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PREFACE

Wallace Stevens was a poet intentionally involved in
expanding his consciousness by means of the metaphysical proc-
ess. That he was metaphysical is manifest in his poetic
teéhnique. That he used this technique to expand his aware-
ness of both his outer and inner world is evidenced by his
assumption of several poetic personae who‘are engaged in the
submission of their various "selves" to the fires of experi-
ence created by the justaposition of these varlious "selves"
upon the world around them. The measure of the degree of
success of this effort is the degree to which Stevens manages
to create immediate experience for the reader. The result 1is
often ironic, in that the "self" of any individual poem often
discovers the falsity, or romanticism, of its preconceptions;
it discovers the inadequacies of previously discovered "ans-
wers" to the human dilemma of change and deathl.

This study is divided into four chapters, In the first,
I shall discuss the metaphysical perspective, the key to the
understanding of Stevens's method. In the second, the process
of art, a process which can only occur with the admission of
the flux of‘both the world and the self, Time. In chapter III,
I shall closely examine some individual poems to illustrate
the points that are made in the first two chapters, in hopes
that the concreteness of the poems wlll clearly l1llustrate the

concepts of the first two chapters, Chapter IV will be a



iv
concluding chapter, and the one in which I shall also carry
out certaln logical extensions concerning the theory of
aesthetics manifest 1n Stevens's art; most notably the impli-
cations of the theory about the concepts of tradition and
history.

Most of the poems quoted from Stevens are from The
Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens. These will be documented
by enclosing CP, along with the page number, in parentheses
followling the quotations, A few passages will be quoted from

Opus Posthumous, both poetic and prose quotations. The same

procedure will be followed, except that the abbreviation will
be QOP. '

I wish to gratefully acknowledge the assistance of Dr.
Green D, Wyrick. who directed this study., I wish, also, to
thank Dr, Charles E. Walton, my graduate advisor,
August, 1968 D, P. R.
Emporia, Kansas



CHAPTER I
THE METAPHYSICAL PERSPECTIVE

The poetry of Wallace Stevens is metaphysical in that
it is dominated by form, rather than by idea or the subjective
effusions of a Wordsworthian Romantic; 1t is addressed to the
intellect and attempts to create an experience'for the reader,
as does the work of Stevens's predecessors, John Donne and the"
other seventeenth-century poets dubbed by Dr, Johnson as
"metaphysical." Stevens's poetry is one of form; it is not
complete until the last word is put down; the people in it,
the personae, are not fully drawn until the act of the poem
is completed,

The Victorians, and even the Romantics, had-wondered
about a place for poetry in a scientific world. Rather than
allow poetry to retreat into a niche, Stevens, among others,
wanted to vitalize it; hence, his poetry is filled with irony,

1

wit, humor, sounds, color, boldness. His remedy lay in

the usage of figures of speech:

e « o those phenomena that twist accildence away from the
straight course, as if to intimate astonishing lapses of
rationality beneath the smooth surface of discourse,
inviting perceptual attention, as well as intellectual,
and weakening the tyranny of science over the senses,?

lRobert Buttell, Wallace Stevens, The Making of
Harmonium, p. 45.

2John Crowe Ransom, "Poetry: A Note in Ontology,"
Critigues and Essays in Criticism, p. 41.




Stevens's method 1s metaphysical, and his aim 18 to create
immediate experlience for his reader,

To study a modern poet, and especilally Stevens, is to
study the masks that he assumes in his poetry.3 Stevens 1is
typical of twentleth-century'poets. who have adopted the use
of Eersohae. Ezra Pound even entitling a collection of poems
Personae. As do Jameslian novellists, modern poets shun using
their own voices.b”

The mode of Stevens'!s poetry 1s dramatic and descriptive,
The meaning of the poems emerges from variations worked out
upon a series of basic metaphors that inform the reader of the
" exact emotion that the protagonist 18 experiencing at any
given moment in each poem. These metaphors represent the worke
ing out of the protagonist's sensibility on the reality which
confronts it, Ultimately, the meaning in all the forms stems
from the situation of their protagonists who are involved in
a world of reality whioh is not theirs, but which they must
make theirs.5 In Stevens, one 18 made aware of a deliberately

impersonal voice that amounts to a refusal to use the poem as

" 3Daniel Fuchs, The Comic Spirit of Wallace Stevens,
p. 184,

" uJohn J. Enck, Wallace Stevens: Images and Judgements,
p. 24,

SBoy Harvey Pearce, "Wallace Stevens: The lLife of the

Imagination,” Wallace Stevens:s A Collection of Critical Essays,
PP. 115-116, '



a vehicle for the direct outpouring of personal emotions,
This impersonal quality, however, impresses one not as the
bloodlessness of a shallow temperament, but as restraint, the
reserve of a man who is willing to accept the reader as a
fellow in an intellectual enterprise, but who has no interest

6

in making him his confidant, And it i1s in this sense that

one can speak of the impersonal and objective tone of Stevens's
poetry.?

This impersonal quality is attributable to Stevens's
awareness of the fact that the act of experiencing 1s always
different; and, so, too, are the possibilites, the materials
which confront the poet, into which he enters in the poetic
act.8 It is this sense of’endlessness of possibility which
distinguishes the metaphysical perspective from all the other
poetic "heresies." This endlessnesé of possibility constitutes
experience, and it 1s‘w1th experience that the metaphysical
poets are so involved., Perhaps, the most comprehensive work
on the subject of metaphysical poetry is Thompson's, in which
he attempts to paraphrase Ellot's doctoral dissertation on

Bradley's Appearance andAggalitz. In this unpublished

6Marie Borroff, "“"Introduction; Wallace Stevens: The

World and the Poet," Wallace Stevens:s A Collection of Critical
Essays, P. 7.

7Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eyes The Poetry
and Poetics of Wallace Stevens, D. 3%, :

8W1111am F. Lynch, Christ and Apollo, p. 151.
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dissertation, Eliot takes his stand with those who hold that
the mind 1s the key to whatever 1s in the universe, as opposed
to those who choose matter.9 Eliot, in attempting to clarify
his terms, uses the following lines from Shelley:

ILife, like a dome of many-colored glass,
Stains the white radiance of eternity,
Until Death tramples it to fragments, , . &
Thompson points out: |
Radiance is the real, what Ellot's “experlience™ points
to:; the glass i1s the ideal, what Eliot's "knowledge"
points to; the stain is appearance, what Eliot's "objects"
are, Although radiance, glasio and stain are distinguishe-
able, they are not separable,
The dome of glass 18 the "Absolute of Idea" (which is in one's
power), and the white radiance is the "Absolute of Real" (which
one can only attempt to point to).11 Unlike Whitman, but like
Eliot, Stevens works from a persons cuf off from nature and at

the edge of i1t, rather than in the center.l2

One person,
experiencing, traces a line across the dome, a line which is
his "self" and is also the reality that his "self" experiences.

Eliot believed that in their fallacy, the rationalists mistook

9Eric Thompson, T. S. Eliot: The Metaphysical
Perspective, p. 18.

101p14d., pp. 29-30.
Ibid., p. 37.
12Joseph N. Riddell, "Walt Whitman and Wallace Stevens:

Functions of a 'Literatus,'" Wallace Stevens: A Collection of
Critical Essays, p. 31.

11
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a single area on Shelley's dome of glass for the whole dome,
confusing a partial or practical point of view with a complete
or metaphysical one.:"3

"Point of view! arises as the major phrase in any
discussion of the metaphysical perspective. It is from a point
of view that the experlience that points to reality takes place,
In a poem, this point of view 1s seen fhrough the persona
assumed by the poet. It 1s the persona that undergoes the
immediate experiencé.

Eliot holds that one 18 forced to acknowledge immediate

experience, but that he can know nothing about 1t.14

He means
that one cannot order experience while one 1s going through

it, as one does at every momént. One can, however, know
immediate experience in art through the persona that is assumed,
For Stevens, truth is identifled with one's own experience with
one's state of consclousness at a given time.15 The given

time, however, must be a matter of art; hence, a conscilous
artifice., It 1s always particularized by means of the per=-

sona's going through an experience, Standpoints in philosophy
are limited and ancient, but the landscape (the detalils of the

13Thompspn, op. cit., p. 42,

¥ 1p14., p. 31.

15Borroff. op. sit., p. 3.



world) is always new.16

Hence, the endlessness of art, the
endlessness of personae and experience. Eliot's metaphysics
s, therefore, an inquiry into point of view; an attempt to
bend all points of view into one polnt of view, He 1s striv=-
ing to explain all experience as immediate experience.17
Lynch says that man's insights into the reality of his
soul's condition stems from his knowledge of the events

through which his soul has passed.18

"More so than the pure
intelligence (logic), the imagination's trade is to deal with
the very multiplicity, divisions, colors, sounds, and compli-
cations of actuality 1tse1f."19 It 18 the poet!s Job to deal
with what Stevens has called ", ., ., the almost incessant bom~
bardment of stimuli that disturbs our peace of mind and ease

of contemplation., . . ."20

In short, the metaphysical poet's
job is to communicate from a “standpoint," or, in Eliot's
term, the standpoint, as opposed to & point of view, such as
the scientific, the Platonlc, or the stolcal, Yet, this

assumption of an absolute standpoint may lead to solipsism, if

16Thom§son, op. cit., P. 29.

171p34., p. 49.
18Lynch. .Q_Bo _c_j_-i.. P. 550
191114., p. 126.

20%1111am Van O'Connor, The Shaping Spirit: A Study
of Wallace Stevens, p. 105.



one were writing a poem that takes the point of view of an
individual, & persona. How can such a poem contaln generall-
zations that will communicate to its readers? The sollipsistic
dilemma rears 1ts ugly head., The subsequent discussion points
up the fallacy of this "dilemma,"

According to Ellot, "Dissociation of feeling" occurs
when the languége orbits too far out from a metaphysical stand-
point and spurious centers are establlished. The language 1s,
then, making absolute some specific or relative view (some
order) or some specified point of view that visualizes an
orcder instead of the standpoint that cannot be fixed in any

view or peint of view.21

To begin with, Eliot's adoption of
the term, "the standpoint," sounds arbitrary, as if he were
calling his point of view "the standpoint," or as if he had the
Right Answer, Such a charge can easlly be levelled at the
metaphysical poet: he seems to be standing on that which he
does not have, the Right Answer. To take such an attitude is
to imply that there is a tie that binds all things.

Thompson notes Eliot as having sald: "YEvery moment of
attention is a point of view"; he explains that sclence
attempts to flx one, while metaphyslics attempts to find the

one. However, it 18 never found, but always had; thus, the

labor of the classic metaphysician is always the same, that is,

21Thompson. op. cit., p. 69.
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", . . to reaffirm the Right Answer by unfixing it from every

2
answer," 2

In other words, if a persona of a poem 18 wrong 1in
his world view, the poem will reveal that he is, and the Right
Answer will have had another Wrong Answer removed from the
field of contention., The reader, then, will be brought closer
to Shelley's concept of white radiance or Reality. Hence, one
sees that the métaphysical process is a never ending process
of elimination. Nevertheless, the problem femains of deter~
mining how a point of view can communicate in a poem, when it
is the point of view of one person (the gersona). To use
Thompson's example, one may suppose that 30,002 people are
watching a ballet. He may ask himself if there are 30,002
ballets (streaks on the dome), because there are 30,002 viewers,
or if there is one ballet, and 30,002 different views of 1it.
Fliot would claim that there 1s no master copy of the ballet
from which 30,002 prints are made, but that, by running back
and forth between the two points of view (one ballet, and
30,002 ballets), the questioner oreates a solipsistic dilemma
by focusing only upon the barriers; This kind of a solution
is unsatisfactory. On the other hand, a second solution main-
tains that all 30,002 viewers will "idea-1ze!" the ballet (as

one "idea-izes'" a blur of trees into "forest," and agrees upon

that image as the forest)., Perceptions, then, are made to fit

221v14., pp. 20-27.



a world., Eliot states that although all experliences are
private, ideas are common: "I am a state of my objeots";23
and the viewers will agree that they have all seen a "ballet."
Thus, Ellot and Stevens strike a similar note in one
respect as to the communiocability of point of view; Thompson

explains:

Any point of attention is an object. What is signifilcant
is from how many point of views (finite centers) the

point of attention is cognizable as the same point of
attentlon.zu

Seeing thg problem of the one and the many and the possibility
of the accurate communication of such experience as being the
task of the poet, Stevens has sald:
I think that his (the poet's) function is to make his
imagination theirs (others') and that he fulfills himself

only as he sees imagination become a light in the minds

of others. g%s role, in short, is to help people live
their lives,

In short, the art of the poet must stand the test of its audi-
ence, If i1t falls 1ts audlience, the poem fails., Shelley's
metaphor must have, however, a more analytical approach. Eliot
spoke of objects as belng Appearance; the staln on the glass,
behind which lies the white radiance of eternity or Reality.

In the art of Stevens, and all other poets metaphysical, objects

231p1d., pp. 4h-ks5,
241v14., p. b2,

ZSWallaoe Stevens, "The Noble Rider and the Sound of
Words," The language of Poetry, p. 118.
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are used to best advantage as metaphors. The persona must be
"created" of metaphors from the world of Appearance, There-
fore, it i1s to the nature of metaphor that one must now give
his attention.

In "The Comedian as the Letter C," Crispin, Stevens's
persona, discovers that one can lend grace and some transcene~
dence to the unwieldy, even dirty, soll of his contemporary
existence by the use of meta.phor.26 For Stevens, the struce
ture of a poem becomes the action of its metaphors, which, in
thel: concreteness and comparative quality, add up to some=-
thing.27 Ransom speaks of the "commltment™ to metaphor:

Specifically, the miraculism arises when the poet

discovers by analogy an identity between objects which is

partial, though 1t should be considerable, and proceeds

to an ldentification which is complete., It is to be con-

trasted with the simlle, which says "as 1f" of "like"

end 1s scrupulous to keep the identifilcation part1a1.28
Stevens points out that 8ll things resemble all others in some
way, and that the imagination has three types of comparison
avallable to it: e.g., between the real and the real ("That
man 1s a real brick."), between the real and the imagined
("*You're an aqgel."), end between the imagined and the imagined

(*"God is good.").29 These levels of comparison are obvious

26Fuchs. op. cit., p. 111.
27 Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 15.
28Ransom. op. eit., p. 45.

29allace Stevens, "Three Academic Pleces," Wallace
Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 25.
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enough, but the problem remains as to how they can be logically
explicable in a poem. The prodblem is to determine on which
level the metaphor must rest. Again, one must point to the
persona, the person undergolng the experlience of the poem.

The persona must become the unifying sensiblility of the poem.
The loglcal order of a poem 18 explicit, although the

the multiple associations and ramifications of the images will
not submit to logic. Ransom explains:

Here 1t 1s enough to say that the development of imagery

by extension,i1ts logical determinant being an Ariadne's

thread that the poet will not permit us to lose, 1s the

leading feature of the poetry called metaphysical,30
In Stevenst'!s "Asldes on the Oboe," the following lines illus-
trate what Ransom 18 alluding to in mentionling "Ariadne's
thread":

But we and the diamond globe at last were one,

We had always been partly one, It was as we came

To see him, that we were wholly one, as we heard

Him chanting for those buried in thelr blood,

In the Jjasmine haunted forests, that we knew

The glass man, without extermal reference.

(cp, 251)

In terms of the narrative, the "diamond globe™ metaphor makes
sense, carrying as it does its assoclations of light refrac-
tion, light diffusion, and other properties of light reflection.
It is also a way of describing "loss of self," with which the

speaker is obviously concerned., In short, the metaphor is

logically engendered and explained by the associate figures

30Allen Tate, "Tension in Poetry," Critigues and Essays
in Criticism, p. 58.
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that succeed and precede 1t.31 Loglo, however, only succeeds
in paraphrasing a certaln aspect of the poem, which, as one
reads it, elther communicates or does not., With the diamond
globe, for example, there is a development by rapid associa-
tion of thought that requires considerably more agility on the
part of the reader than does the mere explication of content
of a comparison, as in a loglical paraphrase, Two connections
that are not impliclit in the first flgure are forced upon it
by the action of the speaker of the poem.>> It 1s this phe-
nomenon of the perceived interconnection of reality in a poen
that constitutes the attempt to provide immediate experience
for the reader.‘ Comprising this possibility of experience 1is
the inexhaustible "realm of resemblance® in which all the
faculties of the imagination, using all their powers, "extend
the object®™ by metaphor, or the process of analogy.33 Stevens
frequently employs color as & bond to desoribe dissimilar
resemblances between seemingly disparate things, such as shade
and water, palm tree and sky, and other seemingly "unlike"

things.Bu

3151 Simons, "The Genre of Wallace Stevens," Wallace
Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 52.

32T. S. Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets," Critiques and
Essays in Criticism, p. 48,

33Louis L. Martz, "Wallace Stevens: The World as

Mediﬁation." Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays,
p‘ 9-

3%S1ster M. Bernetta Quinn, "Metamorphosis in Wallace
Stegens,“ Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays,
p. 60.
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A particularly valuable aspect of metaphor has been
defined by Tate as tension, by which he means the length to
which the connotations of the metaphor may be extended wlthout
violating the denotatlon of the object being used in the com-
parison. For example, he uses a passage from Donne, but the
following from Stevens's "Bowl" wlll serve as welix
For what emperor
Was this bowl of earth designed?
Here are more things
Than on any bowl of the Sungs,
Even the rarest--
(0B, 6)
The denotation of the earth as bowl makes sense, in that the
speaker 1s looking at the things whioch the earth %“contalns."
The connotations (especially as reinforced by "emperor," the
"Sungs," "things," and "designed," metaphors for artifice),
rather than detracting from the intenslon of the speaker's
mind, add to, or are one wilth, the denotative value, and
extend the meaning.35 Tate explains: "It 1s enough to say
e o« o that good poetry 18 a unity of all the meanings from
the furthest extremes of intension and extension."36 Again,
cne must observe the workings of his own mind as reader when

he considers these lines and theilr complex metaphors. The

lines are far from pure statement or sclentific statement that

35mate, op. cit., p. 61.

36___}__Ib d., P. 59.
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deals only with demotations and which 1s always about something
rather than creating an experience itself., When a kind of
deadening of desoription comes about in the language, when
one focuses upon the world of description so completely that
he loses the abllity to see the community between persons that
every language implles, he loses his capaclty to belleve in
any real community of persons, Ellot would call this faillure
of belief the result of adopting a point of view, rather than
the standpoint. That such a loss has happened in the language
(and 1t is against thls'loss that Stevens is consclously react-
ing) was more or less precipitated by the successes in the
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries of the scien-
tific way of thinking--the "neutralization of nature."37

The very opposite of this neutralization is a living,
vivid use of language. As Spender argues:
The poet!s vision has symbolic value. . . «+ But let me
say here at once that although the poet may be consclous
of this aspect of his vision, it 1s exactly what he wants
to avold stating, or even bel too concerned with, His
Job 18 to recreate his vision,
In the same vein, Stevens has written: "The poem 1s the cry
of its occasion, / Part of the res itself and not about it,"
(ce, 473)

37Th6mpson, op. cit., p. 62.

38Steven Spender, "The Making of a Poem," Critigues and
Essays in Criticism, p. 21.
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One must also give consideration to the concepts of

objective and subjective, Thompson (not Eliot) uses the example
of a man's awakening in a dark room and exclaiming, "What is
this?" The this one could call the subjJective, or the emotions
and sensations at the moment., The what is objective and 1is
of what the this i1s trylng to make sense. This and what are
not, in the final analysis, separable. The what ('black
space," or "bad moment") is an object and must be incorporated
into the senses before the man can relax and go back to sleep.
In literary terms, it is a matter of creating a "context" in
that the experience must somehow be accounted for and put into
order by the mind, He may remember, for example, that he 1s
in Chicago for a convention and be able to go back to sleep.

The point 1s that the objlective and subjective are insepar-

able.39

In other words, the this of "What 1s this?" 1s the
subjeoct of all predicates; the man would have had a different
set of emotions and reactions if he had been, say, feverish,
than 1f he had awakened from a nightmare, This 1s what one
must start with in his effort to order his environment.uo
Again, contrasting poetry with the sclences, Thompson

wrlites:

Once we assume that whatever i1s in a context of mind;
once we assume that the world 1s a whole whose stuff 1is

39Thompson. op. cit., p. 32,

“O1pi1d., p. 33.
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feeling and whose structure is thought, have we not
discarded the possibllity of a separate sclence of mind?
An investigation of what experlence really 1s is meta=-
physics; and an investigation of what thought really is
i1s logic, I think we can see why Eliot calls the data

of the analytical psychologlsts "half-objects." Taiy
are this-whats and this-whats, but not this-whats.

In short, the psychologlst makes the mistake of trying to
dichotomize in terms of subject-object; a dichotomy is impossi-
ble and romantic, or, perhaps even worse, inhuman, What,
however, of the emotions that.the waking man feels-=are they
public (out there) or private (in here)? Eliot wrote that
emotions are no more subject than 1light because the blind can=
not see 1it., All emotions affect the blood stream and other
aspects of bodily behavior. They oan, at times, be better
understood by a person other than oneself. "Emotions, it would
seem, are part of a siltuation; thelr thisness i1s indissoclable
from their whatness."42 According to Eliot, reason, dealing
only with the '"whatness" of things, 1s, then, also inseparable
from situation., Frye states that emotions and reason tend
toward the végue and general respectively; the lmagination, con-
taining both, imposes form or order by arresting the ". . . flow

of perceptions from without and of lmpressions w1th1n."u3

41

¥21p1a., p. 33

43Northrup Frye, "The Realistic Oriocle: A Study of
Wallace Stevens," Modern Poetry: Essays in Criticism, p. 269.

Ibid., p. 38.
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Immediate experlence is the point of vliew that one has
when he discovers the standpolnt; but what 18 not a closeness
to immediate experience 1s the degree to which one does not
have his wits about hin .(as the upset man awakening in the
dark)., Ellot says that ". ., ., we must focus now this-ward,
now that-ward"--it 1s a matter of consclousness.uu Order,
then, 1s a matter of conscious contrivance, not of immediate
experience as 1t 1s experienced, if 1t 1s violent to the point
that one cannot function imaginatively.

One can see, by now, that the subjective-objective
dichotomy 18 invalid, and that the emotlion-reason concept 1is
equally invalid., TImagination, then, 1s the key. Imagination
is the conscious artificer that reconclles what generally may
be considered as disparate objects. It does s0 by creating a
persona who is created by virtue of the objects in his world
from which he is inseparable and upon whichvall of hils emotions
and thoughts are dependent. Still, however, there remains the
problem of Reality, the Right Answer, The poet cannot create
the white radiance of eternity (in terms of Shelley's metaphor),
but can only mark a path on the dome. The Surrealists, who so
blatantly desecrate and exploit the "normal" scheme of things,
who so obviously play God, are wrons; Stevens has written:

The essential fault of surrealism 1s that 1t invents
without discovering., To make a ¢clam play an accordlion 1s

hhThompson. op. oit., p. 32.
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to invent not to discover, The observation of the
unconscious, so far as it can be observed, should reveal
things of which we have previously been unconscious, not
the familiar, things of which we have been conscious plus
imagination.45

Thus, Stevens wishes to correlate the world of the imagination
and the world of Appearance, subjugating nelther to the other,
Stevens is c¢loser to Aristotle than to Plato, for whom a poetic
figure of a plum (A) is a copy of a real one (B), that is
inferior to an ideal plum (C). For Stevens, C drops out, and
A is superior to B, Or, in short, the plum of the conscious
imagination, A, 1s superior to any "“ideal™ plum, because it
exists for someone and 1s superior to a real plum for the same
reason.46 It means something and has a part in the discovery
of reality which is the task of the poem. Imagination 1s the
human power that makes thls artificial plum superior to a real
one; it exists, through a poetry that i1s the action of meta-
phors, in the human consciousness; a real plum can only be known
to the human kor animal) senses., Frye argues for the imagina-
tion by inducing from Stevens's poetry that this 1s a
metaphorical world in whioch myth gives each object a compara~
tive value to patterns. If this i1s the case, he argues, then

there 1s a central man (a man-ness, in Platonic terms), and,

logically, a central mind (the standpoint)., Finally, there

45Quoted in Buttel, op. cit., p. 163.

“0quinn, op. oit., p. 63.



19
must be ", . . & general being or human nniverse.“47 The
solipsistic dilemma 1s, then, offered yet another argument;
the self, it appears, is not separate from a "general being"
if it 1s willing to exercise its imaginative powers,

The similarity of Stevens's and Coleridge's attributing
of such all-encompassing powers to the imagination has been
noted by many critics, Coleridge, however, links the imagina=-
tion with the supernatural, while Stevens does not, Both,
however, use light as a symbol for imagination, Stevens, for
example, in "The Emperor of Ice Cream," and Coleridge in his

"Dejection: An Ode.“l"'8

It is, perhaps, not overly pretentious
to say that the imagination functions for them as if a miner
were fixing his beam on what is, as the artist does. The world
of Appearance is made to gg. rather than simply to seem.
Stevens, in "The Emperor of Ice Cream," wrote:

Let be be finale of seem, . . .

Let the lamp affix its bean,

(cp, 64)

In common experience, a plum can only seem to be, since 1t is
always in a state of becoming (becoming rotten and dead); but,
in a work of art, the plum can be something to somebody (a
persona) and be something every time the poem is read by

someone, Yet, Stevens has written,

u7Fryeo op. cit., pp. 278=279.

480' Connor. 22. &uo » ppo ) 89‘900
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Let's see the very thing and nothing else,
Let's see 1t with the hottest fire of sight.
Burn everything not part of it to ash.
Trace the gold sun about the whitened sky
Without evasion by a single metaphor,
("Credences of Summer," CP, 372)
What one sees here, however, 1s the outery of a Stevens persona,
one that has a lesson to learn; l.e., one must go indirectly,
from the famliliar to the attention-arresting, to get to the
famliliar, if he wishes to communicate verbally.

There is also a limit;‘a finitude to the poet's
potential. In "The Man with the Blue Guitar," the gultarist
says: "I cannot bring a world quite round, / Although I patch
itas I can. . . " (CP, 165) The artist cannot be all-
encompassing; all that he can do is to make the appearance real
in the consciousness of the reader, and the principle which
makes this transformation possible can only be called the
principle of reality.49 Stevens has pointed out that one can-
not make his own world by means of metaphor.5o The poet
cannot, then, really create a world, but only an artifice of
the world, through the act of the poem in the mind of the per-
sona, There must be, then, an interdependence of imagination
and reality. This interdependence is not a definition of

poetry, however, since it 1s incomplete. It 1s, rather, the

nature of poetry as seen by Stevens.51

ugThompson op. cit., p. 27.
5OBnek, op. eit., p. 196.

51wa11ace Stevens, "The Noble Rider and the Sound of
Words," The Language of Poetry, p. 116.
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Has not language become man's host?52 The answer must
be in the affirmative, since 1t is by the medium of language
that the poet attempts to encompass more fully the dome that
stands between man and the white radiance. In Stevens's
"Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction," one finds the following:

The words they spoke were volces that she heard.

She looked at them and saw them as they were,

And what she felt fought off the rarest phrases.
(CP, 380)

What the woman feels 1s the standpoint, the urge to know, to
get closer to the world around her. Simply feeling this way,
however, does not communicate, To simply feel 1s not an order,
but:- 1t 1s the motivation whlch brings about the "rage for
order" which culminates in the making of a poem. Thils urge,
or even necessity, 1s the rage within one which prompts the
imagination to beglin 1ts task of more fully dispelling the
duality of self and world from whioch comes the rage for order.s3
" The poem is a form of life come to order in a vivid abstraction
(in metaphor, the sound of words) and, thus, to reality.5u

"It must be pointed out that the poet, having achieved
form, méans the poem, not the 11ne.55 Statements such as this

- 92J0seph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 183.

>31p1d., p. 117.
5#Ibid.. p. 6.

55Robert Penn Warren, "Pure and Impure Poetry,"
Critiques and Essays in Criticism, p. 104,
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are perhaps necessary i1f one 1s to keep straight the fact that
one 1s dealing with a poet who makes words into a form to
create an experience, and not a philosopher who 1s trying to
work out a system that wlll be an answer to the problem of
reality. Also, the metaphysical effect may be either large-
scale or small-scale; as Ransom argues: "I believe that
generically or ontologically, no distinction is to be made

between them."56

In other words, the length or size of a work
does not validate or invalidate the work's clalm to the meta-
physical effect; a long dialogue, in common terms, could qualify,
if a metaphor which would relate the images and make the mind
Jump with the action of the work were included somewhere in
the poem. The consclousness of the attempt must be apparent
if the reader is to stay interested and alert; an order 1is
generated out of chaos, 1f the relations between objects are

- kept moving--then, the poem is metaphysical, Otherwise, the
language of poetry could lose vitality and immediacy without
the consciousness of artificiality; the poetic action could
become an undisciplined stream-of-consciousness (as it is, at
times, in Wordsworth). What is being described is the differ=-

ence between the intellectual and the contemplative poets; the

former "feels thoughts as immedlately as the smell of a rose."57

56Ransom, op. cit., p. 42,

57p. S. Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets," Critigues and
Essays in Criticism, p. 51.
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And, If the poem is successful, 30 wlill a reader feel the
thoughts of a poem,
Poetic form 18 an order or, as it is sometimes referred
to, unity, that implies a quality of oneness. As lLynch writes:
This one is not a dead, monotonous fact; it only becomes
1tself by articulating itself into many joints and
members, and it has not created 1tself until, in its
advance, it _has created the last member, the last jointing
of itself,58
This is form, the whole of a work of art that is totally
expressible only by itself, As Stevens has said in "The Motlive
for Metaphor': "The sharp flash, / The vital, arrogant, fatal,

dominant X." (CP, 288)

®

Buttell argues that Stevens probably recelved from the
Symbolists the fluency that gives him the means for ", . . pre-
senting more intensely thbse ideal presences and spiritual
feelings known to his imagination." They also, no doubt,

helped him to see how every detall in the poem must function
vln the whole, ". . . 80 that the poem becomes a sacramental
symbol justifying its own existence. . . ." As an icon, how=-
ever, he uses the poem as a symbol which muét render the

phenomenal world and human emotions, earthly existence.59 The

techniques of the Symbolists gave him.poetic means for imbulng

58Lynch, op. cit., p. 147,

59Buttell, op. cit., p. 11l.
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his ideas with both mysterious depth and immediacy, and enabled
him ", . . to create the experience on the page."60

If a work of art has form, the objects in that art are
vital to the belng of that form, and thelr existence 1s deter-
mined by their context. Returning to the armalogy of the man
awakening in the dark room: 1if he had awakened with a thirst
and had begun to look for the water faucet, things would have
had a different reality for him than if he had awakened des-~
perately anxliety-ridden about where he was and how he had
gotten there.61 Two opposite sides of the literary coin wherein
this concept has not been accepted are the "naturalistic" and
the '"grotesque." Naturalistic discourse, according to Ransom,
fails for one of two reasons:

It has the minimum of physical content and starves the
sensibility, or it has the maximum, as if to avold the
appearance of evil, but it is laborious and pointless. . . .
For scientiflic predication concludes an act of attention
but miraculism initiates one. - It leaves one looking, mar-
velling, end revelling in the thick dinglich substgnce
that has just received its strange representation.®6?
In short, the naturalistic work contains details simply for the
sake of detalls, as if reality consisted solely, or mostly, of
things without relationships. On the other hand, there are

the "grotesque," or eccentric poets whose unusual and

unintelligible poems are inexplicable, who

60
61
62

Ibid., p. 114,
Thompson, op. cit., p. 3%.

Ransom, op. cit., p. 46.
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. +« » may have feelings which cannot be shared or are
not worth sharing, and are, therefore, socially worthless;
while the genuilne poet discovers new shades and ~ariations
of sensibility in which others can participate.©3
In other words, the naturalist tends to rely too heavily upon
the sclentific "objective," while the gushy eccentric tends to

rely upon the overly-personal "subjective,"

Unlike the naturalistic or grotesque poets, those who
use form as a vehicle of communication, like Lucretius and
Dante, teach the reader what it feels like to hold certaln
beliefs as a matter of personal experience.‘é4 Stevens speaks
of this phenomenon:

In the meantime the tale is being told and the music
excltes us and we ldentify wlith the story and 1t becomes
the story and the speed with which we are following 1it.
When it 1s over, we are aware that we have had an experi-
ence very much like the story Jjust as 1f we had listened
wlith complete sympathy to an emotional recital. The music
was a communication of emotion. It would not have been
different if it had been the muslic of poetry or the voice
of the protagonist telling the tale or speaking out his
sense of the world, How many things we should have
learned in either case! (NA, 126)

The term, metaphysical, was first used by Samuel Johnson
in reference to the group of seventeenth-century poets,
Stevens's forbears, He got it from Pope, who probably got it
from Dryden., Johnson used it in the sense in which 1t was used

in the Middle Ages and up through Shakespeare's time., It meant

63T. S. Eliot, "The Soclal Function of Poetry,"
Critiques and Essays in Criticism, p. 113.

4 1p1d., p. 107.
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supernatural or "miraculous."65 Miraculous, indeed, when,
using merely words as its medium, it 1s poetry that can pro-
vide immediate experience for the disinterested reader; and
when 1t can, it imparts to the reader a fresh and particular
vision, In "Angels Surrounded by Paysans," i1t is doubtless
this phenomenon that Stevens has in mind when he writes: "I
an the necessary angel of earth, / Since, in my sight, you
see the earth again." (CP, 496)

To go on the journey of a poem is to learn to see in
a certain way ", ., . the details, the bewllderingly concrete
but twisting, maneuvering details of this journey.“66 What
is implied is a movement thréugh the mysterious, enigmatic
thing called Time,

65Ransom. op. cit., p. 41,

66Lynch. op. cit., p. 131.



CHAPTER II
TIME: THE ACTION OF ART

Lynch, in his Christ and Apollo, dichotomizes two ways
of looking at the world, ways that he calls the "univocal"
and the "equivocal." He argues, against the univocal:

The greatest weakness of every univocal pattern in
literature 1s that it stays outslde of the image and 1is
not at all, therefore, strictly speaking, a real dimen-

sion of the literary imagination. . . . gt does not
respect reality; it exploits and uses 1it. 7 '

As an example, Lynch cites Parmenides's doctrine which states
that the unity of all things 1s in thelr "being."68 This
quality, however, provides an answer for nothing; it is a gen-
erality, and, as such, 1s useless to the literary imagination.,
As Lynch says, "In thls world there are generalities about
things, but there are no generalities."69 Parmenides's idea,
then, has no meaning for the literary imagination, which deals
with particulars, not generallities, |

Stevens, in his poetry, 1s deeply concerned about the
ideal, but for him 1t is to be found in the individual's

imagination, and not in some transcendental or Platonic realm

671p14., p. 118.

681p1d., p. 124.

69 1p14., p. 20.
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of l1deas; or, generalities.7o As Ransom says of Platonistic
poets:

[They] practice thelr bogus poetry in order to show that
an image will prove an idea, but the literature which
succeeds in this delicate mission does not contain real
images but illustrations.?’

Sclence, too, uses images for a particular interest
and robs them of thelr infinite nature; it destroys images by
abstraction, although not by refutation.72 Images are more
fleeting than sclence would have them be; they will not hold
still for abstraction, or "classification,® elther of which
process 1s the mistaking of a zone on Shelley's dome for the
entire dome; an amoeba simply does not cafe if 1t 18 placed in
a genus, As Ransom notes: |

We think we can lay hold of image and take it captive,

but the docile captive is not the real image but only the

idea, which is the image with the character beaten out
of 1t.73

Stevens was intrigued by man?s passion to avold, to transcend,

the violence of time.7u

Such a desire for avoldance 1is
Platonism, using the term in the pejorative sense that may be
applied to any phlilosophy, or philosophy of poetry, which dis-

misses images, or "things" as experlenoed by a persona, in

70
71

0! Connor, op. cit., p. 124,
Ransom, op. cit., p. 39.
721p14., p. 32.

Proc. cit.

74Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 202,
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favor of something else, something unsubstantial-~for example,
ideas. As Stevens states: "Funlest philosophers and ponder-
ers, / Thelr evocations are the speech of clouds." ("Iife on
a Battleship," OP, 77) Such ideas give a reader nothing to
feel; rather, they 1mbose form upon content, It 1s against
this sort of univocallity that Plato himself warned when he
cautioned that one should not go too fast from the many to the
one.75 To do so i8 to ignore too readily the ob jects, the
moments, the details of thls world and this life. The diffi-
culty, the inadequacy of what one calls "ideas" is that they
are out of fime.

Lynch states that man wants, at one and the same time,
the unlimited and the dream, and the earth, too.’® The earth,
however, is in a continual state of flux and will not hold still
and be an 1dea, and the human imagination is afraid of the
narrow and non-simultaneous character of time.77 Fuchs uses
the revolutionary as an example of the sort of univocal, out-
of-time idealist to which Lynch 1s referring:

Revolutionary politics hardens into ideology, a system of
l1deas with no real relation to existence, In its logical

lunacy, ideology evades the 1ntricage chaos of l1life from
which we make our intricate order,”

751ynch, op. cit., P. 28.
76Iv1d., p. 30.
771p1d., p. 6b.

78Fuchs, op. eit., p. 187.
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What the revolutionary forgets, and what any univocalist
forgets or ignores, 18 the intricasy of the present, which, in
all its intricacy, seems too formidable a thing to face,
Reality 1s, then, approached with an imagination that evades,
one that feeds on 1magés of everything but things as they are
now (g.g.; the revolutionéry).79

Stevens, unlike a romantic, Platonistic poet, refuses
to compromlse sentimentally and rejects what he calls the
spirit's 'hablit of wishing."so These sorts of "wishing"
romantic's "images" are always immediately translatable into
ideas., Citing Browning's Plppa Passes as his example, Ransom
notes how the poets, in the face of science in the nineteenth
century, had to "fly in shame" to objects, which were only
used for illustration of the "idea'" of the poem., In Browning's
poem, for example, the image of the lark on the wing, or the
exclamation that "the snall's on the thorn," are images that
are marched '"like little lambs to the slaughter," the slaughter
being the final "All's right with the world!"--the main idea
which sums up éverything for which'the images were explolited,

81

although they remaln nothing in themselves, This sort of

poetry is a form of "wishing."

79Tv1d., p. 142.

80Joseph N. Riddell, "Walt Whitman and Wallace Stevens,"

Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 37.

81Bansom, OPe. 21-_120. PP. 35=37.
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By sttempting to escape from the realm of 1ldeas, and
by initating the philosophers, Stevens was claiming for the
poew that wihich the phlilosopher clalms: the definition of
truth., But, as opposed to an 1deal truth, he feels the neces-
sity perpetually to re-~define reallty.82 That thls necessity
exists is due to the fact that, at some point or another in a
poem, no matter how exclted or "inspired" the poet may become,
»the poem must release, must flow back to the level of active

l1ife, wilth the emotions caught up from life and pent in the

aesthetic reservolr, Otherwise, like Pippa Passes, the poen

is simply a wax efflgy in a glass case, &a curiosity.83 Such
a poen i8 ideal, and anything but immediate experience,
Stevens, in "Theory," writes:
I am what is around me
Women understand this,
One 18 not a duchess .
A hundred yards from a carriage.
(cp, 86)
Time flows, and 18 a series of ilnextricable moments; no part
of the past cén be forced to remaln in the present.au Stevens
believed that since there 18 nothing but the present, the

Infinite can offer no real solution to anything; there 1s only

%2Fucns, op. cit., p. 19.

83Edge11 Rickword, "The Use of 'Negative' Emotions,"
Critigues and Essays in Criticism, p. 84.

8LFLync‘m. op. cit., p. 46,




32
the Finite, the world of things and people in time, For this
reason, almost all of Stevens'!s work is exeduted with a con-
scious theory of antitheses: sentient man against unconsclous
nature, snimal existence agalnst intelligence, mind against
passion and appetite, order against chaos.85

Consequently, Stevens's images are, essentially,
metaphors or consclousness, the products of a perception
refreshed in a state of flux, a state of process, They
describe a landscape of sensibility, rather than of a physical
world. They adhere to things--ordinary and exotic~~but only
when the mind and the thing marry.86 Stevens, in his poetry,
is a man who enjoys his speculatiohs about the world, yet never
forgets that he lives primarily in his sensiblilities, because
he lives in a physical world.87 And, as a poet of the Finite,
rather than the Infinite, he discounts the antitheslis of the
poetic process: '"inspiration.," As Spender notes about the
difference between inspiration and the poetic process:

If a 1ine embodies some of the i1deas which I have stated
above, these 1deas must be made further clear in other
lines. This 1s the terrifying challenge of poetry. Can

I think out the logic of images? How easy it is to
explain here the poem that I would have liked to write!

85 )orton Danwen Zabel, "Wallace Stevens and the Image

of Mag." Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays,
p. 15 L]

86Joseph N. Riddell, - The Clairw_roxant_ Eye, p. 12,
87O'Connor. op. cit., p. 78.
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How difficult 1t would be to write it. For writing it
would imply living my way through the imagined experience
of all these ldeas, and such an effort of imagination
requires a lifetime of patience and watching,

In that He went through all the pain and chaos of human
time, & non-ideal existence, Lynch regards Christ as the cul-
minate example of the literary imagination. It is Lynch's
feeling that Christ ", . . 18 the enemy only of the romantic
imagination and pure intelligence as ways of life."89 By the
"pure intelligence," he means the univocal, or ideal. Through
time, Christ created a "self" by means of the objects of His
exlstence, A good example of the fact that Stevens's prose
ideas can be misleading 1s that he viewed traditional
Christianity incorrectly;: he seemed to regard it as being only
concerned with spirituality, not with creation.go Stevens's
poetic method, however, is completely in accord with what Lynch
1s expounding as the Catholic position (which Eliot shares),
An that Stevens is involved with a-process through time to
relegate the seeming dichotomy between human asplration and

finite limitatlion, and contlinually to recreate "self," Stevens

would agree with Riddell that ", . . art itself is the only

88Spender. op. cit., p. 23,

891ynch. op. ¢cit., p. 62,
9oRalph Jo Mlls, Jr., '"Wallace Stevens: The Image of

the Rock," Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays,
p. 99.
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refuge from time." ! Art is a refuge from time in that it 1s
a consclous attempt to make order out of chaos, an attempt
which endeavors to avold the pitfall of the unconsciousness
that results from any attempt to avold the constant flux of
things which can so0 easlily confuse, 1f one is not constantly
redefining one's '"self," one's "world," and one's ‘“place," in
the midst of the uncertainty of 1living in the changing Finite.
"Self" and time are, then, inseparable, When discussing
the concept of "self'" in terms of the metaphysical perspective,
Eliot makes an important distinction between 'self" and "soul":
The reflection of reality in finite centers is not
pluralism, because the centers are not things. They are
not "isolated." When we think of them as isolated we are
not thinking of finite centers but of "soulg'=-~i.,e., our
idea of something that has our experiences.92
Of %"self,!" he says:
Where the real and ideal intersect, a functional definition
of "self" occurs, As soon as a point of view is recog-
nized, it is transcended., The self 1s that which holds
past and present together. At any glven moment of vision,
the self is no more present to awareness than 1s awareness
of intercellular action!93
"Self," then, is that which makes the continuity of a poem
possible, and which makes i1t possible for the reader to see

that a person is going through an experience in a poem. The

ljoseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 76.

92Thompson. op. cit., p. 47.

PS1v1d., p. 46.
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"self" 1s that to which proper names are given, but thlis self
1s going through a series of points of view and is not present
to awareness until the experience is mulled over, The persona
of the poem only develops a soul by which one can remember
him after one has read the whole poem., The soul of a creature
of fiction only comes into being with the accumulation of
experience within the plece of fiction over a period of time,
the period of time that 1s necessary for the reading and under-
‘standing of the piece of fiction. The name becomes a symbol
for a series of experiences and associations that have been
developed through the work of art.

Stevens is never so much attracted by the discovery of
things as they are, suéh as relationships like red wheelbarrows
glazed with rain water beside white chickens, as he 18 by the
discovery of himself in the act of discovery.94 He is involved
with the constant formation and reformation of a soul, which,
‘'then, becomes a self in the face of new experience, and which,
then, becomes a soul again. The soul 18 constantly reborn in
Stevens; 1t must be, or it runs the risk of becoming a univocal
idea of self. The soul must constantly reenter the details of
experience, the process of time. |

Thompson writes that, when the streak of light is painted

across Shelleyfs dome, the resultant phenomenon is, in

9% Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 12.
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theological terms, an Incarnation, He, then continues:

Thus "self" 1s an ideal which cannot rest anywhere short

of the ultimate. It 1s the streak of light on the dome

of glass that aigs by encircling to encompass the total

white radiance.?
The self, then, will not rest until it has gained eternity,
although i1t can certalnly pay the penalty of confusion should
i1t choose a soul in which it wishes to believe; the test of
daily reality, the fight agalnst consoclousness, however, will
not surrender to such a univocality,

The recreation of one's world, although distinguishable
from the recreation of onet's self, is inseparable from it,
Buttell writes about Stevens:

More than a dilettante, he was obsessed with the power of
the imaglination to enrich and order life. He wanted more
than to escape from banallity and to affront the philis-
tines . . « he became increasingly absorbed in hls search
for technigues and forms that would give poetic embodiment
to hls deepening conviction that the actual world is
apprehended and shaped by the imagined one at the samg
time that the imagined 1s dependent upon the actual.?

In terms of Stevens's identity with the world, one sees
again the dichotomy between the self and the world in that one
feels life as he feels his separation from it, by notiocing the

resistance 1nvolved."97 Riddell notes Stevens'!s statement

95 Tnompson, op. cit., p. 47.

97 Joseph N. Riddell, "Walt Whitman and Wallace Stevens,"
Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 42.
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that "order begins in the word."® He, then, quotes from "To
the One of Fictive Music'":

In the way you speak

You arrange, the thing is posed
What in nature merely grows.

(ce, 87)

The quotations suggests the dichotomy between the mind (idea)
and the flux of nature, and i1s ironic in tone. BRBansom offers
the followling speculation:

If wetve all great ideas in our heads , . . where is

inmocence then? The aesthetic moment appears as a curl-

ous moment of suspension; between the Platonism in us,

which is militant, always sclencing and devouring, and a

starved inhibited aspiration toward innocence, which,

if 1t could only be free, would like to respect the

object as it might of its own accord reveal itselfr,99

In the light of Bansom's remarks, the quotation from

Stevensts "To the One of Fictive Music" takes on more meaning.
It is8 a double~edged statement and ultra-sophisticated, While,
at one and the same time, man wants the freedom to see the
world as it is, he i1s aware that he cannot; therefore, he must
admit the sophistication that he cannot be rid of, the level
of consclousness that forces him to admit that things have the
meaning that his consciousness will allow him to know. So, in
nature, things do merely grow, because they do not mean, all

by themselves., It 1s the price that man pays for his high level

B1v1d., p. U41.

99Bansom, op. cit., p. 40,



38
of consciousness, his sophistication--he must act, through the
imagination, upon his world; rather'than simply react, as do
the unconscious creatures of the world.

The mutual creatlon of self and world comprises what
one may call 6ne's making of his "place™ in the world., Frye
has written that one can resist routine (unconscious, mechani-
cal movement through life) by consclousness, but that one
usually acts against consciousness. The raevolt against routine
is the start of mental activity, the center of which is imagina-
tion, the process of changlng "reallty'" into an awareness of
it. One is free only by virtue of what begins in his awareness

of his condition.t?°

Stevens writes, in "Esthetique du Mal':
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 alr, the mid-day alr, was swarming
With the metaphysical changes that occur,
Merely in living as and where we are,

(CP, 313)
Of this excerpt, Mills observes:

This kind of man charts his explorations, visualizes his
horizon, from his experience of participation in the

physical world and what the expansive movements of his
mind can make of that.l0l

And, Lynch notes:

The concept of mind as a mirror of reality simply
reflecting reality 1s indeed superficial, for the mind,

100prye, op. cit., p. 268.

101pi118, op. eit., p. 101.
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like the heart, has its own desires, digﬁring to be what
it sees, and not merely to reflect it.

In short, the mind wishes to make all places one place, and
all things one thing--it séeks unity, order. For this reason,
description, for Stevens, 1s revelatlion not of things, but of
self.lo3 Things making up self, and self making up things,

so that both occupy an ever-shifting place.

Along with Bergson, Stevens believes that the projecting
of the 1maginatlion on reality 18 the struggle to maintaln the
self (its duration) in time and space.lou To order both time
and space, which Stevens does through poetry, is to attempt to
provide the reader with an experience whereby the reader can
come to know hls place in the scheme of things.

In the light of this discussion, Ellot uses a term
which provides a good means of understanding this concept of
place, He discusses '"degree of reality." Depending upon a
person's situation, hils doncerns at any glven moment, and his
emotional state, some objects will be more important or have
a higher degree of reality than others. "Unreal' objects seem
to have no existence only if one confuses, or arbltrarily

identifles, reality with the physical world, At all waking

1OzLynch. op. cit., p. 121,
103Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 1l4.

10k1y54,, p. 27.
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moments, one is confronted with objects, even though thelr
degree of reallty may be s0 low that one ignores them.105

In this 1light, the poet's cholice of images becomes
apparent and rational, and ceases to appear arbitrary; since
some objects wlll seem important to the "characoter" (the per-
sona, or central figure of action), his choice of objects that
have high degrees of reality for him will, in turn, tell what
he 1s--the context will be established; one will know what hils
emotions are, what his thinking is, why his place 1s what it
is., Again, the movement is toward unity; although one may dis-
tinguish between the person and his objects, one cannot
separate them, The person of the poem, by letting the reader
know what objects have a high degree for him, will be on the
way to defining himself; he wlll be setting up the tension.
which must be resolved in the poem--an Incarnation of a self,

a world, and a place wlll have been brought about. A persona
will emerge, _

It is, however, the ephemeral quality of this event
about which Steveps writes in "An Ordinary Evening in New
Haven': "It resides / In a permanence of impermanence." (CP,
L65) And so should it be for a poet whose thought is dominated
by the concept of metamorphosis. Quinn comments: "A mosaic

of a man, even a major artist, is like & mosalc of the weather;

1050y ompson, op. cit., p. 43,
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in the very fluidity of both there is permanence of a sort."106
She, then, quotes from Stevens's "The Statue at the World's
End":
See how
On a day still full of summer, when the leaves
Appear to sleep within a sleeping air,
They suddenly fall and the leafless sound of the wind
Is no longer a sound of summer. So great a change
Is constant.
(0P, 43)
Stevens comes to grips with time as both friend and enemy and
notes that it can destroy through change, but can aid by assure
ing that human striving rejuvenates a pattern of partial
renewals.lo? The sun comes up every day, but 1s different

because man 1s, Time 1s nothing but oneself.lo8

And one is
nothing but time. It 1s an understanding of the impermanence
of the world that enabled Stevens, as well as Williams, to
achlieve what Monet had sought for--a primlitive eye, the desire
to recover from blindness to see the world wi@h utmost clarity,
wilithout pfeconceptions (or without a univocallty).109 This
primitive eye 1s Stevens's ", ., . poem of the mind in the act

of finding / What will suffice." (CP, 239) It is the action

of the mind in ordering the chaos of experience, the creation

106Quinno op. cit., pp. 69-70.

107enck, op. cit., p. 178.
1081 moh, op. eit., p. 7.

109Buttell. oPp. clt., P 1550
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of a consciousness which will "suffice," but which is never-
ending, as 1s experience,

Tate points out that the price for Y“really done" things
is suffering and pain, the pain of giving up one's simple,
univocal "solutions" to change, and the submission to time.
The reward is knowledge and individuality, and a measure of
freedom, For Stevens, this is the full 1ife of the
1magination.110

Of the nature of the action of poetry, Frye has written:
"All art is practical, not speculative; imaginative, not fan-
tastic; it transforms experience, and does not merely interrupt
1t."111 He 18 arguing that art 1s a part of 1life and not a
diversion from it. To argue thus implies a responsibility on
the part of the artist to perform his function well, Therefore,
in this veln, Stevens felt himself to be in a transitional
period; old images (idols) and beliefs were gone, and new ones

were needed.112

He felt that it was his function, .as a poet, -
to provide the baslis for belief in creation for his time, The
speaker in "To the One of Fictive Music," for example, finds
that experiencing music (or any art) perfects those who make

it, and in Pearce's words, ", . . invelves thenm deeply in the

110Pearce. op. cit., p. 132,

lllFrye. op. git., p. 271.

12w 118, op. cit., p. 104.
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intensely imaginative experiences from which, as modern men,
we would flee."ll3 Wagner notes:
In Stevens we find a moral and philosophical center
through which reality may be repossessed and recreated
with each new poetic act, To those who claim that moral
order 1s unnecessary for the making of great poetry,
Stevens replles that actual poetry 1is the embodiment of
a theory of poetry, and that a thegry of poetry is
ldentical with a theory of life,ll
Pearce is arguing that the poet, himself, 1s embarking on a
Journey towards consclousness, starting from where he was, to
get to where he is, and that this poetic process is one of
the life of consciousness; but not simply one of a'diversion
from life,

Stevens'!s view 18 based upon that of the Aristotelian
tenet that art grows out of nature, not simply as an "imita-
tion," but as a realization.115 And, as such, the metaphysical
must be .the enemy of the absolute.116 Lyneh has stated that
"The mind that has descended into the real has shot up insights

that would have been impossible to pure concepts."117

Realization is the end product of the search for order, and a

113pearce, op. oit., p. 115.

1140. Ronald Wagner, "A Central Poetry," Wallace

Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 71.

15prye, op. oit., p. 270.
116
Thompson, op. cit., p. 9.

117Ivnch; op. eit., p. 38.
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constant search for order or form is the 1life of the mind, a
constant reexamining of itself in the act of finding "what
will suffice,nt18
To find what will suffice impllies finding what the self
needs in order to live well in this world; and to live well is
to act, to lmagine, to speak-=-lt 18 to arrange, to encounter
experience and, thus, ask questlions of the "pediment," the
limitations of being human.119 For Stevens, the motivation for
action 1s a feeling of allenation from Nature and God, and
poetry offers a way of mliraculous integration for each--what
was once the office of religlon; thus, for Stevens, poetry
must be "the subject of the poem." -The act of life 1s the act
of reconclilng one's self to that-which-ls-not-self.120 That=-
which=1s-not-self 1s fleeting and unconquerable; Stevens wrote
in "An Ordlnary Evening in New Haven':
And yet what good were yesterdays devotlions?
I affirm and then at midnight the great cat
Leaps quickly from the fireslide and is gone.,
(CP, 264)
Lynch states that ", ., . nelther 1life nor the literary

organism is given in a baslc stroke, Both are basically actions

11850seph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 1l.

1191154., p. 192.

120Joseph N. Riddell, "Walt Whitman and Wallace Stevens,"
Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 37.
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achieving themselves in the growth, the moving structure, the
flowing pattern."121 Action, then, in Stevens, is meaningful:;
i1t does not connote the mere retelling of experience, but the
acting out of experience., Vendler notes that "One of the con-
tinuing pleasures of reading Stevens i1s to feel his rapidity
of change as he i1s flicked by various changes."122 In "New
Haven," Stevens writes: "The poet speaks the poem as it is, /
Not as 1t was." (CP, 473) Ransom quotes Senior as saying:
According to its practitioners [symbolism] is a better
way of accomplishing what the romantic¢s wanted to achieve,
Briefly, and not at all crucially, the difference between
the two "kinds" of poetry are [sic] the differences be-
tween the philosophical rather than the presentational.
The world views are the same, but the Romantic poet tends
to write about his ideas or to relate experience in which
these 1deas were acted out, de Symbolist tries to create
the experlience on the page.l
Ransom, then, points out that, contrary to what Senior says,
the difference is very cruclal, indeed, Unless the experience
occurs on the page, it could hardly be called an "action" on
the part of the poet; meditation would, perhaps, be a better
word, Were it not an action, it would not depend upon the
detalls of time for its validity, ahd could easlily fall prey

(as d1d the poems of the Romantics) to the univocal.

121Lynch. op. cit., p. 45.

122Helen Vendler, "Stevens! 'Iike Decorations in a

Nigger Cemetery,'" Modern Poetry: Essays in Criticism, p. 478,

123Buttell, op. eit., p. 5l.



L6
One asks, then, if a poem is an action, what 1s the
nature of 1ts action? It has two possible natures: comedy
and tragedy. The controlling force for both is irony. 1In
"Esthetique du Mal," (CP, 313) Stevens writes: "This force
of nature in action is the major / Tragedy," By "force of
nature," he means the constant change that robs oﬂe of his
univocalities or instant salvations, Tragedy, though, is ele-
vation, as the recognition of one's poverty, and reminds one,
124

or informs one, of his limits, Speaking of Stevens's work,

Fuchs remarks:

(Stevens| 1s saying that in recognizing tragedy as
inextricably bound with the human condition, in recogniz-
ing the pervaslveness of mal, we are making a truthful
assertion of consciousngss which willl result in a happy,
1f humble, conclusion,145

Riddell notes as well, that ", ., . evil like death is of the
essence of vital things, of the lmperfect which is our para-
dlse."126 Fuchs observes, also; "Rejected by the sky, by the
promise of a cosmic plan and poetic justice, man sees pain not
as an anomaly but as a norm,"127
Stevens's tragedy, or evil, is that of self=«consclousness,

in the pejorative sense: the attempt to make this a what, to

124
125

Fuchs, op. cit., p. 161.

Ibid., p. 186.

g 126Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 161.

E 127Fuchs. op. cit., p. 173.
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objectify the self and divide it from all else, to make it
univocal and unchanging., It i1s an attempt to separate oneself
from one's surroundings, because of pride, fear, ignorance, or
whatever motivation., This is the fall, for Stevens, that one

can redeem only in imagination, the passion for yes.128

The
imagination must discover that, far from man's limits being
only a problem and a concern for the lmagination, they are
also its center.129 To be self-conscious is to divorce one-
self from the human situation; it is to escape into the mind,
through self-pity, rather than to recognlize, or discover,
through the relating of the self to the world, where one actually
is, as opposed to where one has arbitrarily placed himself in
his mind, This effort of facing up to oneself in time, Lynch
calls a form of death:
But there is another form of death, which is the most
positive and creative of all the moments of 1life, a
communication of self to self to the last drop.130
This communion is what one might call a loss of self, implying
that one takes his idea of self from his mind,' and relates it
to the world; he ceases to hold to the fallacious dichotomy

between self and world., Oedipus experiences such a loss,

finally, when he is forced to give up his univocal idea of

128 0seph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 210.

129Lynch, op. eit., p. 162,

1301144., p. 190.
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self by the events of the "outside" world, Stevens's
protagonists, like Oedipus, are forced from their pretensions
by the working of the imagination in its endless relating of
self to the world around it, and in it, and in which it is,
They are eventually forced to discover their true place,

In Just this sense of the discovery of tragedy, Lynch

speaks of tragedy as a "gate':

But the weakness is permanent, and hence a permanent

gate, not to be discarded in the name of some fraudulent

and cheap leaping out the skin of our helplessness

into the arms of God.lg{
Lynch is, here, referring to the existential "leap," a credo
that he feels to be bogus, because it ignores the necessity
of the act of discovery's taking place only through time, It
is for this reason that he criticizes the recent American
theatre (particularly the work of Eugene O'Neill) on the grounds
that it fails to achieve tragedy because of ", ., ., our hidden

abandorment of the finite."132

He cautions that "In tragedy
the spectator is brought to the experience of a deep beauty
and exhaltation, but not by way of beauty and exhaltation, '3
The definition of good and evil is not Ygiven" in tragedy;

rather, 1t is a discovery that can be earned only through the

1311v44., p. 89.

____.,Ibid. ’ p' 7701
133Loc. cit,

132
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process of the working out of the action.lBu

Were the audience
informed of the "point" of Oedipus the King, before the action
of the play begins, the play itself would be irrelevant, and
only exemplary of some "idea!" of good and evil. There would
be no "proof" provided by the play by means of its action;

the play would be simply illustrative.‘ The tlime necessary to
perform the play would be ilrrelevant, since ideas are not in
time, but outside of 1it,

Tragedy, as opposed to comedy, lmplies the defeat, by
the inevitablility of time, of a protagonist whose preconcep-
tions prove to be inadequate to the situation, The imagina-
tion's salvation in time, by means of an acceptance of man's
finitude, is comedy. As Lynch says of comedy, "It seems to
be the most confident rung of the finite."3% It 1s completely
human, and the one offense, therefore, whlich comedy cannot
endure, 1s that a man should forget that he is a man.136

As opposed to tragedy, then, comedy is the next
experiential step; rather than belng overwhelmed by the limits
of the self, the comic hero (Lynch cites Sancho Panza and
Falstaff as model examples) accepts his humanity wholeheartedly;
it i1s the angelic in man that 18 always the victim in

13“Warren. op. cit., p. 102,
135Lynch. op. cit., p. 99.

1361154., p. 105.
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comedy.137 Stevens's romantic-scientific Crispin in his "The
Comedian as the Letter C" is comic because of his pretensions.138
He 1s, therefore, a matter of ironic treatment. On the other
hand, however, in "Le Monoc¢le du Mon Oncle," the uncle re-
covers by discovering the affirmation of comedy in 1088.139
As Stevens says in "Adagla," "Life is the elimination of what
is dead." (0P, 169) The dead can only be that which is out of
time, as the self that one loses by accepting the world, a
self which 1s an idea~-the comic 1s never out of time; it is
completely human and alive. Buttell comments:
For all his debt to the Symbolists . . . Stevens did not
pursue an occult, mystical union with the absolute. He
could strongly regret that the blue of the sky was a
barrier to any final revelation, but when he says "Death
is the mother of beauty," he is not, like Mallarmé4, long-
ing for a death-like pe{ﬁsction: rather, he 1s accepting
the natural life cycle,

Indeed, in Ideas of Order, one finds a prevalling theme of

death. Death is that which modifies and conditions "ideas of

order."lal' The oomedic accepts life as a conglomeration of

limitations; the comedic believes. One could well say of

1371p14,, p. 103.

1388tanley Romaine Hopper, "Wallace Stevens: The Sundry
Comforts of the Sun," Four Ways of Modern Poetry, p. 20.

139Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 92.

140Butte11, op. cit., p. 123.

141 70seph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 11l.
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Stevens, as Thompson does of Eliot, that he could not see the
comedy of 1t all if he were not standing outside the context
of unbellef.142 Yeats, in his Autobiography, remarks that one
1s never satlsfled with the maturity of those whom he admired .
in childhood, and that insight i1s the ironic outcome of this
development.luB The poet can control, as far as his imagina-
tive process of discovery wlill allow, the fate of his persona
or protagonist; the poem can be comic or tragic. Whichever it
is, irony 18 the controlling forcs.

Poets héve alwaysvtried hard to say what they mean and
prove it. They try by sﬁbmltting their vision to the fires of
1rony.144 Fuchs remarks about Stevens:

His wit thrives on the deflation of conventional ways of
feeling and writing when the convention has little to do
with the way things are,l
When Oedipus is proved to have been wrong, to have been helpless
in the light of the movement of events, the result 1s tragic
and ironic., When Crispin tries not to accept his shortcomings,
and persists in his romantic ways, the result i1s comic, and
irony has been the poet!s means of bringing about Crispin's
146

realizations, As Lynch observes: "God 1s ironic, and He

142Thompson. op. cit., p. 15.

143Harold Bloom, "Yeats and the Romantics," Modern
Poetry: Essays in Criticism, p. 501.

luuWarren. 22. 011;.. P. 1030

145Fuchs. op. ¢it., p. 7.

W61154., p. 30.



52
will not be beaten at His own game, and His game 1s 1:1me."1,""7
In "To the One of Fictive Music," (CP, 87), Stevens's
persona tries many masks and voices; he sees the world, first,
as pure object; then, he pretends that the world is all his
making--he discovers, ironically, that it shapes hlm.lL’8
Buttell remarks:
When successful with irony, Stevens brought the actual
and the imagined into a counterpolse that gave his poetry
a nevw intensity. At the same time he moved rapidly
toward his comic vitality and brio, 4Also, by an increas~
ing use of the irrational element-~of bizarre situations
and points-of-view, of fantastic personae--he more
pointedly revealed the beauty or grotesqueness Rg the
actual world and the power of the41magination.1
Stevens's high level of consciousness, which became increas-
ingly acute with each poem, 1s a result of his absolute honesty
in submitting his ideas to the fire of poetic experience, the
irony of time. Rejecting the romantic, egoistic sanctity of
the Platonic, romantic univocal, he attempts to expand his own
consciousness, as well as that of his readers, by travelling
the narrow route of the detalls of the Finite, human existence.
His high degree of consciousness makes it possible for him to
create this necessary immediacy of experience, because of the

great complexity of the awareness of self manifest by his

personae,

1lWLynch, op., cit., P; 174,
ll"s.l'oseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 56.

¥9putte1l, op. eit., p. 202.




CHAPTER III
WALLACE STEVENS: THE CREATION OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Stevens's value lies in (1) his consciousness of himself
as an artist, (2) his conscliousness of his artistic method,
and (3) his consciousness demonstrated in his poems. He was
a poet who knew what his poetry was for, and one who was in-
volved 1n a never-ending search for reality, for a vision that
would enable him and, absolutely necessarlly, his reader truly
to see the world in which he llved and of which he was a part.

One must keep in mind, when dealing with Stevens, that
no standardized symbollic system can be drawn from his work;
every poem 18 a different attempt to move closer to reality.lSO
To attempt to generalize about the "message" of his total
work 1s futile, because each poem has form, and can be explained
only in terms of 1itself,

Stevens's penchant for the bizarre,vthe unusual, may
account for his great wit, As with Donne, he relies upon the
Juxtaposition and the union of "opposites." It 1s by means of
Juxtapositions that he attempts to create immediate experience
by forcing the mind of the reader to exert the energy necessary

to follow the working out of the action of the poems.151 As

150Enck. op. cit., p. 141,

151Butte1ll, op. cit., p. 191.
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O!'Connor states, poetry ". . . 18 a means of making us see,

with a freshness, as though the world were new and we could

view it newly."152

However, Riddell offers a word of dautionz

The feeling of one man is communicated to another in words
of the exquisite appositeness that takes away all theilr
verbality. Comment puts the verbality back in; the

cleﬁggr the explanations, the falser they are likely to
be.

It 1s with this cautionary note that one must view some of

Stevens's poems,
"Anecdote of the Jar," although an early poem, 13 an
anecdote of all of the other poems in a great many ways:

I placed a jar 1ln Tennessee,
And round it was, upon a hill,
It made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill,

The wilderness rose up to it,

And sprawled around, no longer wild,
The Jar was round upon the ground
And tall and of a port in air.

It took dominion everywhere,
The Jar was gray and bare,

It 414 not give of bird or bush,
Like nothing else in Tennessee,

(CB, 75)

The Jjar, inanimate, makes one look at life, and see it more
clearly by 1ts juxtapositlon; the jar gives shape to what 1is

around it, and 1it, in turn, becomes more clearly visible. The

152O'Connor. op. cit., p. 122,

15350seph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Fye, p. 168,
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poem demonstrates how art assembles its world around itself

and gilves order and an awareness, & way of seeing, that was
154

not there before. The entire poem could be taken as a

discovery, and/or description of metaphor; the placing of one
thing upon another so that each 18 seen more clearly in the
light of the other, Stevens dlscusses this phenomenon most
explicitly in "The Motive for Metaphor":

You like it under the trees in autumn,

Because everything is half dead.

The wind moves like a cripple among the leaves
And repeats words without meaning.

In the same way, you were happy in spring,
With the half colors of quarter-things,

The slightly brighter sky, the melting clouds,
The single bird, the obscure moon-=

The obscure moon lighting an obscure world

Of things that would never be qulite expressed,
Where you yourself were never quite yourself
And did not want nor have to be,

Desiring the exhilarations of changes:
The motlive for metaphor, shrinking from
The welght of primary noon,

The A B C of being.

The ruddy temper, the hammer
0f red and blue, the hard sound--
Steel against intimation-~the sharp flash,
The vltal. arrogant, fatal, dominant X,
(cp, 288)
The desire for the "exhllarations of changes," the "sharp
flash" of the exercising of the imagination through the act of

metaphor, i1s both vital and fatal; fatal because it causes the

15§Hopper. op. cit., p. 18.
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death of the 0ld self and vital because 1t takes one from the
unconsclousness ("primary noon") that comes with lack of
imaginative vision ("the half-colors of quarter things") pro-
duced by the wind speaking '"words without meaning." Words
take on meaning when they do so by the consclous act of imagili-
nation: '"steel" applied to nature, nature which can only
"intimate." The X is arfogant in the facé of the immutablility
of nature, the world we live in ("The A B C of being"), but
is human and reconciles the non-human by means of the imagi-
nation; and 1s, still, the "dominant X," It dominates,
ironically enough, even when i1t works without one's knowledge.
Stevens submlits what one can only assume was a fiction that
had falled him, through a persona, lnto the situation of a man
who leads "A Quiet Normal Life':

His place, as he sat and as he thought, was not
In anything that he constructed, so frail,

So barely 1lit, so shadowed over and naught,

As, for example, a world in which, like snow,

He became an inhabltant, obedient,

To gallant notions on the part of cold.

It was here. This was the setting and the time
Of year. Here in his house and in his room,

In his chair, the most tranqull thought grew peaked
As the oldest and the warmest heart was cut

By gallant notions on the part of night--

Both late and alone, above the crickets' chords,
Babbling, each one, the uniqueness of its sound

There was no fury in transcendent forns,
But his actual candle blazed with artifice.

(Ck, 523)
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Unlike the crickets, the man has no "distinct voice";
rather, he has accepted the '"gallant notions on the part of
cold"--he is, he believes, finished, having "bought" a roman-
tic "system," completed, as in death; changeless death, unlike
the individual, vital, ever-changing process of life, He
comes to his ironic iealization by paying attention to what
is around him, allowing his imagination to work, and the result
i1s tragedy., It 1s a tragic result because, rather than being
in a place which is not "anything that he constructed," he
comes to the reallization of his own self-defeat, his helpless-~
ness in the face of t}me and‘his changing consclousness, which,
when goaded by boredom, must reach out; and his mistake 1s
revealed, the mistake of unconsclousness, which, because of
his lack of will, has left him with a place that he does not
necessarily want, The qulet normal life 1s not enough for the
human will that wants and needs change, and the lmagination is
relentless, He discovers that his imaginative powers were
with him all along, because, eveﬁ now, his candle is blazing
with artifice~-he becomes conscious of his own power, and
experiences what James Joyce would have called an epiphany.
His realization of his past refusal to enforce his will,
through his imagination, is a traglec epiphany.

The imagination recelves one of its most explicit
treatments as the supreme force in Stevens's "Asldes on the
Oboe," in which it is ievealed thai one sees the good 1in life
by knowing the bad:
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The prologues are over, It 1s a question, now,
Of final bellef., So, say that final bellef
Must be in a fiction. It is time to choose, . . .
That obsolete flctlion of the wide river in

An empty land; the gods that Boucher killed;
And the metal heroes that time granulates—-

The phllosophers' man alone still walks 1in dew,
Still by the sea~side mutters milky lines
Concerning an immaculate imagery,

If you say on the hautboy man 1s not enough,
Can never stand as god, 1s ever wrong

In the end, however naked, tall, there 1s still
The impossible possible philosophers! man.

The man who has had the time to think enough,
The central man, the human globe, responslive

As a mirror with a voice, the man of glass,

Who in a million diamonds sums us up.

The killing of the o0ld gods is not enough, a new consclousness
being necessary, and the speaker, making the reader see this
human manifestation of the new consciousness metaphorically,
calls him the "glass man'; the man through whom one sees the

world reflected, a world in which the reader is included.

He 1s the transparence of the place in which

He 1s and in his poems we find peace.

He sets this peddler's ples and cries in summer,
The glass man, cold and numbered dewlly cries,
"Thou art not August unless I make thee so,"
Clandestine steps upon imagined stalirs

Climb through the night, because hls cuckoos call.,

Porgrammed for discovery, he knows his'pbwer; hls consclous
transparence; he i1s human ("cold and dewily numbered®) and
presumptuous wlth his "clandestine steps upon imagined stairs";
he hears his '"cuckoos," the metaphorical expression of the

need for imagination, with thelr joke-~like crying.

One year, death and war prevented the Jasmine scent
And the Jjasmine islands were bloody martyrdoms..
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How was 1t then with the central man? Did we
Find peace? We found the sum of man, We found,
If we found the central evlil, the central good.
We burled the fallen without Jasmine crowns,
There was nothing he did not suffer, no; nor we.
It was not as if the Jasmine ever returned.
But we and the diamond globe at last were one.
We had always been partly one. It was as we came
To see him, that we were wholly one, as we heard
Him chanting for those buried 1in thelr blood,
In the Jasmine haunted forests, that we knew
The glass man, wilthout external reference.

(ck, 251)

Good in evil is the paradox; after his having apparently
found an answer to the problem of self and world (the imagina-
tive '"man of glass" of Stanza I), the world intrudes upon his
fanswer" in most unpleasant ways: . war and death., A deeper
realization is prompted, and the glass man, rather than belng
a metaphorical wizard, finds, with others in the human condi-
tion, the central man as glass man "without external reference."
The changing world, a world of time, overcomes even the most
bold of '"answers," which can be too little in the face of the
world--the process of the discovery of the self is a never-
ending one. The persona undergoes a change, and comes closer
to the core of the condition of being a man; it is comic in
that he accepts his man-ness. Having discarded a fiction that
was falling him, he seems to have found a greater peace, a
greater unity with the rest of mankind, than the poems of the
_glass man of the first two stanzas had provided.

By allowing adtuality. no matter how horrible, to intrude

upon his preconceptions, he 1s reborn, and receives a clearer
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vislion; the imagination, set free, even if at cost of pain for
him, frees him, in turn.

The imagination in Stevens's poems can occasionally
seem a muddled agent, One finds an extremely expliclt treat-
ment of the ilmaglnative power in "The World as Meditation':

Is 1t Ulysses that approaches from the east,
The interminable adventurer? The trees are mended.
That winter 1s washed away., Someone 1s moving

On the horizon and 1ifting himself up above 1t.

A form of fire approaches the cretonnes of Penelope,

Whose mere savage presence awakens the world in which she
dwells.

She has composed, so long, a self with which to welcome him,
Companion to his self for her, which she imagined,
Two in a deep=-founded sheltering, friend and dear friend.

The trees had been mended, as an essential exercise
In an inhuman meditation, larger than her own,
No winds like dogs watched over her at night.

She wanted nothing he could not bring her by coming alone,
She wanted no fetchings, His arms would be her necklace
And her belt, the final fortune of their desire,

But was 1t Ulysses? Or was 1t only the warmth of the sun
On her pillow? The thought kept beating in her like her heart.
The two kept beating together., It was only day.

It was Ulysses and it was not., Yet they had met,

Friend and dear friend and a planet'!s encouragement.

The barbarous strength within her would never fail,

She would talk a little to herself as she combed her hair,
Repeating his name with its patient syllables,

Never forgetting him that kept coming constantly so near,
(CP, 520)

With what appears to be, at first glance, a hyperactive
imagination, Penelope fancles that the sun's rising is Ulysses,

returned at last. As the poem continues, however, especlally
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when the reader learns that Yshe wanted nothing that he

[Ulysses] could not bring her by coming alone," the reader
must realize that her whole world is embodied in Ulysses, and
that it 1s he who deterﬁines her self ("She has composed, so
long, a self with which to welcome him"), What she wants,
then, 1s the proximity of him, so that she may have a place,
rather than the imaginative meanderings in which she indulges
in hls absence, wanderings of the imagination which have no
final place; not one in which to rest, but a place to which to
relate more concretely than she now can ("She would talk a
little to herself as she combed her hair").' His name has
"patient syllables," because they are always ready to be
attached fo or l1dentified with Ulysses, but they do not need
him for thelr existence.

The imagination, then, when it 1s a matter of the
absence of someone loved, can be very useful; that it is not
enough, however, 1s best demonstrated in one of Stevens's poems

entitled "As You Leave the Roomﬁ:

You speak. You say: Today's character 1s not
A skeleton out of a cabinet., Nor am I,

That poem about the pineapple, the>one
About the mind as never satisfied,

The one about'the credible hero, the one
About summer, are not what skeletons think about.

I wonder, have I lived a skeleton's life.
As a disbelliever in reality,

A countryman of all the bones in the world?
Now, here, the snow I had forgotten becomes
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Part of s major reality, part of
An appreciation of reality

And thus an elevation, as if I left
With something I could touch, touch every way.

And yet nothing has been changed except what is
Unreal, as 1f nothing had been changed at all,
(0P, 116)

A very complicated action occurs in the fourth and fifth
stanzas of this poem: as she, the speaker, refers to the hero
of the imagination (the poem of the pineapple and summer, the
~credible hero), she wonders if she has lived a "skeleton's
1life" because of a disbelief in reaiity; yet, in the next line,
she speaks of the snow that she "had forgotten," the coldness
of the world whi ch helps her see '"a major reality," one which
does not consist merely of poems, of the imaginative-~she senses
the tragedy (unnamed) between them, which is "an appreciation
of a reality," and thus "an elevation." It 1s, then, as though
this realization. this elevation, 1is something that she can
carry away with her and "touch, touch in every way." Yet, she
realizes that nothing has been changed; her feelings are not
really assuaged in the light of the lonelliness to follow; all
that is changed is what i1s "unreal, as if nothing had been
changed at all"; she 1s standing on the standpoint, that of
discovery through lmmediate experience, but can only come to
grips with it through the '"unreal,'" her exploration by means
of the reasoning power, the unit of which 1s words.. Out of

her world (a most unhappy one at the moment), she recreates
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self by coming to grips with reality, and the result 1s place--
she must leave, That her realization is invention is reallzed,
too, by the listener, with Stevens's very clever first two

clauses: "You speak, You say." Hé. too, knows the limits

of the human power.

"As You Leave the Room" l1s, perhaps, as far as one could
get from Stevens's portrait of Penelope; yet, in both the pro-
tagonists stay within and must admit their 1limitations, The
two poems could perhaps also stand as testimonial to the great
variety of experlence to which Stevens went in his exploration
of the human conditlion., Yet the condition remains the same,
even in the most variant of situations, or states of sentiment,

Stevens's most explicit treatment of the concept of
reality, one which 1s remarkably close in many ways to Shelley's
white radliance illuminating the dome, is painted in "Of Mere
Being"i

The palm at the end of the mind,

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. 1Its 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.
(0B, 117)
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The irony of the last line 1s that reality tantalizes man,
even though it is not the world in which he lives ("it is not
the reason / That makes us happy or unhappy"). As in Shelley's
metaphor, light emerges as a symbol for reality, light reflec-
ted in various ways: the "bronze'" of the distance, the '"gold
feathers," the "fire-fangled feathers'; all the images present
shades of'colors. yet changing, and nebulous-=-i1llusive, and
unobtainable, but the final goal,

In the face of such i1llusiveness and the mlsery of the
world, the comedlc sense, although a cautious one, is neces-
sary, if one 1s to survive; Stevens deals with thls sense of
comedy directly in "No Possum, No Sop, No Taters":

He 1s not here, the o0ld sun,
As absent ags if he were asleep.

The fleld is frozen. The leaves are dry.
Bad 1s final in this light,

In this bleak alr the frozen stalks
Have arms without hands, They have trunks

Without legs or, for that, without heads,
They have heads in which a captive cry

Is merely the moving of a tongue,
Snow sparkles like eyesight falling to earth,

Like seeing fallen brightly away.
The leaves hop, scraping on the ground,

It 18 deep January. The sky i1s hard,
The stalks are firmly rooted in ice,

It 1s 1n this solitude, a syllable,
Out of these gawky flitterings,

Intones i1its single emptiness,
The savagest hollow of winter-~sound,
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It is here, in this bad, that we reach
The last purity of the knowledge of good,

The crow looks rusty as he rises up.
Bright is the malice in hls eye . . .

One joins him there for company,
But at a distance, in another tree.
(CP, 294)

In the midst of misery, dryness, cold, and, expecially,
the loss of vision, good 18 all that is left. Good consists
of cohtinuing. The crow continues, but not without malice-=-
he 1s vengeful, and crafty. One must, 1If the situation war-
rants, become crafty, but the ocrow is too inhuman; one can
join him, but, to remain human, one must react with determina-
tion, although not with an animalistic hunger. Such a
decision is the difference between acting (the human) and
merely reacting (the basic, and animalistic); this human
quality of acceptance, along with the drive for self-preserva-
tion, comprises the human sense, act, of the comedic. The
persona makes a decision, a decision to endure.

"The Idea of Order at Key West" is probably Stevens's
most all-encompassing poem that deals directly with the subject
of hils aesthetic. In "Key West," the speaker, along with
Ransom Fernandez, a companion, hears the singing of a girl by
the sea; the meditation (which comp#ises the action of the
poem) of the speaker forms an order based on the observance of
the order created by the girl's singlng--ip 1s a hyperconscious

poem which abstracts, by means of the concreteness of metaphor
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(as in all his poems) the action of the girl's singing into
an intellectually-discernible theory of the working of the
mind upon the senses, the receptors of the motions of the
things of the physical world, which; for human beings, 1ls all
that can be directly known. Stanza I follows:

She sang beyond the genius of the sea,

The water never formed to mind or voice,

Like a body wholly body, fluttering

Its empty sleeves; and yet its mimic motion

Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry,

That was not ours although we understood,

Inhuman, of the veritable ocean,
The "genius" of the sea lies in 1ts reallity, and its unknowa-
bllity to the human consclousness, That the speaker is coming
to conscliousness of what 1s happening 1s made evident by the
line, "Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry," in which
one can see that sound becomes language in the mind, in the
process of intellectlon; one could explain the dichotomy 1in
this manner: the ear hears only "sound," but when sound reaches
the intellectual process of the mind, "sound" becomes "cry'e-
it 1s a matter of language. It 1s language that one uses to
order the chaos of the world that he senses., The second stanza:

The sea was not a mask, No more was she.

The sorig and water were not medleyed sound,

Even 1f what she sang was what she heard,

Since what she sang was uttered word by word.

It may be that 1in all her phrases stirred

The grinding water and the gasping wind;

But it was she and not the sea we heard,
The humanity of the girl imbues the sea with a humanly canpre~

hensible 1life., The girl is not a mask, although her singing
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might be; she 1s what 1s heard, and not the incomprehensible
sea itself--the sound that is made by her word by word ("she")
1s what 1s heard; her identity, her being, is created, Jjust
as the sea is created, in her song.- Stanza three:

For she was the maker of the song she sang.

The ever~hooded, traglc-gestured sea

Was merely a place by which she walked to sing.
Whose spirit is this? we sald, because we knew
It was the spirit that we sought and knew

That we should ask thls often as she sang.

The song, totally her creation, bripgs them to self-awareness,
The self-revelatory aspect of art is manifest in the song,
and is something that they have known that they wanted. They
are eager for the experience, and listen, in stanza four:

If 1t was only the dark voice of the sea
That rose, or even colored by many waves;

If it was only the outer volce of sky

And cloud, of the sunken coral water-walled,
However clear, 1t would have been deep air,
The heaving speech of alr, a summer sound
Repeated in a summer without end

And sound alone. But 1t was more than that,
More even than her volce, and ours, among
The meaningless plungings of water and the wind,
Theatrical distances, bronze shadows heaped
On high horlizons, mountalnous atmospheres

Of sky and sea. '

It was her voilce that made
The sky acutest at its vanishing.
She measured to the hour its solitude.
She was the single artificer of the world
In which she sang. And when she sang, the sea,
Whatever self 1t had, became the self
That was her song, for she was the maker, Then we,
As we beheld her striding there alone,
Knew that there never was a world for her
Except the one she sang and, singing, made,

"Deep air" would have been result, only sensation ('"sound

alone"), if the song had not been of human origins: the result,
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though, 1s communication-~her voice makes '"the sky acutest
at its vanishing." They gain compassion for the girl, a human
kinship, as a result of her singing; and, as her song creates
and makes vislible through form the #orld around them, so, too,
they know that it does for her as well. They come to realize
that her ordered world, as opposed to the chaos of reality, 1is
the one she lives in. Stanza five:

Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,

Why, when the singing ended and we turned

Toward 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 flery poles,

Arranging, deepening, enchanting night.

The listeners begin to commune with one another, and
the speaker notes the order imposed upon the sea by the lights
on the fishing boats; even the night, "tilting in the air,"
becomes visible by contrast to the lights, and becomes ordered
thereby. Night, become visible, is that much more mysterious,
"enchanting'"; although ordered, it 1s still not knowable except
through the human imposition of order. The final stanza:

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,

The maker's rage to order words of the sea,

Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,

And of ourselves and of our origins,

In ghostllier demarcations, keener sounds.

(CP, 128)

At once, both a separation from, and a unity with, reality are
portrayed. The fragrant portals to the sea are the minds which

order it; they are "dimly-starred"; they do not quite penetrate
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to reality, but approach "our origins." Yet, by transcending
the senses by using the mind, they are both Yghostlier
demarcations" and "keener sounds."

Of Stevens's poetic method, Riddell has written:
His most effective strategy is to begin with an 1llustra-
tion (like a sensation) and proceed inductively, with
startling shifts and returns that distill the sentiment.
The procedure is deliberately replititious, wrapping a
thought in qualifications and exempla, until, as in medi-
tation, one arrives at the eplgrams that are a_kind of
order--a balance of the real and the imagined,l
It is this method that Stevens uses in a poem which is one of
his most highly regarded: "Peter Quince at the Clavier,"
Buttell argues that, with "Peter Quince," Stevens reaches a
more graceful, faclle use of music, rhythm; that it 1s less

156

mechanical than the earlier poems, In 1t, Stevens follows
the three-part sonatina framework of exposition, development,
and recapltulation, with a coda.157 |
I

Just as my fingers on these keys

Make music, so the selfsame sounds

On my spirlit make a music, too.

Music is feeling, then, not sound;

And thus it 1s that what I feel,
Here in this room, desiring you,

155Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 24,
156

Buttell, op. cit., pp. 109-110,

157 0seph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 73.
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Thinking of you blue-shadowed silk,

Is music. It is 1like the strain

Waked in the elders by Susanna.

Of a green evening, clear and warm,

She bathed in her still garden, while

The red-eyed elders watching, felt

The basses of thelr being throb

In witching chords, and their thin blood .

Pulse pizzicatl of Hosanna.
Music 1s feeling (Jjust as was the '"ecry" in "Key West"), and,
as such, can allow Peter Quince to create feeling on his clavier,
feeling which recreates for him the feeling of the elders ov-
serving Susanna, and to recreate her feelings on "a green even-
ing." The player is ordering his sensations on his clavier, and,
by his meditation upon this ordering, he is, by the process of
analogy,_making his sensations discernible. The music is feel-
ing, vnich then becomes wordsg; he is exploring his own act of
musical creation, while he is indulging in it., His imagination
1s hyper-active in his search for the meaning of his sensations,
his further plummeting into his consciousness, hls search for
self-understanding and self-control., The story of Susanna 1is
contalned in The Apochrypha. Susanna, seduced by a group of
aged men, is accused by them of enticing them, in an attempt
to cover up their guilt. She is tried, and Danliel, the Jjudge,
finds her innocent and exposes the seducers.158 Stevens is

here adapting the story to his own uses, although depending upon
the reader's knbwledge of it.

158mcyclopedia International, XVII (1966), 402,
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II

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

Cf spent emotlions,

She felt, emong the leaves,
The dew

Of o014 devotions,

She walked upon the grass,

Still quavering.

The winds were like her malds,

On timid feet,

Fetching her woven scarves,

Yet wavering.,

A breath upon her hand

Muted the night.

She turned--

A cymbal crashed,

And roaring horns,
Because the reader knows that Peter Quince 1s occupied with his
own reactions, which he feels as a result of his playing on
the clavier, the reader knows that the feelings that Peter
Quince creates for Susanna are analogous projections into a
metaphorical situation., The winds, though "like her maids,"
are wavering. Susanna i1s destined for a rapid change in situ=-
ation, one that comes with the cymbal's crash and the roaring
of the horns (which, again, are sound which, for Susanna, are
metaphors of feeling). The poem becomes more and more complex

as the analogles become more and more tightly interwoven, as
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Peter Quince's exploration of his own self goes deeper and
deeper, both emotionally and rationally. Stevens, the invisible
poet, 1s building metaphor upon metaphor, until the whole is
blended into an immediate experience for the practiced reader
who cannot but become wholly involved in the feelings which
Stevens 1s creating by his analogous development, a development
which he will conclude only in the coda,

ITI

Soon, with a noise like tambourines,
Came her attendant Byzantines.

They wondered why Susanna cried
Against the elders by her side;

And as they whispered, the refrain
Was like a willow swept by rain,

Anon, their lamps' uplifted flame
Revealed Susanna and her shame,

And then, the simpering Byzantines
Fled, with a noise like tambourines.,

Peter Quince, by discovering the unfaithfulness, and ineffec~

- tuality of the "attendant Byzantines," absolves his own shame,
and comes to a realization (more explicitly spelled out in Part
IV) both of the immutability of human feeling (his is the same
as Susanna's), and his helplessness, without imagination, be~
fore his own desires, He is absolved, however, by the infidel=-
ity of the attendant Byzantines, His "desiring you" is "the
red-eyed elders," who seduced him, and caused the "you" of the
poem to desert like the attendant Byzantines., He has mastered

his desire, by placing it in perspective, metaphorically:; by
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employing his imagination to alleviate the rage for order which
1s the poetlc impulse,

Peter Quince comes to his final realization in the coda.
Iv
Beauty is momentary in the mind-—-~
The fitful tracing of a portal;
But in the flesh 1t i1s immortal.
The body dies; the body's beauty lives,
So evenlngs dle, 1n thelr green golng,
A wave, interminably flowing.
So gardens dle, thelr meek breath scenting
The cowl of winter, done repenting.
The maldens die, to the auroral .
Celebrations of a malden's choral.
Susanna's muslc touched the bawdy strings
Of those white elders; but, escaping,
Left only Death's ironlc scraping,
Now, in its immortality, 1t plays

On the clear viol of her memory,
And makes a constant sacrament of pralse,

(cp, 89)

The beauty of Susanna's body lives in the mind of Peter Quince,
who invents that beauty imaginatively, by discovering its
echoes in his own person, even though it can live but momen=-
tarily in the mind (the immediate experience which Peter Quince
creates for himself on the clavier), intellectually (his medi-
tations on his own feelings). As do evenings, the body itself
dies., Time ("A wave, interminably flowing'") continues; Susanna,
too, who had brought about such music (fleeting) died, There
1s no cholce but to pralse, for the linking, the only connec-
tion of the dead with the 1living, the sharing of a common
humanity of realized feellng, |

That Stevens is a poet who is aware of what he 1s doing

in his poetry is obvious, It is the intimations of his poetic
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methods, strengthened by hls successes with them, that must
now become the concern of this discussion.

The intimatlions concern the creation of self, the
concept of consclousness. These 1n€1mations (which are only
two ways of naming the same thing), in turn, point up means
whereby to look at the concept of literary tradition, which
automatically requires at least a cursory look at the concept
of history.

Since metaphysical poetry certainly did not originate
with Stevens, & tradition 1s implied., This tradition 1s one
of man's never-ending delvings into his consclousness, man's
attempt to come ever éloser to his origins, the reallty that

is behlnd mant's exlstence.



CHAPTER 1V

WALLACE STEVENS: THE CONTINUATION OF THE TRADITION
OF DISCOVERY

It is obvious by now that what finally emerges in a
Stevens poem is a voice, one that begins as an initiate and
evolves, through self-discovery, into an "I."159 Such a
process is a matter of an expansion of identity brought on,
as in “"Peter Quince," by the desire to enter, in whatever way,
the outside world (outside of self) more fully. Throughout
Stevens's poems as well as those of other metaphysical poets,
one finds portrayed the inner life of one man who can be under-
stood from the poens alone.160 By the ordering of the
experience of one man (the persona) into a poem, Stevens, like
Frost, Eliot, Donne, and many others, wishes to bring man full

161

circle, back to whence he sprang and then defected, Each

poem 18 an individual process; thus, each relation (or relating)
of the lmagination, each synthesls, 1s completed, then clipped

at the end of the poetic experience., And the self grows on.162

159Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 184,

160Borroff. op. cit., p. 2.

161Mills, op. cit., p, 100.

162Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 101.
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It is, again, unlike the univocal (the idea which
precedes the act, in bogus art), in that a period of a life
1s discovered, although the 1life is not '"caught," not defined.
"An art that would catch 1life," Riddell writes, "would kill
that life it caught."163 It would remove it from a world of
change, as death does to life; it would be to imply an "eternal
time." And, again from RBiddell, true art implies that "there
is no eternal time, that reality is change and death, and that
order involves the constant activity of self in its adjustments
to both."léu True art takes the human condition, not only
into consideration, but into its very fibre of action, What
emerges is a self stripped of everything but its ability to
act and to choose.165 Valld art begins with no preconceptions
about the nature of things but seeks to discover that nature;
and the word, "things," includes the self.

Stevens is a '"philosophical" poet in that his personae
are involved in philosophical problems; yet, he remains a poet
because his poems tell a story; h%? imagination swings free |
between sensation and sentliment, ;Eeling and form, fact and

memory, and creates a self in the process.166 What Stevens

1631p14., p. 139.

164101 4,, p. 124,

165Ibid., p. 148,

1661114,, p. 20,
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found, and what his personae, with their problems find, is a

primal law working out i1ts own destiny, indifferent to man's
search for permanence.167 The self emerges as the synthesis
of the clash between the search for permanence and the changing

world.,

Stevens took as his theme the heightening of what he
called "the vulgate of experience."168 To succeed in such an
endeavor in a manner of consciousness is, as has been before
noted, the quality that makes Stevens unlque. His poetry is
a record from day to day of the life of a changing consclous-

ness in a changing world.169 In his Transports to Summer, for

example, one finds a poetry called forth by a constant ques-
tioning of the very devices that it uses.l7o Fuchs has pointed
out that ", . . consciousness alone can stand against the

inevitable flux."171

The flux is the change that goads the
consclousness into the demands placed upon it by the very
nature of change, to react imaginatively. It is this fall into

consciousness which is the fall of Adam, and it is father to

167Joseph N. Riddell, "Walt Whitman and Wallace Stevens,"
Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 33.

168Babette Deutsch, Poetry in Our Time, p. 23.

169Borroff, op. c¢it., p. 17.

170Joseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 189,

Fuchs, op. cit., p. 153.

171
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Descartes. Poetry is born, although not completed, in this
moment of awareness of self.172

Eliot writes that consclousness 1s a state of relations
between objects.173 His statement makes sense in the light
of the argument presented in this study, that one's self is
inseparable i'rom, although distinguishable from, the objects
to which one is attentive. Metaphor agaln emerges as the
self's means of relating the objects of his attention to each
other for the purpose of galning awareness of self, a helghtened
consclilousness,:

The charge often levelled against Stevens that there
are "no people"™ in his poetry, must appear now to be patently

rldiculous.174

It 18 true, if, by "people,'" one means static
"characters," such as a Tom Joad, a Tom Jones, a Wife of Bath,
or any of a multlitude of literary "characters," who, although
they do go through "experiences,'" demonstrate,! rather than a
process of discovery, a suitable mask; a mask which 1s sultable
for the polemical purposes of the author, Again, in the use

of these "characters," one sees that they are for purposes of
the 1llustration of an idea, rather than set loose in the
world of fiction for the purpose of going through the process

of discovery.

172 50seph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 176.
173Thompsoh. op. cit., p. 45,

OD.
17%mnck, op. clt.. p. 230.
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The stock literary “character" lacks the self-
consciousness from which springs the realization, the new way
of viewing oneself in the world, the purpose of true art, As
Riddell writes: "Without self-consciousness there is no poetry,
no need for the fiction which marries self with the world."l75

The problem of a literary tradition is made‘quite clear
when one becomes involved with Stevens's poetic methods, 1In
his use of language, his constant striving to reconcile self
with that-which-is-not=self, he is a part of a tradition of
exploration of consciousness in which might be included
Shakespeare, Donne, Dante, Dostoevsky, Melville, James, Eliot,
and many other who could be defined as metaphysical.

The world 1s constantly changing, in process, Enck
writes about Stevens: "Unlike the Platonic motto which T. S,
Eliot so poignantly relterates, in my end is my beginning,
Stevens forever séts his world to rolling to disclose still
176

more permutations," Enck's statement seems to make sense
at this point in the study. It is significant, however, that
the subsequent discussion wlill reveal that Eliot knew what he
was talking about. |

As opposed to sclence that tends to stabilize terms,

poetry, by Jjuxtaposition, tends to infuse new meanings; and,

175Joseph_N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 171.

17€knok, op. eit., p. 231.
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in this sense, violates dictionary meanings--poetry keeps the
language in flux.177 Eliot points out:

It is not a permanent necessity that poets should be

interested in philosophy, or in any other subject. We

can only say that i1t appears likely that poets in our

clvilization as 1t exists at present, must be difficult.

Out divilization comprehends great variety and

complexity.178

With a poetlic necessity for the presentation of the

complex consclousness in a complex age by the means of a more
varied, even startling, use of language, an increasingly acute
consciousness 1s the inevitable and obvious result. This is
the precise opposlite of a "conventional literary language!" in
which certain words become sacrosanct, or "poetic." These
words are then used for the prestige that they carry with them,
rather than just for themselves or thelr meanings.l79 When
such a language develops, there‘can be no poetic act of dis-
covery, no expansion of the consclousness through the use of
ordered language., However, for Stevens, as well as the others
who belong in this same tradition, poetry is an eplstemological

adventure, because life 13.180

17701eanth Brooks, "The Language of Paradox," Critiques
and Essays in Criticism, p. 70.

178p, s. Ellot, "The Metaphysical Poets," Critigues
and Essays in Criticism, p. 52.

179R1 ckword, op. cit., p. 80.

180J'oseph N. Riddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 28,
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Brooks explains that, unless one accepts paradox as
the poetic medium, he remains stagnant, without imagination,
like the scientists-~-one cannot rise up again like Donne's

Phoenix.181

Paradox, as used by Brooks, means the union of
apparent opposites, a union that is the subject of the poems
that are called metaphysical; paradox i1s a matter of language,
as when Peter Quince discovers that music 1s "feeling," and
not "sound." Since metaphor, too, 1s a matter of language,
the definition, here, is neilther a divisive nor a vague one,
Paradox makes the mind work, and thus "see," and this 1is
Stevens's purpose. He 1s attempting in a poem to create a
sensibility, not a protagonist, and to chart the evolution of

a seedling self, rather than a "character."182

By doing so,
‘he 1s creating immediate experience for the reader, by making
the reader's mind work to follow the complexity of the language
which comprises the action of the poems; thus, the reader's
consciousness is expanded, Paradox, the use of language that
challenges the very language as it works, must be the language
of poetry. If it is not, literature falls into stagnation.

This tradition of language 1s that to which Stevens
belongs., It implies a goal of its discoveries, its heightenings

of the human consclousness, This goal has been referred to as

18lBrooks, op. ¢cit., pp. 76-78,

182Joseph N. Biddell, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 95.
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reality, Shelley's white radliance, across which the self marks
its path in an attempt to circumscribe the entire dome, All
of the literary artists who belong to this tradition stand on
the standpoint, implying a final, perhaps unreachable reality.
Riddell writes: "The edges are never tucked in; always some-
thing posthumous to complete (or almost so), the circle left

1ncomp1ete."183 Yet,

those who stand on the standpoint share
a common humanity that denies and transcends the nineteenth-
century concept of history, as does Peter Quince in his
communion with Susanna, Stevens writes in "A Duck for Dinner":
_There] was born within us a second self,
A self of parents who have never died,
Whose lives return, simply, upon our lips,
Thelr words and ours. . . .
(0P, 60)
Whoever these parents are and whatever it 1s that links the
writers of the metaphysical tradition, they all stand upon the
standpoint, this common humanity, a sensebof human helplessness,
which, if denied, precipitates tragedy; when continually af-
firmed, as often happens in Stevens, 1t can be converted into
human comedy.
If Susanna exists as an historical figure, she does so
ornly in Peter Quince's mind; thus, it is with all history.

And from this tradition of a common consclousness, an ever-

expanding one, emerges a realization that history, like all else

1831454., p. 7.
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around one, is a product of the imagination. BRansom writes:

From the strict point of view of literary criticism it
nust be insisted that the miraculism which produces the
humblest conceit is the same miraculism which supplies to
religions their substantive content. (This is said to
assert the dignity not of the conceits but of the reli-
gions,) It is the poet and nobody else who gives to the
God a nature, a form, faculties, and a history; to the
God, most comprehensive of a8ll terms, which, if there
were no poetic impulse to actualize or "find" him, would
remain the driest and deadest among Platonic ideas, with
8ll intension sacrificed to infinite extension., The
myths are conceits, born of metaphors, Religlions are
periodically produced by poets and destroyed by natural-
ists. Religlon depends for its ontological validity upon
a literary understanding, and that is why it is frequently
nmisunderstood. The metaphysical poets, perhaps like
their spiritual fathers the mediaeval Schoolmen, were
under no illusions about this. They recognized myths as
they recognized the conceits, as a device of expression;
its sanctitX ﬁs the consequence of its public or soclal
importance. 8

It is in this spirit that Stevens writes in the "Adagia'": "All
history 1s modern history." He 1s saying that it 1s man's
invention of the imagination.,

Religion, top, is a product of the intellectual
imagination: it is a body of myth, which is a result of the
working of the litferary imagination. Religlion 1s a transcendent
body of myth that is the precise opposite of the nineteenth
century's concept of history, a concept that is a matter of
generalization, and, thus, not valid literature, Frye writes,

about Stevens:

Poets ordinarily do not, like some philosophers, replace
individual objects with their total forms; they do not,

18L"Ra.nscmm. op. cit., p. 45.
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like‘allegorists. represent total forms by individuals,
They see individual and class as metaphorically ldentical:
in other words, they work wlth myths, many of whom are
human figures in whoa the individual has been identified
with 1ts universal or total form,18
History, then, does not fit into this definition because,
rather than dealing with the particular, it 1s concerned with
the general, A tradition of consciousness of the mythic foun-
dations of a culture, however, is Frye'!s definition. Ellot's
"In my end 1s my beginning” now makes sense, Man's origins
are being approached whenever the metaphysical poet beglins a
poem that is a continuance of the tradition that attempts to
discover the consclousness of reality;vand is not reallity that
from which all things spring? Or, to use the mythic term, is
it not "God'"?

To delve further into the concept of myth would be to
explore the obvious Jungian'direction that has been implied by
the preceding discussion. 1In terms of Stevens, however, it
is enough to say that he was a poet with an acﬁte and unique
awareness. DMore importantly, however, he was able to transcribe
this awareness‘into poetry, thus promoting the continuance of
his tradition by creating immediate experience, realization,
for his reader, In writing his poetry, Stevens had in mind
the baslic goals of his humanity; he achieved his success by

means of the tools avallable to the poet: the "miraculism" of

185Frye. op. ¢it., p. 278.
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the metaphysical process, True to his tradition of the
expansion of man's awareness of himself, his poetry reveals

that the origin of everything 1s the word.
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