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Summary

This thesis contends that Stevens is engaged in creative conversation. His poems 

generate conversations between each other and with earher poets. For Stevens is in 

conversation with Shakespeare, Mihon, Wordsworth, Coleridge and Keats. My 

definition of creative conversation originates in Milton and is developed through the 

work of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Maurice Blanchot. Conversation is a useful 

description of Stevens at work because it allows interpretation to learn from the 

explications within his poems. Chapters one and two concentrate on one poem by 

Wallace Stevens called ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ {CP 444). The first section of 

chapter one offers an interpretation of the poem in order to analyze it in creative 

conversation in chapter two. The second section reviews what critics have had to say 

about ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ over the last thirty-five years.

Chapter two explores the complex of submerged references to other poets in the 

poem. This will focus on the way Stevens develops the figure o f a man “Brooding 

sounds of river noises” and how this figure is in conversation with Milton and 

Wordsworth among others. After this I trace the relationship o f this poem with those that 

surround it as it is collected in The Auroras o f  Autumn. I then demonstrate how 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ is, in fact, a useful locus that gathers other poems scattered 

throughout Stevens’ oeuvre. These generate creative conversation beyond any 

individually published collection.

‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’ is the focus of chapter three. In this chapter I 

ask about the effects o f concentrating on Stevens’ poems as if they are engaged in 

creative conversation. In the first section this involves a comparison o f ‘Notes’ II, ix 

with Eliot’s seminal essay ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ and Heidegger’s 1957 

Lecture ‘The Principle o f Identity’ published as Identity and Difference. My aim is to 

explore the path of Heidegger’s thought and to examine difficulties in Eliot’s use of the 

word “simultaneous”. As my analysis of ‘Notes’ II, ix proceeds I also demonstrate how 

Stevens can act as an implicit tutor to his critics. One of the arguments central to this 

thesis is that interpretation needs to learn from Stevens in creative conversation. In 

section two I move on to consider ‘Notes’ III, ix, which is a repetition of II, ix.



Beginning with Paul de M an’s distinction between “the world of the symbol” and “the 

world of allegory” in ‘The Rhetoric of Temporality’, I compare Coleridge, Kierkegaard 

and Stevens meditating upon ‘repetition’. My argument is that repetition so figured is a 

mode o f creative conversation.

After the theoretical excursions of the previous chapter, chapter four demonstrates 

creative conversation at work in Stevens. I concentrate on two poems (‘A Postcard from 

the Volcano’ and ‘The Planet on the Table’) and how they draw conversation out of 

Wordsworth’s ‘Tintem Abbey’. Chapter four is the longest chapter o f this thesis and this 

central chapter is divided into four parts. The first surveys how recent critics talk about 

poetic allusion. This leads to the second part where I discover Wordsworth in 

conversation with Stevens in and about “the language of the sense”. The third part draws 

on Kierkegaard meditating ‘The Work of Love in Recollecting the One Who is Dead’.

My point is that as a poet dies out of his poem in the act of composition, he bequeaths the 

possibility of creative conversation within the gregarious advance o f intellect beyond 

what an individual can know or say. Part four talks about these dark passages or “the 

remains that remain to be thought” by generating a conversation between Stevens (in 

‘The Planet on the Table’), Heidegger (in ‘The Origin o f the Work o f Art’) and Derrida 

(in ‘Biodegradables’).

The final chapter considers how we leave what remains. Three poems by Stevens 

organize my argument (‘The Sun This March’, ‘First Warmth’ and ‘As You Leave the 

Room’). I develop a ‘critical thermometry’, which calibrates these poems against Eliot at 

the beginning of ‘Little Gidding’ in Four Quartets, expanding my comparison of Stevens 

and Eliot in chapter three. I then move on to trace a conversation between Keats’s ‘Odes’ 

and Stevens’ three poems. This comparison is, in fact, a four way conversation since I 

radicalize Helen Vendler’s interpretation of the ‘Odes’ as “a single long and heroic 

imaginative effort”, an interpretation, which she confesses to have learned from Stevens. 

This, then, is another example of a critic learning to interpret from Stevens as his poems 

are engaged in creative conversation. In the second section o f this chapter I discern 

important differences between Stevens and Kierkegaard, which allow me to describe the 

radical temporality o f creative conversation with the help of Maurice Blanchot’s notion 

of le recit.

vi i



Introduction

Writing about ‘The Greater Romantic Lyric’, M. H. Abrams says, “New Lyric forms are 

not as plenty as blackberries, and when one turns up, it is worth critical attention”.’ 

Abrams is talking about poems which

present a determinate speaker in a particularized, and usually localized, 
outdoor setting, whom we overhear as he carries on, in a fluent vernacular 
which rises easily to more formal speech, a sustained colloquy, sometimes 
with him self or with the outer scene, but more frequently with a silent human 
auditor, present or absent.^

In Lyrical Ballads (1798) Coleridge subtitled ‘The N ightingale’, ‘a Conversational Poem, 

written in April, 1798’ and G. M. Harper has applied this term to the poet’s “variations 

on this lyrical type” .̂  As The New Princeton Encyclopaedia o f  Poetry and Poetics 

confirms, this expression has since come to define a widely recognized type o f poem, 

which Abrams also calls the greater Romantic lyric:

Like the dramatic monologue which it anticipates, the [conversation poem] 
situates itself between speech and writing, between artifice and spontaneity, 
and between the subjectivity o f the lyric voice and the objectivity o f dramatic 
exchange.

When Daniel R. Schwarz proposes that “We should read [Stevens’] later lyrics in a 

conversation with one another”, and that “We might think o f the final lyrics as 

monologues spoken in scenes in a play”,̂  he is conflating two different stages o f what is 

now established as a continuous development o f poetic form.

This thesis does no such thing. My notion o f ‘creative conversation’ moves 

beyond the paradigm first noticed by Abrams and Harper and appropriated by Schwarz. 

The conversations that this thesis traces between Stevens’ poems and between these and 

earlier poets cannot be figured as “monologues spoken in scenes in a play”. Instead I 

inquire about the manner o f Stevens’ self-reference by focusing on a select number o f his 

late poems. Also my aim is to trace a distinct and gregarious turning o f  conversation 

between Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats and Stevens. The occasion 

o f this conversation undermines any simple chronological account o f this collection of
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poets; although my argument is that, through reading Stevens, these poets form a distinct 

group in themselves. In fact, my definition o f conversation originates in M ilton’s 

understanding o f  the word in Book VIII o f Paradise Lost. Here Adam is relating to 

Raphael his conversation with God, before the creation o f Eve, about his need for “ like” 

company and conversation. It is the only instance o f the word in the poem:

He ceased, I lowly answered. To attain
The height and depth o f thy eternal ways
All human thoughts come short, supreme o f things
Thou in thyself are perfect, and in thee
Is no deficience found; not so is man.
But in degree, the cause o f his desire 
By conversation with his like to help,
Or solace his defects. No need that thou 
Shouldst propagate, already infinite;
And through all numbers absolute, though one;
But man by number is to manifest 
His single imperfection, and beget 
Like o f  his like, his image multiplied.
In unity defective, which requires 
Collateral love, and dearest amity.^

‘Conversation’ is from the Latin, conversare, meaning ‘to turn oneself about’, ‘to 

move to and fro’, ‘pass one’s life’, ‘dwell, abide, live somewhere’, ‘keep company with’. 

In The Doctrine and Discipline o f  Divorce Milton says that “in Gods [sic] intention a 

meet and happy conversation is the chiefest and the noblest end o f marriage” .̂  Here
o

“conversation” means “association on terms o f intimacy” . The prime reason for 

matrimony is that it keeps man from loneliness because “man by number is to manifest / 

His single imperfection” . As Alastair Fowler explains, “Creaturely singleness {single 

imperfection) means absence o f  peers, but God’s means universality” .̂  But how can 

conversation with peers help or solace m an’s imperfection? W hat makes “a meet and 

happy conversation” in marriage? The answer is, it should approach this “celestial 

colloquy sublime” '̂ ’ between Adam and God. For, as Richard Bradford points out, this 

conversation “resembles a Socratic dialogue”.”  Adam’s colloquy with God follows the 

pattern o f what makes a productive conversation.
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In Truth and M ethod  Hans-Georg Gadamer inquires into the creative turning to 

and fro o f Socratic discourse. His meditations begin to distinguish my use o f the word 

‘conversation’ throughout this thesis. He says,

The maieutic productivity o f the Socratic dialogue, the art o f  using words as a
midwife, is certainly directed toward the people who are the partners in the
dialogue, but it is concerned merely with the opinions they express, the
immanent logic o f the subject matter that is unfolded in the dialogue. What
emerges in its truth is the logos, which is neither mine nor yours and hence so
far transcends the interlocutors’ subjective opinions that even the person

12leading the conversation knows that he does not know.

One could argue that Adam “knows that he does not know” (“all human thoughts come 

short”) but he desires the difficult “help, / Or solace” or “maieutic productivity” (“beget / 

Like o f his like”) in “the art o f dialectic -  i.e. the art o f questioning and o f seeking 

truth” . F o r  Gadamer goes on to apply what he has learned from Socratic dialogue to 

everyday conversation;

We say that we “conduct” a conversation, but the more genuine a 
conversation is, the less its conduct lies within the will o f  either partner. [...]
[I]t is generally more correct to say that we fall into conversation, or even 
become involved in it. [ ...]  [T]he partners conversing are far less the leaders 
o f it than the led. [...] Understanding or its failure is like an event that 
happens to us.'"*

Thus “a good conversation has a spirit o f its own” and “the language in which it is 

conducted bears its own truth within it” : “it allows something to ‘em erge’ which 

henceforth exists” .’  ̂ The logos that emerges in the truth o f Socratic dialogue becomes, in 

ordinary conversation, “something” that emerges from the very language in which the 

conversation is conducted. Importantly, Gadamer’s argument is that conversation so 

understood “has a genuine application to hermeneutics, which is concerned with 

understanding texts'"}^ His point is that “When it is interpreted, written tradition is 

brought back out o f the alienation in which it finds itself and into the living present o f 

conversation, which is always fundamentally realized in question and answer.”

However, Wallace Stevens says to the critic Bernard Heringman.
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I do not think that a thesis should be based on questions and answers like an 
interview. On the contrary, I believe in pure explication de texte. This may 
in fact be my principal form o f piety.

( I  793)

Piety is an important word for Stevens. For in a letter to another commentator (Hi 

Simons), also inclined to ask questions about his poems, the poet ends with a similar 

check: “After all, I write poetry because it is part o f my piety: because for me it is the 

good o f life” {L 473). For Stevens piety means devotion but he also understands how it is 

possible to be devoted to at least two things at once (one can have faith in God and 

affectionate loyalty to one’s parents). Thus he says to Thomas M cGreevy (“a man of 

great piety” [L599]), “The devotion to your family and the devotion to your country are 

big things” (L 597). Part o f Stevens’ piety is poetry and he is also devoted to “a Supreme 

Fiction” and these are “big things” . I believe that “pure explication de texte” as Stevens’ 

“principal form o f piety” can be equated with what 1 call ‘creative conversation’ and this 

is another big thing.

First o f all it is important to distinguish what Stevens calls “pure explication de 

texte” from the many explanations he offers about the meaning o f his poems in his letters. 

For example, in his new ‘Foreword’ to The Letters o f  Wallace Stevens, Richard Howard 

confuses the two terms. He mistakes what Stevens carefully calls “explanations” {L 793, 

to Renato Poggioli, his Italian translator, on the day after he writes about “pure 

explication de texte”) or “answers” (Z, 464 to Hi Simons) for explications. Certainly 

Stevens “has taken great pains” '^ about his explanations in his letters. However, he is as 

devoted to “pure explication de texte” as he is to poetry. These both are principal forms 

o f piety. This is because explication is a process that, for Stevens, only occurs within the 

creative act. I would like to retrieve “pure explication de texte” as a mode o f ‘creative 

conversation’ between Stevens’ poems and as they are in conversation with Shakespeare, 

Milton, Wordsworth, Coleridge and Keats. Certainly Stevens explains in the same letter 

to Heringman that “W hile I, o f  course, come down from the past, the past is my own and 

not something marked Coleridge, Wordsworth, etc. I know o f no one who has been 

particularly important to me” {L 792). But his “pure explication de texte” o f earlier poets 

in his own work proves that this is not the case. Thus to read Stevens as if  he is in 

creative conversation is to begin to notice submerged allusions to certain other poets and
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his own poems but it is also an opportunity for a critic to learn how to read Stevens as he 

explicates these within his poems.

However, in order to understand this mode o f creative conversation we have to

move away from Gadamer’s conception o f conversation towards the work o f Maurice

Blanchot in L ’Entretien infini or The Infinite Conversation. Unlike Gadamer,

conversation, for Blanchot, is not to do with questioning and answering and seeking

understanding or the ultimate truth or guiding logos. Instead, what Gadamer calls the

“spirit” o f conversation, emerges as an utterly elusive, almost destructive force, which

Blanchot calls “interruption” . In Blanchot’s “definition” o f conversation, “when two

people speak together, they speak not together, but each in turn: one says something, then
18stops, the other something else (or the same thing), then stops.” Blanchot’s meditations 

begin with this “minor” role o f interruption (“precisely the role o f a subordinated 

alternation”).'^ This is the pause that permits exchange o f understanding between

interlocutors. Thus “Interruption is necessary to any succession o f words; intermittence
20makes their becoming possible, discontinuity ensures the continuity o f  understanding”

(as each speaks in turn in Socratic dialogue in order to understand). But Blanchot 

considers that this role o f interruption is also “so enigmatic that it can be interpreted as 

bearing the very enigma o f language: pause between sentences, pause from one 

interlocutor to another, and pause o f attention, the hearing that doubles the force o f 

locution.”^' This other kind o f interruption “introduces the wait that measures the 

distance between two interlocutors -  no longer a reducible, but an irreducible distance.” 

For we can speak with another “according to the ways o f objectivity; another time, by 

regarding him as another s e lf ’ and yet again “wherein the same and the other seek to 

lose themselves in one another” . And importantly, “These relations have in common the 

fact that all three tend toward unity” . However, for Blanchot, there is another relation 

when “it is no longer a question o f seeking to unify” with another. “W hat is now in play, 

and demands relation, is everything that separates me from the other [...]. This alterity 

[...] makes him neither another self for me, nor another existence [ ...]  nor a super

existence, a god or a non-god, but rather the unknown in its infinite distance” . '̂' It is this 

relation to which language replies in a new kind o f conversation:
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Now it is to this hiatus -  to the strangeness, to the infinity between us -  that 
the interruption in language itself responds, the interruption that introduces 
waiting. But let us understand that the arrest here is not necessarily or simply 
marked by silence, by a blank or gap (this would be too crude), but by a 
change in the form or the structure o f language (when speaking is first o f all 
writing).

My point is that the “principal form o f piety” is devotion to “the unknown in its 

infinite distance” and “pure explication de texte” responds to this “strangeness” within 

composition as ‘creative conversation’. In Latin explicare means ‘to fold out’ but as 

conversation this movement would be convertere, a ‘turning about’ as interruption. We 

can begin to think about creative conversation as “a change in the form or structure of 

language (when speaking is first o f all writing)”. To relate to another as if  to study, unite 

or identify with him would be merely to provide explanations, to clarify meaning and to 

help understanding as if  a person or God or a poem could be unified into a coherent 

whole. But for a poet like Stevens, if  “pure explication de texte” is really his “principal 

form of piety” then “to speak (to write) is to cease thinking solely with a view to unity", 

when it is “a matter o f drawing out a level o f language where one might gain the power 

not only to express oneself in an intermittent manner, but also to allow intermittence 

itself to speak”. I believe Stevens realizes this when he breaks o ff his explanation o f the 

meaning o f  “concupiscent curds” from ‘The Emperor o f Ice-Cream’ (CP  64) in a letter to 

Leonard C. van Geyzel o f  1945:

However, while taking a poem to pieces seems to be a legitimate enough 
exercise, it is definitely not an exercise for poets themselves. You examine 
what you do as you go along, and you examine it afterwards, yet there is a 
point at which you are bound to stop. If  you do not stop, you soon become 
like anyone else who no longer has anything to believe. If  you don’t believe 
in poetry, you cannot write it.

{L 500)

My argument throughout this thesis is that Stevens’ belief in poetry is that dark 

faith, which means you have “to cease thinking solely with a view to unity". That means 

that one asks with Saint Augustine “Quid ergo amo, cum deum meum amo?” (Whom do I 

love when I love my God).^^ This is when faith has to do with a sense o f the infinite and 

unbridgeable distance between us and what we can no longer confidently call God or
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indeed a deliberately elusive supreme fiction. What Blanchot calls the interruption in 

language that responds to this strangeness, or the interruption that introduces waiting, I 

call creative conversation. This thesis contends that creative conversation orchestrates 

poems within a poet’s oeuvre and that we can trace conversations between poets across 

the generations. But this conversation also implies a creative and uncanny relation to the 

“alterity” or “hiatus”, which allows intermittence itself to speak, “by a change in the form 

or the structure of language (when speaking is first of all writing)”.

Stevens’ letter to Leonard C. van Geyzel also betrays the poet’s anxieties about 

the development of English studies at the time. Stevens’ major phase extends throughout 

the height of New Criticism but as Joseph Riddel has pointed out, “Stevens is an 

exceptional instance among American modernists in being the poet who has served as an 

exemplary model for every mode and theory of literary criticism from the 1930s to the 

present”. Although I would agree with Lee Jenkins that there is still a tendency in 

Stevens studies to read “his work as a seamless whole”, which no doubt originates from 

Helen Vendler’s version o f Stevens, “shaped by formalism which came in the wake of 

the American New Criticism”.̂  ̂As Lee Jenkins notes, “Vendler’s considerable influence 

as a critic in areas beyond Stevens-studies continues to affect the study of poetry in 

general”. M o r e  important, perhaps, is the point that “New Criticism is based on (New) 

critical procedures and criteria which influenced and were influenced by Stevens’ poetry 

after Harmonium" This thesis concentrates on Stevens’ poetry from ‘Notes Toward a 

Supreme Fiction’ onwards and thus engages with this reciprocal relation between 

contemporary critics and poet. But my point is that if one transforms explication back 

into conversation (in the spirit of Gadamer’s comparison of hermeneutics and the art of 

dialectic) then the New Critics’ “urge to convert the poem into a self-sufficient object, as 

solid and material as an urn or icon”^̂  is forever disrupted or “interrupted” as Blanchot 

would say. As Eagleton says, for the New Critics “The poem became a spatial figure 

rather than a temporal p r o c e s s . B u t  I hope to show in chapters three and five, as I trace 

conversations between Stevens, Eliot and Vendler, that the notion of ‘creative 

conversation’ radically redresses this situation and that criticism can learn from Stevens 

in ‘creative conversation’.
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My approach throughout this thesis is to concentrate on two or three poems at a 

time by Stevens but always to trace how these are in conversation with other poets or his 

own earHer poems. The first two chapters concentrate on one poem, ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’, first collected in The Auroras o f  Autumn o f 1950. But after this the 

poems examined in conversation range chronologically from ‘Notes Toward a Supreme 

Fiction’ o f 1942 and then on to a consideration o f poems composed within a year of 

Stevens’ death in 1955. From chapter three onwards I also develop an interpretation of 

Stevens in creative conversation with the path o f thought o f  four nineteenth and twentieth 

century thinkers: Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Blanchot and Derrida.^"* My argument is that 

these four are in critical conversation and I explore how this can inform a reading of 

Stevens from 1942 onwards.

' M. H. Abrams, ‘Structure and Style In the Greater Romantic Lyric’, From Sensibility to Romanticism, 
eds. Harold Bloom and W. Hilles (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965), p. 530.
M bid., p. 527.
 ̂ Ibid., p. 531.
 ̂ The New Princeton Encyclopaedia o f  Poetry and  Poetics, 3'̂ *’ edition (Princeton, New Jersey and 

Chichester: Princeton University Press, 1993). The entry on ‘Conversation poem ’ here lists C oleridge’s 
‘The N ightingale’, The Eolian H arp’, ‘This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison’ and ‘Frost at M idnight’ and 
W ordsw orth’s ‘Tintern A bbey’ as exam ples o f conversation poems. Also W ordsw orth’s Prelude, “ in 
which Coleridge functions as an auditor, can be read as an epic [conversation poem ], C oleridge’s ‘To 
W illiam W ordsw orth’, in which the auditor replies to the poet as an inverted conversation poem ”, p. 240.
 ̂ Daniel R. Schwarz, Nature and  Representation in Wallace Stevens (London: M acM illan, 1993) 

p. 209.
® John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. A lastair Fowler, (1968; London and N ew  York: Longman, 1998), Book 
VIII, 11.412-426, pp. 451-52.
’ John Milton, ‘The Doctrine and Discipline o f D ivorce’, vol. Ill, part II, The Works o f  John M ilton  (New 
York: Colum bia U niversity Press, 1931), p. 391.
* A M ilton Dictionary, ed. Edward S. Le Comte (London: Peter Owen Ltd., 1961), p. 76.
 ̂John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. A lastair Fowler, p. 451.

‘“ ibid.. Book VIII, 1.455, p. 453.
"  Richard Bradford, The Complete Critical Guide to M ilton  (London and N ew  York: Routledge, 2001),
p.m.

Hans-Georg Gadam er, Truth and  M ethod, ed. and trans. Garrett Barden and John Cum ming, 2"‘* edn. rev. 
Joel W einsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (1975; London: Sheed and W ard, 1989), p. 368.

Ibid., p. 367.
''' Ibid., p. 383.

Ibid.
'®Ibid., p. 385.

Richard Howard, ‘Forew ord’, Letters o f  Wallace Stevens (London: Faber & Faber, 1996), p. vii.
M aurice Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, trans. Susan Hanson (M inneapolis and London: University 

o f  M inneapolis Press, 1993), p. 75.
Ibid.

“  Ibid., p. 76.
Ibid., p. 75.

8



Ibid., p. 76.
Ibid., pp. 76-77.
Ibid., p. 77.

“  Ibid.
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Chapter I

“Upon it, as it flows ahead”: ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’

‘Metaphor as D egeneration’ {CP 444) is a late poem collected in The Auroras o f  Autumn 

o f 1950, which turned out to be the penultimate book by Stevens published in his 

lifetime. The last, his Collected Poems (1954), included an entirely new collection called 

‘The Rock’ and in Opus Posthumous there is a significant batch o f even later poems that 

might have constituted an entirely new collection had he lived. It is important to 

establish the position o f this poem within Stevens’ oeuvre because even as the poet was 

collating and revising older poems at the end o f his life, even as his publishers were 

pressurizing him into producing his Collected Poems at last, Stevens was constantly 

creating fresh material. My point is that as Stevens writes, his poems are in conversation 

with what has come before and this, in turn, creates fresh opportunity for yet more poetic 

dialogue, for poems even beyond the one he is writing. Each poem acts as poetic 

midwife to others, simultaneously allowing new ones to emerge and illuminating, 

through submerged references, earlier poems. As they do this, the poems often meditate 

this kind o f “maieutic productivity” .’ This expression is taken from Han-Georg Gadamer 

in Truth and M ethod  commenting on Socrates’ obstetric method o f assisting others to 

bring to consciousness conceptions previously latent in the mind through Platonic 

discourse. This is an apt description o f the way in which any poem by Stevens is in 

conversation with others, which we will explore in this chapter.

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ is significant in this respect because it asks questions 

about this difficult method o f poetic transference. It also demonstrates Stevens alluding 

to and thus illuminating earlier poems as he writes this apparently discrete poem. There 

are submerged references in this poem to other poems by Stevens and to other poets, 

especially M ilton and Wordsworth, which we will explore in chapter two. That this 

process, in turn, creates the occasion for yet more poetry, for other poems, is 

demonstrated by the careful positioning o f this poem within The Auroras o f  Autumn. The 

poem is part o f a careful sequence. It at once draws on ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’ 

immediately before it and engenders the already proximate ‘The W oman in Sunshine’. In
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fact, Stevens is careful to arrange poems throughout his various collections in order to 

emphasize this obstetric process within and between poems; that one poem 

simultaneously generates and illuminates the others, while retaining its integral unity.

Part of my project in chapter two will be to draw attention to this as yet unnoticed 

subtlety of organization within The Auroras o f Autumn. Also this sequential patterning 

within an individual collection is echoed by concealed sequences established between 

poems from different collections. Other poems in earlier and later collections bear 

affinities with ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ and so establish illuminating conversations as 

they are thus gathered through allusion rather than chronology or design. This is another 

example of Stevens’ “maieutic productivity” at work in the poem.

However, before we can inquire into this we must examine the poem as if it is a 

discrete entity and the first section of this chapter is devoted to an interpretation of the 

poem as it stands alone. For I would like to explore the difficult relation between the 

necessary explication of an individual poem and the other site of the poem, from which it 

springs or to which it returns, which is to some extent generated through reference and 

the ensuing conversation between poems. Stevens sometimes referred to this site as “The 

Grand Poem” (Z, 237) or as “a Supreme Fiction” {CP 380). It is not simply all of his 

poems amassed and it is never entirely contained within an individual poem.

When we come to review what other critics have said about ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’ in the second section of this chapter we shall see how each commentary 

betrays a certain approach that does not take into account the difficult relations between 

poems in Stevens. All o f these critics ignore the allusions in the poem and so fail to see 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ in terms of its important and ambivalent relation to “The 

Grand Poem”. Most instead become mired in philosophical paraphrase of what is taken 

to be an isolated statement of metaphysical insight about metaphor. Such a reductive 

approach can be avoided if one begins to take account of Stevens’ concealed 

conversations with others and with himself in the poem. Thus my aim in chapter two is 

to redress this situation and offer a developed version of my own initial interpretation in 

this chapter.



I

Here is the whole o f ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’:

If  there is a man white as marble 
Sits in a wood, in the greenest part,
Brooding sounds o f the images o f death.

So there is a man in black space 
Sits in nothing that we know,
Brooding sounds of river noises;

And these images, these reverberations.
And others, make certain how being 
Includes death and the imagination.

The marble man remains him self in space.
The man in the black wood descends unchanged.
It is certain that the river

Is not Swatara. The swarthy water
That flows round the earth and through the skies,
Twisting among the universal spaces.

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

How, then, is metaphor degeneration.
When Swatara becomes this undulant river
And the river becomes the landless, waterless ocean?

Here the black violets grow down to its banks 
And the memorial mosses hang their green 
Upon it, as it flows ahead.

{CP 444-45)

This poem tells a doubtful and elegiac story. It is a story that begins with an “I f ’, that is, 

an act o f slight hesitation, which is also a supposition. The “I f ’ heralds the protasis o f a 

conditional sentence, so that as we read we are also waiting for the apodosis. With “I f ’ 

the poem stretches towards “So”, in order that something -  some resolution or revelation 

-  may be given back in retum. This poem exploits and experiments with this conditional
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movement. Indeed, the first impression is that the poem all too easily satisfies the 

reader’s desire for symmetrical resolution: “If there is a man white as marble [...] // So 

there is a man in black space.” The second clause recompenses the first as if  in a game of 

chess. One piece is exchanged for another. However, on closer inspection these figures 

are barely counterparts. Certainly, one man is white but the other is colourless since he 

sits in black space and the respective movements o f each man later on similarly disrupt 

any simple black and white chiasmal relation.

Also to understand this “I f ’ we naturally substitute something like: ‘On the 

condition it is certain that’, as we do with M acbeth’s “If I stand here, I saw him ”. So in 

this “I f ’ is concealed the “It” which begins the second half o f Stevens’ story: “It is certain 

that the river / Is not Swatara.” We cannot know what “I f ’ is. It or rather “It” doesn’t 

actually mean anything at all in this sentence. In fact, the poem emphasizes the 

meaninglessness o f this pronoun when it is reiterated in the last line (“Upon it as it flows 

ahead”). What is usually an almost invisible word assumes here an uncanny presence of 

its own, which serves to dissolve somewhat the figure o f the river. “It”, the poem 

reminds us, is prevalent but we cannot be certain what “I f ’ means. Stevens does tell us at 

one point that “It is being” and here he might be referring to the river that “Is not 

Swatara” or this other even more elusive “It”. For then he proceeds immediately to say 

“That is the flock-flecked river, the water, / The blown-sheen -  or is it air?” But one 

wonders, where and what exactly is or was “T haf’?

Indeed, the poem  prompts us to ask such questions and to search for definitions. 

However, any exegetical quest should take note o f the explication de texte within the 

actual poem. For the speaker occasionally breaks off from his sparse narrative to give us 

his interpretation as in the third stanza when he explains “these images” and with his 

second question in the penultimate stanza: “How, then, is metaphor degeneration [...]?” 

The first interjection o f  explication in the third stanza only serves to make us reread what 

has gone before. It does not really explain “these images”. Instead, it reverses the 

anticipatory stretching movement involved in the protasis and forces us back to the easily 

overlooked abyss o f the initial “I f ’, which anyway contains that elusive “If  

Furthermore, the crucial “then” o f the second question in the poem means that it will 

forever waver between the rhetorical and the interrogative. The poem either somehow
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triumphantly demonstrates that metaphor is not degeneration or it is almost like a riddle, 

which mysteriously proves that metaphor, in fact, is degeneration, it is just up to us to 

work out how. Either way the reader is pressurized into rereading.

So the story becomes more doubtful. As readers we have to make a bargain with 

that “I f ’ at the beginning. The “I f ’, in fact, stipulates “there is a man white as marble”. 

The poem at once insists on this and insists that we must suppose this to be the case. This 

means that we will probably attempt to visualize the figures in their surroundings. But 

inevitably we will try and work out what this scenario means. As we try and imagine the 

figures we will ask, what do these figures represent? The exegesis in the third stanza just 

about pre-empts this latent desire. But it also complicates our attempts. And the whole 

of the poem serves to fracture how we visualize the scenery as figures suddenly vanish 

(or become transmuted into “black violets” and “memorial mosses”) and the river 

evaporates from our more familiar sense of geography. Thus the poem continually 

undermines what it insists. Stevens supposes a scene, which he knows we cannot help 

but imagine, and yet the poem seems designed to foil our attempts to visualize and 

interpret what is going on. This insistence in the “I f ’ at the beginning is the necessary 

condition of our engagement with the poem, or at least the story within the poem. But it 

also proves the peculiar difficulty of ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’, which resists analysis 

even as it invites interpretation. The poem at once insists upon a scene but questions this 

process of stipulating image making. It asks about the “imagination” at work. But the 

imagination is neither confined to personal creativity or what the reader imagines or 

supposes. It is not simply codified in the lines of the poem. The imagination is some 

kind of unlocalizable generating of images, always elsewhere but always there like the 

meaningless prevailing “I f ’. Thus the poem demonstrates that behind every “I f ’ there is 

an even more elusive “It”.

However, we are, in fact, quite happy to accept that “there is a man as white as 

marble” since he “Sits in a wood, in the greenest part”. Stevens’ use of the superlative 

here along with the landscape with its melancholic figure is familiar from folklore, 

fairytales, proverbs and parables. We can find archetypes from the literature of Greek 

and Latin antiquity and in the Bible, which are developed in our own medieval literature, 

on through to Milton and beyond. So the “I f ’ is also a ‘Once upon a time’ we are quite
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willing to believe for a while. The problem, paradoxically, is that the speaker keeps 

disturbing the illusion o f the story with his explanations. Thus the poem quickly reminds 

us that no narrative is simple no matter how sparse. The most pared down parable 

becomes with time a dark saying overburdened with meaning. Often the seemingly 

simplest stories yield the most complex interpretations. The exegesis within the poem 

keeps forcing us to reconsider our hasty pact with that initial “I f ’, in order to examine our 

willingness to be beguiled. Most critics, as will be shown in the next section, tend to 

focus on deciphering the explanations offered in the poem. But I think the dynamic 

between the dark story and its interpretation is more important.

The explanations o f the poem within the poem rely on metaphysical locution 

familiar from Plato onwards. The poem is full o f terms like “being”, “ imagination”, 

“space” and “universal”, which might seem to provide a helpful vocabulary with which to 

talk about it. Yet the poem equally demonstrates that these words can also easily 

mesmerize and confound interpretation. In fact, the relationship between the simple but 

opaque story, which is hardly a narrative at all, and these quasi-metaphysical reflections 

o f it as it is related should have the effect o f slowing down any reading o f the poem until 

one is actually “Brooding sounds o f the images o f death” . W hatever that means. But at 

least by that point one has to think again about construing any philosophical system from 

Stevens’ affirmation that “It is being”, whatever “It” is. One becomes wary o f talking of 

the universal or being or space or even metaphor as the poem slowly teaches that such 

terms can destroy as much as engender thinking about it or “It” . Then one realizes there 

is a delicate touch o f irony in such lines as “Twisting among the universal spaces”, which 

is itself a fairly apt description o f the poem at work, equally inviting and confounding 

clarification; constantly promising and withdrawing epistemological certainty. For even 

the idea o f “universal spaces” is a logical impossibility. Surely there can be only one 

universal space. Anyway, this metaphysical nicety aside, the relationship between the 

enigmatic non-story and the speaker’s philosophical interpolations must teach us that 

behind any interpretation there must always be an “I f ’ but this “I f ’ also conceals a 

mysterious “It” . In other words, there is always an assumption behind what we say about 

something -  whether it is being or the poem -  but that it is, in fact, a lot harder than we 

think to turn around and confront what we always actually and only suppose.
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The poem is thus a meditation on our faith in the speaker’s “I f ’ as we hunger for 

the “So” and, in its instructive yet beguiling explications, it is also an admonition to look 

harder and read again if we are to find faith in whatever insight we may glean from the 

poem. But as we read again there is just no escaping the fact that the speaker’s “I f ’ does 

ask us to suppose something. So once more we are to suppose that “there is a man white 

as marble” and also “a man in black space”, a character supposedly dependent on the 

first. But this second apparition o f the figure “in black space” might be a mimicking of 

the action o f shutting one’s eyes and imagining the first man “in the greenest part” o f the 

wood. So the poem doesn’t stop at aping our attempts to figure out what it means. In 

fact, it parodies any act o f supposition in our reading, whether we are imagining the 

figure or conjecturing what it represents. This second figure admonishes us as we read 

on. For we will later try and picture to ourselves the more compressed and enigmatic 

images o f “the flock-flecked river” or “the blown sheen -  or is it air?” Indeed. Now you 

see it, now you don’t. It is as if  the poem is designed to trick itself out o f conceptualising 

-  out o f supposing -  what it is talking about. In turn this is an impossible challenge to the 

reader to stop relying on metaphors while thinking about its metaphors. For however 

hard one may try, however tightly one may screw up one’s eyes, it is impossible to 

imagine “death” or the “universal spaces.” They are “nothing that we know”.

Nevertheless, the poem is imagining being and death, that is, nothing that we can 

know as such. The poem is “Brooding sounds o f the images o f death”, which taken 

literally might mean to think o f “swarthy” in between repeating “Swatara”, which in the 

poem is and is not an image o f death, and, in turn, this process is tantamount to 

“Brooding sounds o f river noises” . Stevens is literally brooding the sound o f the name o f 

the river, which becomes the sound o f an image o f death. Thus the poem seeks to remind 

us that the images keep coming. One cannot help but generate images and metaphors 

when thinking about “universal spaces” and brooding on “these images” one just 

incubates further images, other “reverberations” . There are always only “others” at hand 

even when one is trying to fathom the great teleological questions o f being and death. 

Thus the “marble man” who broods for too long in a wood by a river might become 

covered in “memorial mosses” like a statue adorning a derelict mausoleum. It is all too 

easy to say that “a man in black space” is transmuted into “the black violets” in the final
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stanza. But is the “imagination” just a great image-generating machine? Are we 

condemned to describe what we don’t know in terms of something else? Can we only 

really conjecture about what we, in fact, already do know and can suppose anyway?

One might easily contend that the poem implies that the imagination must speak 

in metaphors, which both generate the philosophical search for truth and yet condemn 

this teleological quest to a persistent floundering in mere analogy without limit or any 

hope o f the final manifestation of ultimate truth. Therefore, one might say there are only 

“universal spaces” or metaphors, in which we twist, like the river we need to imagine, as 

they promise and withdraw the universal space. We are committed to an endless 

multiplication of finite spaces, which we rely on to represent the universal, in order to 

ponder it, without ever attaining to what we crave, this tantalizing universal space or its 

transcendental realization. There is certainly “the blown sheen” but this just darkly 

glistens in the sun, which is anyway just another metaphor for what we can never directly 

confront. So Stevens’ “blown sheen” cruelly echoes shine but may be nothing more than 

a slick of oil intermittently reflecting the sun on an ocean rippling in the wind. What is a 

“flock-flecked river”? O f darkness “flecked” means dappled with bright spots. Thus a 

flock-flecked river would be swarthy water glimmering as it occasionally catches the sun, 

reflected in patches as bright as white sheep caught nibbling as they stray in a distant 

field. The reflections are flecked because it is a cloudy day allowing mere glimpses of 

the sun or it might be a bright day and the black river’s ripples just catch the sun as it 

moves rapidly on. Then again, a flecked sky is a sky dappled with clouds. Thus as the 

river becomes air in Stevens’ poem one realizes his skyscape is full of fleece-like clouds 

traversing an otherwise clear day. But if flecked clouds are cast like flecks or flocks over 

the sky then a flock-flecked river would be the dark creek of Swatara as it joins the 

Susquehanna, then imagined at its estuary becoming “the landless, waterless ocean” 

because it is suddenly made luminous as “it” reflects a cloudscape dispersed into a flock 

of vaporous flecks straying the skyscape.

However, here I am imagining again and, for all this, Stevens’ poem is not 

actually a systematic study of ends or final causes or, for that matter, the abysmal 

hopelessness of metaphorical language. Rather, it meditates on our predicament as we 

repeatedly search for teleological ground, wresting meaning from words, which may, in
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fact, have Uttle to do with ostension at all. And its meditations intimate another way to 

think about all o f this. The poem cannot explain this other way but it can and does point 

out the direction in which to begin. For the poem at least suggests the necessary 

elusiveness o f “being” and the waywardness o f words as they echo others. This is why 

the poem is both doubtful and elegiac. The repeated “it” in the last line emphasizes this 

as what must remain unspoken even as the poem speaks to us. “It” may be construed as 

the mysterious river, the poem or “being” and death. But again this is misguided 

although inevitable conjecture. “It” may be, as was suggested earlier, the “It” the poem 

perpetually extrapolates from the initial “I f ’. But this “It” in fact remains wholly 

removed even as it silently orchestrates the conditional movement o f the entire poem.

“It” is not universal nor is it chained to metaphor. “It” is not transcendental but neither is 

it entirely o f the everyday. “It” permeates the poem and language but it cannot be 

grasped and analyzed. “It” is at the limit o f the poem and o f our understanding but it is 

not used up even as it resists nomination. “It” is absent, but, importantly, it is not absent. 

Darkly it reconnects language with our own mortality or death, which is “nothing that we 

know”, in a way that words like “universal”, “being” or “imagination” cannot. We are 

committed to these terms, to these great ‘Ifs’, as we are to stories and opaque parables, 

which can always mesmerize us out o f thought. But the poem serves to remind that 

behind every “I f ’ there is this “I f ’ and that it is anything but certain.

My reading here attempts to avoid and explain a tendency, demonstrated by most 

o f the critics discussed in the next section, to paraphrase the poem as if  it is simply 

metaphysical argument, although I have not entirely escaped metaphysics. It is also 

designed as an attempt to generate a more prolonged reading o f  the poem especially with 

other poems in mind, which I will carry out in the next chapter. The interpretations o f the 

poem contained within the poem develop ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ in the same 

manner as allusions to other poems modify its meditations. In chapter two I will show 

how allusions to other poems in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ are not just name checking 

references but interpretative translations. For the poem asks us to consider how 

metaphors -  or the imagination generating images o f truth or “being” or that mysterious 

“i f ’ -  at once threaten our thinking quest for truth and reality and yet are an entirely 

necessary element o f that search. But this poem also examines the limits o f systems of



metaphors in other poems, in order to discern and learn from these in their failure to 

grasp this “it”. We can learn from this poem as it learns from other poems in 

conversation.

I have tried here to show how in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ this is contained in 

the relationship between that “I f ’ at the beginning of the poem and in the repeated “i f ’ in 

the final line. The poem is thus an exercise in “Brooding sounds of the images of death”. 

The “if ’ always resists integration in the poem and yet it is the very site or source from 

which the poem springs and always returns. To think about this site one necessarily 

begins with clarifying the poem, with “Brooding [...] images”. But the poem actually 

parodies this act. This has the effect of slowing down our own reading and instilling 

another kind of interpretation that must let go of trying to grasp the poem even as it 

becomes increasingly drawn into it. This is when we are drawn into “Brooding sounds of 

the images of death'", or thinking about that which we cannot know -  “death” -  and its 

relationship to language -  the “sounds” of the images. The effect of this relationship is to 

shatter our own preconceptions of language as that which can point out, unfold and image 

our concepts. It is then that what we are trying to represent in images -  what we are 

trying to conceptualize, that is, “death” -  begins to undermine our goal to grasp through 

representation in language. Thus language becomes wayward, becomes sound rather 

than image; language is always intimating; it is part of something we cannot quite 

conceptualize, something always just removed, it is “nothing that we know”. Language, 

it turns out, is not as we ordinarily understand it.

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ dramatizes this relationship, as reciprocity between 

clarification of what the poem is about and what, however, must always remain unspoken 

in any exegetical quest for meaning. Each rereading and thus every renewed analysis of 

the poem must come up against this source or site or “it” that will always undermine our 

understanding and is in some sense the operation of language itself. This learning to 

learn anew with each reading is equivalent, then, to “Brooding sounds of the images of 

death.” It is also exactly the same process as the operation of the submerged allusions to 

other poems within the poem and on the poem. These are, if you like, more ‘Ifs’ within 

the poem from which the poem will struggle to extrapolate that elusive “it”. The “i f ’ at 

once threatens and generates metaphor and prompts us to search for answers and truth yet
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“it” always undermines any such quest by refusing to become part o f any taxonomy, for 

which we thus strive. For the “it” both participates and does not participate in all of this 

or rather it is completely integrated in the poem and in its appropriation of other poems, 

but in no way allows itself to be reappropriated by this participation. In chapter two 1 

will attempt to show how this difficult act of participation and non-participation is akin to 

the way references are at work in this poem and, in fact, in Stevens’ poetry in general. 

Now, however, it is time to discuss what critics have to say about this poem.

II

Frank Doggett is an early commentator on ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. His 

interpretation reveals how he can call his book Wallace Stevens ’ Poetry o f  Thought and 

indeed this title sets the agenda for much of the ensuing crificism on this poem. Doggett 

sees that this is one among several of Stevens’ poems in which the “image of the flowing 

continuity of all experience occurs as the river of l i f e . H e  points out that “the river 

Swatara in Pennsylvania is a real base to which Stevens attaches his metaphor.”'* But he 

seems to agree with Milton J. Bates that “sometimes, the place name has a purely casual 

interest to anyone but Stevens, though the reader may benefit from learning that [...] the 

Swatara river o f ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ is known for its Stygian hue.”  ̂ For 

Doggett’s point is that Stevens “associates the real river with the ancient embodiment of 

flux [...], joining the two in the realization that, although Swatara is real, it is also an 

image and, therefore, a conception, something imagined like the imaginary river of 

b e i n g . S o  Doggett reformulates Stevens’ question: “How can metaphor be 

degeneration when the real is imagined and the imagined is real -  when the concept is 

part of him and both are involved in the universal flow of existence?”  ̂ He does not 

approach what seems to be Bates’ point that although the place (not as he earlier says the 

“place name”) is of casual interest, “For Stevens as poet, the Swatara is a phenomenon of 

sound, in this case the darkly sinuous sound of its Indian name. The Indian name in turn 

suggests the Anglo-Saxon adjective ‘swarthy.’”* Doggett is in any case writing about 

Stevens’ “poetry o f thought” and this trend continues with other critics.
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Arthur C. McGill also writing in the mid sixties uses Stevens’ “swarthy water” to 

demonstrate that for this poet “the world ceases to be a hard, impenetrable surface. 

Individual objects lose their static distance. They sway and ripple, and in that way they 

betray the presence of a vast metaphysical river that runs beneath their surface.”  ̂ McGill 

begins with the same metaphysical paradigm as Doggett and to the extent that he can call 

Swatara a “metaphysical river.” But his point is that “While these images portray the 

moment in terms of reality beyond the surface of reality, they do not convey the radical 

otherness of what is involved.” '^ He then continues

Stevens emphasizes this aspect when he identifies the moment with the immanence 
of death. The prospect o f death may be experienced as the approach of a great, 
invisible unknown, which will envelop us and shatter or transfigure the solid, three- 
dimensional world in which we have habitually lived. As such it becomes for 
Stevens an image of the engulfing moment.''

In the next paragraph McGill gives an instance of this in another poem, ‘Page from a 

Tale’. However, one cannot help reading the above as this critic’s peculiar but 

unacknowledged paraphrase of the last stanzas o f ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ and, 

therefore, as an example of his unwillingness to engage with the poem otherwise than on 

a metaphysical level. It seems as if McGill would like to say all this about this poem but 

the poem resists such a neat discussion about the “engulfing moment,” which seems in 

any case no more than Doggett’s “ancient embodiment of flux.” Despite McGill’s talk of 

“radical otherness” he still sees Stevens as a discursive poet producing only “poetry of 

thought,” which it is up to the critic to delineate properly.

Adelaide Kirby Morris equates Stevens’ “Imagination” with faith as “the
1 -y

imagination which illuminates.” She sees “the poet as apostle searching images in the 

stream which in Stevens’ late poetry ‘is being / ...the flock-flecked river’”. Her insight is 

that “For him, natural facts relate to divine forces with the precision o f the relation 

between images of metaphors.” '  ̂ Here she paraphrases the title o f another Stevens poem 

(‘Thinking o f a Relation Between the Images of Metaphors’ [CP 356]) and transforms 

Doggett’s metaphysical opposition of imagination and reality into the terms of Christian 

theology. Indeed, in doing so she merely reads Stevens as if he writes within “The 

metaphysic of a symbolic and analogical universe.” '"̂  Importantly, M. H. Abrams sees
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this as underlying the “figurative tactics o f the seventeenth-century metaphysical

p o e t s , w h i c h  he traces behind the immediate eighteenth century precursors o f what he

calls “the greater lyric” developed initially by Coleridge and W ordsworth and relying on

“the repeated out-in-out process” '^ o f imagination and reality. Thus Morris does not

escape Doggett’s conception o f Stevens’ “poetry o f thought” despite her theological

slant. I will talk more about how Stevens, in fact, develops and transforms this creative

paradigm identified by Abrams in the next section o f this chapter. W illiam Burney sees

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ as “a criticism o f its own title.” ' ’ He argues that “The point

o f the poem is that if any particular river, say Swatara, becomes the river o f being -

which in turn becomes the destructive-creative (death and the imagination) ocean -  then
18how can this ever-expanding and finally all-inclusive metaphor be a degeneration?”

Again Stevens’ question is reformulated, that is, understood as if it should merely prompt 

discussion as if  in a critical treatise on metaphor. In a sense it should. But here it leads 

the critic to a facile and symbolic interpretation o f the last stanza o f the poem; “Even as it 

is, without metaphor, the ever-changing flow o f Swatara composes the black violets of 

death on its banks with the green mosses o f the imagination that hang upon it.” ’^

Hyatt H. Waggoner continues this philosophical discussion o f the poem but at 

least he acknowledges he is doing this and concedes that “Unlike many o f the late 

philosophical poems, this one is rich in i m a g e s . H i s  view is that the poem “argues that 

man cannot imagine ultimate reality without distorting it. Metaphors do not tell the truth, 

it says. Nevertheless, “being” -  which philosophers usually write as “Being” -  is as real 

as non-being, or death and nothingness -  the “chaos” o f the earlier p o e m s . L i k e  other 

critics he does not set out to examine how the poem might demonstrate this and merely 

attempts epistemological elucidation o f what is taken to be discursive statement. At least 

he goes some way to thinking through the traditional pattern o f imagination and reality. 

“The conflict in the poem is no longer the one we expect in Stevens, between imagination 

and reality, but a new one, for him, between being and nonbeing, both o f them available 

to imagination and thought and experience.” But like Denis Donoghue in ‘Nuances on 

a Theme by Stevens’ he still construes the poem as treating the specifically 

“metaphysical” theme o f  “being,” even if Donoghue ultimately wants us to see Stevens as 

“being him self -  the poet, ipse"' thus saving him from “the metaphysicians in the crowd
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around J. Hillis Miller begins his analysis of the poem in the manner of other

contemporary critics. He argues, “Stevens sees being as a river, hidden behind all the 

appearances that tell of it, and yet flowing everywhere, through all space and time.” '̂*

But his understanding of the word “being” at work in the poem anticipates an important 

development in criticism on Stevens away from discursive paraphrase o f the poems. “At 

the heart of Stevens’ poetry is a precise metaphysical experience. Or, rather, this 

experience is beyond metaphysics, since metaphysics is based on a dualism putting 

ultimate being in some transcendental realm, above and beyond what man can see.
25Being, for Stevens, is within things as they are, here and now.”

B.J. Leggett develops Miller’s insight in an interesting way through examining

the influence of Henri Focillon on the poet. He suggests that Focillon’s contribution was

“a conception of art that transferred the center of creativity from the mind and craft of the

individual artist to an essential life of art that obeys its own laws and, to this extent,
♦ 26transcends the purely personal and idiosyncratic rule of the artist.” Here at least is one 

method of moving away from discussion the inhibiting imagination and reality paradigm 

and towards the poem itself According to Leggett this “essential life of art” is, in 

Stevens’ terms, “The essential poem that begets the others” {CP 441). Leggett says “We 

do not prove its existence; it is something seen and known in its lesser embodiments. Its 

ultimate ontological status for Stevens, it appears, was as one o f the sustaining fictions in 

his last poems.” Leggett identifies this as the “fiction o f the inhuman author or of the 

world as the meditation of a cosmic mind” and “In ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ the figure 

is ‘a man in black space’ who ‘Sits in nothing that we know, / Brooding sounds of river 

noises.’” This sounds like Ronald Sukenick’s cursory but suggestive summary of the 

poem; “Metaphor creates our images of both generation and degeneration, existence and
29non-existence.”

A more prolonged meditation on this “figure” and hence metaphor is offered by 

Muthu Konuk Biasing. He uses Emerson to comment on the operation of metaphor in 

what is so often mistaken for purely philosophical discourse in Stevens, as has been 

demonstrated above. Biasing says “Stevens understands metaphoric language as the 

threshold of fiction and truth, where the philosopher’s ‘human should or would' and the 

poet’s ‘fatal is' meet.” *̂̂ This is to begin to ground the word “being” in Stevens’ poem

23



within Miller’s “here and now” and to focus more on the language at work in the poem as 

it constantly dissembles what is anyway only ever apparently discursive statement. 

Biasing elaborates his theory of Stevens’ conception of metaphor like this: “Being enters 

time, limits itself, and thus begins to be in ‘is’; as temporality, this ‘is’ is fatal. And when 

metaphor is understood as not simply the change of A to B but the injection of time and 

change into the static, it becomes the center of experience. Metaphor embodies the
31center-as-flux or flux-as-center.” He contends “A synchronic expansion coincides with 

a diachronic limitation in metaphor, where the copula turns into the ‘fatal is.' Its 

couplings are fecund, but they bear death. For if metaphoric rhetoric attempts to evade 

the final fact of death, its rhetorical substitutions remain temporal.” He calls this “the 

dual nature of poetic creation” and sees it at work explicitly in ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’. Here, according to Biasing, “Stevens presents a double or black-and- 

white poet and similarly defines the imagination as the faculty that ‘broods’ -  both 

contemplates and generates -  its own absence.” '̂' So Biasing here is exploring Leggett’s 

“figure” of the “fiction of the inhuman author.” Importantly, he points out that the 

question in Stevens’ poem is “both rhetorical and genuine” and hence avoids the 

dangerous tendency evident in most other critics of attempting to understand it by 

reformulating or paraphrasing it. But here nonetheless is his answer to that question: 

“Since being includes death, generation and degeneration, language at once generates 

being and traces its degeneration. Poetry, then, is both ‘tropic’ and ‘entropic’; it both 

resists and y i e l d s . R e a l l y  this is a development o f I. A. Richards’ famous distinction 

between the “tenor” and “vehicle” of metaphor in The Philosophy o f  Rhetoric. 

Importantly, Richards suggests here that sometimes “The tenor may become almost a 

mere excuse for the introduction of the vehicle, and so no longer be ‘the principal 

s u b j e c t . E s s e n t i a l l y  Biasing takes this one step further and says that sometimes in 

Stevens the tenor is “the earthly and earthy truth of figurative language” itself, which 

would indeed imply both “tropic” and “entropic” poetry. In fact, to elaborate Biasing’s 

machinery metaphor, such a tenor might produce unwieldy vehicles (poems) that only 

start up so that they might measure the unavailability o f thermal energy (teleological 

truth) for conversion into mechanical work (metaphors). Biasing here comes close to my 

interpretation. But I want to go further and explore the implications o f this, if, in fact, as
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Biasing seems to suggest, the poem itself knows that it is “both ‘tropic and ‘entropic.’” 

This is why I emphasize the explication de texte within the poem and its effect on the 

poem as a whole. This, then, can give direction to a consideration of the difficult 

operation of reference to other poems within the poem, ignored by other critics. For the 

relation of the poem to the resistance of its allusions can demonstrate a way out of the 

impasse o f Biasing’s conclusions.

Northrop Frye points out “The normal unit of poetic expression is the metaphor, 

and Stevens was well aware of the importance of metaphor, as is evident from the many 

poems which use the word in title in text.” ’̂ He adds, “His conception of metaphor is
3 8 • *regrettably unclear, though clearer in the poetry than in the essays.” This is an 

important point when considering ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ as the criticism listed 

above proves when it sometimes flounders to interpret what it assumes to be a direct 

statement of belief that metaphor is degeneration. Frye goes on to establish Stevens’ 

ambivalence towards metaphor. “We often find metaphor used pejoratively in the poems 

as a form of direct contact with reality,” especially if it is regarded as no more than 

“likeness or parallelism.”^̂  However, Frye argues “In its literal grammatical form 

metaphor is a statement of identity; that is A is B. And Stevens has a very strong sense of 

the crucial importance of identity.”'*'’ Therefore, Frye approaches Biasing’s view and 

contends that “‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ ends in a query how metaphor can really be 

degeneration when it is part of the process of seeing death as part of life.”"*' This 

transition from “likeness” to “identity” echoes Helen Vendler’s view that Stevens 

“exhibits, like most poets, a gradual passage from an aesthetic of the beautiful to an 

aesthetic of the arranged, one that can include the dissonant and the darkened, even the 

black violets of death” in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration.’"'̂  And it is in an extended study 

of Stevens’ “aesthetic of the arranged” where the most recent work on ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’ is to be found.

Here Beverley Maeder compares ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ with ‘The River of 

Rivers in Connecticut’. She says “The poems both use and resist their conceits, playing 

with spatial metaphors, gathering within their progress a speculation both of and on the 

extra-ontological statement of what lies beyond all knowing.”"*̂ She sees ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’ as establishing a “fictional space” that “can be understood as primarily
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imaginary, logical, or -  in my focus -  speculative, in the sense o f establishing a 

framework to explore a potentially fluid word-world.” '̂* For her “the flow o f repetitive 

words and syntactic patterns is interrupted by disruptions in the parallels between images, 

leaps o f enjambment, questions that are ambiguously rhetorical, lexical denials, 

morphological complications, oxymorons. The direction that develops, then, is a halting, 

exploratory one, which is given some impression o f evenness by the regular succession o f 

tercets.”'*̂  M aeder says in conclusion, “Stevens’ glance is not averted from the future in 

this poem; rather, the compositional form transforms itself from a hypothetical Active 

landscape to a series o f speculative metamorphosis and questions. These hesitate yet 

move toward the final verge that cannot be written about from the other side.”'*̂  Here 

then is the first instance o f a critic determinedly not relying on metaphysical paraphrase 

in an attempt to elucidate what might appear discursive in the poem. M aeder’s 

“speculative” approach is a useful starting point since it focuses on what Vendler calls 

Stevens’ later “aesthetic o f the arranged.” She also sums up some o f  the problems in 

interpreting theories o f metaphor encountered in much o f the criticism on this poem. Her 

opinion or answer to Stevens’ question is that “Metaphor both generates and de-generates 

the qualities attached to metaphors and thus both affirms and deconstructs the flux of 

conceits upon which we build the word-worlds that form the superstrata o f our mental 

l i v e s . T h i s  indeed clarifies Biasing’s earlier remarks but more might be developed 

here, especially along the lines o f her hesitant polarization o f “word-worlds” and “the 

superstrata o f our mental lives.”

Furthermore, her interpretation is one-sided. She suggestively compares 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ with ‘The River o f Rivers in Connecticut’. However, like all 

the other critics mentioned above, she takes no account o f the surrounding poems with 

which this one is collected in The Auroras o f  Autumn and she makes no concerted 

attempt to draw on other poems from the whole o f Stevens’ oeuvre. Moreover, while she 

ignores Stevens’ apparent self-reference here she also avoids mentioning other poets or 

what she calls slightly disdainfully at the very beginning o f her book, “shades o f 

Wordsworth and Coleridge and the English poets who followed them .” Obviously her 

reading is determined by her project to explore Stevens’ “word-worlds” in his poems.

My contention is that this “aesthetic o f the arranged” has as much to do with the
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“speculative” space within the poem as with its submerged references to other poems. 

Vendler remarks o f  Stevens’ poems that “one must reveal their depth and breadth of 

internal reference.”'*̂  She sees that his “chief form o f symbolic secrecy” is “his self- 

reference.” '̂̂  I would add that this is ineluctably wrapped-up with his oblique allusions to 

others. The two modes o f  reference are significantly symbiotic. M aeder’s approach is 

useful because it is an example o f closely attending to the poetry itself without resorting 

too much to philosophical paraphrase as all the other critics mentioned have. She 

chooses to listen to what the poetry demonstrates rather than what it ostensibly discourses 

on. However, her approach is always to focus on a particular poem as if  it is distinct and 

isolated from the rest.

This is at the expense o f what is most important about especially later Stevens: 

that if each poem is intrinsic, it is also integral to another whole; that as much as each 

poem must stand on its own, each must also be read with others in mind. Discrete poems 

often follow hitherto unnoticed patterns as they occur in sequence within individual 

collections and also refer explicitly to others within the whole o f the Collected Poems. 

And this intricate pattern o f self-reference is coeval with submerged allusions to certain 

other poets. One must learn to discern and talk about Stevens’ closely guarded and 

almost unconscious mode o f reference in a detailed and attentive manner without 

resorting to paraphrasing similar themes between poets or merely mentioning the 

allusions. Yet at the same time one cannot ignore the fact that each poem as it is 

considered is itself a discrete and singular work o f art. One must begin by establishing 

the importance o f  this double act when reading Stevens through examples o f allusions at 

work in Stevens’s poems so that one can move on to consider the implications o f  all this. 

This will be the concern o f chapter three. In the next chapter we will consider ‘Metaphor 

as Degeneration’ in conversation with Milton, Wordsworth and others and examine its 

relation to other poems by Stevens.
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Chapter II

“A Timely Utterance”: The Reverberations o f ‘Metaphor as 
Degeneration’

I

This chapter is organized around Wallace Stevens’ use o f the word ‘brooding’ in 

‘Metaphor as D egeneration’. This word is a good focus because it co-ordinates poems 

scattered throughout Stevens’ oeuvre into a particular cluster, which is the concern o f the 

second section o f this chapter. But the aim now is to demonstrate and to explore how 

Stevens’ poem is in conversation with the work o f others. Brooding is the conspicuous 

activity o f ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. The poem describes two brooding figures, asks 

questions for the reader to brood over and ends brooding “Upon it, as it flows ahead.” 

But the poem is also preoccupied with brooding as a reverberation. In the first two 

stanzas images are also reverberations, they resound. The second man is an echo o f the 

first in black space just as hidden rivers are sometimes heard in a wood. But as 

“Brooding” is repeated or re-verb-erated in the last line o f the second stanza other echoes 

intrude. This repetition establishes a resounding conversation between Stevens and 

Milton in Books I and VII o f Paradise Lost and Wordsworth in Book Fourteen o f The 

Prelude (1850), which is the concern o f this section. These three poets brood apart like 

the two isolated figures in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. But the word itself orchestrates 

an intimate if cross-generational creative interchange; ‘brooding’ that resounds upon 

God, upon the imagination, upon it, as it flows ahead.

‘Brooding’ also provides a useful nexus as a description o f the very process or 

creative activity we will be attending to in this section. For Stevens’ concurrent 

conversations with him self and others create, modifying W ordsworth, a continuous 

process o f poetic incubation.' The ultimate design o f this section then is to do more than 

trace allusions. It is to work out a way o f reading and talking about Stevens’ notorious 

obscurities and discursive evasiveness without searching for rational elucidation or 

epistemological paraphrase. Stevens rarely declares in the manner o f  W ordsworth as 

critics often like to think, but his poems are often brooding upon him and others. My
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argument is that the critic can learn to write about Stevens by attending to this process of 

creative incubation. Thus my project in this section is to draw out possibilities for 

interpretation from ‘M etaphor as Degeneration’ as it is in brooding conversation but 

without destroying what nevertheless must remain elusive.

The overt allusions to other poets in the poetry o f  Stevens’ contemporaries such 

as Eliot and Pound are well known. Stevens can be just as allusive but in an entirely 

different way. Whereas Eliot and Pound often display sometimes recondite references, 

Stevens’ allusions are abstruse, not because they are derived from obscure sources, but 

because they are so well hidden within his poems. His allusions are more submerged and 

so seem almost unconscious. One cannot imagine Stevens appending footnotes to a 

poem like Eliot at the end o f ‘The Waste Land’, yet Stevens’ poems often recall many 

others. It is just that these recollections are compounded within his poems into creative 

conversations. In fact, the operation o f references to others within Stevens’ poems is 

often so subtle and profound that most critics overlook them, even though these 

references are frequently to well known and significant passages in other poems. 

Exceptions to this rule, notably Harold Bloom, George Bornstein, Eleanor Cook and 

Helen Vendler, have already found traces o f the Romantic poets in Stevens and so place 

him within the tradition o f Romanticism.

However, my aim is to do more than position Stevens within a certain tradition 

and my concern is to escape the inhibiting paradigm of poetic anxiety offered by Bloom. 

In this section I will examine in detail how certain allusions operate within ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’ in order to demonstrate how criticism can learn from this continuous 

process o f creative conversation. This is not to say that one can only understand any 

poem by Stevens if one has traced the hidden references. But if  we attend to the 

reverberations o f creative conversation then we discover poems in productive relation to 

what remains inevitably inexplicable. Thus in demonstrating how Stevens’ poems are in 

creative conversation with others it does not help to list allusions or to label him as a 

latter day Romantic poet. Instead as poets and readers become drawn into creative 

conversation we recognize the limits o f human intellect but in such a way that we 

understand everything inexplicable as necessarily so. Poets and readers remain impatient 

for unity -  and without such impatience no poem could be completed -  but creative
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conversation between poems allows an enlivening commitment to an unlocalizable and 

unknowable nowhere that is at once the origin o f the work and in excess o f what we can 

know or say. For part o f  my project here in engaging with this process o f Stevens’ 

allusiveness is to emphasize that his poems are often difficult but not in the sense that 

they offer convoluted metaphysical arguments, which we, in turn, must extrapolate and 

work out. Instead, Stevens’ difficulty lies in how he, paradoxically dispossessed in 

creative conversation, nonetheless creatively attends to the threshold between what a 

work does and the bounds o f our understanding.

All o f this approaches a definition o f ‘brooding’. But we should still ask 

questions about this word. For an important part o f this chapter is to learn to read 

Stevens’ poetry in a perpetual act o f poetic “translation”. Heidegger broods upon 

“translation” when he interprets Holderlin’s ‘The Hymn Ister’. Heidegger says,

translation can even bring to light connections that indeed lie in the translated 
language but are not explicitly set forth in it. From this we can recognize that all 
translation must be an interpreting. Yet at the same time, the reverse is also true: 
every interpretation, and everything that stands in its service, is a translating. In 
that case, translating does not only move between two different languages, but there 
is a translating within one and the same language.^

What does ‘brooding’ mean? How is ‘brooding’ becoming translated in the 

intertextuality o f Stevens’ poem? How does the poem in creative conversation interpret 

or brood ‘brooding’? Importantly, before translation becomes interpretation in 

‘Metaphor as D egeneration’ the poem must resuscitate the word it would interpret. Thus 

the first step in translating “Brooding” is taken when the word is stretchered out o f the 

realm o f Victorian poetry and gently revived with quietly emphatic repetition. 

Immediately it is striking that Stevens should choose a metaphor o f thinking as 

generation through incubation when the poem is called ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. 

However, the point is that even this metaphor has not so much been developed or 

incubated through the generations but has suffered a falling o ff through over-use. By 

1950, when Stevens published this poem, brooding must have seemed a slightly 

degenerate activity or at least a cliche; ‘brooding’ had become a hackneyed word only 

really used in rather old-fashioned poems. So, with Tennyson, “With down cast eyes we
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muse and brood”"̂ Hawthorne’s “themes that were brooding deepest in their hearts” .̂  

Stevens retrieves this metaphor through more careful allusions in the first three stanzas:

If there is a man white as marble 
Sits in a wood, in the greenest part.
Brooding sounds o f the images o f death.

So there is a man in black space 
Sits in nothing that we know.
Brooding sounds o f river noises;

And these images, these reverberations,
And others, make certain how being 
Includes death and the imagination.

These images are reverberations. My aim is to prove that it is as echoes or 

reverberations o f  “others” that these images “make certain how being / Includes death 

and the imagination.” Stevens carefully distinguishes between “images” and 

“reverberations” and “others” . In fact, he is quite literally reverberating with his use o f 

the word brooding. He is using again a familiar metaphoric verb, at once repeating it in 

his poem and calling to mind other poems that use this verb. His point is that through 

time the verb brooding has become a mere re-verb-eration, the metaphor has degenerated, 

as we are liable to forget the image o f the bird on her nest. But my false etymology, 

which Stevens probably intends, belies the more prodigious root o f the word 

‘reverberation’ from the Latin verberare, to beat or strike, derived from the noun verbera, 

meaning rods or scourge. “Brooding” as “reverberation” is also an act o f admonishing, if 

not direct chastisement; as the Latin root remains forever latent in the modern word, so 

the whipping is ominously withheld. The inclusion and emphasis o f the word brooding 

in this poem, that is, its reverberation, is an injunction to brood. This point will become 

clearer towards the end o f the section.

For now we can ask o f the poem, what does it mean to brood? The poem broods 

brooding because it evokes and refreshes other poems using this very verb and in the 

midst o f the same impossibility, which is also to “make certain how being / Includes 

death and the imagination.” Thus Stevens is not merely asking us to reconstitute the 

image with the verb in order to regenerate the metaphor. Instead the poem references
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other poems to search for what can be retrieved from a metaphor o f generation because it 

explores metaphor as degeneration even in its incessant reverberations. “Degeneration”, 

it turns out, is not necessarily a pejorative term. It may be to hang down from and feel 

the downward pressure o f the generations, to descend into the creative warmth o f one’s 

kind, race or brood. But this will further involve productively re-engaging with poetic 

tradition rather than simply and passively becoming part o f it. “Degeneration” might be 

what it means to lay down willingly under continuous poetic incubation, in order to enter 

into creative conversation with other poets. In fact “degeneration” is probably 

ambiguous in the same way as “reverberations” .

The second figure in this poem is “Brooding sounds o f  river noises” . With this 

line one can place ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ within a distinct group o f poems 

organized around the structuring principle o f a river. The most important precursor is 

W ordsworth’s The Prelude. But as Jonathon Wordsworth points out, succinctly charting 

poets and their rivers, this is “clearly influenced by lines from [Cowper’s] Task. The 

Derwent at the opening o f 1799 [‘The Two-Part Prelude o f 1799’] links The Prelude 

back via Tintern Abbey and the Wye to Coleridge and the Otter, Bowles and the Itchen, 

Warton and the Loden, Akenside and ‘ W ensbeck’s limpid stream ’; but as well as these 

nostalgic rivers there is in the background Coleridge’s scheme for The Brook, forerunner 

to The Recluse, in which the river was designed to give the cohesion lacking in 

Cowper.”  ̂ So Stevens has the Swatara, a Pennsylvanian creek that joins the 

Susquehanna. This essentially charts the development o f what Mary Jacobus calls “the 

topographical elegy, or ‘revisit’ poem”  ̂popular in the eighteenth century and which she 

sees culminating and transformed forever in “W ordsworth’s potent intertwining o f elegy 

and landscape”* in Tintern Abbey. For M. H. Abrams this is an important example of 

what he terms the “Greater Romantic Lyric”, with its “repeated out-in-out process, in 

which the mind confronts nature and their interplay constitutes the poem ” ,̂  developed by 

both Wordsworth and Coleridge. Jacobus sees also that “W ordsworth’s Wye is in origin 

a poet’s river” ''’ and further argues that the “undercurrent o f elegy” in this poem “is 

ultimately a Miltonic legacy.” "  I think the “poet’s river” can also be traced back to 

Vaughan’s ‘The W aterfall’, which meditates on the “deep murm urs” o f a cataract and
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implicitly links this with the creative brooding or hatching o f  the Spirit o f God at the 

beginning o f  Genesis:

What sublime truths, and wholesome themes,
Lodge in thy mystical, deep streams!
Such as dull man can never find 
Unless that Spirit lead his mind.
Which first upon thy face did move.
And hatched all with his quickening love.'^

As will be seen, Milton in Paradise Lost also develops this brooding, drawing, like 

Vaughan, on patristic learning. This brooding is, in turn, developed by Wordsworth and 

transformed by Stevens. But if  these are all precursors o f ‘M etaphor as Degeneration’, 

Stevens’ poem is also a radical exploration o f this tradition and hence W ordsworth and 

Milton. Wordsworth once transmuted the popular eighteenth century “topographical 

elegy”, seen here in embryo form in Vaughan, into the “Greater Romantic Lyric”, and, in 

turn, ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ thoroughly reworks and redresses W ordsworth’s 

insights. Stevens is not inhibited by this paradigm he has inherited, he is in creative 

conversation with it.

The central resounding conversation we will trace in this first section o f the 

chapter begins with the significant passage from Book Fourteen o f The Prelude (1850) 

when Wordsworth recounts his ascent o f Snowdon and the meditation that this adventure 

provokes the following night. This passage is not only a climactic moment in The 

Prelude itself but is also the summit o f Wordsworth’s development o f  the “Greater 

Romantic Lyric” . I will argue that ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ is productively engaged 

with this consequential passage. The important moment in the ascent is when, halfway 

up the mountain, the poet turns round to see “The moon hung naked in a firmament / O f 

azure without cloud, and at my feet / Rested a silent sea o f hoary mist” :'^

only the inferior stars 
Had disappeared, or shed a fainter light 
In the clear presence o f the full-orbed Moon,
Who, from her sovereign elevation, gazed 
Upon the billowy ocean as it lay 
All meek and silent, save that through a rift -  
Not distant from the shore whereon we stood,
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A fixed, abysmal, gloomy, breathing-place -  
Mounted the roar o f waters, torrents, streams 
Innumerable, roaring with one voice 
Heard over earth and sea, and, in that hour.
For so it seems, felt by the starry heavens.''*

Stevens’ poem creates a similarly ambiguous landscape o f sea and river. W ordsworth’s 

“fixed, abysmal, gloomy, breathing-place” from which “Mounted the roar o f waters, 

torrents, streams / Innumerable, roaring with voice / Heard over earth and sea” echoes 

“The swarthy water / That flows round the earth and through the skies, Twisting among 

the universal spaces” in Stevens’ poem. Here roars what might be an “undulant river” 

that somehow “becomes the landless, waterless ocean”, which could be figured as 

W ordsworth’s sea o f mist at his feet as he stands on the mountain. At least 

W ordsworth’s lines remind us that Stevens’ poem describes a landscape increasingly 

enveloped by night. However, the brooding upon these river noises comes slightly later 

in the poem when Wordsworth has descended from Snowdon and is reflecting that night 

on “That vision” :

There I beheld the emblem of a mind 
That feeds upon infinity, that broods 
Over the dark abyss, intent to hear 
Its voices issuing forth to silent light 
In one continuous stream; a mind sustained 
By recognitions o f transcendent power,
In sense conducting to ideal form.
In soul o f more than mortal privilege.'^

Importantly, this is a later revision by Wordsworth o f what was obviously a problematic 

passage for him. Here is the earlier version o f 1805:

A meditation rose in me that night 
Upon the lonely mountain when the scene 
Had passed away, and it appeared to me 
The perfect image o f  a mighty mind.
O f one that feeds upon infinity.
That is exalted by an under-presence.
The sense o f God, or whatso’er is dim 
Or vast in its own being -
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These suggestive changes pertain to ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ ahhough it is 

doubtful that Stevens was aware o f them. In the later version the emblem is clearly the 

moon, which broods on the torrent o f waters from above. In the 1805 version “The 

perfect image o f  a mighty mind” is instead the landscape at the poet’s feet “That is 

exalted by an under-presence”, which is the roar o f waters, “welling up from within to 

speak o f inner vastness and infinite possibilities”.'^ In the later 1850 version these river 

noises are “now caught by an external listener waiting to be sustained by recognitions o f 

a power beyond the se lf  And as Jonathon Wordsworth points out “It is a very big 

change.” '^ ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ meditates on this aporia, apparent in 

W ordsworth’s incessant revisions and indeed, as each passage stands finished. As 

Stevens’ poem reworks W ordsworth’s ambiguous moonlit landscape in North Wales, it 

also re-engages with the earlier poet’s struggle with the transcendental as Wordsworth 

allegorizes this nightscape. Importantly, both poets have recourse to M ilton at this 

juncture.

My argument is that there are two crucial passages in Paradise Lost drawn into 

conversation with Book Fourteen o f The Prelude (1850) and ‘M etaphor as Degeneration’. 

Importantly, these are the only two occasions in the whole o f his poem when Milton uses 

the word “brooding” . It is this three-way conversation that allows ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’ to rejuvenate “Brooding” from degeneration after Victorian over-use.

Thus this conversation resuscitates, translates and interprets ‘brooding’ until all three 

poems brood brooding; waiting together across the generations under the creative warmth 

and weight o f  the word. This first passage forms part o f Raphael’s account to Adam of 

the creation o f the world:

Thus God the heaven created, thus the earth.
Matter unformed and void: darkness profound 
Covered the abyss: but on the watery calm 
His brooding wings the spirit o f God outspread,
And vital virtue infused, and vital warmth,
Throughout the fluid mass, but downward purged 
The black tartareous cold infernal dregs 
Adverse to life: then founded, then conglobed 
Like things to like, the rest to several place 
Disparted, and between spun out the air,
And earth, self-balanced on her centre hung.^*^
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In fact, with his use o f the word “brooding” here Milton is correcting the mistranslation 

in the Authorized King James Version o f The Bible o f St. Basil’s “incubabat” as “moved” 

instead o f brooded: “And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon
9  1the face o f the deep. And the spirit o f God moved upon the face o f the waters.” For the 

patristic rendering o f “incubabaf’ for the Hebrew merachepeth conveys the sense 

involved in this word o f hovering above and brooding over, much discussed by medieval 

theologians, and brought to light in Vaughan’s poem quoted above. This has important 

implications for Stevens and Wordsworth. This is because at the beginning o f Paradise 

Lost, it seems that Milton invokes this same brooding spirit as his heavenly muse.

And chiefly thou O Spirit, that dost prefer 
Before all temples the upright heart and pure.
Instruct me, for thou knowst; thou from the first 
Wast present, and, with mighty wings outspread,
Dovelike satst brooding on the vast abyss 
And m ad’st it pregnant: what in me is dark 
Illumine, what is low raise and support;
That to the height o f  this great argument,
I may assert the eternal providence,
And justify the ways o f God to men.^^

David Daiches sums up what seems to be the sensible critical consensus about 

these lines. He says that here Milton is “taking an established tradition o f the Spirit of 

God brooding over the waters at the creation and associating it with the poet brooding 

over his material in the process o f creation.” He also suggests, “There is a steady 

progression here, a steady rising in the status o f the role played by the poet.’’̂ '̂  But this 

should alert us to potential if  silent ambiguities in the poetry. Indeed, in a footnote to this 

passage, Fowler points out the central difficulty o f M ilton’s invocation. He maintains, “If 

not before, surely now it is the Holy Spirit who is addressed; in spite o f M ilton’s 

argument in De doctrina i 6, that invocation o f the Holy Spirit as a separate person has no 

Biblical f o u n d a t i o n . A s  Milton here breaks with Biblical example, so Wordsworth 

likewise goes one step further with his allusions to Milton and makes explicit what the 

former only implies. The analogy between creation and poetic making is only insinuated 

in Paradise Lost, although it is emphasized by this confusion between poetic muse and
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God, but in Book Fourteen o f The Prelude it becomes the central preoccupation. And 

this preoccupation is its inherent difficulty on which Wordsworth, in fact, incessantly 

broods, as his radically transforming revisions seem to testify. Stevens’ poem, in turn, 

with its two brooding figures, actually seems designed to draw attention to this very 

process o f wilful appropriation through allusion, o f what M ilton leaves unsaid. The next 

sentence in Fowler’s footnote seems to be indirectly influenced by W ordsworth’s allusive 

reworking o f M ilton’s supplication. Fowler says, “Unlocalised and operating inwardly, 

the Spirit provides the impulse for every creative act.” And Stevens’ poem can be 

construed as a concerted meditation on the assumptions behind such a hugely ambiguous 

statement. Stevens’ “man in black space / Sits in nothing that we know” is defiantly 

“Unlocalised and operating inwardly” . Although I think Stevens’ poem does more than 

merely mimic this. One might say instead that ‘Metaphor as D egeneration’ at once 

parodies W ordsworth’s wilful appropriation o f Milton and returns to Paradise Lost to 

generate more engaged conversation, while always learning from W ordsworth's peculiar 

dialogue with the poet. I do not contend that this a conscious activity on Stevens’ part; 

rather it is an example o f a thoroughly involved conversation between poems inevitably 

generated within Stevens’ poem as it broods brooding.

Milton invokes an ambiguous “Spirit”, Wordsworth can never settle on the right 

emblem for what he calls “a mighty mind” and Stevens’ poem is drawn towards an ever 

elusive “it”, as I contended in chapter one. What sets Sevens’ poem apart is that it 

identifies this dilemma as it is developed by Wordsworth from his reading o f Milton and 

so it thus deliberately broods about brooding, even as it too broods upon “ it” . Stevens’ 

poem asks for the first time, who is brooding what? What does it mean to brood? This is 

best demonstrated by the spatial quality o f each meditation. M ilton seems to equate 

poetry making with temple building. He entreats the “Spirit” to “Instruct me” . One 

cannot ignore the Latin root o f this word, instruere, which primarily means to build or 

erect. This “Spirit”, it is true, “dost prefer / Before all temples the upright heart and 

pure” . But Milton here intends to construct his own poetic cathedral, building from the 

foundations to the vaults as he, in turn, is instructed: “what is low raise and support; / 

That to the height o f  this great argument / 1 may assert the eternal providence”. 

“Brooding” in Milton is thus a way o f illumining what is dark through poetic generation.
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which is akin to building a great edifice. The Prelude retains some sense o f this with the 

relation between the “under-presence” in the 1805 version and the “ideal form” in his 

later revisions although here the landscape o f Snowdonia also intrudes. “Brooding” in 

W ordsworth as in Milton is also a mode o f lighting up what is dark: for the mind “broods 

/ Over the dark abyss, intent to hear / Its voices issuing forth to silent light / In one 

continuous stream”. And these lines emphasize again the ambiguity o f M ilton’s “Spirit”, 

as elusive and yet integral to life and creativity as air and breathing, which the Latin, 

spiritus, suggests. Yet W ordsworth’s “stream” is all at once a ray o f light, a torrent of 

water and its “sounds o f river noises”. This ambiguity is further compressed and 

explored in Stevens: “That is the flock-flecked river, the water, / The blown sheen -  or is 

it air?” Here “blown sheen” seems an appropriate translation o f M ilton’s ambiguous 

light emanating “Spirit” breathing life into creation and W ordsworth’s brooding mind, 

conflating light and air or sight and sound. Stevens’ poem thus takes W ordsworth’s 

image a step further as it is literally “intent to hear / Its voices issuing forth to silent 

light” . Milton invokes aid “to my adventurous song / That with no middle flight intends 

to soar” and Stevens’ poem at once mimics this, in its brooding figures, while it actually 

broods on such intention; ‘M etaphor as Degeneration’ is, in fact, “ intent to hear / Its 

voices” . It intends to listen to itself, and, in turn, to others, brooding.

Milton “intends” to build a poem that will stand like a church, both celebrating 

and justifying “the ways o f God to men”. He draws on suggestive images from the Bible 

as he girds him self to do this. Wordsworth constructs an emblem o f a mighty mind and 

thus a theory o f the workings o f the imagination, from a moment o f revelation in a 

particular landscape. Yet as he revises his “meditation”, and even as he sets it down at 

first, he has recourse to Milton, whom he sees similarly preoccupied. Stevens asks why 

should we thus have recourse to others, brooding upon God, the imagination or “it”?

And if  we do, who, then, is actually brooding? The implication o f  his poem is that it is 

not, in fact, the individual poets as such who are brooding upon “it”, even as they are 

infused with the workings o f a mighty mind or the creative “Spirit” . Rather it is the 

images themselves, even the metaphor itself o f ‘brooding’, that brood, even as one has 

the impression that one is personally generating them, as one creates. Indeed one might 

take the third stanza o f the poem quite literally:
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And these images, these reverberations,
And others make certain how being 
Includes death and the imagination.

Thus Stevens’ “it” -  as it becomes transmuted in his poem -  grounds M ilton’s 

“Spirit” and W ordsworth’s “mighty mind” in the resistance o f language itself to 

nomination as it operates in poetry and in conversation between poems. Stevens’ poetic 

edifice is, then, a far less stable construction than Milton “ intends” but, for all that, it 

points to the suggestive cracks in M ilton’s own poetic building. In fact, Stevens’ poem 

learns from W ordsworth’s rereading o f Milton, which dwells on certain difficulties and 

ambiguities in his proposed system, in order to brood another method o f poetic creation 

that at once draws on M ilton’s system -  on his great construction -  yet resists integration 

into that system. Therefore, Stevens’ poem is at once part o f the tradition o f Milton and 

Wordsworth and others, and also outside o f this, pointing to where this tradition can only 

always fail, brooding upon “ it” . Simultaneously participating in this tradition o f 

brooding, even using the word ‘brooding’, and yet refusing to become appropriated by 

participation and thus by poetic tradition, ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ thus broods on an 

original “it”, which intimates another way beyond the systematic.

Kermode usefully points out that Milton “regards poetry, because o f its 

predominantly sensuous nature, its working through the passions, as a force not o f its 

nature entirely within the control o f the author; the hearer’s passions are under the control
'77of his own reason, if  o f  anybody’s, and he can turn poetry to ill or good.” This 

emphasizes L. A. Corm ican’s argument that the “main purpose” o f Paradise Lost is not 

to expound a theological thesis but to reinforce a mystical mood and habit o f mind.” It 

is no wonder then that W ordsworth draws much on this poem writing The Prelude since, 

as he confesses at the beginning o f his poem, he is writing it because he can hardly bear 

the “awful burthen” o f yearning to write a more ambitious “philosophic song” .̂  ̂ He 

writes as he has “no skill to part / Vague longing that is bred by want o f  power, / From
-5 A

paramount impulse not to be withstood.” Or perhaps Cormican and the other critics are, 

in fact, under the sway o f W ordsworth’s reading o f Milton, demonstrated in the use he 

makes o f certain passages o f Paradise Lost within The Prelude. In fact, I think Samuel 

Beckett neatly sums up W ordsworth’s difficult predicament, which Stevens identifies in
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the poet, drawing on Mihon; “Not to want to say, not to know what you want to say, not 

to be able to say what you think you want to say, and never to stop saying, or hardly ever,
31that is the thing to keep in mind, even in the heat o f composition.” Beckett’s wry irony 

is more subdued in Stevens, nonetheless Beckett here brings us back to the difficult 

nature o f ‘brooding’ with his “heat o f composition” and to M ilton’s implied analogy 

between creation and poetic composition. As Sir Thomas Browne remarks in Religio 

Medici'. “This is that gentle heat that brooded on the waters, and in six days hatched the 

w orld .. Stevens, in fact, exploits this element o f poetry -  both within his own poems 

and in its relation to W ordsworth’s and M ilton’s verse -  to the extent that he starts asking 

questions about this “sensuous nature” o f language at work in poetry, which can and 

cannot be answered:

How, then, is metaphor degeneration.
When Swatara becomes this undulant river
And the river becomes the landless, waterless ocean?

As Stevens creates this ambiguous landscape, his images necessarily elude as an 

ocean becomes seemingly landless as one sets sail and loses sight o f  port but then 

somehow becomes, in the midst o f voyaging, frighteningly waterless: “Water, water, 

everywhere. Nor any drop to drink.” Just as Stevens’ previous question -  That is the 

flock-flecked river, the water, / The blown sheen -  or is it air?” -  implies a latent 

conversation with the episode o f the spectre ship, when “straight the Sun was flecked 

with bars,” in Coleridge’s ‘The Rime o f the Ancient M ariner’. The second question in 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ implies that Stevens does not know what he wants to say or 

rather that he is hardly able to say what he thinks he wants to say but that he cannot stop 

saying. Importantly, because this question can be construed as either rhetorical or 

interrogative, it also implies that neither poet nor reader can ever know for certain. Only 

the poem itself mysteriously knows what is being said as it only generates the heat of 

composition within the heat o f creation, to return to M ilton’s suggestive analogy. For 

this is what it means for poetry to be properly “sensuous”, it always evades our 

philosophic and aesthetic systems, as does the world around us and, for that matter, the 

great mystery o f G od’s inscrutable ways. ‘Brooding’ as a creative act, then, is nothing 

like rational thinking; it generates poems at the limit o f language, as we ordinarily
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understand it, so that, at last, i f  one broods for long enough one cannot be certain whether 

it is the poem or the poet who is brooding. In both Milton and Wordsworth this very 

word fractures as it consolidates. Stevens’ poem demonstrates what is latent in these two, 

that ‘brooding’ is at once a consoling and a gloomy word. Its very consolations can make 

one disconsolate. It seems to constitute dim intuition slow ly awakening within the act o f  

creation and yet such insight simultaneously confounds mere personal creativity. One 

can become disconsolate, brooding, since what one is really creating always evades; it is 

often figured as a melancholic activity since in its very nature it threatens what it can 

generate.

Therefore, my contention is that in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ it is the poem  

itself and as it is in conversation with others “that broods / Over the dark abyss, intent to 

hear / Its voices issuing forth to silent light / In one continuous stream.” In ‘Resolution 

and Independence’ Wordsworth figures the stock-dove engaged in the same activity. He 

describes how “Over his own sweet voice the stock-dove broods”. The poet glosses this 

line in his 1815 ‘Preface’ to Poems'.

The stock-dove is said to coo, a sound well imitating the note o f  the bird. But by
the intervention o f  the metaphor broods, the affections are called in by the 
imagination to assist in marking the manner in which the bird reiterates and 
prolongs her soft note, as if  herself delighting to listen to it, and participating o f  a 
still and quiet satisfaction like that which may be supposed inseparable from the 
continuous process o f  incubation.^"*

I  We can equate this “continuous process o f  incubation” with Stevens’ conversations with

other poets. Indeed, the third stanza o f  Stevens’ poem is like a condensed version and 

j  critique o f  Wordsworth ’ s ‘ Preface ’:
j
i
1
! And these images, these reverberations.

And others, make certain how being 
I Includes death and the imagination.

Stevens here glosses the first two stanzas o f  his poem and, one might conjecture, 

other poems or “others”, which also reverberate “these im ages,” in the same manner as 

Wordsworth explains his use o f  a particular metaphor in his ‘Preface’. Both are 

translating for the reader, to return to Heidegger’s insight quoted at the beginning o f  this
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section. But Stevens’ commentary also brings to light unspoken difficulties in 

W ordsworth’s exegesis; he is also translating Wordsworth. Stevens’ supposed 

clarification o f his poem and “others” within his poem develops what W ordsworth’s 

explication de texte only suggests. Stevens links, what seems in W ordsworth’s ‘Preface’, 

the rather forced and mechanical action o f the “imagination” calling in the “affections” to 

assist it “in marking the manner”, to the actual “continuous process o f incubation” 

suggested by the bird delighting in her cooing, as she prolongs “her soft note” . Stevens 

thus refocuses on the actual process o f “the intervention o f the metaphor” that is indeed 

suggested by the very metaphor with which both poets are concerned; he manipulates 

W ordsworth’s gloss by calling to question the assured nature o f W ordsworth’s 

“imagination,” de-emphasising it as he also re-emphasizes “these images” (of 

‘brooding’). This allows the poem to brood on language itself as it elusively operates 

within the poem.

Nonetheless we remain mesmerized by this word “imagination” in Stevens’ 

poem. It is such a loaded word and one cannot help thinking o f Coleridge’s appropriation 

o f Kant and how this becomes modified in W ordsworth’s poetry and in his ‘Preface’. In 

the third stanza o f ‘M etaphor as Degeneration’ this is further complicated since we are 

confronted with “death and the imagination” rather than the usual dichotomy o f 

imagination and reality. I think the closest approximation to Stevens’ “imagination” is in 

a late journal entry by Kierkegaard. He notes.

Imagination is what providence uses to make men captive in actuality, in 
existence, in order to get them far enough out, or within, or down into 
existence. And when imagination has helped them get as far out as they 
should be -  then actuality genuinely begins.^^

Kierkegaard characterizes “imagination” as that which refuses to be appropriated 

even as it allows one to become appropriated. It is not the opposite o f  reality or actuality 

but it is that which allows us to participate in it and yet refuses to become integrated 

within reality, even by being contrasted with it. The “imagination” helps us to constitute 

aesthetic or philosophic systems about the world or being -  that is, about reality or 

actuality -  but it also serves to undermine these systems. This is why Stevens’ poem will 

always resist philosophic paraphrase, because it actually seeks to demonstrate this. It
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gets us far enough “out, or within, or down into existence”, which means far enough 

along in our appropriating understanding o f creation and the world around us, only to 

leave us floundering there or dumbly enlightened. The conversation between poems in 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ demonstrates the “imagination” at work as the “it” that 

promises lexical meaning even as it withholds its own meaning, for which we cannot help 

but strive, on which we thus believe we are ‘brooding’. But it turns out that this very 

demonstration -  the conversation within the poem and between the poems here 

mentioned -  is what constitutes this ‘brooding,’ which is also a perpetual failing to say 

what is to be said as it is said; a failure inherent in each renewal o f “intent / to hear its 

voices issuing forth”. That is to say, the “imagination” in Stevens is not a mental act or 

even M ilton’s “Spirit” or W ordsworth’s “mighty mind”, but it is involved with the 

elusive operation o f  language itself, withdrawing meaning from the images in the poem 

even as it generates “these images” or the poetry. We imagine we can know “it”, but this 

is to forget that the “imagination” itself is approximate to death and not reality, as we 

ordinarily like to think we understand it; the “imagination” or “it” is nothing that we can 

ever know. We cannot imagine the imagination as such but the poem can, even as its 

closest approximation, although we can try and imagine how. The invitation to do this is 

the ‘brooding’ conversation between poems in ‘Metaphor as D egeneration’, as it 

translates “imagination” in W ordsworth and within its own lines.

To dwell here on Stevens’ figure “Brooding sounds o f river noises” and its 

reverberations in other poems is to relocate the “spots o f tim e” around which 

Wordsworth organizes The Prelude. Wordsworth says.

There are in our existence spots o f time 
Which with a distinct preeminence retain 
A fructifying virtue, whence, depressed 
By trivial occupations and the round 
O f ordinary intercourse, our minds -  
Especially the imaginative power -  
Are nourished and invisibly repaired;
Such moments chiefly seem to have their date 
In our first childhood.

My point in this section is that “such moments” are also within poems themselves. 

The word ‘brooding’ in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ fructifies in the same way
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W ordsworth’s remembered “spots o f time” from childhood help generate The Prelude.

In his own dark conversation with Wordsworth and Milton, focused around ‘brooding’, 

Stevens is turning the declaratory poetry o f others into something as significant and 

opaque as childhood experience transmuted through memory. Stevens is reading other 

poems as if  they offer mysterious yet potentially fructifying moments in themselves. The 

way he thus reads these poets provides a clue to how interpret Stevens’ own poetry. That 

is, to learn to read Stevens one has to work out constantly how he is in conversation with 

others and him self In the ‘Intimations Ode’ Wordsworth relates how one glorious spring 

day “To me alone there came a thought o f grief: / A timely utterance gave that thought 

relief, / And I again am strong.” Trilling suggests this “timely utterance” is a poem;
-5 7

possibly W ordsworth’s own ‘My Heart Leaps’ or ‘Resolution and Independence.’”

This “timely utterance” is at work in Stevens both in the manner he draws on other poets 

and in the intertextures between his own poems. “Timely utterance” is a good 

description o f the mode o f conversation and its “maieutic productivity” within and 

between Stevens’ poem and “others” . In Stevens, “spots o f time” are “timely utterance”.

There is another important “timely utterance” also involved in the conversation 

generated through Milton and Wordsworth, which Stevens’ broods in ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’. It is from Psalm 42: “Deep calleth unto deep at the noise o f thy
■70

waterspouts: all thy waves and thy billows are gone over me.” The word “deep” recalls 

the very beginning o f Genesis and thus the Spirit o f God brooding creation as it “moved 

upon the face o f the deep”. Thus “Deep calleth unto deep” emphasizes the inherent 

ambiguity in M ilton’s invocation at the beginning o f Paradise Lost. The line also seems 

at the back o f  W ordsworth’s mind as it highlights his difficulties when he revises the 

location o f “the emblem of a mighty mind”. Where and how does “Deep calleth unto 

deep at the noise o f  thy waterspouts” or amid “the roar o f  waters, torrents, streams, 

Innumerable”? Is the “dark abyss” within or above? Or where is what is “Deep” as it 

“calleth unto deep”? And these questions, involved in W ordsworth’s subsequent 

meditation on his epiphany on the mountain, seem to include a recollection o f the vision 

o f the Son o f Man in Revelation 1:15 with “his voice as the sound o f many waters” . 

Stevens’ figure “Brooding sounds of river noises” also translates the first half o f the line 

from the Psalm: “Deep calleth unto deep at the noise o f thy waterspouts” . In Stevens,
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“Deep calleth unto deep” seems to be “Brooding”, which might be to create poetry 

through the “maieutic productivity” of conversations between poems, as they call to each 

other. ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ further develops the second half o f the line with the 

ambiguous movement of the man in the dark wood, descending perhaps to “The swarthy 

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

spaces”. So “all thy waves and thy billows are gone over me”. Thus the “undulant river” 

becomes “the landless, waterless ocean”. Stevens’ poem is also “undulanf’, rising and 

falling like “thy waves and billows”, promising and yet withdrawing meaning through its 

submerged allusions; references that at once saturate the poem but which vanish as they 

make certain of “these images”. To be thus caught in the ambiguity o f these lines from 

the Psalm is to begin to learn what it is about and also what Stevens is about with his 

abstruse conversation with others in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. The next section 

explores this mode of “timely utterance” at work in conversations generated between 

Stevens’ own poems.

II

In his Confessions, Saint Augustine remembers his early misguided attempts to read the 

Bible. “I therefore decided to give attention the holy scriptures and to find out what they 

were like. And this is what met me; something neither open to the proud nor laid bare to 

mere children; a text lowly to the beginner but, on further reading, of mountainous 

difficulty and enveloped in mysteries.” Influenced by the Manichees at this time.

My inflated conceit shunned the Bible’s restraint, and my gaze never 
penetrated to its inwardness. Yet the Bible was composed in such a way that 
as beginners mature, its meaning grows with them. I disdained to be a little 
beginner. Puffed up with pride, I considered myself a mature adult.

Augustine talks of reading the holy scriptures in terms of learning to engage in a 

prolonged and profound conversation. At first their talk falls flat. The young rhetorician 

cannot rouse such a taciturn interlocutor and he gazes helplessly into the other’s 

impenetrable “inwardness”. But when Augustine finally discovers the Bible’s “restrainf’ 

he matures into their dialogue. Eventually the Bible broods over Saint Augustine. As he
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incubates the Bible through devoted study so the Bible incubates difficult spiritual 

revelation. In one sense this marks his step from literal to allegorical interpretation. But 

his meditation on interpretation also points to certain difficulties when approaching 

Stevens’ oeuvre as “The Grand Poem” (Z, 237), or as he also liked to call it “The Whole 

o f Harmonium” {L 834), thus invoking his first collection even at the very end o f his life, 

when he was still regularly writing poems.

After careful study, Saint Augustine understands the Bible in such a way that he is 

brought to the inevitably inexplicable. My point is that the continuous process o f creative 

conversation allows such a realization. Through noticing restrained conversations 

between Stevens’ poems the reader discovers them at the limits o f human understanding, 

testing m an’s impatience for closure as they venture to possess that which would 

dispossess. What Stevens risks in creative conversation is what vouchsafes his Collected 

Poems. His poems brood brooding because they are on the threshold between what the 

work does and what man can know or say. I am interested in what Saint Augustine here 

calls “the Bible’s restraint” and “ its inwardness” in relation to Stevens’ poems. Saint 

Augustine’s important insight is that meaning thus develops, as the interpreter grows 

older and  because o f the way the Bible is “composed”, thus retrospectively relating one 

great story “O f m an’s first disobedience”'̂ ' in Genesis through to restoration o f the 

“blissful seat”"*̂ in Revelation. Interpreters brood on the Holy Scriptures but it seems the 

Bible is composed so that it is also somehow inward and brooding. Medieval patristic 

scholars, drawing on and developing Saint Augustine’s interpretations, could be quite 

scientific in the manner they approached the “mountainous difficulty” o f  the Bible. For 

example, Rabanas Mauras famously classifies the four senses o f scripture, which are all 

daughters o f  one mother: wisdom. “In the house o f our soul history lays the foundation, 

allegory erects the walls, analogy sets the roof, and tropology provides the ornaments.”'*̂ 

Thus the Bible provides historical, allegorical, anagogical and tropological difficulties or 

nourishment. Indeed, Stevens could at times sound like a patristic scholar, appealing to 

the testimony o f his poetry when pressed for questions about his art: “I do not think that a 

thesis should be based on questions and answers like an interview. On the contrary, I 

believe in pure explication de texte. This may in fact be my principal form o f piety” (L 

793). In Stevens this “pure explication de texte” is not something that comes after the
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poem is written. It is a vital process within each poem, as has been show in the actual 

exegesis at work inside ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ and between his poems as they are 

collected. Therefore, for Stevens each poem is in conversation with others. Each poem 

broods its own and others difficulties.

In reality M auras’ classification o f the four senses o f scripture only serves to 

rekindle the inherent mystery o f the Bible. If anagogy is to draw parallels between the 

Old and New Testaments, finding an Old Testament typification o f something in the 

New, it is also a process o f ecstatic spiritual elevation. This procedure o f explication is 

not a quest for the Holy Grail o f meaning but a means o f prolonging engagement with 

what is inherently questionable, that is mysterious. The reader must rekindle his spirit 

toward the fructifying opacity o f the Bible. I am about to engage in an almost anagogical 

reading o f Stevens’ poems. That is, I aim to draw parallels and find allusions between his 

poems. I feel these allusions -  “these reverberations” -  are at once a method o f brooding 

and an injunction to brood. Stevens’ pious and pure explication de texte o f what he 

writes as he writes is a process o f creative brooding. Therefore I see anagogy as a 

suggestively dual activity. One can begin to explicate meaning through finding analogies 

but this very process undermines any hope o f attaining to some kind o f  fixed truth, of 

actually understanding what this is all about as such. As Stevens’ poems are in 

conversation they are simultaneously proclaiming and dissembling meaning. I want to 

explore this ambivalent function o f self-reference as I trace the different clusters of 

poems in conversation with ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. This mode o f self-reference is 

itself an interpretative act, as much as it is a way o f writing poetry. Importantly, it thus 

calls for a method o f interpretation, which must learn from this ambiguous brooding, 

even as it aims to notice the allusions. I shall trace the connections between ‘Metaphor 

as Degeneration’ with the poems with which it is collected in sequence in The Auroras o f  

Autumn. This will notice how this poem develops the preceding one in the collection 

called ‘A Primitive Like an Orb’ (CP 440-3), and leads onto the subsequent poem, ‘The 

Woman in Sunshine’ (CP 445). I will also look at the allusions to other poems dotted 

around the whole o f Stevens’ oeuvre, which seem to form a group in themselves. These 

poems include ‘The Countrym an’ {CP 428-9), ‘Depression Before Spring’ {CP 63), ‘The 

Dove in Spring’ {OP 124-5), ‘Somnambulisma’ {CP 304), ‘Thinking o f a Relation
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between the Images o f M etaphors’ {CP 356-7), culminating in ‘A Child Asleep in Its 

Own Life’ {OP 132).

The poem immediately before ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ in the Auroras o f  

Autumn  is ‘A Primitive Like an Orb’. It begins as if  it is a jovial address delivered to an 

academy:

The essential poem at the centre o f things.
The arias that spiritual fiddlings make,
Have gorged the cast-iron of our works. But is, dear sirs,
A difficult apperception

{CP 440)
Stevens seems to imagine the rather staid, “cast-iron” Theseus o f A M idsummer N ig h t’s 

Dream  in his audience. The poem, in fact, could be a response to his stupefaction at the 

end o f  the play. Indeed this speech is itself in conversation with the poem and the two 

that follow and usefully establishes their sequential relation. Here is the first part o f 

Theseus’ speech:

I never may believe 
Those antique fables, nor those fairy toys.
Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,
Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend 
More than cool reason ever comprehends.
The lunatic, the lover and the poet 
Are o f imagination all compact.'*''

‘A Primitive Like an O rb’ is defiantly and delightfully full o f  “such slick-eyed nymphs” 

{CP 440) and “unfamiliar escapades: whirroos / And scintillant sizzlings such as children 

like” {CP 442) and Theseus disproves. And Stevens forgoes “cool reason” in his quasi 

lecture since “We do not prove the existence o f the poem. / It is something seen and 

known in lesser poems” {CP 440). For here

One poem proves another and the whole.
For the clairvoyant men that need no proof:
The lover, the believer and the poet.

(CP 441)

So Theseus’ “lunatic” element o f the famous trio is for Stevens “the believer,” one of 

“the clairvoyant men”; not so much mesmerized or out o f his mind but literally clear-
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sighted. In this poem, “The central poem is the poem of the whole, / The poem of the 

composition o f the whole” {CP 442) and it is the “essential compact o f the parts” {CP 

442). This “compact” echoes Shakespeare and is also in Stevens a covenant that can hold 

one captive:

What milk there is such captivity.
What wheaten bread and oaten cake and kind,
Green guests and table in the woods and songs 
At heart, within an instant’s motion, within 
A space grown wide, the inevitable blue 
O f secluded thunder, an illusion, as it was.
Oh as, always too heavy for the sense 
To seize, the obscurest as, the distant w as...

{CP 440)
The above is the whole o f  the third stanza o f ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’ and seems to me 

to be the genesis o f ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. Stevens here sets the stage for one o f 

those “antique fables” Theseus cannot believe (although he is manifestly part o f one).

And Stevens seems to promise here “fairy toys” or tales about fairies. Thus in the next

poem, ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’, this scene is transformed and developed as he relates

and explains his strange fable: “So there is a man white as marble / Sits in a wood, in the 

greenest part”. I f  not quite fairies, Stevens’ almost mythological apparitions in this poem 

are at least fateful. As this setting is thus transmuted into ‘M etaphor as Degeneration’ so 

Stevens here expands or broods upon the next part o f Theseus’ speech:

The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,
Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven.
And as imagination bodies forth 
The forms o f things unknown, the poet’s pen 
Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing 
A local habitation and a name.'*^

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ constructs and explores elements o f “antique fables” 

such as Theseus disproves in order to meditate on the process o f “the poet’s pen” at work 

as it “gives to airy nothing / A local habitation and a name.” In Stevens the name for the 

local habitation is and is not the river Swatara: “ -  or is it air?” And the poem expands 

and develops Shakespeare’s suggestive sense o f “imagination,” which for Theseus is the 

power o f framing new and striking intellectual conceptions. In fact, ‘Metaphor as
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Degeneration’ meditates and transforms the “essential compact o f the parts” mentioned in 

‘A Primitive Like an O rb’ and developed from Shakespeare. In ‘M etaphor as 

Degeneration’ this “compact”, which can make one captive, is established by the “I f ’ at 

the very beginning as I have already established in the first section o f  chapter one. So 

this “compact” is also fruitful beguilement -  the “milk” o f “captivity” -  as the lunatic 

thus becomes instead the clairvoyant believer. It also has something to do with Stevens’ 

suggestive “essential poem ” in ‘A Primitive Like an Orb’ that is not quite the sum of its 

parts -  not just all o f the poems taken together -  and might pertain to such conversations 

as are generated here. This is an invitation to reread ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’ with 

others in mind and as if  it is in conversation with those that come after it.

But ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ also broods on the “as” Stevens elegizes in the 

third stanza o f ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’: “Oh as, always too heavy for the sense/ To 

seize, the obscurest as, the distant w as...” The ellipsis that trail o ff might call for yet 

another poem beginning at the limits o f this one. And indeed the next line in the poem 

states “One poem proves another and the whole” : one poem can literally test another as to 

its goodness and in so doing generate this elusive whole or the “essential poem”. So 

‘Metaphor as D egeneration’ is concerned with what it means for something to be “as” 

something else. The “as” in the title is as important as the other two terms. In this way 

the poem demonstrates a thought too “heavy” to be contained in another poem. Thus it 

explores how the sense can “seize” “as”, the worn down form o f all-so. It asks, how is 

one poem as -  or also -  another? And thus demands to be read in conjunction with 

others. To think about how “as” is “always to heavy for the sense” it helps to return to 

Theseus’ speech: “Lovers and madmen have such seething brains, / Such shaping 

fantasies, that apprehend / More than cool reason ever comprehends”. I am interested in 

the relation here between “apprehend” and “comprehends.” Surely with “seize” Stevens 

catches the Latin prehendere, ‘to lay hold o f ,  behind both words. Most commentators 

on Shakespeare would gloss “apprehend” as ‘conceive’ and “comprehends” as 

‘understands’. I contend that in Stevens the distinction is blurred because his poem is 

brooding on the nature o f the relationship between “such shaping fantasies” and “cool 

reason”. This relationship is dramatised in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ as the tension 

between the beguiling story with the two figures and the river and the explication de texte
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within the poem. There is, in fact, no such distinction as one becomes increasingly 

captivated by the conversation between these poems and as this conversation, in turn, 

creates the occasion for a third. In ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’ Stevens says “It is and it /

Is not and, therefore, is” . This is answered in ‘Metaphor as D egeneration’ with the 

affirmation “It is being”, which eventually dissolves into the reiterated “it” in the last line 

(“Upon it as it flows ahead”) creating a compelling motion answered by the next poem, 

which concedes “It is empty”. Here is the concluding poem o f the triptych. It is called 

‘The Woman in Sunshine’:

It is only that this warmth and movement are like 
The warmth and movement o f a woman.

It is not that there is any image in the air 
Nor the beginning nor end o f a form:

It is empty. But a woman in threadless gold 
Burns us with brushings o f her dress

And a dissociated abundance o f being.
More definite for what she is -

Because she is disembodied.
Bearing the odors o f the summer fields,

Confessing the taciturn and yet indifferent.
Invisibly clear, the only love.

{CP 445)

Each poem is made to account for itself to the others. And I believe such conversation is 

best defence against the interrogation o f a disbelieving Theseus. ‘A Primitive Like an 

Orb’ seems to lecture to this incredulous character but the ensuing conversation with the 

two succeeding poems thoroughly answers his supposed arguments. They create their 

own dialectic. For Theseus’ speech draws on Plato’s Phaedrus and the concept o ffuror  

poeticus, the madly albeit divinely inspired poet. But the conversation between these 

three poems in The Auroras o f  Autumn  at once draws on the whole o f  Phaedrus and 

answers Socrates’ Theseus-like dismissal o f writing at the end o f the dialogue. ‘The 

Woman in Sunshine’ is the culmination o f Stevens’ response to Plato’s Phaedrus. It 

allows him to rekindle love actually within the creative act. And this poem achieves this
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because it is in dialogue with the searching questions o f ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ and 

evolves the academic insights o f ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’. I will now use a brief 

examination o f Plato’s Phaedrus in order to demonstrate what I mean by the conversation 

between Stevens’ triptych o f poems.

The keyword in Phaedrus is paidia, which is usually translated as ‘pastim e’. 

Socrates dismisses his eloquent second speech, which includes the passage about the 

divine madness o f poets, as a mere ''jeu d ’esprit”'̂  ̂or pastime. W alter Hamilton notes 

that this is “the same word [...] he uses to characterize written composition as a whole” at 

the very end o f the dialogue. But there is no doubt that Plato is at pains to set down 

Socrates’ speech in writing and that Socrates him self is divinely inspired before he 

begins. He is prompted to speak not because o f Phaedrus’ entreaties but because “Just as 

1 was about to cross the stream I received the supernatural sign.”"*̂ However, by the end 

of his dialogue he states:

It will be simply be by way o f a pastime that he [the wise man] will use the medium 
o f writing to sow what may be styled garden o f literature, laying up for him self as 
well as for those who follow the same track aids to recollection against the time 
when the forgetfulness o f old age may overtake him, and it will give him pleasure

48to see the growth o f their tender shoots.

For Socrates there are more important pursuits:

But finer still is the serious treatment o f these subjects which you find when a man 
employs the art o f dialect, and, fastening upon a suitable soul, plants and sows in it 
truths accompanied by knowledge.'*^

This it seems is the inspiration o f love that enkindles truth. For he continues:

Such truths can defend themselves as well as the man who planted them; they are 
not sterile, but contain a seed from which fresh truths spring up in other minds; in 
this way they secure immortality for it, and confer upon the man who possesses it 
the highest happiness which it is possible for a human being to enjoy. °

Theseus’ speech at the end o f A M idsum m er’s N ig h t’s Dream  similarly has the effect of 

consigning the main action o f the play to a mere pastime, an antique and antic fable. But 

it is in the play and thus it is also in dialogue with it even as it is part o f the performance. 

This device is one way o f countering Socrates’ challenge:
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If  any o f them [speech-writers, poets and all types o f writers] had any knowledge o f 
the truth when he wrote, and can defend what he has written by submitting to an 
interrogation on the subject, and make it evident as soon as he speaks how 
comparatively inferior are his writings, such a one should take his title not from 
what he has written but from what has been the object o f  his serious pursuit.^’

It seems Socrates would then call him a “lover o f wisdom” . The conversation 

generated between Stevens’ three poems make sure that he is both a poet and a “ lover o f 

wisdom”. This conversation draws on Phaedrus through Shakespeare but the 

conversation between these poems is also about Socrates’ ambiguous stance on writing in 

general. The poems create their own dialectic as the “essential poem ” that cannot be 

seized and thus Stevens can relinquish his poems even in the midst o f  the creative act. As 

Theseus’ speech is a dramatic trick, supposedly leaving the playwright unaccountable 

when it comes to undergoing Socrates’ formidable viva-voce examination or merely 

facing the critics, so Stevens can say, “We do not prove the existence o f the poem. / It is 

something seen and known in lesser poems” {CP 440). Like Shakespeare he has it both 

ways. The poems in conversation account for themselves because each is accountable to 

the others. Relinquishing personal creative control, the poet allows the writing or rather 

this conversation generated between his poems to become the means o f  “Confessing the 

taciturn” in ‘The Woman in Sunshine’. This conversation is like “a dissociated 

abundance o f being,” it is “indifferent, / Invisibly clear, the only love.” The poet is 

literally “taciturn” because he is letting the poems speak, which allows him to become a 

“lover o f wisdom”. The poems can be lightly dismissed even as they evoke others and 

create the occasion for more because Stevens submits to Socratic interrogation actually in 

the midst o f the creative act. And this means that the creative act for Stevens is a means 

o f letting-go and an act o f renunciation. This act o f renunciation even as one writes is an 

act o f love -  “the only love” -  which, in fact, transforms for the poet Socrates’ 

conception o f true creativity. For Socrates says true creativity is to be found “only in

! words spoken by way o f intuition or, to use a truer phrase, written on the soul o f the
i  C 2

j  hearer to enable him to learn about the right, the beautiful, and the good.” The
1

conversation generated between these three poems is about this, ending as it does with 

the word “love” yet the mode o f conversation itself retrieves true creativity for the poet
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so that he can also become a “lover o f wisdom”. Thus Stevens might just escape 

Socrates’ condemnation o f poets:

Then the man whose most precious production is what he has composed or written, 
and who has devoted his time to twisting words this way and that, pasting them 
together and pulling them apart, may fairly be called a poet or a speech-writer or a 
maker o f laws.

And not, we may assume, a true lover o f wisdom. But I contend that the conversation 

between these three poems proves that Stevens does not sit back smiling his work to see; 

he does not write in order to enjoy passively his “precious production” later on with his 

readers. Rather each poem is the occasion for others that will also always re-engage with 

previous composition.

In these three poems I am discussing there is a development from jocular 

lecturing on the importance o f poetry or the “central poem” through to more engaged 

questioning o f certain insights in the previous quasi-address, and onto a quiet 

reaffirmation o f the importance o f  creating poems even as a pastime, even and especially 

as one relinquishes precious personal control. This is why Shakespeare’s “ lunatic” 

becomes “the believer” for Stevens. He reasserts faith in a wholly removed 

“imagination”, which evades even as it beckons. Each poem individually founders to 

trace completely the “obscurest as” and the “distant was” yet is entirely contained therein. 

Each simultaneously reawakens such moments in older poems and spawns others even as 

fluid conversation takes shape. This is the difficult dialectic or interrogation between 

poems, beyond the poet’s grasping control but yet “the only love.” This is not writing in 

order to complete a composition in which to delight later. Rather it is writing that 

grapples with and gropes for the essential poem among others. In this way for the poet 

there can be no clear distinction between apprehension and comprehension or conceiving 

and understanding. And this should teach critics how to begin reading Stevens. To begin 

extrapolating philosophical argument from his poems as they stand alone is a mode of 

merely unravelling the poet’s twisting o f words as if he merely aims in each poem for a 

“precious production”, a polished and discrete artefact. This is obviously an element of 

composition. However, to begin to trace the conversations between poems, as elusive as 

that trail will prove, is to begin to treat the poet as a lover o f  wisdom rather than as a
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mere manipulator o f words. Then one can learn with Stevens from what the poems, in 

fact, are brooding rather than forcing our philosophical interpretations into their ever- 

necessary evasions. I see the conversation between Stevens’ three poems here as 

explicitly about this as they draw on Theseus’ speech and challenge Plato in Phaedrus 

but also as a demonstration o f this very process at work.

But ‘M etaphor as Degeneration’ is also in conversation with other poems in other 

collections and in Opus Posthumous. In his ‘Preface’ to his 1815 edition o f poems 

Wordsworth says that “The grand store-houses o f enthusiastic and meditative 

Imagination, o f poetical, as contradistinguished from human and dramatic Imagination, 

are the prophetic and lyrical parts o f the Holy Scriptures, and the works o f M ilton.” "̂̂ In 

section one o f this chapter I have argued that Stevens draws on these and certain passages 

from Wordsworth himself. Now I aim to prove that Stevens creates his own grand store

house in a cluster o f poems organized around ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ with its two 

brooding figures and gathered from most o f his collections o f  poems. Again the word 

‘brooding’ is a good locus to help to discern this conversation.

In fact, before there is any brooding in Stevens there is cooing. In an early poem 

from his first collection called ‘Depression Before Spring’ Stevens laments

But Ki-ki-ri-ki
Brings no rou-cou
No rou-cou-cou

{CP 63)

But here this rou-couing is not only roucoulement but also an actual roucou, Bixa 

Orellana', a tropical American tree. It is, therefore, also a somewhat gaudy instance of 

Stevens almost aggressively conversing with his European poetic heritage. Nonetheless 

this rou-couing resonates in a much later poem, ‘Thinking o f a Relation between the 

Images o f M etaphors’, which as the title indicates, is closely connected with ‘Metaphor 

as Degeneration’. Here is the whole poem:

The wood-doves are singing along the Perkiomen.
The bass lie deep, still afraid o f the Indians.

In the one ear o f the fisherman, who is all
One ear, the wood-doves are singing a single song.
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The bass keep looking ahead, upstream, in one
Direction, shrinking from the spit and splash

O f waterish spears. The fisherman is all
One eye, in which the dove resembles the dove.

There is one dove, one bass, one fisherman.
Yet coo becomes rou-coo, rou-coo. How close

To the unstated theme each variation com es...
In that one ear it might strike perfectly:

State the disclosure. In that one eye the dove
Might spring to sight and yet remain a dove.

The fisherman might be the single man
In whose breast, the dove alighting, would grow still.

{CP 356-7)
So as in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ here there is another Pennsylvanian creek, this time 

the Perkiomen. But it is as if  Stevens directly challenges W ordsworth in his 1815 

Preface: “Yet coo becomes rou-coo, rou-coo.” This poem is remarkable for the fact it 

seems to deliberately withhold “the intervention o f the metaphor broods"^^ for “coo” and 

substitutes instead “rou-coo,” from ‘Depression Before Spring’. Moreover, as the poem 

withholds brooding with the “singing” and roucoulement o f  the wood-doves Stevens 

seems to make a direct comment on this process: “How close / To the unstated theme 

each variation com es.. .” As in ‘A Primitive Like an Orb’ the ellipsis here seem to call 

for another poem: another “variation” o f the cooing wood-doves or a poem like 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’, which uses the word ‘brooding’ but without any wood- 

doves and asks difficult questions about metaphor. In this poem, however, “the wood- 

doves are singing a single song” and “the dove resembles the dove.” “The bass lie deep” 

evokes the beginning o f Genesis and Psalm 42 so Stevens is literally here ‘Thinking o f a 

Relation between the Images o f M etaphors’, the deep or “grand store-houses o f 

enthusiastic and meditative Imagination”. As the title o f this poem reveals, he is 

meditating again on the “as” he elegizes in ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’ and nestled in the 

title o f ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’. The poem broods upon brooding even as the poet 

deliberately avoids using the word. In fact, the absence o f this metaphor is one way that
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Stevens here attempts to “state the disclosure” even as he notices how revelation always 

evades each discrete poem. For it is not that the word does not occur to the poet since he 

has used it in several significant passages before this poem. In section XXIV o f ‘The 

Man with the Blue G uitar’ Stevens talks of

That scholar hungriest for that book,
The very book, or, less, a page

Or, at least, a phrase, that phrase,
A hawk o f life, that latined phrase:

To know; a missal for brooding-sight.
To meet that haw k’s eye and to flinch

Not at the eye but at the joy  o f it.
I play. But this is what I think.

{CP 178)
Here “the one ear o f the fisherman” is the “brooding-sight” o f  the hungry scholar. 

However, one can not be sure where to locate the hawk’s eye. A bird o f  prey might 

disturb the wood-doves but a hawk might be a latined phrase in a missal prayer book. 

Thus in an outrageous pun a hawk might be a bird o f prayer like the brooding dove, 

which symbolises the Spirit o f God. Or indeed a missal is also a missile, or the “waterish 

spears” associated with the Perkiomen. Stevens is again meditating on how to “state the 

disclosure” and brooding on the flinching involved in the earlier poem when “In that one 

eye the dove / Might spring to sight and yet remain a dove.” Stevens’ “one eye” here 

develops the ambiguous “haw k’s eye” in “The Man with the Blue Guitar” and one has 

the uncanny impression that in both cases it is the poem that is watching or reading us. 

This is perhaps Stevens’ “unstated theme”.

This conversation is resumed with Stevens’ great affirmation in the face o f 

“systematic thinking” {CP 256) at the end o f ‘Extracts from Addresses to the Academy o f 

Fine Ideas’:

If earth dissolves 
Its evil after death, it dissolves it while 
We live. Thence come the final chants, the chants 
O f the brooder seeking the acutest end 
O f speech: to pierce the heart’s residuum
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And there to find music for a single line,
Equal to memory, one line in which 
The vital music formulates the words.

{CP  259)
Stevens’ is incanting here about Wordsworth’s “timely utterance” or the fructifying “vital 

music” that “formulates the words” and is “Equal to memory” although it naturally 

evades the schematic. The poet as “brooder” relinquishes personal control over what he 

writes. He enters an unlocalizable “there” -  as withdrawn as that “it” in ‘Metaphor as 

Degeneration’ -  where he simply finds music, “seeking the acutest end”, which is “deep” 

or “too heavy for the sense / to seize” but which mysteriously dictates to the poet in the 

midst o f  writing. This situation is again explored and refined in stanza VI o f  ‘Chocorua 

to Its Neighbor’:

The glitter o f  a being, which the eye 
Accepted yet which nothing understood,
A fusion o f  night, its blue o f  the pole o f  blue 
And o f  the brooding mind, fixed but for a slight 
Illumination o f  movement as he breathed

{CP  297)
The poet here is almost somnolent and in a poem called ‘Somnambulisma’ Stevens 

attempts his gloss on the patristic overtones o f  the word ‘brooding,’ which is, however, 

again withheld from the poem:

On an old shore, the vulgar ocean rolls 
N oiselessly, noiselessly, resembling a thin bird.
That thinks o f  settling, yet never settles, on a nest.

The wings keep spreading and yet are never wings, 
j The claws keep scratching on the shale, the shallow shale,
I  The sounding shallow, until by water washed away.
[

i  The generations o f  the bird are all
I By water washed away. They follow  after.
I  They follow , follow , follow , in water washed away.
; {CP  304)
i The brooding here is almost the poem itself breathing with its incantatory rhythm. The

“thin bird” is about to alight on her nest and would then perhaps “grow still,” incubating

her brood, as at the end o f  ‘Thinking o f  a Relation Between the Images o f  Metaphors’.

Stevens here captures the sense o f  hovering above the deep in M ilton’s use o f  the word
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‘brooding’ in Paradise Lost and the “vulgar ocean” is transmuted in ‘M etaphor as 

Degeneration’ into “the landless, waterless ocean” . But the “generations o f the bird” here 

might refer to Stevens’ precursors or their “grand store-houses o f enthusiastic and 

meditative Imagination” and his own poems in relation to the “central poem”, “which in 

an altitude would soar” {CP 442).

The title ‘Somnambulisma’ evokes an image from another poem, ‘The 

Countryman’, which seems to have suggested ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ to Stevens. A 

figure sleepwalks by the Swatara brooding and almost incanting:

Swatara, Swatara, heavy the hills 
Are, hanging above you, as you move.
Move blackly and without crystal.
A countryman walks beside you.

He broods o f neither cap nor cape.
But only o f your swarthy motion.
But always o f the swarthy water,
O f which Swatara is the breathing.

The name. He does not speak beside you.
{CP 428-9)

Here the breathing poet in ‘Chocorua to Its Neighbor’ becomes the name o f the river 

somehow breathing through the poem as the poet is literally here “Brooding sounds o f the 

images o f death” -  the “hanging” and the cap and cape -  while “Brooding sounds o f river 

noises.” And the poet is “taciturn” as in ‘The Woman in Sunshine’ since “He does not 

speak beside you”. Indeed, as Stevens matures into his late poems the more he becomes 

preoccupied with this almost somnolent brooding. Thus in ‘The Dove in Spring’ it is no 

longer the poet that broods. It is something wholly other, something to be invoked, or 

that which is appealed to in a kind o f prayer and to which the poet must merely listen 

within the act o f composition;

Brooder, brooder, deep beneath its walls -  
A small howling o f the dove 
Makes something o f  the little there,

The little and the dark, and that 
In which it is and that in which



It is established. There the dove

Makes this small howling, like a thought 
That howls in the mind or like a man 
Who keeps seeking out his identity

In that which is and is established...
{OP 124-5)

Stevens’ now no longer talks in terms o f the “heart’s residuum” as he did in ‘Extracts 

from Addresses to the Academy o f Fine Ideas’. He is refining here a wholly original and 

fresh sense o f  creative identity. It seems brooding is here glossed as “a thought that 

howls in the mind” and is to do with the activity o f “a man / Who keeps seeking out his

identity // In that which is and is established.. .” What “is and is established” and how

might one seek identity there? Stevens is brooding upon W ordsworth’s “timely 

utterance” at work in the conversation between his poems. He is talking about the 

“generations o f the bird” .

The last poem Stevens produced that engages in this brooding conversation is 

called ‘A Child Asleep in Its Own Life’. It is a short poem published in Opus 

Posthumous. Here is the whole o f it:

Among the old men that you know,
There is one, unnamed, that broods 
On all the rest in heavy thought.

They are nothing, except in the universe 
O f that single mind. He regards them 
Outwardly and knows them inwardly.

The sole emperor o f what they are,
Distant, yet close enough to wake 
The chords above your bed to-night.

(OP 132)

The “as” that is “always too heavy for the sense / To seize” in ‘A Primitive Like an Orb’ 

is here transmuted “in heavy thought” as the poem reconnects “the obscurest as” with 

“the distant was,” brooding on the time to brood. The “unnamed” brooder here is 

removed yet orchestrates the whole or “all the rest.” One hears ‘disclose’, the old word 

for hatching an egg, behind “Distant yet close” in the penultimate line. But the poem



broods upon that which will not be disclosed. It reads almost as if it is a riddle.

However, ‘A Child Asleep in Its Own Life’ is not simply a puzzle to be solved. It is like 

a dark saying or parable and in that sense it is a “timely utterance”. It is about its own 

“restraint” and “inwardness” as it complicates Wordsworth’s famous maxim that “The 

Child is the father of the Man”,̂  ̂which seems to be the “timely utterance” for his 

‘Intimations Ode’. The poem “broods / On all the rest” as it re-engages with Stevens’ 

brooding conversations. It also broods on the time of this brooding. It is always “to

night” even as ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ becomes benighted as it progresses. The time 

of this brooding is when “The vital music formulates the words”. To enter this time is an 

act of renunciation, of giving oneself up to creative conversation “Upon it as it flows 

ahead.”

As each of these poems is in conversation an “interruption” is established. This 

interruption is not the silence or space between disparate poems. Instead it induces us to 

wait within creative conversation.^’ The interruption is a change in the configuration of 

language when we read and write without impatience for unity until it is the interruption 

that speaks as it orchestrates creative conversation. This is when the poem broods “Upon 

it, as it flows ahead” and the work performs more than we can know or say. In 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ this abysmal divide exists as the poem risks “these 

reverberations” in its particular method of making “certain how being / Includes” 

intermittence. Thus creative brooding is when we stop thinking with a view to unity:

Here the black violets grow down to its banks
And the memorial mosses hang their green
Upon it, as it flows ahead.

‘A rolling stone gathers no moss’. According to the OED this proverb is used to imply 

that a man who restlessly roams from place to place, or constantly changes his 

employment will never grow rich. Thus in slang or allusive use ‘moss’ or “mosses” 

occasionally means money. ‘Conversation’, as I have noted in the Introduction, is from 

the Latin conversari, meaning literally to turn oneself about, to move to and fro, pass 

one’s life, dwell, abide, live somewhere, keep company with. The “Here” of creative 

conversation reaches into a mad economy of “poverty” and “affluence” {CP 533), which
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Stevens sketches at the end of his Hfe in ‘The Planet on the Table’. We shall investigate 

this relation in chapters four and five. The “it” that “flows ahead” in the last line of 

‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ gathers a strange kind of moss even as “black violets grow 

down to its banks”. For in the last stanza of ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’, “Here” 

intimates that as we turn ourselves about in creative conversation we become attentive to 

a transformation that is a matter of reversed intentionality. “Here” the work as it flows 

ahead no longer corresponds to what we produce because we become fascinated with the 

pressing need of an intermittence that speaks as creative conversation. This is the strange 

employment of turning around where we already are in creative conversation. This 

movement is our pressing quest for we know not what, when we gather no moss, but 

become at once poor and affluent, attending to “it”. Stevens’ rolling “it” comes from 

nowhere -  it can gather no moss -  yet it is the space of “memorial mosses” and “black 

violets” even as it becomes in this movement -  this turning conversation reversing our 

intentions -  the search for the impossible and withdrawn point of its emergence. The 

final chapter of this thesis is concerned with the radical temporality o f this strange double 

movement of creative brooding. But before we can explore what is “timely” “Here”, we 

will consider, in the next chapter, the effects of reading Stevens engaged in creative 

conversation. For my aim in chapter three is to refine a definition of ‘conversation’ as 

repetition forward.
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Chapter III

The Task of Repetition in ‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’

Perhaps,
The man-hero is not the exceptional monster,
But he that o f repetition is most master.

{CP 406)

When I was occupied for some time, at least on occasion, with the question of 
repetition -  whether or not it is possible, what importance it has, whether 
something gains or loses in being repeated -  I suddenly had the thought: You 
can, after all, take a trip to Berlin; you have been there once before, and now 
you can prove to yourself whether a repetition is possible and what 
importance it has. At home I had been practically immobilized by this 
question.

[Report by Constantin Constantius]'

I

How and Why Stevens is in Conversation: ‘Notes’ II ,  ix

The climax o f the argument in this chapter is that ‘Notes toward a Supreme Fiction’ is an 

act o f repetition. Repetition here is not a matter o f making actual again o f what has been 

previously actualized. Instead, repetition is understood as an originary opening up of 

possibility. Accordingly, the aim here is to demonstrate how ‘N otes’ produces itself in 

repetition and how this repetition is a development o f what we have so far been 

describing as conversation. The poem is in creative conversation with other poems but it 

is also engaged in another kind o f dialogue. This conversation has nothing to do with the 

relationship between two speakers (or poets or their poems) but has to do with the 

intertwining o f  what we may call here provisionally originary language and human 

speaking. To realize ‘N otes’ in repetition is to begin to understand how the poem at once 

discloses the historical literary tradition to which it belongs -  that o f its genesis -  and the 

grand poem or its being, and both, importantly, for the first time. Repetition in this 

chapter is a first, a fresh beginning; an initial act o f retrieving what was latently possible 

in the past. The poem is thus an opportunity for Stevens to create more poetry in a
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futural movement o f recovering what has been handed down to him. It answers what is 

calling to it in what has come before (in other poems, in our historical situation) and 

responds to what is possible in a creative act o f repetition. This chapter sets out to 

radicalize what we have been calling creative conversation into resolute futural repetition. 

My argument is that after ‘N otes’ Stevens keeps coming back to the future in an act of 

creative resolve -  this can be described as a circular movement since the poet’s creative 

passage forward is also progress back into inherited possibilities and possibilities 

engendered by the very poems he has created. In the same circular movement this 

chapter will attempt to glean what is productive about my notion that Stevens is in poetic 

conversation. This allows us to move forward into the final two chapters, which look in 

detail at a selection o f Stevens’ poems after ‘N otes’ in conversation with Wordsworth 

and then Keats.

Why concentrate on Stevens’ poems as if they are in conversation with each other 

and with others? What are the effects o f so doing? My aim is to answer these questions 

while refining a definition o f ‘conversation’. In the previous two chapters this approach 

is justified since it frees his poems from unnecessary epistemological debate, when the 

critic figures Stevens as either celebrating the triumph o f the imagination or asserting the 

primacy o f reality depending on his stage o f thought and dialectic. One is less inclined to 

paraphrase what Stevens seems to be propounding about the grounds o f knowledge if one 

notices how his poems are in a conversation that seeks to keep a long tradition o f 

metaphysical wrangling productively suspended. This chapter is divided into two. The 

first part concentrates on canto ix o f the second section o f ‘Notes Toward a Supreme 

Fiction’ and how other critics have responded to it, while also making theoretical 

excursions into Eliot and Heidegger. The aim here is to reappraise Stevens’ relation to 

metaphysical and literary tradition through uncovering the strange temporality o f  the 

poet’s mode o f creative conversation. Since the first two chapters are devoted to close 

readings o f  Stevens’ poems it will be useful here to see how other thinkers and writers 

can inform a reading o f  Stevens in creative conversation. The second part o f this chapter 

looks at canto ix o f the third section the same poem. My argument is that this canto can 

be construed as a repetition o f II, ix. The word repetition is taken from Stevens in III, ix 

(in conversation with Coleridge) but my aim here is to compare Stevens’ mode o f
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creative conversation with Kierlcegaard’s notions o f “repetition” and “dialectical 

reduplication”. This will allow us to move on to a brief summary o f how modern critics 

talk about literary allusion in the fourth chapter in order to develop and move away from 

these ideas. Finally, in the fifth chapter, taking a hint from Maurice Blanchot, the project 

is to notice how Stevens’ conversations with others and with him self can be reconfigured 

as a way o f waiting for a beginning, which has always already begun.

Recent critics have also sought other ways to avoid the pitfall o f paraphrasing 

Stevens’ poems as if  they constitute a meticulous philosophical treatise. Albert Gelpi is a 

typical example when he argues that for Stevens

The poet was not the individual locus o f vision, the inspired medium who saw 
the life o f things and tried to find adequate language for this mystical 
experience, as the Romantics maintained; instead the poet was an individual 
through whose personality the ‘constructive faculty’ o f  the imagination strove 
to compose the fragments o f impression and response into an autotelic art 
object.

Gelpi here attempts to make Stevens conform to his thesis that the Modernists were 

not aiming at a poetics o f indeterminacy but rather at achieving a coherent splendour -  as 

the Poundian title o f his book suggests. However, this is really an uneasy dismissal o f the 

importance o f Coleridge’s primary imagination while simultaneously conflating the 

secondary imagination with fancy in an “autotelic art object.” And it is the word 

autotelic that should alert us to difficulties here. For Gelpi sees Stevens as redefining 

“the shaky epistemological premises o f the imagination” -  profoundly expressed by 

Coleridge but in G elpi’s opinion in an “unsystematic” way -  because “in Stevens’ view, 

the poet’s primary commitment is to the alternate ‘life’ o f words in combination.”  ̂ But 

this approach can be reductive and does not wholly describe Stevens’ practice. For Gelpi 

determines

The tensions in Harmonium  increasingly gave way to a more 
comfortable acceptance o f the oscillations between the mind and reality and 
to a more assured confidence in the possibilities o f their accommodation.

The serenity and confidence o f Stevens’ later years allowed him to 
entertain the notion that poetry had, or might have, an efficacy in the world 
that proved rather than compromised its purity.'*
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G elpi’s model o f  an empowered artist decreating disordered experience into 

aesthetic order means that he is still trying to resolve the same old epistemological 

antagonisms only now they are articulated in a subtly modified manner. Gelpi is 

adjusting them according to what Stephen Fredman pinpoints as “the level o f the two 

conflicting traditions in modern American poetry, the Emersonian and the Symbolist.”  ̂

Thus when Gelpi says, “anti-idealist and anti-mystical, the poet did not reveal the divinity 

o f Nature but invented an opposite, aesthetic coherence, necessarily less than absolute in 

extrinsic terms but, ideally, self sustained in its own medium,”  ̂he is making Stevens a 

disciple o f Poe whom Gelpi elsewhere revives as “the unacknowledged American 

predecessor o f the Symbolists, [who] evolved his theory in reaction against Emersonian 

Transcendentalism.”’ Fredman usefully points out that “the contemporary terms in which 

the opposition between Emerson and Poe survives includes pairs such as wholeness /
o

completeness, objective / literary, concrete / abstract, speech / writing.” And these are 

just the sort o f dichotomies that are left unresolved in the conversations Stevens’ poems 

generate. While Gelpi avoids paraphrasing Stevens’ poems in order to find 

epistemological certainty there he nonetheless figures Stevens as a poet who sought 

resolution o f the grounds o f knowledge because he simplifies Stevens’ relation with two 

supposedly divergent literary traditions. However, if one focuses on Stevens’ poems not 

as if they are autotelic entities but seeing that they generate their own conversation with 

others such distinctions as Emersonian and Symboliste dissolve. For Stevens never 

simply references other poets and nor does he assimilate their theories in order to sort out 

other apparently shaky metaphysical manifestos.

Towards the end o f Romantic Image Frank Kermode anticipates everything that is 

reductive about G elpi’s silent epistemological substitution o f the primary imagination for 

the autotelic ‘life’ o f  language in the poem. Here Kermode talks o f  “the attempt (which 

must be made in any modern poet) to find a place for discourse in a Symbolist poetry.”  ̂

This neatly sums up the predicament o f a poet writing after Emerson and Poe. As Gelpi 

says, “Orphicists like Emerson might claim that language was inevitably inadequate to 

the idea, but for Poe inchoate intuition would dissipate itself without language. 

Significantly, Kermode argues that Stevens provides “a unique, perhaps unrepeatable, 

solution to the image-and-discourse problem, by making the problem itself the subject of
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poems.” ' ' Kermode’s use o f the word “solution” here is very different from what Gelpi 

sees as Stevens’ “more comfortable acceptance o f the oscillations between the mind and 

reality” through entertaining “the notion that poetry had, or might have, an efficacy in the 

world that proved rather than compromised its purity.” Kermode then quotes lines from 

canto ix o f the second part o f ‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’:

Is the poem both peculiar and general?
There’s a meditation there, in which there seems

To be an evasion, a thing not apprehended or
Not apprehended well. Does the poet
Evade us, as in a senseless element?

(CP 396)

Interestingly Kermode takes Stevens at his word -  “There’s a meditation there” -  

as he now suggestively skirts around Stevens’ two important questions. For he meditates 

that

The unique power o f the poet, however one describes it, is to make images or 
symbols, however one understands these -  as somehow visual, or, in the 
tradition o f the new semantics, as the neologisms created by shifting 
concepts. How are these products related to discourse? Is there any way to 
talk o f poetry without breaking up the monad and speaking o f thought and 
image?

The one thing nearly everybody seems to be agreed upon is that the 
work has to be considered as a whole, and that considerations o f ‘thought’ 
must be subordinated to a critical effort to see the whole as one image; the 
total work which is not about anything -  “a poem should not mean but be" -  
which is simply a vernacular way o f saying what modern critics mean when

1 9they speak o f it as autotelic.

This is a significant passage not least because it is an example o f a critic actually 

learning from Stevens’ grappling with problems similar to those facing modern “holist 

symbolist critics” '^, problems which many critics even as they appraise Stevens still 

choose to ignore. And Kermode is quick to emphasize this point. For he speculates, 

what is a whole? Is it a poem, an oeuvre, or even the whole o f  the canon? Unlike Gelpi 

Kermode actually considers what it means for a critic to use the word autotelic:
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There is a problem here, inherent in the Symbolist approach to poetry, which 
deserves more serious treatment than it gets, since it concerns the definition 
of what critics are talking about. In practice, o f course, they cut the knot in 
silence, and assume the discontinuity o f the poem they happen to be to talking 
about, and even for the purposes o f exposition, talk about parts o f poems as if 
they were wholes (just as they slyly paraphrase).

This last parenthesis seems an admission that Stevens is one step ahead o f his 

critics. Kermode is learning to think about all o f this from carefully reading Stevens or at 

least the part o f the poem he has just quoted. His comments also indicate a fresh self- 

consciousness about his critical activities. In fact, what Kerm ode’s meditations do 

emphasize is that G elpi’s notions about the “efficacy” o f poetry or the “autotelic” life of 

language in the poem are less radical than Stevens’ thinking o f the matter. Gelpi is still 

treating language in a logocentric epistemological manner. Stevens is doing something 

else altogether, which pre-empts all the problems inherent in such criticism. Kermode’s 

simple point seems to be that if  you take holistic criticism to Eliotic extremes -  and begin 

talking about the whole o f literature -  you have to admit that language exists in the same 

way as Eliot’s unhappily unruly canon. For Stevens’ questions, which Kermode quotes 

from II, ix o f ‘N otes’ approach Eliot’s concerns twenty two years earlier about how “the 

whole o f the literature o f  his own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a 

simultaneous order.” For Stevens is also interested here in how “what happens when a 

new work o f art is created is something that happens simultaneously to all the works of 

art that preceded it.” '^ In other words Stevens feels that it is still necessary to ask “Is the 

poem both peculiar and general?” This is also Eliot’s question but Stevens sees that there 

is an inevitable evasion in Eliot’s earlier but highly influential meditation.

Let us turn for a moment to Eliot’s ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ which as 

John Paul Riquelme rightly maintains, “remains one o f the most widely read literary 

essays written in English in the twentieth century.” '^ For section ix o f  the second part o f 

‘Notes’ can be construed as if  it is in an obscure dialogue with this essay. Terry Eagleton 

sees that “Like any other literary tradition, Eliot’s is in fact a highly selective affair.” '* 

His contention is that Eliot then imbues this “arbitrary construct” with “the force o f an 

absolute authority.” The way in which Eagleton describes this paradigm at work points 

to difficulties Eliot leaves unresolved in his essay:
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The existing classics within the cramped space o f the Tradition politely 
reshuffle their positions to make room for a newcomer, and look different in 
the light o f it; but since this newcomer must somehow have been in principle 
included in the tradition all along to have gained admission at all, its entry 
serves to confirm that Tradition’s central values.'^

Eagleton thus highlights the difficulty o f the word “simultaneous” in Eliot’s 
essay. The word first occurs when he describes how “Tradition, in the first place, 
involves the historical sense.” In turn, this so-called historical sense

involves a perception, not only o f the pastness o f the past, but o f its presence; 
the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own 
generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole o f literature o f 
Europe from Homer and within it the whole o f the literature o f his own

')(]country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order.

Thus the historical sense is really an a-historical understanding o f tradition as a 

mysteriously simultaneous construct. Both the individual artist’s understanding o f 

tradition and the tradition itself are extrapolated from history. As Lucy Newlyn points 

out “In this invocation o f a canon that is both diachronic and synchronic, temporality 

itself seems suspended. The possibility o f a life in posterity is both realized and 

perpetuated in Eliot’s tribute to past authors.”^' For Eliot continues, “This historical 

sense, which is a sense o f the timeless as well as o f the temporal together, is what makes 

a writer traditional.”^̂

In the subsequent paragraphs the paradigm becomes increasingly spatial as Eliot 

concedes “I mean this as a principle o f aesthetic, not merely historical, c r i t i c i s m . A n  

aesthetic principle is something tangible and material rather than thinkable and 

immaterial like history. Thus when Eliot talks about tradition it is as if  it is a cityscape o f 

imposing classical monuments with “proportions” that form an “ideal order.” "̂ And 

when he talks o f the artist’s relation to these imposing structures his language assumes a 

palpable, almost architectonic quality: “The necessity that he shall conform, that he shall 

cohere, is not one-sided.” The artist is a many-sided form that cleaves to the edifice of 

tradition. But then in the remainder o f this sentence Eliot proclaims that “what happens 

when a new work o f art is created is something that happens simultaneously to all the 

works o f art that preceded it.”^̂  So this third and final use o f the word “simultaneous”
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seems less o f a boundless fusion o f the timeless and the temporal than a narrowing of 

tradition into what Eagleton calls a “cramped space.”

This leads one to ask with R. A. Habib, “What has happened to the notion o f time 

in this articulation o f the historical sense? The historical sense here is anything but 

historical, depending as it does on a repression o f time and indeed, o f novelty.” 

Importantly as Eliot figures history as “a static and ideal construct, eternally present” he 

sees “tradition not as a thing or a collection o f facts, but as a point o f view. It is endowed 

with a personality, a mind o f its own, viewed as supreme and transcendent in its aesthetic 

judgmental power, always devouring the present in eternal stasis.” But this “cultural 

transcendental ego, ironically overlooking and situating the endeavours o f individual
9 8  9 Qegos” is also a “cramped space.” And just trying to visualize (as Eliot seems to 

tellingly but silently insist we must) what others see diversely as a transcendent and all- 

devouring but squeamish cramped space in its eternal stasis proves there are problems 

with Eliot’s notion o f simultaneity. The word simultaneous is crucial to his essay but it 

still undermines his ostensible project, his exposition o f the relation between tradition and 

the individual talent.

In fact this word might point to a new way o f reading o f E liot’s essay. We might 

attempt to read ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ in a simultaneous manner. We 

might ask, as Stevens indeed does a line or two before those quoted by Kermode,

Does it move to and fro or is it o f both 
At once?

{CP 396)

That is, as Eliot extricates the artist and tradition from history we could dwell less 

on what Eliot seems to be saying and examine instead complexities within the movement 

o f his essay. Riquelme argues that “Through language that reveals its character as 

writing and as written, E liot’s works that concern creativity invite us to recognize and
-J A

enact processes.” Thus he sees Eliot’s essay as an “attempt to forge a new discourse 

that does not conform entirely to the conventions o f logically discursive, expository 

critical prose.” The difficulties outlined above about the use o f “simultaneous” 

certainly prove Eliot’s essay escapes what might be construed as his discursive aims and 

so it may be the case that this is a deliberate device. For our purposes this is important
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because it is at this level that we can compare Stevens and Eliot as if  they are in 

conversation. And the word “simultaneous” is an interesting focus because as Riquelme 

argues it is “the possibility o f a simultaneous consonance and discourse, convergence and
• 32divergence, harmony and discord that Eliot’s writing naturalizes in various ways.” But 

one has to ask about “the possibility” o f fusing the diachronic with the synchronic or at 

least Eliot’s method o f naturalizing his blending o f the two in what he refers to as the 

simultaneous. The conversation between II, ix o f ‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’ and 

‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ is an opportunity to think again and “enact 

processes” which will always defy logically discursive prose. It is to admit.

There’s a meditation there, in which there seems

To be an evasion, a thing not apprehended or
Not apprehended well.

At the beginning o f a 1957 lecture called Identity and Difference Heidegger 

describes what happens in this kind o f conversation when he admonishes his audience:

When thinking attempts to pursue something that has claimed its attention, it 
may happen that on the way it undergoes a change. It is advisable, therefore, 
in what follows to pay attention to the path o f thought rather than to its 
content. To dwell properly upon the content would simply block the progress

- j - j

of the lecture.

While both Stevens and Eliot both talk about the relation o f the poet to tradition -  

the relation o f the peculiar to the general -  perhaps we might now “pay attention to the 

path o f thought rather than to its content.” For Riquelme argues that this is where the 

strength o f Eliot’s essay lies -  where the logically discursive path o f  his thought breaks 

down into “complexities [that] can initiate a kind o f mental activity in response that is not 

often engendered by a literary e s s a y . F o r  Riquelme these complexities are to do with 

“the possibility o f a simultaneous [...] convergence and divergence.” One might argue 

that Heidegger’s lecture meditates the same complexities -  or examines the same 

“possibility” only he calls it “Identity and Difference.” Joan Stambaugh explains:

Identity and Difference shares with Being and Time the fundamental problem 
of the relation o f man and Being. But whereas in Being and Time Heidegger
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began with an analysis o f the meaning o f man {Dasein), proceeding from 
there toward an understanding o f Being, Identity and Difference asks about 
that very “relation” itself as the relation o f man and Being. It does not 
inquire into the “components” o f the relation but into the relation as 
relation.

In the light o f what Stambaugh points out here it would not be unreasonable for us 

to swap the “com ponents” o f man and Being for individual talent and tradition or indeed 

Stevens’ terms, peculiar and general. It now becomes clear that Riquelme is arguing that 

Eliot forces the reader to think less about “the ‘components’ o f the relation but o f the 

relation as relation.” Interestingly he sees that this is because many sentences in Eliot’s 

essay “possess a resonance and exert an appeal in part because o f syntactic and semantic 

complexities that have been crafted into a rhythmic sequence o f contrasts within 

c o n t r a s t s . A s  Denis Donoghue argues, Eliot’s music generates its own being and so 

there is a possibility o f disregarding content: “Eliot allowed words a slight degree of 

priority and therefore o f privilege before assenting to a relation amounting on the
37happiest occasions to identity.” It is as if Riquelme heeds H eidegger’s advice about 

how to listen to his lecture and applies it to Eliot’s essay. Yet this is also the mode of 

Stevens’ conversation with Eliot’s seminal essay. Stevens’ dialogue with Eliot is such 

that in II, ix o f ‘N otes’ he lays bare the unintentional difficulties and evasiveness of 

Eliot’s “path o f thought.”

It does not matter whether or not Eliot consciously crafted “syntactic and 

semantic com plexities” into “a rhythmic sequence o f contrasts.” In fact, one might argue 

against Riquelme that Eliot begins with analysis o f one ‘com ponent’ -  individual talent -  

in order to proceed to an understanding o f another -  tradition -  and only inadvertently 

talks about their relation as the path o f his discursive thought breaks down under the 

strain, hence the ambiguities in his use o f the word “simultaneous.” Consequently it also 

does not matter whether or not Stevens directly addresses Eliot in his poem. What is 

important is that when Stevens asks “Is the poem both peculiar and general?” he actually 

acknowledges “There’s a meditation there, in which there seems / To be an evasion.”

This implies that the level at which he thinks about the relation between the peculiar and 

the general -  between what he calls earlier in the same poem, the poet and the vulgate 

{CP 396) -  is at the more primordial stage o f asking about this relation as relation. About
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what it means to invoke a canon that is at once synchronic and diachronic. So Stevens’ 

poem meditates that the relation between the whole and its parts is more original than the 

whole or any o f  its parts. But how does one think about a relation as more original than 

what is related?

This is when one has to notice the movement or progress o f thought rather than 

what is ostensibly thought about. This sounds an incredibly daunting task -  to think 

about the way in which we think about things but without thinking about this as a 

something that can be thought about. In fact, the “evasion” Stevens notices proves that 

he realizes that the thinking about this relation is beyond him -  the meditation occurs 

behind his conscious thinking in the act o f creation as the poem unfolds. The meditation 

is this “evasion.” Thus Stevens’ poem acknowledges along with Heidegger that “When 

thinking attempts to pursue something that has claimed its attention, it may happen that
^ Q

on the way it undergoes a change.” Heidegger’s lecture constantly notices its own 

evasions. If we pay attention to the path o f thought we notice it is an obscure and 

winding trail. Heidegger draws attention to his meandering as he frequently checks the 

progress o f his lecture. Thus he will admit, “While we are circumscribing in this fashion 

[ . . .]”^̂  or declare “We shall leave it obscure. But we shall at the same time take a hint 

[.. while all the time turning back to adjust or restrain discourse that is always 

apparently too hasty: “We shall repair that rashness.”'*’ These devices echo Stevens’ 

interpolation that there seems to be an evasion in his meditation, “a thing not 

apprehended or / Not apprehended well.” The effect o f this procedure is that his lecture 

seems to spiral about itself but Heidegger is also asking his audience to make a leap with 

him. The leap is away from our usual mode o f thinking in concepts, away from Eliot’s 

propensity to visualize or somehow spatialize the relation o f the artist to tradition. 

Heidegger says.

When we understand thinking to be the distinctive characteristic o f man, we 
remind ourselves o f a belonging together that concerns man and Being. 
Immediately we find ourselves grappling with the questions: W hat does 
Being mean? Who, or what is man?"*^

Like Heidegger, Stevens will always leave answers to these fundamental 

questions productively obscure'*^. Heidegger continues:
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Everybody can see easily that without a sufficient answer to these questions 
we lack the foundation for determining anything reliable about the belonging 
together o f man and Being. But as long as we ask our questions in this way, 
we are confined within the attempt to represent the “together” o f man and 
Being as a coordination, and to establish and explain this coordination either 
in terms o f man or in terms o f Being. In this procedure, the traditional

ts o f man and Being constitute the toe-hold for the coordination o f the

Perhaps Eliot’s problems with the word “simultaneous” prove he still attempts to 

represent the ‘together’ o f  man and Being -  or the individual talent and tradition -  as a 

coordination, and to establish this coordination either in terms o f one or the other. 

Although the ambiguities in his notion o f simultaneity show how his “toehold” or 

Fufipunkte'^^ is precarious. My argument in this chapter is that Stevens’ mode o f writing 

poems in conversation offers a way o f leaping from the toehold on the metaphysical cliff 

back onto the dark spiralling path or Weg o f thought. Thus the way in which one writes 

about the relation between man and Being -  or the individual and tradition or the peculiar 

and the general -  affects the way in which one thinks o f this relation. Stevens’ poems in 

creative conversation enact this relation as relation and thus provide a way for the poet to 

undergo the leap necessary to such an original mode o f  thinking. As Heidegger says.

We do not yet enter the domain o f the belonging together. How can such an 
entry come about? By our moving away from the attitude o f representational 
thinking. This move is a leap in the sense o f a spring. The spring leaps away, 
away from the habitual idea o f man as the rational animal who in modern 
times has become a subject for his objects. Simultaneously, the spring leaps 
away from Being. But Being, since the beginning o f Western thought, has 
been interpreted as the ground in which every being as such is grounded."*^

Heidegger’s notion o f simultaneity here is different from Eliot’s. It is more o f a 
mysterious occasion than a spatial construct. But as Heidegger might say, it still remains 
obscure. It has to do with what he calls “the event o f appropriation” :

The event o f appropriation is that realm, vibrating within itself, through 
which man and Being reach other in their nature, achieve their active nature 
by losing those qualities with which metaphysics has endowed them."*^

It is probably impossible to follow Heidegger here without making the leap that 

springs. Therefore, the leap we shall now make will be away from H eidegger’s lecture

concep
two.'*
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and back into Stevens whom I maintain creatively performs the same leap. But just 

before we leave Heidegger we can take one more hint from Identity and Difference. For 

in just one brief paragraph Heidegger suggestively introduces what he calls language into 

the event o f appropriation:

To think o f appropriating as the event o f appropriation means to contribute to 
this self-vibrating realm. Thinking receives the tools for this self-suspended 
structure from language. For language is the most delicate and thus the most 
susceptible vibration holding everything within the suspended structure o f the 
appropriation. We dwell in the appropriation inasmuch as our active nature is 
given over to language.'**

Heidegger’s use o f the word language here is also obscure. But we can say that 

canto ix o f Stevens’ poem shows language is not just the words we read but exists beyond 

the sum of its parts even as it inheres in each part. One cannot apprehend easily what we 

call for convenience language. Whatever it is, it will always evade our desire to seize it 

but even as one thus banishes it to an ever elusive life o f its own, it will nonetheless 

return to haunt us. It will resist the intelligence always almost successfully because it 

will not yield to our usual methods o f analytic examination but neither is it entirely 

autotelic. And if one’s avowed commitment is no longer to the primary imagination but 

to the “alternate ‘life’ o f words in combination” then one has to develop a more radical 

approach to this “alternate ‘life.’”

This is why the comparison o f Stevens with Eliot and Heidegger is valuable at 

this stage. For Stevens is more radical in his approach to tradition -  or the vulgate -  than 

most critics suppose"*^ and this has to do with what I see as Stevens’ creative mode of 

writing poems in conversation with others. The poem then is never what we understand 

it to be but neither will it go away and after such a revelation one can never again be 

confident or serene in one’s entirely problematic and ambiguous dealings with it.

Stevens’ poem thus demands we continually reform our approach to it. As Stambaugh 

says “One o f H eidegger’s most basic insights is that we do not know what man is, even if 

he could be understood as a ‘w hat’ at all. To say that an understanding o f Being is 

‘subjective’ because man is involved is simply th o u g h t le s s .S te v e n s  never makes this 

“thoughtless” mistake as he works from the same simple insight. Further, as it is 

infeasible to understand man as a ‘w hat’ at all, the same can be said about poetry. Thus
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as poems generate creative conversation into which we are ineluctably drawn this also 

evades our cognitive reach even as this conversation moves beyond and yet 

simultaneously is the operation o f the equally unknowable poet. To recognize this is to 

avoid Gelpi’s misapprehension that Stevens continued to exalt simply the imagination as 

the agency o f coherence. But it is also to notice, with Timothy Clark, J. Hillis Miller 

falling into a different sort o f trap in his so-called deconstructive reading o f Stevens’ 

poem ‘The Red Fern’ because “it works through narrowly positive assumptions about 

language and does little more than invert them.”^'

This chapter is about to confront again the passage from ‘Notes Toward a 

Supreme Fiction’ that Kermode quotes and meditates. We will ask once more with 

Stevens, “Is the poem both peculiar and general?” through a close reading o f canto ix of 

the second part o f ‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction.’ And to ask this question by 

scrutinizing this poem is also to justify why the two preceding chapters dwell on Stevens 

as if  he is in conversation. For to notice Stevens’ poems in conversation is also to brood 

over the distinctions between holism and relativism, image and discourse or how the 

poem might be both general and peculiar -  and these distinctions have become 

crystallized to a certain extent in what modern criticism takes to be distinct about 

Stevens’ divergent borrowings from the Symbolistes and the grand Emersonian tradition. 

Stevens’ poem makes this obvious. This chapter will now elaborate what is sedulous 

about Stevens’ transformations o f his own work through his profoundly involved 

transactions with others. And this means refining my use o f the word ‘conversation’ 

here. In fact, the project is to develop a definition o f ‘conversation’ as our analysis o f the 

poem proceeds. Here is the whole o f section ix o f ‘It Must Change’, which is the part of 

‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’ from which Kermode quotes:

The poem goes from the poet’s gibberish to
The gibberish o f the vulgate and back again.
Does it move to and fro or is it o f both

At once? Is it a luminous flittering
Or the concentration o f a cloudy day?
Is there a poem that never reaches words

And one that chaffers time away?
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Is the poem both peculiar and general?
There’s a meditation there, in which there seems

To be an evasion, a thing not apprehended or 
Not apprehended well. Does the poet 
Evade us, as in a senseless element?

Evade, this hot, dependent orator.
The spokesman at our bluntest barriers,
Exponent by a form o f speech, the speaker

O f a speech only a little o f the tongue?
It is the gibberish o f the vulgate that he seeks.
He tries by a peculiar speech to speak

The peculiar potency o f the general.
To compound the imagination’s Latin with 
The lingua franca et jocundissima.

{CP 396-97)

This is a poem that knows a lot about the French Symbolistes and the English and 

American Romantics or how “To compound the imagination’s Latin with / The lingua 

Franca et jocundissim a.” If this last line perhaps parodies pure poetry  at play in a 

jocund, almost M allarmean quest for a detached language -  evaporating into what 

Kermode might call a neologism created by shifting concepts -  then the “imagination’s 

Latin” echoes the grand affirmations o f the early English Romantics. Thus when it is 

posed, “Does the poet / Evade us, as in a senseless element?” Stevens is asking about the 

validity o f pure poetry. But one feels that the question might also be directed half- 

seriously at the slightly pompous sounding Wordsworth as he writes his Preface to 

Lyrical Ballads. For here Wordsworth declares how he published the first volume of 

these poems as

an experiment which, I hoped, might be o f some use to ascertain, how far, by 
fitting to metrical arrangement a selection o f the real language o f men in a 
state o f vivid sensation, that sort o f pleasure and that quantity o f  pleasure may 
be imparted, which a Poet may rationally endeavour to impart.

Stevens’ poem is less ponderous, nonetheless, one must remember that section ix 

o f ‘It Must Change’ is only one canto away from ‘It Must Give Pleasure.’ And if  Stevens 

is not exactly conducting W ordsworth’s experiment, he is meditating on how different



poets can determine what “sort o f pleasure” and what “quantity o f pleasure” they can 

give. For Stevens’ question is crucial for the undertaking o f his poem even as it teases 

W ordsworth’s definition o f a poet as “a man speaking to men: a man, it is true, endowed 

with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater 

knowledge o f human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be 

common among m ankind”. Implicit in this is W ordsworth’s fear that for the rest of 

mankind, a poet -  although “a man, it is true” -  might well be speaking complete 

gibberish. And W ordsworth’s case echoes Milton -  “still govern thou my song, / Urania, 

and fit audience find, though few”'*’'̂  -  a situation which Emerson tends to celebrate when 

he assures the poet “thou shalt be known only to thine own, and they shall console thee 

with tenderest love.”*’̂  Em erson’s poet evading us in a senseless element is a long way 

from a man speaking to men. The light-hearted but for all that significant implication in 

II ix o f ‘N otes’ is that both the Symbolistes and the grand Romantics talk their own kind 

o f gibberish. How does one become one o f the elected readers without having been 

elected already?

Thus what is important is that for the critic to be able to say all this one has to 

resort to extrapolating some kind o f sense from what the poem seems to be propounding 

and asking, while noticing how the language at play in the poem delightfully defies such 

discourse. The poem has already said and suggested everything I can say so far because 

it is designed to tantalize a critic educated -  since the criticism o f Eliot and his 

contemporaries -  to offer a holistic quasi-symboliste reading, while actually discoursing 

or, as the poem teasingly suggests, perhaps only pretending to descant, on the difficulties 

involved in such an approach. Thus although section ix often resolves itself into 

aphoristic wholes -  tempting pithy quotes for the critic who is willing to cut the holistic 

knot in silence for the convenience o f exposition -  these are really only would be axioms. 

For they are always posed as questions and importantly questions which force one to 

notice their partial status within the poem and thus question the critic’s motives for 

isolating them by quoting them. For example, I have already quoted and isolated 

Stevens’ question: “Is the poem both peculiar and general?” And it turns out, as indeed 

Kermode “slyly” admits, the poem already parodies the critic thinking about what to say 

about this:
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There’s a meditation there, in which there seems

To be an evasion, a thing not apprehended or
Not apprehended well.

But this is also the poem ’s internal and obscure conversation and it is precisely 

this unannounced conversation that the critic must notice. There are many dangers in not 

reading these questions as part o f a conversation. For instance we might extrapolate and 

ponder the third question:

Is there a poem that never reaches words

And one that chaffers time away?

Then we could, as Gelpi might and I in effect just have, notice how this 

distinction points to the conflicting traditions in modern American poetry. For one might 

reasonably argue that “a poem that never reaches words” neatly describes Em erson’s 

“claim that language was inevitably inadequate to the idea” while “one that chaffers time 

away” approximates to the belief o f Poe and the French Symbolistes that “inchoate 

intuition would dissipate itself without language”. However, the poem is already a step 

ahead o f this interpretative game and it is not willing to play it even as it suggests it. To 

chaffer is to trade and to traffic or to haggle about terms and barter a price, and the poem 

admonishes interpreters to be careful about talking much and idly when making their 

bargain with the poem. Thus one feels Stevens would respond to this interpretation in the 

manner o f his reply to Bernard Heringman’s questions about his poetry:

I still think that English and French are the same language, not 
etymologically nor at sea level. But at sea level it is not possible to 
communicate with many people who speak English in English. You have to 
take my statement as applying only in the areas in which it would in fact 
apply. What a great many people fail to see is that one uses French for the 
pleasure that it gives.

While, o f course, I come down from the past, the past is my own and 
not something marked Coleridge, Wordsworth, etc. I know o f no one who 
has been particularly important to me. My reality-imagination complex is 
entirely my own even though I see it in others. [...]

(Z 792)
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Stevens is rightly dismissive o f such flat-footed inquiries in these two significant 

paragraphs. But we only need this letter to spell it out. Indeed Stevens is saying all of 

the above and more in section ix o f ‘It Must Change.’ For there is a conversation in this 

poem but it is not the obvious one which plays off W ordsworth against the French 

Symbolistes, which. Bloom, for instance and among others, is so keen to point out:

The Active status o f poetic language is the burden o f canto ix, which is an 
enigmatic and self-doubting text, more so than I think Stevens could have 
intended. Kermode points to the influence o f Valery’s speculations on poetic 
language, and this seems right, but Stevens weakly misreads Valery by 
insisting that the poet is beyond language, a Transcendentalist and very 
American dream. Yet Stevens moves us here by the honesty o f his own 
doubt.

Bloom’s remarks are suggestive especially as he points out Stevens’ doubt, which 

is far from Stevens’ confident serenity attributed by Gelpi. But why attempt to impose an 

Emersonian project on the poem? Why not embrace what is enigmatic and self-doubting 

about the text and explore what is honest about Stevens’ doubt? To embrace the honesty 

o f Stevens’ doubt might be to move away from “the level o f the two conflicting traditions 

in modern American poetry” . First o f all -  and so I am not cutting the knot in silence -  

the conversation we shall trace (dauntingly enough) is between this particular canto and 

the rest o f ‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’ and then all o f Stevens’ poems and then 

with the whole o f literature. But in order so that we can begin to notice the implications 

o f these grand conversations, these “vast repetitions” {CP 405), the critic should be aware 

o f how the poem is talking the reader into a more engaged response. This has everything 

to do with the enigmatic manner in which the poem is talking to itself, which, it turns out, 

barely describes what is at work here. The poem ’s inner and peculiar conversation (both 

with itself and with us) can teach us about these great and general conversations.

Section ix is full o f questions and answers. But this dialogue becomes enchanting 

when we move away from the Socratic notion that through argument agreement could 

always be reached. The debate here is far more unusual. The coherence o f this poem is 

not that o f a discussion that moves in a prepositional or interrogative drive from proof to 

proof towards lucidity. If  this poem is at all clear, the familiar tropes o f lucidity are 

suggestively adjusted:
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Is it a luminous flittering 
Or the concentration of a cloudy day?

One might argue that one speaker within the poem does seem to conclude that “It 

is the gibberish of the vulgate that he seeks.” But then one has to ask, who is this “he” 

here? And who says this? Are we right to talk in terms of different speakers within the 

poem? These questions are not easily answered. But one thing is certain, this seemingly 

conclusive statement in isolation cannot be made to stand for what the whole of the poem 

speaks. It is no more than a partial answer to the flurry o f questions in the first part of the 

poem -  “Does it move to and fro or is it of both / At once?” -  partial because it is plainly 

not of the gibberish of the vulgate and yet neither is it entirely the gibberish of the poet 

because the statement might refer to the poet. In this way what seems conclusive 

becomes complicated by its context, the whole of the poem, which will not allow this 

statement to stand apart as a neat summary of what it is about. Thus this statement is at 

once merely a “luminous flittering” within the movement o f the poem and a 

“concentration” of cloudy because only partial lucidity. But after all, it is only necessary 

to highlight these complications because they disappear when one starts to understand 

this conversation in another less traditional way.

For Section ix uses the interrogative tactics o f discussion in order to explore how 

a conversation can take over. It is not enough to say that the poem generates the 

conversation or that it is between the poet and the vulgate. And the questions and 

statements which constitute the movement of the poem cannot be simply reconstituted as 

an expression of Stevens’ own inner dialogue. Section ix is not a transcript of Stevens 

talking to himself So what is this evasive conversation? The final paragraph of Stevens’ 

reply to Bernard Heringman’s inquiries yields a closer understanding:

This brings me to what is important. I do not think that a thesis should be 
based on questions and answers like an interview. On the contrary, I believe 
in pure explication de texte. This may in fact be my principal form of piety.

{L 793)

This statement of belief has already been touched on in the first two chapters but 

there is more to be gleaned from Stevens’ “principal form of piety” at work in this poem.
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At least we might heed Stevens’ advice here, especially since Heringman seems to ignore 

it after all when he eventually comes to write about this poem. He says,

in section ix the poem is spoken o f as alternating between “the poet’s 
gibberish” and “The gibberish o f the vulgate,” with a question as to whether it 
moves “to and fro” or is “of both at once.” The question is answered in the 
closing lines, where the poet is said to try “by peculiar speech” to compound 
the two.” ’̂

This poem does no such thing for if  Stevens is adamant that a thesis should not be 

based on questions and answers he feels the same way about a poem. In fact, section ix 

demonstrates the difference between explaining by answering and Stevens’ principal 

form o f piety with an evasive explication that allows the poem to move into an even 

purer explication de texte. This occurs where we started our meditations on the poem 

with Kermode:

Is the poem both peculiar and general?
There’s a meditation there, in which there seems

To be an evasion, a thing not apprehended or
Not apprehended well.

The word “evasion” triggers this process. The poem continues:

Does the poet
Evade us, as in a senseless element?

Paradoxically the poem now seems to be in the process o f  making clear the 

meaning o f  “Evade”, as it continues:

Evade, this hot, dependent orator,
The spokesman at our bluntest barriers.
Exponent by a form o f speech, the speaker

O f a speech only a little o f the tongue?

But the very word “evade”, which the poem attempts to interpret makes a 

mockery o f its explications. How can one explain that which contrives to escape? How 

can one bring out what is implicitly contained in that which is only because it wanders
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away ceaselessly? How does one grasp that which exists solely as it is ungraspable? 

Indeed that second “Evade” at the beginning o f the fifth stanza never seems quite part of 

a sentence that cannot do without it. It is just outside o f the poem ’s reach even as it 

seems to orchestrate the whole movement o f the canto. It is at once central to the poem’s 

project and yet by definition elusive. But its arbitrary status points to (evasively) where 

one should look for Stevens’ pure explication de texte. And this is the same as asking, 

where is Stevens’ “meditation there”? If the poem ’s method o f unfolding or explicating 

itself is an evasive answering o f its own evasive questioning -  o f questioning questions -  

where is the maieutic productivity o f such dialogue to be found? You cannot base a 

thesis on questions and answers like an interview because such an interrogation o f the 

poet inhibits thinking about him. Section ix shows why. In a way it is a parody o f a poet 

answering a questionnaire compiled by someone like Heringman even as it is a stubborn 

refusal to submit to such inquiries. The poem implies that in the situation o f such an 

interview the poet and indeed the poem will yield only gibberish. He will evade us with 

his poem. (One cannot begin pure explication de texte by asking a poet what his poem 

means.) But section ix demonstrates another kind o f interview with the poet in which the 

poet becomes uncannily “this hot, dependent orator.” The poem steps back from the 

form o f an interview into “pure explication de texte” -  itself a problematic expression 

which defies conventional elucidation.

At this point one can sympathize with Eleanor Cook’s admission as she comments 

on canto ix: “We have hardly begun to read this intriguing canto, but how clumsy and 

sophomoric it makes many a discussion o f poetry s o u n d . ( A l t h o u g h  one recalls that 

Stevens said “Man is an eternal sophomore” {OP 195).) Her self-consciousness echoes 

Kermode’s sly acknowledgement that he is perhaps after all merely and slyly 

paraphrasing the canto. My point is that as a demonstration o f pure explication de texte 

the poem is designed to induce such critical self-consciousness. And one can almost 

forgive Heringman for asking Stevens what the poem means because like Cook and 

Kermode he is at least beginning to discern it as a canto that can only evade established 

modes o f commentary. Instead one has to learn from the poem how to enter into an 

evasive conversation with it. The poem ’s dialogic form draws us into conversation but 

the poem also parodies this dialogue when it tends towards a reaching after easy answers
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in order to unbalance our interpretative stance towards it. If questions and answers are 

merely a means of arriving at clear conceptions about things, to step back into pure 

explication de texte is to give oneself over to the evasive movement of language. It is to 

wait with the poem and allow it to do the thinking. This has enormous implications for 

the critic and for the poet. The movement of language at work or at play in the poem -  

the imagination’s Latin or the lingua franca et jocundissima -  heralds the arrival of 

thought which evades any approach. This is the ostensible subject o f the poem -  that is, 

what is explicitly named as “a meditation” in which there is “an evasion”. But it is also, 

in its evasiveness the movement of the poem itself, a poem which is not about anything at 

all and which can lapse into an almost meaningless compounding of the imagination’s 

Latin with Latinate neologisms.

Thus one has to ask again with Cook; “But where does the poem itself go or stay 

or live? Canto ix insists that the poem is always between not at or in. Wherever we 

locate it or however we define it, the poem is m o v i n g . M y  approach so far in writing 

about this poem has been to move in circles, literally to write about it, and to catch other 

critics engaged in the same process, while noticing how my and their commentaries fall 

short or resort to paraphrase. But my aim is to relinquish this approach, to give up trying 

to capture canto ix in commentary. Cook is the most recent critic to write well and at 

length about canto ix. She notices how Stevens “Avoids telling us whether this poem is 

being written or being read; he chooses language that is valid for both purposes.” '̂’ This 

comes close to reconciling my incongruous conjunction of poem as pure explication de 

texte. Her argument is that “Even when we say that Stevens centers his poetry in a space 

between two areas or when we say meaning lies between tropes in his poetry -  even this 

sense o f betweenness may be insufficient for what Stevens is doing. It is not so much 

that he locates his poetry in a space, a betweenness. Rather, he plays with that space 

itself, seeking a figure for it.” For her the subject of canto ix is “translation”, which is 

“always a crossing, more or less conscious, from one meaning to another.”^’

This points to why it is difficult to say who is speaking in canto ix. Is it Stevens 

in conversation with a projected reader, or a dialogue between two barely delineated 

speakers, or the poet and the vulgate exhibited in conversation, or the poem itself?

Indeed what speaks and thinks here is utterly evasive. It is the occasion of a poet giving



himself over to something else that cannot be described or conceptualized but is only 

revealed in process or in the form of the poem as the demand of its emergent project is 

undertaken. This is exhibited only in the exigency of its production and cannot be 

isolated in any grand conception. This is the “piety” of Stevens’ “pure explication de 

texte”. For we can consider piety as at once a filial relation when one is faithful to the 

duties owed to parents and an habitual reverence and obedience to God. Then piety 

describes human relations and a movement of self-sacrifice into a religious or radical 

temporality. But what makes the poem particularly demanding and instructive for 

criticism is that it is also about this, if a poem which is lending itself to such a process can 

indeed be about anything. As the poet is letting the poem think for him he is also 

reflecting about this very act o f creative and meditative renunciation. He is meditating 

the piety of such creative renunciation. This act of meditation moves the poem away 

from “the level of two conflicting traditions in American poetry” and into a disarming 

and original conversation with its own radical temporality.

II

The Possibility o f  R epetition: ‘N otes’ III, ix

In order to construe the radical temporality of this conversation and move on to a 

consideration of III, ix o f ‘Notes’ we might think again about the first three questions in 

II, ix but this time with the help of Paul de Man. In ‘The Rhetoric o f Temporality’ he 

says that

In the world of the symbol it would be possible for the image to coincide with 
the substance, since the substance and its representation do not differ in their 
being but only in their extension: they are part and whole of the same set of 
categories. Their relationship is one of simultaneity, which, in truth, is spatial 
in kind, and in which the intervention of time is merely a matter of 
contingency[.]^^

Eliot’s poet who feels that “the whole of the literature of his own country has a 

simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order” lives in de Man’s “world of 

the symbol”.
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whereas, in the world o f allegory, time is the originary constitutive category.
The relationship between the allegorical sign and its meaning {signifie) is not 
decreed by dogma [...]. We have, instead, a relationship between signs in 
which the reference to their respective meanings has become o f secondary 
importance. But this relationship between signs necessarily contains a 
constitutive temporal element; it remains necessary, if there is to be allegory, 
that the allegorical sign refer to another sign that precedes it. The meaning 
constituted by the allegorical sign can then consist only in the repetition  (in 
the Kiekegaardian sense o f the term) o f a previous sign with which it can 
never coincide, since it is o f the essence o f this previous sign to be pure 
anteriority.^^

This second “world”, which de Man seems to value beyond the world o f the 

symbol, has bearing on Stevens’ lines. Even the first question o f canto ix plays with the 

same distinction de Man makes between the world o f allegory and the world o f the 

symbol; “Does it move to and fro or is it o f both / At once?” But the aim here is not to 

become preoccupied with de M an’s terminology. As Heidegger says, “It is advisable, 

therefore, in what follows to pay attention to the path o f thought rather than to its 

content.” One might, for example, compare de M an’s dichotomy with Fredman’s neat 

summary o f the two divergent traditions in American poetry into “pairs such as 

wholeness / completeness, objective /  literary, concrete / abstract, speech / writing.” 

Further de M an’s aim in his essay is to prove that “the dialectic between subject and 

object does not designate the main romantic experience, but only one passing moment in 

a dialectic, and a negative moment at that, since it represents a temptation that has to be 

overcome.” '̂' In different ways and with varying degrees o f success Heidegger, Eliot and 

Stevens all attempt to overcome this “temptation”.

My argument is that Stevens sustains this temptation through a mode o f creative 

conversation -  this is his principal form o f piety before the allurement o f a strictly 

metaphysical dialectic between subject and object. But this does not mean that he writes 

within what de Man calls the world o f allegory. Instead Stevens’ poems in creative 

conversation radically practice how the temporal element is constitutive, to use de M an’s 

Kantian terminology. De M an’s description o f the constitutive element o f temporality in 

the world o f allegory quickly, almost furtively refers us to Kierkegaard but this is where 

our investigation will proceed. One must ask about how de M an considers the
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Kierkegaardian sense o f the term repetition since his suggestive reference comes at the 

crux about which his essay turns. If de Man sees the “temporal elem ent” as 

“constitutive” there is a danger that the critic lapses into the very Coleridgean dialectic -  

“whether ideas are regulative only, according to Aristotle and Kant; or likewise 

constitutive, and one with the power and life o f Nature”^̂  -  he overtly tackles in his 

essay. My contention is that as de Man here calls in Kierkegaard for help, repetition is an 

apt description o f Stevens’ poems in creative conversation. This will become more 

apparent in a comparison o f canto ix o f ‘It Must Change’ with the penultimate canto o f ‘It 

Must Give Pleasure’ when it is suggested that

Perhaps
The man-hero is not the exceptional monster.
But he that o f repetition is most master.

{CP 406)

But before we can comment on this canto and Stevens’ distinctive use o f the word 

“repetition” here we will have to inquire about Kierkegaard’s sense o f repetition. This 

then is the third important theoretical excursion o f the chapter but it will allow us to 

refine what is meant by creative or poetic conversation. We will thus notice a repetition 

in terminology only in an understanding that repetition is what we have been calling 

creative conversation. Sometimes Kierkegaard uses it as a synonym for “spontaneity 

after reflection” or “faith.” A journal entry o f 1843 states that “repetition comes again 

everywhere.”^̂  A year later he states, “ ‘Repetition’ is and remains a religious 

category.

For Kierkegaard God is absolutely heterogeneous, He is an eternally unintelligible 

other and thus not immanent in time since the eternal cannot be reconciled with 

temporality, the time in which we live. This means we cannot understand time in terms 

o f evolutionary and teleological structures and Kierkegaard sees history as an arbitrary 

sequence o f contingent moments. The paradox is that the wholly unapproachable infinite 

-  God -  somehow mysteriously converges on the finite, accidental and scattered time of 

our worldly existence. Faith is an individual’s ability to confront this external absurdity. 

This is what Stevens says o f a conversation he had about ‘Notes Toward a Supreme 

Fiction’ in a letter to Henry Church:
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One evening a w eek or so ago, a student at Trinity College cam e to the office 
and walked hom e w ith me. W e talked about this book. I said that I thought 
that we had reached a point at which we could no longer really believe in 
anything unless we recognized that it was a fiction. The student said that that 
was an im possibility, that there was no such thing as believing in som ething 
that one knew w as not true. It is obvious, how ever, that we are doing that all 
the time. [ ...]  But H eaven is an extension o f  reality.

{L 430)

One could argue it is careless to com pare S tevens’ suprem e fiction w ith 

K ierkegaard’s God in this sim ple m anner and we shall see in chapter five how  the two 

differ in a fundam ental way. How ever, both recognize the paradox o f  faith. Importantly, 

this does not m ean that faith (for either K ierkegaard or Stevens) sim ply reconciles subject 

and object. Indeed the synthesis betw een the internal and the external that is 

m om entarily achieved in faith only serves to em phasize that there is an insurm ountable 

opposition betw een subject and object. And in any case both these term s are now  entirely 

obscure and enigm atic. The unity achieved is alw ays fissured and alw ays liable to break 

asunder. For K ierkegaard repetition is the struggle to reconstitute ceaselessly this cleft- 

unity. Repetition is the act o f  holding fast to an external absurdity  in a passionate 

appropriation o f  inw ardness, the venture o f  choosing an objective uncertainty in an 

earnest thrust o f  subjectivity that approaches the infinite.

At this stage o f  our understanding o f  K ierkegaard one m ight m istake the above 

sum m ary o f  his th inking as a didactic translation o f  II, ix, w hich we have been exam ining 

in the last section o f  this chapter The first three questions o f  this canto now  seem  like a 

repetitive w orrying o f  the paradox o f  the eternal in the finite. One could argue that these 

three questions develop a de M anian preoccupation w ith the difference betw een symbol 

and allegory into a rigorous K ierkegaardian confrontation o f  repetition. Thus the first 

question exam ines the ineluctable spatiality o f  our lim ited sense o f  the sim ultaneous 

which is alw ays revealed in com parison with the m ovem ent o f  the chronologically  

tem poral. Then the th ird  question speculates about the paradox o f  the infinite inhering in 

the finite: “ Is there a poem  that never reaches w ords / A nd one that chaffers tim e aw ay?” 

Are these poem s thus one and the sam e? How ever, poem  is not a synonym  for God. My 

point is that K ierkegaard’s notion o f  repetition will not stand such an exposition and one

92



should be wary when de Man fleetingly refers the reader to the “Kierkegaardian sense of 

the term” at the crux o f his essay, ‘The Rhetoric o f Tem porality’. And indeed the 

comparison between Stevens and Kierkegaard here should not be performed on a 

conceptual level but we should examine instead the ways in which they communicate the 

sense o f a term.

In the book Repetition  Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous author Constantin 

Constantius explains that

The dialectic o f repetition is easy, for that which is repeated has been -  
otherwise it could not be repeated -  but the very fact that it has been makes 
the repetition into something new.^*

Presumably this is the dialectic de Man refers us to. Constantin will claim that 

“repetition and recollection are the same movement, but in opposite directions; and he 

characterizes repetition as ‘recollection f o r w a r d . R e c o l l e c t i o n  here is the connection 

Plato makes in the Phaedo between the theory o f Forms and how we can learn through 

Socratic dialogue to recollect these. Apparently, in contrast, repetition is essentially 

modern.

When Eleanor Cook points out how canto ix seems to be always moving and 

explains that Stevens does not so much locate his poetry in a “space or betweenness” but 

that he rather “plays with that space itself, seeking a figure o f it,” she suggests that one 

might describe this as “translation.” I would volunteer that “repetition” is a different but 

helpful description o f II, ix since it allows us to think o f its movement in more radically 

temporal terms. It provides an opportunity to see ‘N otes’ as rethinking an inhibited 

Eliotic sense o f the simultaneous, which will become evident when we now move on to a 

reading o f the penultimate canto o f ‘N otes’. But first, this movement o f repetition is 

explained by Edward F. Mooney and his gloss can be usefully applied to Stevens:

Take the movement at issue to be a movement toward meaning or value, a 
gathering o f meaning, say, into the present. If  this gathering is faced 
backward we have a Platonic collection (or recollection) o f meaning; if  this 
gathering is faced forward toward the future, then we have a repetition, a 
reception o f  meaning that is radiating not from one’s past but from one’s 
future -  towards one’s present, offering to receptive agents open fields o f
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This is helpful but one should also be aware that elsewhere in an unpublished 

letter that was never sent Constantin seems to dismiss his book as

insignificant, without any philosophical pretension, a droll little book, dashed 
off as an oddity, and curiously enough written in such a way that the heretics 
would not be able to understand it.^’

This is just as when Stevens admits o f ‘Notes’ to Henry Church that “It is true that the 

articulations between the poems are not the articulations that one would expect to find 

between the paragraphs and chapters o f a work o f philosophy” {L 431). But Stevens like 

Kierkegaard is deliberately and judiciously obscure and droll. And in the same letter as 

he flippantly dismisses his work Constantin also offers a dense paragraph that “nests 

repetition in its theoretical context:”

[We should know ].. .that repetition is a task for freedom, that it signifies 
freedom itself, consciousness raised to the second power, that it is the interest 
o f metaphysics and also the interest upon which metaphysics comes to grief, 
the watchword in every ethical view, the conditio sine qua non for every issue 
o f dogmatics, that true repetition is eternity, that repetition... will come to 
mean atonement.’^

I quote this because it can help us to understand the way in which Stevens develops the 

word repetition in ‘N otes,’ when he uses it significantly at the beginning o f the second 

section, in the third canto o f ‘It Must Give Pleasure’ and finally again in the penultimate 

canto o f the poem. But before we can turn to Stevens we will still need to unpack 

Kierkegaard’s compact paragraph. Here it is best to rely on Mooney again and what 

follows is an abbreviated version o f his explanation, which should be read in conjunction 

with the above excerpt o f  the letter from Constantin:

Approached from the side o f a self becoming itself, a task for freedom is a 
task for se lf A s e lf  s task is increasing its freedom, increasing its openness 
toward the possibility o f repefition. [...] But as one moves toward the 
religious or wondrous, one becomes less an actor than an alert receptor. [...]
Self and world become reciprocally articulate.

Approached from the side o f world-conferral, repetition is a 
transcendental task performed in the bestowal o f a world to Job, an Isaac to 
Abraham, or a beloved to a lover. [...] Consciousness can turn on itself, and 
this process can be repeated.

94



The crucial point here is the “Self and world become reciprocally articulate”. As 

Stevens understands with his startling use of the word articulate in I, iv of ‘Notes,’

There was a myth before the myth began,
Venerable and articulate and complete.

Here Stevens says that presence is the “effect” of a process of repetition, that repetition is 

older than what it repeats. But this is to get ahead of ourselves at this stage and this 

radical temporality will be more thoroughly explored in the next two chapters. My 

argument here as has I have said is simply that repetition could be construed as another 

word for Stevens in creative conversation. And it is also a crucial word in ‘Notes.’ But it 

must be emphasized here that there is no evidence that Stevens did in fact borrow this 

word from Kierkegaard although one comes to a better understanding o f ‘Notes’ after 

examining Kierkegaard’s difficult notion. Thus I must stress that this comparison of 

Stevens and Kierkegaard is not to prove that one is the source for the other. Nonetheless 

such an association -  one might say repetition -  can enliven what each creatively 

meditates. In fact, if there is any source for Stevens’ use o f the word “repetition” in III, 

ix it must be Coleridge at the end of chapter XIII of Biographia Literaria, as we shall see 

in a moment. But the aim now is to look at how some critics have explained the notion of 

repetition while all the time remembering Stevens’ use of the word. So here is the whole 

of canto ix o f ‘It Must Give Pleasure,’ the third section o f ‘Notes’:

Whistle aloud, too weedy wren. I can 
Do all that angels can. I enjoy like them.
Like men besides, like men in light secluded,

Enjoying angels. Whistled, forced bugler.
That bugles for the mate, nearby the nest,
Cock bugler, whistle and bugle and stop just short.

Red robin, stop in your preludes, practicing 
Mere repetitions. These things at least comprise 
An occupation, an exercise, a work,

A thing final in itself and, therefore, good:
One of the vast repetitions final in 
Themselves and, therefore, good, the going round
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And round and round, the merely going round,
Until merely going round is a final good,
The way wine comes at a table in the wood.

And we enjoy like men, the way a leaf 
Above the table spins its constant spin.
So that we look at it with pleasure, look

At it spinning its eccentric measure. Perhaps,
The man-hero is not the exceptional monster.
But he that o f repetition is most master.

{CP 405-6)

One can say for now that this canto moves from “Mere repetitions” to “One o f the 

vast repetitions” until Stevens arrives at the elusive “repetition” in the final line. Our aim 

will be to bring this repetition to life by imagining Stevens in conversation with 

Kierkegaard and Coleridge. Then we can return to the poem for a more concentrated 

reading. To begin with Tilottama Rajan sees a similarity between K ierkegaard’s 

repetition and what he calls “dialectical reduplication” . She explains that this

involves a translation from one mode to another: the translation o f theory into 
practice, o f  religious commitment into the terms o f actual life. As the living 
through o f what is abstract, it is part o f the existential aspect o f Kierkegaard’s 
hermeneutic, in which understanding must occur through application.^'

This to some extent describes the movement o f the three sections o f  ‘N otes.’ Generally 

speaking, ‘N otes’ describes “the living through o f what is abstract” as a movement of 

change from what must be abstract to what must give pleasure. She also points out that

Kierkegaard’s retrospective reading o f his aesthetic texts involves the second 
kind o f repetition [i.e. repetition forward as a second chance that allows us to 
have everything double rather than repetition backward as the recollection of 
what has been]: he retraces his past as part o f a spiritual therapy in order to 
make it produce new insights. There is no guarantee, however, that returning 
to the aesthetic texts to perform a divinatory reading will deliver precisely the

I  * 1  £

new truths within them that ‘Kierkegaard’ wants disclosed.
I

Her next sentence is particularly helpful:
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Similarly, Kierkegaard seems aware o f the dangers that lurk in reduplication, 
and his description o f it as “dialectical” indicates a desire to see complication 
as progressive, differences as returning to an identity instead o f

77proliferating.

We will see how Stevens in ‘conversation with h im self is engaged in a “retrospective 

reading” of his own poems in much the same way as ‘K ierkegaard’. Indeed further on in 

the letter just quoted to Henry Church Stevens is as explicit about this as Kierkegaard.

He explains o f ‘N otes’ that

The truth is that this ought to be one o f only a number o f books and that, if  I 
had nothing else in the world to do except to sit on a fence and think about 
things, it would in fact be only one o f a number o f books. You have only to 
think about this a moment to see how extensible the idea is. I could very well 
do a THEORY OF SUPREME FICTION, and I could try to do a BOOK OF 
SPECIMENS, etc., etc..So much for the NOTES.

{L 431)

Kierkegaard has Constantin Constantius say o f another o f his pseudonymous authors (of 

Either /  Or) that “as far as I know him, [he] is at times somewhat deceitful, not in the 

sense that he says one thing and means another but in the sense that he pushes the thought 

to extremes, so that if  it is not grasped with the same energy, it reveals itself the next 

instant as something else.”’  ̂ Thus Stevens asks two questions in his prologue to ‘Notes’

And for what except for you, do I feel love?
Do I press the extremest book o f the wisest man 
Close to me, hidden in me day and night?

(CP 380)

There is the same inwardness as in Kierkegaard and the same ambivalence about writing 

and reading. How much o f a reader is a writer? How inward and autonomous is a poem? 

In his letter to Henry Church Stevens implies that ‘N otes’ is one o f the “vaster 

repetitions” . That is, it has become or will become something he can converse with in a 

retrospective reading (“it ought to be one o f only a number o f books”) and thus guarantee 

future insights -  although these will always appear in an unexpected, surprising light -  as 

it is involved in creative conversation (“so much for the N otes”). This echoes how 

Kierkegaard reads his own work. As he points out in The Point o f  View “where a 

mystification, a dialectical redoubling, is used in the service o f earnestness, it will be
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used in such a way that it only wards off misunderstandings and preliminary 

understandings, while the true understanding is available to the person who is honestly 

s e e k i n g . S t e v e n s  said that ‘N otes’ should be read slowly and he is very earnest about 

this poem as evidenced by his patient explications o f it in his letters, explications which 

do not explain what the poem means or interpret but guide the reader into a more 

heuristic position in relation to it. That is, a reading that is capable o f “going round / And 

round and round” {CP 405).

Yet crucially the poem does not guarantee revelation (of God, o f a supreme 

fiction). One has to return to it with the same energy. And one way to approach a slow, 

almost sacred reading o f this poem is to engage with it creatively as if  one is in 

conversation with it. This is as true for Stevens returning to this poem as it may be for 

any other reader. Thus the mind can never be satisfied and it is crucial that the poem 

resist the intelligence almost successfully. Or as Constantin Constantius despairingly 

puts it in his letter at the end o f Repetition to the “real reader” o f  the work, “Who in our 

day thinks o f wasting any time on the curious idea that it is an art to be a good reader, not 

to mention spending time on becoming that? O f course, this deplorable state has its 

effect on an author who, in my opinion, very properly joins Clement o f Alexandria in 

writing in such a way that the heretics are not able to understand.”*®

Steven Shakespeare usefully develops this when he states that “Repetition is a 

creative act.” Thus

If God is truly Creator, then there must be within the divine nature itself, a 
moment o f rupturing and self differing. The divine creativity is analogous to 
that o f the writer; it is a creativity which hides itself in revealing itself, and 
which thus opens up a space for freedom. God is intrinsically opaque to 
rational or intuitive vision.*'

Stevens is making as enormous claims towards the end o f ‘N otes’ especially in the 

climactic canto viii (with its Angel and “I am and as I am, I am” {CP 405), referring us at 

once to Coleridge’s famous definition o f the primary imagination and the divine, original 

I AM THAT I AM revealed to Moses in Exodus 3:14)  leading to the “vast repetitions” o f 

canto ix. As Rajan says o f Kierkegaard,



Through the dialectical reduplication at the heart o f his work, namely, the 
replaying o f theory as fiction, Kierkegaard repeats the strategies o f traditional 
hermeneutics so as to make them self-reflexive. The result is a radical 
revision o f hermeneutics, in which the author is reduced to the status o f a 
reader, and the text becomes a heuristic stimulus.

The conversations we have been noticing in the previous two chapters and the movement 

and relation o f II, ix and III, ix in ‘N otes’ prove a similar process at work in Stevens.

And the final two chapters o f this thesis will set out to demonstrate how this act of 

dialectical reduplication becomes more important for Stevens the older he is and develops 

into a habit o f composition, but which can indeed be distinguished from this 

Kierkegaardian comparison. I will argue that the comparison with Kierkegaard is useful 

at this stage precisely because o f the way the two eventually diverge. Although both are 

essentially hermeneutic trouble-makers in their own ways.

Many critics -  notably Bloom and Cook among others -  have sensed that Stevens 

seems beyond contemporary literary criticism. Thus Bloom says o f  Stevens that “His 

major phase, from 1942 to his death in 1955, gave us a canon o f poems themselves more
83advanced as interpretation than our criticism as yet has gotten to be.” And as we have 

noticed in the first part o f this chapter Stevens is often silently teaching his critics how to 

interpret. My argument is that it is because Stevens knows how to read certain older 

poets (as evidenced in his submerged mode o f allusion) in the way Kierkegaard expects 

to be read and indeed returns to and reads his own work, which makes Stevens apparently 

more advanced than his critics. Further his self-allusions or conversations with him self 

prove that he creatively reads or converses with or draws on his own work in a similar 

(but as we shall see ultimately quite different) way to Kierkegaard. One might say for 

now at least that Stevens reads and writes within repetition. Stevens’ creative 

conversation thus approximates to Kierkegaardian retrospective reading which is 

repetition as moving forward; a creative engendering which pushes ahead, generating as 

it repeats, generating what it repeats. In the final chapter o f  this thesis we can begin to 

look at the effects o f working in this radical temporality with the help o f Maurice 

Blanchot.

But for now we can return to III, ix o f ‘N otes’ and discern how it is in 

conversation with the end o f Chapter XIII o f Biographia Liter aria. Like Eliot’s essay.
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Coleridge’s famous distinction between the primary and secondary imagination and fancy 

is the source o f endless critical debate and Stevens here establishes a difficult 

conversation with this classification with his judiciously obscure use o f the word 

“repetition” . Coleridge says,

The primary imagination I hold to be the living power and prime agent o f all 
human perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind o f the eternal act of 
creation in the infinite I AM.*

Most critics are quick to point out the similarities o f the climactic III, viii o f 

‘N otes’ and Coleridge’s denotation. But perhaps this single sentence defining the 

primary imagination is by now so famous that one becomes blinded to it and I can find no 

commentator on ‘N otes’ who understands how Stevens echoes Coleridge’s “repetition” in 

III, ix, although at times ‘N otes’ dwells on this word (in II, i and III, iii), then 

prominently very near the end. The word is also crucial to an understanding o f 

Coleridge’s famous classification and that it is so often (literally and unthinkingly) 

glossed over is the cause o f much critical misapprehension about how Coleridge grades 

the imagination. Stevens’ poem, as we shall see, makes this apparent because the poet 

thinks through repetition in the manner o f Coleridge and Kierkegaard (neither o f whom 

read the other by the way). Thus my contention is that an understanding o f Kierkegaard’s 

notion o f repetition as I have attempted to outline it above can enliven an understanding 

o f Coleridge’s use o f  the word and especially as it is picked up and transmuted by 

Stevens in creative conversation. Further this comparison o f all three clears up much 

unwarranted critical debate over Coleridge’s hierarchy o f the imagination and fancy.

The contemporary and questionable consensus about Coleridge’s definition o f the 

primary imagination stems from I. A. Richards’ ground breaking book Coleridge on 

Imagination, which Stevens annotated heavily while writing ‘N otes’ and simultaneously 

preparing his lecture ‘The Noble Rider and the Sound o f W ords’. The primary 

imagination is the common birthright o f all men and is the work o f the mind as it is 

subconsciously active in perception. One may thus define the primary imagination as the 

inborn power o f perceiving, which it makes it possible for man to know things. As John 

Spencer Hill puts it “This vital, synthesising power effects a coalescence o f  subject (self) 

and object (non-self), yielding, as its product, a modified combination o f the percipient
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o c

and the thing perceived.” But this “activity o f the perceiving mind is an analogue, at a 

finite level, o f the eternally generative activity o f God.” But notice here how Hill 

silently glosses over Coleridge’s “repetition” with “analogue”. My point is that neither 

Stevens, Coleridge or Kierkegaard would be content with this. Kierkegaard explores 

unrelentingly the paradox o f this situation. And as Jonathon W ordsworth says, “The 

language used in Biographia Literaria is evocative, expressive o f need and hope rather 

than certainty, because Coleridge is ascribing to the human mind a godlike quality in
87which he only half dares to believe.” Stevens I feel understands this as he repeats his 

“repetitions” in III, ix until he comes at the final repetition in the last line. For if  Stevens 

dares to assert, albeit in front o f  an all too weedy wren, that “I can / Do all that angels 

can” it is because he intuits with Kierkegaard and Coleridge that it is because ^"Perhaps,"

The man-hero is not the exceptional monster.
But he that o f repetition is most master.

{CP 406)

These lines now read as if they could be Kierkegaard’s marginalia in a fantastic 

Danish translation o f Biographia Literaria. Stevens “dares to believe” in a supreme 

fiction as Coleridge and Kierkegaard dare to have faith in God. The nature o f what is 

meant by daring here will become clearer when we consider how critics still remain 

undecided as to the relative importance o f the two modes o f imagination. For Coleridge 

goes on in the next sentence to say.

The secondary imagination I consider as an echo o f the former, coexisting 
with the conscious will, yet still as identical with the primary in the kind  o f its 
agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode o f its operation.**

Which is more important, the primary or secondary imagination? I. A. Richards would 

have it that the secondary is the more significant o f the two:

All the supernumerary perceptions which support civilized life are the 
products o f the Secondary Imagination; and, though the processes by which 
they are created are best studied in words -  in the highest examples, in poetry 
-  the rest o f the fabric o f  the world o f values is o f the same origin.*^
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Whereas the primary imagination for Richards is merely “normal perception that 

produces the usual world o f the senses, [...] the world o f routine satisfaction o f our 

minimum e x i g e n c i e s . A n d  this is how John Spencer Hill advances the case in a more 

recent companion to Coleridge:

The Secondary Imagination is, in effect, the poetic imagination. It differs 
from the Primary Imagination in degree, but not in kind. While all men 
possess the Primary Imagination, only some men possess the heightened 
degree o f that universally human power to which the poet lays claim.

This ambivalence is crucial to an understanding o f Stevens’ use o f the word “repetition” . 

One is mysteriously elected to the secondary imagination yet the primary imagination is 

universal. Yet they are in kind  the same. Jonathon W ordsworth usefully redresses the 

situation in much the same way as Stevens in III, ix:

If m an’s self-consciousness, through a positive repetition o f G od’s first (and 
eternal) creative act [with the primary imagination], amounts to an awareness 
o f an inanimate cold world, membership o f ‘the poor loveless ever-anxious 
crowd’ [lines which I. A. Richards quotes to emphasize this very point], 
where does that leave the poet who echoes it? -  and does so by a decision o f 
the conscious will [with the secondary imagination]?

These are exactly the questions Stevens transcends in III, ix as he develops his various 

“repetitions” into the difficult “repetition” o f the last line and thus this canto is a 

repetitious moving beyond (in an almost Kiekegaardian sense) all those questions asked 

in II, ix. For as Jonathon Wordsworth continues.

It seems a good deal easier not to ask such questions, but to put the primary 
[imagination] first, and accept that (as for Blake and W ordsworth and 
Shelley, in their different ways) the poet for Coleridge is a prophet.^^

Actually ‘N otes’ demonstrates it is not “a good deal easier not to ask such 

questions” as it takes Stevens nearly the whole poem to tentatively discard them. 

Nevertheless, I would now include Stevens in this pantheon o f poet-prophets but o f 

course on his own terms. Coleridge’s point is that the poet’s role is secondary “because it 

consists in giving form to the apprehension o f God, not in the apprehension itself; and 

because it is conscious.” '̂' It is an echo rather than a repetition. How'ever, when in
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Biographia Literaria the primary imagination is placed first, “It isn’t that Coleridge 

doesn’t value the conscious will -  it is the basis o f the Kantian imperative that supports 

his entire moral philosophy -  but like Wordsworth he craves the immediacy o f border 

experience in which ‘W e...lose and find all self in God.’”^̂  Thus Stevens’ tentative but 

poignantly hopeful “Perhaps” in the last stanza o f III, ix. A lot is at stake here for 

Stevens as he conjectures whether one can write within a repetition o f  the supreme fiction 

(and not merely echo it as with the secondary imagination):

Perhaps
The man-hero is not the exceptional monster,
But he that o f repetition is most master.

One can now see how the five questions o f II, ix are a meditation on the relative 

significance o f the primary and secondary imagination. But this is also to meditate on the 

relation between the synchronic and the diachronic (the relation between a repetition and 

an echo; between an eternal -  simultaneous -  act o f creation and an act o f dissolution or 

dissipation in order to recreate -  which it turns out are the same acts in kind, differing 

only in degree and mode as embodied in the ambiguous poet-speaker-reader o f that 

canto). Further we can begin to see III, ix as a repetition o f  this meditation but with a 

creative consciousness raised to the second power (“I can / Do all that angels can”) that 

rightly jettisons the questions o f II, ix and contains as Jonathon Wordsworth puts it a 

“border hope” in experiencing the immediacy o f a border experience in which we lose 

and find all self in the other -  o f faith in a supreme fiction within the creative act -  when 

we have the courage to forge creative repetition. And since the relation between the 

primary and the secondary imagination is the same relation (in kind, if  you like) between 

the synchronic (simultaneous) and the diachronic (historical), Stevens learns in ‘Notes’ 

that the paradox o f his sustaining faith is within the creative act itse lf Thus to be 

engaged in creative conversation is to write within an act o f repetition, which is to sustain 

faith in a creative or supreme fiction (something never assured but always achieved anew 

in a radically temporal realm). As Derrida puts it in Writing and Difference (and notice 

how his title is a confrontational development o f Heidegger’s lecture we looked at earlier. 

Identity and Difference):
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As soon as there is repetition, God is there, the present holds on to itself and 
reserves itself, that is to say eludes itself [...] Another name for repetition;
Being. Being is the form in which the infinite diversity o f the forms and 
forces o f life and death can indefinitely merge and be repeated in the word.
For there is no word, nor in general a sign, which is not constituted by the 
possibility o f repeating itself. A sign which does not repeat itself, which is 
not already divided by repetition in its “first time,” is not a sign.^^

In the light o f this we are coming closer to an understanding o f how Stevens can 

say “There was a myth before the myth began, / Venerable and articulate and complete” 

{CP 383). For the etymon o f articulate is ar, to join and what can be joined can be 

repeated, even as venerable, complete and articulate correspond to God, being and 

word(s). Importantly, when Stevens understands repetition he substitutes God for 

supreme fiction and this is what ultimately sets him apart from either Kierkegaard and 

Coleridge. Nonetheless I think it helps to use a Kierkegaardian reading o f Coleridge to 

develop an understanding o f III, ix o f ‘Notes’ and this canto is, as we shall see, as densely 

argued as Derrida’s meditations on repetition above.

Harold Bloom sees canto ix along with canto x merely as forming a “less 

deliberate coda” to ‘N otes’ but interestingly also as “what is still unresolved in 

S t e v e n s . A n d  as ever his instincts prove right except as usual he is disinclined to 

pursue what he cannot resolve. Thus his opinion is that “Stevens is better fortified now 

against the cyclic repetitions o f mere nature” and for Bloom “That is one partial 

satisfaction.” *̂ So for all Bloom ’s emphasis on the Coleridgean aspect o f canto viii he 

fails to discern a Coleridgean element in Stevens’ act o f repetition at the end. And if one 

briefly surveys what all the major commentators have to say about III, ix, it is this 

unwillingness to regard Stevens’ “repetition” in the last line as little more than a cyclical 

revolution o f nature, which accounts for such divergence o f  opinion -  in much the same 

way as critical consensus is divided about Coleridge’s classification o f the imagination. 

Although I must stress my aim here is not try and resolve Stevens’ repetition.

Thus Helen Vendler sees the “circular movement” o f III, ix as “something 

infinitely more laborious, a treadmill rather than a merry-go-round, and the rhythm, 

constantly broken by commas, retards and contradicts the ‘pleasurable’ s e n s e . S h e  

concludes, “In the light o f this canto, routine is the final good, and the exceptional seems 

merely monstrous” and the last lines constitute a “deadened statement” and “one version
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of a belief in the commonplace which recurs rather often in the last volumes. ” It must 

be clear by now how my argument here diverges from V endler’s reading. But her 

criticism can be contrasted with Riddel’s euphoric commentary on III, ix:

To celebrate the earth’s whirl is to live as a poet, “he that o f repetition is most 
master,” to affirm that “merely going round is a final good” because it is 
change enjoyed, change contained in the self but not denied.

What Stevens has evolved is a self, and in that self an image o f the 
world o f which man is master, the man-hero who comes to accept what is 
humanly possible and desire no more."^'

I agree with R iddel’s tone but in the end it is an unexceptional reading since he 

does little more than B. J. Leggett who attempts to read III, ix in terms o f the theories of 

the aesthetic psychologist Charles Mauron. As Leggett explains “In M auron’s 

psychology, the aesthetic emotion is all stimulus and no reflex, since the reflex carries us 

away from contemplation and back to the world o f action. Artistic expression, then, 

becomes the aesthetic equivalent o f r e f l e x . T h u s  in Leggett’s Mauronic reading the 

conclusion o f canto ix “proposes the aesthetic emotion, the pleasure o f  experiencing the 

moment for itself without thought o f  future need or action or fate, as the fiction that will 

replace the fiction o f a n g e l s . F o r  Leggett then the canto just “describes this moment 

o f contemplative pleasure, a ‘thing final in itself and, therefore, good,’ having no more 

consequence than the ‘Mere repetitions’ o f the songs o f birds.” I think this is to ignore 

Stevens’ “vast repetitions” and to forget the climactic positioning o f this canto within 

‘Notes.’ Stevens “repetition” in the last line is something very different from the “Mere 

repetitions” the birds are practicing.

Lucy Beckett argues that canto ix “returns to the repetitiousness o f birdsong, 

finding in it a parallel for the repetitiousness o f balances achieved between the 

imagination and reality.” But she develops this when she realizes that although Stevens’ 

“claim” at the end seems “a humble one”, it is actually “the justification for the method 

and achievement, which cannot be separated, both o f ‘N otes’ itself and o f the whole 

poetic enterprise to which ‘N otes’ is the key but not the c o n c l u s i o n . L e e  Jenkins sees 

difficulties in Stevens’ “justification”. In her view, “Repetition confers ‘man-hero’ status 

because it emphasizes that only the poet’s own fictions are supreme. But reiteration is 

often a defensive strategy in Stevens” . M y  rather grander claim is that Stevens’
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“repetition” in the last line is almost a synonym for the possibilities o f creative 

conversation. For Lee Jenkins, on the other hand,

The cumulative effect of the last four cantos of It Must Give Pleasure 
suggests that Stevens has forfeited the potential of his poem, and that in the 
final image of the mastered globe he has exchanged the “difference” which 
sounds in “Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction” in the counter-urges and in the 
“strange relation” of the poem, for a repetition of the more predictable 
“crystal” of the “hero” poetry of Parts o f  a World}^'’

But I would now return to the “vast repetitions” of canto ix in order to look again at 

Stevens’ “going round” :

One of the vast repetitions final in 
Themselves and, therefore, good, the going round

And round and round, the merely going round,
Undl merely going round is a final good.
The way wine comes at a table in the wood

In order to understand this one might translate his ‘going rounds’ back into Latin 

in a repetitious reversal of Stevens’ creafion of Latinate neologisms (“lingua franca et 

jocundissima”) in II, ix. Thus the enjambment of “going round / And round” literally 

embodies what verse is if we remember that our word is from the Latin versus, which is a 

line of writing (so named from turning to begin another line because this noun is formed 

from the verb vertere, to turn.). Further, the word conversation is ultimately derived from 

the same root, convertere, to turn about, which then became conversari, literally to turn 

oneself about, to move to and fro, to pass one’s life, dwell, abide, live somewhere, keep 

company with (the change from ‘living with’ to ‘talking with’ only occurring recently, 

according to the Oxford English Dictionary). Thus the going round in Stevens’ lines is 

his versifying which in an act of paradoxical repetition becomes creative conversation as 

a means of sustaining faith in a supreme fiction -  a means of creatively abiding within the 

paradox of repetition. That is, as John D. Caputo puts it, “creative production which 

pushes ahead, which produces as it repeats, which produces what it repeats, which makes 

life for itself in the midst of the difficulty of the fiux.” ''*̂  Thus Stevens’ “going round / 

And round and round” enacts what happens in creative conversation between poems and
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poets. ‘N otes’ in no way concludes anything but is the opportunity for creative 

conversation -  repetition.

Thus Stevens’ lines in canto ix enact what Derrida propounds as he charts a 

tripartite progression from God to being to word(s). My point becomes clearer as we 

move to Adalaide Kirby M orris’ interpretation o f III, ix in her book Wallace Stevens: 

Imagination and Faith. She sees that “The self-feeding, self-destructive isolation of 

solipsism finds a cure in poetry.” '®̂  And this surely and immediately releases us from 

Riddel’s rather disconcerting notion that “What Stevens has evolved” in canto ix “is a 

self, and in that self an image o f the world o f which man is master” or Bloom ’s 

misguided idea that for Stevens the time o f the world o f the pleasure principle is “Not so 

much the time o f making a poem as the time o f having made it, seen it fail, and only then 

stepping back from it and proclaiming one’s greater freedom and satisfaction, greater 

than those o f the fiction one has made.” ' For Kirby Morris continues “As the act of 

communion for the Christian pierces m an’s isolation by revealing the divine, the act of 

poetry for Stevens rescues man by revealing the earthly: the otherness o f life itself and 

the otherness o f  the poet-hero, the incarnation o f imagination as Christ is the incarnation 

o f God.” " ' And this surely goes some way to rescuing Stevens’ man-hero mastering and 

writing within repetition or the act o f creative conversation (communion) from Bloom’s 

monstrous egotism, sitting back, finished, smiling his work to see, grinning, leering at the 

poem on the page. For Kirby Morris, on the other hand.

The bread o f living is a sign o f the sweetness and goodness o f life, but it does 
need allegorical resonance to exalt it. This bread, like the “w ine .. .at a table 
in a wood,” is “a thing final in itself and, therefore, good.” Coming from 
outside man, it helps him believe in something other than the self and thereby 
liberates him from solipsism, yet it does not pass beyond what exists and 
thereby saves him from illusion."^

It is telling that a helpful account o f III, ix is to be found in a book which finds 

faith in Stevens’ imagination (just as it is interesting that a recent and very thorough 

account o f ‘N otes,’ by Eleanor Cook, which focuses on Stevens’ word-play, ignores the
113canto completely ). But my reading o f canto ix differs from Kirby M orris’ 

interpretation because my aim is not to draw a simple comparison between Stevens’ 

poem and one o f the Christian sacraments.
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My point is that “the merely going round” becomes “a final good” because it 

frustrates a metaphysical desire to conclude and conceptualize. Thus “the going round, / 

And round and round” enacts thought as a movement and an activity that persists for as 

long as it remains “An occupation, an exercise, a work”. Then “a  final good” (my 

emphasis) is never total but, in “The way wine comes at a table in a wood” , it is an 

occupation, an exercise, a work towards more enlightened inconclusiveness. “ [T]he 

merely going round” becomes “a  final good.” (my emphasis). But one has to ask about 

“The way wine comes at a table in a wood.” How is this wine administered? Kirby 

Morris reads the line as if  Stevens describes the sacrament o f Holy Communion. Yet a 

table in a wood implies a more Bacchanalian ritual. Thus this poem is in conversation 

with “Green guests and table in the woods and songs / At heart” {CP 440), which 

prompts Stevens’ meditations on “as” in secfion III o f ‘A Primitive Like an O rb’, which 

we discussed in chapter two. But in ‘Notes’ III, ix, it is as if  Stevens is making a pun on 

a word he doesn’t even use in the line itself For the line implies men waiting at a table 

in a wood to be waited upon. Who waits for and upon whom? Stevens’ poem teases us 

into such a convoluted punning reading as he brings out the simultaneously active and 

passive nature o f what Coleridge calls the imagination. This ambiguous waiting for and 

waiting upon is also an occupation, an exercise, a work o f repetition, what Constantin 

Constantius calls “the task for freedom” -  what we might call here an opportunity for 

more poetry -and  perhaps, just “Perhaps”, poetry as repetition rather than mere echo. 

Thus “the going round / And round” describes and enacts the productive intransitiveness 

o f waiting within creative conversation. One might add here that these lines also describe 

and embody at least onomatopoeically the rumbling expectancy (“round / And round”) o f 

awaiting and then forgetting the sound o f the round dinner gong (“the going round”).

And this is something Stevens perfectly describes in a later poem in conversation with 

this one called ‘Dinner Bell in the W oods’ {OP 135): “He was facing phantasma when 

the bell rang [ . . . ] / /  W here the fattest women belled the glass” (also echoing -  or perhaps 

repeating? -  the “Fat girl, terrestrial” o f the next canto o f ‘N otes’ -  thus playfully proving 

how in an act o f repetition and in an instance o f creative conversation between poems, 

self and world can indeed become reciprocally articulate).
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In this way, Stevens’ tentative affirmation that one can creatively “master” 

repetition allows him to move on from the questions o f II, ix and work without knowing 

how towards repetition. This is because in repetition the synchronic (simultaneous) and 

the diachronic (historical) mysteriously, inexplicably, paradoxically inhere in each other 

-  and Stevens learns that “These things at least comprise / An occupation, an exercise, a 

work.” And “These things”, these notes, now become an occupation, approximate to 

Kierkegaard’s notion o f dialectical reduplication and his practice o f retrospective reading, 

since “a final good” o f a poem like ‘N otes’ is that it will stand as a thing to which the 

poet can always have recourse; that is, if it is approached with the required creative 

energy, it will always yield startling and unlooked for insights.

Further, Coleridge’s contrast between “repetition” and “echo” (that is, the 

difference in degree between the primary and secondary imagination) is perhaps  fused in 

Stevens’ mode o f creative conversation. This is because from ‘N otes’ onwards and 

especially after III, ix (rather than the climactic Canon Aspirin cantos immediately 

before) Stevens develops a mode o f writing which begins to embody why apprehension 

of God or the works o f God (repetition) and writing or ordering this primary perception 

(wilful echo) are the same in kind. Stevens’ poems in creative conversation after ‘Notes’ 

play with differences o f degree and mode because in III, ix he begins his task for freedom 

when he sees the possibility o f self and world becoming reciprocally articulate in the 

creative act. Thus Bloom’s notion o f Stevens sitting back smiling his work to see is 

inaccurate and incredibly Eliotic. Whereas Stevens -  in repetition, in creative 

conversation -  frees him self from Eliot’s cramped, simplistically spatial construction of 

the simultaneous and so by the end o f the poem no longer has to question about the 

relation between the synchronic and diachronic or fudge the relationship. Rather by III, 

ix he enacts the paradox that one inheres in the other by acknowledging the difficulty of 

having faith in a supreme fiction and realizing that to sustain such faith one must have an 

occupation, an exercise, a work -  one must tirelessly relinquish one’s sense o f  self in the 

act o f creative o f conversation in order to find that we are greater than we know in the 

other.

Thus so far this chapter has attempted to realize why Stevens seems more 

advanced than his critics. My contention is that it is because in ‘N otes’ he manages to



free him self from an inhibiting Eliotic stance towards tradition and the individual talent 

through a thorough re-reading o f Coleridge’s elusive definition o f the imagination but 

with the sole purpose o f  finding faith in a supreme fiction. So that Stevens comes to 

realize by 1954:

The author’s work suggests the possibility o f a supreme fiction, recognized as 
fiction, in which men could propose to themselves a fulfilment. In the 
creation o f any such fiction, poetry would have a vital significance. There are 
many poems relating to the interactions between reality and the imagination, 
which are to be regarded as marginal to this central theme.

( I  820)

My argument in this section is to develop a reading o f K ierkegaard’s notion of 

repetition, which de Man fieetingly refers us to, and to prepare for a reading o f Stevens in 

which repetition (in Coleridge’s sense as it is developed by Stevens) becomes creative 

conversation. This creative conversation constitutes paradoxical faith in a supreme 

fiction, thus providing for the believing poet a radiant, producfive and wholly startling 

temporality -  beyond Eliot’s cramped non-relation o f the simultaneous and the historical 

-  when the synchronic belongs in the diachronic as the primary imagination is the same 

in kind (differing only in degree) as the secondary and as the infinite paradoxically 

inheres in the finite. And this is the opportunity for more poetry. The fifth and final 

chapter o f the thesis will explore this realm through Maurice Blanchot’s notion o f le 

recit. But we begin the next chapter with a brief survey o f how recent critics talk about 

poetic allusion. The following brief survey o f recent criticism on how poets talk to one 

other serves as a reminder that the aim o f this chapter is to figure a wholly original and 

appropriate method o f describing Stevens’ submerged allusions to other poets and to 

explain why he becomes simultaneously and increasingly self-referential.

' Seren Kierkegaard, R epetition , vol. VI o f  K ierkegaard 's W ritings, eds. and trans. Edward V. Hong and 
Edna H. Hong (Princeton, N ew  Jersey: Princeton U niversity Press, 1983), p. 131.
 ̂Albert G elpi, A C oherent Splendour: The Am erican P oetic  R enaissance, 19 1 0 -1950  (Cambridge: 

Cambridge U niversity Press, 1987), p. 78.
 ̂ Ibid., p. 56.

“* Ibid., p. 71.
 ̂ Stephen Fredman, P o e t’s  P rose: The C risis in Am erican Verse, 2"“* ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1990), p. 126.
® Gelpi, A C oherent Splendour, p. 78.
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 ̂Frank Kermode, The Rom antic Image, new edition (1957; London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 2002), p. 
186.

Gelpi, The Tenth M use, p. 143.
"  Kermode, The Rom antic Image, p. 186.

Ibid., p. 183.
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Chapter IV

Partakers Partaking: Inheriting the Changing Language of the Sense

The partaker partakes o f that which changes him.
{CP 392)

well pleased to recognise 
In nature and the language o f the sense 
The anchor o f my purest thoughts, the nurse,
The guide, the guardian o f my heart, and soul 
O f all my moral being.

- William Wordsworth, ‘Tintern A bbey’ (11. 108-112)

In the previous chapter we began to explore Stevens’ approach to the problems facing 

modern “holist symbolist critics” -  that everyone seems to agree “that the work has to be 

considered as a whole” ' and we asked, with Kermode, ‘what is a w hole?’ In this chapter 

we will ask, ‘what is a part?’ What does it mean to be part o f something (for example, 

the planet o f which we are part or the tradition we inherit)? But also how are we apart 

from all o f this and apart from each other? What does it mean to depart? Part o f this 

chapter aims to build on Vendler’s suggestive aside that “It is one o f Stevens’ claims to 

greatness that he went on to invent a new style -  the style o f parts as parts, o f  words 

refusing to form a single word, o f the many truths not part o f ‘a ’ truth, the style o f many
•y

of the most interesting late poems.” We will argue that this “style” is to do with the way 

in which Stevens labours to inherit W ordsworth’s bequest o f “the language o f the sense” .

Initially our argument will confine itself to two poems by Stevens ( ‘The Planet on 

the Table’ (CP 532-33) and ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ ( CP 158-59)).^ This is in 

order to listen to ‘The Planet on the Table’ generating conversation with W ordsworth’s 

‘Tintern A bbey’.'̂  This conversation is how each poem becomes part o f the other 

because o f a certain mode o f departing that also bequeaths the language o f the sense.

Thus each poem can be read as a testament nominating the other as executor. This labour 

o f inheriting is transformed in Stevens in an uncanny manner so that he becomes the
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executor o f his own will and testament. As Stevens thus changes, simultaneously 

inheriting and bequeathing the language o f the sense, we will trace a new morality 

blossoming out o f this conversation that transforms W ordsworth’s genial bequest.

However, before we trace these conversations we must be careful to depart from 

too precise a definition o f our notion o f conversation in our project so far. As Vendler 

rightly warns, “It is wrong to exact from heuristic notions a precision they cannot 

possess” .̂  The notion o f Stevens in creative conversation is a happy approximation of 

the poet at work not least because it forces the critic to discover rather than impose as we, 

tracing Stevens’ conversations, become drawn into another interpretative colloquium 

with the poems. But it is just an approximation. Our heuristic notion o f poems in 

conversation serves to find out a poet developing the art o f discovery through creative 

repetition. In turn, this interpretative discovery is a critical repetition o f what serves 

Stevens in the midst o f creative discovery -  our conversation with Stevens thus describes 

what is heuristic about a heuristic notion. Our procedure is precise only to the extent that 

we learn it from Stevens because our notion o f conversation is in conversation with the 

poet in creative conversation. Thus we have to be careful about what we have been 

calling repetition. In fact, we cannot exact a precision from the heuristic notion o f 

creative conversation which it does not possess if we understand the “dialectic o f 

repetition” : “for that which is repeated has been or otherwise it could not be repeated -  

but the very fact that it has been makes the repetition into something new” .̂  This 

paradoxical complication should save us from too grasping a precision in our 

interpretation as long as our conversation with the poet repeats forward -  if  we can 

discover in Stevens the creative act o f sustaining a commitment to a futural creative 

moment which also presses back to one’s inherited possibilities. But this said, we must 

step back from this and admit that our heuristic notion is and can only ever be an 

approximation.

In other words, in order to reinvigorate our heuristic device at this stage we shall 

have to keep it in conversation. We will keep the term conversation. But as we describe 

other conversations between yet more poems we must remain alive to how these can even 

redefine the notion o f  Stevens in conversation. Thus this new conversation between ‘A 

Postcard from the V olcano’, ‘The Planet on the Table’ and ‘Tintern A bbey’ should
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recharge and shake up our heuristic device and save us from too inflated a comparison of 

the poems. But before proceeding any further we will now take the opportunity to 

compare our heuristic device with how others describe poetic allusion. This is another 

way o f keeping our notion in critical conversation and it is from this brief discussion that 

our argument will proceed. The following chronicle o f how other critics think about 

allusion is part o f our own conversation with Stevens. It is a means o f making our own 

heuristic device more productively imprecise and receptive to its own limitations. But 

hopefully our notion o f creative conversation is flexible enough to account for its own 

necessary interpretative frailties. Indeed, I hope to show in the third section o f this 

chapter how our heuristic notion highlights limitations in the manner recent critics figure 

poetic allusion as a trope. The advantage o f creative conversation as a heuristic notion is 

that it must by definition avoid the too exacting interpretative precision o f which Vendler 

is so wary. For to exact too relenting a precision from what is in the end only a critical 

device is for Vendler to impose too much on poetry, to talk too much and to forget to 

listen when, in fact, a good conversation is at once a discovering o f what others have to 

say and a generous transformation o f this. The question we will ask now is, how can we 

productively transform other critics’ theories about poetic allusion?

I

Allusion to the Critics

In Poetry, Word-Play, and Word-War in Wallace Stevens Eleanor Cook devotes a short 

chapter to Stevens and allusion. Apart from Bloom’s attempt to locate Stevens in his 

map o f misprision this is the most recent consideration o f the way Stevens talks to other 

poets. She sees that “Allusion is always a kind o f play” and she cites Paul de Man. He 

calls allusion “an ‘intertextual trope ...in  which a complex play o f substitutions and 

repetitions takes place between texts,’ and Stevens becomes master o f such allusive play 

-  ‘he that o f repetition is most m aster,’ to borrow a phrase from Notes Toward a Supreme 

Fiction and use ‘repetition’ in de M an’s s e n s e . O r  does she mean to use “repetition” 

here in the Kierkegaardian sense o f the term? However, Cook does rightly point out that



in Stevens “Tliere is virtually nothing o f Eliot’s imperative use o f  quotation and allusion. 

Yet some o f Stevens’ work is saturated with another kind o f  allusiveness, with echo,
Q

where the range goes from strongly allusive through clear to possible echo.” When 

Cook thinks about allusion she draws on three critics -  Gian Biagio Conte, John 

Hollander and Christopher Ricks. These constitute the most important thinking about 

poetic allusion. My aim is now to stress the originality o f my approach, o f  my heuristic 

notion through asking these critics, how do poets talk to one another? Or in what ways 

do poems allude to other poems? Only after this can we ask, ‘what is a part?’

In the foreword to his translation o f Gian Biagio Conte’s The Rhetoric o f  

Imitation Charles Segal makes it clear that these two questions are central to the problems 

facing modern criticism. “Since the publication o f T. S. Eliot’s celebrated essay 

‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919), modern criticism has been faced with a 

choice between what Claudio Guillen calls the ‘psychological’ and the ‘literary’ ways of 

relating the discreteness o f literary texts to the continuity o f literary history.”  ̂ The 

previous chapter is devoted to uncovering complexities and ambiguities in E liot’s 

seminal essay and ends by questioning de M an’s use o f the term “repetition” '® borrowed 

from Kierkegaard. But are these questions resolved in how recent critics comment on the 

process o f creative allusion? In the light o f the following survey how might one develop 

a description o f Stevens’ mode o f creative conversation, which moves beyond current 

critical debate on what it means for a poet to be allusive?

Harold Bloom ’s map o f m isprision '' is an example o f what Segal calls a 

‘psychological’ choice in the wake o f Eliot’s essay. Conte chooses a more ‘literary’ 

approach in The Rhetoric o f  Imitation where he sets out to re-examine the nature of 

literary allusion in Roman poetry. “Long in the grip o f a positivistic hunt for sources for 

‘Quellenforschung,’ [traditional classical literary] study has classified these literary

phenomena as ‘influences,’ [...] rather than in terms o f texts and the structuring of
12texts.” Conte attempts “to bring allusion and poetic memory (within which I situate 

allusion) into a functional rhetorical matrix (defining rhetoric as the ability to motivate 

the linguistic sign) and thus make them contribute to the process o f  poetic signification as 

constitutive elements o f  poetic discourse.” As he points out the trope o f classical rhetoric 

“is usually defined as the figure created by dislodging o f a term from its old sense and its
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previous usage and by transferring to a new, improper, or ‘strange’ sense and usage.” 

Conte maintains that allusion functions in the same manner. “In both allusion and the 

trope, the poetic dimension is created by the simultaneous presence o f  two different
13realities whose competition with one another produces a single more complex reality.” 

Thus “Allusion has every right to a recognized position within rhetoric and within the 

wider system o f compositional poetics.” We might note at this point Conte’s use o f the 

Eliotic term “simultaneous” as he makes his claims for allusion. Yet he goes further to 

suggest that ^"metaphor is in function most closely analogous to allusion . C o n t e  

explains, “Like metaphor, allusion permits the substitution o f denotation [...] by 

connotation.” '^ Importantly, “The nonpertinence o f the allusion is reintegrated by the 

appropriateness arranged by the context, and the external motivation for the poet’s words 

not only gives the nonrelevance a literary function but also trains the reader to read those 

words.

Conte elaborates on this strange dialogue between poem and reader, which is so 

central to his insight that allusion is the activation o f poetic memory. “The text requires 

the cooperation o f a reader as a necessary condition for its realization. To be more 

precise, a literary text is a product whose interpretative destiny belongs to its own 

generative mechanism. Generating a text means activating a strategy that predicts the 

moves o f others.” Thus Conte aims to re-situate “typology” within the text. The reader 

does not stand outside o f the text but is prefigured in the text because the text becomes 

“the place o f an author-reader strategy, a strategy grounded on the predictability o f the 

discourse, upon which basis a communication can be constructed.” '^ Certainly the way 

we have traced critics learning from Stevens coheres with Conte’s argument that the 

“interpretative destiny” o f a poem “belongs to its own generative mechanism” , Conte’s 

description o f “the place o f an author-reader strategy” is suggestive, although with 

Stevens one would have to question what Conte means by “grounded” and 

“predictability” and the notion o f constructing communication. Interestingly, Conte later 

asserts that

Allusion, in its most demanding form, requires the direct involvement o f the 
reader and his culture. That culture, and the historical values embedded in it, 
are in fact ‘interrogated’ by allusion, which forces on its interpreters a



consciousness o f their immersion in history. But such consciousness is 
possible only if the poet has built up a sense of history to communicate, a 
point fully grasped by T. S. Eliot in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent.’ '^

But what does Conte mean by “the direct involvement of the reader and his 

culture”? If allusion ‘interrogates’ cultural history how are its interpreters now freshly 

conscious of “their immersion in history”? Conte’s answer is that it is because of the 

sense of history which the poet has built up to communicate. The architectural quality of 

Conte’s description o f history is unsurprisingly close to Eliot’s configuration of history as 

a simultaneous construct, which seems more spatial than temporal. In his foreword Segal 

identifies why this should be the case. “[Conte’s] concern is with the synchronic rather 

than the diachronic aspects of literary influence, with literature as system rather than as 

historical evolution.” '^ Conte’s valuable and suggestive claims for allusion are thus 

inhibited in the end by his exclusively spatial or synchronic model for the activation of 

poetic memory, a process which is also surely radically temporal or diachronic (as poems 

can always only allude to poems that have come before).

In the final chapter of The Figure o f  Echo John Hollander makes this problem 

explicit. In his previous chapters and like Conte, Hollander treats “allusive echo, leading 

from poem to poem, as being itself a trope of the later text.” But he sees that “rhetoric, 

like many theories o f signification, is a synchronic study; what we seem to have been 

considering is a sort of diachronic figure. Any kind of wordplay, of allusion to other 

meanings or homonyms of a word, is usually thought of as linking references in some 

kind o f conceptual space, and a time-frame is never considered.” ®̂ Hollander’s solution 

is to modify Conte’s description of allusion as a form of metaphor. He proposes that “we 

apply the name of the classical rhetorician’s trope of transumption (or metalepsis, in its 

Greek form) to these diachronic, allusive figures.” Hollander sets out to chart the history 

of this ambiguous trope in the Appendix to his book and it seems the closest 

identification is from Quintilian. He “identified transumption as a movement from one 

trope to another, which operates through one or more middle terms o f figuration.” '̂ This 

is how Hollander distinguishes metalepsis from metaphor:

Proper reading of a metaphor demands a simultaneous appreciation of the 
beauty of the vehicle and of the importance of its freight (with perhaps a
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sense o f the higher beauty o f the appropriateness o f the very mode o f 
transportation). But the interpretation o f a metalepsis entails the recovery of

99the transumed material.

This begins to refine Conte’s assumptions about the relation o f reader and text 

and elaborates on the dialogue between the context from which an allusion is taken and 

its new context as it is appropriated in a new body o f work. Hollander’s important point 

is that “we may observe that metalepsis fetches signification from afar in time as well as
9 ^in semiotic space -  that the far-fetcher is an after-taker as well.” And as Eleanor Cook 

rightly points out because “poetry takes place in the tension between synchronic and 

diachronic, any figure mapping this out is most h e l p f u l . H o l l a n d e r  also sketches a 

taxonomy o f the process usually generalised as allusion. In his hierarchy o f allusion, 

quotation in a poem is an acknowledged reference to another work; allusion designates 

more submerged referral to others, which the reader may or may not notice; and echo is 

“a way o f alluding that is inherently poetic, rather than expository, and that makes new 

metaphor rather than learned g e s t u r e s . H o l l a n d e r ’s literary echo like its acoustical 

cousin ranges from faint vibration to resounding boom. But whether it is a “private 

melody or undersong hummed during composition by the poet as a spell or charm” or a 

“kind o f underground cipher-message for the attentive poetic ear” matters less to
9 ^

Hollander than “that the revisionary power o f allusive echo generates new figuration.” 

When Cook talks o f Stevens’ allusions to others she admits that her “categories
97throughout are taken from John Hollander’s indispensable study o f allusion.”

My argument, however, is that Stevens’ conversations with other poets range 

between what Hollander classifies as allusion and echo and thus my approach modifies 

Hollander’s organization o f allusion. And in practice Cook fudges Hollander’s rigid 

threefold classification o f  allusiveness as she explains that “When I use the term ‘allusive

echo,’ I mean something less than a commonly recognized allusion and something more
28than a possible or clear echo.” Certainly Hollander’s categories o f  allusiveness are 

suggestive but my point is that Stevens’ poems in conversation address the efficacy of 

Hollander’s hierarchical taxonomy and even the tropes he offers as models o f  allusion at 

work in texts. Jonathon Bate admits that he does “not find [Hollander’s] hierarchy 

particularly u s e f u l . A s  he points out, “Although quotation, allusion, and echo are

120



progressively less open, less demonstrable, forms o f citation, particular verbal effects 

often derive their richness from a combination o f the attributes which Hollander treats as 

alternatives.”^̂  Cook fleetingly admits that “Stevens’ remarkable patterns o f allusiveness 

in his later poetry suggest a pattern even more complex than metalepsis”^' although she 

does not elaborate on this.^^ My aim is to demonstrate how a description o f Stevens in 

creative conversation can provide a useful model to move beyond Hollander’s reliance on 

the ambiguous trope o f  metalepsis to talk about allusion at work. My project is to prove 

how Stevens in creative conversation is allusive in a more radical way than Hollander or 

Cook imagine as the two critics rely on a too rigid taxonomy o f allusion and because both 

are content to figure allusion as simply an instance o f one o f  two tropes at work -  either 

metaphor and metalepsis.

Christopher R icks’s belief is that “most allusions o f subtlety and efficacy are 

likely to be related in some important way to inheritance.” This seems to me the most 

suggestive way to think about Stevens and allusion and this chapter will build on Ricks’s 

work. For the Augustan poets, for example, the essential inheritance is “royal, political, 

legal or literary.” '̂' According to Rueben Arthur Brower this is the extent o f Dryden’s 

influence on Pope. “From Dryden he learned how to imitate without loss o f originality, 

how to make use o f the resources o f other poets and other poetic modes and yet remain 

him self and the same.”^̂  Brower’s point is that Pope learned from Dryden Ricks’s 

insight that “It is growth, not accumulation, which allusion must trust in.” Also, “One 

thing that must remain, a central inheritance, is heredity, both the common heredity of
•> 7

man and the common heredity o f men.” This is “allusion’s endurance standing against 

the w a s t e . T h u s  as Brower explains “epic allusions offered Dryden a way o f
T Q

expressing important values.” In this way, as Pope learns from Dryden how to 

appropriate his literary inheritance, he recovers at the same time his royal, political and 

legal inheritance. Brower emphasizes that Pope and Dryden share an “easy commerce 

with the poetry o f  the past and present” but it must also be understood that “In ironic 

contexts, the more or less close imitations o f epic introduced a standard o f manners and 

actions by which the exploits o f  politicians and poetasters might be measured.”'̂ '* Thus 

“In Pope’s verse, the cultivated tone and the oblique reference to Roman grandeur and 

decorum symbolize an ideal o f culture which he is frequently expressing by other more
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important means.” Brower states that “Dryden’s most valuable gift to Pope was the 

creation o f his generously allusive mode with all o f its wider cultural implications.”'*'

And Brower’s “with” here is important. Dryden’s generously allusive mode, which 

Pope, in turn, inherits, is one o f the most important means by which contemporary 

society can inherit the grand values o f antiquity. In this way poetic allusion and cultural 

inheritance are coextensive. For Pope literary reference is a rigorous method o f 

reclaiming what is best from the past for society in general. Stevens is as rigorous in his 

more submerged allusions but the rigour is o f a different order. This chapter will 

consider how Stevens guides and guards all his moral being by becoming receptive to the 

elusive gift o f pleasure in creative conversation. Morality is involved with mortality as 

older works are reinvigorated back from obscurity in the conversations generated in 

Stevens’ poems. My contention is that “in this time / O f dereliction and dismay” Stevens 

shares with Wordsworth “a more than Roman confidence, a faith / That fails not”''  ̂but 

that this gift that transforms inheritance is not just more than Augustan but more than 

Wordsworthian as he apostrophizes Nature.

Jonathon Bate is succinct about what is at stake in literary allusion, especially for 

the Augustan poets:

Quotation and allusion are to the local and the specific what imitation is to the 
work as a whole. As an imitation may merely seek to reproduce the effect of 
an original, a quotation or allusion may merely invoke a canonized text as 
authority. As more sophisticated forms o f imitation transform their originals 
by establishing an interplay between the old and the new which involve 
difference as well as sameness, more sophisticated forms o f quotation and 
allusion establish creative tension between the original and the new contexts 
o f an admired text."^^

This neatly describes Pope’s relationship with Dryden and antiquity. It is also a 

useful model to think about Stevens’ conversations with older poets and the large claims 

he makes for poetry after ‘Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction’ -  Bate’s expression 

“creative tension” is especially pertinent to Stevens in creative conversation. But this is 

because, as Ricks points out, “what is seen as the central or essential inheritance may 

change in h i s t o r y . W e  will have to ask, therefore, in what way is Stevens’ use o f 

allusion different or “more sophisticated” than what Brower calls D ryden’s “generous
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allusive mode.” As Bate says “We usually think o f allusion as an Augustan device, 

because it is an assertion o f continuity with the classical t r a d i t i o n . A n d  the allusions of 

Dryden or Pope “make a number assumptions characteristic o f neo-classical poetics: that 

the literary tradition is a source o f value, that the reader is sufficiently educated to 

recognize the allusion, that a combination o f new with old is enriching.” But Bate’s 

argument is that “there is no a priori reason why [allusion] should be the exclusive 

preserve o f the neo-classical poet” :

I believe that for the Romantics allusion offered one solution to the problem 
o f how to emulate earlier writers without being servile to them and how to 
make use o f their words other than by plagiarism. If  one avoided formal 
imitation o f earlier writers, but brought them into play when writing in a 
different form, one would be seen to accommodate them, even to proclaim 
one’s filiation from them.'*^

It is Ricks who elaborates on the crucial change that Bate sketches from Augustan to 

Romanfic modes o f allusion:

But what is seen as the central or essential inheritance may change in history, 
and this change both creates and is created by changes within literature and 
within its shaping spirit o f imagination. Thus for Wordsworth, the essential 
inheritance is not royal, political, legal or literary [as for the Augustan poets], 
but perceptual and phenomenological. What we most importantly inherit is 
sense, including the eye and ear."*̂

This is part o f Stevens’ inheritance: “the inheritance o f the senses” .'** In a recent 

collection o f essays dealing with allusion Ricks elaborates Stevens’ relationship to 

Wordsworth. Ricks sees that

what is lasting is that from which Wordsworth did not recoil,

all the mighty world 
O f eye and ear, - both what they half create.
And what perceive.

In due course, Wallace Stevens was to do some half-creating along 
W ordsworth’s lines.
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As Ricks quotes from ‘Tintern Abbey’ here (11. 105-7) -  in order to illustrate how what 

we most importantly inherit now is sense -  he moves on to consider Stevens’ ‘The Planet 

on the Table’:

Ariel was glad he had written his poems.
They were o f a remembered time 
Or o f something seen that he liked.

Other makings o f the sun 
Were waste and welter 
And the ripe shrub writhed.

His self and the sun were one
And his poems, although makings o f his self,
Were no less makings o f  the sun.

It was not important that they survive.
What mattered was that they should bear 
Some lineament or character.

Some affluence, if only half-perceived.
In the poverty o f their words.
O f the planet o f which they were part.

{CP 532-33)

Ricks’ short commentary again demonstrates a critic learning from Stevens but this time 

from the way in which he alludes to Wordsworth. The conversation here is between two 

poets and a critic:

Stevens was glad Wordsworth had written his poem, ‘Whose dwelling is the 
light o f setting suns’. This we can at least half-perceive, here where affluence 
meets influence, enriching with allusion what might otherwise be a poverty o f 
words.^°

Harold Bloom describes the burden o f ‘Tintem  A bbey’ as to do with looking and 

remembering. “The mind, knowing only itself and Nature, but remembering a time when 

Nature gave it direct joy, and having remoter memories o f an earlier time when it knew 

itself only in union with Nature, is able to turn back through memory for a faith that at 

last gives courage and a love for others” . '̂ Thus “The emphasis in ‘Tintem  Abbey is on 

things seen and things remembered, on the light o f the sense, not on the invisible
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world” . B l o o m  has learned to comment on Wordsworth from (unconsciously?) 

recalling ‘The Planet on the Table’ for Ariel’s poems “were o f a remembered time / Or o f 

something seen that he liked.”

Like Ricks, Bloom silently but convincingly interchanges A riel’s poems and 

W ordsworth’s poem in ‘The Planet on the Table’ and Daniel R. Schwarz also notices the
CO

allusion to W ordsworth’s “crucial” lines which are “essential to much o f Stevens” . But 

the interchange between these poems is more involved even than substituting ‘Tintern 

Abbey’ for the manuscript o f A riel’s projected Collected Works. ‘The Planet on the 

Table’ and ‘Tintern A bbey’ are in creative conversation beyond allusion figured as 

metaphor or even metalepsis. Our aim is to re-read each poem but as if  it is reading the 

other. It is not difficult to discern how Stevens engages with Wordsworth. But the aim 

here is to show how this reading o f ‘Tintern Abbey’ brings the poem up to date, up to the 

date o f Stevens’ poem but only so that the two poems converse in a surprising 

temporality other than our ordinary succession o f dates.

II

Wordsworth in Conversation with Stevens

The creative conversation between ‘The Planet on the Table’ and ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

reinvigorates W ordsworth’s lines so that as we have recourse to them they respond with a 

productive obscurity that allows the difficulty o f Stevens’ poem. W ordsworth’s poem 

lends itself to such a conversation because as it joyously proclaims the poet’s sense of 

vocation it does not attempt to dissect this feeling too closely. However, the poem does 

account for what it is about -  its grand proclamations -  “Through [W ordsworth’s] deep 

sense o f all that can become animated in the scrupulously surprising details o f  what might 

seem to be a simple succession, a sure succession, o f words’’.̂ '*

This is the level o f the conversation between Wordsworth and Stevens and the 

retrospective, almost posthumous mood o f the latter is adjusted to sensitize itself to and 

become transformed by the surprising moments that orchestrate the successive movement 

o f this conversation. Behind Stevens’ poem is the concern that he is not dead yet and nor
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is W orJswortli, persisting in tlie lines of his poem. But all the same, “It was not 

important that they survive.” It is our task to notice the difficult way in which both poets 

feel ithat this is the case and this is to discern on a local and scrupulous level how “the 

central or essential inheritance may change in history” into something “perceptual and 

phenomenological”.

In this manner criticism learns from this conversation as Keats discovers in his 

heuristic reading o f ‘Tintern Abbey’ in a letter to J. H. Reynolds, 3'̂ ‘' May 1818. This 

letter and an earlier poem by Stevens called ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ will help us 

to listen to the conversation between ‘The Planet on the Table’ and ‘Tintern Abbey’. For 

Keats finds out what “has depended more upon the general and gregarious advance of 

intellect, than individual greatness of Mind”^̂  from the way in which Wordsworth turns 

to his sister and reasons at the end of his poem:

Therefore let the moon 
Shine on thee in thy solitary walk;
And let the misty mountain-winds be free 
To blow against thee: and, in after years.
When these wild ecstasies shall be matured 
Into a sober pleasure; when thy mind 
Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms,
Thy memory be as a dwelling-place
For all sweet sounds and harmonies; oh! then,
If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief.
Should be thy portion, with what healing thoughts 
O f tender joy wilt thou remember me,
And these my exhortations!

(11. 134-46)

Both Wordsworth and Keats are in the act of transforming one essential 

inheritance into another. Thus the terms of one central inheritance are used to initiate a 

new kind. Both meditate what it means to inherit sense but by imagining inherited 

property, by comparing the maturing mind or the gregarious advance of human life to a 

mansion. Andrew Bennett comments,

Addressing Dorothy in the final paragraph of the poem, William constructs 
her future mind -  her memory -  as a mansion (from Latin manere, meaning 
‘remain, stay’), as a place for remains, a place which by its nature remains.
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Thus ‘“ Tintern Abbey is, amongst other things, a poem o f remains, a poem which 

remains and which desires remains, expresses a desire to remain.” ’̂ We will consider 

this remaining as a mode o f conversation between Wordsworth and Stevens as the 

chapter proceeds. My suggestion is that this conversation allows these poems to remain 

in an uncanny manner. But first we turn to Keats as he meditates a manner o f remaining 

in the mansion. The passage from his letter to Reynolds is long but we will follow his 

gregarious advance o f thought closely as it demonstrates in embryo the mode of 

conversation we will listen for between Stevens and Wordsworth. The structure of 

Keats’s argument can help us think again about our notion o f poetic allusion as a mode of 

conversation:

Well -  I compare human life to a large mansion o f Many Apartments, two o f 
which 1 can only describe, the doors o f the rest being as yet shut upon me -  
The first we step into we call the infant or thoughtless Chamber, in which we 
remain as long as we do not think -  We remain there a long while, and 
notwithstanding the doors o f the second chamber remain wide open, showing 
a bright appearance, we care not to hasten to it; but are at length 
imperceptibly impelled by the awakening o f the thinking principle -  within us 
-  we no sooner get into the second Chamber, which I shall call the Chamber 
o f Maiden-Thought, than we become intoxicated with the light and the 
atmosphere, we see nothing but pleasant wonders, and think o f  delaying there 
for ever in delight:^**

Keats’s passage gives birth to a consciousness becoming creative because it has 

difficulty domesticating itself to the mansion into which it is born, a mansion that Keats 

has inherited from Wordsworth, turning to his sister, at the end o f  ‘Tintem  A bbey’. But 

breathing the intoxicating atmosphere o f the Chamber o f M aiden-Thought inside this re

imagined mansion also sharpens the poet’s “vision” into our portion o f  “solitude, or fear, 

or pain, or g rie f’ and this obscures W ordsworth’s edifice. As the mansion becomes 

gradually darken’d as we progress through its Chambers, the space it inhabits becomes 

confused with our temporal mode o f inhabiting it:

However among the effects this breathing is father o f is that tremendous one 
o f sharpening one’s vision into the heart and nature o f Man -  o f convincing 
one’s nerves that the World is full o f Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness 
and oppression -  whereby This Chamber o f Maiden Thought becomes
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gradually darken’d and at the same time on all sides o f it many doors are set 
open -  but all dark -  all leading to dark passages -  We see not the balance of 
good and evil. We are in a Mist -  We are now in that state -  We feel the 
“burden o f the M ystery,” To this point was Wordsworth come, as far as I can 
conceive when he wrote ‘Tintern Abbey’ and it seems to me that his Genius 
is explorative o f those dark Passages. Now if  we live, and go on thinking, we 
too shall explore them.^^

Vendler pairs ‘The Planet on the Table’ with ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ as 

Stevens’ “two bequest-poems” .̂ ** In fact, the two are involved in a closer conversation 

than she discerns through their mutual relation to these two passages from Wordsworth 

and Keats. In the middle o f ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ Stevens reworks the “free” 

but “misty mountain-winds” blowing against what will become in after years the mansion 

o f Dorothy’s mind:

The spring clouds blow 
Above the shuttered mansion-house.
Beyond our gate and the windy sky

Cries out a literate despair.
We knew for long the mansion’s look 
And what we said o f it became

A part o f what it is...
{CP 159)

Stevens recalls W ordsworth’s bequeathing apostrophe to his sister in ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

and creates a landscape from it, brushed up by brushy winds in brushy clouds by 

W ordsworth’s contemporary, Turner, or, perhaps. Constable: “The spring clouds blow / 

Above the shuttered mansion-house, / Beyond our gate and the windy sky”. Stevens 

combines the winds that blow against a sister idealized out o f the present moment in her 

brother’s transport with how W ordsworth envisages her mind in after years. As Stevens 

thus contrives the scenery for his poem he intensifies the passage from ‘Tintern Abbey’. 

But he also draws out how Wordsworth withdraws from the wind into the mansion o f the 

mind, withdrawing the dear, dear friend as she is portioned out in the poem into the 

future. In Stevens this temporal movement is from the present spring o f  the blowing 

clouds to the autumn o f that late tenant o f the shuttered house. In both poems there is a 

dark relation between this retreat inwards as we age and “sweet sounds and harmonies”



becoming dissonant and clanging out “solitude, or fear, or pain, or g r ie f’, what Stevens 

calls the cries o f “ literate despair” . When we are allowed a closer glimpse o f Stevens’ 

mansion-house we are reminded o f how Keats as a second-generation Romantic poet 

inherits a mansion from Wordsworth, or perhaps it is that “In my Father’s house there are 

many mansions” :

Children,
Still weaving budded aureoles,
Will speak our speech and never know.

Will say o f the mansion that it seems 
As if  he that lived there left behind 
A spirit storming in blank walls,

A dirty house in a gutted world,
A tatter o f shadows peaked to white.
Smeared with the gold o f the opulent sun.

{CP 159)

Wordsworth, Keats and Stevens speak their speech and know and yet “never 

know” how they speak the speech o f others as all three also know and will “never know” 

that the speech they speak will decay unless spoken by others, by “Children, /  Still 

weaving budded aureoles” . Our business as these children is to know even as we can 

“never know” we speak their speech. We have to acknowledge how we can only know in 

part, as Wordsworth, Keats and Stevens have all learned. This is the knowledge they 

bequeath to us but we have to learn again our part in this kind o f inheritance o f sense.

One has to learn that one’s part o f this inheritance is the labour o f inheriting. Kermode, 

Ricks, Vendler and Bloom (suggestively in his early essay on ‘Tintern A bbey’) are three 

commentators or “children” who demonstrate a critical willingness to learn the difficulty 

o f accepting this bequest. Andrew Bennett says ‘Tintern A bbey’ “presents a scene o f 

proleptic commemoration and aligns remembering the person (‘m e’) with a memory o f 

his words (‘these my exhortations’). W ordsworth’s poetry [ ...]  can be conceived in 

terms o f a performative memorialisation, a performance o f  memory, the paradoxical 

achievement in the present o f a future remembrance.” But he argues, “the permanence 

achieved, the imaginary resolution o f the conflict between inscription and family, is
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illusory since the gap between poet and survivor, William and Dorothy, has collapsed: 

William does the remembering for Dorothy, he remembers himself.”^’ We will argue 

that the conversation between ‘Tintern Abbey’ and ‘The Planet on the Table’ redresses 

this. That is to say, the conversation turns around and exploits “the paradoxical 

achievement in the present of a future remembrance”.

In ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ Stevens acknowledges this process too but he is 

less at ease about this kind of inheriting and bequeathing than in ‘The Planet on the 

Table’. He is less willing in 1936, at the time of publishing Ideas o f  Order, to enter this 

obscure conversation between generations and thus although the sun is opulent in this 

poem it smears “A dirty house in a gutted world”. For Stevens’ suspicion here is that it 

may be that we can speak our speech and never know full stop. We can imitate 

Wordsworth and yet never feel the presence that disturbs us with the joy of elevated 

thoughts just as much as we can sound like Wordsworth without knowing that we do and 

even as we feel impelled by a motion and a spirit that rolls through all things. Whether 

we know it or not Wordsworth has become part of this experience whether we experience 

it or not. For example, one might ask if Stevens knows how much of one short passage 

from ‘Tintern Abbey’ informs his poem about the forgetting of our most essential 

inheritance. But ‘The Planet on the Table’ accepts as it surveys other poems that there is 

a speaking which involves transformation of sense and of the senses. It reconfigures 

Keats’s notion of “the general and gregarious advance of intellect” into a sensitive 

conversation between poems subject to decay -  indeed subjecting them to decay in the 

very way it proceeds -  just as “individual greatness of Mind” dies. Part of this chapter 

will demonstrate the difficulty of Stevens accepting on his own terms the inheritance of 

sense, a labour which he perceives in his later poems as an integral part of that 

inheritance.

There is a gregarious advance of intellect from Wordsworth through Keats to 

Stevens that we might now transform into a sensitive conversation and our hope is that 

thus herded these poets will, in their turn, become gregarious. Wordsworth’s prayer 

becomes exhortations, which are directed at his sister towards the end of ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

after he briefly contemplates that his genial spirits will decay. In old age and beset by her 

portion of solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief Dorothy shall at least be able to remember
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touring the Wye with her brother mid July in 1798. But almost as an afterthought the 

poet adds that she also has recourse now to something else -  his poem that he perhaps 

now chants to her in a one-sided creative conversation and which he will later write down 

in Bristol and call ‘Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the 

Banks o f the Wye During a Tour. July 13'*’ 1798’. The poem comes after conversation 

with Dorothy for

in thy voice I catch 
The language o f  my former heart, and read 
My former pleasures in the shooting lights 
O f thy wild eyes

(11. 116-19)

and bequests what is valuable from this conversation and from what the poet sees and 

remembers back to her but thinks nothing more o f this relation. As Lucy Newlyn says, 

“Dorothy takes on the role o f nurse, guide, and guardian to W ordsworth’s poetic spirit, a 

role which had previously been occupied by Nature.” For the ebullient Wordsworth it 

is enough at this moment that he makes his prayer and the inevitable decay he intuits is 

temporarily avoided as he is caught up in his joyous exhortations. Thus,

Just as his own memories have acted as confirmation that the scene before 
him is permanent, so Dorothy’s will guarantee his continuity o f  vision.
Implicitly, a likeness is thereby suggested between nature’s formative 
influence over him, and the influence his poetry has on the minds o f his 
readers.

So Keats, reading these lines and realizing his sense o f vocation in relation to this, 

imagines the destiny o f ‘Tintern Abbey’ by aggrandizing the place where Wordsworth 

hopes his poem will survive. As Keats extends the mansion house o f  Dorothy’s mind he 

comes to see in an obscure way how the manner in which Wordsworth hopes his poem 

will be remembered is similar to the way he famously describes the act o f  poetic 

composition:

When these wild ecstasies shall be matured 
Into a sober pleasure; when thy mind 
Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms.
Thy memory be as a dwelling-place
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For all sweet sounds and harmonies;
(11. 138-4 2 )

Then is the time to remember Wordsworth and his exhortations and with healing 

thoughts. But then is also when Wordsworth tends to write:

I have said that poetry is the spontaneous overflow o f powerful feelings: it 
takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity; the emotion is 
contemplated till, by a species o f reaction, the tranquillity gradually 
disappears, and an emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of 
contemplation, is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the 
mind. In this mood successful composition generally begins, and in a mood 
similar to this it is carried on.^''

Keats meditates an obscure relation between the way W ordsworth envisages his 

poem will be read in the future and how he describes the act o f composition. He 

imagines Wordsworth in the act o f creating and thinking but within the very edifice in 

which he envisages his poems will later reside and be read. Keats’s mansion o f 

Chambers and dark passages is inherited from what he obviously sees as a dark passage 

in Wordsworth. That this is so is made apparent when Keats moves from talking o f 

human life in general to tracing how far Wordsworth has advanced on the gregarious 

march o f intellect. This is the crucial step o f wondering how W ordsworth’s exhortations 

cohabit with lovely forms and sweet sounds and harmonies in the mansion or dwelling- 

place o f Dorothy’s mind now transformed into the large mansion house o f many 

apartments that is human life. For Keats sensitively breaks down W ordsworth’s 

metaphor by imagining the poet within it only to pun wittily on one o f  the features within 

his own newly extended metaphor.

In K eats’s letter the Chamber o f Maiden-Thought in which W ordsworth is 

supposed to reside “becomes gradually darken’d and at the same time on all sides o f it 

many doors are set open -  but all dark -  all leading to dark passages -  We see not the 

balance o f good and evil.” The dark passages are passageways leading to further 

Chambers but also the passage from ‘Tintem Abbey’ from which Keats builds his own 

grand image and all the other dark passages in the poem, which guide and guard 

W ordsworth’s moral being. These dark passages allow movement or, more 

appropriately, communication between Chambers, between the rooms o f a large house.
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between the different stages o f individual intellect and human life, and between human 

beings, or the poet and future generations o f readers caught up in the gregarious advance 

o f intellect. Keats thus describes the architecture o f an early model for creative 

conversation in a passage itself full o f dark passages, which in their punning potential 

dissolve from a spatial feature into a more ambiguous temporal and literate state. Stevens 

develops this:

We knew for long the mansion’s look
And what we said o f it became

A part o f  what it is...

If W ordsworth’s “Genius is explorative o f those dark Passages” as Keats predicts 

then what he says o f  them will become a part o f what they are. In this manner he might 

light the way for others to follow but this would not allow them quite the same thrill of 

discovery, which is what Keats hopes for if he lives. Thus W ordsworth simultaneously 

entices and denies kindred pioneers even as M ilton’s part in this exploration allows and 

yet impedes W ordsworth’s celebration o f original creativity. This gregarious exploration 

is what keeps us from searching out what we would find completely and on our own 

terms. We are denied too clear a map o f our phenemenological adventure the more 

involved we become in the creative act o f exploration just as we are a part o f and apart 

from other older and future explorers. Stevens poem ponders how we and our forbears 

and our children are thus a part o f and apart from what it is.

In different ways both Keats and Stevens portion out W ordsworth’s poem of the 

whole and the one life in order to test it against how the poet envisages it will survive. In 

other words they make ‘Tintern Abbey’ into a poem of dark passages that has forgotten 

its author. When Wordsworth bequeaths his poem he also dies. For if  we are to receive 

W ordsworth’ poem as legitimate heirs -  as the poet hopes -  our ancestor must be 

deceased. Then the poem is no longer the property o f W ordsworth and we are free to do 

with it what we will but this already happens when he writes the poem down for his sister 

and then publishes it for others to read. One way Keats and Stevens -  these children of 

W ordsworth -  deal with their inheritance is to rupture the former poet’s image o f the 

mind as a mansion. With Keats the mansion becomes more inward, labyrinthine and
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darker and in Stevens dirtier and derelict, subject to decay from without. But the 

mansion in both cases is still haunted by the spirit o f Wordsworth, whether it is exploring 

dark passages or storming blank walls.

As the inheritance is transformed in each case there is also a move to exorcise or 

at least escape from this ghost. Keats’s method is to explore the inner recesses and 

obscurer Chambers o f the mansion, fleeing from the enchanter o f the one life within. 

While Stevens subjects his house to the wind and the rain and the sun without until the 

spirit is reduced to storming blank walls in a ruin become itself a mere tatter o f shadows. 

By thus obfuscating or decaying W ordsworth’s metaphor, both meditate the relation 

between the mortality o f individual greatness o f mind or the bones that were once as 

quick as foxes on the hill and the gregarious, generational conversation o f intellect. For 

this is a conversation that creates in its indifferent movement only as we acknowledge our 

fmitude and as we die out o f our works.

Both Keats and Stevens would seek to affirm W ordsworth’s intuitions into the 

one life but Stevens especially can only be drawn into such ecstasy if  the “all” or the 

whole o f ‘Tintern Abbey’ is obscured or rolled round some more until it falls apart in 

creative conversation. One might say Stevens develops his style o f parts as parts by 

portioning out (and, at times, brutally) another poet’s proclamations o f the whole. When 

Wordsworth dies to his poem in the act o f bequeathing it, so future children must die into 

their creative role as executors o f this testament. In ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ this 

movement organizes how we are to read “A part” . For the mansion’s look and what we 

said o f it remain at once part o f  each other and apart from each other, just as what we said 

o f it informs how others in the future will look at it even though they will “never know” 

this.

In fact, Stevens’ poem delineates, with its careful positioning and pun on “A 

part”, two children who do know and yet may “never know” how the way they look at 

things is to do with what Wordsworth left o f what he felt at what he saw. First there is 

Tennyson in the character o f Ulysses:

I am a part o f  all that I have met;
Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough
Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades
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For ever and for ever when I move.
How dull it is to pause, to make an end.
To rust unburnished, not to shine in use!^^

According to Ricks, Tennyson “cites Aeneas’s account o f his experiences, Aeneid  

ii 5-6; quaeque ipse miserrima vidi /  et quorum pars magna f u f '  But there is more than 

a gleam of W ordsworth in these lines. Tennyson, a child o f W ordsworth and pretending 

to be Ulysses, is remembering in the manner o f ‘Tintern A bbey’:

And now, with gleams o f half-extinguished thought.
With many recognitions dim and faint.
And somewhat o f a sad perplexity.
The picture o f the mind revives again:

(11. 58-61)

This transformation o f  W ordsworth is, in turn, dramatized by his other dutiful child, Walt 

Whitman:

There was a child went forth every day.
And the first object he looked upon and received with 
wonder or pity or love or dread, that object he became.
And that object became part o f him for the day or a certain 
part o f  the day ... .or for many years or stretching cycles o f 
years.

This other child o f Wordsworth, but also “a father bearded in his fire” (CP 439), 

this Walt Whitman “singing and chanting the things that are part o f him ” (CP 150), this 

Child that is father o f  the Man , prefigures the “Children, Still weaving budded 

aureoles” in Stevens’ poem. This child-father figure thus erupts out o f the generational 

chronology o f ‘A postcard from the Volcano’ because it is at once an anterior and 

forgotten part o f the speech we speak and yet proleptic o f those who “Will speak our 

speech and never know” . It hears the wind crying the “literate despair” o f  “solitude, or 

fear, or pain, or g rie f’ and will “never know” as this is transformed into “wonder or pity 

or love or dread”. Stevens’ poem creatively draws from all these as it meditates a certain 

and sad forgetting involved in the gregarious conversation o f  intellect “for many years or 

stretching cycles o f  years” . As we come to trace the relation between ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

and ‘The Planet on the Table’ we shall see how it is the word part, modulating
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W ordsworth’s half (-extinguished, -create, -perceive) that organizes this gregarious 

conversation.

For in ‘The Planet on the Table’ Stevens has come to terms with the inevitable 

decay o f this process o f inheriting sense through meditating obscure passages o f  the 

language o f the sense. In ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ and, like W ordsworth and 

Keats, he is in the process o f transforming one essential inheritance -  epitomized by the 

mansion house -  into another kind o f inheritance. Through this transformation he 

inherits the sense o f W ordsworth and Keats but it turns out that this inheritance is really 

the difficulty o f giving up on what we usually expect to inherit. For with this new 

inheritance it does not matter if  the mansion has become “A dirty house in a gutted 

world” inhabited by a ghost. Stevens is forging a style o f parts out o f W ordsworth’s 

language o f the sense.

Keats’s letter tentatively criticizes Wordsworth. But this criticism strikes at the 

two lucent, climaxing moments o f ‘Tintern Abbey’, which become dark passages for 

Keats and Stevens. This transforming o f Wordsworth’s moments o f intuitive 

transcendence into dark passages is one method o f reinvigorating the poet so that his 

poem begins to converse -  or respond -  to Stevens’ poems. Keats quotes from the first 

climax in ‘Tintern A bbey’ immediately after he ruminates on how dark doors are opening 

all leading to dark passages -  We see not the balance o f good and evil. We are in a 

Mist -  We are now in that state -  We feel the ‘burden o f the M ystery’. W ordsworth’s 

Genius is explorative o f  those dark Passages” but then so is K eats’s: “Now if  we live, and 

go on thinking, we too shall explore them.” W ordsworth’s poem is no longer just his 

private prayer or his exhortations to his sister but part o f a grand and sensitive 

conversation between poets. Stevens is also a member o f the urgent community that 

constitutes Keats’s italicized pronoun o f the first person plural We are now in that state 

the state o f those who are influenced by ‘Tintern Abbey’ because they respond to the 

labour involved in upbuilding the phenomenological and perceptual estate bequeathed to 

us by Wordsworth. For ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ reshapes what culminates and 

almost expires in the first sublime moment in ‘Tintern A bbey’. In this way Stevens 

creates a poem that at times ruthlessly mimics what could happen but is always 

postponed in Wordsworth. W ordsworth’s “living soul” becomes transmuted into a spirit
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storming blank walls within the tattered remains o f Keats’s oppressive, dark and 

shuttered mansion. Wordsworth eulogizes

that blessed mood.
In which the burthen o f the mystery.
In which the heavy and the weary weight 
O f all this unintelligible world 
Is lightened: - that serene and blessed mood.
In which the affections gently lead us on, - 
Until, the breath o f this corporeal frame,
And even the motion o f our human blood 
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 
In body, and become a living soul:
While with an eye made quiet by the power 
O f harmony, and the deep power o f joy.
We see into the life o f things.

(11. 3 7 -4 9 )

But Stevens takes this “ living soul” and brutally rolls her round “With rocks, and 

stones, and trees” in a violent, literal reading o f another W ordsworth poem^^ until, like 

the mansion o f which it is a part, it is “A tatter o f shadows peaked to white”, locked 

within its shuttered house that Keats built (with the help o f W ordsworth) where “the life 

o f things” can become “blank walls” without even dark doors leading to dark passages. 

This brutality at the end o f Stevens’ poem is the poet confronting how genial spirits 

inevitably decay and that what Wordsworth bequeaths -  the transformation o f his 

perceptual and phenomenological inheritance -  is as susceptible to dilapidation even as it 

exposes us to our own -  the reality and the mystery o f our own mortality. Stevens’ poem 

ostensibly laments that our utter solitude in the face o f death cannot be communicated to 

others. What then is the use o f poetry? This question is implied in the opening o f ‘A 

Postcard from the V olcano’, which carefully describes the manner in which Wordsworth 

created -  or more accurately how he left what he felt at what he saw. But this leaving is 

not only a bequeathing (a writing down o f a prayer verging on exhortations so that they 

become a poem that his future generations might read) but a departing until “felt” we see 

is an anagram of “left” :

Children picking up our bones
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Will never know that these were once 
As quick as foxes on the hill;

And that in autumn, when the grapes 
Made sharp air sharper by their smell 
These had a being, breathing frost;

And least will guess that with our bones 
We left much more, left what still is 
The look o f things, left what we felt

At what we saw.
(CP 158-59)

‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ rightly emphasizes the stifling and dark 

atmosphere o f Keats’s mansion which can blind us in a mist where “We see not the 

balance o f good and evil” . Both Keats and Stevens productively sharpen the dark 

moments o f ‘Tintern Abbey’. For Stevens’ poem takes W ordsworth’s serene account of 

a moment o f almost living death with “the breath o f this corporeal frame / And even the

motion o f our human blood / Almost suspended” one step further. In ‘A Postcard from

the Volcano’ W ordsworth’s “Almost” has disappeared and we are suspended -  we are 

dead -  and this means nothing to those who come after. Stevens’ poem recharges 

Wordsworth because it brings forth a latent posthumous voice in ‘Tintern A bbey’ -  and 

this voice, as we discern through Stevens, is anxious about how the poem will survive. 

Like Keats, Stevens stresses this by sharpening the breathing within and the breath of 

W ordsworth’s poem (or the breathing poet’s relation to the divine breath o f inspiration) 

until “These had a being, breathing frost” .

Keats says that “among the effects this breathing is father o f is that tremendous 

one o f sharpening one’s vision into the heart and nature o f Man -  o f convincing one’s 

nerves that the World is full o f Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and oppression”. 

So Stevens envisages that children picking up our bones will never know how “when the 

grapes / Made sharp air sharper by their smell / These had a being, breathing frost” . Both 

Keats and Stevens make W ordsworth’s breathing poem a little suspirious in a sharp and 

frosty atmosphere (and thus as susceptible to decay as our breathing corporeal frames). 

They inquire creatively into the relation between our fmitude among fellow men caught 

up in the gregarious march o f the generations and the breath o f poetic inspiration -  that
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the poet left but also how he left what he felt at what he saw. (“For I have learned / To 

look ... 11 And I have fe lt...

There is, then, already in ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ a passion or feeling for 

the one who leaves but also leaves us something (for example, a poem or what he felt at 

what he saw). Thus Stevens’ poem, in the manner o f Keats in his letter to Reynolds, 

induces us to ask crucial questions about W ordsworth’s proclamations in ‘Tintern 

Abbey’. How does love o f nature and apprehension o f  the one life so naturally lead to 

love o f fellow men, even across the generations? What is the part o f memory in this? Or 

what is the relation between memory decaying even as it saves past experience and “a 

faith that at last gives courage and a love for others”? W ordsworth’s prayer becomes 

these my exhortations, which are at last written down as a poem that is full o f dark 

passages for Keats. Stevens discerns that these passages are at once completely private 

and forever mysterious yet open to everyone like an intimate message on a postcard 

posted from the volcano through the generations. This gregarious (f. L. greg-, grex flock, 

herd) advance (f. late L. ahante (Fr. avant) away before) o f  intellect ( f  inter between, 

within and legere to bring together, gather, pick out, choose, catch up, catch with the eye, 

read) -  literally, this “gathering” flock o f poets who “twitter in the skies’’̂ ' (caught within 

and between the excited fluttering o f legere) as they are about to depart, away before the 

winter -  describes the creative conversation we aim to listen for between ‘The Planet on 

the Table’ and ‘Tintern Abbey’.

It is often remarked how such a joyous poem as ‘Tintern A bbey’ can dwell on 

“evil tongues, / Rash judgm ents” and “the sneers o f selfish men” (11. 128-9). But these 

moments in W ordsworth’s exhortations point to his intuition that the poem he bequeaths 

will decay like everything else. In ‘A Postcard from the V olcano’ Stevens also 

apprehends that all creation -  including his -  can become

A dirty house in a gutted world,
A tatter o f  shadows peaked to white.
Smeared with the gold o f the opulent sun.

However, by ‘The Planet on the Table’ there is the calm acknowledgement, “It 

was not important that they survive.” Stevens learns that decay and death are integral to
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our essential inheritance and that our helplessness in the face of withdrawal and darkness 

is what should bind us together as a community of children who will never know.

Helpless and bound together by the secret of our mortality, we too are children who will 

never know yet we can bequeath to other children in an unknowable future a creative and 

careful attitude to this burden of the mystery. Never knowing, we can nonetheless 

instruct others to shelter hidden powers and in this learned unknowing -  which is creative 

conversation -  there is the possibility that we can let things be and release sun, planet, 

self and language into eventful relation. This is to approach how Wordsworth intuits an 

ethics of liberation, toleration and togetherness from his feeling of a presence that 

disturbs us with the joy of elevated thoughts. But this is also to get carried away from 

Stevens’ poems that rightly question Wordsworth’s exhortations while desiring to affirm 

them. What interests us in this chapter is how Stevens develops creatively until in his last 

poems he does claim an inheritance of sense. We will trace how he learns to affirm and 

transform Wordsworth’s proclamations.

We have now arrived at the crucial conversation between ‘The Planet on the 

Table’ and ‘Tintern Abbey’. If it is wrong to exact from heuristic notions a precision 

they cannot possess, we might now turn this around and ask, in what manner is Stevens’ 

poem usefully imprecise? What can we discover from the very precise way this poem 

merely half-perceives other poems? For as “half-perceives” does indeed “recall crucial
72lines” from ‘Tintern Abbey’ there is productive imprecision in its recollection.

Stevens’ recalling o f Wordsworth is approximate but it is partial in a propitious manner 

and it is the word “part” -  the last word of Stevens’ poem -  which orchestrates the 

conversation between the two poems. Here are the crucial lines from Wordsworth so 

essential to Stevens:

Therefore am I still 
A lover o f the meadows and the woods.
And mountains; and of all that we behold 
From this green earth; of all the mighty world 
Of eye, and ear, - both what they half-create,
And what perceive; well-pleased to recognise 
In nature and the language of the sense.
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse.
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul
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O f all my moral being.
(11. 1 0 2 - 1 1 1 )

Ricks points out as we have in the previous chapter that “Allusion is, in the most 

straightforward sense, a secondary imagination, though it can achieve a primary
73power.” My argument is that Stevens knows this also and in the most straightforward 

sense but it is his consciousness o f this, which provides the productive complication in 

his creative conversation. Stevens is aware that inheriting sense demands sensitive 

conversation, which can transform what is inherited. Thus allusion is not so much to do 

with accumulating (references as if  they are learned and literary chattel) but with 

nurturing in an act o f half-creation what is perceived -  or is it only half-perceived? And 

this awareness is what separates Stevens from Eliot in ‘Tradition and the Individual 

Talent’. As Ricks says and as we remarked in the previous chapter, “in one respect Eliot 

was, I believe, misleading, when he said o f tradition that ‘It cannot be inherited, and if 

you want it you must obtain it by great labour’. For it is not true that inheritance does not 

have to be laboured for and at.” "̂̂

What is the labour o f the poet who would be part o f  tradition? Stevens broods 

incessantly on the word ‘part’ and in ‘The Planet on the Table’ we can begin to discern 

how “part” ’ answers W ordsworth’s “h a lf’. Reading Wordsworth, Ricks sees that “Since 

allusion involves availing yourself o f another’s game without just being a poacher, it 

likes to make play with the word ‘h a lf  He then notices the play o f ‘h a lf  as 

Wordsworth half-acknowledges in a footnote to his poem how he half-creates from a line 

in Edward Young’s Night Thoughts, vi. 426: “And half create the wondrous World they 

see”.’  ̂ Ricks sees that availing oneself o f another’s game can be an act o f love, for “In 

its capacity for love, ‘h a lf  may be understood as restorative, a making whole or holy (the 

words are at root one). And this may undertake the redemption o f evil.”’  ̂ This is part o f 

the labour o f inheriting and when one labours to half-create in the mode o f creative 

conversation “the language o f the sense” becomes “the nurse, / The guardian o f my heart, 

and soul / O f all my moral being.” To be “part” o f this -  to be nursed, guided and 

guarded because one is “well-pleased to recognize / In nature and the language o f the 

sense” the “soul / O f all my moral being” -  is to begin to understand (that is, to recognize 

and learn) the difference between right and wrong, to begin to undertake the redemption
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of evil. It is not that Stevens evades the historical and the political in his poetry, as critics 

like Schwarz maintain when commenting on ‘The Planet on the Table’, but that he 

becomes preoccupied with how “the language of the sense” guides all historical, political 

and ethical decisions.

Both Wordsworth and Stevens understand how standards of right conduct are to 

be found in what we can recognize in “the language of the sense” and what we recognize 

there is not so much ourselves as ourselves transformed into possibility. But what is 

possible is paradoxically impossible. Then this is to find faith as we labour within the 

tradition of “the language of the sense” we inherit. As Keats said “ -  We see not the 

balance of good and evil. We are in a Mist -  We are now in that state Faith is a 

difficult and dark undertaking through a glass darkly when we must become passionate 

about the impossible. This is the test when we are in the mist of our portion of solitude, 

or fear, or pain, or grief. This is our portion for we only ever know in part, and we 

prophesy in part. The then when I shall know even as also I am known is always to come 

as in the conversation between poems from which we cannot escape and which 

vouchsafes revelation even as it withdraws an unimpeded access to the divine.

To labour for faith in conversation with this tradition means that poems change in 

meaning -  they decay but can blossom unexpectedly (in other poems) as we learn from 

them how to perceive as we can half-create from them. This is why Stevens sees pure 

explication de texte as his principal form of piety: to be “part” o f this difficult process -  

in order to be nursed, guided and guarded -  is to attend carefully to what will not survive. 

But in “such loss” is “Abundant recompense”. For although to live as possibility -  or to 

write within possibility -  even as one half-creates from what has come before cannot 

guarantee survival (does not guarantee that the poet or his poems will survive, literally 

live above), the “affluence” we inherit through living as possibility is more valuable than 

any property or the mere book the poet bequeaths to future generations. We are poor 

because we will die but with such recognition our life is refreshed. In turn, this is how 

“the language of the sense” can be nourished if we are attentive to it because it is this 

language (part words, part of nature and part of ourselves) which simultaneously allows 

and denies the terrifying revelation of how our finitude is united in an inexplicable 

dialectic with the infinite.
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To attend to Stevens in creative conversation is to attend to “the language o f the 

sense” and to discover there in an always unexpected manner the “soul / O f all my moral 

being”. Through poetry our sense o f morality is connected in a fundamental way with the 

fact o f our mortality. And what sets Stevens apart from W ordsworth is his increasing 

preoccupation with the unavoidable and yet productive fmitude o f “the language o f the 

sense” :

His self and the sun were one
And his poems, although makings o f his self.
Were no less makings o f the sun.

It was not important that they survive.

Stevens’ insight is that our metaphysics are as sensual as ourselves but he also realises 

that this very insight is part o f a tradition o f thinking that will itself decay -  and this is 

how the poet begins his conversation about, with and in “the language o f the sense” .

I l l

Ariel among the Second Selves

Stevens ends ‘The Planet on the Table’ with the word “part” and as this is one o f 

Stevens’ “bequest-poems”, part o f this “part” is also a parting -  the poet or Ariel 

bequeathing the manuscript or the planet on the table to his publishers so that it will 

become his Collected Poems for all posterity. The poem is o f an old man and an airy 

spirit who both know at heart how they will part when they are released from the world 

soon, just before the end o f the final act. But to be apart from something or somebody or 

to be part o f a crowd o f  poets or a book o f poems is not the same as parting from them or 

life. Stevens’ poem is a partial encounter with W ordsworth’s poem but as they part 

company a more productive intimacy between the two is established. Stevens learns 

from Wordsworth the productive value o f remaining obscure, an important part o f which 

is to forge an original path which can return upon and reenergize all that has come before. 

This obscure way -  this parting and returning -  is the working out o f what it means to be
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virtuous -  o f leaving others behind in order to return to society revived and revivifying 

what we can recover from our historical circumstances. Obscurity always involves the 

poet consumed creatively in re-cognizing the “soul / O f all my moral being” and this has 

to do with recognizing one’s “part” in “the language o f the sense”. Part o f this 

recognition is that we can only ever hope to know and prophesy in part but nonetheless it 

is still possible to love. Thus while considering the conversation between Stevens and 

Wordsworth we will bear in mind the climactic moment o f St. Paul’s first epistle to the 

Corinthians:

Charity never faileth; but whether there be 
prophecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they 
shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish 
away.

For we know in part, and we prophesy in part.
But when that which is perfect is come, then that 

which is in part shall be done away.
When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood 

as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I 
put away childish things.

For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then 
face to face: now 1 know in part; but then shall I know even 
as also I am known.

And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three;
78but the greatest o f these is charity.

Daniel Schwarz’s complaint about the late Stevens is that he does not put away childish 

things and evades becoming “the mature man who should, we rightfully expect, respond 

to politics and history” . B u t  my argument is that Stevens manfully meditates that we 

speak and understand as children -  children who will “never know” and see “face to 

face” -  “For we know in part, and prophesy in part” but that despite this we are capable 

o f love.

But what is the relation between accumulating parts (things, poems, life- 

experience) and an ontology which seeks meaningfully to compose them into a whole in 

order to think about the essence o f things or being in the abstract? These two processes 

are involved in each other and we have inherited this mode o f  thinking but R icks’s point 

is that from about the time o f Wordsworth we have another inheritance -  the ability to
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transform our metaphysics. But this inherited possibiUty is also a labour that is not so 

easily attained as the royal, political, legal or literary chattel o f  our forbears. For what 

Wordsworth bequeaths is a certain attentiveness to our language, which transmutes in an 

always unexpected manner the relation between reality and the imagination until these 

three become productively obscure in their interaction. What Ricks describes as the 

Augustan inheritance remains, part-sustaining and half-threatening the revolutionary 

phenomenological possibility o f transforming all o f this, which involves perceiving and 

half-creating “the language o f the sense”. This language is subject to decay, we are not 

assured o f this new essential inheritance precisely because it is also a royal, political, 

legal or literary language. But this means that the language o f  the sense can also reform 

the manner in which we are accustomed to think and act. M eaningful and careful (poetic) 

composition o f language can thus revivify the ontology in which we live and transform 

our inherited metaphysics and ethics.

Stevens’ poem meditates how we are inclined to think in terms o f the relation 

between parts and whole, constantly striving to assume a less partial viewpoint in order to 

see the whole, when this is actually to deny our inheritance o f  the language o f the sense, 

which only exists as it is localized in particular creative conversation. The language of 

the sense will not be systemized. Thus Stevens’ allusions to ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

demonstrate that the most essential thing Wordsworth can teach us is to be content to 

“half-perceive” and to learn the art o f half-creating -  just as long as this halving remains 

an unsystematic approximation o f a far more obscure process. As W ordsworth’s 

“perceive” becomes “half-perceive” when Stevens thus transforms the original “half- 

create”, so the poem ’s part in the deep-fetched relation o f self and sun is attentiveness to 

the language o f the sense, until, as we are listening to how it departs, we feel that it can 

become the essential part o f what we perceive and how we half-create, when we, thus 

involved, are subsumed back into the sun.

How does Wordsworth recognize the soul o f all his moral being “In nature and 

the language o f the sense”? This is his answer:

For I have learned 
To look on nature, not as in the hour 
O f thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes
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The still, sad music o f humanity.
Nor harsh nor grating, though o f ample power 
To chasten and subdue. And I have felt 
A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
O f elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
O f something far more deeply interfused.
Whose dwelling is the light o f setting suns.
And the round ocean and the living air.
And the blue sky, and in the mind o f man:
A motion and a spirit, that impels
All thinking things, all objects o f all thought.
And rolls through all things.

(11. 8 8 - 1 0 2 )

Stevens modulates this tense in ‘The Planet on the Table’:

Ariel was glad he had written his poems.
They were o f a remembered time 
Or o f something seen that he liked.

But could Ariel continue as Wordsworth does: “Therefore am I still / A lover...”? Is 

there the same opportunity for poetry in Stevens’ poem and who is this Ariel? Is he a 

thinly disguised Wallace Stevens (or William Wordsworth) as most critics make out? 

Charles Berger tlnds “Stevens’ name for h im self’ as “surprising” as “his admission that 

poems are written, rather than chanted, intoned, or whatever” :

Complicating matters, o f course, is the fact that this admission is made by
‘A riel’, a spirit standing for precisely that which cannot be written. Nowhere

80else in his poetry does Stevens bestow a name upon him self in this fashion.

Berger conjectures that “Ariel may be a substitute for Psyche, the poet’s breath
81embodied” and anyway “Ariel is a playful spirit” . But can we agree with his conclusion 

that “Ariel’s poems [ ...]  were produced by a self that is now capable o f  detaching itself 

from its creations, expelling them, since that self is a poetic spirit, a source o f energy in 

its own right”?*̂  Adelaide Kirby Morris deifies Ariel in a different manner, “for when 

Stevens surveyed his collected work, he was, like God, ‘glad’, and he called it ‘the planet 

on the table’” . W h i l e  for Lucy Beckett, Ariel is quite simply an unusually introspective 

Wallace Stevens as she describes ‘The Planet on the Table’ as “the most touching of

146



84these poems about h im se lf’. Robert M. Rehder is adamant that “The subject is a poet 

looking back over his poetic career” :

As his poet Stevens has chosen Ariel, the ethereal singer whose words have 
the magic power o f  altering reality and who appears and disappears 
throughout Shakespeare’s last great play (often said to be his farewell to the 
theatre).

Schwarz remembers Ariel as an “asexual figure” in The Tempest and reflects that when 

Stevens thinks o f him self as this “airy sp irif’, “It may be indicative o f  his retreat into self

and paradoxical displacement o f his passions and sexuality [...] in his later years”. For
86Schwarz then, “Ariel is Stevens’ thinly disguised mask”. Clearly Ariel remains a 

problematic figure for critics as he is variously described in transcendental, almost God

like terms or as an ageing, passionless poet.

We might think o f him as the poet who is dead. Kierkegaard talks o f ‘The Work of 

Love in Recollecting the One Who is Dead’ in the penultimate chapter o f Works o f  Love:

If in one way or another a person is afraid o f being unable to maintain an 
overview o f something that is multifarious and prolix, he tries to make or 
acquire a brief summary o f the whole for the sake o f a full view. For 
example, death is the briefest summary o f  life, or life traced back to its 
briefest form.^^

Thus there is another Ariel to which Stevens alludes beyond The Tempest. Stevens’ Ariel 

might be the altar or fire-hearth o f God become the lion o f God and used as an 

appellation for Jerusalem in Isaiah 29: “Woe to Ariel, to Ariel the city where David 

dwelt!” . For in Isaiah this city called Ariel is apostrophized as if  it is the one who is 

dead:

And thou shalt be brought down, and  shalt speak out o f the 
ground, and thy speech shall be low out o f the dust, and thy 
voice shall be, as o f one that hath a familiar spirit, out o f the

Q O

ground, and thy speech shall whisper out o f the dust.

This Ariel exists as a ghostly posthumous voice like the spirit storming blank walls 

in ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ and the “speech low out o f  the d u sf’ approximates the 

language o f  the sense subjected to decay in the gregarious advance o f  the generations.
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We have seen how the description o f Ariel’s poems also describes how ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

emphasizes “things seen and remembered”. But the burden o f Stevens’ poem is to shatter 

these things against death. The first stanza o f ‘The Planet on the Table’ considers how 

poems are “o f ’ time (remembered time) and space (something seen). This “o f ’ would be 

an attempt to acquire a brief summary o f the whole for the sake o f a full view if  it were 

not that the poems spoken o f are those “Ariel was glad he had written” . They are his 

poems. Stevens’ repetition o f “o f ’ means that it exceeds ‘about’, modulating “the hour / 

O f thoughtless youth” and recalling Wordsworth’s emphatic repetition o f this preposition 

in “the joy / O f elevated thoughts; a sense sublime / O f something far more deeply 

interfused”. O f what is this “o f ’ as it thus repeated? Kierkegaard continues,

This is also why it has always been very important to those who truly think 
about human life to test again and again, with the help o f  the brief summary, 
what they have understood about life. No thinker grasps life as death does, 
this masterful thinker who is able not only to think through every illusion but

89is able to think it to pieces, think it to nothmg.

Now we ask again, what o f this Ariel? How we can move away from Ricks’s 

playful suggestion that he is W ordsworth or perhaps Wallace Stevens? In this poem 

Stevens is testing whether he is unafraid  o f being unable to maintain an overview of 

something that is multifarious and prolix and it will not do to regard Ariel as simply the 

poet him self or another poet. Instead we can figure Ariel as this thinker that has power 

over life as does death, as if  it is a voice whispering out o f the dust. Stevens’ Collected  

Poems is multifarious and prolix like this planet but he is not attempting a brief summary 

o f it here as he is and is not Ariel.

Instead Stevens is testing him self against his inclination to place the planet on the 

table, against a tendency to systemize and hence desensitize the language o f the sense.

He is testing again and again in this poem what he has understood about life. The 

speaker o f this poem is not a posthumous voice but the poem speaks o f  something that 

approximates a dead poet, Ariel. Like Kierkegaard, Stevens knows that death is the 

briefest summary o f life, or life traced back to its briefest form. This poem thinks about a 

poet’s projected Collected Works with the help o f this brief summary, which does not so 

much cohere what is passed into a manageable and hence illusory whole as shatter how
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we would organize everything into a system. The death o f a poet is the summary o f an 

oeuvre that defies how someone -  for instance a publisher on behalf o f a new generation 

o f readers -  would maintain an understanding grasp o f something complex and extensive.

Stevens tests him self and his poems against the poet who is dead, who can trace life 

to its briefest form but without substituting this for a convenient intactness. Then it does 

not matter whether or not Ariel is Wallace Stevens or W illiam Wordsworth. He is dead 

and as Kierkegaard says, no thinker grasps life as death does, this masterful thinker who 

is able not only to think through every illusion but is able to think it to pieces, think it to 

nothing. We will never know the third interlocutor in the conversation between ‘The 

Planet on the Table’ and ‘Tintern Abbey’ because he does not exist. It is the one who is 

dead. It is the death o f the poet after he has written this poem and all o f his poems, 

decayed with the language o f the sense.

The recollection o f the one who is dead is a remembering into the future, it is an act 

o f repetition, just as Ariel is proleptic o f death in Isaiah. For both Stevens and 

Wordsworth ask, how quickly will my poems forget me? What am I -  and all I have seen 

and remembered -  to them? But then, if this three way conversation is really to think 

life, nature and every illusion and the language o f the sense to pieces, each asks, will 

these even survive? What will become o f these poems? Can one pronounce with the 

same confidence as the speaker o f  Shakespeare’s sonnets? For the speaker in Stevens’ 

poem says something different from these:

Yet do thy worst, old time; despite thy wrong,
My love shall in my verse ever live young.^°

Or even,

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.^’

The poet who is dead would answer if  he could -  if  he did, in fact, exist -  your 

poems have already forgotten you and what is more they will, in turn, be forgotten by 

others: “It was not important that they survive.” Just as men breathe and die so will 

these. But these chilling truths need not deter the poet. Stevens poem tests the
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confidence in the sonnets in the same unflinching manner as Kierkegaard at the end o f his 

book o f love:

Truly, if  you want to ascertain what love there is in you or in another person, 
then pay attention to how he relates him self to one who is dead. If  one 
wishes to observe a person, it is very important for the sake o f the observation

92that one, in seeing him in a relationship, look at him alone.

What bearing does this have on the relationship between Ariel and his poems and 

between Wordsworth and Stevens in conversation guided by the third speaker who does 

not exist? It is now we realize that this third interlocutor is at once ourselves. We are 

now in that state even as we inherit Ariel’s estate and we become the posthumous voice 

submerged in the conversation. We, as children, “never know” like the one who is dead. 

But, still weaving budded aureoles, we pick up the bones o f other generations and 

become a transformation o f Ariel, the one who is dead but was glad he had written his 

poems. Thus Stevens’ poem about Ariel can teach us to read ‘Tintern A bbey’ in an 

unexpected manner. For in this poem Wordsworth is sure about love in him self and 

another person but because he relates him self to one who is dead -  by idealizing his dear 

friend into a moonlit solitary figure. But also by repeatedly dying out o f composing the 

poem, by becoming a living soul almost suspended in the act o f bequeathing all it has 

seen and remembered -  giving away its phenomenological and perceptual inheritance. 

Wordsworth relates him self to the poet who is dead (the thoughtless youth o f  five years 

ago but also the poet o f  mid July 1798) because he has passed away (his poem):

And if, in conversation with someone, you understand the art o f making 
yourself no one, you get to know best what resides in this person.

But when a person relates him self to one who is dead, there is only one 
in this relationship, inasmuch as one who is dead is no actuality;^^

The breath o f the expired Wordsworth, proleptic o f Stevens’ death, becomes Ariel 

in the conversation we are tracing but Stevens’ poem also transforms us as readers into 

Ariel. This ethereal Ariel understands the art o f making itself no one in conversation but 

as one who is dead it is also crucially no one in conversation. Ariel is that no one that 

orchestrates creative conversation between poems. But it is also that no one, which we 

all -  poems, readers and poets -  in turn, become as we are caught up in this conversation.
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To become this no one is to feel a presence that disturbs with the joy  o f elevated thoughts 

in the same moment that what we feel and know o f this sense sublime decays as we relate 

it. The one who is dead has no influence on the living person who relates to it but it is in 

conversation. It is there in the transition from W ordsworth’s “half-create, / And what 

perceive” to Stevens’ “half-perceive”, and, as it thus withdraws into no one, the one who 

is living becomes revealed:

no one, no one can make him self no one as well as one who is dead, because 
he is no one. Thus there can be no mention here o f any irregularities in the 
observing. Here the one who is living is disclosed; here he must show 
him self exactly as he is, because one who is dead (he is indeed a cunning 
fellow) has withdrawn him self completely, and he has not the slightest 
influence, neither disturbing nor accommodating, on the one living who 
relates to him.^“̂

‘The Planet on the Table’ transforms before our eyes W ordsworth’s play with the 

allusive ‘half-’ in ‘Tintern Abbey’ into a meditation on ‘part’. For this poem thinks about 

the departure o f the poet, the part o f one who has died because he has bequeathed his 

poem. Stevens transforms another allusion to Wordsworth in the same uncanny mode o f 

conversation with the one who is dead in ‘The Desire to Make Love in a Pagoda’. This 

poem can help us understand our relation with Ariel:

Among the second selves, sailor, observe 
The rioter that appears when things are changed,

Asserting itself in an element that is free.
In the alien freedom that such selves degustate:

In the first inch o f night, the stellar summering 
At three-quarters gone, the morning’s prescience.

As if alone, on a mountain, it saw far-off 
An innocence approaching its peak.

(OP 119)

Cook reads this poem as if  we are to find the “question that bridges the gap 

between the title and the couplets” : For her, “The riddle takes the following form. Query: 

Is the body a temple? A temple o f the Lord? Answer: Sometimes it is a p a g o d a . B u t  

this poem also meditates the no one o f the one who is dead. W ordsworth’s “half-” is now

151

i



“three-quarters gone” as Stevens plays with repetition o f one “Among the second selves” 

“In the first inch o f night” . W ordsworth’s poem, ‘M ichael’ is “the m orning’s prescience” 

o f this poem. For before he relates his pastoral tale o f inheritance and decay 

(concentrated in the ruined and unfinished sheep-fold, now “a straggling heap o f unhewn 

stones”) W ordsworth considers another kind o f inheritance:

And hence this Tale, while 1 was yet a Boy 
Careless o f books, yet having felt the power 
O f Nature, by the gentle agency 
O f natural objects, led me on to feel 
For passions that were not my own, and think 
(At random and imperfectly indeed)
On man, the heart o f man, and human life.
Therefore, although it be a history 
Homely and rude, I will relate the same 
For the delight o f a few natural hearts;
And, with yet fonder feeling, for the sake 
O f youthful Poets, who among these hills 
Will be my second self when 1 am gone.^^

M ichael’s son, Luke, moves away to earn money to save the “patrimonial fields” (1. 

224) but soon forgets his father in the “dissolute city” (1. 444), he is lost, as Wordsworth

never is, “ ’mid the din / O f towns and cities” (T in tern  A bbey’, 11. 25-26). W ordsworth’s

very choice o f tale betrays the same anxiety that occasionally intrudes between the joyous 

proclamations o f ‘Tintern Abbey’. As he relates about one kind o f  inheritance he is 

transforming this into another. As Lucy Newlyn says,

In ‘M ichael’ [ ...]  a concern with the tenuousness o f  authorial possession is 
played out in terms o f the fragility o f property itself, and also o f  the model of 
inheritance that is used throughout the eighteenth century to underwrite the 
poet’s claim to posterity.

What will become o f the poem in the hands “O f youthful poets” -  these “Children,

/ Still weaving budded aureoles”? Will Wordsworth become like Michael a spirit 

storming in blank walls, who has left behind merely a dirty sheep-fold in a gutted world? 

Here as in ‘Tintern A bbey’ the lines to which Stevens alludes come after a ponderous 

“Therefore...” : “Therefore am I still / A lover...” ( ‘Tintern A bbey’, 11. 102-3) and 

“Therefore, although it be a history / Homely and rude, I will relate the same / For the
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delight of a few natural hearts” (‘Michael’, 11. 34-6). Again Wordsworth makes an

allusion but this time to Milton. The “few natural hearts” transforms the “fit audience

[...] though few” that Milton entreats Urania to find for his poem at the beginning of
08Book VII of Paradise Lost. In Wordsworth this fit audience, these few natural hearts 

have become “youthful Poets” that “Will be my second self when I am gone”. These are, 

then, Stevens’ children o f ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ become Ariel in ‘The Planet on 

the Table’. For Ariel is the poet who is dead, integrating the relation between poet and 

reader or fit audience though few become transformed into second selves -  those 

youthful children poets reinvigorating other poems as they become withdrawn from 

themselves and into the occasion of creative conversation. As Newlyn says.

The narrator, the poet, and Michael are interlinked by their common 
dependency on future generations who will perpetuate their work, thus 
validating their contribution to the community. It is by appealing to this 
communitarian notion of posterity that Michael’s intensely possessive 
relation to private property is given its ethical and political justification.^^

Can we figure Stevens’ “Among the second selves” in ‘The Desire to Make Love in 

a Pagoda’ as pertaining to this communitarian notion of posterity? In a sense Stevens is 

one of the “few” children o f which Wordsworth and Milton speak as he is caught here 

half-creating from ‘Michael’, and then part-perceiving, part-making Ariel, a nobody that 

is also a making of the sun. But it would be reductive to think of Stevens as simply a 

second self of Wordsworth. We have to think about the occasion of becoming among the 

second selves and the labour o f inheriting the language of the sense. Kierkegaard says:

One who is dead is no an actual object; he is only the occasion that 
continually reveals what resides in the one living who relates himself to him 
or that helps to make manifest the nature of the one living who does not relate 
himself to him.’'̂ '̂

Further, in ‘The Desire to Make Love in a Pagoda’,

As if, alone on a mountain, it saw far-off 
An innocence approaching its peak.

is also
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As if, alone on a mountain, it saw far-off 
An innocence approaching it, speak.

as “A part o f what it is” is also “Apart o f what it is” in ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’. 

Thus in ‘The Desire to Make Love in a Pagoda’ one o f the second selves returns like the 

prodigal son who in his innocence “wasted his substance with riotous living” as Stevens 

calls on the sailor to “observe / The rioter that appears when things are changed” .

Stevens retells W ordsworth’s story o f  Luke and Michael by recalling, or by seeing far-off 

with Wordsworth, the parable that Luke relates o f the prodigal son:

And he arose and, and came to his father. But when he 
was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had 
compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and kissed him.

And the son said to him. Father, I have sinned against 
heaven, and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be 
called thy son.'®'

This is how the prodigal son speaks to his father. Then at the end o f  the parable the 

father speaks. R ejustifies his compassionate joyousness at this return o f his son to the 

angry older brother:

And he said unto him, Son, thou art ever with me, and all 
that I have is thine.
It was meet that we should make merry, and be glad: for 
this thy brother was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, 
and is found.

This creative conversation between Stevens’ poem, ‘M ichael’ and the parable 

from Luke is about the easy decay o f  inheritance and how poets must labour to restore 

what is bequeathed to them. As Kurt Heinzelmann argues, the “basis o f poetic value” for 

Wordsworth is “a contract which burdens the reader with the need to labor in order to 

sustain that (poetic) inheritance which is a necessary part o f existence” . Thus “The labor 

bestowed upon Luke prefigures the (poet’s) labor bestowed upon the reader.” '' ’̂  We can 

consider this labour in a more radical manner in terms o f Stevens’ poems. ‘The Planet on 

the Table’ considers the poet’s role in making what is made out to him and this process 

like the father’s response at the end o f Luke’s parable can seem paradoxical. There is an 

economy o f waste and return -  between poems, between reader and poet and between
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generations of poets -  that is beyond how we usually give and take. In receiving this 

inheritance we are bequeathed the labour of transforming creatively something that only 

exists as it withdraws from our phenomenological and perceptual grasp. This seemingly 

impossible task is paradoxically the possibility of creative conversation, which can 

transform a distant peak into an airy thing that can speak to us from a great way off. This 

is the “basis of poetic value” in creative conversation. Thus like Ariel and “As if, alone 

on a mountain, it saw far-off / An innocence approaching it, speak", Wordsworth in a 

transforming state of synaesthesia can look on nature and also hear the still, sad music of 

humanity.

This comparison o f ‘The Desire to Make Love in a Pagoda’, ‘Michael’ and the 

parable of the prodigal son suggests the kind of son that flickers in the sun in ‘The Planet 

on the Table’;

Other makings of the sun 
Were waste and welter 
And the ripe shrub writhed.

His self and the sun were one
And his poems, although makings of his self.
Were no less makings of the sun.

It was not important that they survive.

Stevens’ poems are his offspring, which are born as they are bequeathed to other 

children, just as he is a second self among the second selves o f Wordsworth still weaving 

budded aureoles. Thus Stevens transforms the popular Renaissance conceit by which 

Shakespeare speaks o f himself and his poem as mother and child in sonnet 76:

Why write I still all one, ever the same.
And keep invention in a noted weed.
That every word doth almost tell my name,
Showing their birth, and where they did proceed?

Shakespeare’s question is addressed in ‘The Planet on the Table’. The birth of 

Ariel’s poems is miraculous, originating in part from the sun but these are also makings 

of the self so that “every word doth almost tell my name”. Shakespeare’s “proceed” 

recalls the Nicene Creed in the Communion Service: “And I believe in the Holy
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Ghost.. .who proceedeth from the Father and Son”. Stevens’ poem addresses the paradox 

of faith even in an age when the gods or God have dissolved in mid-air by confronting 

how what proceeds will also decay. How can our makings then become a new creed 

despite the fact that it was not important that they survive? What saves us from decking 

out poems in too familiar a garb or noted (or knotted) weed like a ripe shrub writhed?

In Stevens’ poem it is the return of poems as children in creative conversation that 

saves the ripe shrub from withering and writhing. One of Stevens’ children turns out to 

be a daughter who sang beyond the genius of the sea:

And when she sang, the sea,
Whatever self it had, became the self
That was her song, for she was the maker. Then we,
As we beheld her striding there alone.
Knew that never was a world for her 
Except the one she sang and, singing, made.

{CP 129-130)

This poem approaches ‘The Planet on the Table’ as an innocence approaches its peak and 

the figure of ‘The Idea of Order at Key West’ returns speaking to Stevens but now 

humbled like the prodigal son. For to make the world in which we live by singing is to 

impose too much upon it and to lose the necessary imprecision of creative conversation. 

One has to step back from too fierce a rage for order and to learn to part-create from what 

we half-perceive of our planet as it incessantly withdraws in the sun. The waste and 

welter is Stevens’ earlier profligacy within the paradoxical economy of creative 

inheritance but now transformed in the manner of the strange conversation between father 

and son in Luke’s parable. The nobody Ariel “was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, 

now is found” and it speaks from far-off as Stevens, among the second-selves, labours to 

reclaim his creative inheritance by paradoxically and lavishly spending it. This occurs in 

‘The Planet on the Table’ on a local level in another submerged allusion to ‘Tintern 

Abbey’. As Stevens modifies his earlier lapse into the Pathetic Fallacy -  making the self 

of the sea whatever self it had into the self of the singer in ‘The Idea o f Order at Key 

West’ -  he simultaneously reorders how Wordsworth ascribes human form and activity to 

the landscape of the Wye Valley at the beginning of ‘Tintem abbey’:
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The day is come when I again repose
Here, under this dark sycamore, and view
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts.
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits.
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves 
’Mid groves and copses. Once again I see 
These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines 
Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms.
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke 
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees!

(II. 9-18)

Stevens’ “the ripe shrub writhed” condenses and reinvigorates Wordsworth’s 

serene vista of shrubs and trees in mid July but then reconnects this treescape with the 

quiet of the sky by ultimately withering the writhing human form out o f his description. 

Both poets describe ambiguous shrubbery that seems to writhe out o f the landscape into 

too human form even as Wordsworth reposing under the faintly ominous dark sycamore 

dies out of the landscape, half-remembering Boyet in Love's Labour’s Lost'. “Under the 

cool shade of a sycamore / 1 thought to close mine eyes some half an hour” .'°^ “[T]hese 

orchard-tufts,” which “lose themselves / ’Mid groves and copses” and “These hedge

rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines / Of sportive wood run wild”, these pastoral athletes, 

become in Stevens like the equally all too human, insomniac ephebe in ‘Notes toward a 

Supreme Fiction’:

You clutch the corner 
Of the pillow in your hand. You writhe and press 
A bitter utterance from your writhing, dumb,

Yet voluble of dumb violence.
{CP 384)

We might ask of Wordsworth what Stevens asks in ‘The Ultimate Poem is Abstract’: 

“The day writhes with what?” {CP 429) And we might respond with further lines from 

this poem, keeping the Wordsworth o f ‘Tintem Abbey’ in mind, and changing his 

reiterated “green” for Stevens’ repetition of “blue”:

If the day writhes, it is not with revelations.
One goes on asking questions. That, then, is one 
Of the categories. So said, this placid space

i
I
I
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Is changed. It is not so blue as we thought. To be blue,
There must be no questions.

{CP 429)

It is not so green as we thought in W ordsworth’s lines if  we become scrupulous 

about the sixth line o f  T h e  Planet on the Table’. For this line carefully ripens 

W ordsworth’s “unripe fruits” into “the ripe shrub” and reconfigures the “wreaths of 

smoke” -  the ethereal consummation o f burnt shrubbery -  back into the trees from which 

they are sent. For as a ripe shrub can writhe in the wind like an insomniac or someone in 

an ecstatic trance so “the ripe shrub writhed” accurately describes pliant branches 

wreathed or twisted and coiled into a wreath that can solemnize som eone’s grave. In 

W ordsworth’s opening lines, Stevens seems to say, the landscape writhes in too human a 

manner and thus may become bitter and dumb: this writhing is not with revelations as 

one goes on asking questions.

Stevens thus ripens W ordsworth unripe shrubs only to cut them down and then 

coil them into a wreath that will wither on a dead poet’s pyre. However, as we move to 

the next stanza o f ‘The Planet on the Table’ it is as if  Stevens says with Wordsworth in 

‘Tintern Abbey’,

Not for this 
Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts 
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe.
Abundant recompense.

(11. 84-7)

This is because

His self and the sun were one
And his poems, although makings o f his self.
Were no less makings o f the sun.

As Stevens’ poem moves out o f its second stanza, it meditates what Stephen Gill 

calls W ordsworth’s “conviction [...] that his development obeys a providential economy 

o f loss and gain” ."̂  ̂ The paradoxical economy o f inheritance that so angers the older 

brother o f the prodigal son in the parable in Luke is part o f the conversation between
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Wordsworth and Stevens. This is the “Abundant recompense” that is “Some affluence, if 

only half-perceived / In the poverty o f their words” . As Gill points out

Change is the inevitable condition o f life, but in ‘Tintern A bbey’ Wordsworth 
affirms not only that through memory nothing is really lost, but also that 
change yields ‘abundant recompense’.

In W ordsworth this economy o f loss and gain is to do with “his conviction that 

love o f nature leads to love o f man”. Thus “the joyful affirmations in ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

cannot obscure the presence o f questions which were to drive W ordsworth to repeated 

and perplexed poetic exploration” ' ”*. But this perplexed poetic exploration can become 

the impetus for creative conversation. In ‘Tintern Abbey’ W ordsworth proclaims his 

conviction “as knowledge, gained from his own experience” . However, the poem does 

not explain ''how  this process takes place” and nor does it establish “what the relation 

may be between one poet’s personal sense o f joy and his awareness o f the brute fact of 

suffering in the world” . ‘The Planet on the Table’ does not set out to provide this 

explanation. But it generates a conversation with a joyous W ordsworth that makes the 

poet productively perplexed about his affirmations. Stevens’ poem draws from ‘Tintern 

Abbey’ the same hesitations that impel Wordsworth to labour over long prefaces that 

attempt to explain the pleasure he derives from making poetry:

If I had undertaken a SYSTEMATIC defence o f the theory here maintained, 
it would have been my duty to develop the various causes upon which the 
pleasure received from metrical language depends. Among the chief o f these 
causes is to be reckoned a principle which must be well known to those who 
have made any o f the Arts the object o f accurate reflection; namely, the 
pleasure which the mind derives from the perception o f similitude in 
dissimilitude. This principle is the great spring o f the activity o f our minds, 
and their chief feeder. From this principle the direction o f  the sexual appetite, 
and all the passions connected with it, take their origin: it is the life o f our 
ordinary conversation; and upon the accuracy with which similitude in 
dissimilitude, and dissimilitude in similitude are perceived, depend our taste 
and moral feelings."*^

At the beginning o f this chapter we saw how recent critics think o f  allusion as 

situated within rhetoric because “In both allusion and the trope, the poetic dimension is 

created by the simultaneous presence o f two different realities whose competition with
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one another produces a single more complex reality.” "  ’ As Ricks says, recalling 

Wordsworth:

Since allusion depends upon apprehending a newly true combination o f 
similitude and dissimilitude, allusion may be seen under the aspect of 
metaphor, and may be seen as one form that metaphor may take, since just 
such a combination is what constitutes metaphor.

But Ricks goes on to say that “Allusion is itself a way o f looking before and after, a
113retrospect that opens up a new prospect.” In a straightforward sense Ricks’s two 

observations about allusion are a repetition o f the relation between the synchronic and the 

diachronic. And it is the play o f these two levels o f temporality and meaning that allows 

Stevens’ transformation o f his essential inheritance o f the senses and o f sense in creative 

conversation.

For Wordsworth the perception o f similitude in dissimilitude is “the life o f our 

ordinary conversation”. We shall see how this principle also generates the life o f poetic 

conversation because “upon the accuracy with which similitude in dissimilitude, and 

dissimilitude in similitude are perceived, depend our taste and moral feelings.” In his 

letter to Reynolds Keats measures this “accuracy” in the gregarious advance o f intellect 

which constitutes the generational conversation between poets. His letter o f dark 

passages reminds us that “accuracy” is not so much clear-cut precision as the state when 

one cares for something. ( ‘Accuracy’ is from the Latin, accurare, ‘to apply care to ’.) 

When one is accurate it is not so much that one sees clearly but that one applies care to 

feeling for the way. As when Stevens entreats in I, ix o f ‘Notes Toward a Supreme 

Fiction’, “My dame, sing for this person accurate songs.” But as Keats reminds us that 

the ways from the Chamber o f Maiden Thought are all dark all leading to dark 

passages -  We see not the balance o f good and evil. We are in a Mist -  We are now in 

that state -  We feel the ‘burden o f the M ystery.’”

Both Stevens and Wordsworth are accurate in the way they inquire into the 

making o f poems and how they make over these makings to other makers. This involves 

the paradoxical economy o f loss and gain o f poetic inheritance and the retrospective way 

forward o f creative conversation, which is a more accurate, a more careful mode of 

ordinary conversation. Our moral feelings depend upon this accuracy. But this is the
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uncanny accuracy o f  seeing through a glass darkly, o f moving through dark passages 

feelingly, the careful apprehension with St. Paul that faith is necessarily obscure as we 

can only ever know in part. The perplexity Wordsworth feels forming the soul o f ail his 

moral being from his apprehension o f the one life in nature is this dark all too human 

situation, which is the burden o f the conversation between W ordsworth and Stevens.

When Ricks says that allusion looks before and after he is reassembling 

Wordsworth alluding to Hamlet. Wordsworth says, “Emphatically may it be said o f the 

Poet, as Shakspeare hath said o f man, “that he looks before and after’” . Hamlet asks,

What is a man 
If his chief good and market o f his time 
Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more.
Sure he that made us with such large discourse,
Looking before and after, gave us not 
That capability and godlike reason 
To fust in unus’d.""*

Certainly in the poems we are considering in this chapter “That capability and 

godlike reason” is not “fust [...] unus’d.” In ‘Tintern A bbey’ Wordsworth looks back to 

different periods o f his youth and also bequeaths his poem to future years. ‘The Planet 

on the Table’ surveys an oeuvre and considers the fate o f a dead poet’s Collected Poems. 

But there is another uncanny way o f looking before and after that is generated in the 

occasion o f poetic conversation. In The Infinite Conversation Maurice Blanchot reminds 

us that

Poetry is memory; this is the classical assertion. M emory is the muse. The 
singer sings from memory, and grants the power to remember. The song 
itself is me-moire, the space where the justice o f memory holds sway: Moira, 
that portion o f obscurity according to which right and regard are laid out."^

But it is “that portion o f  obscurity” involved in poetry as memory, which means that 

allusion in poems can never be classified as a rhetorical trope. Allusion as conversation 

is an obscure laying out o f right and regard -  o f founding the soul o f our moral being and 

our way o f perceiving our world -  that looks before and after, out o f the synchronic realm 

o f tropes.
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When Hollander finally substitutes metalepsis for metaphor, exchanging one 

rhetorical term for another, as he refines his taxonomy o f poetic allusion, he is attempting 

a diachronic description o f  the perception o f dissimilitude in similitude, which we would 

emphasize instead with our heuristic notion o f creative conversation. For there is a 

paradoxical economy o f loss and gain in this kind o f conversation that would defy even 

the grasp o f the rhetorician and perhaps explains why poetic allusion was never classified 

in antiquity as a trope. Creative conversation is the occasion o f the difference between 

the way a poem is written and how it will survive. It is the occasion o f this peculiar 

transference because its affluence is the loss it bears. Creative conversation is generated 

out o f the failure o f the very tropes the classical rhetoricians would seek to enumerate and 

this is the burden o f ‘The Planet on the Table’ -  the economy o f bearing some affluence 

in the poverty o f their words that it half-perceives in the last stanza. To talk o f poetic 

allusion as metaphor or even as metalepsis would be to systemize a process which, in 

fact, provides the occasion to step back from any inhibiting and systematic appreciation 

o f the language o f the sense.

‘The Planet on the Table’ retrieves W ordsworth’s literal rendering o f  “accuracy” 

in poetic composition and conversation in the manner o f Keats and his description o f the 

dark passages in ‘Tintern A bbey’. If Wordsworth is preoccupied with the way poems are 

made or composed, Stevens likes to envisage how they will decompose, which he sees as 

after all another kind o f making. Stevens’ poems can wither a writhing human form out 

o f a landscape brushed up by Wordsworth or decay his mansion house o f poetic memory 

because Stevens labours to inherit what Wordsworth bequeaths as he dies out o f his 

poems. As Angelus Silesius says,

God himself, if He wants to live for you, must die:
How do you think, without {ohne) death, to inherit His life?"^

“Has anything more profound ever been written on inheritance? I understand that as a 

thesis on what inherit means to say”, comments Jacques D errida."^ Silesius’ short thesis 

on inheritance has what John D. Caputo calls “a little Pauline post-scriptum '' -  “How do 

you think [...] to inherit His Life” -  “about our living now, not I but Christ in me”. But 

as we consider Stevens and Wordsworth in conversation we can write another post-
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scriptum, which as Derrida says would institute another “inheritance” and another

“syllabification” or what Caputo glosses as “another translation, tradition, substitution, or 
118contextualization”. Without death as it is apprehended in the vulnerable and mutable 

language o f  the sense -  which causes a poet to die out o f what he makes -  how can we 

expect to inherit W ordsworth’s genial bequest? For W ordsworth’s inheritance thus 

becomes that productive “portion o f obscurity according to which right and regard are 

laid out” . We would seek to translate Angelus Silesius’ verse but remain within the 

paradoxical economy o f loss and gain which he here sets forth and this involves having 

care for what is obscure or becoming accurate about the one who is dead.

In section IV o f ‘Credences o f Summer’ Stevens talks o f “other makings o f the 

sun”. Stevens describes hay-making in “A land too ripe for enigmas, too serene” {CP 

31 A) and thus casts a critical glance at what Wordsworth give credence to in the summer 

o f 1798 in ‘Tintern A bbey’. The poems says “Things stop in that direction and since they 

stop / The direction stops and we accept what is / As good.” But Stevens will not stop in 

that direction. He is concerned with something other than this “Pure rhetoric o f a 

language without words” {CP 374), serene beyond the still, sad music o f humanity. For 

‘makings’ is a deliberately anachronistic synonym for poems in ‘The Planet o f the Table’ 

and the word recalls Chaucer’s famous lines at the end o f Troilus and Criseyde: “Go, litel 

bok, go, litel myn tragedye, / Ther God thi makere yet, er that he dye, / So sende myght to 

make in som comedye! / But litel book, no makynge thow n’envie, / But subgit be to alle 

poesye”. Chaucer is concerned about the literal decay o f language, which like hay may 

fust if unus’d: “And for ther is so gret diversitie / In Englissh and in writyng o f oure 

tonge, / So prey I God that non myswrite the” ."^  In Chaucer there is a distinction 

between productively playing with the resources o f our language and decaying this 

abundance through neglect. This distinction marks the hazardous course o f the 

conversation between W ordsworth and Stevens in and about the language o f the sense. 

Wordsworth’s whole and the “all” o f ‘Tintem Abbey’ are with Stevens’ recalling of 

Chaucerian “makings” shattered into his late style o f parts as parts, as the poet lavishly 

wastes his inheritance.

In the next section we will sketch this conversation as a paradoxical economy: “a 

sphere not governed by the rule o f credit and debit, investment and return, an economy of
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expenditure without reserve. In this mad rehgious economy, if  one gives up everything, 

everything is repeated, returned even a hundred fold, in virtue o f the absurd.” This

mad or paradoxical economy involves the labour o f inheriting the language o f the sense -  

the difficulty o f at once accepting and giving up what W ordsworth bequeaths with care. 

This care is occasioned somewhere between “The pure rhetoric o f a language without 

words” (withdrawn from mutability and even our classical, worldly systems o f rhetoric), 

and our changing language o f the sense; our inheritance, “oure tonge”, “Englisshe”; the 

language that Chaucer rightly fears is always subject to “myswriting” (defying even the 

classifications o f rhetoricians who would seek to stabilize it). This care is the occasion 

for poetic conversation that will not be subjected to rhetorical classification and instead 

plays with (decays and reconstructs) tropes by shattering our changing language against 

something otherworldly -  “The pure rhetoric o f a language without words” -  and vice 

versa. This is the event o f  creative conversation generated within the obscure but 

gregarious advance o f intellect as lucid proclamations become dark passages o f the 

language o f sense. Thus “It was not important that they survive.” However,

What mattered was that they should bear 
Some lineament or character,

Some affluence, if  only half-perceived,
In the poverty o f their words.
O f the planet o f which they were part.

As we move on to the final part o f this chapter we shall bear in mind the matter of 

the language o f the sense. For behind Stevens’ “What mattered was” what matters, what 

is important is the Latin obtrusion, materia -  and this is material subject to ‘myswriting’. 

We will think o f the building material that can bear -  the stuff o f  which poems are made 

-  the language that is vitally metaphorical because it bears or marks the before 

unapprehended relation o f things. We might thus think o f poems as somehow ‘mattered’ 

rather than mattering -  or indeed as curious makings o f matter in both senses. But we 

will also consider how, as this matter decays, it is transformed and thus is and is not 

matter. For we will contemplate how in philosophical use matter is in contradistinction 

to mind or to form and yet how matter is also subject matter. We shall see how these last
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lines o f Stevens’ poem bear such aUered significance in a way that transforms the bearing 

that is underway in metaphor.

The Hnes which deHneate “lineament” form the contour o f a barely sketched body 

becoming “character” . But like the character or part o f Ariel this recedes out o f human 

form into a letter or a stamp or impress until, etymologically, it exists as a sharp furrow 

or groove, persisting finally as a tool for marking or engraving that can be discarded into 

disuse. Just as one would throw away a quill or “break my s ta ff’ before drowning the 

book. Until, that is, “affluence” causes these divergent meanings to flow towards a 

mysterious profusion or exuberance in a paradoxical economy o f poverty and gain. Or is 

this affluence a crowd o f gregarious poets becoming more than an influence on each 

other as they move together, conversing through dark passages towards they know not 

what? Or does “affluence” just describe tears?

This brief trawl through the OED  is to prove the density o f the matter o f the last 

lines o f ‘The Planet on the Table’. But it is these persistent if  secondary half-meanings 

that the lines bear and that we half-perceive, which prove Stevens’ care for the inevitable 

decay o f his inheritance and what he bequeaths -  the paradoxical affluence in poverty of 

the language o f the sense. In the fourth and final section o f this chapter we will examine 

this care or curious accuracy o f transference by way o f Heidegger and Derrida meditating 

what remains.

IV

Stevens, Heidegger, Derrida and what Remains of the Language of the Sense

Charles Berger says that “The most extraordinary thing about ‘The Planet on the Table’ is 

its combination o f modesty and outrageousness: it was not important that they survive,
I 1

since the self and the sun are one.” Helen Vendler talks o f “The vast central boast in 

this poem, almost lost in the general reticence and understatement o f its wording”, 

which is its claim “His self and the sun were one”. Both critics seek to account or 

apologize for this in different ways. Berger feels that Stevens is really just goading us 

with his assertion:

165



Stevens teases us with the possibility o f identity between self, sun, and poems 
through the trickery o f syntax -  ‘His self and the sun were one / And his

123poem s... ’ -  but the sentence goes on to enforce the distinction.

On the other hand, Vendler recalls that “Wordsworth believed that the works o f mighty 

poets become part o f the sum o f reality” . Thus

a poem is as much a natural product as a tree or shrub; and when we enter our 
earthly existence, we find poems -  Wordsworth’s poems, K eats’s poems,
Stevens’ poems -  present around us, as materially visible as trees and

124mountams are.

The two critics arrive at two different readings o f the poem. For Berger,

Ariel’s poems [...] were produced by a self that is now capable o f detaching 
itself from its creations, expelling them, since that self is a poetic spirit, a

1 9 ̂source o f energy in its own right.

But for Vendler,

They too, our poems, are products o f that solar energy that makes all things 
come into their being. Our artificial distincfions between ‘nature’ and ‘art’ 
err: in this view, art is a part o f nature.

I would say that the most extraordinary thing about ‘The Planet on the Table’ is that 

it more than half-sustains these divergent interpretations. V endler’s point is useful 

because it draws on Polixenes’ flirtatious discourse with Perdita in The W inter’s Tale:

Yet nature is made better by no mean
But nature makes that mean. So over that art
Which you say adds to nature is an art
That nature makes. You see, sweet maid, we marry
A gentler scion to the wildest stock.
And make conceive a bark o f baser kind 
By bud o f  nobler race. This is an art 
Which does mend nature -  change it rather; but

1 97The art itself is nature.

The third stanza o f Stevens’ poem seems at once understated and outrageous and less

playful than Polixenes’ argument because he neglects to add that “nature is made better

by no mean / But nature makes that mean” . But if  “art itself is nature” where does that
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leave the artist? What can one say now of the relation of sun and self? Polixenes’ 

gardener has disappeared in the art of grafting, an art which is “an art / That nature 

makes” anyhow. For Vendler the poet is subsumed into sun and poems and in Berger’s 

account the poet is more ethereal than Ariel, transmuted into an ambiguous “poetic spirit” 

characterized paradoxically by its ability to detach itself “from its creations, expelling 

them”. The differing accounts of Berger and Vendler point to one thing. Ariel does not 

exist. But this is the same as saying there is no speaker o f this poem and Ariel is real.

As we think about the labour of inheriting the language of the sense and having 

care for the one who is dead we have to think about this relation between art and nature. 

This relation becomes the burden of the mystery of ‘Tintern Abbey’ towards the end 

when it bequeaths itself to Dorothy and future generations of readers. In ‘The Planet on 

the Table’ this relation is complicated since in it poems are made what we would now 

call biodegradable. It was not only not important that they survive but their gradual 

cessation was part of their design. We can account for the combination of modesty and 

outrageousness in the poem by considering it as biodegradable -  as an artificial product 

designed to decay back into nature. Derrida elaborates:

On the one hand, this thing is not a thing, not -  as one ordinarily believes 
things to be -  a natural thing; in fact ‘biodegradable,’ on the contrary, is 
generally said of an artificial product, most often an industrial product, 
whenever it lets itself be decomposed by microorganisms. On the other hand, 
the ‘biodegradable’ is hardly a thing since it remains a thing that does not 
remain, an essentially decomposable thing, destined to pass away, to lose its 
identity as a thing and to become a non-thing.'^*

The burden of Derrida’s thinking here is “the amnesia of which a culture is made” 

-  that we as children still weaving budded aureoles never know -  and he wonders: “Can 

one say, figuratively, that a ‘publication’ is biodegradable and distinguish here the 

degrees of degradation, the rhythms, the laws, the aleatory factors, the detours and the 

disguises, the transmutations, the cycles of recycling?” When the speaker of Stevens’ 

poem figures the manuscript o f Ariel’s projected Collected Works as the planet on the 

table does he envisage its eventual publication as already biodegradable? Is this planet 

on the table subject to decay like the pineapple on the table in ‘Someone Puts a Pineapple 

Together’ {NA 83-7)? If it is, it yet decays in a different manner from a fruit.
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Nonetheless as Stevens puts his pineapple together on the table the reassembled fruit 

approximates the biodegradable as a publication might:

If he sees an object on a table, much like 
A jar o f the shoots o f an infant country, green

And bright, or like a venerable urn.
Which, from the ash within it, fortifies 
A green that is the ash o f what green is,

He sees it in this tangent o f him self
{NA 83)

A venerable urn like a poem by Keats is part o f nature and part o f us as the truth it 

proclaims is beauty is the conflict between the self-secluding natural world that 

withdraws from us and our culture that is intent to open up and disclose this mystery.

The truth that is beauty is this striving between nature and culture as it is at work in the 

poem. The poem is biodegradable because it is consumed in this relation: it allows the 

mystery o f nature to remain mysterious even as our culture struggles to enlighten all that 

is dark and obscure. But this means that the poem is liable to be subsumed back into 

what is self-secluding. Nonetheless this is what Wordsworth might call “A fructifying 

virtue” . O u r  culture is fortified by such a decaying apprehension o f  that which loves to 

hide. The burden o f the mystery and the inevitability o f decay require that we labour to 

preserve this work o f  the poem by understanding in a creative way what it is that it thus 

bequeaths to us, “or like a venerable urn, / Which, from the ash within it, fortifies / A 

green that is the ash o f  what green is” . It is then that our culture apprehends nature in 

fresh ways as we are released into uncanny creative possibility: “He sees it in this tangent 

o f h im self”

When Derrida comes to associate the biodegradable with rhetoric his meditation 

approaches how we have been describing poets labouring to inherit the language o f the 

sense:

Is not what we call rhetoric a large discourse, itself in a constant state o f 
recycling, o f that which in discourse submits to composition, decomposition, 
recomposition? These processes could affect the very essence o f language 
and the proper meaning o f words.
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Derrida’s concerns here echo Chaucer’s very real anxieties about the destiny o f his poem 

in an age when the English language is in an enhanced state o f recycling. As Derrida 

advances his thought he is close to how Stevens develops Chaucer’s simple worrying 

about the fate o f makings into a consideration that there may be a fructifying virtue in 

their inevitable decay in ‘The Planet on the Table’:

Here is the most problematic thing in the ‘double binding’ figure o f the 
‘biodegradable’: the worst but also the best that one could wish for a piece o f 
writing is that it be biodegradable. And thus that it not be so. As 
biodegradable, it is on the side o f life, assimilated thanks to bacteria, by a 
culture that it nourishes, enriches, irrigates, even fecundates but on the 
condition that it lose its identity, its figure, or its singular signature, its proper 
name.’̂ ^

Here Derrida’s language is properly cultural. It is agricultural and bacterial so 

that culture is at once tillage and the artificial development o f microscopic organisms.

But our culture is also an economy. When Stevens thinks about this “double binding 

figure” he moves on from drawing and engraving lines and characters into an economy of 

affluence and poverty transmuted into the loss and abundant recompense o f our 

perceptual and phenomenological inheritance. Derrida’s language eventually becomes 

more economic:

What is that, far from being exhausted in amnesia, increases its reserve to the 
very extent to which one draws from it, as if  expenditure augmented the 
capital? This very thing [cela meme], this singular event that, enriching the 
meaning and accumulating memory, is nevertheless not to be reduced to a 
totality or that always exceeds interpretation. What resists immediate 
degradation is this very thing, the text or in the text, which is no longer on the 
order o f meaning and which joins the universal wealth o f  the ‘m essage’ to 
unintelligible singularity, finally unreadable (if reading means to understand 
and to learn to know), o f a trace or a signature.

Derrida’s “as if  expenditure augmented the capital” recalls the parable o f  the 

prodigal son in Luke. The economy that Derrida describes can help us think about the 

paradox o f finding abundant recompense in such loss and the uncanny relation between 

affluence and poverty that Stevens sketches: “What resists immediate degradation” is 

why although it was not important that they survive, what mattered was that they should
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bear. What these poems bear -  “Some lineament or character, / Some affluence” -  is 

“This very thing \cela meme\, this singular event” that always exceeds interpretation. 

Thus Stevens’ “affluence” is an uncanny process “enriching the meaning and 

accumulating memory” but which cannot be reduced to a totality. It is more and less than 

enriching affluence. Just as “Some lineament or character” provides a finally unreadable 

translation of what Derrida calls “a trace or a signature”. Like Derrida, Stevens’ concern 

in ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’ and ‘The Planet on the Table’ is about whatever it “is 

that, far from being exhausted in amnesia, increases its reserve to the very extent to 

which one draws from it, as if expenditure augmented the capital”.

Derrida meditates this by redressing problems in Heidegger’s 1935 lecture, ‘The 

Origin of the Work of Art’. This problematic lecture sketches a rift, which comes close 

to Stevens’ lineament, character or affluence. Heidegger opens by glossing his title: 

“Origin here means that from which and by which something is what it is and as it is. 

What something is as it is we call essence.” '̂ '* The path of thought in this essay takes a 

radical turn because

As necessarily as the artist is the origin of the work in a different way than the 
work is the origin of the artist, so it is equally certain that, in a still different

135way, art is the origin of both artist and work.

As Derrida says.

The irreplaceable singularity, the event of signature, is not to be summed up 
in a patronymic name, because it is the work itself The ‘proper name’ in 
question -  which has no meaning and is not a concept -  is not to be reduced 
to the appellation of civil status. What is more, it is proper to nothing and to 
no one, reappropriable by nothing and by no one, not even by the presumed 
bearer. It is this singular impropriety that permits it to resist degradation -  
never forever, but for a long time.'^

Stevens’ poem meditates what bears his poems other than the poet and even the 

poems themselves. We can think about this elusive bearing that resists degradation -  this 

mattering beyond matter -  in ‘The Planet on the Table’ by following the path of 

Heidegger’s meditations on art. He asks, “But can art be an origin at all? Where and
1 ^ 7how does it occur?” A work of art is also and obviously a thing and Heidegger seeks 

to identify the thingly quality of art works:
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Only then can we say whether the artwork is a thing, but a thing to which 
something else adheres; only then can we decide whether the work is at

I ^ 8bottom something else and not a thing at all.

Thus, like Derrida in his article, Heidegger asks ‘what is a thing?’ He then moves on to

“ascertain explicitly [the] traditional knowledge of the thing, to be relieved of the tedious
1 ^ 0labour of making our own search for the thingly character of the thing.” He outlines 

three interpretations of the thingness of the thing: “as a bearer of traits [that is, as a 

substance to which properties belong], as unity of a manifold of sensations [that is, within 

the mind], [and] as formed matter”.''*̂

However, according to Heidegger, the problem with these interpretations is that 

they originate from the way man is conditioned to think from interacting with tools or 

equipment: the way we work with things distorts how we think of the essence of both 

things and work. Heidegger reveals the inadequacy of these three interpretations for 

thinking about the thingly quality of a work of art by examining a painting by Van Gogh . 

In the course of his analysis of this painting of things that are equipment (peasant shoes, 

which were probably worn by Van Gogh) something happens “almost clandestinely”:’"" 

“The artwork lets us know what shoes are in truth.” This is not because it adequately (in 

the sense of adaequatio'^^) represents them to us but because

The artwork opens up in its own way the Being of beings. This opening up, 
i.e., this revealing, i.e., the truth of beings, happens in the work. In the work 
of art the truth of beings has set itself to work. Art is truth setting itself to 
work.*'*^

As Heidegger arrives at this station on the way of his thought, the painting also 

provides us with the two terms at strife in truth: world and earth. But as the essay 

progresses earth is not merely the land on which we dwell (the muddy field through 

which the peasant trudges) and neither is world simply our culture (opened by the 

reliability o f the peasant’s equipment, her shoes). These terms are productively 

problematic:

The world is the self-disclosing openness of the broad paths of the simple and 
essential decisions in the destiny of an historical people. The earth is the
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spontaneous forthcoming of that which is continually secluding and to that 
extent sheltering and concealing.'"''^

The difficulty of following Heidegger’s essay lies in differentiating between these two 

while refusing to allow them to resolve into a simple dichotomy like nature and culture, 

matter and form, or even Dionysian and Apollonian. One should also bear in mind 

Stevens’ problematic distinction between reality and imagination when reading 

Heidegger’s difficult definitions of his terms:

The world is not the mere collection of the countable or uncountable, familiar 
and unfamiliar things that are hand. But neither is it a merely imagined 
framework added by our representation to the sum of such given beings. The 
world worlds, and is more fully in being than the tangible and perceptible 
realm in which we believe ourselves to be at home. World is never an object 
that stands before us and can be seen. World is the ever-nonobjective to 
which we are subject as long as the paths of birth and death, blessing and 
curse keep us transported into being.

[Earth] shatters every attempt to penetrate it. It causes every merely 
calculating importunity upon it to turn into a destruction. [...] The earth 
appears openly cleared as itself only when it is perceived and preserved as 
that which is essentially undisclosable, that which shrinks from every 
disclosure and constantly keeps itself closed up. [...] To set forth the earth 
means to bring it into the open region as the self secluding.

So much for the argument of Heidegger’s lecture. The trajectory of its thought is 

from a questioning about things and the origin of the plastic arts to meditation on truth -  

which occurs as the strife between world and earth -  and a consideration of poetry as 

uncanny work which transcends even the supreme place that Heidegger affords poesy in 

the hierarchy of the arts. All of this prefigures his later lectures and essays on language 

in an interestingly problematic way. Heidegger will jettison many of the terms such as 

world and earth as his thinking proceeds and judging by an addendum, later published in 

Holzwege with the lecture, Heidegger himself perceived difficulties in ‘The Origin of the 

Work of Art’. As Julian Young remarks the essay contains many “deficiencies” and 

there are “forty-two mostly sharply critical footnotes [that] Heidegger insisted {GA 5, 

p.379) on including in the final Gesamtausgabe edition of the work {GA 5, pp. 1-74)”.'''^ 

But it is these difficulties that should interest us here: for even Heidegger says in the 

epilogue:
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The foregoing reflections are concerned with the riddle o f art, the riddle that 
art itself is. They are far from claiming to solve the riddle. The task is to see 
the riddle.

Riddle translates das Rdtsel and to solve das Rdtsel in German is zu Idsen’'’  ̂ We 

would lose the productive obscurity o f Heidegger’s entirely problematic essay if  we were 

to attempt too neat an account o f it. Part of the task o f beginning to see das Rdtsel der 

Kunst is to become unafraid o f retracing one’s steps when reading Heidegger and thus 

getting lost in the obscurity o f other paths o f thought that are crucially involved with the 

more overt trajectory o f his thinking that we have already traced. I believe this is 

Derrida’s concern in ‘Biodegradables’ because he is willing to dwell on what Young 

dismisses as mere “deficiencies” in Heidegger. As Caputo points out “ [Derrida] does not 

write against Heidegger but in continuation and extension o f  H eidegger’s work, 

radicalizing the critique o f presence as it makes its way even into Heidegger himself, 

thereby keeping Heidegger unterwegs, en route, on the way beyond the metaphysical 

desire for presence”. W e  are engaged in tracing how ‘The Planet on the Table’ 

radicalizes Stevens’ oeuvre and W ordsworth’s poem in the same way. Derrida notes:

Important question o fphysis beyond the opposition nature/culture. I have 
never been convinced by what Heidegger has said on this subject. And 
precisely because o f the remains that remain to be thought.'^ '

It is these remains that concern us here. These are also the remains that Bennett 

discerns in ‘Tintern A bbey’. We shall ask about the remains o f the language o f  the sense 

and the relation o f this to physis. It is the remains that remain to be thought that matter in 

Stevens’ poem. Derrida’s “Important question o f physis beyond the opposition 

nature/culture” describes H eidegger’s elaborating in ‘The Origin o f the W ork o f A rt’ of 

the obscure striving between world and earth -  beyond the dichotomy o f art and nature -  

as set forth in the work o f the work o f art. For the work o f  the work o f art as it sets forth 

this striving is clandestinely equated with what the Greeks call physis  in Heidegger’s 

essay. Heidegger describes the happening o f truth in the work o f a Greek temple. It lets 

its surroundings and the God inside and man emerge, which reverses the more 

commonplace notion that we cause the temple to emerge from the landscape:
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The Greeks early called this emerging and rising in itself and in all things 
physis. [...] The temple-work, standing there, opens up a world and at the 
same time sets this world back again on earth, which itself only thus emerges

1 CO

as native ground.

But this account comes immediately after Heidegger’s scathing description o f the 

contemporary art-world o f museums, auction houses and connoisseurs. Here Heidegger 

is thinking o f Greek art in modern museums:

World-withdrawal and world-decay can never be undone. The works are no 
longer the works they were. It is they themselves, to be sure, that we 
encounter there [in the museum], but they themselves are gone by. As 
bygone works they stand over and against us in the realm o f tradition and 
conservation.'^^

They have become the ""remains"' that Derrida would think about and which make 

Heidegger’s description o f physis set to work in the temple problematic. These are the 

remains that cause the difficult conversation between Derrida and Heidegger and these 

are also the burden o f  the conversation we have been tracing between Wordsworth, Keats 

and Stevens. One asks quite simply, what o f the Elgin marbles as they become wrought 

into Keats’s odes? -  “like a venerable urn, / Which, from the ash within it, fortifies / A 

green that is the ash o f  what green is, / He sees it in this tangent o f h im se lf” And what of 

Keats’s ode or Stevens’ poem recalling it? The decay o f the remains o f art is part o f the 

conversation o f creative inheritance that we seek to trace.

Later in the lecture when Heidegger finally considers the role o f  the artist in the 

origin o f the work o f art he connects this role closely with the duty o f  the preserver. The 

kind o f preserving he has in mind differs from the conservative activities o f curators and 

even art critics busying themselves in museums:

Preserving the work does not reduce people to their private experiences, but 
brings them into affiliation with truth happening in the work. Thus it grounds 
being for and with one another as the historical standing-out o f human 
existence in relation to unconcealment.

This is all very well. But in this description o f the role o f preserving truth in the work it 

seems as if the striving between world and earth is over and what he calls the world has
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simply won. Is not truth the incessant striving between these two? Perhaps he eulogizes 

the unconcealment o f  world in the work because he is quick to contrast this with 

inauthentic and familiar activities o f connoisseurship and art criticism:

As soon as the thrust into the awesome is parried and captured by the sphere 
o f familiarity and connoisseurship, the art business has begun.

However, is there not another kind o f self-seclusion and withdrawal inherent in 

the conflict between world and earth? Does Heidegger here overlook this, describing 

what Stevens might call the affluence o f art while ignoring its equally essential poverty? 

The conversation between Stevens and Wordsworth reveals a productive forgetting 

beyond the oblivion o f making the uncanny merely familiar, which involves nurturing the 

language o f the sense in its incessant decay. This as Derrida would say is what remains 

to be thought along the path o f thought in ‘The Origin o f  the W ork o f  A rt’. At one point 

Heidegger says,

if a work does not find preservers, does not immediately find them capable of 
responding to the truth happening in the work, this does not at all mean that 
the work may also be a work without preservers. Being a work, it always 
remains tied to preservers, even and particularly when it is still only waiting 
for them, only pleading and persevering for them to enter into its truth. Even 
the oblivion into which the work can sink is not nothing; it is still a 
preservation. It feeds on the work.'^^

We have to think about this in relation to what we have just noticed Heidegger say about 

the irrevocability o f world-decay in museums, where “W orld-withdrawal and world- 

decay can never be undone. The works are no longer the works they were.” How can we 

think again about the oblivion o f these remains but also that this in the end is not 

nothing? After all, Heidegger eventually turns around to say that these works are actually 

waiting for their destined preservers. As Heidegger changes his mind it is as if  he 

becomes one o f  these preservers as the essay progresses.

One could counter Heidegger’s later optimistic and world-oriented claims for the 

role o f preservers in their affiliation with the happening o f truth in the work by claiming 

that like Stevens’ children still weaving budded aureoles, a crucial part o f their role is that 

they will never know. Perhaps this is his point as he makes contradictory claims about
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the remains of art in museums between the beginning and end o f his lecture. Thus what 

Heidegger says of earth should be reapplied to what he says of the relation between 

creators and preservers:

But this confluence is not a blurring of their outlines. [...] Thus in each of the 
self-secluding things there is the same not-knowing-of-one-another.'^^

Truth is a rift or uncanny cleft between world and earth, which Heidegger 

sometimes forgets in his lecture as he valorizes one of the two terms at expense of the 

other, ft remains for us to reapply what Heidegger leaves productively obscure in the 

uncanny dichotomy of world and earth to the relation of creator and preserver. What is 

the relation between physis and the remains of great art in a museum or in the best critical 

edition? How can this rift make us who inherit these remains into preservers or a fit 

audience though few (as Wordsworth, drawing on Milton, would say)? Stevens 

meditates this distinction in the obscure relation between “we” becoming “he” and the 

children in ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’. In ‘The Planet on the Table’ this becomes the 

difference between Ariel and what will become of his poems and how they will bear 

some lineament, character or affluence. This rift, which is a striving is also the difficulty 

that remains to be thought in Heidegger’s lecture. He describes it in terms that are 

surprisingly similar to the end of ‘The Planet on the Table’ and it provides a way into 

thinking about the gregarious advance we have been noticing between dark passages of 

poetry:

Strife is not a rift [/?m], as a mere cleft is ripped open; rather it is the 
intimacy with which opponents belong to each other. This rift carries the 
opponents into the provenance of their unity by virtue of their common 
ground, ft is a basic design, an outline sketch, that draws the basic features of 
the upsurgence o f the clearing o f beings. This rift does not let the opponents 
break apart; it brings what opposes measure and boundary into common 
outline.

This “rift which carries “the opponents [world and earth] into the

provenance of their unity” is as uncanny as “Some affluence” bringing “what opposes 

measure and boundary” into “some lineament or character”. In a footnote to an English 

translation of ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ the editor explains:
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In German der Riss is a crack, tear, laceration, cleft, or rift; but it is also a 
plan or design in drawing. The verb reissen from which it derives its cognate 
with the English word writing. Der Riss is incised or inscribed as a rune or 
letter. Heidegger here employs a series of words (Abriss, Aufriss, Umriss, 
and especially Grundriss) to suggest that the rift of world and earth releases a 
sketch, outline, profile, blueprint, or ground plan. The rift is writ.'^^

As we have seen Stevens also sketches the elusive rift at the etymological heart of 

“character”, which mediates the differences between “lineament” and “affluence”:

What mattered was that they should bear 
Some lineament or character,

Some affluence, if only half-perceived,
In the poverty o f their words.
Of the planet of which they were part.

As Caputo says “Derrida’s plan is to liberate [Heidegger’s project] from itself in order to 

set the deconstructive project free in all its disseminative, Dionysian e n e r g y . W e  ask 

about the end o f ‘The Planet on the Table’ in terms of what Caputo calls Derrida’s 

“grammatological reduction” when “both the object and the subject are constituted 

products, the effect o f synthesis and repetition, o f a systematic iterability which is what 

Derrida means by ‘sign’ or ‘trace’. D e r r i d a ’s ‘sign’ or ‘trace’ releases, liberates 

Heidegger’s ‘rift’. Let us say that this conversation is repeated with ‘The Planet on the 

Table’. This poem liberates Stevens’ poems from themselves and from the poet. And 

“Some lineament or character, / Some affluence” points to what poems are “o f ’. But this 

‘what’ cannot be named and is not a concept, it is “always already productive o f both:” 

it is a means of interrogating that which precedes subject and object, “Being, truth and 

history”, or world and earth, nature and culture or even Stevens’ imagination and reality. 

These are merely “constituted effects”. Instead Stevens’ poem approaches “a sphere 

which, being prior to transcendental life, represents a kind o f death.” We have seen how 

‘The Planet on the Table’ is of the one who is dead, now we can think of these last lines 

engaged in a kind of “grammatological reduction”: they are in conversation with 

Heidegger’s ‘rift’ and Derrida’s ‘sign’ or ‘trace’ in an economy that reverses and exceeds 

debt and credit, loss and recompense, or affluence and poverty. This displaces “the



whole binary opposition between presence and representation” '̂ '* by seeking to write 

what produces name and concept, that which bears even the bearing or transference of 

metaphor. This bearing is “half-perceived” in the conversation between ‘Tintern Abbey’ 

and ‘The Planet on the Table’ as they reverse “what they half-create /And what 

perceive”. This reversibility is how each poems is “o f ’ the other and “O f the planet of 

which they were part”. For in conversation these poems understand that “The presence 

of the present is derived from repetition and not the reverse.” We can locate this “o f ’ 

which turns this conversation because Heidegger continues:

Truth establishes itself as strife within a being that is to be brought forth only 
in such a way that the strife opens up in this being; that is, this being is itself 
brought into the rift. The rift is the drawing together, into a unity, of sketch 
and basic design, breach and outline. Truth establishes itself in a being in 
such a way, indeed, that this being itself takes possession of the open region 
of truth. This occupying, however, can happen only if what is to be brought 
forth, the rift, entrusts itself to the self-secluding element that juts into the 
open region.

This explains why the considered “Therefore” (1.102) in ‘Tintern Abbey’ allowing 

“the soul / Of all my moral being” (11. 110-11) is a joyous therefore. Like Heidegger, 

Wordsworth reconnects ‘is’ and ‘ought’ in a fundamental way. He finds value in the self- 

secluding presence o f the language o f the sense, which is where he must dwell creatively. 

As William McNeill explains:

In bringing the essence o f the divine, the work of art plays an ethical role, in 
the originary sense o f ethos (the place where he stays and where he must 
dwell, the site of his habitation in the world): in the presence o f the god, 
human beings are raised beyond themselves toward something greater, 
something excessive, something that prevails over them. Thus raised beyond 
themselves toward the splendour o f the divine, humans themselves acquire an 
uprightness, a stance, a dignity and nobility of their own, in response to the 
work’s divine presencing. Their stance is determined in each case from 
where they stand, from where they reside, from their dwelling -  with things 
and with one another -  in the presence of the divine.

The site of the divine is this rift and the struggling of world and earth is the 

happening of truth in the work. One might also refer to this “something excessive” as the 

one life or the sense sublime of something far more deeply interfused. But the
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conversation between this sense and ‘The Planet on the Table’ draws attention to this 

divine presencing as unnameable and existing as an unrepresentable rift that nonetheless 

allows love for fellow human beings. The work o f  art or poetry in this essential and 

instigating relation to the strife between world and earth is integral to this originary 

happening o f morality for both Wordsworth and Stevens. This is dark faith in the Pauline 

sense o f making world-happening decisions in the context o f what is by nature self- 

secluding, world defying earth. The struggle o f faith is the conflict between world and 

earth. Faith is truth. Just as earth is holy because it is dark and self-secluding. It was not 

important that they survive. What mattered was that they should bear.

We can locate what McNeill calls “the originary sense o f  ethos” by asking, is a 

postcard from the volcano like the planet on the table? Judging from the way Stevens 

delighted in receiving postcards from friends abroad, these might herald the arrival o f the 

planet on the doormat. As he writes to Barbara Church in the summer o f 1949:

Your post-card from Worms showed that you had been in the Pflaz, which is 
a holy land, in which I should like to a spend a whole summer -  or rather, 
might have liked to do so fifty years ago, when I could walk all day without 
tiring. (L 648)

He would even write to the Villa Favorita at Castagnola “for material concerning a 

collection o f pictures etc. formed by one the Thysens.” And he would be delighted when

They sent me a catalogue and a lot o f reproductions and postcards. It must 
have been extraordinary to live in Lugano and to collect these things and have 
them about one. (L 645)

To Jose Rodriguez Feo he writes, “Your postcard from Varadero Beach is on my dresser 

at home, where the surf o f it rolls day and night making mild Cuban sounds.” (L 643) 

Certainly this kind o f  making o f a world by a postcard on the dresser was important to a 

poet who never travelled in Europe, as he reminds Thomas McGreevy:

Your postcard from Rome set me up. Rome is not ordinarily on the itinerary 
o f my imagination. It is a little out o f the way, covered by cypresses. It is not 
a place that one visits frequently like Paris or Dublin. (L 629)
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Further, “They were of a remembered time / Or of something seen that he liked” 

seems not only to describe the pictures on postcards but sounds like a magnificent ‘Wish 

you were here!’ These lines generalize what one might scrawl on the back of a postcard 

even as they describe the picture usually found on the reverse. Thus as Ariel surveys his 

poems it seems as if they have been posted back to him from the past, which is a different 

country where they do things differently. These lines then tell this story: a singular and 

personal observation is dispatched to one remembered abroad so that what we are 

experiencing now will be remembered by another in the future. This happens often and 

for a long time. Years later, as this postcard is arranged on the table among others from 

others by this other, a new poem allows an abstraction from this process. This renders 

the peculiar value o f each postcard illegible as the poem comes to terms with the 

reversibility of a poem figured as a postcard. Just as Derrida says, “What I like about 

postcards is that even in an envelope, they are made to circulate like an open but illegible 

letter.” '^  ̂ The peculiar message is there for the postman and anyone else happening upon 

it to read. But the holiday observation written for the distant friend or relative remains 

partly illegible or unintelligible for the stranger intercepting it on the floor in the hallway. 

In the same manner a poem of lucid transcendence addressed to a sister can become full 

of dark passages for us as interloping strangers chancing upon Wordsworth’s postcard 

from the Wye valley two hundred years hence or leafing through Stevens’ Collected 

Poems containing the poem near the very end about its inevitable decay. Derrida shows 

us how the motion of these conversations is in reverse:

What I prefer about postcards, is that one does not know what is in front or 
what is in back, here or there, near or far, the Plato or the Socrates, recto or 
verso. Nor what is the most important, the picture or the text, and in the text, 
the message or the caption, or address...reversibility unleashes itself, goes 
mad.'^»

It is the reversibility unleashed as Stevens makes these poems into postcards (as 

we are now figuring them) that allows the regenerative conversation between poems. It 

is this reversibility that allows Wordsworth to reply to postcards that a child in the future 

(Stevens) inscribes in an accurate manner back to him. What is on the back (or is it the 

front?) of all these cross-generational postcards? Is the picture “of something seen that

180



he liked” and is the text “of a remembered time”? How could this be reversed? Our 

argument is that it is the conversation between poems that allows such a reversal so that 

as we look on nature or a picturesque postcard vista we also hear the still sad music of 

humanity. This reversibility is the conversation we are tracing, which allows the ethical 

role of the work of art “in the originary sense of ethos (the place where he stays and 

where he must dwell, the site of his habitation in the world)”. To converse is to literally 

turn oneself about, to move to and fro, to pass one’s life, to dwell, abide, somewhere, 

keep company with. To converse is to turn about and such turning orients us towards 

something greater, something excessive, something that prevails over us. The 

conversation is the way we become part of or wait within the cross-generational and 

gregarious advance o f intellect. In this way the mansion house recedes in the presence of 

the divine as we leam to inherit something always unexpected: the labour o f attending to 

tradition.

This reversibility, this incessant turning over of poems as postcards, like the Latin 

vertare turning converration in verse, in turn, turns around the word ‘o f  and the genitive 

phrases which dominate the conversation between ‘Tintern Abbey’ and ‘The Planet on 

the Table’. As H. W. Fowler says, “of shares with another word of the same length, as, 

the evil glory of being accessory to more crimes against grammar than any other.” In 

the first two chapters we considered the “as” in ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ and how it is 

elegized in ‘A Primitive Like an Orb’: “Oh as, always too heavy for the sense / To seize, 

the obscurest as, the distant w as...” {CP 441). ‘The Planet on the Table’ teases thought 

from “o f ’. This ‘o f  locates the originary sense of ethos, which the poems bear:

They were of a remembered time
Or of something seen that he liked.

They were from a remembered time and about something seen that he liked. Or they 

were about a remembered time from something seen (or tasted) that he liked in the 

manner of Proust’s narrator tasting a petit madeleine at the beginning of In Search o f  Lost 

Time. But in an even more radical way the poem leaps here from the objective genitive 

to the subjective genitive so that it was the remembered time or the something seen that 

he liked that was after all doing the talking, composing the poems. This is because



His self and the sun were one
And his poems, although makings of his self,
Were no less makings of the sun.

So here in the middle of ‘The Planet on the Table’ is another unexpected and awesome 

turning of the postcard. As Heidegger would say in the language o f ‘The Origin of the 

Work of Art’ here earth rises up through or juts forward (Heidegger’s word is durchragt, 

translated as ‘juts through’ by Albert Hofstadter) into world and the dark side of the 

moon or the other side of the postcard inexplicably flickers through the text on the front 

(or is it the back?). So, in the same way, Wordsworth’s many ‘ofs’, which turn his poem, 

now talk back to us through Stevens’ poem and we can wonder at the language of the 

sense: language from the sense? Language about the sense? Language spoken by the 

sense? Or language spoken by what we sense?

When McNeill talks o f the originary sense of ethos he emphasizes the splendour 

of the divine and talks o f uprightness, dignity and nobility. The end of ‘The Planet on the 

Table’ allows this but it also reminds us that what is holy depends upon blindness and 

that believing has to do with what is out of sight -  with some lineament or character or 

affluence. Stevens’ “half-perceived” and the imprecise way he here alludes to 

Wordsworth points to his dark faith in this late poem. Caputo says,

[Acting within a tradition] is a question of acting by reacting, by inhabiting 
certain regular concatenations and altering them, by interrupting well- 
established patterns into which one has first settled, acting just enough to set 
them off in new directions, of learning first to operate within the most 
traditional institutional codes and then to push them to their limits, to mime 
and mimic them into something different.

We have been tracing Heidegger engaged in such a process. When he locates 

truth as the struggle between ‘earth’ and ‘world’ he is “interrupting well-established 

patterns”. He is miming and mimicking the dichotomy o f nature and culture into 

something different. Derrida’s article, in turn, pushes Heidegger’s thinking to its limit 

and sets his lecture off into a new direction. And what Berger sees as the combination of 

modesty and outrageousness in ‘The Planet on the Table’ is, in fact, Stevens “inhabiting 

certain regular concatenations and altering them”. In earlier poems Stevens learns to
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operate within the traditional pattern of the imagination opposed to reality but in order to 

push this paradigm to its limits. These limits are what motivate ‘The Planet on the 

Table’. Like Heidegger, Stevens mimes and mimics the most fundamental and familiar 

dichotomy into something uncanny. But we should emphasize that this situating of the 

originary sense of ethos is a dark process. What the poem discovers is without location 

in any traditional sense. Part of distinguishing where to dwell is also a forgetting as part 

of Stevens’ “perceived” is a dark “half-”, part borrowed from only half-remembering 

what another poem creates:

To have a tradition is to practice, at one and the same time, the greatest 
fidelity and a filial lack o f piety, to feel the paralysis o f owing a debt and 
owing it to ourselves to forget the debt, for only then will the tradition really

171move ahead.

To have care for the language of the sense as it is bequeathed to us and as we 

bequeath it to others is “to have a tradition” but by practising, “at one and the same time, 

the greatest fidelity and a filial lack of piety”. As Derrida says, “The first catastrophe is 

the ignoble archive which rots everything, the descendence into which everything 

tumbles”. Stevens inherits this insight from Wordsworth in a paradoxical manner 

because it is Stevens’ poem that recalls ‘Tintem Abbey’ teetering on the brink of 

“descendence”. Wordsworth’s poem climaxes in moments of transcendental lucidity that 

change what is seen as the central and essential inheritance even as it lapses back into that 

which it would change: it is a poem that uses rotted metaphors and will rot even as it 

proclaims Wordsworth’s joy at his transforming sense of vocation. ‘The Planet on the 

Table’ in conversation with this poem stresses the fallen state of the language o f the sense 

as its concern becomes descendence or the way it will descend to its descendants. The 

paradox of this economy of creative inheritance is that ‘The Planet on the Table’ 

reawakens the productive obscurity within a tradition only by forgetting its debt to this 

tradition -  or half-perceiving some affluence in the poverty of its words. It is this dark 

fidelity or Pauline partial knowing that is the conversation of the language o f the sense 

and allows poems to bear an instigating relation to the happening of truth. We will then 

figure poems as postcards for a moment. They release the reversibility of conversation as 

a passion for a divine economy of loss and gain. This is our inheritance of the language
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o f the sense. It is also a death that releases us into the possibility o f something excessive 

or some affluence, which is the soul o f all my moral being.

In the next chapter we will consider truth, or faith that depends upon blindness or 

half-perceiving, as an occasion, part o f an occasion or many occasions. We shall see how 

Stevens’ late style o f  parts as parts is how he dwells in creative conversation. The 

location o f this originary ethos “(the place where he stays and where he must dwell, the 

site o f his habitation in the world)” will not be fixed in space but is the turning o f  

conversation that opens into a radical temporality, disrupting successive parts contending 

towards what we imagine will be whole. We will inquire into the uncanny time o f “o f ’ 

or “Some lineament or character, / Some affluence”. These are in conversation with 

Heidegger’s ‘rift’ and Derrida’s ‘sign’ or ‘trace’. The aim is to temporalize what bears as 

a way o f parting, which paradoxically returns poems and allows us to inherit the language 

o f the sense in an act o f  repetition.
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Chapter V

The Discoveries o f Disquisitive Conversation: Leaving Remains

Things cannot to the will 
Be settled, but they tease us out of thought.

- Keats, ‘To J. H. Reynolds, Esq.’ (11. 76-77)

We are part of a fraicheur, inaccessible 
Or accessible only in the most furtive fiction.

{OP 120)

I

The previous chapter ends with an investigation of “the remains that remain to be 

thought.” ’ This chapter begins by considering how we leave what remains. Writing 

about Romantic poetry, Andrew Bennett also discerns “the proleptic future-anterior sense 

that we will have left something” in ‘A Postcard from the Volcano’:

This stilled perception, this leaving, always spoken in the future, from the 
future, of the past, involves a dissolution or disturbance of the semantic force 
of both ‘leave’ and ‘remain’, their antithetical awkwardness.^

Our inquiry about leaving begins with a conversation between three poems by 

Stevens: ‘The Sun This March’, ‘First Warmth’ and ‘As You Leave the Room’. The last 

poem leaves the other two and becomes part of a new conversation about earlier poems. 

The leaving that this conversation traces is how we will temporalize what remains. For 

these poems turn together towards a conversation with a speaker rereading his earlier 

work. Lucy Newlyn maintains that

Wordsworth’s theory of reading is epitaphic, both in the sense that it 
acknowledges -  fearfully, uncannily, persistently -  the death o f the author, 
and in the sense that it seeks to accommodate and transcend that death by 
simple acts of remembrance.^
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We have seen how the conversation between ‘Tintem Abbey’ and ‘The Planet on 

the Table’ complicates this epitaphic theory of reading. Now our purpose is to trace the 

temporality of reading and writing in Stevens as his poems meditate his leaving and what 

will remain of him. We are concerned with the temperature o f these remains as they cool 

during the secular time of a temperate conversation. We will explicate Keats’s notion of 

a “Pleasure Thermometer” because this is “of the greatest Service”'' both to Keats in his 

odes and in Stevens’ conversations with these poems. One of our aims later in this 

chapter is to engage with Vendler’s suggestive but either submerged or brief comparisons 

of the two poets so that we can adjust her empathic manner of reading into a fresh four

way conversation. We can then move on to inquire into the extravagant rhythm or the 

leaving, remaining and waiting, which turns creative conversation.

In his revised, enlarged and corrected edition of Opus Posthumous Milton J. Bates 

establishes the text o f ‘First Warmth’:

Stevens inscribed this poem on the false-title page o f the copy of Transport to 
Summer belonging to his editor, Herbert Weinstock, in March 1947.
Preceding the poem and incorporating the printed false-title are the words 
‘The Only Copy o f TRANSPORT TO SUMMER together with First 
Warmth, 1947: (OP 323)

I wonder, have I lived a skeleton’s life,
As a questioner about reality,

A countryman of all the bones in the world?
Now, here, the warmth I had forgotten becomes

Part of the major reality, part of
An appreciation of a reality;

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

(OP 117)

Bates notes that “Following the poem are Stevens’ signature and the words ‘For 

Herbert Weinstock’” (OP 323). The time and the occasion of this poem are important. 

This is one of Stevens’ March poems and it is perhaps even directly addressed to his 

editor just after the publication of Transport to Summer. And as his daughter says, with 

the publication of this volume “Stevens was recognized as a major figure in the world of
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poetry; he had achieved the acceptance he desired” ( I  555). Stevens’ letters of February 

and March 1947 testify to his good, early spring mood. He writes to let both Mr. Knopf 

and Mr. Weinstock know “that the book, as a book, is a lollapalooza. That is easier to 

say than to spell. I like it very much and hope that it brings good luck to all o f us” (Z 

547). So much so that he sends a copy to Gerhard Gerlach to be specially bound into 

something he “could touch, touch every way”:

The format of this book is so distinctive and so much the right thing that I 
shall be glad to have you duplicate it if you can with appropriate decoration 
(not birds & flowers but a good masculine decoration). It is not necessary to 
have the exact shade of green of the cover. If there is any choice, I should 
like to have a bright full green rather than a dark green. I know that green is 
one of the colors that fades.

( I  547)

The “Now, here” o f ‘First Warmth’ could be the hopefully “bright full green” book (that 

will, the poet fears, fade) in which Stevens inscribes his poem. It is also the more than 

temperate weather heralding spring’s arrival in Hartford, which he describes to Barbara 

Church on her return from France at the end of February 1947:

You are coming back at just the right time. While it is still winter here, we 
have been having an occasional day of the utmost brilliance, and sometimes 
even two of them together. What are locally known as Dr. Beach’s 
snowdrops are already up so that under his window, at least, it is spring.

( I  546)

The format o f Stevens’ new green book is so much the right thing and late 

February, early March is just the right time. Thus “An appreciation” in ‘First Warmth’ is 

at once a perception o f delicate impressions and distinctions as winter changes into spring 

and Stevens estimating aright and perceiving the full force of a time, a location and a 

publication. His new book is a tangible “appreciation” of green into gold rather than a 

depreciation of paper as another poem written in March (but seventeen years earlier) 

makes apparent. For ‘The Sun This March’, composed in 1930 and published in the 1936 

collection Ideas o f  Order, strikes up the conversations we will trace in this chapter:

The exceeding brightness of this early sun 
Makes me conceive how dark I have become.
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And re-illumines things that used to turn
To gold in broadest blue, and be a part

Of a turning spirit in an earlier self.
That, too, returns from out the winter’s air.

Like an hallucination come to daze
The corner of the eye. Our element,

Cold is our element and winter’s air
Brings voices as of lions coming down.

Oh! Rabbi, rabbi, fend my soul for me
And true savant of this dark nature be.

{CP 133-34)

In this poem things are re-illumined in the bright early sun so that they almost 

literally turn into gold against the broadest blue horizon. But what Stevens describes here 

as “a turning spirit in an earlier se lf’ we will figure as returning conversation. Thus the 

returning o f this turning spirit within and to the poem is a literal rendering of the Latin, 

conversari, to turn oneself about, to move to and fro, pass one’s life, dwell, abide, live 

somewhere, keep company with. Creative conversation is literally “coming back at just 

the right time”. In turn, this returning returns upon ‘First Warmth’ because this poem is a 

temperate or measured reversal o f ‘The Sun this March’. This conversation establishes a 

creative thermometry, which allows us to measure the temperature o f what remains for us 

as the speakers leave. In the earlier poem we can imagine the bar o f a broken 1930s 

electric heater, something rusting among the bones on the dump outside the shuttered 

mansion house:

Our element.

Cold is our element and winter’s air
Brings voices as of lions coming down.

But this domestic, slightly facetious, even obtuse reading is transformed if we calibrate 

‘The Sun This March’ against a new calorimetry determined in ‘First Warmth’:
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Now, here, the warmth I had forgotten becomes

Part of the major reality, part of 
An appreciation of a reality;

When Stevens says “Cold is our elemenf ’ he describes the surroundings in which 

he feels most at home, his ordinary range of activity or the creative conversation in which 

he turns himself about and dwells. Apparently our natural abode is the cold, as birds or 

Stevens’ aloof lions are in their element, turning in the air; it is not just that our 

surroundings are cold but that this temperature is our new fifth element; the state of 

coldness is our sphere o f activity. But even as we are turning in this new piercing 

element we can accommodate ourselves, as Mammon reminds us in book II of Paradise 

Lost:

Our torments also may in length o f time 
Become our elements, these piercing fires 
As soft as now severe, our temper changed 
Into their temper; which must needs remove 
The sensible of pain.^

Just as one can be in or out o f one’s element so one can be in or out o f temper but 

the constitution, quality or character of a body depends upon the ‘temper’ or combination 

of the elements (this latter definition now suggestively modulating the repetition of 

“element” in Milton and Stevens). The temper is also the relative condition of a body 

with regard to warmth or coldness and we are concerned in this chapter the “length of 

time” of our temper accommodating itself to the temperature o f our element. For Milton 

recalls the Latin tempus behind “our temper’’'’ and the temperature of “piercing fires”. In 

Mammon’s argument this is the time of our mingling in due proportion with our torments 

or surroundings until they becomes at once “our element” or natural environment and 

“our elements” of which we are composed. Thus “Our element”, the cold celestial sphere 

or the exceeding brightness of the sky in ‘The Sun This March’ is resolved into a warm 

constituent element or “Part of the major reality” in ‘First Warmth’ as Stevens invents a 

late style of parts as parts. The time of the conversation between these two poems is the
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“Now, here” of our temper changing or turning into our element or the cold temper of our 

torments.

‘The Sun This March’ comes after a six year hiatus of creativity for Stevens. 

Bloom sees this poem as “poignantly” breaking this silence, heralding the return of “a 

glory almost unique in the poetry of the last several centuries”  ̂and the resolution of a 

“poetic crisis”. Thus the poem “prophesies the metaphysical pathos of ‘The Idea of 

Order at Key West’” as Bloom discerns “a painful searching out of the grounds for a 

reimagining.” The “turning” “is a troping of the spirit, a nostalgia for an earlier, fresher, 

and presumably better self.”  ̂ As the chapter proceeds our aim is to illuminate Bloom’s 

“nostalgia” by transmuting “turning” into conversation. We will investigate Stevens’ 

homesickness that is paradoxically the pain or coldness of returning home or finding 

oneself creatively in one’s element again. Bloom sees that the poem “seeks to heighten 

consciousness while maintaining a more controlled rhetoric that insists less upon its own 

status as rhetoric.” However, for Bloom the return of glory “scarcely can be borne in 

[this] poem, where the self protests that cold is its element, and Stevens prays to the rabbi 

to fend his soul, as if  he could not do it for him self” He explains, “the rabbi, like the 

poet, is always in the sun, and his function is both to defend and to shift Stevens, to
o

reilluminate the poet’s dark nature so that he can write poems again.” For Bloom, then, 

‘The Sun This March is too cold a poem and the poet needs to thaw out and warm up 

with the rabbi in the sun. As Cook says, “If ‘cold is our element’ -  and it does seem to be 

in this volume where Stevens is so suspicious of the tropes and arguments of warmth -  

then we are leaving our element in March.” Recalling Shelley’s “Pain is my element” in 

Prometheus Unbound (rather than Milton’s earlier, suggestive formulation), her 

explanation of this poem’s temperature is that “Perhaps cold is like pain, something to be 

endured heroically as punishment for defying heaven.”  ̂ Thus Lucy Beckett sees the 

poem’s coldness as “the loneliness and sense of mortal weakness that are the back side of 

self-dependence.” For her, contrary to Bloom, “The poet, in ‘The Sun This March’, feels 

abandoned by the summer confidence he once possessed”: again the poem is too “wintry 

cold”.'«

Accordingly, Richard Ellman devotes half an essay to Stevens’ preoccupation 

with the absence of heat. “Coldness is a subject to which he frequently returns”; “I
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suspect that Stevens felt increasingly that his recognition of cold, with its attendant and 

implicit images of death, nakedness, nothing, and saying no, was part of his original 

contribution to poetry.” ' ' Commenting on the way ‘As You leave the Room’ (which we 

will come to later) cools down ‘First Warmth’, Ellman conjectures, “By this time Stevens 

might well feel that he had given equal play to both temperatures.” Although Bloom sees 

‘First Warmth’ as “perhaps too simple, or even simplistic, a palinode”. He does concede, 

“This worry or wonder is impressive, and Stevens himself evidently could not believe in 

the ‘now, here’ [...], supposedly when and where a lifetime of repressed warmth 

suddenly returns.” '  ̂ But in this chapter we are concerned with this “equal play” of 

temperature, or, as Keats would say, “temperate sharpness”. If we calibrate these poems 

according to this calorimetric conversation we are allowed a new critical colloquium with 

Stevens’ last “makings”. The radical temporality, which turns this conversation, can be 

discerned by inquiring into the fluctuating temperatures of each poem. ‘First Warmth’ 

becomes more temperate than the cold ‘The Sun This March’ and again we are reminded 

of the Latin, tempus, root of both temperate and temperature, which Shakespeare exploits 

in sonnet 18:

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimmed;
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimmed:
But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st.
Nor shall death brag thou wand’rest in his shade.
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st.
So long as men can breath or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.'^

Stephen Booth glosses “temperate” as “not susceptible to extremes.” His point is 

that “The poem develops into a comparison between things of lasting duration -  things 

that are unchanging -  and things of limited duration -  things that change.” He also traces 

the etymological sense of temperate: from the Latin, temperatus -  meaning ‘moderate’.
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‘calm’, ‘steady’, which is derived from tempus, ‘a period of time’ or ‘time’ in general. 

Thus the word temperate “embodies both of the qualities contrasted in the poem, and 

anticipates the paradox of line 12, where the beloved, bound to time the destroyer, grows 

to -  fuses with -  time, as a grafted scion grows to -  and thus along with -  a tree.” '"* The 

OED gives the ordinary modern sense of temperature (7[a]):

The State of a substance or body with regard to sensible warmth or coldness, 
referred to some standard of comparison; spec, that quality or condition of a 
body which in degree varies directly with the amount of heat contained in the 
body, and inversely with its heat capacity; commonly manifested by its 
imparting heat to, or receiving it from, contiguous bodies, and usually 
measured by means of a thermometer or similar instrument.'^

Can we think of ‘The Sun This March’ and ‘First Warmth’ as “contiguous 

bodies” that “could touch, touch every way”, “imparting heat to, or receiving it from,” 

each other in a tempering and sensible conversation? As temperature is “commonly 

manifested” by imparting and receiving so “that quality or condition” -  the temporality -  

of creative conversation is to do with giving and taking or leaving and remaining (in all 

their “antithetical awkwardness”). According to the OED, the modem sense of 

temperature is first recorded in 1670.'^ But “more temperate” in sonnet 18 might involve 

a paradoxical outdoing in praise of the very mildness of a summer’s day: the loved one 

addressed is (somehow and in a distinctly immoderate manner) more mild, more 

moderate and of more equable temperature than a summer’s day. The modem reader 

senses temperature behind Shakespeare’s “temperate” and I think Booth’s gloss misses 

the mild warmth of “temperate” that moderates the too hot eye of heaven and the 

coldness of Death’s shade. Or thou art more temperate because your mild temperature is 

eternally moderate unlike a summer’s day, which progresses from the coolness of dawn 

and wanes away from the too hot, high midday sun.

We can try the bore of our critical thermometer tube by keeping in mind the Latin 

verb temper are behind temper atus, which is the source o f both temperature and 

temperate. Temper are means to divide or proportion duly, to mingle in due proportion, 

to combine properly; to qualify, temper; to arrange or keep in due measure or proportion, 

to keep within limits, regulate, rule. As Booth notes and the OED confirms, we are 

confronted again with this seminal and suggestive Latin word, tempus: ‘'temperare is
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generally held to be derivative of tempus or tempor, a time or season, the proper time or 

season. But the sense history of both words is prehistoric and obscure.” It is this portion 

of obscurity that allows the conversation we are tracing between poems.

‘First Warmth’ is a temperate redress of ‘The Sun This March’ because it takes 

the temperature of the earlier poem before incubating it in a new temporality, in order to 

find the proper season of creativity. The warmth of this temporality is the time of 

creative brooding with which we were concerned in the first two chapters of this thesis. 

Thus the mode of conversation between these two poems is a method of brooding and 

waiting within the march of the generations or the “the general and gregarious advance of 

intellect”. The time to brood is also the warmth of creative incubation across the 

generations. The temporality of this conversation is, then, properly secular. This brings 

us back to the paradox at the heart of sonnet 18 and the concerns o f Keats and his 

mansion of many apartments discussed in the previous chapter.

For, as Andrew Bennett points out, the word ‘secular’ denotes “a particular 

tradition, one which is unable to find consolation or redemption in the thought of a non

human, non-physical, non-earthly future.” '^ Bennett seeks “to bring to the fore Leo

Braudy’s suggestion that in secular society ‘fame and the approval o f posterity replace 
1 8belief in an afterlife.’” We have touched upon this in chapter four and we will develop 

this suggestion as this chapter proceeds. Bennett also reminds us that “The word 

‘secular’ comes from the Latin saeculum, meaning ‘generation, age, the world.’” He 

isolates two almost antithetical definitions o f ‘secular’: thus, in his book on Romantic 

poets and the culture o f posterity, he investigates “that which is concerned both with this 

world, now, for a lifetime, and that which is concerned with this world in the future, for 

lives after life”,*̂  that is, with the cross-generational and gregarious advance o f intellect. 

‘Secular’ like ‘temperate’ allows a comparison between things of lasting duration and 

things of limited duration. We shall bear in mind this double sense as we inquire into the 

process of Stevens leaving remains as he engages in creative conversation about this. For 

my point is that Stevens is a properly secular poet as he is engaged in a transforming 

conversation with the after-lives of earlier poets.

The thermometry we now calibrate in the conversation between ‘The Sun This 

March’ and ‘First Warmth’ is designed to measure Stevens creating in the gregarious
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march of intellect across the generations. Thus as we measure the temperature of these 

poems we shall have recourse to Keats’s “Pleasure Thermometer”. And as he says this 

“is my first Step towards the chief Attempt in the Drama -  the playing o f different 

Natures with Joy and Sorrow.” *̂’ We shall see how Keats’s “chief attempt in the Drama”

unfolds as our chapter proceeds and as we graduate our own critical thermometer. The
2 1“vital warmth” of creative brooding, which Raphael describes to Adam in his 

description of creation in Book VII of Paradise Lost, and which we discussed in chapter 

two, constitutes our “first step” in calibrating a critical thermometry during the whole of 

this thesis. But our “first Step” in this chapter will be to contrast the temperature of 

Stevens’ poems as they incubate conversation with the icy brightness of Eliot at the 

beginning of ‘Little Gidding’ in Four Quartets:

Midwinter spring is its own season 
Sempiturnal though sodden towards sundown,
Suspended in time, between pole and tropic.
When the short day is brightest, with frost and fire,
The brief sun flames the ice, on pond and ditches,
In windless cold that is the heart’s heat.
Reflecting in a watery mirror 
A glare that is blindness in the early afternoon.
And glow more intense than blaze of branch, or brazier.
Stirs the dumb spirit: no wind, but pentecostal fire
In the dark time of the year. Between melting and freezing
The soul’s sap quivers. There is no earth smell
Or smell o f living thing. This is the spring time
But not in time’s covenant. Now the hedgerow
Is blanched for an hour with transitory blossom
O f snow, a bloom more sudden
Than that of summer, neither budding nor fading.
Not in the scheme of generation.
Where is the summer, the unimaginable 
Zero summer?^^

Eliot is not a secular poet. He attempts here poetry (“The poetry does not 

matter”) that is “Not in the scheme of generation”: “Every poem is an epitaph”.̂  ̂ On the 

other hand, when Stevens wonders whether he has lived a skeleton’s life, his fears are 

still grounded in secular terms: it is still as if he might be a countryman o f all the bones in 

the world. The cold desiccation he fears and then warms is different from Eliot’s
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Pentecostal fiery iciness and we have already traced how Stevens’ poems can reinvigorate 

an epitaphic theory o f  reading through regenerating cross-generational conversation. 

Certainly, Eliot surveys the pond and ditches o f Little Gidding and his description o f a 

sunny January day is literally accurate: “Midwinter spring is its own season / Sempiternal 

though sodden towards sundown”. A bright midwinter’s day is sodden towards sundown 

as the ice thaws in the January sun. However, this seasonal and local observation is, in 

fact, a symbol for something unseasonable, the sempiternal and its absolute alterity from 

our time, from our lives. Julia Maniates Reibetanz may claim that midwinter spring is 

“eternal, yet saturated, as it were, with time.” '̂* But her “as it were” is telling just as I 

should admit an ‘as it w ere’ involved in my use o f the word symbol. How is the eternal 

saturated with time? Does Eliot’s “sodden” anticipate our interpretation o f his poetry, 

which “does not matter”? At least Reibetanz later admits that “the vision o f light seems 

to transpire from beyond time and to release us momentarily from our bondage o f time” 

or our posthumous commentary. So Riquelme agrees, “the scene is outside life, since 

‘There is no earth smell / Or smell o f living thing.

My argument is that here in Eliot there can be no integration o f  the eternal with 

generational time. He celebrates a particular type o f sunny day in winter because it is its 

own season beyond the seasons. The above lines are deliberately not temperate in every 

etymological half-sense o f the word. As Riquelme maintains, “Eliot’s styles in Four 

Quartets are directed toward evoking something outside language, outside the bounds of 

ordinary consciousness, and alien to the s e l f T h u s  the vision is more out o f than in 

and out o f time at the beginning o f ‘Little Gidding’. At this point I am thinking o f Eliot’s 

problems with an overly spatial sense o f simultaneity in ‘Tradition and the Individual 

Talent’, which we discussed in chapter three. My point here is that the time o f Stevens’ 

poems in conversation is climacteric in a wholly different way to the beginning o f ‘Little 

Gidding’. One might say that Eliot deliberately, religiously side-steps here the ways in 

which poets like Keats and Stevens would grapple with the paradox o f  line 12 o f sonnet 

18: “When in eternal lines to time thou grow’s f ’. This is the contrast o f  temperature 

between Stevens and Eliot.

We have seen how Booth presents Shakespeare’s paradox in terms o f  the art of 

grafting. He also explains that although “in lines o f immortal verse” is “the primary, if
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not exclusive, meaning o f  in eternal lines’’', “a reader may well understand lines in its root 

meaning, ‘cords’ or ‘ropes’, and take in eternal lines as ‘bound eternally’. That reading 

is sustained -  though finally made less ominous -  by to time thou grow ’s f \  To 

understand this “grafting metaphor” one has to understand how “a graft is usually bound 

in place by cords until it has coalesced wit the s t o c k . I n  the previous chapter we 

recalled Polixenes’ playful argument about art and nature when he defends the art of 

grafting:

This is an art 
Which does mend nature -  change it rather; but

90The art itself is nature.

Now we ask about the “W hen” in line 12 o f sonnet 18 in terms o f art and nature. Vendler 

makes Keats out to be Polixenes’ poet protege:

In seeing the obliteration o f natural form as the prerequisite for the 
construction o f  spiritual or aesthetic form, Keats is unspairingly faithful to his 
own sense o f the artifice necessary to creation; but he remains as well the 
greatest celebrant, in English, o f the natural base without which no act and no 
identity would be possible.

As we calibrate our critical thermometer with Keats we shall see how the time of 

this simultaneous obliteration and celebration is the paradoxical “W hen” o f  sonnet 18. 

This “When” is the waiting within the warmth o f brooding conversation, which allows 

the cold infinite to inhere paradoxically in the finite, when the sempiternal gives and 

takes the gregarious generational advance. Keats’s secular system o f salvation 

(developed from his “pleasure Thermometer”) is involved with his sense that “art is both 

absolutely dependent on, and at the same time absolutely sacrificial of, nature” and the 

time o f salvation becomes for Stevens the uncanny temporality o f creative conversation. 

The warmth and cold Stevens modulates are seasonal and cross generational temperatures 

just as they “bear” or acclimatize us creatively to Shakespeare’s “W hen”, which contrasts 

with Eliot’s “When the short day is brightest, with frost and fire” . Among other things 

here, Eliot is remembering Walter Pater’s ‘Conclusion’ to The Renaissance:

Not to discriminate every moment some passionate attitude in those about us, 
and in the brilliance o f  their gifts some tragic dividing o f forces on their ways
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is, on this short day of frost and sun, to sleep before evening. With this sense 
of the splendour of our experience and of its awful brevity, gathering all we 
are into one desperate effort to see and touch, we shall hardly have time to 
make theories about the things we see and touch. What we have to do is to be 
for ever curiously testing new opinions and courting new impressions, never 
acquiescing in a facile orthodoxy of Comte or of Hegel, or o f our own.^'

The desiccation that Stevens fears in ‘First Warmth’ is this metaphysical “sleep 

before evening”. In this poem the speaker wonders about his creative questioning about 

reality. Has he acquiesced in a “facile orthodoxy”? Or are his poems “for ever curiously 

testing new opinions and courting new impressions”? The second half of the poem is 

part of “the splendour of our experience” -  “the major reality” -  precisely because it 

becomes “part of / An appreciation of a reality”. That is, as ‘the reality’ becomes ‘a 

reality’ the poem appreciates “the splendour of our experience” because of “its awful 

brevity”. The speaker’s concern that he has lived like a skeleton becomes a concern that 

he will one day be just a skeleton, which intensifies his appreciation o f this warm life 

today and skeletons are never thus elevated. As the poem ends -  “as if I lived / With 

something I could touch, touch every way” -  the delicate repetition o f touch becomes an 

emphatic “gathering” of “all we are into one desperate effort to see and touch” rather than 

the search for transcendental truth. By the end of the poem “we shall hardly have time to 

make theories about the things we see and touch” because our questioning about reality is 

transformed by a forgotten warmth, a “new impression”, which Stevens “courts” until it 

becomes an appreciation, an elevation. This warmth is an appreciation because it is 

remembered as the poem confronts the awful brevity of our experience. And this 

appreciation (that becomes a warm elevation or resurrection of a skeleton into something 

that desperately gathers itself so that it can see and touch, touch every way) is how 

Stevens calibrates the temporality and temperature of Pater’s “short day of frost and
'i 'y

sun”. An elevation in ‘First Warmth’ is a waking from the sleep before evening of 

metaphysical speculation just as it is a raising of the dead into the march of the 

generations and an appropriation of the paradox of line 12 in sonnet 18. A warmth 

transformed into an appreciation that becomes an elevation describes a creative hatching 

into the possibilities o f creative conversation across the generations and an oeuvre. One 

waits for these possibilities during the warm time of poetic brooding discussed in
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chapters one and two. But then a speaker who wonders whether he has Uved as a 

skeleton even as he remembers a first warmth creates within what we named ‘repetition’ 

in chapter three.

On the other hand, when Eliot recalls Pater’s “short day of frost and sun” it is in 

an effort to transcend the things we see and touch and describe a sempiternal realm 

beyond the seasons. In Stevens and Pater death is an intensification of life into “An 

appreciation of a reality;” and only thus an elevation so that we are gathered into an effort 

to see and touch, touch every way. In Eliot the cold alterity o f death is emphasized so 

that the eternal is apprehended in a vision “Not in the scheme of generation”: the awful 

brevity of Eliot’s vision is a pentecostal descrying of the abstracted absolute that does not 

send us back to a renewed appreciation of the life o f the senses for “There is no earth 

smell / Or smell of living thing.” Eliot willingly acquiesces in religious orthodoxy here 

as he denies the regenerative warmth of Pater’s “sun” by transmuting it into icy “fire” -  

that burns and blanches while neither melting nor freezing, “neither budding nor fading”. 

Eliot’s elevated vision is transcendental and religious (“Suspended in time, between pole 

and tropic”) while “An elevation” in ‘First Warmth’ is a waking into the seasons and the 

gregarious advance of intellect in an effort to find salvation there or then.

Vendler says that “Everywhere we hear Stevens meditating on Keats, whose 

fashion of beholding without comment must have seemed to Stevens prophetically 

m o d e r n . P a t e r  too seems taken with Keats’s “fashion of beholding without comment”, 

as he exhorts us to appreciate fully “this sense of the splendour of our experience and of 

its awful brevity” that hardly leaves us time to theorize. The next phase of our creative 

and critical thermometry involves comparing Stevens’ “warmth” becoming “snow” as 

‘First Warmth’ transforms itself into ‘As You Leave the Room’ with the warmth and cold 

in Keats’s odes. Our reading o f the odes is informed by Vendler’s interpretation of the 

poems as “a single long and heroic imaginative effort”. This means that our comparison 

of Stevens and Keats is, in fact, a four way conversation since Vendler admits that “the 

evolving tale” she tells of the odes is “one implicit in the work of Wallace Stevens” and 

we would seek to glean what we can from his “implicit tutelage”.
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In ‘Ode on Indolence’ Keats’s soul “had been a lawn besprinkled o’er / With 

flowers, and stirring shades, and baffled beams”. He thus reduplicates the external world 

and the weather o f a May morning within his mind:

The morn was clouded, but no shower fell,
Though in her lids hung the sweet tears of May;
The open casement pressed a new-leaved vine.
Let in the budding warmth and throstle’s lay;
O shadows! ’twas a time to bid farewell!
Upon your skirts had fallen no tears of mine.

So ye three Ghosts, adieu! Ye cannot raise 
My head cool-bedded in the flowery grass;^”*

‘The Sun This March’ is in antithetical collision with ‘Ode on Indolence’. Both 

poems are set in March^^ and are haunted by turning and returning spirits “side-faced” or 

“Like an hallucination come to daze / The comer of the eye.” However, whereas Keats, 

emulating Prospero, commands the three phantoms to “Vanish” from his “idle sprite”,̂  ̂

Stevens apprehensively embraces his “demon Poesy”, asking only, like Ariel, that a 

Prosperoesque rabbi “fend” his soul. (Prospero “fends” Ariel: he rescues the airy spirit 

from his “torment” and prison in the pine but then Ariel is released a second time after he 

has served his new and more benevolent master.) Thus Stevens’ poem accepts the 

appropriate, airy element of cold art when Keats decides instead to open a window onto 

the natural warmth of an earthly spring. Unlike Stevens, the three turning spirits, 

enumerated by Keats as Love, Ambition and Poesy cannot stir the reclining speaker from 

his March-May morning indolence. But as Vendler comments, although the “budding 

warmth of spiritual sensuality refuses to the end the cold pastoral o f art;”

the very insistence of the pressure toward figuration makes the shape o f the 
dispute seem a disingenuous one. [...] What is clear is that the budding 
natural warmth o f this ode does not at all yet see its way clear to becoming an 
aesthetic warmth, in ‘the way some pictures look warm,’ which so mercifully

7enable the composition o f To Autumn.

Vendler tells in miniature here “the evolving tale” learnt from Stevens creatively 

reading Keats that she pursues in her book. Essentially this is Keats learning that “art is
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both absolutely dependent on, and at the same time absolutely sacrificial of, nature” or, as 

Stevens says in the sixteenth aphorism of his Materia Poetica, “The real is only the base.
• 38But it is the base.” For “an aesthetic warmth” is achieved out of this paradoxical 

relation between the cold pastoral of art and the budding warmth of nature. Vendler 

quotes from Keats’s famous letter to J. H. Reynolds of 21^‘ September 1819 describing a 

Sunday’s walk before he composed ‘To Autumn’:

How beautiful the season is now -  How fine the air. A temperate sharpness 
about it. Really, without joking, chaste weather -  Dian skies - 1 never lik’d 
stubble fields so much as now -  Aye better than the chilly green of the spring. 
Somehow a stubble plain looks warm -  in the same way that some pictures 
look warm -  this struck me so much in my Sunday’s walk that I composed 
upon it.

This allows us to ask about the “Now, here” of ‘First Warmth’. For the temperate 

occasion of this poem approximates Keats’s account of the genesis o f ‘To Autumn’.

Both poets are “struck” or pierced by a strange but creative kind o f warmth and our aim 

is to inquire about this almost oxymoronic “temperate sharpness” among “all the bones in 

the world” or out walking in the “stubble fields” surrounding Winchester. My argument 

is that this temperate sharpness is the creative cold that is our element resolved into the 

first warmth of incubating conversation between poems or, as Mammon says, “our 

temper changed / Into their temper”. But first we have to gauge how Keats creatively 

evolves this aesthetic warmth out of the natural warmth in the earlier spring odes. At the 

end of his ‘Ode to Psyche’ Keats describes how he will build for the Goddess “a fane / In 

some untrodden region of my mind”:

And there shall be for thee all soft delight 
That shadowy thought can win,
A bright torch, and a casement ope at night,
To let the warm love in!'*'’

Vendler sees how this concludes the “reparatory plot o f the poem -  the restoration of the 

proper cult and bower o f Psyche”. Thus

The ode declares, by its words and by its shape, that the creation of art 
requires the complete replacement of all memory and sense experience by an 
entire duplication of the external world within the artist’s brain. [...] Psyche
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asserts that by the constructive activity of the mind we can assert a victory, 
complete and permanent, over loss.'*'

Recent interpretation asks who actually waits in Keats’s imaginary bower (Is it 

Psyche or Cupid or should this remain ambiguous?/^ and this perhaps productively 

complicates Vendler’s double assertion. However, she also believes that “the later odes 

demonstrate how unsatisfactory, on further reflection, Keats found this reduplicative 

mirror-image conception o f art -  art as wholly internalized, mimetic, imaginative 

activity.” Stevens’ poem too would not allow this conception of art. As “the warmth I 

had forgotten becomes / Part of the major reality...” Stevens is doing more than opening 

a window “To let the warm love in!” Obviously the warm creativity that returns to solace 

the speaker in ‘First Warmth’ is more evolved than a “reduplicative mirror-image 

conception of art”; it must be able to elevate a skeleton as poems become part of the 

world. For Stevens asks here how his poems “should bear” (CP 532) as they were part of 

the planet just as Keats comes to question an urn about aesthetic experience.

Vendler finds Keats proposing three hypotheses about aesthetic experience in 

‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’. There is “the purely mimetic, historical hypothesis of the 

artifact-as-illustration given in the first stanza” and then “the purely expressive and 

allegorical one of the artifact-as-mirror proposed in the second and third stanzas”. In the 

third hypothesis, “the audience, prompted by the visible artifact, engages by its 

interrogation in an act o f mutual creation with the artist”. As Vendler says, the third is 

“more satisfying” and the “most sophisticated” of the three but also “the most 

alienating”.̂  ̂ It is also the hypothesis that prompts her book since it is designed as “a 

conjectural reconstruction of the odes as they are invented, imagined, put in sequence and 

revised.” Like Valery and “For better or worse, I read under the same compulsion to 

‘feel along the line’ with the composing hand”."̂"̂

We have now come to the crux of our four way conversation, crucial to the 

calibration of our critical thermometry. For “When this last intensity of engagement with 

the urn fails (as, like all the preceding ones, it must), it fails because Keats has seen too 

far into the core of an eternal destruction”."*̂ It is this failure that turns the strangely 

solacing conversations, which draw us in only to set us apart. Vendler explains, “Life’s 

bitter sadness does not lie in the bitterness of sexual rhythms with their ultimate



exhaustion” or, in Keats’s words, “happy happy love! / For ever warm” that nonetheless 

“leaves [...] / A burning forehead, and a parching tongue.” And “it does not even lie, as 

Keats had thought, in the perplexing intellect which interrupts or retards sensual reverie” 

or the cold chill of reflection. Rather, “it lies in the very existence of origins, 

processions, and ends, in the fact of p r o c e s s . O u r  aim is to gauge the temperature of 

this sharp but temperate element, which, as Stevens realizes, becomes “our element” in 

creative conversation.

Keats seems to prefer the urn to rhyme in the first stanza o f ‘Ode on a Grecian 

Urn’ because “what is seen whole and simultaneously need never come to an end, 

whereas the defect o f temporal art [...] is that it bids adieu and fades”. However, Keats 

“discovers that there is a rhythm of engagement and disengagement by which the mind 

imposes its own temporality on the stasis of visual art.”'̂  ̂ For in contemplating a work of 

art every spectator is aware intermittently that “the scene before his eyes is not a real but 

a represented one”:

Since, in Keats’s view, one cannot experience sensory participation in the 
represented scene and intellectual awareness of the medium at one and the 
same time, and since attention can change focus so rapidly from what is being 
represented to the medium of focus and back again, Keats has to affirm two 
wholly incompatible responses, never simultaneous, one always cancelling 
the other, but both of them authentic, both of them provided by the artifact, 
both of them ‘aesthetic’.''*

In her footnote to this problem Vendler moves out of the synchronic realm of the 

visual arts by considering the diachronic aspect of literature and she also suggestively 

refers us back to Stevens:

It is a matter of dispute whether one can maintain consciousness of matter 
and medium at once [...]. I side with Keats, but there is distinguished 
opinion on the other side. Even in repeated readings one must choose; 
empathy of the sort an author would wish to evoke carmot be maintained 
unbroken while one is considering say, [...] Wallace Stevens’ use o f the 
definite article. As soon as intellectual consideration of medium comes into 
play, the fiction o f the construction collapses."*^
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However, I think Stevens awakens “empathy of the sort an author would wish to 

evoke” when he changes the definite article in the fifth line o f ‘First Warmth’ to an 

indefinite article in the eleventh line o f ‘As You Leave the Room’:

You speak. You say: Today’s character is not 
A skeleton out of its cabinet. Nor am 1.

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 skeleton’s think about.

I wonder, have I lived a skeleton’s life,
As a disbeliever in reality,

A countryman of all the bones in the world?
Now, here, the snow I had forgotten becomes

Part o f a major reality, part of 
An appreciation of a 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 if  nothing had been changed at all.

(O/’ 117-18)

We can think about Stevens’ transformation of the definite article here by turning 

to the last two words of a much anthologized 1938 poem, ‘The Man on the Dump’ {CP 

201-03). These force an “intellectual consideration” of Stevens’ medium and deliberately 

collapse “the fiction of its construction” because, as Beverly Maeder says, Stevens here 

“puts the definite article on stage” :̂ *̂ “Where was it one heard of the truth? The the.” 

Harold Bloom condenses and contradicts how other critics have interpreted the “The 

the”: “1 myself would say that “The the” is not a specific experience or a present moment 

[Frank Doggett], not oneself in any anti-Transcendental sense [Vendler], and not a poetry 

of the irreducible minimum [A. Walton Litz].” '̂ He is then provoked into an intellectual 

consideration of the medium of poetic language:
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“The the” is any object whatsoever, outside the self, which is in the process of 
being taken up again into language. Or, ironically, “The the” is a necessarily 
failed fresh attempt to avoid figuration, another incipient realization that there 
are no proper meanings in the language of poetry.

But Bloom’s interpretation disproves Vendler’s footnote. His reading empathizes 

with Stevens as he writes the poem (“ .. .a necessarily failed fresh  attempt.. .another 

incipient realization...”) even as the critic notices the fiction of Stevens’ construction 

collapsing -  Stevens’ fiction being, for Bloom, that he can side-step fiction, “avoid 

figuration” or that there are proper meanings in the language of poetry. When the “the” 

o f ‘First Warmth’ becomes an “a” in ‘As You Leave the Room’ we empathize, albeit in a 

different manner to Bloom. We have to learn the poignant difference between “the major 

reality” and “a major reality” in order to feel oneself into Stevens’ difficult conversion 

and the conversation this generates. To begin, we can consider Stevens’ declaration at 

the end of ‘The Man on the Dump’:

One sits and beats an old tin can, lard pail.
One beats and beats for that which one believes.
That’s what one wants to get near.

{CP 202)

In this poem of 1938 Stevens is desperately uncertain about what bears poems and 

what poems “bear” (to use Stevens’ later language of 1954 in ‘The Planet on the Table’). 

By examining his questions of 1938 we can see how Stevens calibrates the seminal ‘The 

Sun This March’, written eight years earlier, into ‘First Warmth’. We can also prepare 

the ground for examining how this 1947 speaker, who wonders whether he has lived as a 

questioner about reality, becomes a voice nearly beyond the grave at the very end of life, 

in 1954, wondering about “a disbeliever in reality”. For if ‘The Sun This March’ marks 

the end of a creative hiatus and the beginning of a prolonged bout o f creativity, ‘As You 

Leave the Room’ pronounces the end of this period at the very end o f a life. But first, 

here is the rest of the last stanza of ‘The Man on the Dump’:

Could it after all 
Be merely oneself, as superior as the ear 
To a crow’s voice? Did the nightingale torture the ear.
Pack the heart and scratch the mind? And does the ear
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Solace itself in peevish birds? Is it peace,
Is it a philosopher’s honeymoon, one finds
On the dump? Is it to sit among mattresses of the dead,
Bottles, pots, shoes and grass and murmur aptest eve:
Is it to hear the blatter of grackles and say 
Invisible priest; is it to eject, to pull 
The day to pieces and cry stanza my stone?
Where was it one first heard of the truth? The the.

{CP 202-3)

What is it that one believes in? What is the major reality? Or is it just a major 

reality? Is it only the human in which one believes? Does one write, then, merely to get 

near oneself as Keats’s “Forlorn!” tolls him forlornly “back from thee to my sole se lf’; 

away from a “peevish” bird whose “voice” cannot be a voice because it solaces solely the 

ear and just scratches the mind? If Keats’s nightingale “pack[s]” Stevens’ heart, how 

should he “unpack” his heart with words? like Hamlet? like a whore?^^ And what is faith 

itself without God or even a God to believe in? Is it to acquiesce in easy unthinking 

certainty or is it to ask searching questions about a supreme fiction as philosophers do? 

And can one, then, find belief in writing poetry? How is poetry different from 

philosophy or religion? Is writing just a way of escaping the pressure of the “Now, here” 

and to live among the dead in books? How can one empathize with these dead poets? 

Can one find belief in creative conversation with them or is this just to mindlessly 

murmur outmoded and now inept expressions? On the other hand, does one get near 

what one believes in by leaving books alone and dissecting the day, by focusing on the 

“Now, here” and finding a pattern in the days o f our lives “When old age shall this 

generation waste” "̂*? Or is this too just another desperate cry of stanza my stone, as 

empathy fails us yet again in our search for beauty and truth, and we find we have done 

nothing more than create another outmoded, overwrought epitaph or urn?

These seem to me to be some of the questions asked at the end o f ‘The Man on 

the Dump’ just as they must remain an instance of Stevens implicitly tutoring Vendler on 

how to read Keats’s odes. As Bloom says, “Vendler is right when she says of the 

questions of this stanza that they function ‘more as hints than as easily answerable 

rhetorical questions,’ that is, they function as suggestions. But suggestions of what?”^̂  

They obviously suggest Stevens remembers Keats vividly and Vendler takes the hint in
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her book on the odes. Bloom sees them as suggestions of a burgeoning recognition on 

Stevens’ part that “The self that he wishes to get near, through his music, is not without a 

transcendental element.” Unsurprisingly Bloom then answers all six questions and his 

answer to each is an unabashed ‘Yes!’: “Last, and most strenuously, it is indeed there that 

one first heard of the truth, when with a heightened sense o f self one emulated Whitman 

by returning to the object, any object”. I  will say too that they are pressing secular 

concerns. For our purposes, Stevens’ dilemmas here -  as a questioner about reality -  in 

the late 1930s are to do with Keats’s “problem of subject matter and medium”^̂  at the 

end of ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’. As Vendler says, and Stevens seems to conclude at the 

end o f ‘The Man on the Dump’, “The dilemma the urn presents is one insoluble to 

description.” So she manoeuvres into this impasse -  this stanza my stone -  through 

"Negative Capability' \ “We can, if we like, see the whole ode as Keats’s extreme test of 

his negative capability, in a moment when ‘Things cannot to the will / Be settled, but they
C O

tease us out of thought.’” Her quote is from Keats’s verse letter to J. H. Reynolds of 

25'*’ March 1818. Just over a year later in May 1819, Keats reworks these March lines 

into the final stanza o f ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’:

O Attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede 
Of marble men and maidens overwrought,
With forest branches and the trodden weed;
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!
When old age shall this generation waste.
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st,
‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,’ -  that is all 
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.^^

How should we calibrate the temperature of these remains and the time in which 

Keats leaves them? Bennett says, “Canonical poems of epiphany such as Keats’s ‘Ode 

on a Grecian Urn’ attempt to express the moment as eternally poised, as evermore about 

to be, while canonical memory-poems such as Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’ attempt to 

reconstruct or memorialize the lost moment of youthful forgetfulness.” '̂̂  Bennett makes 

the distinction between an empathic poetry of epiphany and an epitaphic poetry of 

memorialization. Stevens’ "'stanza my stone'' could account for both of these poems. For
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Wordsworth, this would mean ‘this stanza is my stone’; ‘Tintern Abbey’ will remain my 

memorial for the lost moment of youthful forgetfulness; and here I have stanzaed my 

epitaph for generations to come. For Keats, stanza my stone is a supplication unto his urn 

to keep its promise to the passing generations so that, as Vendler says “Together the 

object and the spirit create the aesthetic reverie, real and unreal at once.” '̂ Thus we 

begin to see how Keats evolves an ‘aesthetic warmth’ out of the cold pastoral o f art and 

we witness Stevens establishing a thermometry that can measure this.

However, as we follow Vendler in conversation with Keats and Stevens about the 

insoluble problem posed by the urn we should recall Keats’s famous description of 

'Negative Capability' in his letter of 21^' or 27'^ December, 1817, to his brothers, George 

and Tom:

I had not a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several 
things dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to 
form a Man of Achievement especially in literature & which Shakespeare 
possessed so enormously -  I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is 
capable o f being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable 
reaching after fact & reason -  Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine 
isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of mystery, from being 
incapable of remaining content with half knowledge. This pursued through 
Volumes would perhaps take us no further than this, that with a great poet the 
sense of Beautv overcomes every other consideration, or rather obliterates all 
consideration. ^

Vendler says, “Aesthetic experiences, as well as intellectual ones” and “Certain 

concepts, too, provoke this uncertainty; one of these, in Keats’s view, is the concept of 

eternity.” So we ask with Vendler and Keats, “Is eternity an infinite sequence of 

temporal successions or rather an unchanged permanency?” Vendler and Keats also 

usefully calibrate these two kinds of eternity according to our critical calorimetry:

One sort o f ‘forever’ is expressive and warm -  ‘for ever piping’ and ‘for ever 
warm’; the other sort o f ‘forever’ is silent and cold, like the streets 
forevermore silent and the cold Pastoral.

If we think about this in terms of the dilemma the ode poses then “Perhaps there is 

no formulation adequate to the alternating awareness of subject matter and medium, of 

‘nature’ and ‘artifact’ in aesthetic response.” '̂* We will not dispute this. Instead, and in
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the manner of Stevens, we will disquisit on it. In fact, we can notice how Keats’s insight 

about Negative Capability comes after “a disquisition” (but not “a dispute”) with Dilke. 

Keats is being deliberately precise in his differentiation. To dispute is to contend with 

opposing arguments or assertions (from the Latin, dis-, ‘in twain, in different directions, 

apart, asunder’; andputare, ‘to compute, reckon, consider’). To dispute is to counter 

trammelled “consequitive reasoning” with dogmatic “consequitive reasoning” so that one 

almost argues apart from the other “and I have never yet been able to perceive how any 

thing can be known for truth by consequitive reasoning” 1.36 Whereas a disquisition is 

an inquiry or an investigation; a diligent or systematic search or a treatise or discourse in 

which a subject is investigated and discussed (from the Latin, disquirere, to inquire 

diligently, from dis, as an intensive, ‘away, out and out, utterly, exceedingly’ and 

quaerere, ‘to search, seek’).

Vendler remarks that “Always in Stevens there is a new precipitate from the 

Keatsian solution, because mind and sense cannot coexist in equilibrium. No writer, in 

Stevens’ view, could avoid the asking of the fatal question about the songs of Spring.” 

Thus the “invasion o f Keats’s enjoyment by questioning, an event in the ode, becomes a 

topic for Stevens [in ‘The Ultimate Poem is Abstract’]” .̂  ̂ My argument will be that 

Stevens does find a radical coalescence of mind and sense, which modulates Keats, in the 

occasion of creative conversation. But first one might question Vendler’s notion of a 

“Keatsian solution” and ask about her failed attempts to find a “formulation adequate to 

the alternating awareness of subject matter and medium” in the ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’. 

For example, Bennett argues that the poem “is full of unanswered questions and ends by 

articulating the wasting o f the living”,w h ic h  actually sounds like a Stevensian reading 

of the poem. My point is that Stevens’ conversations with Keats often take the form of 

what Keats called “a disquisition” and this disquisition is a mode of Negative Capability. 

This disquisition is so far-reaching that towards the end of his life Stevens even wonders 

whether he has lived a skeleton’s life as a questioner about or even a disbeliever in 

reality. The disquisition between ‘First Warmth’ and ‘As You Leave the Room’ (which 

is carried over from Keats) has to do with different sorts o f temporality and our 

generational relation to the eternal. It is a disquisition into what John Jones calls the 

“aestheticism” of ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’. He talks about this in terms which end up
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sounding surprisingly similar to Stevens’ near posthumous voice transforming ‘First 

Warmth’ into ‘As You Leave the Room’:

We are led to understand -  what is true for all -  that the deepest and most 
powerful art cannot make the world young again and warm, but only known.
And then we see what is a special truth for Keats: that the motive of a great 
creative gift may be rarely, perhaps uniquely sensual, and experienced from 
within as sensual, and yet the poem is no place to embrace in, no better a 
place than Marvell’s grave. To house the dream must involve shrouding the 
corpse of the dreaming poet’s feel.^^

My argument so far is that we can calibrate this according to a thermometry, 

which is carefully established between Stevens’ two poems as Stevens wonders about 

“shrouding the corpse o f the dreaming poet’s feel.” I hope to show how this thermometry 

is ultimately transformed in ‘As You Leave the Room’ into a theometry, in estimation of 

Stevens’ faith in the supreme fiction of poetry, which is a better place than “Marvell’s 

grave” because Stevens disquisits beyond a simple dichotomy o f cold art “that cannot 

make the world young again and warm”. We have seen how Stevens disquisits into 

‘making’ in the previous chapter. In fact, Stevens even disquisits into Negative 

Capability and finds there dark faith in a transmuted but essentially Pauline sense. For it 

allows us to wait for, with and upon “Mysteries” (accurately capitalized and imposing 

between our everyday “uncertainties” and “doubts” in Keats’s letter). Moreover, as 

Keats says, “This pursued through Volumes would perhaps take us no further than this, 

that with a great poet the sense o f Beauty overcomes every other consideration, or rather 

obliterates all consideration.” That is, “the sense of beauty” for a great poet allows 

Negative Capability -  indeed more than that and like blind faith it “obliterates all 

consideration”, all other stars and constellations -  and “‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’”. 

Keats’s urn’s formulation may be no more than a collocation but it is enough for creative 

disquisition about faith in a secular society.

We can return now to Vendler’s footnote to the dilemma about matter and 

medium or figure and ground in ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ and Stevens’ use o f the 

indefinite article in line 11 of ‘As You Leave the Room’. What does Vendler mean by 

“empathy o f the sort an author would wish to evoke”? According to Vendler, we cannot 

maintain this “empathy” when “intellectual consideration of the medium comes into
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play”. “Empathy” is “the fiction of the construction”, the matter of the poem, which 

“collapses” when we scrutinize its construction. So “Even in repeated readings one must 

choose” between matter and medium. Would Stevens, like Vendler, “side with Keats” on 

this matter? Empathy is a word “Coined by E. B. Titchener to translate a technical term, 

Einfuhlung, first used by Theodor Lipps in 1897 in a psychological analysis of aesthetic 

appreciation”. As Titchener explains,

[Lipps] propounded the theory that the appreciation of a work of art depended 
on the capacity o f the spectator to project his personality into the object of 
contemplation. One had to ‘feel oneself into it’.. .This mental process he 
called by the name o f Einfuhlung, or, as it has been translated, Empathy.^^

This is also Vendler’s ambition in her book. Titchener says, “One had to ‘feel 

oneself into it’. . and Vendler reads Keats under the same “compulsion to ‘feel along 

the line’ with the composing hand”. But we would adjust Vendler’s empathetic reading 

of Keats into a critical conversation with Stevens. As we have already noted Vendler 

appropriates Keats’s third hypothesis about the aesthetic experience o f looking at the urn 

in order to read his odes. My point is that Keats’s three hypotheses are all what we 

would now call empathic and they all fail. At first one might ask historical questions 

about the story the urn tells in order to enter into its narrative o f other people. Then, as 

we realize that this is inadequate since “Art does not exist to offer historical truth alone”, 

we might look upon the art object as “a representation, in archetypal and idealized form, 

of our human aspirations” But then neither is art “created primarily to offer the moral 

truth of accessible archetypal ideals”. T h u s  Keats’s third hypothesis is empathic in a 

more sophisticated way than the other two he has rejected. The urn “is most truly 

described as a self-contained anonymous world, complete in itself, which asks from us an 

empathic identification supremely free of both factual inquiry and self-interest.” 122 It is 

then that we read in the manner of Vendler and ask, “‘Who?’ ‘Whence?’ and ‘Whither?’

-  not with detached anthropological or literary curiosity but with entire intimacy and 

yearning.” '̂ And importantly these are questions about “origins and ends”, which we 

cannot know. They are the questions that make a questioner about reality wonder 

whether he has lived a skeleton’s life just as this “last intensity of engagement with the 

urn fails [...] because Keats has seen to far into the core o f an eternal destruction” or “the
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necessary obliteration inherent in process itse lf’7^ And just as Vendler calibrates the 

temperature o f two modes o f eternity in Keats so R. H. Fogle discerns the “warmth” 

Keats “experiences”^̂  when he empathizes with the urn and the “chill” o f “the 

contemplative mood o f stanza five” 7"̂  As Fogle says, “Keats is, I believe, a poet typically 

empathic.”’  ̂ In fact, what Fogle sees as a “chill” is “Our elem enf ’ or the creative 

temperature Vendler calls “aesthetic warmth”, glossing the “temperate sharpness” o f ‘To 

Autumn’. For Vendler, this has to do with the negative capability o f affirming two 

antithetical aesthetic responses to the artefact:

Now, seeing the dialectic between empathy and reflection as an ineluctable 
process o f consciousness, he can regain an equilibrium o f feeling before the 
um, and give it a self-elucidating speech which will be true to its paradoxical 
union o f stimuli to sensation and thought alike.

This dialectic is part o f our critical calibration o f the cold and warmth and snow 

fluctuating between ‘The Sun This M arch’, ‘First W arm th’ and ‘As You Leave the 

Room’. But my argument is that this conversation is also a disquisition upon Vendler’s 

appropriately empathic but limiting reading that this dialectic must forever remain an 

‘either/or’ or rather ‘both but not at once’:

Like a lighthouse, the urn beams one message [“Beauty is truth”], then the 
other [truth, beauty], as we respond alternately to its human verisimilitude 
(which solicits our empathy) or to its triumphant use o f  its resistant medium 
(which solicits our admiration).^’

The comparison o f the urn to a lighthouse is apt but it sounds like an 

unsatisfactory conclusion to Keats’s meditations on matter and medium, thought and 

sense, empathy and refection and his warm and cold eternities. But our aim now is to 

continue these meditations through Stevens’ mode o f disquisition into what we have 

learned from Keats and the productive manner in which he fails in his odes. For Stevens’ 

questioning about reality is also an inquiry into the necessary failure o f  empathy as it 

confronts the necessary obliteration inherent in creative process itse lf Thus the kind of 

reading Stevens requires in critical conversation is one that empathizes with his 

questioning. This new kind o f empathy -  which in terms o f V endler’s antithetical 

collocation o f empathy and reflection sounds paradoxical -  understands thinking as an
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activity that steps back to origins as it reaches forward to ends in creative conversation.

It appreciates that the movement of thought, as it infolds back into language, is actually 

that which is to be thought. Thus the change of a definite article should in Stevens elicit 

the kind of empathy an author would wish to evoke. Although the processes performed 

in such transformations make such talk of authors evoking empathy in readers seem 

inadequate to the movement of creative conversation we would seek to trace.

I propose that Stevens requires a radical empathy from his readers when, in fact, 

“one can maintain consciousness of matter and medium at once”. This is my disquisition 

with Vendler. Questions, which are an intrusion for Keats, can become a topic and a 

mode of disquisition for Stevens because he sees that creative thinking is the movement 

of language. This new consciousness is the occasion of a radical coalescence of mind 

and sense in creative conversation. After the problems in ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, 

Vendler feels that Keats finally finds aesthetic warmth in ‘To Autumn’ because his 

“perplexed mind has come to the great discovery that lyric makes sense by giving a 

natural sensual topography to the algebra o f thought”.̂ * Stevens explores or tests the 

occasion of this “giving” because, as Vendler says, he feels no writer can escape “the 

inevitability of questions” and because he is sensitive to the strife between “the warmth 

of Keatsian language and the chill of metaphysical analysis”. However, Stevens’ 

preoccupations with the process of this “giving” lead to his discovery o f an uncanny 

temporality that gives both “the algebra of thought” and “natural sensual topography”. 

This is the occasion of creative conversation when the disposition o f the thinking is the 

primary matter of thought, thus radically setting empathy and reflection into asymptotic 

rather than alternating collocation.

However, I use the word ‘asymptotic’ with caution here. For Vendler, too, has 

recourse to this figure when she talks about Stevens. In a recent lecture she tracks 

Stevens’ “earlier hypotheses and contradictions [his ifs and buts], his mid-career 

elaborations and appositions [If.. .or.. .If .. .But.. .m ore.. .more], and his later accretions 

and asymptotic figures.” She sees this as “his struggle to render first philosophical 

‘truth’, then Cubist perspectival ‘truths’, then ‘a truth’, something more personal and
7Qintimate.” She also suggests that “there is much that could be said about [the] hinge of 

modal obligation and necessity, which mediates between middle and late Stevens, but I
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can only remark here the change it represents.” Thus “The Stevens who earlier 

luxuriated in dialectical speculation now prefers the blind assertion of a desperate 

necessity.”: “He advances, now, by an inching logic of contradiction and hypothesising,
O 1

to a final positive assertion.” In this chapter we are concerned with Stevens’ late style

but, specifically, with a poem that tracks the development of this style from his ‘middle’

period. In Vendler’s view, “When [Stevens] is seeking ‘a’ positive personal truth, he

approaches it asymptotically, suggesting various metaphors, each o f which comes in

some way close to the essence of his desire.” In this context she also talks of the “mind’s
82attempt to create a coalescence of outer and inner reality” .

We are concerned with this process in the remainder of this chapter. But, as we 

shall see, I use the word ‘asymptotic’ in a more radical context than Vendler, approaching 

Timothy Clark’s description of Blanchot’s notion of le recit: “Topologically, the 

movement between this recit and its event is that of a spiral whose spiralling inwards is 

ceaseless, asymptotic.”*̂  We shall consider Blanchot’s relation to Stevens in more depth 

as the chapter proceeds. For now I can say that I suggest a more radical reading of 

Stevens’ late poems than Vendler. My argument is that these poems demand a rigorous 

critical conversation and this involves leaving behind such notions as “‘a’ positive, 

personal truth”. We shall move beyond talking about the ‘‘̂ mind's attempt to create’’’’ and 

even “a coalescence o f inner and outer reality” . For Stevens’ poems require that his 

critics step back from the metaphysical habit of representational thinking into a 

conversation in the process of rendering all such metaphysical categories (to which 

Vendler has recourse) problematic. Our aim is to inquire into the temporality of this 

conversation and how Stevens’ poems invite readers to radicalize the poet’s work. For in 

‘As You Leave the Room’ it is not so much that poems create a poet but that a truth 

comes to stand in the movement of language as the poet withdraws in creative 

conversation. A truth in Stevens is neither “positive” nor “personal”. Instead, his poems 

ask, what is it that speaks whenever poets are in conversation? What inhuman 

“affluence” gives or bears this conversation beyond our traditional notions of the 

“essence of his desire” or the “mind’s attempf’? Our inquiry is into the mode and 

movement of this asking as it bears creative conversation.
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This is also Stevens’ inquiry when he orders ‘Idiom of the Hero’, ‘The Man on 

the Dump’ and ‘On the Road Home’ into sequential conversation within Parts o f  a 

World. Together the poems form a prolonged disquisition into this ‘asking’. The ‘Idiom 

of the Hero’ is in response to two workers. They say in unison, “ ‘This chaos / Will soon 

be ended.’” But the peculiar speech o f the hero is that “This chaos will not be ended, 

[ . . .] / /  The great men will not be blended... / 1 am the poorest o f all” {CP 200-1). Thus 

the hero is in conversation with ‘The Man on the Dump’ who asks, in turn, “Where is it 

one first heard of the truth? The the.” But then the conversation within ‘On the Road 

Home’ is between this man on the dump and an uncanny figure who approaches the 

speaker in ‘As You Leave the Room’ {You speak. You say.): “It was when I said,

‘There is no such thing as the truth,’ [...] 11 You... You said, / ‘There are many truths, / 

But they are not parts of a truth’” {CP 203). This conversation between poems 

radicalizes each poem. Each poem, taken as a discrete entity, demands its premature 

denouement so that we can represent it to ourselves because, as Stevens sees, man is 

impatient for unity. However, the conversation between all three poems works to 

undermine this unavoidable impatience so that the disposition of the conversation is more 

pressing than what each poem is ostensibly about. In this conversation the language or 

idiom of the hero becomes, through the disquisitive intervention o f the man on the dump, 

less our instrument than a work that anticipates us on the road home; a home that is 

already ours but now become uncanny because o f this conversation. (“And there I found 

myself more truly and more strange” {CP 65).) I feel that it is this kind of anticipatory 

conversation that is refined in ‘As You Leave the Room’. Blanchot says.

This demand for a premature denouement is the principle of figuration: it 
engenders the image, if you will, the idol, and the curse which attaches to it is 
that which attaches to idolatory. Man wants unity right away.*"*

At the end of ‘On the Road Home’ the conversation is also concerned with idols. The 

disquisition is into this paradoxical situation of the writer and reader:

It was when I said,
“Words are not forms of a single word.
In the sum of the parts, there are only the parts.
The word must be measured by eye”;
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It was when you said,
“The idols have seen lots of poverty.
Snakes and gold and lice.
But not the truth”;

It was at that time, that the silence was largest 
And longest, the night was roundest,
The fragrance of the autumn warmest.
Closest and strongest.

{CP 204)

By ‘As You Leave the Room’ the conversation infolds into “that time, that the 

silence was largest” to find that which gives what is “warmest, / Closest and strongest”. 

This poem becomes a poem because it moves beyond empathy, it does more than 

externalize personal effort, it is more than subjective expression because it does more 

than the poet can know or say or represent. Figuration is unavoidable for without it we 

could not read or write but the poem speaks with a force of its own, it dictates itself as it 

anticipates its future when and where we already are. The danger or paradox is that we 

would possess that which seeks to dispossess. We would say that which undermines 

speech and in “That time, that the silence was largest”.

Stevens draws attention to one of the limitations o f empathy at the end of ‘The 

Man on the Dump’ just as Keats’s third hypothesis about aesthetic experience necessarily 

fails in ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’. Like Keats, Stevens sees the alienating tendency of this 

approach as he murmurs the empty aptest eve, projecting himself into a ghostly and 

outmoded invisible priest but then only and obdurately crying stanza my stone. Thus 

“Where was it one first heard of the truth? The the.” Vendler suggests that this becomes 

in Stevens “dismissal o f the truth as an intellectual figment [...] and the substitution for it 

of the laws (and beauties) of the material universe, each of which, in Emersonian fashion, 

has a symbolic truth to tell”. In her view, this liberates “Stevens from the constantly 

undermining of speculation by contradiction, while leaving him open, at least from time
Q C

to time, to using hypothesises and objections more casually.” I would argue that the 

“substitution” Vendler sees is not as simple as she makes out and I believe that when the 

the becomes an a in ‘As You Leave the Room’, Stevens finds an opportunity to test 

negative capability. It is not that Stevens’ questioning or manner of hypotheses and
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objections becomes more casual. Instead he refines a mode of disquisition, which 

becomes a disciplined step back into the rigour of creative conversation when what one 

does approaches the divine. Vendler says, “Stevens escapes uncertainty at first -  and 

perhaps even at last -  by incorporating into his poetic the idea of necessity.” I would 

argue instead that Stevens never wishes to entirely escape uncertainty but finds difficult 

faith in a secular age through the productive uncertainties o f creative disquisition or 

conversation. We shall see in a moment how one of the necessities of creative 

conversation is that it is a paradox; it is at once “fortuitous” and yet o f “large and long 

considered form” {OP 298). For when Stevens diminishes the definite article between 

‘First Warmth’ and ‘As You Leave the Room’ he sacrifices his personality in the act of 

composition. He moves beyond empathy because what bears his poems is not a mere 

projection o f personality into the object of contemplation even if it “has a symbolic truth 

to tell” :

Now, here, the snow I had forgotten becomes

Part of a major reality, part of
An appreciation of a 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 if nothing had been changed at all.

This shifts empathy into creative conversation when a poet does more than read 

another poem as if he is writing it himself. It is also, by the end, more than the poet 

rewriting his way out of another’s dilemma. Vendler’s dilemma with Keats is the 

problem of empathy but in Stevens this aesthetic theory (which always fails) is changed 

into the “affluence” o f poetic conversation. For ‘As You Leave the Room’, like ‘The 

Planet on the Table’, also asks about the leaving of poems; and how they thus bear us in 

our relation to our world; and whether what bears us is just as inhuman as the object with 

which we would empathize. Vendler says that “The fiction o f [‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’] 

is that o f a poet coming, in woe, to a work of art, interrogating it, and being solaced by 

it.” Thus Keats “now thinks of conscious representational artifice as a refuge, enabling
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87man to ‘enter into the existence’ of other modes of being”. However, we will think 

about this beyond empathy as we trace Stevens’ disquisition with Keats about the 

problem of figure and ground. We will inquire into the “temperate sharpness” of this 

creative conversation. In a sense, the fiction o f ‘As You Leave the Room’ is Stevens 

coming, in woeful wonder, to his earlier poems. It is in this “elemenf ’ that he “left / With 

something I could touch, touch every way. / And yet nothing has been changed except 

what is / Unreal, as if  nothing had been changed at all.” As we shall see, these last lines 

illustrate the process o f conventional language stepping back into the discipline of 

another order, another element. For we might ask, what is the matter of this sentence? or 

even, what is the matter with the last couplet? It is turned towards nothing and, in this 

turning, the word “nothing” -  as it is repeated -  is turned towards that which turns away 

even as it turns itself away; it is a sentence become not “nothing” but its turning away. It 

is this asymptotic movement o f turning away -  or the lingering “as” involved in leaving 

the room or stanza (from the Italian, stanza, meaning standing, stopping place, room, 

stanza) -  with which we are concerned. And we will contend, in contrast to Vendler, that 

it is not a personal or positive truth nor something created by the mind.

II

We can compare Stevens’ reading of his earlier poems in ‘As You Leave the Room’ with 

Kierkegaard’s “retrospective reading” o f his earlier work, which we discussed in chapter 

three. Although we shall see later how Kierkegaard diverges from Kierkegaard. We can 

think of a relation between “the snow” {this now or “Now, here”) Stevens “had forgotten” 

and the “refuge” of art. But we have to inquire into this word ‘refuge’. For it is an 

element that is at once temperate and sharp since we will find no shelter there unless art 

is encountered with the same energy as its genesis. However, the returning to or creative 

repetition of earlier poems does not guarantee the same insights engendered in those 

poems. Nonetheless, it can allow creative repetition forward as a second chance that 

allows us to have everything double. I mean to contrast this with empathy. For although 

empathy is not quite repetition backward (as the recollection of what has been, which 

ultimately affords no refuge at all), it will not withstand repetition forward, which is the
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movement of faith, collapsing all human categories. An empathic reading relies on the 

subjective and the anthropocentric whereas creative conversation as repetition forward 

shatters these, pressing productively into the strife of temporal becoming or what Vendler 

calls the “eternal destruction”. Stevens’ poem is a repetition forward in creative 

conversation with earlier poems as the uncanny movement of language in the last lines 

demonstrates. My argument is that this moves away from an empathic reading of earlier 

poems (it is more than a compulsion to ‘feel along the line’ with the composing hand) 

and constitutes a mode of dwelling creatively in the paradox of repetition (it is movement 

towards the wondrous and the divine when self and world become reciprocally 

articulate).

This is the element that Stevens identifies as a paradox in his preface to Valery’s
DO

Eupalinos or The Architect: “In it Valery made language itself a constructor” {OP 298). 

Thus Stevens moves beyond what Vendler sees as Valery’s empathic method of reading. 

Stevens’ preface is from the last year of his life when I conjecture he composed ‘As You 

Leave the Room’. And his inquisition into the construction of Valery’s dialogue is an apt 

description of his own poems in creative conversation:

It seems sometimes in the fluidity of the dialogue, as if  the discussion was 
casual and fortuitous or, say, Socratic. But a discussion over which the mind 
of Socrates presides derives much of its vitality from this characteristic, so 
that when the talk is over, we have a sense of extended and noble unity, a 
sense of large and long-considered form.

{OP 298)

‘As You Leave the Room’ disquisits on this solace o f “large and long-considered 

form”, “enabling man to ‘enter into the existence’ of other modes of being” but in such a 

way that empathy becomes an inadequate description of this process. Like Keats in his 

disquisition with Dilke, “several things dove-tailed” in Stevens’ mind so that “at once it 

struck me” just as Keats is later again “struck so much” by the warm look o f a stubble 

plain “in my Sunday’s walk that I composed upon it”. We will consider this fortuitous 

strike of thought and its relation to the form of language unfolding in the poem. Each 

depends on the other as a tenon cut in the shape of a dove’s tail spread fits into a mortise 

of corresponding shape. However, Keats’s “dove-tailed” transcends carpentry in the 

same paradoxical manner as Hamlet’s concentrated insight at the beginning of Act V:
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80“There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, / Rough-hew them how we will”. Harold 

Jenkins explains how Shakespeare “uses a single word {ends) to apply both to purposes 

and their outcome, and a metaphor from stone or timber work, in which rough-hew was a 

familiar term.” °̂ But Keats’s use of “dove-tailed” is not rough-hewn. Instead, the word 

precisely evokes the quality he is about to set forth. As his thoughts suddenly fit into 

each other forming a compact whole or company, the very rapidity o f his reflective 

carpentry, in his disquisition with Dilke, means that the dove-tail joints might suddenly 

turn back into doves: Keats’s mind, which “Dovelike satst brooding”, is “struck” by a 

sudden elevation of thought or Negative Capability so that, in Stevens’ American version, 

“in the isolation of the sky, / At evening, casual flocks of pigeons make / Ambiguous 

undulations as thy sink, / Downward to darkness, on extended wings” {CP 70). The 

“Ambiguous undulations” of Negative Capability irrupt the precise fit of a dove-tail joint 

but without forcing the tenon out of the mortise. Paradoxically the joint is made fast 

because one’s sense o f “large and long-considered form” is at once vital and “casual and 

fortuitous” as Hamlet’s use of the word “ends” ambiguously conflates origins or purposes 

and their outcome. This is to see into “the core of an eternal destruction”. However, in 

his preface to Valery, Stevens also considers this as the “solace” of art. Like Hamlet, he 

makes the connection between the “construction” or making involved in craft and the 

divine:

It follows that for Eupalinos and for men like him what they do is their 
approach to the divine and that the true understanding of their craft and the 
total need that they feel to try to arrive at a true understanding of it and also at 
an exact practice o f it are immeasurably the most important things in the 
world, through which the world itself comes to the place o f the divine.

{OP 296)

Stevens is a man like Eupalinos even if one is a poet and the other, an architect. 

One is tempted to describe what ‘As You Leave the Room’ is about because in it Stevens 

describes what other poems are “about”. However, as we shall see, we should be careful 

about this temptation. In many ways the content of the poem, or what it is ‘about’, is less 

important than the progress of its thinking as it infolds in the movement o f its language. 

The poem attends to what men like Eupalinos, Valery and Stevens do “and what they do 

is their approach to the divine”. We will say for now (and tentatively) that in this poem
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Stevens wonders about this by making the image of the man of construction confront and 

converse with the shade or skeleton of the man of thought (“ Tow speak. You say:..

For Stevens notices this in Valery’s dialogue:

The image of the man of action makes the shade of the man o f thought regret 
his life. It is, in a way, the triumphant image of the constructor as it faces the 
image of the man of thought.

(OP 296-97)

I think Stevens allows this dialogue in his poem because he desires “To be a little 

more exact in quoting Alain” than he is even in his preface to Valery’s dialogue. Thus 

‘As You Leave the Room’ is an attempt to “say that the creator had asserted its parentage 

of the thinker, for Alain had spoken of thought as the daughter of poetry, in a passage 

peculiarly applicable to Valery”(OP 297);

And if it is true, as I believe, that Thought, daughter o f poetry, resembles her 
mother, we shall see everywhere a clarity of details, a clarity won by 
conquest, in the place o f our vague aspirations; and the young will make us 
see another manner o f believing -  which will be a refusal to believe.

(OP 297-98)

Stevens’ poem is “a little more exact” than Alain because it demonstrates that 

when the creator had asserted its parentage of the thinker, then language itself had been 

made the constructor. Thus we can say what ‘As You Leave the Room’ is “about” only 

after we realize that this will be a reduplication or a repetition of the clarity of rhetorical 

details clustering the poem, until with Stevens and Valery’s Socrates we ask.

What is there more mysterious than clarity?...What more capricious than the 
way in which light and shade are distributed over hours and over 
men?...Orpheuslike we build, by means of the word, temples o f wisdom and 
science that may suffice for all reasonable creatures. This great art requires 
of us an admirably exact language.

(OP 298)

We can refine our critical thermometry -  which can measure the temperate “way 

in which light and shade are distributed over hours and over men” -  through George 

Puttenham’s praise o f the exact auricular" quality “Of Figures fententious, otherwife 

called Rhetorical”;
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For the eare is properly but an inftrument of conueyance for the minde, to 
apprehend the fence by the found. And our fpeech is made melodius or 
harmonicall, not onely by the ftrayned tunes or thofe o f Mufick, but alfo by 
choice of fmoothe words: and thus, marfhalling them in their comlieft 
conftruction and order, and afwell by fometimes fparing, fometimes fpending 
them more of leffe liberally, and carrying or tranfporting o f them farther off 
or neerer, fetting them with fundry relations, and variable formes, in the 
miniftrey and ufe o f words, doe breede no little alteration in man.^'

It is on this auricular level that we can think at once about matter and medium in 

‘As You Leave the Room’: the marshalling of words does breed no little alteration in the 

mind of man and, indeed, in such a manner in this poem that language itself is the 

constructor. ‘As You Leave the Room’ is a repetition of ‘First Warmth’ but it is also 

constructed out of various forms of “your figure that worketh by iteration or repetition of 

one word or claufe”, which is “counted a very braue figure both with the Poets and the
Q9rhetoricians”. Thus Stevens’ poem is marshalled by means of anaphora or “the Figure 

of Report”, “when we make one word begin, and as they are wont to fay, lead the daunce 

to many verfes in fute” :̂  ̂""Thatpoem about the mind as never satisfied, the one / About 

the mind as never satisfied. The one about summer,...”. But then enjambment makes 

anaphora becomes simultaneously epanalepsis, “when ye make one worde both beginne 

and ende your verfe, which therefore I call the flow retoume, otherwife the Eccho 

found” :̂ ^

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 skeleton’s think about.

This repetition o f epanalepsis turns the poem about. It is an “admirably exact language” 

that constructs the movement of thought in the poem; turning it into a transformed 

repetition of ‘First Warmth’; diminishing the definite article and adjusting the 

punctuation but carefully reiterating the earlier, condensed example o f anaphora 

becoming epanalepsis. Thus

Part o f  the major reality, part o f
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An appreciation of a reality;

becomes

Part o f  a major reality, part o f  
An appreciation of a reality

This playing with different sorts of figures of repetition culminates in the touching 

epizeuxis (“when in one verfe or claufe of a verfe, ye iterate one word without any 

intermiffion”^ )̂, which ends ‘First Warmth’ but needs an epilogue in ‘As You Leave the 

Room’:

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

This example o f what Puttenham calls “the Vnderlay, or Coocko-fpel” is also an 

appropriate allusion to the beginning of Hamlet’s first soliloquy:

O that this too too sullied flesh would melt.
Thaw and resolve itself into a dew,
Or that the Everlasting had not fix’d
His canon ’gainst self-slaughter. O God\ God^P^ (my emphasis)

According to Jenkins, Hamlet’s “too, too” was “A very common duplication in 

the 16*'’ century, especially to intensify the expression of r e g r e t . S t e v e n s ’ “touch, 

touch” thus becomes allusively and phonetically an intensification of an obscure regret in 

‘As You Leave the Room’. Hamlet’s repetition of epizeuxis -  “too, too [...]. O God! 

God!” -  “would melt, / Thaw and resolves itself into a dew” that Stevens “could touch, 

touch every way” in ‘First Warmth’. In ‘As You Leave the Room’ this dew is refrozen 

but into purer “snow” rather than “sullied flesh”. The poem reconfigures an uncanny 

relation between secular, sullied man and the divine. The “fluidity of the dialogue” thus 

established might seem “too, too” “casual and fortuitous” except that Stevens’ poem 

gives a “sense of large and long considered form” so that the exact construction of the 

poem approaches the divine. The poem resolves Hamlet’s “too, too” into its echo “0  

God! God!” as it says again, “touch, touch”, in act of creative repetition. Then again, this 

comparison with Hamlet comes close to the figure o f paronomasia (repeating words
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similar in sound but different in sense as “touch” repeats “too”), which orchestrates the 

relation between ‘First Warmth’ and ‘As You Leave the Room’. For when

Now, here, the warmth I had forgotten becomes

Part of the major reality, part of 
An appreciation of a reality;

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

becomes

Now, here, the snow I had forgotten becomes

Part of a major reality, part of 
An appreciation of a 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 if nothing had been changed at all.

The gradual intensity o f meaning in ‘First Warmth of

'^the m ajor.. .appreciation.. .elevation...lived.. .touch, touch” 

is modulated with paronomasia between poems as this auxesis is subtly transformed into

major m ajor.. .appreciation.. .elevation...le ft.. .touch, touch”

Now as one reads left, remembering lived, the word loved intervenes because of 

its absence and it takes a new peroration to delimit (without naming) this crucial, half

whispered absence. The semi-colon at the end of the sixth line o f ‘First Warmth’ vanishes 

into the conversation with ‘As You Leave the Room’ with its new coda. This 

transforming repetition becomes a new peroration transforming the old coda, which the 

semi-colon gave us pause to consider. The conversation between the two poems is the 

paronomasial play of lived and left, whispering the absence o f loved, which the poem 

cannot talk about because, as the new peroration suggests, in love “nothing has been
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changed except what is / Unreal, as if nothing had been changed at all.” But it is not that 

the speaker left something or even left something for us, rather he “left / With 

something”. Could it be that he also loved with something or loved during the occasion 

of creating or constructing something?

We trace these rhetorical figures of repetition at work in the poem to demonstrate 

how thinking is the daughter of poetry or, a little more accurately, to read ‘As You Leave 

the Room’ as if language itself had become the constructor and had asserted its parentage 

over the thinker. One of the passages that Stevens includes in his cento of quotations 

from Eupalinos, or The Architect echoes Coleridge’s “primary imagination [...] as a
n o

repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM”, at the 

end of chapter XIII o f Biographia Literaria:

But the constructor whom I am now bringing to the fore.. .takes as the 
starting point o f his act, the very point where the god had left off.... Here I 
am, says the constructor, I am the act.

(OP 293)

We have examined Stevens’ conversations with Coleridge and Kierkegaard about 

repetition in chapter three. From this we sketched a comparison of Stevens’ mode of 

creative conversation with Kierkegaard’s “retrospective reading”, which pushes ahead, 

generating as it repeats, generating what it repeats. But ultimately the poet diverges from 

Kierkegaard because Stevens sustains faith in a creative or supreme fiction. Stevens’ 

belief is that construction or composition is a means of creatively abiding within the 

paradox of repetition. On the other hand, Kierkegaard carefully distances himself from 

the poet in the first paragraph of the last chapter of Works o f  Love:

‘It is one thing to say it, another to do it.’ This is a proverbial remark which 
is quite true if one wisely excludes the situations and relationships in which 
the main thing is ‘to say it.’ For it would indeed be strange if anyone were to 
deny that the poet’s art is precisely ‘to say it,’ since, after all, not everyone 
can say it as the poet says it, in such a way that he thereby shows that he is a 
poet. To degree this is also true of the art of one who discourses.

For Kierkegaard, as he discourses, “it is very up-building to speak of love, 

because one must continually reflect and say to himself: ‘This is something everyone can 

do or everyone should do’ -  whereas it would be strange talk to say that everyone is or
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should be a poet.” Thus “it is no art to praise love, for that very reason to do it is work, 

an act, for art is related to the accident of talent, and work is related to the universally 

human.” '®*’ But we are considering a poet and, moreover, one engaged in the work of 

praising love or finding what will suffice through creative conversation. After the 

beginning of section II o f ‘East Coker’, Eliot says, “The poetry does not matter,” '®' For 

poets like Keats and Stevens, it is a different matter. As our next and final quotation 

from Keats demonstrates, poetry is for him the all important work or labour of praising 

love or approaching the divine. In a letter to the “consequitive Man” Taylor, Keats 

quotes lines from Endymion:

Wherein lies Happiness? In that which becks 
Our ready Minds to fellowship divine;
A fellowship with essence, till we shine 
Full alchymized and free of space. Behold 
The clear Religion of heaven -  fold &c -

It is Keats’s justification for copying down these lines for Taylor (who is, as Kierkegaard 

would say, “one who discourses”) that matters:

The whole thing must I think have appeared to you, who are a consequitive 
Man, as a thing almost of mere words -  but I assure you that when I wrote it, 
it was a regular stepping of the Imagination towards a Truth. My having 
written that Passage Argument will perhaps be of the greatest Service to me 
of any thing I ever did -  It set before me at once the gradations of Happiness 
even like a kind o f Pleasure Thermometer -  and is my first Step towards the 
chief Attempt in the Drama -  the playing of different Natures with Joy and 
Sorrow.'®^

It is significant that Keats crosses out “Passage” and writes “Argument”. He is 

developing the same argument we discussed in the previous chapter, returning and 

punning upon “dark passages” in ‘Tintern Abbey’. The poetry is not “mere words” but is 

doing the thinking for him (as language becomes the constructor) so that it becomes “that 

Passage Argument” to which the poet can have recourse, as it attends upon him (“My 

having written that Passage Argument will perhaps be of the greatest Service to me of 

any thing I ever did”). That “Argument” itself disquisits upon Keats as the “Pleasure 

Thermometer” it reveals becomes “my first Step towards the chief Attempt in the 

Drama”. My aim now is to refine the radical temporality o f the critical thermometry we
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are establishing with Stevens. The drama we trace is that thinking is the movement of 

language, or a stepping back to its own origins and tending to a mode o f creative 

conversation, which turns back to the poet to attend upon the act of creation. For “that 

which becks / Our ready minds” is when we are taken out o f ourselves and “Full 

alchymized” within the creative act of repetition. For poets like Keats and Stevens, we 

read not to empathize with the constructive act of another but because this is an act of 

creative repetition, generating the divine. Valery says that “Man’s deepest glances are 

those that go out to the void. They converge beyond the all” {OP 293). As Stevens 

invents and then becomes invented by his late style of parts as parts he realizes that “By 

dint of constructing.. .1 truly believe that I have constructed myself. . Thus ‘As You 

Leave the Room’ asks searchingly, “To construct oneself, to know oneself -  are these 

two distinct acts or not?” (OP 292) What ‘oneself is remains necessarily and 

productively elusive in the occasion of construction. “Man’s deepest glances” are to be 

found within creative conversation as it bears poems “And yet nothing has been changed 

except what is / Unreal, as if nothing had been changed at all.” As Socrates declares, in 

Valery’s dialogue, “There is no geometry without the word.” Thus we can now repeat 

the passage from Derrida we looked at in chapter three;

As soon as there is repetition, God is there, the present holds on to itself and 
reserves itself, that is to say eludes itself [...] Another name for repetition:
Being. Being is the form in which the infinite diversity of the forms and 
forces of life and death can indefinitely merge and be repeated in the word.
For there is no word, nor in general a sign, which is not constituted by the 
possibility of repeating itself A sign which does not repeat itself, which is 
not already divided by repetition in its “first time,” is not a sign.'°‘*

Then in an elusive way language itself is the constructor; “Being is the form in 

which the infinite diversity of the forms and forces of life and death can indefinitely 

merge and be repeated in the word.” But language or “the word” here is not “mere 

words”. It is what Keats intimates when he crosses out “Passage” and writes “Argumenf ’ 

for that which will return to attend upon him. “For there is no word, nor in general a 

sign, which is not constituted by the possibility of repeating itse lf” And “As soon as 

there is repetition, God is there, the present holds on to itself and reserves itself, that is to 

say eludes itse lf” However, in order to understand this ‘Argument’ we have to
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remember Heidegger’s injunction in Identity and Difference, “to pay attention to the path 

of thought rather than to its content”.'®̂  It is the path of thought infolding itself into the 

word or the movement of language, which concerns us in ‘As You Leave the Room’ 

rather than the “content” of the poem.

In fact, we can turn to recent criticism for an outline of the “content” of this poem. 

Thus Vendler explains what ‘As You Leave the Room’ is about: “Stevens wonders 

whether, as a person who has lived for art, he is a skeleton, all geometrical armature and 

no flesh. But he reassures himself by paging through his printed works and recalling, in 

brief, the poems called Someone Puts a Pineapple Together, Examination o f  the Hero in 

Time o f  War, and Credences o f  Summer” I would add (along with (Roy Harvey

Pearce, Harold Bloom, Robert M. Rehder and Daniel R. Schwarz) that Stevens is also 

recalling ‘The Well Dressed Man with a Beard’. But it is interesting that we are all 

decided about the poems to which Stevens’ refers. One might, for example argue that 

“The one about the credible hero” is ‘Idiom of the Hero’, which immediately precedes 

‘The Man on the Dump’ (CP 200-1) in Parts o f  a World. Or, perhaps, the credible hero 

in this poem should refer us back to III, ix, o f ‘Notes toward a Supreme Fiction’ which, 

as I argued in chapter three of this thesis, is the real climax of Stevens’ masterpiece:

Perhaps,
The man-hero is not the exceptional monster,
But he that of repetition is most master.

{CP 406)

In my view this means that repetition forward is the magistery or the office as 

well as the philosopher’s stone of a poet. The credible man-hero is not simply a master 

over repetition. Instead we have to engage Kierkegaard’s difficult notion of repetition for 

the poet as he is sacrificed in the act of composition, when the poem becomes 

reciprocally articulate. For repetition here, as one of the “vaster repetitions”, is the potent 

transmuting or curative quality when the poem becomes a poem; when the linguistic 

structure is something more than an expression of subjective effort; when it takes on a 

pressing eloquent force o f its own, as a magister dictating its own law, beyond the merely 

personal, as the poem unfolds into the future. But, then, this kind of credible hero calls 

into question the notion that poems are “about” something and even that ‘As You Leave
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the Room’ might be about an easily listed inventory of earlier poems. We shall return to 

this later in the chapter but for now it helps to discern how other critics have described 

what the poem is “a b o u f W e  cannot ignore the “content” of the poem but we have to 

remain alive to how this can block its paradoxical progress. As we read how others 

describe the poem we should remember that there is an important difference between 

what the poem does and what a writer can know and say.

Vendler says, the very fact that Stevens asks the central question of the poem

means that he anticipated the accusations that would be made by some 
readers -  accusations of his inhumanity, bloodlessness, dryness and cerebral 
abstraction. He felt in himself a difference from Keats, in short -  and he had 
to explain that difference to himself

For Vendler the difference between the two poets is seasonal:

Stevens saw that he conceived of himself as a poet o f winter -  of the moment 
when illusion has ceased -  whereas Keats was a poet o f spring, summer and 
autumn, the seasons of growth and harvesting.'^

One o f the aims of this chapter is to challenge Vendler’s slightly reductive but 

useful comparison here. But I think her contrast is limiting in this instance as she talks 

about ‘As You Leave the Room’ because she confines her commentary to explaining 

only the content or the matter o f the poem just as Joseph N. Riddel sees it as “The summa 

poem of these last years”. In this way, it has “the same kind of calm” as ‘The Planet on 

the Table’ and “the one constant quality of these poems is their effect in modulating talk 

about the ultimate, the central, the rock, into a consummate example of how imagination 

actively thrives on its own creations, how the self comes to live: growing, creating, and
1 AO

consuming itse lf” This sounds promising as it moves away from a description of the 

content of the poem towards a consideration of how the poem is “modulating talk [...] 

into a consummate example.” But Riddel’s reading resolves itself into a merely 

empathetic appreciation of the poem:

Looking backward, Stevens looks not at the past so much as into the reservoir 
mind -  that comprehensive ego of the poet who can speak for all men -  
where he has been before; and the rhetoric of the earlier poems resolves itself 
quite naturally into the grammar of the contemplative mode.'°^
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Riddel does not elaborate on his distinction between “rhetoric” and “grammar” in 

this last sentence and thus ends his analysis of the medium. Lucy Beckett also 

empathizes with Stevens in the final couplet of ‘As You Leave the Room’, which “looks 

back at all that he has tried to do with a wry melancholy rather than with any pride.” In 

her opinion, this “melancholy is no sudden shadow. It is the sharp, hard fruit of an old 

and deeply rooted honesty. Even now, at the very end, there are no easy certainties in 

Stevens’ mind.” "'* We would inquire into how this “deeply rooted honesty” infolds into 

“the grammar of the contemplative mode”.

Robert M. Rehder also senses these “uncertainties” in his account of the “contenf ’ 

o f the poem. For him it is “about the fear of separation and the poet’s feeling of 

incompleteness, his separation from, or disbelief in, reality.” He recounts this story about 

the poem’s content:

It is his poems (what he thinks about) that enable him to feel that he has a 
body rather than merely a skeleton and the snow that he has forgotten 
(another mental event -  an unconscious memory?) becomes part of a reality 
with which he is able to make contact."'

Rehder argues that “the imagination is always cold in Stevens’ poetry” and that in 

‘As You Leave the Room’ “This “coldness [...] is an elevation": “How this happens is 

unexplained, but it is, the poem makes clear, a change of imagination, in what is unreal”. 

Unsurprisingly, then, Rehder argues that the poem is “an expression of the apparent 

tenuousness of significant mental events -  and all knowledge.” This “tenuousness” is the 

change of state on the threshold as one leaves the room where the poem is “deliberately 

located” and “This process o f exchange is also represented by the dialogue form.” All of 

this seems a suggestive way into examining the uncanny path o f creative thinking in the 

poem and he rightly points out the difficulty of “knowing who is speaking” in the poem’s 

“dialogue”. But his discussion ends by reducing the dialogue to “an inner inventory” (of 

You, today's character, and I) which he equates with “the enumeration of past poems and
1 I ")can be seen as a final effort of integration in response to the final separation of death.” 

Thus Rehder continues his account of the poem’s content by explaining that “The 

Skeleton is a memento mori.” His understanding is that “The metaphor is one of
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deprivation and spectral ghostliness, and, at the same time, of an articulated, fundamental 

order.” I would like to move beyond his conclusion that “Scepticism and faith are of the 

same substance, a tissue of uncertainties and qualifications, and as temporary as the 

forgotten, evanescent snow.”"^

We can also improve on Schwarz’s description o f ‘As You Leave the Room’ as 

“an exit poem of a thinly-disguised persona coming to terms with death.” ' Schwarz’s 

belief is that Stevens attempts here to “forestall time” by placing himself “at the centre of 

a synthetic, self-created world”. Like Rehder, he asks “Who is the ‘you’ of the title and 

the ‘you’ who speaks? Is it himself? His muse or interior paramour?” Schwarz sees the 

room as “a metaphor for his imagination” and thus is “a space populated by his prior 

work and is a poem that is written and marked by his prior poems.” However, Rehder 

and Schwarz differ in their conclusions about the content of the poem. For the latter 

critic thinks that “In ‘As You Leave the Room’, the primacy of actual physical 

experience [...] dominates; imagination is no longer enough. But in telling the tale of his 

past work, the speaker realizes that men, if not poems, are mortal.” Or “In the later 

Stevens, reality meets on the seam (or the seem) between perceiver and object”.”  ̂ Then 

again, Roy Harvey Pearce argues, “Now the poet can look at his own work and see that, 

even as it argued for the division between mind and reality, it manifested the poet’s 

central involvement in both.” "^

All of these accounts of what ‘As You Leave the Room’ is ‘about’ are useful. 

However, they can impede (or, to use Heidegger’s expression in his injunction to the 

reader at the beginning of Identity and Difference, “block” "^) the progress o f the 

conversation we seek to trace. Perhaps Lee Jenkins comes closest to the direction I take 

in my reading of ‘As You Leave the Room’ when she suggests that the poem “may make

a ‘fitting farewell’ for another reason -  the poem’s title is part o f the motif of the
• 118 threshold found in Stevens’ late poetry.” She compares Stevens’ late poems with

Beckett’s postwar poetry: “And yet, if Stevens’ late poems, like Beckett’s, are a ‘treading

these long shifting thresholds,’ are the poems of a ‘Closed place,’ then these poems also

signal an emergence from the closed world of his Forties poetics, and in so doing may

indicate a break with that strain of modernism which privileges the autotelic artwork.” "^

In chapter three, I focused on ‘Notes toward a Supreme Fiction’ (1942) as if it is already
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emerging (through creative conversation) out of that strain of modernism which 

privileges the autotelic artwork. Later in this chapter I hope to demonstrate how Stevens’ 

late poems are at once “the poems of a ‘Closed place’” and yet “also signal an emergence 

from the closed world”.

We have so far noticed the rhetorical play in ‘As You Leave the Room’ which goes 

some way towards turning the poem about, rather than explaining what it is about. Thus 

as anaphora becomes epanalepsis the poem undergoes a repetitive turning in which the 

construction of language becomes the parent of thinking. The medium of the poem 

begins to orchestrate the matter to be thought. This play of rhetorical figures emphasizes 

that the thinking in the poem is an activity, like a Heideggerian stepping back or 

movement of Gelassenheit to its own origins in the drama o f creative conversation. The 

successive progression of anaphora infolds itself back into the poem through 

enjambment, becoming at once epanalepsis and the two poems generate elusive meaning 

from established words in their paronomasial conversation. The exact progress of 

“wonder” is the pressing matter to be thought. This disposition of the poem is what the 

poem is about. As Timothy Clark says, “Received language is to be given over to the 

demands of another mode of coherence.” In order to understand the radical 

temporality of this new coherence or this “clarity o f details” we can turn in a moment to 

Blanchot’s notion of le recit. Clark sees that this develops Heidegger’s Conversation on 

a Country Path (which is quite literally a conversation on a country path between three 

speakers). This is how he explains the movement of conversation in Heidegger:

The maieutics or midwifery here [...] is not based on a notion o f Platonic 
reminiscence but on the call for a disciplined mode of reading, such that the 
movement of thought at issue take place in the time o f  reading. The reader of 
Conversations will need to engage in a mode o f reflexive attentiveness to the 
path o f language itself, in the turns and counterturns that serve to empty 
certain words o f their presupposed conceptual content, and so participate in a 
movement in which language is not only the sole ‘action’, but this ‘action’ is 
in turn sole determinant of language.’̂ '

We can think about this by wondering how “that Passage Argument will perhaps 

be of the greatest Service to me of any thing I ever did” and wondering with Stevens 

about his relation to his earlier poems in ‘As You Leave the Room’. How are Stevens’
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other poems of “Service” to him as this poem unfolds? The “reflexive attentiveness” that 

the reader needs to engage with Heidegger’s text is developed from Kierkegaard’s 

“retrospective reading of his aesthetic texts”, which involves repetition forward as a 

second chance that allows us to have everything double rather than repetition backward 

as the recollection o f what has been. My contention is that Stevens’ conversations 

involve this radical religious repetition but in a wholly secular and creative way, which is 

no less wondrous. Blanchot provides a useful way to think about this because as he 

develops his notion of le recit from Heidegger, he diverges from Kierkegaard, 

emphasizing instead the uncarmy performance of thinking as it unfolds or even infolds in 

language. It is through Blanchot’s recit that we come to a closer understanding of the 

radical temporality of Stevens in creative conversation. Blanchot says,

Le recit n ’est pas la relation de I’evenement, mais cet evenement meme,
I’approche de cet evenement, le lieu ou celui-ci est appele a se produire, 
evenement encore a venir et par la puissance attirante duquel le recit peut 
esperer, lui aussi, se realiser.

C’est la un rapport tres delicat, sans doute une sorte 
d ’extravagance, mais elle est la loi secrete du recit. Le recit est mouvement 
vers un point, non seulement inconnu, ignore, etranger, mais tel qui’il ne 
semble avoir, par avance et en dehors de ce mouvement, aucune sorte de 
realite, si imperieux cependant que c’est de lui seul que le recit tire son 
attrait, de telle maniere qu’il ne peut meme “commencer” avant de I’avoir 
atteint, mais cependant c’est seulement le recit et le mouvement
imprevisible du recit qui fournissent I’espace ou le point devient reel,

122puissant et attirant.

[Narration is not the account of an event but the event itself, its imminence, 
the site where it will occur -  it is a happening about to happen whose 
magnetic power may enable the narration to happen.

This may be too fine a distinction (or, as I would translate, a sort of 
extravagance); but it is the hidden law of all narration. Narration is 
movement towards a point which is not only unknown, ignored and strange 
but such that it seems to have no prior reality apart from this movement, yet is 
so compulsive that the narration’s appeal depends on it to the extent that it 
cannot even ‘begin’ before it has reached it, while it is only the narration and 
the unpredictable movement of the narration which provide the space where 
this point becomes real, powerful and appealing.]

Clark explains,
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The relation of the recit and its event involves a transformation of language 
akin to the one described by Heidegger in terms of a ‘step back’ from 
representationalist language. The domain into which the step directs itself 
does not, Heidegger argues, pre-exist that very movement; it is no more than 
the transformation wrought in the language that performs the step.’̂ '*

Blanchot rejects the “notion of subjective creation” and “the creative ‘act’ must be 

considered with reference only to the projection of being in the art-work itse lf” Thus, 

“The work is the effecting of its being through the writer, not the creation o f an author.” 

But Blanchot diverges from Heidegger because, as he claims, “Heidegger does not 

successfully break with autonomic forms of thought.” Blanchot, then, heeds Heidegger’s 

injunction at the beginning of Identity and Difference, to pay attention to the path of 

thought rather than the content of the lecture, but with such discipline that he sees how 

''Dichtung only foreshadows a dialogic practice o f heteronomy.” According to Clark, 

Blanchot is more attentive than Heidegger to “the demands of a form of linguistic 

practice whose movement emulates that of Heidegger’s dialogues but whose turnings 

seem, for all that, to acknowledge a necessity not avowed by Heidegger.” '^  ̂ Blanchot’s 

rigorous reworking of Heidegger unfolds in what he calls ‘le rythme’ in L ’entretien infini. 

Rhythm is the movement of language undergone in the recit: “En ce tour qui est le 

rythme, la parole est tournee vers ce qui detourne et se detourne” '^  ̂ [‘In this turning 

which rhythm is, the word is turned towards that which turns away and which turns itself 

away’]. In L ’attente I ’oubli, rhythm becomes waiting: “Par I’attente, ce qui se detourne
1 9 7de la pensee retourne a la pensee devenue son detour” [‘Though the waiting, that 

which turns itself away from thought returns to thought, a thought becomes it turning 

away’].

These notions o f rhythm and waiting adjust Heidegger’s appropriation of 

Kierkegaardian repetition is such a way that we might consider ‘As You Leave the 

Room’ as a recit. They allow us to think of repetition as the performance of thinking as it 

infolds in the movement of language. For Blanchot, as for Alain and Stevens, this 

thinking is the daughter o f poetry or literature. Thus the poet creates in a paradoxical 

element as he somehow makes someone or something else -  what we might call language 

itself or being or the divine or “the sun” -  make his poems. Thus there is a peculiar art in 

praising love in literature although it is not so much to do with individual talent as the
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ability to give oneself over in the creative ‘act’ to the demands of a rigorous heteronomy 

when “The work is the effecting of its being through the writer, not the creation of an 

author.” It follows that what Stevens does is his “approach to the divine” and that “the 

true understanding of [his] craft” and the “total need” he feels “to try to arrive at a true 

understanding of it and also an exact practice of it are immeasurably the most important 

things in the world, through which the world itself comes to the place o f  the divine.’’'’

This, then, is Stevens’ “dialogic practice of heteronomy” or mode of creative 

conversation. John D. Caputo says, “For Kierkegaard everything turns on our ability to 

take our stand in the flux, to press forward in the element of actuality and becoming
1 9 8rather than to seek some way around it.” For Stevens everything turns on the same 

ability in the practice o f art. Both Kierkegaard and Stevens see the “total need” “to press 

forward” or “to try to arrive at”, which involves “an exact practice” of “becoming”, when 

self and world are reciprocally articulate approaching the place of the divine. However, 

Blanchot retrieves Kierkegaard’s meditations on the selfless act of love in repetition for 

literature. We might say Te rythme’ is the paradox of repetition as the occasion of 

literature. But, then, this work in art is art only in so far as it is an act that takes us 

beyond such categories as ‘talent’ and ‘individuality’ and “helps us to render them 

problematic, fragile, uneasy”. We do not deny the ‘talent’, ‘individuality’ even genius of 

Keats, Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Stevens, Blanchot, but we return to them because they 

enable us to feel unsettled about such categories. They help make things properly 

difficult and productively unsystematic. They allow dark faith in the midst of our secular 

time.

Now we can return to ‘As You Leave the Room’ as a recit although we should 

eventually discard even this term. The ‘event’ which this poem-as-recz7 ‘relates’ is 

nothing less than death itself: the speaker who remains within the poem and the poet 

leaving the poem are engaged in conversation, a conversation that generates the imminent 

occasion of the poem and yet is nothing at all even as the poem in its final entirety is a 

movement that would recount this conversation:

And yet nothing has been changed except what is
Unreal, as if nothing had been changed at all.
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The event of this conversation is death, which has to do with the impossibiUty of 

imagining one’s own death. Thus this event is “Unreal” and has no prior reality other 

than the poem as it moves towards it and yet it so compulsive that the poem cannot begin 

before it has reached this unreality. Stevens’ last lines demonstrate this paradox or “une 

sorte d’extravagance” -  this wandering outside, this “about” -  even as they draw us back 

into the movement of the poem to find the space where this conversation becomes real 

powerful and appealing although -  and we can never know this -  we are already there.

As Derrida says, “One cannot testify for the witness who testifies to his death, but, 

inversely, I cannot, I should not be able to, testify to my own death, only to the 

imminence of my death, to its instance as deferred imminence. I can testify to the
1 9 0imminence of my death.” The last line of Stevens’ poem repeats the one before in 

such way that “nothing had been changed”, “And yet . . Thus we might contrive 

another rendering o f the two lines: “nothing has been changed” into “nothing had been 

changed”, “except what is / Unreal” : “And yet.. .as if .. .at all.” We wait in the rhythm of 

these ‘and yets’ and ‘as ifs’ (these denials, these conjectures in our conversation that fails 

to imagine about death) although “nothing has been changed”, “except what is / Unreal” 

and even when “nothing hadhe^n  changed at all”: I can only testify to the imminence of 

“an Impossible necessary death”. As Derrida says, commenting on a recent recit of 

Blanchot,

What runs through this testimony of fiction is thus the singular concept of an 
“unexperienced experience.” Nothing seems more absurd to common sense, 
in effect, than an unexperienced experience. But whoever does not try to 
think and read the part o f fiction and thus of literature that is ushered in by 
such a phrase in even the most authentic testimony will not have begun to 
read or hear Blanchot.

On April 1*' 1955 Stevens admits to Peter H. Lee, “I love Blanchot, another man 

of whom you ought to know” (Z, 879) and what “Fow say"' in the opening of ‘As You 

Leave the Room’ is the voice of common sense becoming productively, creatively 

unsettled as the speaker (about to speak) listens to a voice coming from the space where 

Blanchot writes (drawn into the unreal site where the real poem will nonetheless occur):

You speak. You say: Today’s character is not
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A skeleton out of its cabinet. Nor am I.

The part of fiction is ushered in at the very beginning as Stevens tries to attempt 

his most authentic testimony. But we should not be tempted to transcribe what the poem 

is “about” because its “content” is designed to block the progress of thinking infolded 

into the movement o f language. In it other poems are described as “about” something. 

We might say it is a poem about how other poems are about. But its event is nothing we 

can imagine or represent to ourselves. It meditates the relation between a poem and its 

subject or event in its “constitutive movement of detour as approach” towards its own 

event, which is death, nothing. The waiting for this event that “could touch, touch every 

way” and yet is “nothing” -  both genesis and result of the poem -  is the movement 

language undergoes in the poem. The word “about” about which the poem turns in its 

auricular play of rhetorical figures seems at odds with Blanchot’s notion of le recit. But 

this marshalling and then suggestive repetition of “abouf’ demonstrates the poem’s 

preoccupation with the dependence of an event to its narration or the relationship 

between a poem and its subject.

It is interesting, then, that the only “about” in ‘First Warmth’ (1. 2) vanishes when 

this line is modulated into line 7 of ‘As You Leave the Room’: “a questioner about 

reality” becomes “a disbeliever in reality”. This change says something about the flurry 

o f ‘abouts’, which, in fact, carefully dispose the latter poem after the compressed 

conversation in the first stanza. This conversation and the subsequent ‘abouts’ are a 

response to an injunction like that of St. Paul in his second epistle to the Corinthians: “Be 

ye not equally yoked together with unbelievers: for what fellowship hath righteousness
131with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light with darkness?” Stevens’ “Part 

o/...part o f  modulates Wordsworth’s many ‘ofs’ in ‘Tintem Abbey’. We talked of “o f ’ 

in the last chapter: ^ \ . .o f  all that we behold.. .o f  all the mighty world / O f eye and ear, - 

both what they halfcvcdXo., And what perceive;.. .the language o f  the sense, / The anchor 

o f  my purest thoughts.. .the guardian o f  my heart.. .soul / O f  all my moral being” (11. 103- 

112). This is how Wordsworth’s meditation of “communion” and “fellowship” with 

nature and memory mediates “righteousness” and “unrighteousness” : how he becomes a 

believer. These lines from ‘Tintern Abbey’ are how the poet becomes “part o f  the major 

reality” : they are “part o f  / [His] appreciation of a reality”. But as Wordsworth’s “h a lf’
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becomes “part” in Stevens’ idiolect so his “o f ’ becomes in ‘As You Leave the Room’ a 

wondering about “abouf ’ “as a disbeliever in reality” and a “countryman” (as the poem 

considers “what fellowship”).

How are each of the poems mentioned by Stevens “abouf’ something? We might 

read each of them as a recit. How is ‘Someone Puts a Pineapple Together’ the 

imminence or the site where “the pineapple” will occur? Is ‘The Well Dressed Man with 

a Beard’ movement towards the unknown, ignored and strange “mind as never satisfied” 

that has no reality apart from this movement but is so compulsive that the poem cannot 

‘begin’ before it has reached it, while it is only this unpredictable movement of the poem 

which provides the space where “the mind as never satisfied” becomes real, powerful and 

appealing? What is the encounter with “the credible hero” in ‘The Examination of the 

Hero in a Time of War’? Here “Force is my lot [...] // And cold, my elem enf’ (CP 273) 

as in ‘The Sun This March’. Or is Stevens, in fact, recalling another poem? Is he 

thinking about the ‘Idiom of the Hero’ that immediately precedes ‘The Man on the 

Dump’ Is “summer” a happening about to happen whose magnetic power may enable 

‘Credences of Summer’ to happen?

Stevens wonders about the “unexperienced experience” that runs through the 

testimony of poetry. The phrase is again from Blanchot, this time in The Writing o f  the 

Disaster:

♦ an Impossible necessary death: why do these words [impossible necessary 
death, thus] -  and the unexperienced experience to which they refer -  escape 
comprehension? Why this collision, this refusal? Why erase them by making

132them into a fiction specific to an authorl

As Derrida says, “Death is, in a single stroke, the ‘impossible necessary’, where 

impossibility and necessity both reciprocally refer to and co-implicate each other, both 

subject and attribute each to the other abidingly [a demeure]."^^^ But Stevens would not 

“erase them by making them into a fiction specific to an author." For the conversation 

within ‘As You Leave the Room’ recognizes the reciprocity of impossibility and 

necessity in the play o f “And yet” and “except” in the last lines when “nothing” and 

“what is unreal” impossibly accommodate each other of necessity. For these last lines
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approach what Derrida has described as “an unbelievable tense” in another passage from 

The Writing o f  the Disaster.

♦ Dying is, speaking absolutely, the incessant imminence whereby life 
nonetheless endures by desiring. The imminence of what has always already 
taken place.

Thus the conversation within ‘As You Leave the Room’ “seems to deport what 

has always, from all time, already taken place toward the coming of the to-come.” I use 

Derrida’s lines about Blanchot to describe Stevens’ poem because all three question the 

imminence of le recit or what Derrida calls “the instance of what will already have taken 

place”. T h i s  is the imminence of earlier poems approaching ‘As You Leave the 

Room’, which becomes a conversation that allows this poem to approach its event as 

detour; it is also the imminent conversation within a poem that begins “Tow speak. You 

say....'"', and its conversation with ‘First Warmth’. For ‘As You Leave the Room’ 

considers how poems are about “faith without proof’, which is the Impossible necessary 

space of le recit, which we would configure as the “imminenf’ time o f creative 

conversation -  something with “A temperate sharpness about it.” Reading the poem we 

are compelled to ask, who is the^’ow who speaks? Rehder elaborates.

The difficulty o f knowing who is speaking to whom is in keeping with the 
difficulty o f determining what change has occurred. The poet appears to be 
talking to him self He is divided: you suggests that part of him is always 
other; Today’s character suggests that his character may be different every 
day; while the /  that also seems to change is none the less distinguished from 
this less stable, more discontinuous ‘character’.

But we can move beyond this “inner inventory” by considering the disposition of 

the poem as if it is in “imminenf’ conversation with what Derrida calls the “absolute 

arrivanf'. We might think about the arrivant in the manner o f Kierkegaard’s ‘The Work 

of Love in Recollecting the One Who is Dead’. Except that this arrivant speaks from the 

space of Blanchot’s recit. For in French arrivant can mean ‘arrival’, ‘newcomer’, or 

‘arriving’ and Derrida asks.

What is the event that most arrives? [I’evenement le plus arrivant?] What is 
the arrivant that makes the event arise? [...]. What we would here call the
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arrivant, the most arrivant among all arrivants, the arrivant par excellence, is 
whatever, whoever in arrivng, does not cross a threshold separating two 
identifiable places, the proper and the foreign, the proper of the one and the 
proper of the other [...]. No, I am talking about the absolute arrivant, who is 
not even a guest. He surprises the host -  who is not yet a host or an inviting 
power -  enough to call into question, to the point of annihilating or rendering 
indeterminate, all the distinctive signs of prior identity, beginning with the 
very border that delineated a legitimate home and assured lineage, names and 
language, nations, families and genealogies. The absolute arrivant does not 
yet have a name or identity.

The disposition of ‘As You Leave the Room’ is a conversation with a figure who 

departs but this departure is the paradoxical arrival of the poem. We could begin by 

configuring this conversation as between a departing guest and a host. But this guest is 

not even a guest as You, today’s character or /  leave the room of a host who is not yet -  

and especially now -  a host or inviting power. Not only is the host unable to say 

goodbye but he is not yet able to invite a guest who is not even a guest. Their (or is it 

our?) conversation is the imminence of its event because it calls into question the very 

threshold or the “as” in ‘As You Leave the Room’ which is where the poem occurs.

Does the poem arrive only as you leave the room? By its last lines every word of its title 

is called into question “And yet nothing has been changed except what is / Unreal, as if 

nothing had been changed at all.” What matters in this poem is that it should bear some 

lineament or character, some affluence. So that what this poem bears is where and when 

it stands -  its room; the space where it impossibly, necessarily stands; its stanzas or, 

literally, its standing place, which is paradoxically the imminence of nothing. This is the 

poem’s border but it is also the border, which bears, but only by withdrawing from, the 

poem:

Now the border that is ultimately most difficult to delineate, because it is 
always already crossed, lies in the fact that the absolute arrivant makes 
possible everything to which I have just said it cannot be reduced, starting 
with the humanity of man , which some would be inclined to recognize in all 
that erases, in the arrivant, the characteristic o f (cultural, social, or national) 
belonging and even metaphysical determination (ego, person, subject, 
consciousness, etc.).

Derrida continues, “It is on this border that I tempted to read Heidegger.” It is on 
this border that we should pay attention to the path of thought rather than to its content.

243



This border is also the domain into which the Heideggerian ‘step back’ from 
representationalist thinking directs itself. But only if this domain is “no more than the 
transformation wrought in language that performs this step.” As Caputo says, Derrida

does not write against Heidegger but in continuation and extension of 
Heidegger’s work, radicalizing the critique of presence as it makes its way 
even into Heidegger himself, thereby keeping Heidegger unterwegs, en route,

Ion the way beyond the metaphysical desire for presence [...].

Stevens’ engagements with other poems in creative conversation perform a 

similar function. He rereads his own earlier work in ‘As You Leave the Room’ “to 

release its critical energies, to liberate it from itself’. The solace o f rereading other 

poems in this poem is to realize again the difficulty of “the border that is ultimately most 

difficult to delineate” . I believe that Stevens is asking difficult questions like Caputo as 

he attempts to release a new hermeneutic project:

What is stirring in these words? Whose voice speaks? What is the more than 
human ‘It’ (das ‘Es ’) which speaks whenever man speaks, which makes itself 
heard, if we are attentive enough, whenever human words are uttered? What 
abyss breaks through here? What is playing itself out here?'"’^

It is on this border that I am tempted to read Stevens. “Yet”, Derrida continues, 

“this border will always keep one from discriminating among the figures of the arrivant, 

the dead, and the revenant (the ghost, he, she, or that which re/wrra).” '"" And we have to 

be careful about an “inner inventory” of You, today’s character and I  in ‘As You Leave 

the Room. How can we read this conversation on this difficult border even as the speaker 

disconcertingly plays with what other poems are “about”? What is the more than human 

it -  “Some lineament or character, / Some affluence” -  that poems should not only bear 

but which bears or gives poems themselves even as it withdraws from our approach? 

What leaves us the room or the stanza? Or what leaves us room to write but leaves with 

what we would write?

Berger says that “The Poems from Stevens’ last phase -  everything from 1950 

onward -  could be considered versions of the tombeau in that they devise figures for the 

poet’s legacy after d e a t h . I  would argue that ‘As You Leave the Room’ does more 

than merely “devise” a figure “for the poet’s legacy after death.” Bloom says '‘’First 

Warmth is perhaps too simple, or even simplistic, a palinode, a turning against a poetic
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lifetime’s reductions to that imagined thing, a First Idea.” Thus “The revisions o f First 

Warmth in As You Leave the Room  are postponed until Stevens first allows him self a 

unique moment o f satisfaction at his own achievement as a poet.” ''*̂  I hope I have shown 

in this chapter how I understand “satisfaction” in a different sense than Bloom. But he 

goes on to suggest that “Perhaps remembering Blake’s declaration, in his last letter, that 

dying was no more than going out o f one room and into another, Stevens addresses 

him self as though he were dying.” The reference to B lake’s last letter is pertinent. Blake 

says “ I have been reduced to a Skeleton from which I am slowly recovering” and reminds 

George Cumberland that

Flaxman is Gone & we must All soon follow every one to his Own Eternal
House Leaving the Delusive Goddess Nature & her Laws to get into Freedom
from Law o f the M emebers into The Mind in which everyone is King &
Priest in his own House'"^"^

We have seen how Stevens’ “touch, touch” recalls Ham let’s first soliloquy: “O 

that this too, too sullied flesh would melt [...] // O God! God!” Now, with Blake’s last 

letter in mind, we can configure another relation between Hamlet and ‘As You Leave the 

Room’. To conclude this chapter I would like to think about Polonius in conversation 

with Hamlet. Thwarted by H am let’s feigned madness, Polonius asks,

-  Will you walk out o f the air my lord?
Hamlet'. Into my grave?
Polonius'. Indeed, that’s out o f the air -

Later in the play the two encounter each other again. Polonius comes to summon Hamlet 

to the Queen but Hamlet asks.

Do you see yonder cloud that’s almost in shape o f a camel?
Polonius'. By th ’ mass and ’tis -  like a camel indeed.
Hamlet'. M ethinks it is like a weasel.
Polonius'. It is backed like a weasel.
Hamlet'. Or like a whale.
Polonius: Very like a whale.
Hamlet'. Then I will come and see my mother by and by.'"'^

If Stevens is creating “versions o f the tombeau'” in his last poems then it is in the 

manner o f Hamlet in outrageous conversation with Polonius. For Hamlet is always
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testing Polonius. He tests the old man’s impatience for unity; his susceptible recognizing 

o f projected images in the ambiguous shapes of clouds; his belief in a simple dichotomy 

of inside and outside. Polonius attempts to draw Hamlet outside, out of his mad 

conversation into a reasonable colloquy, but Hamlet would walk out o f the air and into 

his grave. Harold Jenkins says of Polonius’s invitation to “walk out of the air” that “The 

implication of being out of doors conflicts with earlier indications for this scene, or 

would conflict if it did not rather afford an interesting instance of the unlocalized 

s t a g e . W e  might think of the “unlocalized stage” of ‘As You Leave the Room’. If 

there is any “satisfaction” here it is that the poem does more than the poet can know or 

say. The poem is on the stage or divide between occasion and knowledge and this is the 

border on which Derrida is tempted to read Heidegger. Throughout this chapter I have 

attempted to read Stevens on this border. This is the creative thermometry that poems in 

conversation calibrate. The conversations we have been tracing are on this threshold 

between our impatience for figuration because we seek unity right away and a creative 

demand for a negative capability that allows us to wait patiently within the work of 

conversation. Stevens’ poems in creative conversation risk the difference between the 

performative and the constative, which is the difference between the path o f thought and 

its content. If ‘As You Leave the Room’ is about anything, then it is about -  

extravagantly about -  that which absolutely departs: the poem performs the work of love 

in recollecting the one who is dead as repetition forward. For what leaves us the room of 

the poem, or, literally, its stanzas, is room for poet and reader to converse with the poem; 

it is an incessant occasion of leaving, which allows us and the poet to leaf again through 

his Collected Poems.
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Conclusion

At the end of the final chapter we touched on Hamlet in conversation with Polonius. We 

can examine this conversation with the help of Matthew Arnold and Robert Browning. 

Hamlet has entered the scene ^"reading on a book" and eventually Polonius asks him,

-  What do you read, my lord?
Hamlet. Words, words, words.
Polonius. What is the matter, my lord?
Hamlet. Between who?
Polonius. I mean the matter that you read, my lord.
Hamlet. Slanders, sir. For the satirical rogue says here that old men have 
grey beards, that their faces are wrinkled, their eyes purging thick amber and 
plum-tree gum, and that they have a plentiful lack of wit, together with most 
weak hams -  all which, sir, though I most powerfully and potently believe, 
yet I hold it not honesty to have it thus set down. For yourself, sir, shall grow 
old as I am -  if like a crab you could go backward.
Polonius [aside] Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t. -  Will 
you walk out o f the air, my lord?
Hamlet. Into my grave?
Polonius. Indeed, that’s out of the air. -  [Aside] How pregnant sometimes his 
replies are -  a happiness that often madness hits on, which reason and sanity 
could not so prosperously be delivered of.'

Commentators variously conjecture that Hamlet is reading Juvenal’s Satires,
‘j

Guazzo’s Civil Conversation or Erasmus’s The Praise o f  Folly. But surely after his 

encounter with The Ghost, Hamlet has other things on his mind:

Remember thee?
Ay, thou poor Ghost, whiles memory holds a seat 
In this distracted globe. Remember thee?
Yea, from the table o f my memory 
I’ll wipe away all trivial fond records.
All saws o f books, all forms, all pressures past 
That youth and observation copied there,
And thy commandment all alone shall live 
Within the book and volume of my brain.
Unmixed with baser matter.^

Despite this, Hamlet cannot leave his commonplace book alone. The word 

“table” in line 98 (meaning “tablet; a flat surface bearing or designed to bear, an
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inscription, effigy etc.”) prompts “My tables. Meet it is I set it down / That one may 

smile and smile, and be a villain [ .. .] / /  [Hamlet] writes"' nine lines later. Hamlet will not 

rely on the table of his memory so he brings out his tables (“carried by gentlemen for 

noting down memoranda”)'̂  to set down a new saw even as he vows to wipe away all 

aphorisms nonessential to the ghost’s command. One feels the same ambivalence in ‘As 

You Leave the Room’ (OP 117-18). The speaker wonders whether he has lived a 

skeleton’s life as a poet or “as a disbeliever in reality”: what has been the “matter” with 

this life? has it been just a matter of “Words, words, words”? Yet as he reassures himself 

he has not lived as such a skeleton of words, he has recourse to his poems, the very things 

that prompted his question. Even the “something I could touch, touch every way” recalls 

a “trivial fond” record from Browning, a line of poetry become one o f the “pressures 

past” that “youth and observation copied” in Stevens’ memory. For as Holly Stevens 

notes, “On the back of the page [of Stevens’ journal] carrying the entry for August 5,

1899, my father wrote: ‘Till lo! a little touch and youth was gone. Browning -  

Grammarian’s Funeral.’”  ̂ Astonishingly, this is still copied in “the book and volume” of 

Stevens’ brain almost fifty six years later. On February 17, 1955, around the time when I 

conjecture that Stevens writes ‘As You Leave the Room’, he explains, in a letter to the 

baffled Peter H. Lee,

[The Poet] cannot speak the common language and continue to write poetry 
any more than he can think the common thought and continue to be a poet. It 
is not a matter of a great difference but just of a difference and this you know 
already. It is like Browning’s

Lo, a
little touch and youth is gone!

which becomes

Lo, a
slight change and Monsieur ceases to mean a damned thing.

No one tries to be more lucid than I do. If I do not always succeed, it is not a 
question o f my English, nor of yours, but I should say o f something not 
communicated because not shared.

(L 873)
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In Stevens’ early poem, ‘On the Manner of Addressing Clouds’,̂  “Gloomy 

Grammarians in golden gowns” are

Funest philosophers and ponderers,
Their evocations are the speech of clouds.
So speech o f your processionals returns 
In the casual evocations of your tread 
Across the stale mysterious seasons.

(CP 55-56)

These grammarians are an ominous mixture of Polonius and Hamlet’s father’s ghost. But 

we should think of their “tread / Across the stale mysterious seasons” and ask with 

Browning, “how should spring take note / Winter would follow?”  ̂ “For yourself, sir,” 

Hamlet says to Polonius, “shall grow old as I am -  if  like a crab you could go backward.” 

Hamlet is older than Polonius because of the ghost’s revelations, which no one else can 

know. But as Stevens inquires about the grammar of “a little touch” or “slight change” as 

it becomes “something I could touch, touch every way” in ‘As You Leave the Room’, 

this poem demonstrates the same mad reversal of time. As we said in chapter five, it 

“seems to deport what has always, from all time, already taken place toward the coming 

of the to-come” as it inquires into the grammar of “the instance of what will already have 

taken place”.* This is the imminence of Browning’s poem approaching ‘As You Leave 

the Room’, which becomes a conversation that allows this poem to approach its event as 

detour just as the youthful Hamlet toys with the old grammarian Polonius. In both 1899 

and 1955, when Stevens recalls ‘A Grammarian’s Funeral’, Browning’s grammar is 

altered as his “the” becomes an “a”:

He, whom we convoy to his grave aloft.
Singing together,
He was a man bom with thy face and throat.
Lyric Apollo!
Long lived he nameless: how should spring take note 
Winter would follow?
Till lo, the little touch, and youth was gone!^
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Stevens’ recalling of Browning is pregnant with meaning as ‘As You Leave the 

Room’ incubates the language of the sense. Arnold would say that Browning’s line is a 

“touchstone” for Stevens

Indeed there can be no more useful help for discovering what poetry belongs 
to the class of the truly excellent, and can therefore do us most good, than to 
have always in one’s mind lines and expressions of the great masters, and to 
apply them as touchstones to other poetry.''

Arnold’s “touchstones” test not only the quality of poetry but our moral worth. These 

touchstones are important because

The characters o f a high quality of poetry are what is expressed there. They 
are far better recognised by being felt in the verse of the master, than by being 
perused in the prose of the critic. Nevertheless if  we are urgently pressed to 
give some critical account of them, we may safely, perhaps, venture on laying 
down, not indeed how and why the characters arise, but where and in what 
they arise.

The venerable speaker in ‘The Planet on the Table’ says of Ariel’s poems, “What 

mattered was that they should bear / Some lineament or character, / Some affluence...” 

{CP 532-33). We should bear these lines in mind when Arnold describes where and in 

what the “characters o f a high quality of poetry” arise:

They are in the matter and substance of the poetry, and they are in its manner
and style. Both o f these, the substance and matter on the one hand, the style
and manner on the other, have a mark, an accent, of high beauty, worth and
power. But if we are asked to define this mark and accent in the abstract, our
answer must be: No, for we should thereby be darkening the question, not
clearing it. The mark and accent are as given by the substance and matter of
that poetry, by the style and marmer of that poetry, and of all other poetry

12which is akin to it in quality.

Heeding the poet-critic’s advice, we should be careful about defining Stevens’ 

“affluence” or “high beauty, worth and power” but we can ask about Arnold’s “matter”, 

which he is careful to combine with “substance”. Hamlet puns on “matter” when 

Polonius asks him what he is reading just as he is determined that the ghost’s 

“commandment all shall live / / [ . . .]  unmixed with baser matter.” And, as I suggested in 

chapter four, the word “mattered” resonates at the end o f ‘The Planet on the Table’. At
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the end of this thesis the questions are, what matters in creative conversation? what is the 

matter between poems in conversation? what matter bears poems? “Words, words, 

words” are more than building blocks or cornerstones because in creative conversation 

they are also touchstones, used for testing the quality or affluence of precious alloys.

And as Stevens explains to Peter H. Lee, “It is not a matter of a great difference but just 

of a difference”. The word “touch” is a touchstone in ‘As You Leave the Room’ just as 

“mattered” bears ‘The Planet on the Table’. This is the matter of chapters IV and V. 

Arnold’s “matter and substance” and “manner and style” have “a mark, an accent” and 

“What mattered” in ‘The Planet on the Table’ was that Ariel’s poems “should bear /

Some lineament or character” . Thus Stevens’ “affluence” lets “high beauty, worth and 

power” literally flow towards “this mark and accent”, “Some lineament or character” or 

“something I could touch, touch every way” (what Arnold would call a “concrete” 

example'^).

We are concerned with what Polonius would call the “matter”, “method” and 

“madness” of creative conversation. In the first two chapters the inquiry was into the 

maieutic method of creative brooding. I compared the method of creative conversation to 

“the Socratic process o f assisting a person to bring out into clear consciousness 

conceptions previously latent in the mind”. Although my argument is that this method 

makes poet and reader wary o f the OED's “clear consciousness” and “the mind” : when 

Stevens broods creatively in the manner of Milton and Wordsworth he is not empathizing 

with these poets and these poems do not bring sense to “clear consciousness”. Polonius’s 

asides about Hamlet inadvertently suggest Hamlet’s method could be maieutic if he was 

less mordant: “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t. [...] How pregnant 

sometimes his replies are -  a happiness that often madness hits on, which reason and 

sanity could not so prosperously be delivered of.” Polonius’s “pregnant” means pointed 

or quick-witted but his “delivered o f ’ finally gives birth to the latent meaning just as 

Stevens’ poems incubate a language of the sense that the brooding poet cannot know. 

Polonius’s “method” is derived from the Latin method-us, meaning ‘pursuit of 

knowledge’ or ‘mode of investigation’. Thus “method” means an orderly sequence or 

arrangement o f ideas or mode of procedure. Yet Hamlet’s “method” is “madness” to
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Polonius: his method in dealing with “these tiresome old fools” is to test their impatience 

for unity and to force them into disquisition.

Stevens famously said, “Poetry must resist the intelligence almost successfully” 

{OP 197). This is Arnold’s injunction in ‘The Study of Poetry’ and what Hamlet 

performs in conversation with Polonius. Hamlet is Socratic in the sense that he 

pointedly, playfully but scornfully brings forth meaning latent in what Polonius says. 

Polonius is confused and mistakes Hamlet’s madness but we see how Hamlet’s 

midwifery delivers sense latent in Polonius’ lines, even if it is merely a pun on 

“pregnant” in this context. We learn about (and hence from) Hamlet’s maieutic method 

from what Polonius only half-perceives with this pun. Stevens’ “brooding” performs a 

similar method in conversation with Milton and Wordsworth. His poems retrieve a now 

commonplace word (for “brood” is at once as pregnant with meaning and as empty as 

“matter” or “touch”) and “prosperously” deliver new meaning from familiar canonical 

poems until these poems speak to us paradoxically from the future. We see that these 

poems are pregnant with latent sense not yet delivered; with meaning beyond what we 

can discover if we merely empathize with the poets. One might call this the “affluence” 

of creative conversation as it incubates the language of the sense which neither readers 

nor poets can discover by themselves.

In turn, this maieutic method becomes the occasion of creativity for Stevens. His 

poems become poems because they reach a threshold when the disposition of “Words, 

words, words” is more pressing than the expression of personal effort. The matter of 

Stevens’ late poems is not subjective meaning but the shifting of this threshold in creative 

conversation. This is the method of conversation when it takes on a certain force of its 

own. The madness of this method is that it dictates poems as they unfold into the future 

and infold into the disposition of language; it is beyond our limited “reason and sanity”; it 

tests our impatience to grasp the whole immediately. This is when we “wait”’"* within the 

“rhythm” *̂ of conversation but for we know not what because we cannot represent to 

ourselves what now matters. This is how I understand what Vendler calls Stevens’ late 

“style o f parts as parts” but I see that it is involved with a method of creative 

conversation or the poet giving himself over to the paradoxical “affluence” of 

dispossession. ‘Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour’ meditates this mad economy in
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terms of the “intensest rendezvous”: “Within a single shawl, a single shawl / Wrapped 

tightly round us, since we are poor, a warmth, / A light, a power, the miraculous 

influence” {CP 524). This economy of affluence and poverty is also a thermometry as 

the “warmth” of the “intensest rendezvous” is in relation to the return from the moon to 

the cold evening in section VII of ‘Extracts from Addresses to the Academy of Fine 

Ideas’: “in poverty, / In the exactest poverty, if then / One breathed the cold evening, the 

deepest inhalation / Would come from that return to the subtle centre.” The “intensest 

rendezvous” or the “exactest poverty” of this return is the paradoxical “affluence” of 

dispossession.

In the last three chapters of this thesis I have argued that this maieutic method is 

also the occupation of certain thinkers. I see that Kierkegaard’s “dialectical 

reduplication” as repetition forward informs Heidegger’s injunction to pay attention to 

the path of thought in Identity and Difference rather than the content of this lecture. This 

is also the “border” on which Blanchot and Derrida read Heidegger. Behind all of these 

thinkers we can hear Saint Augustine speaking to us uncannily from the future in chapter 

28 of Book XI of his Confessions:

Suppose I am about to recite a psalm which I know. Before I begin, my 
expectation is directed towards the whole. But when I have begun, the verses 
from it which I take into the past become the object of my memory. The life 
of this act of mine is stretched two ways, into my memory because o f the 
words I have already said and into my expectation because of those which I 
am about to say. But my attention is on what is present: by that the future is 
transferred to become the past. As the action advances further and further, 
the shorter the expectation and the longer the memory, until all expectation is

I n
consumed, the entire action is finished, and it has passed into the memory.

1 RPaul Ricoeur has described the above passage as “the crown jewel” of 

Augustine’s Confessions. It is the third and final stage of his argument about the nature 

of time. As Richard James Severson explains,

In the first stage, the idea of a threefold present was proferred in order to 
resolve the enigma of a being (time) that lacks being. In the second stage, the 
idea of a distension of the mind was proferred in order to resolve the enigma 
of the extension of a thing (time) that has no extension.'^
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Thus by chapter 26, Augustine says, rather than talk of three times (past, present and 

future),

Perhaps it would be exact to say: there are three times, a present o f things
past, a present o f things present, a present of things to come. In the soul there

20are these three aspects of time, and I do not see them anywhere else.

The third stage connects these first two but also establishes an aporia because “Previously 

the present was construed in a passive sense”. But now,

The mind’s attention (intentio praesens), which is the present component of 
‘mental time’, actively relegates expectations into memories. So the theory 
of distensio (what we measure are impressions that indicate extension in the 
mind) is joined to that of the threefold present (time can only exist as the 
present) when expectation and memory are understood both as extensions of

9  Ithe mind and as activities of mental attention.

As Ricoeur says, “The theory of the threefold present, reformulated in terms of 

the threefold intention, makes the distentio arise out of the intentio that has burst 

asunder.” Ricoeur’s thesis is that the distentio is related to the passivity o f impression in

Augustine’s passage: “Therefore, the more the mind makes itself intentio, the more it
22suffers distentioT We are concerned with this aporia and I see creative conversation as 

disquisition into similar difficulties or what I have just called the paradoxical affluence of 

dispossession. Ricoeur’s thesis is that

Augustine’s inestimable discovery is, by reducing the extension of time to the 
distention o f the soul, to have tied this distention to the slippage that never 
ceases to find its way into the heart of the threefold present -  between the 
present of the future, the present of the past, and the present o f the present. In 
this way he sees discordance emerge again and again out of the very 
concordance of the intentions o f expectation, attention, and memory.

It is a paradoxical process approximating to what Ricoeur calls “slippage” that 

allows creative conversation. As Ricoeur says, “It is to this enigma of the speculation on 

time that the poetic act o f emplotment replies” '̂' and we might think about “the poetic act 

of emplotmenf’ in terms of Blanchot’s even more radical notion of le recit. Importantly, 

Ricoeur feels that “The fragile example of the canticus recited by heart [Book XI, chapter 

28, quoted above] suddenly becomes, toward the end of the inquiry, a powerful paradigm
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25for other actiones in which, through engaging itself, the soul suffers distention.” Here 

is the rest o f chapter 28:

What occurs in the psalm as a whole occurs in its particular pieces and its 
individual syllables. The same is true o f a longer action in which perhaps that 
psalm is a part. It is also valid o f the entire life o f  an individual person, 
where all actions are parts o f a whole, and o f the total history o f ‘the sons o f

")f\ " y imen’ (Ps. 30: 20) where all human lives are but parts.

In Ricoeur’s view, “The entire province o f narrative is laid out here in its 

potentiality, from the simple poems, to the story o f an entire life, to universal history.” 

“And yet”, Ricoeur continues, “something is missing from the full sense o f distentio 

animi, which the contrast with eternity alone can provide.” *̂ His point is that “the theme 

o f distention and intention acquires from its setting within the meditation on eternity and 

time an intensification” :

This intensification does not just consist o f the fact that time is thought o f as 
abolished by the limiting idea o f an eternity that strikes time with 
nothingness. Nor is this intensification reduced to transferring into the sphere 
o f lamentation and wailing what had until then been only a speculative 
argument. It aims more fundamentally at extracting from the very experience 
o f time the resources o f  an internal hierarchization, one whose advantage lies

7Qnot in abolishing time but in deepening it.

Severson’s thesis is that these three functions o f  the interaction between eternity 

and time trace a movement from creation to redemption; they sketch a change o f 

perspective from speculation about beginnings to attentiveness to endings. Recalling 

Kierkegaard at this juncture, we might say that “the limiting idea o f  an eternity” is close 

to recollection backward. But eternity “deepening” time beyond “the sphere o f 

lamentation and wailing” is repetition forward; it is the difficult redemption o f  pressing 

forward in the element o f actuality and becoming; when “It is a matter o f  inter-esse, o f 

being-between, o f firmly placing oneself in and amidst the strife o f  temporal 

becoming.”^' Thus Ricoeur’s “deepening” is the redemptive difficulty o f repetition. My 

argument is that there is also a “deepening” o f  time in creative conversation. The 

“slippage” that Ricoeur identifies in his reading o f Augustine’s passage about reciting a 

psalm allows us to see chapter 28 as anticipating at once K ierkegaard’s notion of
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repetition, Blanchot’s recit and as if it is already tracing the border on which Derrida 

feels tempted to read Heidegger. One might argue this “slippage” allows Shakespeare’s 

sonnet 18 and Keats’s ‘Odes’. Stevens describes this final deepening intensification at 

the end of ‘As You Leave the Room’: “And yet nothing has been changed except what is 

/ Unreal, as if nothing had been changed at all.” The final “had” of this poem reaches 

toward “an elevation” other than time but only because in this poem eternity is ventured 

in all its difficult, deepening, hierarchical and redemptive possibilities. In Eliot, on the 

other hand, the “simultaneous” or the “sempiternal” is a “limiting idea” that “strikes 

time with nothingness” as we have seen in chapter three, discussing ‘Tradition and the 

Individual Talent’ and in the final chapter, examining the beginning o f ‘Little Gidding’. 

But in Stevens there is a redemptive possibility in the relation of the eternal with time so 

that creative conversation is an intensification. It is a matter o f inter-esse', a creative and 

passionate being-between, on the threshold “through which the world itself comes to the 

place of the divine” {OP 296).

Frank Kermode would no doubt approve of the last sentences of chapter 28 in 

Book XI o f Confessions. Augustine does not “cut the knot the in silence” and “assume 

the discontinuity” '̂* of the recitation of the psalm. This allows us to think of Augustine’s 

unidentified psalm as a touchstone for the thinker. Stevens said “To read a poem should 

be an experience, like experiencing an act” {OP 191). This recalls Augustine at the end 

of chapter 28: “What occurs in the psalm as a whole occurs in its particular pieces and its 

individual syllables. The same is true of a longer action in which perhaps that psalm is a 

part.” In Latin the last line reads, “hoc in actione longiore, cuius forte particula est illud
'1 C

canticum”. As Stevens says, compounding this Latin line with “the imagination’s 

Latin” and thus creating “The lingua franca et jocundissima” {CP 397):

Winter and spring, cold copulars, embrace 
And forth  the particulars of rapture come^^

{CP 392)

Stevens’ “rapture” portends “rupture” or Augustinian ‘distention’ in time and chapter 28 

records the future plunging to the past through the copulas of a canticle as it is recited out 

of the ungraspable present. Ten lines later in ‘Notes’ II, iv, Stevens writes, “The partaker 

partakes of that which changes him” {CP 392) just as Augustine suggests a psalm may
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become a part of a longer action {actione longiore) and just as one should read an 

Amoldian touchstone on a particular occasion. But it is the next chapter in Book XI of 

Confessions in which Augustine talks of the particulars of rupture:

‘Because your mercy is more than lives’ (Ps. 62: 4),^^ see how my life is a 
distension in several directions. [...] The storms o f incoherent events tear to 
pieces my thoughts, the inmost entrails of my soul, until that day when, 
purified and molten by the fire of your love, I flow together to merge into

38you.

Augustine’s “confluam” (“I flow together”) is changed in creative conversation to 

“affluence”. But we can think of Augustine’s river of historical process with many 

cataracts as Swatara, the river with which we began this thesis:

It is certain that the river

Is not Swatara. The swarthy water
That flows round the earth and through the skies.
Twisting among the universal spaces.

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

{CP 444)

The “slippage” that nonetheless allows the final, difficult and redemptive 

“intensification” “Is not Swatara” but is “the border that is ultimately most difficult to 

delineate, because it is always already crossed”. Stevens says “It is being.” This period 

allows the third “That” o f our above extract from ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ to reach 

further than the first two (“It is certain that.. .The swarthy water / That flows...”). “It is 

being.” echoes “It is certain...”, but then the ensuing “That” after its pause is an 

“elevation” {OP 118) into Ricoeur’s third “deepening” as it becomes the redemptive 

difficulty o f repetition: “That is the flock-flecked river, the water, / The blown sheen -  or 

is it air?” However we might define or imagine “That”, it is the poem making “the 

distentio arise out o f the intentio that has burst asunder.” I have argued in chapter one 

that the first “It” of ‘Metaphor as Degeneration’ (quoted above) is at the limit o f the poem 

and of our understanding but it is not used up as it resists nomination. Thus this thesis
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begins with “a man in black space / [ . . . ] /  Brooding sounds o f river noises” {CP 444) and 

ends with “Some affluence” becoming that which leaves the room; “Sits in nothing that 

we know” {CP 444), on the threshold o f becoming as it infolds into “Some lineament or 

character”; “the snow” {this now) o f the poem withdrawing in the “temperate 

sharpness”"̂® o f creative conversation. We can ask again with John D. Caputo, “What is 

the more than human ‘It’ {das 'Es ’) which speaks whenever man speaks, which makes 

itself heard, if  we are attentive enough, whenever human words are uttered?”"*’ “Some 

affluence” is the inter-esse o f Augustinian “confluam”; when we are brooding 

“touchstones” and become attentive to these more than human river noises; when, as in 

psalm 42, “Deep calleth unto deep at the noise o f thy waterspouts: all thy waves and thy 

billows are gone over me”;'̂  ̂when, as Arnold advises, we are not impatient for “how and 

why the characters arise”, but w'ait to hear for “where and in what they arise.” Creative 

conversation is what remains o f this or “That” or “I f’ as the occasion o f leaving the room 

leaves us room and stanzas to question whom we thought we were, beginning with the 

threshold or “dark passages”"*̂ that assure us we have a home, a lineage and a language.

' Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins (London: Arden, 1982), Act II, scene ii, 11. 191-211.
 ̂See Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins, p. 467.
 ̂ Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins, Act 1, scene v, 11. 95-104.
 ̂Jenkin’s notes, Hamlet, pp. 221-22.
 ̂Holly Stevens, Souvenirs and Prophecies: The Young Wallace Stevens (New York; Alfred Knopf, 1977), 

p. 56.
* First published in Harmonium  (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1923) although here the poem is called ‘Of the 
Manner of Addressing Clouds’.
 ̂Robert Browning, ‘A Grammarian’s Funeral’, The Poetical Works (1905; London and New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1949), pp. 350-51,11. 35-36.
* Jacques Derrida, Demeure, with The Instant o f  My Death, L ’instant de ma mort, trans. Elizabeth 
Rottenberg (by Maurice Blanchot) (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2000), p. 49.
® Robert Browning, The Poetical Works (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 1949), pp. 350- 
51,11. 31-37.

In fact, as a letter to his future wife reveals, Stevens bought an edition of The Note-Books o f  Matthew 
Arnold on April 8* 1907. This book is almost a Victorian version of what Hamlet describes as “My tables” 
and is full o f Arnold’s “touchstones” for as Stevens explains “It is made up of quotations jotted down by 
him from day to day, and o f lists o f books to be read at various times” {L 101).
"  Matthew Arnold, ‘The Study o f Poetry’, Matthew Arnold: Essays on Literature, ed. F. W. Bateson 
(London: University o f London Press, 1965), p. 116.

Ibid., p. 118.
Ibid.
See “I’attente” in Maurice Blanchot, L ’attente I ’oubli (Paris: Gallimard, 1963), p. 81.
See “le rythme” in Maurice Blanchot L 'entretien infmi (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), p. 43.
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