an umegwwg disciple to the
imagination:

It may be the future depends on an orator,

Some pebble-chewer practiced in Tyrian speech,
An apparition, twanging instruments

Within us hitherto unknown, he that

Confounds all opposites and spins a sphere
Created, like a bubble, of bright sheens,

With a tendency to bulge as it floats awayP(63)
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If the poet is to preach the imagination as thanalte value for the future, he must
consider whether anyone can give form to the “spnawportent,” the dark vision of
modern man:

The form

Of a generation that does not know itself,

Still questioning if to crush the soaring stacks,
The churches,

And the people suddenly evil, waked, accused,
Destroyed by a vengeful movement of the arms,
A mass overtaken by the blackest skyP(68-9)

Aesthetic order is subjective, it may not imposdeoron the world. The poet,
alienated from belief in any myth, is a custodidrthe imagination. Living in his
cold “cell,” the poet is a minor “hero” whose hymm®mote a feeling of awe for the
heroic capacities of the imagination:

Out of the hero’s being, the deliverer

Delivering the prisoner by his words,

So that the skeleton in the moonlight sings,
Sings of an heroic world beyond the cell,

No, not believing, but to make the cell
A hero’s world in which he is the hero.
Man must become the hero of his worldP(261)

The hero is a speculative order of the self whedists exterior disorder:

It is not an image. Itis a feeling.

There is no image of the hero.

There is a feeling as definition

How could there be an image, an outline,
A design, a marble soiled by pigeons?
The hero is a feeling.

We have and are the man, capable
Of his brave quickening, the human
Accelerations that seem inhuman.

Say that the hero is his nation,
In him made one, and in that saying
Destroy all referencesCP 278-9)

Stevens is both disciple and skeptic. One sidéisfrhetoric is the mocking
“hautboy,” laughing at the inner hero; the otheaine with the philosophers who

find that man’s imaginings, both past and to coMaj¢r Man), make him god-like:
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If you say on the hautboy man is not enough,
Can never stand as god, is ever wrong

In the end, however naked, tall, there is still
The impossible possible philosophers’ man
The man who has had the time to think enough,
The central man, the human globe, responsive
As a mirror with a voice, the man of glass,

Who in a million diamonds sums us u@R 250)

“Gigantomachia” CP 289) presents the poet or hero as “soldier” figinti
“giants,” striving

To strip off the complacent trifles,

To expel the ever-present seductions,

To reject the script for its lack-tragic,

To confront with plainest eye the changesCP 289)

The “giants” of the past were romantic myths thalofved an unacceptable script.
In rejecting this script and looking within for @aw one “each man himself became a
giant tipped out with largenessCP 289). The same battle against giants is taking
place, in a comic frame, in “Bantams in Pine Wooff3P 75). There is a ten-foot
fowl, abnormal, perverse. It is a cock that dealsniversals, If-you-can of As-can.
The less pretentious poet, the inchling, warns thatone can encompass the
universe. Each bantam is only a phenomenologitatranscendentalist. Each can
tip the pines around himself by the shaping facaoftthe imagination, but the “hoos”
of universals are out.

“Jumbo” is another overinflated giant, a transcenakst who sees only man
in the universe, and man in a central position:

Loud, general, large, fat, soft

And wild and free, the secondary man,
Ancestor of Narcissus, prince

Of the secondary men. There are no rocks
And stones, only this imageCP 269)

The battle for an acceptable mythology does nobraimply between jumbos and
heroes. A giant or a Major Man can suffice forage, for a mood, for a summer’s
day, and then have to be done away with. Time wiasn the fear of thunder
provoked simple country people to produce god-mytiA¢e are more sophisticated
today, and, face to face with the void, the busine$ giant-killing, killing
yesterday’'s good giant, has become a constantlssacy, pathetic occupation:

Millions of major men against their like
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Make more than thunder’s rural rumbling. They make
The giants that each one of them becomes
In a calculated chaosCP 307)

The killing is “calculated” because the poet hasneoto realize that only by a
constant re-invigoration of the spirit through fiemaginings can he endure. Reality
itself is a terrible, inexplicable giant,

Part of the question that is a giant himself:

Of what is this house composed if not of the sun,
These houses, these difficult objects, dilapidate
Appearances of what appearance3R 465)

The only answer Stevens can give to this questimutathe dark giant of reality (the
multiplicity of things) is to destroy him by anothenore tolerable giant, a giant of
the imagination:

Dark things without a double, after all,
Unless a second giant kills the first—
A recent imagining of reality. (CP 465)

Out of an inscrutable world, a nothingness, the pas brought forth, and will ever
bring forth hairs, birds, foyers, palms, cloakgngs, images, figures, myths, poems
that come and go, sustain and disgust, all floviiagh a compulsion to order that
lies deep beneath rational life:

That's it. The lover writes, the believer hears,

The poet mumbles and the painter sees,

Each one, his fated eccentricity,

As a part, but part, but tenacious patrticle,

Of the skeleton of the ether, the total

Of letters, prophecies, perceptions, clods

Of color, the giant of nothingness, each one

And the giant ever changing, living in chang€P{@43)

24. CHANGE

The west wind was the music, the motion, the force
To which the swans curveted, a will to change,
A will to make iris frettings on the blankCP 397)

“Death is the mother of beauty,” Stevens asseusigally in “Sunday

Morning,” “hence from her, alone, shall come flifient to our dreams and our
desires.” But such fulfilment annihilates. Wellwiever be fulfilled, but we can

feel beauty more acutely because of the pressidmasi® and annihilation. If these
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moments of pleasure are all we have, then “liflmagion”; the measure of life is the
ability to keep moving into new moments of equililon. The imagination must play
with inconstants. It must turn formless realitoimusic, speech, fiction:

It was as if thunder took form upon

The piano, that time; the time when the crude
And jealous grandeurs of sun and sky
Scattered themselves in the garden, like

The wind dissolving into birds,

The clouds becoming braided girls.

It was like the sea poured out again

In east wind beating the shutters at night.

The crude and jealous formlessness
Became the form and the fragrance of things
Without clairvoyance.qGP 246-7)

Only some motions are manageable; the sun (evdtinghi can mingle with
imaginative phantasy to create new bodies to cdmfar But they are deceptions:

The body walks forth naked in the sun

And, out of tenderness or grief, the sun
Gives comfort, so that other bodies come,
Twinning our phantasy and our device,

And apt in versatile motion, touch and sound
To make the body covetous in desire

Of the still finer, more implacable chords.

So be it. Yet the spaciousness and light

In which the body walks and is deceived,
Falls from that fatal and that barer sky,

And this the spirit sees and is aggrieve@P (08)

The phenomenological universe does not hold angleteress or grief. It is the
body’s desire that impels the phantasy. Man hagotthrough all sorts of spiritual
contortions to live under a fatal sky. In the mwdé&pic of disbelief,” the “pleasures
of merely circulating” CP 149) keep the poet from the void.

The wind, in Stevens, is a destructive force, and pecessary to cathartic
change. On the other hand, the wind is a benefiafiatus, carrying the
imagination’s fiction over the sea of chaos. Th®agination is overcome by the
“weather,” but in its “moments,” it can bend thends to its purpose. In the face of
the overwhelming multiplicity of things, the visiarf desire fulfilled is an impossible
vision:

She sang beyond the genius of the sea.
The water never formed to mind or voice,
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And yet its mimic motion

Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry,
That was not ours although we understood,
Inhuman, of the veritable oceaR 128)

The inhuman cry of the ocean cannot be controll&te imagination (“she”), by
disdaining the cry of the sea, can create her owndm in which to live for a time.
The ocean represents the chaos; there is a “dumddéoing abyss” between the
ocean and our desires that only poetry can attéoriptdge:

Today the air is clear of everything.
It has no knowledge except of nothingness
And it flows over us without meaning©P 113)

Air is air,
Its vacancy glitters round us everywhere.
Its sounds are not angelic syllables

But our unfashioned spirits realized
More sharply in more furious selve€R 137)

“Clouds” can figure the moving, shifting, and chamgg of our “cloudy”
perceptions of reality. The tumults of the wintte sea, the refractions of the sun’s
rays, the iridescence in the air, can give variatgring, motion, and shape to
clouds in the sky, and these changes of appeamarateuds can serve poetically to
suggest subtle fluctuations in emotion, changemmaod and changes in ideas, in
what we think. “Sea Surface Full of Clouds” isoartde force in projecting some of
these fluctuating perceptions, emotions and ideas] in representing their
integrations and dissipations.

The sea-clouds whitened far below the calm
And moved, as blooms move, in the swimming green
And in its watery radiance, while the hue

Of heaven in an antique reflection rolled
Round those flotillas. And sometimes the sea
Poured brilliant iris on the glistening blu€R 99)

The sea blooms evolved from clouds are moving, gimgn dissipating. Any
particular integration, figured as a sea bloom, esand goes; fresh integrations of
new moods and perceptions will follow, to be diasgal in their turn, all “impalpable

/ Mirrors unstill of the eternal change.” The peses goes on and on. The poem
ends:

The sovereign clouds came clustering. The conch
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Of loyal conjuration trumped. The wind
Of green blooms turning crisped the motley hue

To clearing opalescence. Then the sea
And heaven rolled as one and from the two
Came fresh transfigurings of freshest bl@P 102)

The transfiguring integration is fictional. Theogts are “sovereign” in that they are

real. The imagination conjures while nature clegbesspell. Implicit in every line

are emotions both of awe and of irony concerningtwhe imagination can do.
Clouds do not contain revelations:

These lights are not a spell of light,
A saying out of a cloud, but innocence.
An innocence of the earth and no false sign

Or symbol of malice. That we partahkereof,

Lie down like children in this holines<CP 418)
We are children without fathers, but with “benevales” CP 317) in the clouds.
The universe is enwrapped in cloud; we cannot pi¢he “physical fix of things.”
Yet there is the human desire to do so, to undeistiae “unfamiliar, difficult fern,
pushing and pushing red after re@€R 365). We cannot get at the core of existence,
we are limited to our sense perception, always atoady second remove from
objects:

There are doubles of this fern in clouds,
Less firm than the paternal flame,

Yet drenched with its identity,
Reflections and off-shoots, mimic-motes

And mist-mites, dangling seconds, grown
Beyond relation to the parent trunk:

The dazzling, bulging, brightest core,
The furiously burning father-fire.CP 365)

The Paltry Nude, bare bones of a fiction, “toucttes clouds” CP 5); this is the
projection of the imagination. The poet accepés“thrifting waste” of sun and cloud
and magnifies what he has in imaginative fictions:

So speech of your processionals returns

In the casual evocations of your tread

Across the stale, mysterious seasons. These
Are the music of meet resignation; these

The responsive, still sustaining pomps for you
To magnify, if in that drifting waste
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You are to be accompanied by more
Than mute bare splendors of the sun and mdia 56)

The “costuming of clouds”GP 139) is all the poet has. Yet a poetry of theuradt
cannot satisfy human desire completely:

| know that | cannot be mended,
Out of the clouds, pomp of the air,
By which at least | am befriendedCR 201)

Frequently, the imagination must move along on‘titeeel” of the flux of nature:

To say the light wind worries the salil,

To say the water is swift today,

To expunge all people and be a pupil

Of the gorgeous wheelCP 120-1)
Nature is inhuman, “the wheel survives the mythSP (222). The waves of the
ocean endlessly rise and fall on the dry salt slebnesality. The weather changes
and we make of it what we will. The candle of theagination can create for us,
momentarily, a mundo that satisfies the desirggymanence:

The candle tearing against the wick
To join a hovering excellence, to escape
From fire and be part only of that of which

Fire is the symbol: the celestial possib{ePE09)

2.5. THE HERO

The original edition of Wallace StevenPFarts of a World(1942) was
accompanied by a short statement on poetry and war:

In the presence of the violent reality of war, aidossness takes the place of
the imagination. And consciousness of an immengeasaa consciousness of
a fact. The poetry of a work of the imagination stamtly illustrates the
fundamental and endless struggle with fact. It gmesverywhere, even in
the periods that we call peace. But in war therdasi move in the direction
of fact as we want it to be and to move quicklgwerwhelming. QP 241)

In appending the statementRarts of a World Stevens is suggesting that his poems

are in some sense an intervention in the events94®; but the gist of Stevens’

analysis is to define a programme for poetry agdaims backdrop of “an immense

war.” Stevens wants, at once, to argue that histrpoeas an extra-linguistic
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relevance and to privilege that poetry over theeedl world of events. Stevens
wants it both ways, as he simultaneously advanodsagthdraws from the position
that poetry man find its “real significance” in tephere of action. Stevens’ double
desire is to assume a central position if not entlon the world, and to enlist that
world as a part of poetry.

“Man and Bottle” shows Stevens on the brink of tbentral” poetry of the
“hero,” casting about for an idiom appropriate tarwfor a poetic which,

to find what will suffice

Destroys romantic tenements

Of rose and ice

In the land of war.@P 238)
“Man and Bottle” has to

persuade that war is part of itself,
A manner of thinking, a mode
Of destroying

If war is part of poetry, then the poem assumessthtus of a combatant, and
can claim that poetry is a destructive force. “Ppét a Destructive Force” claims
that poetry is a decreative force:

That's what misery is,
Nothing to have at heart.
It is to have or nothingQP 192)

Using decreation as a synonym for destruction, étevargues that this lionized
poetry “can kill a man.”

“Man and Bottle” and “Of Modern Poetry” were firgublished, together, in
1940, under the title “Two Theoretical Poems.” Babems want to retain their
declared “theoretical” status and assume a “céntoé in the world of events and
world war. According to “Of Modern Poetry,” poetiy “The poem of the mind in
the act of finding / What will suffice,” positing significant role for itself in the
sphere of action:

It has to think about war
And it has to find what will suffice GP 240)

The idiom of the “hero” iParts of the Worlds articulated most forcefully in

a triad of poems, “Montrachet-le-Jardin,” “Examioat of the Hero in a Time of
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War,” and “Asides on the Oboe.” The opening gestiréAsides on the Oboe” is a
rejection of relativism:

The prologues are over. It is a question, now,
Of final belief. So, say that final belief
Must be in a fiction. It is time to choos€K 250)

Stevens’s tone here moves between irony and uygégainst improvised
music and playful irony is the urgency of the “ndand the insistence that one must
choose.

What is the nature of the choice Stevens demdratsate make? The choice
seems to be between the relativism of preliminaapoeuvres and “final belief.” Yet
this “final belief,” Stevens suggests, “Must beairfiction.” As in William James’s
“will to believe,” belief is a psychological impénze. Stevens elaborates in a 1942
letter, where he says that “If one no longer begiwn God (as truth) it is not possible
merely to disbelieve; it becomes necessary to Weiie something else ... one’s final
belief must be in a fiction”l( 370). The ensuing lines of “Asides on the Oboe”
produce the fictive “hero” in whom, according te®tns, it is necessary to believe,
the “central man” who, in his totalizing natureps¢s off the subversive possibilities
of irony latent in the “prologue.”

The poem presents a survey of what Stevens calisofete fictions.” The
“metal heroes that time granulates” are the statfegreat men which Stevens
repeatedly bring into his poems only to dismisshwasperity and consign to the
“dump” of the world’s jaded images. In contrasthese corroded “metal heroes” is
the “the philosophers man” who “still alone walks dew.” The “hero,” in our
introduction him here, is “still” the sole survigrviable fiction. The word “still” is
repeated three times in the opening stanza, conthbemisense of beatific peace with
the endurance of the “hero” who still stands aghel

Stevens goes on to describe the “impossible pessiature of his “hero.”
The glass-like fragility of the “hero” is offset bys totalizing centrality describing
the “hero” Stevens is carried away on a weave ptehyole: claims about the “hero”
follow one upon another, until we may wonder if tiero” is eventually more a
defensive conception. The hero is

The central man, the human globe, responsive
As a mirror with a voice, the man of glass,
Who in a million diamonds sums us ugGR250)
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The “hero” figure who recurs in Stevens’ poetrgnfr the Forties has its own
privileged vocabulary, a lexicon of opalescencajtpwand the crystalline—words

LT [LINTH

immaculate,

like “dew,” “milky, naked,” “mirror,” “man of glass,” “diamond”

and “transparence.” Taken together, Stevens’ “hepwems form a private
mythology. In “Examination of the Hero in a Time War,” the “hero” is both
crystalline and central:

A thousand crystals’ chiming voices,

Like the shiddow-shaddow of lights revolving
To momentary ones, are blended,

In hymns, through iridescent changes,

Of the apprehending of the hero.

These hymns are like a stubborn brightness
Approaching in the dark approaches

Of time and place, becoming certain,

The organic centre of responses,

Naked of hindrance, a thousand crystals.
To meditate the highest men, not

The highest supposed in him and over,
Creates, in the blissfuller perceptions,

What unisons create in musi€R 279)

The crystalline imagery in “Asides on the Oboe’sclébes the already
achieved perfection of the “diamond globe.” In cadiV of “Examination of the
Hero in a Time of War,” the same imagery charts/attsesizing movement from
parts to whole, from the many to the one. The atysbices are “blended” in
“hymns” and “becoming certain,” the crystals fort@ organic centre of responses,”
in a culmination of the numinous idiom which isaBssociated with the “hero.” As
in “Asides on the Oboe,” the hero-language andstmghesizing action of the “hero”
are compared with music, with identity of pitch,etltomplete agreement, of
“unisons.”

In the second stanza of “Asides on the Oboe” thp&gevens seems to want
to set his “hero” in some kind of wider “folk” tracbn—now Stevens presents the
“hero” as a peddler who arrives in the summer tbhse wares. The “hero”

sets his peddler’s pie and cries in summer,
The glass man, cold and numbered, dewily cries,
“Thou art not August unless | make thee s@P51)
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In “Montrachet-le-Jardin,” too, Stevens places Hmero” poetry in the
tradition of “the earliest poems of the world’—adition which guarantees primal,
original power. These “earliest poems” lead to @iseprogress into a fairytale land:

[ ... ]in the hero-land to which we go,
A little nearer by each multitude,
To which we come as into bezeled plain,

The poison in the blood will have been purged,

An inner miracle and sun-sacrame@P(262)

The folksy peddler-hero of “Asides on the Oboealso “The glass man, cold
and numbered”: he is diaphanous and distant, reurebered” in the sense, perhaps,
of his days being numbered, but in the sense,dbbeing designated or singled out
from the mass. The “hero,” here, is described ®ywiord “dewily,” so he is related
to the natural world—and yet he also has sway dva@his portentous “numbered”
man is given a single line of direct speech—"“Thdunat August unless | make thee
s0.” Stevens claims for his “hero” an earthly aatiety, where the “hero” is related
to the seasons—he *“cries in summer,” the propeisaedor the “hero” in
“Examination of the Hero in a Time of War,” too—ayek Stevens also conceives of
the “hero” in terms of an assertive and imperioesswn of the High Romantic
tradition, which prescribes the seasons: “ThounatrtAugust unless | make thee so.”

“Montrachet-le-Jardin” bolsters the “final belieff “Asides on the Oboe” in
presenting the “hero” a sunsurpassable, comsummate:

it is a question of
The naked man, the naked man at last
And tallest hero and plus gaudiest t(262)

Yet, as well as stressing his incommensurabil8tevens also asks us to
accept the “hero” as” plus gaudiest vir'—as in “des$ on the Oboe,” he wants his
“hero” to be both “glass man” and peddler. But iMdnhtrachet-le-Jardin,” the
exuberance is strained and overplayed. In the roatito of “Examination of the
Hero in a Time of War,” the “hero”

seems

To stand taller than a person stands, has
A wider brow, large and less human
Eyes and bruted ears: the man-like body
Of a primitive. He walks with a defter
And lither stride. His arms are heavy
And his breast is greatnes€R277)
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As in the “tallest” “hero” of “Montrachet-le-Jardi’ it is sheer physical size
that is stressed here: “taller,” “wider,” “largebruted, “heavy,” “greatness.” The
aggrandized “hero” is perhaps an example of howpraling to Stevens, the vast
scale of world war “affects the scale of one’s kimig and constitutes a participating
in the heroic” OP 242). In the later poem “Chocorua to its Neighbdne talking
mountain describes the “major man"—

How singular he was as man, how large,
If nothing more than that, for the moment, larG& 302)

In “Montrachet-le-Jardin,” the “hero” becomes “smman,” when Stevens
says that

to speak simply of good is like to love,

To equate the root-man and the super-man,

The root-man swarming, tortured by his mass,

The super-man friseured, possessing and poss€€se62)

In Stevens’ idiosyncratic syntax, it is not cléaan equation of “root-man”
and “super-man” is to be welcomed. The equatiors s balance. If “love” propels
an equation of “root-man” and “super-man,” in arastimdex of value the stanza still
makes a distinction between the two, in terms dfséinction between singular and
plural, whole and parts: the “root-man” is “swargpiriortured by his mass’—he is
infested, whereas the “superman” is refined, alodfane, even, “friseured,” coiffed.
Something similar happens in the third canto oftft&sts from Addresses to the
Academy of Fine Ideas,” where the “multitude ofupgbts” is “Like insects in the
depths of the mind” and the “single thought” is ged as a fabulous king or queen,
and as a Christ-figure.

Yet the final stanza of “Montrachet-le-Jardin”exfts a startling turn:
And yet what good were yesterday’s devotions?

| affirm and then at midnight the great cat

Leaps quickly from the fireside and is goreP(264)

This acknowledgement of the temporal and ultinyatedeless character of
heroic affirmation is a welcome piece of self-depgon in the “hero” poetry: at the
end of “Montrachet-le-Jardin,” the “devotions” amet so much counterpointed as
cancelled by the poem’s hollow last word, “gone.ttB'Montrachet-le-Jardin,”
written in 1941, doesn’t spell the end for the fiern Parts of a World
“Examination of the Hero in a Time of War,” writtém 1942, is the longest and most

exhaustive of the “hero” poems. The poem opens avdgpeaker whose words, “cold,
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my element,” echo “The Sun This March” frdateas of Orderwhere “Cold is our
element and winter's air / Bring voices as of limmming down” CP 134). The
soldiers evoked here hold to their articles ofhfaitoggedly, and do not follow

Stevens’ “hero” in appropriating a religious idiofiThese were the psalter of their
sybils”; “The Got whome we serve is able to delivéls.”

In an essay on Stevens’ war poetry, Weissman ltokss poem-sequence as
a process of producing and discarding possible vedysoming to the “hero,” as
Stevens searches out new versions of nobility ardism (43). The poem’s third
stanza tells us that “Sight, / In war, observeshaaan profoundly"—and so a new
way of seeing the “hero” is required, adequatehts texacting eye,” its “sight” as
accurate and uncompromising as the gunsight tieddiently plays upon. The fourth
canto goes on to produce, and dismiss, variousorexy®f the “hero”—"on a horse,
in a plane, at the piano.” But in cantos xii to xkie presentations of the “hero,”
rather than being subject to revision, buttres edtber, as the poem turns from a
counterpointing to an accretive method. And thraughthe poem, Stevens holds fast
to certain characteristics of his “hero,” such ssnuminous quality. In “Montrachet-
le-Jardin,” the “major miracle” of the “hero” inuwsr Christian ritual in the pagan,
sun-worshipping “sun-sacrament,” and the “hero’laees the “speechless, invisible
gods” who “Ruled us before.” “On the Road Home” dithe Well-Dressed Man
with a Beard” resisted and deconstructed a relgiaiom which pointed to a
totalization in “truth”. the “hero” poems employ qmisely such an idiom. In
“Examination of the Hero in Time of War,” “becomirggrtain” has a cumulative
movement which is only incidentally provisional. &'poem’s final canto opens in
the disintoxicating vein in which “Montrachet-lerda” concludes, acknowledging
that “After false thing ends,” and admitting th&fter the hero, the familiar / Man
makes the hero artificial.” There is a similar tuah the end of “Extracts from
Addresses to the Academy of Fine Ideas,” the foaaito of which places the poem
in the war-bound present of 1940:

We live in a camp...Stanzas of final peace
Lie in the heart’s residuum...AmerCPp 258)

Peace is associated with the poem—*“Stanzas off pieace’—and war, by
implication, with the external world. But the poentoncluding couplet is unsettling:

Behold the men in helmets borne on steel,
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Discolored, how they are going to defe&@P(259)

Are these soldiers going to meet a defeat indat®r are they to overcome
an enemy absent from Stevens’ syntax? One effettteotoncluding couplet is to
make the reader reassess the poem from the pevepeica time of war. The couplet
stands in a potentially devastating relation togbem it concludes. In its sudden and
brutal change of focus it is a rebuking alternativethe poet’s “stanzas of final
peace.” Yet at the very end of “Examination of Hero in Time of War,” Stevens
draws back from the consequences of what he isgdgr his “hero”:

But was the summer false? The hero?

How did we come to think that autumn

Was the veritable season, that familiar

Man was the veritable man? So

Summer, jangling the savagest diamonds and
Dressed in its azure-doubled crimsons,

May truly bear its heroic fortunes

For the large, the solitary figureCP 280-1)

Here Stevens attempts to pull his “hero” back frominter-stop” and to
naturalize the “hero” in the seasonal cycle. Bus httempt is not altogether
convincing—the “central man” is now a marginal figu Still “large,” he is also
vulnerable. Yet the significance of this abandontrard last-ditch resuscitation of
the “hero” is qualified by the regularity of hissterection as “major man” in
Stevens’ subsequent poetry.

In its final stanzas, “Asides on the Oboe” abanttenpresent tense and turns
to a form of historical narrative. The present mgeof the poem’s opening—the
“now” and the “It is time to choose”™—is modulateidtlae end of the poem; the crisis
of the “one year” is safely in the past:

One year, death and war prevented the jasminé scen
And the jasmine islands were bloody martyrdoms.
How was it then with the central mar®R251)

These lines appear to take us outside the wortdeopoem, to ask, what was
the effect on the “central man” or “hero” of thigternal event of war? But all
Stevens tells us is what we already know—that tle¥¢” is consummate, that he is
“the sum.” Stevens asks “Did we / Find peace?” dalanswer “We found the sum
of men.” The word “peace,” which is associated wita “hero” earlier in the poem,

takes on a new resonance with the reference héwaig’ But the war, in which the
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“hero” suffers, is finally is finally unable to intde on his diamond globe. The
“hero” survives war relatively unscathed: his dayere not, after all, “humbered.”
War is seen as an enabling rather than a divisiveef insofar as its effect is that
“We and the diamond globe at last were one.” Ité enough to be “partly one,”
Stevens says near the end of the poem—and at thetlen relativism of parts is
entirely done away with. Instead of parts, we h#éwe autotelic “world” of the
“hero,” “The glass man,” without external referericehe poem’s diamond-studded
“hero” is the “impossible possible” projection dfet imagination, a self-contained
and pristine man of glass who remains unsulliedekternal events and by war.
Similarly, in “Examination of the Hero in a Time &¥Yar,” we are told that while
others “Secrete with them / too many referencdsg” ‘hero” would “Destroy all
references”CP 279).

“Asides on the Oboe” ostensibly addresses themadtevent of the war, yet
the poem works to subsume the world and the war itstown autotelic “world.”
Both the globe-like “hero” and the sealed poetiald/de inhabits and represents act
as bulwarks against an external world which is @éwas a threat to the self-
contained world of the poem. Stevens constructsivate mythology around his
“hero”—but one which becomes of the time of its dqarction and the wartime
resonance of heroism, gestures toward public ralsa

As “Asides on the Oboe” and the other “hero” poeshsw, in the early
Forties, Stevens’ provisional, playful vocabulag ¢ountered by his “supreme
fiction,” his desire for a heroic, unified and seliclosed poetic “world.” Stevens
may have been attracted, intellectually, to reistiv and to the provisional, but
temperamentally he was drawn to unity, to clostoghe sealed world of the poem
where the poet calls all the shots.

Alan Filreis, in hiswWallace Stevens and the Actual Wortdncentrates on
Stevens’ work circa World War Two, and attempts littk Stevens with the
actualities of the world in the period under distos, by reading the poetry and
prose of 1939-1941 as “a form of isolationism” dadeadiness to withdraw into the
basic fact of American distanceA¢tual World 3, 6). For Filreis, Stevens’ refusal of
“external experience” is referential because it ttado with that refusal of external

reference found in American isolationist thinkirkglreis contextualizes Stevens in
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relation to the New Criticism, and the relationshgtween the rhetoric of the New
Criticism and that of American isolationism; as €&k points out, “the cultural
politics of the New Criticism are linked with thelpical culture of the period"The
Critical Twilight 49). In the early Forties, Stevens’ reputation dejeel to a degree
upon the lionization of his work by New Critics déilBlackmur, Ransom and Tate. A
poem like “Asides on the Oboe,” which champions @hematic level organic form
and unity and which refuses “external referenceténsected perfectly with the
pedagogical mores of the New Critics. As Filreignp® out, the New Ciritical credo
as aesthetic detachment found its political corglia isolationism. But in the late
30s and the early Forties, the New Ciritical idioaswitself fighting for survival. The
New Nationalist movement spearheaded by ArchibaitI®ish insisted that it was
unpatriotic to focus on the mere structure of anpomstead the poetic and critical
imagination had to be devoted to American natiomating and to the pending
American war effort.

Stevens’ poetry from 1939 to 1942 displays a tman&ietween attraction to
the autotelic world of the poem and desire for gegaent, for intervention, in the
wider world. At the beginning of his “Asides on t@&oe,” Stevens tells us that “It is
time to choose.” But in terms of the debate betwesshation and intervention,
Stevens doesn’t choose.

Where Filreis attempts to historicize the Steveinthe early Forties, Vendler
takes a different, ahistorical, approach, whenaigees that, in the “hero,” Stevens
“hankers after ... the masculine common lif®@n Extended Wing$53). The fifth
canto of “Examination of the Hero in a Time of Waroposes the “common man”
as “hero™—

The common man is the common hero.
The common hero is the her@K 275)

—and Vendler suggests that “The hero ... is the sun€ Stevens’ new
preoccupation with the common language and its comiforms; and the framing of
a poetry out of the speech of the million presdnta with a linguistic problem
analogous to the creation of a hero from the comswdier” On Extended Wings
153). Yet the hero poems qualify again and agaynaapiration they may voice to be
in contact with the “common” and with “common large.” And in “Examination

of the Hero in a Time of War” “common fortune"—whicfollows Stevens’
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proposition of the “common hero”—isn’t given muchachance; the first example
of “common fortune” the poet chooses is “the efdrdi Of a cat,” something
belonging on the “dump,” and Stevens concludesdaigo of the poem in a pun on
“common-places”CP 275).

A letter Stevens wrote in 1940 suggests that aedéx the “common life”
has a psychological basis for the poet:”

About the time when |, personally, began to feebuad for a new
romanticism, | might naturally have been expectedtart on a new cycle.
Instead of doing so, | began to feel that | wadhenedge : that | wanted to
get to the center: that | was isolated, and thaamted to share the common
life. ... Of course, | don’t agree with people why $lat | live in a world of
my own. | think that | am perfectly normal, butdesthat there is a center. For
instance, a photograph of a lot of fat men and womehe woods, drinking
beer and singing Hi-li Hi-lo convinces me that #hés a normal that | ought

to try to achieve.@P 352)

Try as he does to muffle the painful confessiomshmaking in the ridiculous
example he offers at the end of the letter as tatwie “normal” or the “common
life” might be, relativism, for someone of Stevensimperament, brings with it a
measure of vertigo, or in Stevens’ own terms arigabf being “on the edge,” when
“It would be much nicer to things definite. ... I ki I'd enjoy being an executioner
or a Russian policemanl (86-7). Instead of achieving the centrality of “coon
life,” the “hero” poems produce a “capable” andritral” figure to compensate
Steven’s anxiety about his own felt marginality. &# major men, in the
Nietzschean manneNA 150), should be able to delight in heights, “A Wéaind
in the Mountains” is -, for example, a poem aboot nsing to the occasion, not
realizing a potential to have “stood up sharplyhia sky” CP 212).

Notwithstanding Stevens’ hostility to “externaference,” it is tempting to
try to find references, analogues and context$i®fhero.” A genealogy of sorts of
the “capable” figure can of course be traced taadiche and to Emerson—but with
caveats. Stevens’ “hero” isn't disruptive like Nigthe’s Zarathustra is strenuous,
combative, communicative. Where Nietzsche maintangelativistic scepticism,
Stevens’ hero without relativism, sums us up. Stevéero is generated out of a
psychological imperative, at least as much as faarhistorical or national context.

Nietzsche himself was, of course, influenced byeEson, and it is probable

that Stevens’ exposure to Nietzsche was mediatedigh the American perspective
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of Emerson. Two texts of Emerson suggest themseaiviedation to Stevens’ “hero”
poems—the essay “Heroism” aRépresentative Merin the “Uses of Great Men,”
the first part of hisRepresentative MerEmerson’s idea of a collective identity in
which the individual is subsumed is expressed wo@abulary of the center and of
transparenceRepresentativ88). Emerson is anxious to stress that one ofisies of
great men is that they stimulate the rest of usete possibilitiesRepresentativél).
Emerson provides an analogue to Stevens in the ésaioism” where the hero,
“with perfect urbanity” will “dare the gibbet antdé mob by the absolute truth of his
speech. Toward all his external evil the man witthe beast assume a warlike
attitude.” And when Emerson says that “Heroism deahd never reasons and
therefore is always right” (“Heroism” 148) he souwery like the Stevens who in
canto xii of “Examination of the Hero in a Time Wfar” claims the “hero” as “a
feeling as definition.” Many parallels have beerawin between Emerson and
Stevens’ “hero”: Weissman, for example, reads “Asidn the Oboe” as teaching an
Emersonian lesson on self-reliance, poetry shoelg bs live our lives by making us
free from dependence on any external source oftgtigrich could be destroyed by
overwhelming historical facts” (“Stevens’ War Poém®). And bloom argues that
“Examination of the Hero in a Time of War” remaifismly in the Emerson-
Whitman tradition of testing out the poet or thechas a central manOur Climate
158).

The promotion in Stevens’ poetry—in the era oflétiand Mussolini—of a
masterful and totalizing figure is surely troubljrtige more so in the light of Stevens’
own political opinions, like that voiced in a 19@&%ter about Mussolini’s invasion of
Ethiopia. Stevens remarks in this letter that “I pro-Mussolini personally,” and he
goes on to add that “The Italians have as much tmhkake Ethiopia from the coons
as the coons had to take it from the boa-constati{a 289).

In a letter in 1940, Stevens asks, apropos himg@wlI’'s Clover,”

If the future ... comes to nothing, shan’t we be lagk round for someone

superhuman, to put us together again, some pradiggble of measuring sun
and moon, someone who, if he is to dictate oursfdtad better be inhuman,
so that we shall know that he is without any of a#aknesses and cannot
fail? (L 371-2)
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One of the first reviews d?arts of a Worlds Hi Simons’ 1942 notice “The
Humanism of Wallace Stevens.” Simons’ review agibas in the “hero,” Stevens
elaborates on a new distinctive kind of humanignuds to Simons that Stevens had
written his 1940 letter about the “superhuman” ‘¢gy” who is to “dictate our
fates"—and recalling this letter in his review Bfarts of a World Simons has
difficulty in persuading himself that “humanism’, igfter all, an accurate description

of Stevens’ “hero™-project: “When this figure ... dirappeared [i©wl’s Clovel, as
a “super-animal’ to ‘dictate our fates,’ ... he ba@me suspicion of resemblance to
a sort of fuehrer.”

Simons goes on to declare that “the definitiverati@rization” of the “hero”

is to be found in other poems Bfrts of a World where the “hero” “personifies
those capacities for noble living and thinking ihigh the average man transcends
himself’ (Doyle, The Critical Heritage 208).

Stevens’ capable figures provoke analogues wighlikes of Mussolini; but
the “hero” is a self-referential conception whigmdls off analogues as vigorously as
it suggests them. A pushing back of external refegga refusal to let history in, fits
uneasily with the emphasis on “fact” in the statatmen poetry and war Stevens
wrote for the first edition oParts of a WorldThe statement suggests that the poems
have a purchase on the wider world scene, buthbeo” poems testify to the very
different way in which the desire to be, in somessg a combatant is negotiated by
Stevens. “Of Modern Poetry” had promised poems Wwaild adequate themselves
to a wider historical scene: the “hero” poetry givtself the status of commentary
and of “Examination,” but the function of these paeis, rather, to internalize the
world and the war.

An attraction to the hero-worship recurs in theerdi poems Stevens is
writing at this time, where the “hero” isn’t Mussu| but is an heroic surrogate for
the poet himself. The “hero” is a personal proctivhich is fielded as an historical
necessity. Like the Jungian archetype, the “hesqdroduced in “extreme situations,”
like that of world war, and is presented as a fadfed mythopoeic imagination.
Stevens’ “hero” poetry may be an examination of ‘thero” as a capable” persona
for the poet; his “hero” can be seen as a psyclhmdbgdefense mechanism

transferred into an aesthetic.
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Looking back orParts of a Worldin 1943, Stevens remarked, “What a poet
needs above everything else is acceptance.” Hehfalt“this element is lacking in
my own case”l( 433). Stevens’ plea for “acceptance” recalls tBéQletter in which
he confesses that “I wanted to get to the centgteVvens’ response to feelings of
marginality was the production of the totalizingetb.”

The term Eliot proposed in relation to Joycé&J/sses “ordering myth,”
which is “a way of controlling, of ordering, of ghg a shape and a significance to
the immense panorama of futility and anarchy whighcontemporary history”
(“Ulysses, Order, and Myth” 483) also describes/&ts’ “hero”-project. Poirier has
argued that Stevens doesn't share in this “wasie édhos,” but locates “the problem
of literary production mostly in language rathearthn historical circumstance”: in
Parts of a Worldthere is a complex and troubled relationship betwaeetry and
external event, between “language” and “historidedumstance” The Renewal of
Literature 10). Stevens’ hero is a mythological bulwark agathe encroachments of
a turbulent world, a peaceful and self-protectivebg in himself. Canto XV of
“Examination of the Hero in a Time of War” descsbine curiously contradictory
“pastimes” of the “hero”—the “hero” is aggrandizedd active, he is “man-sun,
man-moon, man-earth, man-ocean,” and “the herasisdtion, / In him made one,”
but the “hero” is also more quietly self-containadten “he studies the paper / On
the wall, the lemons on the tableZR 280). The “hero,” finally, sounds more like an
urbane man of leisure than a combatant, like thetive man” of “Paisant
Chronicle,” who “may be seated in / A café. Theryrbe a dish of country cheese /
And a pineapple on the tableCP 335). In his double aspect, Stevens’ “hero” offers
less an insight into the relationship between VWalltevens and American national

politics than a psychological insight into Stevaimaself.
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CHAPTER THREE
READINGS

3.1. “PETER QUINCE AT THE CLAVIER”

“Peter Quince at the Clavier” (CP 8@)a poem about poetry, about form as
an imperative in a world of flux. Whereas “Sunddgrning” is an embrace of an
orderly vitalism, “Peter Quince” is devoted to fleem which preserves art from the
transience of life. Shakespeare’'s Peter Quince, dinector of comedy inA
Midsummer-Night's Dreaprbecomes the mask of the poet with the lyric voite
his role as improvisator he turns myth into ideagives back to the myth its reality,
its violence, shapes it in enduring forms.

Established in Part | of the poem are the themmwdic (poetry) as feeling
(imagination) and the parable of the apocryphalysbd Susanna and the elders:

Just as my fingers on theseskey
Make music, so the selfsamendsu
On my spirit make a music, too.

Music is feeling, then, not sdu
And thus it is that what | feel
Here in this room, desiring you

Thinking of your blue-shadowsali,

Is music.
The experience of the elders before Susanna’synisdit feeling of alien passion and
thus a pizzicato. Against the warm and fertileetoof her “green evening, clear and
warm,” against the composed ambience of her “galiden,” the vibrations of the
elders grate:

The basses of their beingskhro
In witching chords, and théimtblood
Pulse pizzicati of Hosanna.

Reducing feeling into restrictive as opposed togmative form, the elders confuse
flesh and spirit in a timbre of perversion.

The lyric softness which opens Part Il is a stigkbreak from the similes of
Part I. Susanna’s liquid sensuality is a perfeeitiuned response to her world,

indulgent but discreetly ordered. The rhythm of&wa in her garden modulates
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into a picture of graceful, controlled action. Bhé dissonant intrusion of crashing
cymbal and roaring horns that closes the passags fihe attempted rape as a
violation of beauty by “unnatural” human appetite.

Part Il continues the dramatization of violencs,tle naturally harmonious
world of Susanna is reduced to the severe morajnmehts of her “attendant
Byzantines.” These attendants perceive her vidlptgity under the moral, not the
aesthetic law, committing a further ravishment eduty.

Part IV becomes, in part, a variation of Stevemsluging theme:

Beauty is momentary in the mind—
The fitful tracing of a portal;

But in the flesh it is immortal.

The body dies; the body’s beauty lives.

Any pure abstraction is not enduring unless manifesome sensuous form. The
flesh does not endure, but the form does. Petend@is controlled tonalities
preserve what first was immortal (aesthetic formfhiat it was mortal (embodied):

Now, in its immortality, it plays
On the clear viol of her memory,
And makes a constant sacrament of praise.

The forms of poetry create and preserve beautytathie of moral convention leave
it spent and dissipated. Death is the mother ofitydaecause death is the end toward
which life grows. In this poem, immortality is forrthe constant sacrament of art.
The poetic vision is adjusted to the world’s inca@mé sensuous body. If

transcendence is impossible, art is the only refuma time.

3.2. “SUNDAY MORNING”

“Sunday Morning” CP 66) develops a meditative argument in which thet po
assumes the role of a woman'’s conscience, pregeatid interpreting her drama of
self. In the opening stanza, the woman is setdedquously) at home, flouting the
“holy hush of ancient sacrifice” which nevertheléssibles her deeply. The solemn,
dark intrusion of religious imagery suggests thpasgite of “complacencies.” Hence
the “dark / Encroachment of that old catastroph&icly comes to disturb her world
of “green freedom”; hence the poem’s tension:

The pungent oranges and bright, green wings
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Seem things in some procession of the dead,
Winding across wide water, without sound.
The day is like wide water, without sound,
Stilled for the passing of her dreaming feet
Over the seas, to silent Palestine,

Dominion of the blood and sepulchre.

The woman, caught between desires, would like dostinute ephemeral pleasures
into eternal ones. Death disallows easy consolat@mnl forces a mortal choice.

In stanza two, the poet denies the “ancient seerifdenying what is promise
for what is. “Divinity must live within herself”: #atter-day Emersonianism without
the transcendental rationale. It is presented disavery and a premise, entailing a
full acceptance of the contradictions of livingaphysical world.

Passions of rain, or moods in falling snow;
Grieving in loneliness, or unsubdued
Elations when the forest blooms; gusty
Emotions on wet roads on autumn nights.

“These,” says the apocalyptic speaker, “are thesomea destined for her soul.” The
physical landscape, as an extension of self, bee@nentagonist. Not s o much a
pantheism, this is rather life deliberately meadureinclude all pleasures, all pain.
The price is the sacrifice of the comforting mythromortality.

There is a shift of theme in stanza three. Alggtime imagery from Christian
to pagan mythology, Stevens plays a variation enttieme that “Divinity must live
within herself.” The old god of inhuman birth, whmoved among us, as a muttering
king,” is dead, victim of time and his own gaudise®erhaps all gods are dead,
because the history of gods is the history of themth; they become anachronistic
when their role becomes familiar and formal, arabom refutes their magic. Stevens
IS anticipating in this stanza his later specufaiim the gods as aesthetic creations
who disappear when their aesthetic becomes appaveah we know them as gods
in myths, being unable any longer to embrace thetnudh. From Jove to Christ, the
poem seems to say, was a humanizing of divinity, @mow the Christian myth is in
its throes, leaving us once more with ultimate tjoas:

Shall our blood fail? Or shall it come to be
The blood of paradise? And shall the earth
Seem all of paradise that we shall know

The sky will be much friendlier then than now,
A part of labor and a part of pain,

And next in glory to enduring love,
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Not this dividing and indifferent blue.

This sky is the horizon of the self—beyond whicmathingness. Our senses scan
the only horizons and the self is the last divinity

Stanza four confronts directly the non-sense dfamscendent paradise,
rejecting unembodied beauty. The woman must choosmote paradise or
fulfillment of the senses. There is a vivid paradioxhe transformation of Christian
and pagan imagery. The sensuous world of birdswangs takes on the qualities of
paradise, which the woman’s orthodoxy has resefoethat “isle / Melodious,” or
“visionary south,” or “cloudy palm / Remote on heats hill.” The poet, presenting
the woman with her choice between heaven and eartitlly manages his imagery to
conceive that earth as paradise.

The shocking, and pivotal, rejoinder to the wormsamvish for “some
imperishable bliss,” which opens stanza five, is gratuitous. “Death is the mother
of beauty,” and the woman has discovered thiss tansciousness of death which
has forced her to embrace her contentment so elign® sustain her Sunday
morning even when harried by the “dark / Encroaatitthef conscience. It is death
which makes us grasp things in the world. Lifeharge; it is our growth into death.
And stanza six can reinforce the truth with a sucdcmetaphorical contrast between
the ponderous ennui of a paradise without changettam light, spicy sensuousness
that is our reward for embracing the “earthly maoghe

Released from negation, the poem bursts fortteinza seven with a dazzling
paganism that has its own order. Its ritualistiarthhas a Whitmanesque breadth,
though contained in a discreet pentameter. It@glghg, this “boisterous devotion to
the sun,” but not without restraint; it is an aesih orgy of pleasure. Deliberately
tempered by the still darkness of stanza eightofiers a climax of sensuous
enthusiasm—the “bough of summer’—before the finesofution—the “winter
branch”—anticipated in stanza two. The paganisfloaded with Christian imagery,
and the worship of reality is not without price.eTprice of this boisterous devotion
is the mature recognition of the concluding stanmawhich death and life are
married.

The resolution turns to the secular adaptatio@loistian forms of value. The

opening line of stanza eight returns us to stamm to the “wide water, without
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sound” that bore the woman'’s conscience to “siRadestine.” Only now Palestine is
the world of a secular Christ, man himself and thet Martyr, the divinity of self
caught in the existential insularity of an “unsporesl” world:

We live in an old chaos of the sun,
Or old dependency of day and night,
Or island solitude, unsponsored, free,
Of that wide water, inescapable.

Within this ironic paradise of impermanence, natuasual harmonies enact the
only permanence. The life cycle resolves the patifoman’s self-awareness; life
comes to fruition and passes into nothingness aorestant rhythm that provides a
secular metaphor for man’s cosmic (and comic?)ence:

Deer walk upon our mountains, and the qualil
Whistle about us their spontaneous cries;
Sweet berries ripen in the wilderness;

And, in the isolation of the sky,

At evening, casual flocks of pigeons make
Ambiguous undulations as they sink,
Downward to darkness, on extended wings.

3.3. “LE MONOCLE DE MON ONCLFE”

In “Le Monocle de Mon Oncle” @GP 13) comic lightness modulates into
irony, and finally precipitates seriousness. Busithe comic, and with it life, that
triumphs. Stevens assumes the avuncular mask, ritrasb to the more familiar
youthful masks of his early poems. In places, theran excess of flippant diction
and high-handed rhetoric which almost overwhelnasitbnies that lie at the poem’s
center. Hyperbole comes to be a norm of the poémrsc manner. The uncle-poet
is Stevens’ Prufrock, whose self-consciousness gkes the tragic-comic
meditations, with his anxiety releasing his imagom rather than paralyzing his
soul. The uncle’s vision is narrow, pathos unretentbut he is never paralyzed by
Laforguean helplessness.

The “monocle” is a reductive spectacle of man'seowital self left with
empty abstractions—“mon oncle” elided into “monddy the “clashed edges of
two words that kill.” The aging self moves from ig |primarily physical to one

primarily reflective. He must celebrate his newdam words, which paradoxically
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kill the feeling, in giving it form and order. Meghor, or fictive truth, is paradoxical.
Undone by his notions of romance, the “eye” is tiiasted of much mortality.”
Poetry is a necessary retreat, as it searchelddstibstance in us that prevails.”

The themes of the poem can be summed thus: stemezapens with a mock
invocation to some faded muse; the second strophiatés a series of ironic
thoughts on loss, and in man’s longing for immatgadoubt leads beyond personal
pain to a skepticism of all formalized conceptimistruth and beauty, and of all
longings for permanence; the aging man’s concerrs inward as “amorists grow
bald” and the longing for absolutes replaces tleagres of sensation; ephemeral
consolations are accepted and dubious “heavengjected; love becomes merely
memorable, hence comic in its grotesque nostajgpetry, not religion, becomes
surrogate for pleasure gone and the expected aimsw of immortality; the poet
turns not to chants of romantic or divine love bota ceremony of reality; the
spiritual life is to be realized in living fully efanguishing hour,” but living it in the
eloquence of an earthly poetry; in the final st@pihe poet discovers the continuity
between his youthful appetite for love and his matunger for “the origin and
course” of things.

The uncle’s meandering discoveries progress mdlitrom the shock of
recognition toward some tentative acceptance. Hgladst love, the uncle will take
no pleasure in transcendental chants, but in peathynake a new kind of love out
of the love he has had. Two lines in stanza fiva sy what was lost, and intimate
the expense of man’s devotions to a physical wéillde measure of the intensity of
love / IS measure, also, of the verve of earth.& Tihcle is an earlier Crispin, clipped
by life, yet tenaciously intent on retaining hisasere of selfhood. Thus the comic
pose, the hierophantic tone, the quizzical selfscausness, all of which tend to
dilute and disperse the seriousness with might Fettered the poem with morbidity.
There is no tragedy for aging lovers. Between thelais laconic acceptance of his
age and his ironic lament, “We hang like warty i, streaked and rayed” (viii),
Stevens achieves sentiment without sentimentality.

The poem has its moments of strategic opacity.tiBatis consonant with the
speaker’s mind and his unsettling discovery. THemseckery of the invocation—

the futility of words—has its origin in the comiel&consciousness that motivates
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the poem. The uncle’s memory of his passionatehyamd his young love—she
Venus-like in the “spuming thought” of his recoliens—cannot deny the “saltier”
awareness that passion, love and youth are ephlerBetalove is now a dream, a
memory. And man like the red bird seeks his seplaee in an orderly nature only
to discover that, unlike the bird, he is an alienthe world: “These choirs of
welcome choir for me farewell” (ii). It is doublyanic that the uncle, sardonically
aware that the Heaven is make-believe, an “anecttiss,” is himself a man of
parables, and must resolve his dilemma in a parablen poetry. Caught between
the desire for permanence and the certain beaotiesange, he opts for this life
(vii):

The mules that angles ride come slowly down

The blazing passes, from beyond the sun.

Descensions of their tinkling bells arrive.

These muleteers are dainty of their way.

Meantime, centurions guffaw and beat

Their shrilling tankards on the table-boards.

This parable, in sense, amounts to this:

The honey of heaven may or may not come,
But that of earth both comes and goes at once.

The parable of mules—one to which Stevens will metwith variation in “Mrs.

Alfred Uruguay”—offers the same alternatives asri@ay Morning,” and implies a
similar choice. Thirsty men want their thirst queed; yet man as “centurion”—
Stevens’ inversion of Eliot’s “Gerontion”—cannowéi beyond himself. This is a
parable of the imagination returning to reality,b#acing what little of the honey of
earth, rather than wishing for the honey of heaviamhave loved is inevitably to
have lost, except in memory (in poetry), where onay embrace “A damsel
heightened by eternal bloom.” And so the uncle re live in the mind, in
memory, by imagination:

If men at forty will be painting lakes

The ephemeral blues must merge for them in one,
The basic slate, the universal hue.

There is a substance in us that prevails.

But in our amours amorists discern

Such fluctuations that their scrivening

Is breathless to attend each quirky turn.

When amorists grow bald, then amours shrink
Into the compass and curriculum

Of introspective exiles, lecturing.
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It is a theme for Hyacinth alone.
Stevens celebrates the life-preserving imaginatithe “substance in us that
prevails,” by which the tragedy of amorists, likat of Hyacinth, is transmuted into
beauty’s enduring form. Hence, the uncle discotteegruth of his growth from dark
rabbi to rose rabbi, from the youth of infinite tas to the introspective exile whose
bloom is gone. Between man’s pursuit of the “origind course / Of love’—
universals—and his need to cherish “fluttering t¢isik—vital particulars—Stevens’
avuncular persona realizes with tragic humor thathtoney of earth “both comes and
goes at once.” The dull scholar of stanza eightiges as poet of reality, or poet of
memory. In any event, he is a poet of earth, dtdhing things and not of golden
boughs (x). The uncle has discovered, even in dingposition of his own poem, the
self’'s power to act and thus to escape the inuodati reality that drowned Prufrock
(ix):

I quiz all sounds, all thoughts, all everything

For the music and manner of the paladins

To make ablation fit. Where shall | find
Bravura adequate to this great hymn?

“Le Monocle” would be Stevens' dejection ode, watenot for the uncle’s
remarkable recovery, his discovery of affirmatiarthe comedy of loss.

3.4. “THE COMEDIAN AS THE LETTER C”

“The Comedian as the Letter QCIP 27) is a quest poem, a symbolic voyage
of experience, and a parable of the modern paethéme is the quest of the self-
conscious modern person, disabused of his romantithology of self.” It produces
a reduced persona who is the opposite of that exp@nall-encompassing Stevens
persona, the Emersonian Hoon. Crispin is a versfdhe modern ego in the comic
process of confronting its isolation. Crispin theepis the “every-day” man, “any

LIS

man of imagination,” “clipped” and humbled into theotidian coherence of his life.
Resonating with the third-century Saint Crispime tvalet Crispin of

seventeenth-century French comedy, with CandidgarBj the Pierrot of Laforgue,

and with the several types of harlequin in theidtaland French comic traditions,

Crispin the poet is first the hapless champiordt# fancy, and then, once disabused
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of his ego, a humble slave to a rich and loveditseaBefore the violence of
Yucatan’s portentous thunder—the illimitable suldimhe makes a compromising
adjustment, aesthetic rather than moral, betweeretremes. The poem’s changing
landscape is an extended metaphor of the poetatprmental geography.

Crispin’s experience is a version of the developired romanticism, or it
could be seen as a comic history of the evolutiomadernist poetry. It is likewise
an inward quest to a discovery of the secular selfneeds, its limitations, in a
cosmos which no longer feeds the romantic-transaaiatist appetite for self-
definition. The comic valet, who is in the begirgiain extremely pompous “Socrates
/ Of snails,” is a decadent, but no less a childhef Enlightenment. His dilettante’s
manner exposes the deficiencies of his closed waihdich has shut out the
“terrestrial” for a “snug hibernal” escape into thex” of a closed mind. He is a poet
of neatly defined things in a “World without Imagiion.” Crispin’s subjective cloak
is a prim “mythology of self,” and Crispin an untidnélange of masks, without
country, without definition:

The lutanist of fleas, the knave, the thane,

The ribboned stick, the bellowing breeches, cloak
Of China, cap of Spain, imperative haw

Of hum, inquisitorial botanist,

And general lexicographer of mute

And maidenly greenhorns.

As the presumed intelligence of his soil, Crisggraicarryover from a simpler time
when the world seemed to be a plum and not a tutdg will grow beyond
foppishness into the wise Fool, altering his masksircumstantial necessity and
according to his maturity. But first the fabricatedlf must be “washed away by
magnitude,” by the floodtide of reality that Emerstalled the not-me.

The first condition of Crispin’s undoing is the pmsure to “polyphony
beyond his baton’s thrust.” There is not motivationCrispin’s fall into experience,
no reason for his exposure to the not-me, and heaceal drama. There is only an
awakening of sensibility, followed by the flood af “inscrutable world” rushing in
upon the hapless “short-shanks.” The sea as “watatist” dissolves the old Triton,
refuses to be defined by its old mythological fortesving Crispin without familiar
understanding, forcing him out upon alien watenssin is to suffer a sea change.
Crispin “dissolved” is Crispin bereft of his tradm-oriented consciousness, cast out
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from the sophisticated order of continental Bordetmward peninsular Yucatan and
its disordered welter of reality, thence to Caralia provincial compromise.

His voyage has more drift than direction, but thevitable compromise must be read
in terms of his aesthetic. Confronted by the enignthing-in-itself, Crispin is
reminded of the attenuation of the self:

Severance

Was clear. The last distortion of romance
Forsook the insatiable egotist. The sea
Severs not only lands but also selves.
Here was no help before reality.

Crispin beheld and Crispin was made new.

He was made new by being unmade, and thrust rudédythe intensity of the
“Caribbean amphitheater.” The second section isu@owes landscape, lush and
overwhelming. In contrast to Bordeaux, Yucatalvel its inhabitants into
withdrawal from experience. Not so Cripsin, whohe to embrace the “green
barbarism,” forfeiting his prudish aesthetic: “astnetic though, diverse, untamed /
Incredible to prudes,” an aesthetic in which thel smt only dominates but
overwhelms the intelligence. Yet Crispin is notdg#or revelation; his sensibility is
no compass for the immensities of Yucatan. Crispilh have to find a soil to
accommodate the self, a “Carolina” of discreetgrtehlity. Romanticism must reach
out to its obverse and its complement, Naturalism.

“Approaching Carolina” is a compromise; the podiows, as Eliot said, the
most civilized and primitive of men must mediatévimen Bordeaux and Yucatan.

How many poems he denied himself

In his observant progress, lesser things
Than the relentless contact he desired,;
How many sea-masks he ignored.

He denied, too, the evasions of moonlight. Henceleseloped the dialectic of
Cripsin: the “up and down” between subjective maon objective sun. He has not
denied imagination, but simply turned it outwardpn the flourishing tropic, finding
in that act just what priority the mind has ovangs:

He came. The poetic hero without palms
Or jugglery, without regalia.

And as he came he saw that it was spring,
A time abhorrent to the nihilist

Or searcher for the fecund minimum.
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Exorcizing the moonlight fiction, he does not exsecthe imagination; rather, he
embraces the essential prose, the physical wasldhe “one integrity ... the one /
Discovery still possible to make, / To which allgmes were incident.” Hoon deports
his Palaz and descends towards the “Fat girl” dhea

Discovering the “essential prose” to be the growhdan essential poetry,
Crispin has come at last upon the true aesthetio: rd&Nota: his soil is man’s
intelligence.” And the last three parts of the poenoceed to investigate this
discovery. Crispin’s comic reduction is both begnmgand end of a western voyage,
an attempt to define the role of the poet as ewrydan within the narrows of a
world which demands mythologies but rejects thegimation. Crispin’s regional
aesthetic is in one sense existential, in anothest@n to the primitive, innocent
consciousness with its dereference to the “thingself.” He begins again, in a
world unnamed. Projecting a colony, Crispin prggeah aesthetic of smart detail,
“veracious page on page, exact.” Crispin has I|ehrt@ serve “grotesque
apprenticeship to chance event.”

What Crispin learns in “A Nice Shady Home,” is ttleacolony, with all its
clutter of rude reality, limited history and tengodradition placed within an
enormous present, must honor the quotidian:

He first, as realist, admitted that

Whoever hunts a matinal continent

May, after all, stop short before a plum
And be content and still be realist.

The words of things entangle and confuse.
The plum survives its poems.

The poet, Crispin learns, must always begin in éimabcontinent and build cabins
before he plans “Loquacious columns by the ructea.” It is the cabin that is his
life, that houses his marriage with the prismy blerjof earth?), a humble marriage
in a humble house, made in the knowledge that “what what should be.” This is
the modern poet, trapped in his mortality. No “@d@gn’s testament” for Crispin, but
no heroics either. There is no tragedy for self&Srispin’s stature.

Crispin’s return to social nature ends his redctvoyage in an ironic
exuberance. The indulgent fatalist finds himselpped by the conditions of his own
limited nature. Desiring divine progeny, he prodtibaman progeny, finding himself
“sharply stopped / In the door-yard by his own camas bloom”—somewhat short
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of Whitman’s cosmic prophecy when lilacs last ia ttooryard bloomed. This is his
“disguised pronunciamento,” an apt metaphor forjtlueney of a “stiffest realist” in
a world that insists on remaining materially itséffat offers but little comfort to the
“seraphic proclamations” of a man with a limitedaigmation. “So may the relation
of each man be “clipped’—thus the saga ends. Grismiarrative, his relation, has
come “benignly, to its end,” humanly, comically tlout the greater consolations.

3.5. “THE MAN WITH THE BLUE GUITAR”

The blue guitar in “The Man with the Blue GuitaCR 165) is Stevens’ overt
symbol for imagination. No longer can the poet sus his world, or reduce reality
to measure forms; he must now strum it out momgmhbment in the folksy voice
of his guitar, piece it together like Picasso’sdhi/ Of destructions.” The port ends
up not in Guernica but in Oxidia, the vulgar, toldodscape of the present.

The poem opens on a note of drama, the guitagiaggimplored to play both
“things as they are” and a “tone beyond.” The tastelf-defeating—the need for the
artist to be more than artist, to be the creatanagnificent proportions, to bring “a
world quite round,” bears the seeds of failure. Téteearsman,” like Crispin, is one
who experiences rather than transcends thingsegsate. His profession (poet) is
self-limiting, but thus is life:

| cannot bring a world quite round,

Although | patch it as | can.

| sing a hero’s head, large eye
And bearded bronze, but not a man,

Although I patch him as | can
And reach through him almost to man.

If to serenade almost to man
Is to miss, by that, things are as they are,

Say that it is the serenade

Of a man that plays a blue guitar. (ii)

The guitarist’s desire to “play man number one,tteate the perfect abstract
of man in what Stevens called man’s “happier nofmala godlike though fatuous

desire to know the ultimate, a divine rather thamhn knowledge (iii). This is the
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poet’s hope, and his defeat. An art that wouldtcdife would kill that life. While
poem three voices an impassioned desire to knomatkly, to create perfectly, four
intimates that the buzzing intercourse of blue ayuand things as they are is an
imperfect, happy, human act.

The poet is rebuffed by his auditors for playirid music. They wish to hear
not of the “greatness of poetry” but of its realitifor they know poetry in this world
I not charismatic, not “of the structure of vaulfgon a point of light,” but of a world
“flat and bare,” things as they are. And the pdates their contention: “Poetry,”
says chorus,

Each music must take the place

Of empty heaven and its hymns,

Ourselves in poetry must take their place

Even in the chattering of your guitar.

Man is the secular myth, a replacement.

Things as they are, abstracted upon the bluergagaume the permanence of
poetry, the abstraction blooded, in oppositiontte permanence of empty heaven.
The artist works and records in spatial and tempavatractions. He cannot imitate
the religious mind and transcend the physical .(Aind he must accept with humility
the limited power of his imagination, which, likeeason in a storm,” bends with the
tumult but nevertheless “brings the storm to béuiif), in the imagination’s “leaden
twang” of ordered sound, reality caught in the hinytof music. The imagination is
of its environment; not entirely a “free agent,ethbolor of the imagination is blue
(the blue guitar), the color of the weather.

Out of dramatic weather come a few questionsntitere of divinity in this
real world (x), the danger of a world without im@giion (xi), the amorphousness
and disorder of things as they are (xii), and timpty purity of imagination which
does not focus on reality (xiii). The poet is lefthout a deity but not without the
guitar. And it is not only the tinsel gods that et must “topple”: with his guitar,
he must face the vortex of chaos that threatensmtheidual (xi). The possibility of
extinction of self is a nadir for the shearsmantaygsiman and demands that he pick
himself up by his own bootstraps:

Where
Do | begin and end? And where
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As | strum the thing, do I pick up
That which momentously declares

Itself not to be | and yet

Must be. (xii)

Poems thirteen and fourteen provide some reasseiran terms of the
Imagination’s priority over things. Hesitant, ewasi poem thirteen toys with the
purity of imagination, the “amorist Adjective,” andinds the definition
unsatisfactory. Fourteen limits the imaginationt$aole in the life of perception:

A candle is enough to light the world.

It makes it clear. Even at noon.
It glistens in essential dark.

At night, it lights the fruit and wine,
The book and bread, things as they are,

In a chiaroscuro where

One sits and plays the blue guitar.

With this definition, the guitarsman moves on te greater world beyond the
“book and bread,” those sacramental objects ofptihesical world. It is a world of
violence, Picasso’s reality—"this hoard / Of destions, a picture of ourselves.”
The moment of self-questioning and despair, and tdoenes the discovery that even
asking questions is an act and an affirmation. &ffismative world of poem sixteen
is “not the matter,” but “an oppressor.” The combhimagination and the violent
world issues in its own kind of violence, and proelsia harshness rare in Stevens:

To live in war, to live at war,

To chap the sullen psaltery,

To improve the sewers in Jerusalem,
The electricity the nimbuses—

And the guitarsman experiences another moment gfpadie amid the meretricious
present: “Place honey on the altars and die, / Ndoers that are bitter at heart.” The
imperative is to play on or die. But the depresssoa turning point, a recovery.
Poem seventeen opens with a proposition and aggiwith a brief excursus
on the dualistic self, on the soul (“animal” or mjrwhich lives both in and beyond

its “mould” (the body). As soul is to body, so inra@fion to reality, or even vice
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versa. The guitarsman discovers his guitar to lm®ald, a supplier of shapes, a body
or form.

The guitarsman desires to “reduce the monste€aath, to be the “lion in the
lute / Before the lion locked in stone.” The lufaroagination, or the stone of matter.
Then the “poor pale guitar” is summoned to “sedmha belief,” to create certainty
out of “good air.” Poem twenty-one denies belieifgold self aloft,” affirming the
“Lord of the body” as “substitute for all the gods”

One’s self and the mountains of one’s land,

Without shadows, without magnificence,

The flesh, the bone, the dirt, the stone.

What the guitarsman has discovered is a theorpoetry, that the act of
poetry is a theory a thing, that “things as they/’ are only when married to mind in
a poem:

Poetry is the subject of the poem,

From this the poem issues and

To this returns. Between the two,
Between issue and return, there is

An absence in reality,
Things as they are. Or so we say.

But are those separate? Is it
An absence for the poem, which acquires

Its true appearances there, sun’s green,
Cloud'’s red, earth feeling, sky that thinks?

From these it takes. Perhaps it gives,

In the universal intercourse. (xxit).
This is both climax and resolution. The absencpaetry is what the poet denies. If
poetry “takes” it matter from the world, it “give#i exchange coherence, order. The
push-pull of the aesthetic creates; poetry is grae of order in the world.

As an act of continuous creation, poetry becomésiasal”’ of reality, the
book of a ritualistic exchange (xxiv); the poet @es an agile clown juggling a
reality that is vitality in motion, ever changingpand the “eternal” self (xxv). Thus,

The world washed in his imagination,
The world was a shore, whether sound or form
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Or light, the relic of farewells,
Rock, of valedictory echoings,

To which his imagination returned,

From which it sped.

Coming and going, “the swarm of dreams / Of inasitds Utopia’—the dialectic
remains firm as strength flows into the guitar. Be#f acts, imagines, in a non-stop
world. Not only is poetry realized in the poem’sodls, it sounds in the constant
revolutions of nature within the inconstant formi$ws the guitarist, as “natural”
man, submits to the constancy of his world, becoa&gtive” (xxviii).

Having reaffirmed the self in its environment, tgaitarist confronts his
reality, the violent, toxic “Oxidia” which is whatve have today instead of the
mythological “Olympia” (xxx). It is the modern pcetrial, for the landscape is the
man:

From this | shall evolve a man.

This is his essence: the old fantoche

Hanging his shawl upon the wind,

Like something on the stage, puffed out.

A comic figure, a bitter world, a balance; man “wesermore / Himself” than when
seen in comic dress. Oxidia is the world as iarg] the old fantoche puppet man as
he is. In poem thirty-one, nature’s shrieks echaaa@onfusion, and the guitarist is
compelled to play his rhapsody there; poetry hasime “combat.” In thirty-two, he
is compelled to “Throw away the lights, the defomis, / And say what you see in
the dark / That is this or that it is that.” Littlravado, much imperative to be.
Committed to “Time in its final block, not time /oTcome,” the guitar subdues
jauntiness into a judicious affirmation: the woritdsays, is a stone, “except”

The moments when we choose to play
The imagined pine, the imagined joy.

Our life is essentially in this block of time, ant is ugly and vulgar; but
paradoxically we can “choose.” The last note on ghéar gives man a freedom,
setting him at the center, make of himself though of the world. What he can
choose is not to live beyond the world but to liwet—choose, that is, to live in the

imagination.
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The guitarist has discovered that the act of stning is itself a good. Stevens
has journeyed through the ideological wastelandidaburnt out Oxidias and
harridan selves. The tentative creator of ordethis turmoil, crabbedly, fitfully,
willfully, Stevens has herded his imagination thgbwa world of broken statues and
challenges which have tempted him to self-carieatuknd he has come out

somehow.

3.6. “NOTES TOWARD A SUPREME FICTION"

What “Notes toward a Supreme FictiolfCF 380) dramatizes is the need for
poetry, the need to know, and the possibilitiethefmind attending to this prison of
a world which offers minor pleasures but no “firlief.” The poet’s motive for
creating is a higher act of love, because the uing not for himself but as the
hero, acts for the common food, for order. He shoman the possibilities and
limitations of his humanity.

“It Must Be Abstract”: the initial poem makes @ppeal to innocence by way
of defining the human limits within which the poetavelops. What we begin with
are the elementary opposites—pure self and purgbephebe and sun. But neither
can be in and for itself. To know, as the ephebsreg is to abstract. Man may
abstract forward to the transcendent future, okWwacd to the origin. Abstraction is
at once truth and fiction. Looking at the sun nstaafixed idea—not as a thing
known, named and thus contained within its imagesibet demands that each man
begin again like the old Adam, by naming what the & and not what generations
have him it is. One begins with an awareness oflithigs of naming, that a name
evades its object. In the return to the sun asuthmate idea and source of this
invented world, it is suggested that we return é&bsthe source of the self, the source
of oneness, that first idea in which self and tgaliere one. We discover that man
has invented this present world, that is, has itecithe abstractions by which he
knows it. The ephebe must admit the limitations adistractions and thus the
limitations of the knowing self. By the end of “Nst’ he will have discovered that
the life of knowing is a fiction, that the suprerioe which he aspires is not really
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available “except in crystal.” Stevens’ ephebérsist into a world in which nature is
itself, not an emanation of the divine, and thegmation is of nature.

Canto two investigates the origins of our absaluteir needs necessity is the
mother of imagination:

It is the celestial ennui of apartments
That sends us back to the first idea, the quick
Of this invention.

“Quick” connotes animal vitality, as well as theirp@f self-consciousness which
quickens our need for truth; but the poet knows tha knowing is slanted: “so
poisonous”

Are the ravishments of truth, so fatal to
The truth itself, the first idea becomes
The hermit in a poet’s metaphors,

Who comes and goes and comes and goes all day.

The push-pull of experience, the exchanges of aedf reality, is prologue to the
perceiving of a first idea; yet it is experienceiethstands between us and idea. Men
of “desire,” the imaginative seekers of order, tofmecessity to partial resolutions
drawn from the physical world, the only world thiegve—resolutions which nature
in her dumb but vital constancy confirms. Hungeriagtruth, these men of desire
hunger for abstraction, but one which at once empland contains the world rather
than explaining it away. And the truth they seefasve.

Having proclaimed metaphor as the poverty of tr@kevens submits his
proclamation to investigation (iii). The initialeft is to identify the poem with the
holistic vision of the ignorant man. The act of pgeor of imagination, is an
experience of the first idea, a knowing of whasitto be,” a movement through the
many toward the apprehension of the one, the “adndb things as they are
undergoing transformation into some reality. Cathit@e is a meditative discourse;
the surrealistic anecdote of the Arabian bearsntipert of a poetry which refines for
us the confusions of experience, showing how ‘ifelonsense pierces us with
strange relation.”

Hence the proposition of canto four, the strangation between first idea
and poetry:

The first idea was not our own. Adam
In Eden was the father of Descartes
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And Eve made air the minor of herself.
In Stevens’ secularization of the Fall, the origihconsciousness was the birth of
imagination; man grown conscious of himself wilsrtame the world, to possess it
as it once possessed him. He wills the “I am” otrmpoone, and in willing it
completes his fall into an alien world. The paradothis: without self-consciousness
there is no poetry, no need for the fiction whichrnes self with world. The fall
(Adam’s, Descartes’, or own) is fortunate:

The clouds preceded us

There was a muddy centre before we breathed.

There was a myth before the myth began,
Venerable and articulate and complete.

From this the poem springs: that we live in a @lac
That is not our own and, much more, not ourselves
And hard it is in site of blazoned days.

Stevens reiterates Santayana’s epiphenomenalttetetall origins lie in the realm
of matter.” Men are “mimics”; “Clouds are pedagogtidn the tension between the
two, we add our sweeping meanings, creating theserfs through which we live in
the world by making it live in us.

The tension is given dramatic body in canto fivethe violent combat of
animal and nature. This is an elementary opposibamte consciousness confronting
brute matter and finding a mutual freedom and os&nkn the ephebe’s world, the
self is “cowed, not free like the lion or bear—yeder in a different sense. It is not
free to roar self-assertion, but free to suffer #yony of self-consciousness, and
hence to work toward a higher knowing. The poetldiis restrictive world, the
“roofs” which limit his vision, both intimidating ral challenging: thus poets
ironically are the heroic children in the final gthe, who, trapped in a world not
their own, see life’s realities not like an animak naked otherness, but
imaginatively, humanly, as the source of good. “Reb are the limits of self,
housing the agony of self-awareness; but ther@radoxically, is the imagination’s
life, its painful bitter utterance, so differenbiin the brute’s snarl, which ultimately
masters the world in an act of mind.

The poet's constricted vision demands of him thestmconcentrated
attentions toward that world which he can mastér What he sees, the fabric of
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nature, must be masterfully realized, not only imad but “imagined well” and
conceived like a delicate, yet rich, canvas of fizrédals.” Poetic abstraction is an
admittedly false form, and the poet must proceeth viumility to affirm his
stewardship of reality. His partial perspectives thie measures of his humanity. Out
of the imaginative intercourse between the “weatirad the giant of the weather”
comes the abstraction blooded, Stevens’ princijgriré for a vital idea. What is
affirmed is the life of the mind, in which abstriact is a reality.

Cantos seven and eight are, so to speak, extgmoeds of the abstraction
blooded: the former investigating the natural haries of the external world for
evidence of “balances,” the latter beginning witle fabstraction of a “major man,”
an idea of man, and attempting to satisfy the amich of canto six. Nature provides
its own balances, notes the poet, not “balancesat We achieve but balances that
happen.” Life reduced to its essential fractiorain&bly adapts to nature’s harmonies
in order to achieve its own, those “incalculablelldnces which provide the poet
with some of his felicitous insights: “Perhaps,” meises, “The truth depends on a
walk around the lake”: “a stop to watch / A defioit growing certain and / A wait
within that certainty.”

But man’s balances?—they do not just “happen.” fitmman balances are of
imaginative birth, the common apotheosized: in &tsv figures, the self as
“MacCullough” is dilated into a major man. As filglea, this “pensive giant” is also
the “crystal hypothesis,” man become “Logos,” a huamtic extension of finite man
into creator of the infinite idea. As a “Beau lingfli he is both poet and poet’s
creation. Major man, in brief, extends Stevenside#or the man-hero to replace the
divine-hero. The commonplace MacCullough, beinganmith an imagination, is
capable of imagining a major man. MacCullough isnnva his act of imagining,
taking the world into his self, there to give iler and meaning as it gives him body
and sustenance. Canto eight is a reworking of ¢éhe imyth, man taking on the dress
of his world precisely as in “The Man with the Bl@aitar” (ix), and in that attire
proving himself to be “Logos and logic” of the ptewvhere he resides.

In canto nine:

The romantic intoning, the declaimed clairvoyance
Are parts of apotheosis, appropriate
And if its nature, the idiom thereof.
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They differ from reason’s click-clack, its applied
Enflashings. But apotheosis is not
The origin of the major man.

The definition of major man continues to perplexe I8, in effect, an image to
replace the idea of God. Yet he is not a form sahmas a sense of human
possibility. Canto nine provides a reverie of faiththe poet's new confection, the
major man in whom resides the powers of creation.

Major man is neither transcendent deity nor ambneorphic symbol, but a
transparence of the ephebe, the humanist myth maden’s comic image. Stevens
sees his representative man not as a “literatus”alsua harlequin in the human
comedy, with “his old coat,” / His slouching pam@hs, beyond the town, / Looking
for what was, where it used to be.” The poet’s oesbility to “confect” this figure
turns away from the god without, acknowledges te# within. He returns the
service of imagination to the commonplace worlditsofecund beauty and tragedy
and to his own activity as the MacCullough, theatwe and creation. The poet is not
to elevate man but to reinvigorate him, not turm friom the world but toward it, not
offer him a future but give him back a present—fiotconsole / Nor sanctify, but
plainly to propound.”

“It Must Change.” The search for the abstractibtooded was to affirm the
life of the imagination as the source of selfho8thce the essence of the real is
change, to affirm life is to affirm living in chaagThe cantos of Part Two shift the
focus to nature’s flux and the kinds of experiepossible there. To live in change is
to submit to its multiple ambiguities: its constamtonstancy. The poet seeks both to
resist and embrace change; which is to say, heamabrthat which contradicts the
first idea and resists abstractions. Yet even chating vital process of things, has its
rhythms, its forms, its universality, in a “universf inconstancy.”

Canto one establishes the encompassing realishafnge which comes to
natural order in “repetition.” The opening imagesthe old seraph looking out upon
a fecund world of doves and violets and girls wahquils in their hair, dramatize
the reality of change, not in the artifice of reasole “chronologies,” but in the
continuity of vital life. Between the poles of ybuand age there is change and

exchange, and the old seraph discovers the patdoy in mutability:
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The bees come booming as if they had never gone,
As if hyacinths had never gone. We say
This changes and that changes. Thus the constant

Violets, doves, girls, bees and hyacinths,
Are inconstant objects of inconstant cause
In a universe of inconstancy.

Recalling Eliot's “hyacinth girl,” and her role ithe wasteland, the passage pays
homage to Bergson’s analysis of temporality anditeal the pleasure of merely
circulating (“bees” as being). The old seraph iother figure of the man of
imagination confronted by the withering of his fiedound by his inconstant body
but freed by his vitally constant imagination. Betog “satyr in Saturn, according
to his thoughts,” the old seraph creates in minatvwhoon has experienced in pure
feeling. Stevens’ poem of Spring is an invocatiorchange in which “beginning” is
“not resuming.” Stevens separates his constantnstaacy of change from the
teleological view of change which ordains natureigle as a symbol of man’s
immortality, which finds a human analogy in Sprimgebirth. For Stevens, things
have life because they are dying, not becausedtesseborn.

“It Must Change” begins with the changes of natarel modulates into a
consideration of the role of imagination amid thebanges; inevitably the human is
abstracted from change. Denying the legislationinmnortality, and its pathetic
expression in false forms of wish-fulfillment, vieng man’s will to preserve the self
against change as one of “our more vestigial stftesind,” Stevens must arbitrate
man’s role in nature. If man cannot survive beyoature and change, neither can he
live fully within change; canto four delivers a tative proposition, which imposes
an aesthetic order on change, as experienced &lf, aat change as an inherent law
of nature. Change is also abstraction: “the partalketakes of that which changes
him.” He partakes of death and not of immortality. (f nature finds its immortality
in recurrence, man must find his in his fictionsamMthe “planter” leaves his
plantations to a world, but in a world of changdd forms submit to time’s
transformations.

The poem rejects the myth of immortality, and daks even as it celebrates
things of this world. It mocks the insistence oings of this world—as well as

selves—to be beyond change. Nature is chaotic, efith elements calling out for
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identity, chanting an “idiot minstrelsy.” In cantseven, the futile dreams of
individual immortality are forfeited for the “lusteof the moon,” the beauty of an
idea, an imagined order. It is not the paradisa séducing hymn but an accessible
bliss that man seeks, and that bliss is dependechange:

For easy passion and ever-ready love
Are of our earthy birth and here and now
And where we live and everywhere we live.

Man must suffuse the vital with his forms; the géats essential through change. In
canto eight, “Nanzia Nunzio” confronts “Ozymandiaa, marriage of opposites:
spontaneity challenging permanence, “nakednesgréein “inflexible / Order,” the
fertile earth before the statue. The poem celebrateutting back of abstraction into
change: a dialectical marriage the fruit of whishai “fictive covering,” poetry-in-
life. “Ozymandias” as a barren form of the pashich pridefully assumed itself
immortal, is revived by a “vestal” reality, givedentity once more by that which can
affirm “I am.” Ozymandias’ speech is order, thetifie covering that clothes reality
in “the spirit's diamond coronal.” This is in prai®f poetry: “The poem goes from
the poet’s gibberish to / The gibberish of the atdggand back again.” Somewhere
between the isolated self and its alien world tbenp captures not an absence of
reality but the only reality available to man, avasion” perhaps of the thing itself,
yet all we have:

He tries by a peculiar speech to speak

The peculiar potency of the general,

To compound the imagination’s Latin with
The lingua franca et jocundissima.

From change to order, from process to the “imagna Latin"—the poem
that reflects change must also be abstract, evéimeaabstraction must change. And
the poet of canto ten, sitting in the “Theatre /T@dpe,” is not unrelated to the major
man of Part One, the “Logos and logic,” the poetowivices the “communal.”
Talking about human experience as abstractionpraieg change, Stevens shows
poetry to be the subject of the poem and the paebetan act of life. For Stevens,
the self is Logos, and the poet’s words, thouglalidare of the world. Life and its
reality are “vagabond in metaphor.” Stevens accepa’s comic role, and makes

his method (the “imagination’s Latin”) connect witie way things are (the “lingua
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franca”), not transcend them. If metaphor evaddsei fiction is false, it has human
truth. Imaginings might be artificial, yet the wilb change outruns metaphors.
Participating in change, one is changes; the Velatorld is and is not contained in
the “glass” of metaphor.

“It Must Give Pleasure.” Part Three is about tife e live in poetry.
Stevens begins by denying preconceptions, the yieasf traditional rituals,
customs, celebrations (i). They are a “facile esert traditional and dogmatic,
restrained rather than vital. And they provide ladaecurity. The greater pleasures
are of the “difficultest rigor,” pleasures of theoment grasped without reference to
past joys. These are, beyond self-indulgence, wew®d discoveries, rudimentary
rituals and creations of order rather than confdrimstances of order. The irrational
joy of the poetry is conceived as discovery in wB&tvens calls a “later reason.”
The pulsing world of nature perceived in its owmeoeonies is a starting point, the
order inherent in the “image of what we see.”

We reason of these things with a later reason
And we make of what we see, what we see clearly
And have seen, a place dependent on ourselves.

Later reason yields its own kind of pleasure, isdkind of clarity. The “mystic
marriage” of a “great captain and the maiden Baivdho solemnize their rites in
“Catawba,” returns the poem to the pleasure ofrzss: to the ceremony of order
within change, and to the geography of Crispin’soli@a. Recalling the “captain” of
“Life on a Battleship,” Stevens dresses him outhe attire of lover rather than
legislator, and consummates his love of Bawda iraatimythological poem. The
marriage is a poem of earth and not of heavenlar he

Each must the other take as sign, short sign

To stop the whirlwind, balk the elements.

The great captain loved the ever-hill Catawba
And therefore married Bawda, whom he found there,
And Bawda loved the captain as she loved the sun.

They married well because the marriage-place
Was what they loved. It was neither heaven ndr hel
They were love’s characters come face to face.

Love, the poem cautions, is of this world and nbeot—certainly not divine, but
apoetry of place. Stevens introduces as countdrgoirthe bawdy ceremony in
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Catawba the anecdote of the Canon Aspirin anddnia bf order. The three cantos
of this group form an animated rejection of religgoor institutional abstractions,
heralding instead the natural and primitive, th&alvthat lies at our center. The
Canon and his sister delight in the sophisticatiechqures of a provident life: her
“widow’s gaiety” a sharp restraint on the vital lchen, his “outline of a fugue / Of
praise” indicative of his solemn, restrained pleasu But in sleep, the children
escape from avuncular privation into pure imagoratand with them goes the
mother’s true blessing:

Yet when her children slept, his sister herself
Demanded of sleep, in the excitements of silence
Only the unmuddled self of sleep, for them.

In canto six, the Canon experiences a similardiveg an escape into the
nothingness of the pure pleasure of sleep. Throlglevanescent purity of dream, in
the transports of imagination, the Canon escapesdtridors of reason into a realm
“beyond which thought could not progress as thadUdtttis is not at all the province
of his usual experience, for his is the world ddtitutions, of capitols and corridors,
the city of God filled with “statues of reasonabtan.” A dreamer of angels, he has
the capacity to live beyond his canonical law, tasg the first idea. But when he has
it he awakens to the world and makes his canonitaice—he submits his
experience to the formal ordering of dogma. Hiseondolates his experience: “But
to impose is not / To discover.” The truest pleas@sides in a moment of order, a
method of seeing actualized by a propensity to eggnrather than control. It is a
search for the absolute in the full awarenessttiesearch is a necessary fiction:

To find the real,

To be stripped of every fiction except one,

The fiction of an absolute.

Cantos eight and nine pursue this discovery,tthit not to be human but to
be pursued. “Majesty,” finite man learns, “is a moir of the self” (viii), the
apotheosis of the “I am”—a happy discovery for ampovhich began with an uneasy
ephebe and a minatory world which would not mean‘be.” The proclamation of
the “I” consummates the ephebe’s marriage withheaahd makes those external
regions for which he, like the Canon, yearns réibes of the self: regions filled
with Cinderella longings and the escapades of ddaths Stevens’ answer to canto
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eight's trenchant beginning: “What am | to believélfhus too his subsequent
meditation of the “I” who can do “all that angelsn¢ and more, being human. He is
the poet who discovers that his capacity to “enjgyd capacity to master the earth’s
“eccentric measure” (ix). To celebrate the earttlsrl is to live as poet, “he that of
repetition is most master,” to affirm that “meredping round is a final good”
because it is change enjoyed, change containdx iself but not denied.

What Stevens has evolved is a self, and in tHhaeemage of the world of
which man is master, the man-hero who comes topaaeeat is humanly possible
and desire no more. The ephebe becomes a poet,dbtke “Fat girl,” the vital
heart of the world, the procreative source, thelavitrat is no longer a place “not our
own.” And like the old Adam he proclaims this wottilbe his because his names, if
evasions, are all the humanity the world possesgesmore than rational distortion,
/ The fiction that results from feeling.” Steveregincluding lines are the faith of an
aesthetic which would replace the old theology. Maossessing the world in tropes,
posses finally and irreducibly himself:

They will get it straight one day at the Sorbonne.
We shall return at twilight from the lecture
Pleased that the irrational is rational,

Until flicked by feeling, in a gildered street,
| call you by name, my green, my fluent mundo
You will have stopped revolving except in crystal.

“Except in crystal’—except in poetry, in the selh@se names master but do not
deny the fluent mundo. The soldier of the poem’dacs the human warrior, the
mask of man bound in change, living there witheo&gination, but whose identity
depends on the poet’s words:

How simply the fictive hero becomes the real,
How gladly will proper words the soldier dies,
If he must, or lives on the bread of faithful sgee

Has language become our host, and at this poiStamens’ career, very nearly the
thing itself? “The Noble Rider and the Sound of &Srprovides a gloss: “A poet’s
words are of things that do not exist without therds. ... Poetry is a revelation in
words by means of the wordA 32).

The conception of “Notes” signifies that it wasaneto be that Grand Poem
which took shape itarmonium except that Stevens knew by 1940 that a supreme
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fiction was the poetry of a lifetime, to be evolvaad not suddenly realized. “Notes”
is modern in its abstractness, open-endednessr@md posture yet deeply wedded
to the romantic tradition of the reflective poent. hoves toward symbolism
whenever it searches for points where words anavtitkel marry into a reality that is
likewise a fiction, but it refuses to rest on amyaf order, either transcendental or
modern. At times it recall¥he Preludewith narrative sections excised: there is
nothing in it like Wordsworth’s identifiable persalmistory stringing it together and
fixing it in a natural and historical landscapee\&ns resorts to a dialectic of the
imagination and reality, representation and bethg, self and the world, that is
almost a modern cliché, as is to mock form or towslthe possibilities of freedom
within a particular schema. The poem is neitheched together like the surface of a
surrealistic canvas, nor is it an arbitrary comfmsif thirty-one poems. It is not
modern in the sense, say, of Poundantos with the glue of facts holding together
feeling, history’s vortex whirling toward an ideahd ideologically-wrought center.
Each poem rhetorically develops out of the previons; what emerges from the
mists of rhetoric and private nuance is a voicl/flentifiable, a voice which begins
an uninitiated ephebe and evolves through selfedisty into an “I.” The movement
of the poem recalls the aesthetic trinity of Jogc®tephen Dedalus, moving from the
ephebe’s desire for wholeness (the first idea) i discovery of the essential
harmony of diverse things (change) toward a finagion” of radiance (pleasure) in
the crystal of poetry.

“Notes” gives us a comic, not a cosmic “l, thé atdiscovery, not ecstasy
or vision. Both cerebral and lyrical, the poem shdhe human being probing and
discovering his world, his place in it, and itsqdain him. The things, words and
ideas of the poem establish the landscape of hdelfa “Notes” is the “poem of the
mind in the act of finding / What will suffice” (CR39). Coming upon the “war
between the mind / And sky,” we discover that whéftices for the ephebe is his act
which, feeding upon the actual, arrives at the aliscy that what he knows is his
creation. What he can know is himself. Man, discimdehimself, discovers that all
men are ephebes, who must evolve an “I” within aladvdLife and poetry, in this

sense, are one.
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3.7. “ESTHETIQUE DU MAL”

“Esthétique du Mal” (CP 3133 an intellectual lyric, which analyzes the
historical failures of imagination to account foetessence of the human:
imperfection. It is a study of the anomalies armbimgruities of living in the physical
world, and the way these disturbances may be netigaithout their destroying man
or without his denying them, either instance beingabdication of one’s humanity.
Mal is a synonym for disorder, just esthétiquas synonymous with order; the
aesthetics of evil, the order of the disorder,ateof human existence. The poem is
an engagement of chaos by its connoisseur. The pdsrduces to Stevens’
aesthetic the moral dimension: the aesthetic pesctte moral but is integral to it.

“Esthétigue du Mal” is closer in conception to “@svClover” than to
“Sunday Morning,” especially in the way it approashvaried but dramatically
related problems of contemporary life: the bankeypf traditional forms of belief;
sentimentalism and self-pity as escapes from yedhie secularization of religion;
the inadequacy of reason as a mode of belief; tegspres of modern violence; the
poverty of materialism and utilitarianism.

The fifteen poems examine negative and positiveragches to life in a
world where evil and pain are preeminent. The fellg outline indicates something
of the qualitative nature of the argument. Poenand ii establish a scene and
introduce a protagonist, suggesting man’s relatonature in the modern world as a
metaphysical separation unknown to previous agdshance not explained by the
old forms of belief. Poems iii-v present variougatve responses to this modern
evil or pain, responses which point up the dangevoiding or denying their reality.
Poems vi-vii offer correctives by celebrating tleality of human imperfections; they
indicate that man’s only defense against evil ighisorb it into the normal process of
experience or into the timeless framework of adems viii-ix analyze the disaster
of negation, the denial of evil as a reality caitng a denial of the human, which
leaves man defenseless against the ravages of Boems x-xiii suggest four
approaches to the reality of evil, each based enatknowledgement of man’s
imperfection; man has the imagination and metaphorgend against the times.

Poem xiv is a rhetorical attack on reason; the ragqu for comparative or relative
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evil is vindicated in its contrast with the extrefogic which legislates its antitheses
out of its perfect world. Poem xv affirms vital dif the world of process denies
nothing, and evil thus recognized becomes a negessal acceptable part of life
lived in the imperfect.

The poem opens with the poet at Naples, involweaktivities both mundane
and intellectual: “writing letters home” and “readiparagraphs / On the sublime.”
He is modern man: uprooted, alienated, disabusedi®ffaith, man seeking
coherence in a world without spiritual coordinatd$ie setting corresponds to
Crispin’s Carolina, part way between the ratiortateactions of the polar North and
the chaotic but essentially real tropics. He is aoRome. Letters and the sublime
indicate a desire for order, the one seeking in&gia continuity with his past, the
other a strategy for defining his place in an awesaosmos. If “Vesuvius had
groaned / For a month,” its voluble complaint igi@lence contained in traditional
expectancy: “He could describe / The terror of $bend because the sound / Was
ancient.” He can, that is, understood Vesuviustfgst fulgurations” because he
has a language for it—"paragraphs / On the sublime.

The poet's desire for a comprehensible order seach for an aesthetic, a
human norm. The “sublime”—a reference to Longimyrsind style—refers to a time
when both man and nature had meaning and placest@edcould transport the man.
In a juxtaposition of the ridiculous and the suldinhonginus’ style (“The volcano
trembled in another ether”), like the dignity of mas found wanting in this modern
condition. Pain defines the human. To deny itpasttempt to transcend it, is to deny
life. “Except for us” there is no pain; within tiseblime the human is negligible, and
S0 is pain and human history.

Picking up this motif, the second poem rejectslLibveginian “paragraphs” for
a meditation on despair. Pain is not to be rejebi#dembraced. Poem two opens
with a basic paradox: pain and evil are essenkaald in an imperfect world; as
causes of despair, they provoke man’s quest fastendence and hence provoke his
rejection of the life he cherishes. Pain motivatemically, that which if achieved
would destroy it. Resolutions, the poet discoveither cancel themselves or are
beyond reach:

The moon rose up as if it had escaped
His meditation. It evaded his mind.

141



It was part of a supremacy always

The moon—here not a stock symbol of imaginatiom, & sign of purity
beyond man’s distorting eye, beyond the poétgust free and thus a contrast to
and measure of his pain—this moon, transcendingotiet’s despair, becomes the
absolute for which he longs. Representing transaecel it denies the human. To
enjoy “acacias” we must despair of the purity a# thoon. For acacias are mortal
and remind us that life’snal, like our cosmic incertitude, is the gift of lifeself,
which makes us conscious of things of this world anr separation from them. To
desire the supremacy of the moon is a kind of Izeith,f our longing for harmony
with the greater cosmos is frustrated. The moowoiha our world of despair, is the
measure of our despair. At this point, paradoxsesuto unbend into lyricism; the
“intellectual lyric” embodies the meditation of ¢esr and brings the poet if not to
resolution, then to another point of departure.

In poem three, the moon acacias of poem two alaged by the antithesis of
heaven and hell. Here the poet’s fictions discdwven in hell, unity in diversity,
and so resolve the pain poem two not in transceredwut in forms of the
imagination. Poetry is contrasted with the sentitalégsm of religions which have
forfeited imagination for the “over-human god,” @fing pity rather than life.
Modern man, left without assurance of either thisrld/ or the next, indulges in
escapes of self-pity, for he is isolated in a ursgeewhich affords him no
consolations of immortality. The pot does not desireturn to the superstitions of a
“reddest lord,” the morbid fantasy of a wrathfuld&s¢le suggests instead indulgence
in the “honey of common summer,” from which paimist excluded but is denied
preternatural significance;

As if hell, so modified, had disappeared,
As if pain, no longer satanic mimicry,
Could be borne, as if we were sure to find our.way

The first stage of the poet’s searching leads tbimmbrace the imperfect but
vital world of flux; he rejects sentimental denialsthat world, including denial of
pain. In the opening lines of poem four, the “semtntalist” is takes to task for
dealing in generic abstractions and not in paricties and events. The
sentimentalist, like the Platonist, negates evildanying the significance of the
individual things of this world. The artist in coast, who discovers the one by
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honoring the many, avoids the generic abstractimhcelebrates the world of broken
shards. The imagination of “that Spaniard of th&fovho “rescued the rose / From
Nature,” gave the thing meaning in his “own speeia.” The examples of artistic
struggle, transcending nature yet preserving thdicpéar, enforce the poet’s
conclusion that evil is in the world and a partife, that it must not be sentimentally
wished away but preserved in the texture of oulomisLife like art is imperfection
seeking order, but the order can never transcemdntperfection. The “genius of /
The mind,” or pure imagination, is wrong, not igeilf real; no more so is the “genius
of the body,” things as they are. Each is nothingsolation; and man, committed to
either one as truth, exhausts himself “in the faagagements of the mind.” The
sentimentalist is tempted to abstract evil. Poetrg true engagement, mind married
to thing, nothing denied, everything hallowed, utthg themal without which there
is no “dark-blooded” rose. The poet—the “Spaniardfi—<ultivating his hybrid,
creates a new form which is neither pure natureatstract idea. The hybrid (the
poem), in its mature beauty, is form ripe with de¢anal’).

With caution, the poet works toward a synthesisadfand life, form and
thing. Poem five counsels a return to the “acttted, warm, the near,” to a world
“without the inventions of sorrow.” Having embractite imperfect, we forego the
tragic or the transcendental: “the ai-ai / Of pasadh the obscurer selvages.” A
world without God, or gods, removes from man thesodations of tragedy; no
longer victimized/redeemed by sublime fate, we dwlr own worlds, imperfect,
human. Imperfection becomes the essence of beiaduping not sorrow but joyous
affirmations. Thus the “in-bar” of our true self stureplace the “ex-bar,” those
“golden forms” of the old god(s) into which man jgcted his own ideal image. The
human supplants the supernatural; the gesture mpassion and love replaces the
devotion to golden forms. We reclaim our humanttye “ex-bar” will no longer
serve. Before we can be fully human, we must repthe old rites with affirmations
of self and the source of mythologies: imagination.

In poem six, the sun as both source of life ansirgo timepiece becomes
Stevens’ symbol for the world of process and tharsimperfection: it “brings the
day to perfection and then fails”; it “still dessré A further consummation.” Its

opposite, the moon, is wholeness, the perfectidghefunar cycle. And the opposites
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become one: no lunar month without the light of twn; no unity without the

processes of time; no imagination without realiyd yet from his knowledge of

their interdependence, man can glean no singléaioetruth. The world is never

brought quite round, the destructive flux nevens@ended: “space is filled with his /
Rejected years.” In his “clownish yellow,” he emdis the world but leaves it short
of fruition. For Stevens, time is death-in-life. Man his gross appetite for life, is
like a voracious bird pecking at the sun, itself iEonic continuum of incessant
change. Like the phoenix, man has risen from higeniections, nourishing himself
on that which at once sustains him and binds himantality. The appetite for life is

also an appetite for apotheosis. In a concludingapt®r, we return once more to
“Sunday Morning”: the ambulant figure of the bielvolving downward to earth yet
resisting the inevitable absorption of life intcetciommon center of nature. This
tension between bird and earth is metaphoricallp’snawn struggle with a world

that is at the same time mother and tomb. Our eldsir wholeness, for the “lunar
month,” is satisfied only in the imperfect consuntioas of a day in the sun. Sun
illuminates moon, then yearns for her perfectiaihg mind-bird devours its own
source.

In poem seven, the soldier's wound, drawn from ¢batext of a violent
world, is transmuted into a symbol of man’s humgnithe mark of his
distinctiveness, his individuality, his fall. Growtdeathless in great size,” he
becomes a surrogate and a secularized martyr tésrfan, not a Christ figure but
another version of Stevens’ hero, who does notlabdmuman evil but solemnizes
its necessity. Hence we share in his wound sacrtaherwe are bound together in a
mutual suffering and a mutual joy:

The shadows of his fellows ring him round

In the high night, the summer breathes for them
Its fragrance, a heavy somnolence, and for him,
For the soldier of time, it breathes a summerslee

In which his wound is good because life was.
No part of him was ever part of death.

A woman smoothes her forehead with her hand
And the soldier of time lies calm beneath thathstt

Death thus conceived is necessary to the completeeaess of life; the woman’s
emotional gesture of acceptance suggests a univ@raang of the soldier’s fate,
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which makes that suffering plausible without degyin The commonplace gesture,
pregnant with compassion, becomes revelation.

The two succeeding poems connect denying mortaditgenying evil. The
“denial of Satan,” in both poems, is a “tragedyof he imagination”; since Satan is
the symbol of the human desire to be individuag ttenial of Satan has been a
rejection of the human. Satan is the patron of im&gn. His death destroyed the
sense of man free to be himself, free to createwide destroyed by the age of
reason, when evil / imperfection became somethoniget transcended, or a form of
ignorance which time will amend. What was destroyes the need for belief, and
imagination with it, yet the poet, being a “reglistannot accept “sentimental”
negations:

The tragedy, however, may have begun,

Again, in the imagination’s new beginning,

In the yes of the realist spoken because he must
Say yes, spoken because under every no

Lay a passion for yes that had never been broken.

Stevens’ tragedy, recalling Emerson’s, is the tiggef self-consciousness, the fall
we redeem only in imagination, in the passion f&s.y

Poem nine distills from the broader problem theergpecific cause for the
“mortal no”: “Panic in the face of the moon.” Féretmoon is that supremacy above
us, that perfection for which we futilely long. Atige panic is man’s inability to face
that supremacy with the knowledge that we are moeach it, and that it is the idea
of perfection which gives our imperfect life meagi?oem nine is an analysis of our
loss of imagination, and of the consequences afdgothe magical world view which
gives our lives vitality. It is also an aggressdanial of self-pity, and an affirmation
of life even in its modern imaginative poverty.vile have lost the “folly of the
moon,” the “miraculous thrift” of an imagined “paliae of meaning,” we can still
make music. The voice of the poem cries, not glaeht, for a poetry of “primitive
ecstasy” to fulfill that passion for yes: “musi€hat buffets the shapes of its possible
halcyon / Against the haggardic.” Loss is transmuteto affirmation in the
individual yes that echoes the spheres.

Poems ten through thirteen examine various regsoassecular man to his
mortality. In poem ten, as student of the nostalgihose old lost beliefs, he is led

finally to embrace the most authentic “woman,” wiso“reality / The gross, the
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fecund.” A familiar Stevens motif, an embrace o tkat girl” once more, and thus
an embrace of change, deatmal It is the love of the “anima for its animal,” the
spirit for the body, man for his mortal being. Nalgtas are those archaic forms of
metaphysical explanation; but the poet, left withbalief, is not left without the
need for it—what we must believe in is the “grossigternal,” not the “mauve /
Maman”; this world as against any possible fancyt.nkle rejects the nostalgias,
except one—the belief in life:

That he might suffer or that

He might die was the innocence of living, if life
Itself was innocent. To say that it was
Disentangled him from sleek ensolacings.

He faces the shocking truth which begins the neadlitation: “Life is a bitter aspic.
We are not / At the centre of a diamond.” Emersa®@stral man, like Hoon, has
been displaced at the center of things. The disumdmagery of masses, of
violence, and of utilitarian excesses combineslismate man from nature and from
himself, and provokes the poet’s somber propheliatiVes of poverty, children of
Malheur, / The gaiety of language is our seigneBném eleven displays a mutation
of images, filtered through this central coupletichihcelebrates the reigning order of
language. Paratroopers, ship and steeple, whicbhaanbined in the opening stanza
to elaborate the violence, materialistic abandod, gpiritual evasions that have led
to the dehumanization of life, become in the fisi@nza images of a sham world. A
vulgar materialism provides the sacramental objettsvorship, all of which the
“man of bitter appetite,” the poet, despises. Hepdtes the anti-life imaged by a
culture where violence and utilitarianism find maityjustification, and religious
abstractions explain away moral contradictions. Bl “caresses these
exacerbations” and savors the painful truth of aetnieious world which threatens
to destroy him.

In poem twelve, through the ambiguities of seléWwthedge, Stevens proceeds
to a synthesis in a “third world without knowledddn which no one peers”. This
third world (beyond objective/subjective) is theepoor fiction. The composition of
this world suggests the experience of Stevens’dlignt” man, who knows reality
without preconception:

It accepts whatever is as true,
Including pain, which, otherwise, is false.

146



In the third world, then, there is no pain.
Whatever is real is an object for the imaginatidhne third world is painless because
it is form. Yet the difficulty of attaining the p8is designated third world is
inordinate. The poem displays the futility of a apgtysical rationalization of pain,
reminding us of the shocking ease with which Emerand Whitman disposed of
evil in their respective worlds. It would seem tlia¢re is no third world without
pain—except in poetry.

In poem thirteen, the unalterable necessity of dnuailure leads the poet to
accept the “fragmentary tragedy / Within the unsatrwhole.” Yet the poet wills
affirmation out of his fatal logic:

And it may be

That in his Mediterranean cloister a man,
Reclining, eased of desire, establishes

The visible, a zone of blue and orange
Versicolorings, establishes a time

To watch the fire-feinting sea and calls it good,
The ultimate good.

This evokes the spirit of Santayana’s life and efe@e his “good,” the envisioned
harmony of a secular self meditating in a worldahnot transcend. “Evil in evil is /
Comparative,” becauseal is foremost a disturbance of the harmony of thedgas
well as a relative antithesis of the good: it i¥ace” of life-death “moving in the
blood.” His concluding sigh for the paradox lived finite man is an embracing of
Santayana’s intrepid skepticism: the evil of Igg‘an adventure to be endured / With
the politest helplessness.”

In canto fourteen, the irrationalist's lambent mestbns are juxtaposed with
the rationalist’s jejune logic. It is claimed ti&ialinism produces inhumanism out of
its logical humanism. The resolutionists sublim#teir blind romanticism in an
“intellectual structure.” To live in the world offingle idea is to submit chaos to an
intellectual cosmos which is a violent order. Radit lunacy in the form of the logic
of history is one of those evils with which the norsseur of imperfections must
live, for ideology is often simply imaginative ordeut of touch with reality. The
poem ends in affirmation “beyond belief,” by aceegtwhat has always been man’s
even when he has denied it through dreams or |logfionalization or eager faith:

The greatest poverty is not to live
In a physical world, to feel that one’s desire
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Is too difficult to tell from despair.
The ignorant beginnings of faith, where the wordditais is not explained away in
false nostalgias, accepts thmal in the sense that it accepts the human: accéyats, t
is, the desire and despair of being an alien iureatOut of desire and despair,
however, man aesthetically reconstructs his watiscovering his metaphysical in
the physical of pain/pleasure. What he makes, thesay sensuous worlds,” are
self-makings:

Speech found the ear, for all the evil sound,

But the dark italics it could not propound.

And out of what one sees and hears and out

Of what one feels, who could have thought to make
So many selves, so many sensuous worlds,

As if the air, the mid-day air, was swarming

With the metaphysical changes that occur,

Merely in living as and where we live.

“Esthétique du Mal” is a serious consideration @mns need to accept this world as
it is, without the old metaphysical assurancesl| &vipped of its sublimity becomes
once again, in a secular world, the cause of magued. Like death, it is
paradoxically the mother of beauty and the destrecelement; and one must
embrace it as one does death, as the price of ynerglg. This originates out of
secular man’s intense need of metaphysical asssaBtevens can only offer, albeit
hesitantly, aesthetic to replace the old nostalgi&sthétique du Mal” is a
concentrated meditation on authentic and inautbentides of being, authentic and
inauthentic modes of faith.

Stevens reclaims Satan as worthy of the imaginat®tevens’ Satan has
naturally given us our selfhood. He is our consgmibol of how far we fail in our
quest for perfection. The yes of “Esthétique duMi&s in its denial of absolutes
and of resolutions. If Stevens offers the imagoratas defense against chaos, he is
committing himself to the imperfect, which he cebtlks as our paradise. This has
been his “thesis scrivened in delight.” To creatavens in the image of earth is not
only a natural inversion of religious orthodoxyr fetevens it is the very act of self-
preservation without self-denial: “Resistance te tpressure of ominous and
destructive circumstance consists of its conversimm far as possible, into a
different, an explicable, an amenable circumstanP 225). Mal corrupts the

good, but there is no good withootal—and the exchanges between the two, the
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metaphysical changes, constitute an aestheticotitains on every level of human
existence: from the most elementary act of peroapid the most exacting turn of
metaphor.Mal is inextricable from our need of faith, which i@ our modern

“esthétique.”
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CONCLUSION

Stevens’ world is populated by characters who fezquently versions of
himself—masks he has created to explore the pdiisthiof the mind. Even if they
are imaginary and at times feminine—muse figuresjrtterior paramours—they are
exfoliations of himself. Stevens writes poems tieateal himself and are metaphors
of the self. Stevens is a ventriloquist who takeshyriad stances, often several in
the same poem.

Stevens’ poems are not language games, but urgspbnses to a world
which was confusing and unsatisfactory. Peekingupn Stevens’ poems are the
unresolved planes—or identities—of his double difean insurance executive and as
a poet, as a respectable bourgeois figure andresreber of the avant-garde. Stevens
is, paradoxically, a “Puritan” who demanded of hathen ascetic life and excoriated
himself for the smallest departures from that ldad a hedonist who reveled in the
freedom of words.

For Stevens art was a compensation for the coatr@lunderstatement of his
public mask: “The incessant desire for freedomtaradture or in any of the arts is a
desire for freedom in life. The desire is irratibn&he result is the irrational
searching the irrational...”"qP 121). He needed to turn his back on the priggish
morality of the woman in “A High-Toned Old ChristidVoman” (1922)—perhaps a
version not only of a moralistic other from whom d¢wuld never escape, but of his
wife from whom he was estranged by sensibility sexdperament—and discover in
his poetry his desire. When Stevens is speakingieasften does, of the muse or
interior paramour, we should realize that such ltar &go is compensation for the
kind of interlocutor he wanted, the emphatic otlvbo would understand his poetry.

Helen Vendler speaks of the need to substitutefdi”“He” in reading his
lyrics. Often both are present. For Stevens’ poeamgain many voices. Even when
we hear an “l,” this is as an ironic second chamait a duet with the speaker. The
listener is also frequently dramatized as anotlheracter. At times, it is helpful to
think that Stevens dramatizes different versionthefsame self; at other times, we
think we hear one playful voice wearing many magkem yet another perspective,

we may find it helpful in reading Stevens to abandlee concept of a consistent
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persona or voice or self and to admit the possybdf hearing multiple—and at
times contradictory and cacophonous—voices, dself tvere intersecting planes on
the order of a Cubist collage or diverse motifa symphony.

Reading Stevens’ letters, we hear the voice oda who is the successor to a
Victorian tradition—epitomized by Arnold—which wat to hold the Philistines at
arm’s length while providing a cultural enclave tbemselves and their followers;
yet we also hear a modernist dazzled by the mogaergy, and excitement of the
modern city and the possibilities offered for agt ew circumstances. Stevens
oscillates between the world of fact, symbolizechts/career as an insurance lawyer,
and a world of imagination. We hear the voice afnan drawn by iconoclastic,
ascetic, and contemplative impulses, and one wtepetately wishes to feel a
kinship with his fellows. Writing of a distinctiohetween the “ascetic” Courbet—
“He was an ascetic by virtue of all his rejecti@msl also by virtue of his devotion to
the real” L 685)—and the “humanistic” Giorgione, he wrote: “8¥h am thinking of
is that the ascetic is negative and the humanadtionative, and that they face in
two different ways which would bring them togethdtimately at the other side of
the world, face to face”(685). Stevens wished to avoid the poles of reahsith
fantasy to write a poetry of negotiating and cnogdiack and forth between the two:
“A real poetry, that is to say, a poetry that i poetical or that is merely the
notation of objects in themselves poetic is a poditrested of poetry”l( 685).

Stevens is a poet of loneliness. As Vendler hatsenr

Stevens’ meditations on the restlessness of thie gsmuheart, and the mind
are the most unsparing account in poetry of thdlasons of skepticism and
faith ... Never was there a more devout believer—ave| in the
transcendent, in truth, in poetry—than Stevens. Aeder was there a more
corrosive disbeliever—disillusioned in love, degdvof religious belief, and
rejecting in disgust their credulous “trash” of yaoais poems. (Vendler 1984,
49)

Poignant feelings of separation, isolation, andgimality pervade Stevens’ poetry.
In Stevens we feel the loneliness and isolatiothefspeaker reduced to a mite in the
cosmos, nearly overwhelmed by the world in whichfihds himself. The opening
words are often the search for a stance, the begjrof an act of self-defense, a
drawing of the line between life and art, as he&kseaefuge on the side representing

art.
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The reason for the obscurity of Stevens’ beginsing that his exegesis
cannot begin until his precritical perceptions gbaaticular situation are presented,
for within Stevens the voices of presentation aregesis co-exist. He creates an
imaginary world—a circus, a carnival of levels ammices—in which both “he” and
“I” find repose. It is his ironic awareness of tbentinuing, never-ceasing dialogue
between these worlds which gives the poems theside.

Fear of failure, fatigue, depression, pain, andgmative impotence haunt
Stevens’ pages. One thinks of “The Man on the Dumpd “The Man Whose
Pharynx Was Bad”; but these emotions struggle Wwithexuberance, imaginative
and creative energy, and threaten to underminbdiisf that one can find “as ifs” in
fictions, in poetry. His self-doubt and anxiety #ne source of much of the dramatic
tension in his poems. Yet at other times he comcedf himself as a poet-prophet
with a mission—the noble and heroic mission to atleihis fellows. In this sense,
his poems were also written out of philosophic nmye

For Stevens, the style with which he defines hesspna’s speech is the
essence of the creative act. Imagining the speelcls ¢the way of rescuing meaning;
the very speaking of the dramatic and lyrical motnas in “The Idea of Order at
Key West,” has a heightened poetic value. The wgehspeech evokes a reality for
the speaker and to an imagined audience—includnegjdy the speaker has in
overhearing himself, no matter how putative (anch@gps indifferent) others might
respond. First and foremost, Stevens’ narrateevéssaion of himself,

Stevens is a conversational poet. The act of timel 3 an act of speaking.
Narrative is both telling and representation, amd Stevens the telling—the
movement of the mind rendered in words—is whatejgresented. In poems like
“The Snow Man” and “The Idea of Order at Key Westi§ dramatic openings take
the reader into the impassioned middle of a bluntestrained conversational give-
and-take at the moment the exchange is reachingszcendo. We might think of
groups of Stevens’ poems as a dialogue in whickrelis poems speak to one
another; such an example is the lyric sequence gsmg “The Man Whose
Pharynx Was Bad,” “The Snow Man,” and “Tea at théaP of Hoon.”
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Within many Stevens poems we have what Bakhtifs dateroglossia, a
dialogue among many multiple voices reflecting eyst of language and, hence,
different perspectives of reality. As Bakhtin noa®ut heteroglossia:

Languages do not exclude each other but rathersetewith each other ...
All languages of heteroglossia, whatever the ppiecunderlying them and
making each unique, are specific points of viewtbea world, forms for
conceptualizing the world in words, specific woviéws, each characterized
by its own objects, meanings, and values. As shiel all may be juxtaposed
to one another, mutually supplement one anothertradict one another and
co-exist in the consciousness of real people ...ush sthese languages live a
real life; they struggle and evolve in an envirominef social heteroglossia.
Therefore they are all able to enter into the upifdane of the novel, which
can unite in itself parodic stylizations of gendaoguages, various forms of
stylizations and illustrations of professional gretiod-bound languages, the
languages of particular generations, of socialedtal and others... They may
all be drawn in by the novelist for the orchestmatof his themes and for the
refracted (indirect) expression of his intentiomsl avalues. (Bakhtin 1981,
291)

Along with the diverse aspects of the persona poem like “The Comedian as the
Letter C” are diverse voices of the speaker whiebpond to the personae in
multiple, complex, and often contradictory waysev@ns’ power derives from the
dialogic nature of his inquiry, and his refusal itmpose a monochromatic,
teleological view or vision. He is the poet of pees and his works are mutability
cantos.

Stevens believed that the poet had a mission tichethe world of others:
“The poet’s role, in short, is to help people teelitheir lives” NA 29). When we
think of Stevens’ poems that emphasize the strenfithe imagination to create
reality, we should remember that he is preachirtgsnbpsism, but the accessibility
of the imagination to his readers. Stevens preatttadshe poet must be our prophet:
“What makes the poet the potent figure that heisyas, or ought to be, is that he
creates the world to which we turn incessantly asttiout knowing it and that he
gives to life the supreme fictions without which @&ee unable to conceive itNA
31). Or, as he puts it in the fifth section of “Tian with the Blue Guitar”: “Poetry /
Exceeding music must take the place / Of empty ére@and its hymns, / Ourselves
in poetry must take their place / Even in the @ratg of your guitar.”

The essence of Stevens is the dialogue betweeginateon and reality. As

his career developed and he turned his back oradktheticism of Pater, Stevens
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became increasingly impatient with such Yeats ggwuch as Fergus, who renounce
this world and its responsibilities to seek a fdagd or ivory tower apart from the
pressures of this world. It is the frisson betw#dentwo that is the essence of his life
and poetry: “The imagination loses vitality asetses to adhere to what is real...By
the pressure of reality, | mean the pressure oéxarnal event or events on the
consciousness to the exclusion of any power ofezoptation” NA 6, 20).

Some have thought of Stevens as an esotericipdett, he speaks to a basic
human need to create fictions that explore theipitities of seeing and knowing. As
a poet with a philosophic bent, Stevens believeth@ncategorizing sensibility and
insisted on seeing what experience meant. To aengxte has a more Arnoldian
temperament than has been realized and beliekesAnold, that poetry can be a
surrogate for religion. What poets do is abstraentselves from their personal
confrontation with reality and try to discover theniversal meaning of that
experience. In the great poets, “What is remot®tmes near and what is dead lives
with an intensity beyond any experience of lif&l/A 23); the “measure of a poet is
the measure of his power to abstract himself, an@vithdraw with him into his
abstraction the reality on which the lovers ofhrirtsist. He must be able to abstract
himself and also to abstract reality, which he dogplacing it in his imagination”
(NA 23). For Stevens, the poet was the guide for dmmog meaning in reality:
“The poet has his own meaning for reality... The sabmatter of poetry is not that
collection of solid, static objects extended incgaut the life that is lived in the
scene that it composes; and so reality is not eéktgrnal scene but the life that is
lived in it. Reality is things as they ard\A 25). Stevens believes that “the Noble
Rider” is the poet who actively seeks to enricHitg#or himself and others:

The poet refuses to allow his task to be set for. tHe denies that he has a
task and considers that the organization of mafavetica is a contradiction
in terms. Yet the imagination gives to everythihgttit touches a peculiarity,
and it seems to me that the peculiarity of the imatgpn is nobility, of which
there are many degreeBlA 33)

Stevens consistently presents himself in the pered a poet and renders the
writing of poetry and the perception of the workl@otential subjects for poetry the
central agon of much of his work: “The subjectné’s poems are the symbols of
one’s self or of one’s selvesOP 191). Notwithstanding his masks and his obscurity,

Stevens’ poems enact an expressive aesthetic ichwive hear a strong voice
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struggling to discover an aesthetic, even as Inestto write the poems which enact
that aesthetic. For Joyce, Shakespeare was aigrarad the writer as genius, a
paradigm that Joyce believed only he among wriitergnglish since Shakespeare
fulfilled. Perhaps the best gloss of Stevens’ cptioa of the artist is the “Scylla and
Charybdis” episode otJlysseswhere Stephen Dedalus, with Joyce’s approval,
argues that the major writer, such as Shakespeargains the “all in all”: “His
errors are volitional and are the portals of digg¥ (Joyce 1984: IX. 228); “He was
the lord of language” (1X.454); “All events broughtist to his mill” (IX. 748); “He
felt himself the father of all his race” (IX. 868}e found in the world without as
actual what was in his world within as possibleX.(lL041); “He passes on toward
eternity in undiminished personality, untaught hg twvisdom he has written or by
the laws he has revealed” (IX. 476). Such delimgraind perhaps perverse,
antinomianism or anarchism in modernist creativenception can be seen
everywhere in Stevens; | will give two examplesg édtom a poet-mask of Stevens in
“The Weeping Burgher,” and one from the “Adagialt fhust be with a strange
malice that | distort the world,” and “Metaphor ates a new reality from which the
original appears to be unreaDP 195).

Stevens restructured our concept of what it méanmsad. He requires from
his readers an acrobatics and insists that wehimadot only linearly but back and
forth. As in psychoanalysis, we must often make tl@nections; drawn from
dreamscapes, his words and images often summoruraonscious to respond.
Particularly his later work is a kind of correlaivo the Action Painting of the New
York School, for it not only depends on his ownalhwement with his subject matter,
but on the involvement of his perceiver. Becausepuems are arenas in which to
render acts of perception rather than to recorarpreality, the spectator is
rhetorically urged to act upon the poem in his @icteading. The intense nervous
energy enacted by the rush of perceptions createanaious, seeking, intense
response in the reader; but, at times, the othkr @gioStevens’ art—his meditative
contemplation and categorizing sensibility—alsop&sthe reader.

When Stevens formed his poetic and aesthetic iptes; silent cinema, as
well as modern painting and sculpture, were denmgnditense attention. Stevens’

rapidly changing metaphors not only have a kinshifh cinema, but mime the
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condition of modern perception in which man hasnfare impressions and far more
variety to deal with than his predecessors. Metapity the rapid sequence of
metaphors, owes something to Muybridge and to tmeept of chronophotography,
the recording of human beings or animals in motimyn means of successive
photographic exposures. The process of successipesere seems crucial to
“Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” even tlgh that poem can also be
perceived as a non-linear collage. Indeed, thatmpaeay owe something to
Duchamp’sLarge Glass or The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachel@i915-23),
based on a Feydeau farce in which nine bachelosuipuhe same girl. No more than
when we perceive a collage should we limit our regbf a Stevens poem to our
linear reading experience. The reader of Stevensdsieto respond to odd
juxtapositions and seemingly free associations,ouhbtedly influenced by the
liberation of chance from the logical gridlocksWestern epistemology by Dadaism,
Freud, and Surrealism; and Hans Richter remark€tafice appeared to us as a
magical procedure by which we could transcend theidrs of causality and
conscious volition, and by which the inner ear agyd become more acute...For us,
chance was the unconscious mind, which Freud hsecbdered in 1900” (Russell
1974, 179).

Stevens wrote at a time when artists believed that very nature of
communication might be changed and when artiste sscDuchamp believed that
impersonal, non-associative colors might convey mmggs beyond what they
represent. As late as 1928, Stevens was insistingthe purity and non-
representational quality of poetry, as if the readmind could resist making sense
of words in terms that situate the poem in his wstdeding: “A mind that examines
‘Domination of Black’ for its prose contents getssalutely nothing from it”I( 279).

Stevens understood the difficulty in reading hissteact poems; yet he
depended upon a reader who would experience hernatton between self-
conscious abstraction and epiphanic moments. He kinagt when he didn’t provide
predicates, as in the fourth stanza of “the Salllgkses,” that he would frustrate the
adventure of reading:

The unnamed creator of an unknown sphere,
Unknown as yet, unknowable,
Uncertain certainty, Apollo
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Imagined among the indigenes

And Eden conceived on Morningside,
The centre of the self, the self

Of the future, of future man

And future place, when these are known,
A freedom at last from the mystical,

The beginning of a final order,

The order of man’s right to be

As he is, the discipline of his scope
Observed as an absolute, himsét\(388)

Stevens requires an exegetical reader, one contntdtenraveling the mysteries of
the text, to finding mysteries within and collatinigem with mysteries of other
poems. He needs to be read as one reads the hgyuses, to be decoded and
interpreted. Poised between insight and puzzlenbemiyeen exultation and despair,
between the creative moment and paralysis, his paggate a reader whose stance
has ambiguities and oscillations. His Ulysses igpinfigure for the poet in search of
an epistemological and physical home and the odyssEader who is trying to arrive
at a destination. Stevens proclaims in “The SalUbfsses” that “the right to know
and the right to be are one,” but the emphasitiays on the quest for knowledge, a
quest which inevitably falls short.

Stevens’ titles announce or imply that what fokowill be oblique and
resistant to easy understanding. His titles owemtac¢he surrealistic painters. These
titles often bear an ironic or antiphrastic relatitm what follows. His titles are
seductions that invite the reader, but often tHestipromise something other than
what they deliver. Stevens’ titles are always pldlyfoblique.

Stevens’ poetry depends on a process of metajlyptite active seeking and
probing for analogies with which to locate the wloof perceptual experience and the
impressions of the mind. His poems gradually createonfiguration in which
experience can be understood. The dialogue betweesding Stevens
metaphorically—as evoking a prior world—and metoroally—as troping
linguistic phenomena within a private world—is ited by Stevens’ art and reflects a
basic struggle within his mind about the very eseenf language and reality. The
ambiguity of the reader’s role in responding tovBtes’ poems is created by Stevens
alternating between traditional narrative and tybietween representational and what

might be called decorative poetry; between privilgganterior reality as historically
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and culturally constituted and focusing on the kpea vision; between the thematic
essence and construed values of a situation araptrerently ephemeral objects that
present themselves.

Reading Stevens depends on a dialogue betweemynatal reading and
metaphorical reading. Metaphor depends on thetybilithe verb “to be” to declare
the presence of something absent from the immedvatéd and, by doing so, to
imply what that world lacks. Stevens conjures abetate fantasy world simply by
inventing metaphors that declare its presence.darnge Stevens’ work is about the
creation of metaphors and their importance as anmeé understanding ourselves
and the world we live in. Stevens would have undexs why Derrida approvingly
quoted Nietzsche on metaphor: “Logic is only slgweithin the bounds of language.
Language has within it, however, an illogical elemehe metaphor. Its principal
force brings about the identification of the nomtieal; it is thus an operation of the
imagination. It is on this that the existence ohaepts, forms, etc. rests” (Harari
1979, 83). From one perspective, metonymy is a phetathat depends upon the
reader’s perception of the relatedness among elismeéthin the imagined world.

Stevens uses metonymy, like contiguous relatignehione word or a set of
words substituting for another, as a principal nseah making distinctions and
connections. But the metonymical relationship wagls incomplete. Because no
metonym quite fits the object for which it stantte& mind continues on an endless,
unresolved quest in search of the apt image, thee rapt image. To be cursed to
wander the verbal universe unfulfilled, to be ale/@geking the appropriate phrase
or image, to believe for a moment that one has dotle apt metaphor, only to
realize that one has not, because one can nevs-dand yet to have to resume the
search—is the essence of the pathos in Stevens.

While Joyce primarily looked for metaphors to rendecurring cultural
patterns and thus spatialized historical time oredical axis, Stevens, to find apt
ways of seeing, sought metonymies within the notisti@world of horizontal time
that we experience. Both use the process of metgjtlgdo focus on the quest for
bringing together dissimilar entities for the puspoof revealing resemblances and
differences. Both desire a resolved spatial plahere the patterns of temporality

can be examined synchronically. Joyce, followingd/iproposes cyclical theories of
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history which justify his literary and historicabgallels, where Ulysses prefigures
Bloom, Telemachus is an earlier Stephen Dedalus Pamelope awaits her husband
as Molly “awaits” Leopold. Stevens proposes theaidef the imagination as an

alternate space; then he populates that spacdiguties and fictions.

For Stevens, nature is both a text on which thegimation writes its text with
words and a pretext for writing the text of the ldohus it is, to quote “The Snow
Man,” both “the nothing that is not there and tlo¢hing that is.” Stevens’ geography
(like his meteorology)—whether it be in “An OrdiyaEvening in New Haven” or
the voyages of the artistic-picaro Crispin—is alwaymindscape, a metaphor for a
state of mind rather than an external place. Sedescribes nature in terms of inner
experience, where landscape and mindscape becortaphoes for one another;
representation of external geography takes a beakis rhetoric.

Stevens is an Aristotelian who is impatient witle globalizing answers of
Christianity and other versions of Platonist idggldhat privilege a world beyond
this one. Yet he is tempted by the possibility ofiaaginative world coterminous
with this one, a place to which the mind might @scahis poems point to such an
imaginative place or state of mind, even as theacethe process of building that
world. He addresses what Joyce called the “inetuigtaof the visible.” Within any
system of binary opposition, Stevens refuses to raceb either alternative.
Alternately, he both reveres and recoils from btit Aristotelian and Platonic
perspectives; both the Apollonian and the Dionysthe natural and the artificial;
the poem in his mind and the complicated realitytifef in action. Often he finds
refuge—or bisects the distance between abstract aotdal—in the sensuous
idealization of nature or in allegories or perfotiv&a moments which enact the
suspension of time and consciousness—as in theliives of “Sunday Morning”
(1915), which eschew the issue of the death of &utl enact a state of rapture, or
the lyrical conclusion to “The Man with the Blue i@Gu.”

Stevens is even suspicious of imagination, awdrbow it may drain the
possibilities of the real. Characteristically, p@eoonclude with the realization that
the physical world is what we have and that we khoevel in its multiplicity: “The
greatest poverty is not to live / In a physical ldpand to feel that one’s desire / Is

too difficult to tell from despair.” Stevens is aristotelian desperately seeking
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Platonic resolutions: he is almost always seekimgdéfine the First Idea, the
Supreme Fiction, Major Man. But a part of him kn#hat the supreme fictions were
of men in this world; such fictions must be exptamas of the here and now: “The
poet is the intermediary between people and thédworwhich they live and, also,
between people as between themselves; but not &etweople and some other
world” (OP 189). The here-and-now is the essence of lifecdipietry.

Stevens’ metaphors do not evoke an absent wofiguce the literal so much
as set up a series of analogies and appositionge\itie thing imaged has no greater
priority than the image. Frequently, the vehicleaahetaphor becomes the tenor of a
new metaphor within a sequence of analogies andsipms. Thus the verbal
surface resembles the texture of an abstract pattkere each element of the design
is equally foregrounded. In Stevens, no metaphaquite right, each metaphor or
metonym is a search for metaphor or metonym. Thusnage is never actually the
definitive image for something; it is always a pospl, a provisional hypothesis, a
discursive formation, a plea, a feint, a snaré'/Aldagia,” Stevens wrote, “The Final
belief is to believe in a fiction which you know be a fiction, there being nothing
else. The exquisite truth is to know that it isi@idn and that you believe in it
willingly” ( OP 189). What we have is a profusion of images asterdl plane, each,
at the time it is proposed, an hypothesis whichhiige more accurate or compelling
than its predecessor; this hypothesis in turn givag to another image that refines
or modulates it, moving towards the never-*reachauaal of accuracy, the accuracy
of a willingly-held fiction.

Stevens’ other favorite tropes are hyperbole atudes, which tempt the
unwary reader to overreading or underreading. Of¢evens is testing radical
versions of his positions and metaphorical stresutrying them on as he explores
his psyche. Overstatement may be a way of conwn@neself or throwing
everything into glee of irony; understatement carab urbane or diffident evasion of
the passion and intensity of the imaginative desime a guise for self-doubt,
frustration with one’s poetic powers, or depression

To review the modernist poetic stance of Steverfss 1) Stevens discovers
order in apparent contiguity and disorder, resole@sinomies, and posits odd

juxtapositions of images and narrative shards. MWet often allows disorder,
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contradictions, ambiguities, and eschews expedtsiie and resolution, preferring
to leave many unresolved strands in a pluralismmaiges and perspectives. 2) He
introduces radical variations for the expected nmepmf words, or the expected
grammatical structure, frequently reversing or Uating the order of words to elude
or evade the expected meaning. Stevens’ poemsgarednversations in an invented
language. Stevens revels in the texture of language grammar, as sound, as
denotation, as metaphor, as image—neologisms, anigf antecedents, and the
disruption of traditional syntax are common. Wed &y become like Stevens to read
him properly. He wrenches, distorts, tricks, ingemeinvents the diction and syntax
of English, exploding the sounds. 3) Hence, wheawlireg his poems we need to hear
internal rhymes, stresses, irregularities in therph and rhythmic structure. The
sounds are difficult, free form mimesis, jazzy, itbating between moments of
harmony and cacophony, between meaning and the @atsoration of sound
densities.

Without neglecting his deep connection with theylish Romantic tradition
and the American Emersonian-Whitmanian strain, e stress the modernism of
Wallace Stevens. He must be named as a high mstlamiong the likes of Joyce,
Eliot, Lawrence and Yeats; but he is also a moderas he is related to Picasso,
Matisse and Klee. The transformation of the natfrenimesis, or representation—
stimulated by the disconnectedness of modernigiatinaes, and the collages and
Cubism of modern art, as well as the free formsoflern jazz—influenced Stevens;
so did the emphasis on the unconscious flux ofrre@images and analogies in
Freud. Stevens had a strong sense of himself nalynes a major American figure,
but as the heir of the major figures in Westereréiture. He had a sense election that
it was his mission to write the great poem and e@s/inced that such a poem must
be difficult, accessible to a privileged elite aartte. Like Joyce, he thought of
himself as a successor to Dante, who was writieghtiman comedy for his era. His
biographer, Joan Richardson, has spoken of StevVepg& desire to rival Dante’s
Divine Comedyin being the new vulgate of experience for hisetiand place”
(Richardson |, 29). Stevens conceived himself ua#terg an epic project for a
world where religious belief was no longer possitded where a man’s

consciousness was separate and distinct from theragmindifferent cosmos in
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which he found himself. Vendler has remarked, “8tesvis one of the last of our
writers to experience fully the nineteenth-centunysis of the death of God”
(Vendler 1984, 30). He sought and found beliehia power of his own imagination;
in “Adagia”: “God is a symbol for something thatncas well take other forms, as,
for example, the form of high poetryOP 193). Stevens’ poetry is informed by his
inability to convince himself of an omnipotent Gatio was interested in the diurnal
affairs of humans. Yet he disbelieved the way @fgrmer believer disbelieves, and
thought obsessively about the function of the imagon as a provider of spiritual
solace for those who do not believe: “The relatwfnart to life is of the first
importance especially in a skeptical age sinceéhénabsence of a belief in God, the
mind turns to its own creations and examines threrhalone from the aesthetic point
of view, but for what they reveal, for what theyligate and invalidate, for the
support that they give"d@P 186). Stevens believed in belief and convincedskim
that the imagination could create beliefs: “God a&mel imagination are one’OP
202).

Following Yeats and Wilde, Stevens creates diveedges to heighten his
reality and too explore himself; he uses his peasoto liberate himself from his
everyday self and to take metaphoric journeys imidly imagined lands of
existential and artistic significance. As Pateatthriest of the English 1890s avant-
garde, had urged, he wanted to burn with a genildme in full participation in
perceptual, intellectual and aesthetic life. FroateP he learned that he could live
intensely in aesthetic experiences. Stevens, ofsepuived a double life; his very
identity as a poet was a vacation from his dayts@é In his “Effects of Analogy,”
Stevens praises the concept of the ivory tower ki poet might retreat and thus
affirms his ties to Yeats and to a tradition of modsm which privileges the
imagination apart from the pressure of social tgakor a time Stevens regarded his
entire corpus as a kind of great works of arcamamM@&dge—a version of Yeat®
Vision—that a responsive audience of aesthetes and i@steciould gradually
understand if they were extremely diligent andrdite. It is high modernism which
insists on the iconoclasm of the artist as a figapart; when Stevens left the routines
of his insurance company world and his domeste, lifis mind lived in a world

apart: “Yes, the all-commanding subject-matter oétpy is life, the never-ceasing
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source. But it is not a social obligationNA 28). Stevens lived a conservative,
restrained life in Hartford; but in his poetry higem thought of himself as a vanguard
figure, as someone whose poetry expanded the drgntof poetry. In this
“transcendental” mode he searched for hidden meganim experience. Language
was an amorphous frontier and he worked at its ,ed@eventing language from
prior language, pushing at the borders of exprassihile Eliot and Pound elegized
the death of civilization—as well as tragicallyestipting to revitalize it—Stevens
(and Williams and Joyce and Gertrude Stein) songht idioms and ways of seeing
for new epistemological situations. But they alesponded to the sheer energy of
modern culture and society, an energy that not éwvemwar could squelch. Stevens’
rhythms reflect the syncopation of jazz, the pletét of new experience, the
optimum that something within the individual andrtmalar could be found to
counterbalance the loss of belief in God. Stevetiseixhilarated in the continual
transformation of self, and the process of tramsfog the experience of modern
possibilities into art.

Like Duchamp and Klee, Stevens is fascinated kypibssibility, in life and
art, of being both protagonist and ironic spectathust as Duchamp and Klee
composed works that were both art works and csiticiof the very concept of
aesthetic object, so Stevens wrote poems that wecdticism of poetry; meta-
poems, as it were. If we are to understand Stewsasmight consider how his
poems, like Cubist paintings or Klee's “musing Bifeare a brash attack on
traditional ideas of representation. Art depends len what is perceived than on how
we think about and render what we perceive. Thstatbes not simply communicate
what he has seen to the perceiver. The perceivet parse together a reading to
accompany the perceiving. Like Cubist paintingey8ns’ poems focus on objects or
situations which the reader needs to put togethke. Cubist collages, they break up
the surface into several uneven planes, and th@gnde on playfulness and a
pervasive attitude of irony, rapid oscillationsweetn abstraction and specificity, odd
juxtapositions and displaced fragments. Such a mestework of art is not to be
understood immediately.

Wallace Stevens wrote poetry and theorized alrenstely within a major

modernist paradigm built around the question: lkioes one remake a poetry, and a
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culture, on the grounds of an exhausted traditioh®? the name of renovation,
modernist writers frequently become purveyors efdichaic, the obsolete, the ruin,
the insufferably quaint. The archaic is part @& thotivation for modernist writing.
According to T.S. Eliot and Harold Bloom, the frasbividual talent joins the canon
only through the complicated drama of violating tpast, the tradition, most
effectively and properly. Only the misfit is béifilg. As the timeless desire to
innovate, to break with tradition, modernism is arieghe most traditional cultural
impulses in art and social life. Such is the icpmiestructive and oddly conservative
dialectic of tradition and modernism.

Wallace Stevens was a destructive cbaraand as a destructive character he
is one of the most traditional poets. Stevens wamet who cleared ground for
himself and his aesthetic projects—he was a rada@drchistic poet—and also a
poet who made culture and its continuance possibiewas a staunch conservative,
a conserver. The funny thing is, his very radsmaliis part and parcel of his

conservatism.
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