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The e s s e n t ia l  poem a t the center o f th in g s .
The a r ia s  th a t s p ir i tu a l  f id d lin g s  make,
Have gorged the c a s t- ir o n  o f our l iv e s  w ith good 
And the c a s t- ir o n  o f  our works. But i t  i s ,  dear 

s i r s ,
A d i f f i c u l t  apperception , th is  gorging good, 
Fetched by such s lic k -e y e d  nymphs, th is  e s s e n t ia l  

gold .
This fo r tu n e 's  f in d in g , d isposed  and re-d isp osed  
By such s l ig h t  g e n ii in  such p a le  a ir ,

("A P rim itive l ik e  an Orb")

i i i



I N T R O D U C T I O N



This paper con cen trates on only one o f  Wallace 

Stevens' poems, "The Man w ith  the Blue Guitar" (CP 165), 

which was w ritten  in  1936-37. Stevens had published h is  

f i r s t  volume. Harmonium, in  1923 a t the age o f 44, and had 

then w ritten  very l i t t l e  fo r  alm ost ten  years. O stensib ly  

he was s o l id ify in g  h is  b u sin ess p o s it io n  in  Hartford, but 

he was a lso  deeply reth in k in g  h is  understanding o f poetry  

and o f h im se lf as p o e t . That he changed considerably during 

th ese  ten years i s  apparent in  h is  second volume. Ideas o f  

Order, pub lished  in  1935. Here he i s  s t i l l  the poet o f  

Harmonium, but he has taken h im se lf to  task  over the lu sh ­

n ess and d iffu se n e s s  of the e a r l ie r  book, and i s  now in te n t  

on d is c ip lin in g  h is  im agination , g iv in g  a firm er order to  

i t s  energy. The probing o f  the sensual has given way to  an 

in crea sin g  inw ardness, a concern fo r  the inner balance and 

how i t  i s  ach ieved . The poet joys le s s  in  h is  purely imag­

in a t iv e  f l i g h t s ,  drawing back now to examine h is  resources, 

now to  suggest a te n ta t iv e  p o e t ic  theory. This poetry o f  

the 30'3  and in to  the 4 0 's i s  ch aracterized  by Stevens' 

concern to  r e la te  t h is  in c r ea s in g ly  inward s e l f  to what i s  

happening o u ts id e  in  the n atu ra l and p o l i t i c a l  worlds — and 

happening w ith  such an alarm ing, impinging in te n s ity  during 

th ese  y ea rs.
I think in  Notes Towards a Supreme F ic tio n  (1942)
iThe n o ta t io n a l scheme employed i s  standard by now. 

The key i s ;  C o llec ted  Poems (CP)
Opus Posthumous (OP)
The N ecessary Angel (NA)



Stevens in te g r a te s  every th in g  he has h ith er to  d e a lt  w ith , 

and th a t t h is  long poem i s  h is  f u l l e s t  and stro n g est s t a t e ­

ment o f h is  v is io n  o f  h im se lf  and h is  r e la t io n  to the world 

around him. The poetry  th a t fo llo w s in  the la t e  4 0 's and 

5 0 '8 , u n t i l  h is  death in  1955, i s  no longer s p l i t  between 

in s id e  and o u ts id e , the mind and the world, im agination and 

r e a l i t y  (S tevens' fa v o r ite  p o lar  p a ir ) .  The problem o f an 

im agining mind e ith e r  en joy ing  or escap ing from a p h ysica l 

world i s  no lon ger a concern, fo r  t&e mind i s  now seen as 

nourished by the w orld, and the world i s  seen as requ ir ing  

the mind in  order fo r  i t  to  be conceived . Thus mind and 

w orld, im agination and r e a l i t y ,  are part o f , are the two 

p o les  o f ,  p ercep tion  i t s e l f .  They are in sep arab le . The 

dualism , fo r  S teven s, has been overcome.

The u n ity  th at Stevens a ffirm s i s  thus a u n ity  

compounded o f  the p o les  o f  the e a r l ie r  dichotomy. The 

s t i l l  cen ter  he ach ieves embraces both p o le s , and h is  poems 

can be seen as m ed itation s emerging from th is  seren ity  and 

retu rn in g  to  i t .  There i s  f in a l ly  no where e l s e  to  go.

The overwhelming assurance o f  verbal f e l i c i t y  in  th ese la t e  

poems i s  shared on ly by Shakespeare in  h is  la te  p la y s . But 

i t  i s  an e q u a lity  th a t goes beyond verbal power as we common­

ly  observe i t ,  as say in  K eats, Tennyson, and Dylan Thomas, 

fo r  what we see i s  two g ia n t minds engaged in  what has been 

c a lle d  "the dance o f  l i f e , "  co n tin u a lly  crea tin g  and d is -



so lv in g  f ig u r e s , thou ghts, draunas. I t  i s  l i f e  as a dream 

not because i t s  harshness or t r i v i a l i t y  or mere appearances 

annoy or d ece iv e  u s , but because sometimes the mind seems 

to  be ab le to  a t ta in  such a s ta te  o f  consciousness th a t i t  

i s  i t s  own supreme r e a l i t y .  For Stevens and Shakespeare the 

mind i s  f in a l ly  am elem ental renewing fo rce , and because i t  

thus p a r t ic ip a te s  in  the on-going l i f e  p rocesses o f  b ir th , 

growth, and death, and because both men are a r t i s t s ,  the 

mind of each f in d s  i t s  formal eq u iva len t in  h is  a r t . While 

such a remark i s  a ll- to o -o b v io u s  in  r e la t io n  to Cvmbeline, 

P e r ic le s . A W inter's T a le , and the Tempest, i t  perhaps has 

not been r e a liz e d  th a t most o f  Stevens' poems w ritten  in  

the 5 0 ' s are stru ctu red  in terms o f a sim ple renewal. An 

impoverished s itu a t io n  i s  plumbed to  the very depths o f  i t s  

s p ir i tu a l  inadequacy, a turn in g  p o in t i s  reached, and the 

im a g in a tion 's power i s  affirm ed as a new world i s  r ic h ly  

brought in to  b e in g . Shakespeare's continual dram atization  

o f  death and r e b ir th  in  the la t e  p lays i s  only a more ex­

p l i c i t  form o f  the same g e s tu re , that o f  lo s s  and gain .

I do n ot want to  go too p a r t ic u la r ly  in to  Stevens' 

t o t a l  developm ent, more s p e c i f ic  elem ents o f which w il l  

emerge in  the pages below, but i t  i s  necessary to  say as 

much as I have in  order to lo c a te  "The Man w ith the Blue 

Guitar" and to  understand my approach to  i t .  I see i t  as 

Stevens' major e f f o r t  to  come to  terms with h is  own develop­



in g  v is io n  as i t  was s h if t in g  from Harmonium towards “N otes” 

and the la t e r  poems. The lo s s -g a in  stru ctu re  th a t charac­

t e r iz e s  the la t e r  poetry i s  p refigu red  h ere , k  f ix ed  s ta te  

i s  sh a tter ed , delved  in to  u n t i l  bottom i s  touched and the 

p o te n t ia l  i s  recogn ized , then t h is  p o te n t ia l i s  explored  

u n t i l  f in a l ly  r e a liz e d . This gesture i s  more complicated  

in  the “Blue Suitar" than in  the la t e r  poems because Stevens 

has n o t y e t c e n tra liz e d  i t ,  and he wants to g et a l l  o f  the 

co m p lex itie s  in to  i t .  He i s  not sure where he i s  going and, 

fo r  th is  reason , i s  u t t e r ly  f a i th f u l  to  the actual process  

o f  d iscovery  he i s  going through. The poem s t r ic t ly  mirrors 

t h i s  process and my d iscu ss io n  p rim arily  aims at e s ta b lish in g  

i t s  s tru ctu re .

By the time of the la t e r  p oetry , Stevens can 

“s im p lify ” h is  v is io n  in  the same way that Shakespeare “sim­

p l i f i e d ” h i s .  We could see  th is  as a rr iv in g  at a deeper, 

more e s s e n t ia l  renewal p attern  underlying the e a r lie r ,  more 

confused p a tte r n s . Just as Shakespeare fu ses both comic and 

tr a g ic  elem ents in  h is  f in a l  p la y s , Stevens grants each o f  

h is  two p o le s  i t s  due by subsuming both  in  a la rg er  u n ity . 

Most o f the poems from the 5 0 's begin  w ith a statem ent o f  

our poverty and descend in to  the barrenness and lo s s  th is  

in v o lv e s . But then a turn ing  p o in t i s  reached, a “cure” i s  

d iscovered , and the poem clim bs up in to  a v is io n  o f radiance. 

Loss and ga in . Through the reco g n itio n  o f change, lo s s ,



death, a l iv in g  cen ter  i s  uncovered th a t generates the 

a ffirm a tio n  o f  in c r e a se , r e b ir th , l i f e .  Stevens can be 

seen to  move around and about t h is  sim ple pattern  in  many 

o f  h is  e a r ly  poems, sometimes s tr e s s in g  the lo s s ,  sometimes 

the g a in , but never c le a r ly  see in g  h im se lf as representa­

t iv e  man squarely  in  the cen ter  o f  t h is  c y c le . “Blue G uitar” 

i s  a t  l e a s t  one o f  the poems (whether there are others i s  

r e a l ly  not very im portant) th a t stru ctu res Stevens' move­

ment out o f  the p erip h era l and sc a ttered  regions o f  th is  

la rg e  c y c l ic  p a ttern  o f renewal towards the l iv in g  center  

o f  i t .

I th ink  i t  i s  im portant to  appreciate the fa c t  

th a t S tevens, even when probing in  a v a r ie ty  o f d iffe r e n t  

d ir e c t io n s  in  h is  ea r ly  p o etry , always returns to  the v is io n  

o f  a man who does embody the wholeness Stevens only f in a l ly  

a r r iv e s  a t .  This f ig u re  appears under many g u ises (the 

p h ilosop h ers' man, the rab b i, c en tra l man, major man, the 

hero, e t c . ) ,  i s  trea ted  in  a v a r ie ty  o f ways (com ically , 

t r a g ic a l ly ,  in c r e d u lo u s ly ) , and i s  u su a lly  grasped in  

fu ture tim e - -  thus used as a co n tra st to  our p resen t, 

more lim ite d  co n d itio n . I keep returning to  th is  figu re  

throughout the fo llo w in g  pages, fo r  he i s  a major strand  

in  the them atic p a ttern , so here I on ly  want to  e s ta b lish  

the general s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  cen tra l man (as I w i l l  here­

a f te r  u su a lly  r e fe r  to  him ). As Stevens moves c lo ser  and



c lo s e r  to  b e la*  the man who i s  whole, who can synthe­

s iz e  u n sa tis fa c to r y  d u a l i t ie s ,  we r e a liz e  that the 

cen tra l man fu n ctio n s  n ot merely as a kind of w ish -fu l-  

f i l lm e n t , but as a concrete stim ulus fo r  growth. I argue 

below th a t i t  i s  in  "Blue Guitar" th a t Stevens seems to  

d isco v er  th is  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f cen tra l man, and th a t he 

does 80 by working with h is  conception  o f the cen tra l poem 

(which i s  the w holeness o f  the cen tra l man's v is io n , h is  

h yp ercon sc iou sn ess). As he moves towards h is  understanding 

o f  the cm itral poem, he moves sim ultaneously  c lo se r  to  

being the ce n tra l man. I t  seems c lea r  to me th a t Stevens 

ach ieves t h is  s ta tu s  by the time o f  "Notes," although he 

con tinu es to  im p l ic i t ly  deny t h is  in  h is  poetry . Neverthe­

le s s  I th ink  we are forced  to read h is  la t e  poems as being  

informed by the one, unspoken cen tra l poem that i s  the p o e t 's  

ripened awareness.

Let me here o f f e r  one word o f  caution . Because 

"Blue Guitar" comes in  the middle o f  a process o f  develop­

ment from one major p o e t ic  stance to  another, i t  partakes 

o f  both . We f in d  the lu sh n ess , th e r h e to r ic , the fru s­

tr a t io n  o f  the e a r l ie r  sta n ce , and we a lso  find  the leaner  

s t y le ,  the tough-minded a n a ly s is , the major is su e s  , and 

the su ggestion s o f  se r e n ity  o f  the la t e r  sta n ce . Because 

the poem i s  one o f  growth, because i t  charts a process of 

growth, i t  both p o in ts  backwards to  the roots and onwards 

to  the f lo w ers . I t  i s  consequently a complex poem, one
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th a t o fte n  seems to  f a l l  ap art. I try  to provide a 

way in to  the poem th a t lo c a te s  the overrid in g  pattern  

and the minor correspondences, w ithout damaging the 

e s s e n t ia l ly  non-verbal experience underlying i t .  But I 

demand a great d ea l from the g u ita r  p layer in  the poem, 

re fu sin g  to l e t  him back away from the is su e s  ra ised . He 

i s  S tevens' persona, and because Stevens was being r ig o r ­

ous w ith  h im se lf , i t  i s  on ly  r ig h t th a t we be rigorous w ith  

h is  g u i t a r is t .

In con clusion  I quote three passages from Stevens

which serve to  support my a b stra ct statem ents above. He

d e fin e s  h is  unwearying e f f o r t  to  push one stance deeper

to  i t s  u ltim ate  r o o ts , and he o f fe r s  sev era l in s ig h ts  in to

the general development he underwent, a development from a

s in g u la r ly  im aginative p o s it io n  to one of a more fundamental

c e n tr a l i ty .  Let my e n t ir e  paper be considered a commentary

on the fo llo w in g , fo r  I w i l l  not analyze them h ere .

My idea i s  th a t in  order to carry a th ing  to 
the extreme /n e c e s s a r y / to  convey i t ,  one has 
to  s t ic k  to î t  . . . . Given a fix ed  p o in t o f  
view , r e a l i s t i c ,  im a g is t ic , or what you w i l l ,  
everyth in g  a d ju sts  to  th a t p o in t o f  view; and 
the process o f  adjustm ent i s  a world in  f lu x ,  
as i t  should be for  a p o et. But to f id g e t  
w ith  p o in ts  o f  view lead s always to new begin ­
n in gs and in ce ssa n t new beginnings lead to  
s t e r i l i t y .  A s in g le  manner or mood thoroughly 
matured and e x p lo ite d  i s  th a t fresh  th in g .<

^Letter to  W.C. W illiam s, 1917 or 1918, quoted by 
Samuel French Morse, "The N ative Element." In the Achieve-  
ment o f  Wallace Stevens (P h ilad elp h ia ; Brown and H aller,
1 9 6 2 ) , p . 1 9 8 .



When one la  young everyth ing  la  phyalcal; 
when one la  old  everyth in g  la  paychlc.^

One turna w ith  aomething l ik e  fe r o c ity  
toward a land th a t one lo v e a , to  which 
one la  r e a l ly  and e a a e n t la lly  n a tiv e ,  
to  demand that I t  aurrender, rev ea l, 
th a t  In I t s e l f  which one lo v e s . This 
la  a v i t a l  a f f a ir ,  not an a f f a ir  o f  the 
h eart (as I t  may be In o n e 's  f i r s t  poems), 
but an a f f a i r  o f  the whole being (as In 
o n e 's  l a s t  poems), a fundamental a f fa ir  
o f  l i f e ,  o r , ra th er , an a f f a ir  o f funda­
mental l i f e ;  80 th a t o n e 's  cry o f  0 Jeru­
salem becomes l i t t l e  by l i t t l e  a cry to  
something a l i t t l e  nearer and nearer u n t il  
a t  l a s t  one c r ie s  out to  a l iv in g  name, a 
l i v i n g  p la c e , a l iv in g  th in g , and In cry­
in g  out co n fesse s  openly a l l  the b it t e r  
se c r e tio n s  o f  ex p er ien ce .^

5"Adagla" (OP 167)

^"John Crowe Ransom: Tennessean" (OP 260)
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Stevens tw ice in d ica ted  that the stru cture o f  

"Blue Guitar" was q u ite  c a su a l. On the d u st-jack et o f  

The Man w ith  The Blue Guitar (1937) he d escrib es the t i t l e  

poem as merely a a e r ie s  o f jo t t in g s  on "the in cessa n t con- 

ju n ction in g  between th in gs as they are and th ings imag­

ined ,"  w hile in  one o f  h is  l e s s  whim sical responses to 

P o g g io li he says th a t h is  gen eral in ten tio n  was "to say 

a few th ings th a t I f e l t  im pelled  to say 1 . about r e a lity ;  

2 . about the im agination; 3 . th e ir  in te r r e la t io n s ;  and 

4. p r in c ip a lly , my a t t itu d e  toward each o f these th in gs. 

This i s  the general scope o f the poem, which i s  confined  

to the area o f  poetry  and makes no pretense o f going be­

yond th a t a r e a ." l I do not in tend  to  fo llow  Stevens too  

c lo s e ly  on h is  claim  to  ca su a ln ess , fo r  b esid es the char­

a c ter  o f  "Blue Guitar" i t s e l f ,  Stevens was d e lig h t fu lly  

m isleading and im pish w ith  c r i t i c s ,  a l l  o f whom seem to  

have accepted h is  remarks as more or l e s s  accurate, and 

perhaps th e ir  commentaries have su ffered  mainly for th is  

reason.

I have d iv id ed  the poem's th ir ty -th r e e  sec tio n s  

in to  four p a r ts . I do n ot arg^e th a t th is  i s  e ith e r  

Stevens' conception  or even a necessary c r i t i c a l  one, 

fo r  I do t h i s  on ly  to  organize more in t e l l ig e n t ly  my

^Wallace S teven s, M attino Domencale. tran s. 
Renato P o g g io li (Milan, 1954), p . 170.
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understanding o f  what i s  tak ing p la ce . I t  i s  p o ss ib le  

to  work out a somewhat d if f e r e n t  arrangement (p a r tic u la r ly  

between P arts II  and I I I ) ,  but th is  i s  not important s in ce  

I am not try in g  to  guess a t  some ca r e fu lly  hidden se c r e t .

I w i l l  emphasize the extrem ely t ig h t  stru ctu rin g  w ithin  

each p art and between p a r ts , fo r  I b e lie v e  the dramatic, 

d ia le c t i c a l  p a ttern s to  be the poem's core. I w i l l  

b r ie f ly  preview  each p art as a whole before descending to  

a ca r e fu l te x tu a l a n a ly s is , and I w i l l  a lso  in d ica te  a f t e r ­

wards what I th ink  has been p resen ted . Thus the length  

o f  the fo llo w in g  a n a ly s is  should not in te r fe r e  with the 

c la r i t y  o f  Idie poem's p rogression .

Before proceed ing to Part I l e t  me say one more 

th in g . The method I employ i s  one th a t leans h ea v ily  on 

other poems and the e ssa y s , but s p e c i f ic a l ly  on three  

poems: "Notes" (CP 380); "A P rim itive Like An Orb"

(CP 440); and "The Rock" (CP 5 25). One reason for th is  

i s  ob vious. S tevens i s  a poet who works obscurely and 

o fte n  r e l i e s  on the accum ulative impact of h is  many poems. 

I t  i s  because he works c o n s is te n t ly  with cer ta in  themes 

th a t one can use one poem to  g e t a t a p a r tic u la r ly  re ­

c a lc it r a n t  phrase in  another. Thus I w i l l  o ften  do th is  

rath er than force  meanings on a passage which may super­

f i c i a l l y  appear to  r e s i s t  them. I use la t e r  works 

prim arily  because I see "Blue Ouitar" as a kind of 

watershed fo r  S teven s, a poem in  which he begins the
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stro n g est (to  t h is  date) re -ev a lu a tio n  o f  h is  previous 

work and stance and pushes c e r ta in  elem ents deeper to ­

wards a la rg er  v is io n . What I w i l l  focus on i s  the way 

these elem ents appear, how they are valued, the way in  

which they undergo transform ations and the to ta l  process  

these transform ations are part o f .  I w i l l  in d ica te  many 

o f  the cr o ss -r e fe r e n c e s  in  fo o tn o te s  in  order to in te r ­

rupt th e te x t  as l i t t l e  as p o s s ib le .

Part I

Part I (S e c tio n s  i  -  v i )  i s  an overture, the 

whole poem played  in  m in iature. I t  s e ts  the tone and 

s t y le ,  e s ta b lis h e s  the v o ic e s , preview s the s ig n if ic a n t  

themes - -  in  sh o r t, i t  s e t s  th e stage fo r  the ensuing per­

formance. Because the r e la t io n s h ip s  in  t h is  poem undergo 

a con tin u al s h i f t  i t  i s  a b so lu te ly  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  a proper 

reading to grasp the i n i t i a l  id e n t i t i e s ,  a t t itu d e s ,  and 

id e a s . The overture p resen ts  us w ith the debate between 

the p layer o f  the blue g u ita r  and an u n id en tif ied  " th ey ." 

Each p resen ts  h is  case; each i s  ob liged  to l i s t e n  to the 

o th er . I t  ends on a luminous n o te , a v is io n  o f  how the 

p o la r ity  they e s ta b lis h  may be transcended. I t  i s  the 

sk ele to n  o f  demand, response, and the generation  o f  a new 

p o s s ib i l i t y  th a t I am in te r e s te d  in  here.

Here i s  the opening se c t io n  in  i t s  e n t ir e ty ;

The man bent over h is  g u ita r ,
Â shearsman o f s o r ts . The day was green.
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They s a id ,“You have a blue g u ita r ,
You do not p lay  tb in g s as they a r e ,”

The man r e p lie d , "Things as they are
lAre changed upon th e blue g u ita r .”

And they sa id  then , "But p lay , you must,
A tune beyond u s , y e t  o u rse lv es ,

A tune upon the b lue g u ita r  
Of th in g s ex a c tly  as they are,"

The narrator who d e f in e s  the p a r t ie s  In the debate above

does not appear anymore In the poem. (I o f fe r  a p o ss ib le

excep tion  to  t h is  b elow .) There I s  no reason to doubt the

v a l id ity  o f  h is  b r ie f  d e sc r ip t iv e  statem ents, and the fa c t

th a t he alm ost Immediately le a v e s  the stage to  the other

a cto rs  su ggests th a t what Is  to  fo llow  w i l l  be e n t ir e ly

dramatic and thus th ere  w i l l  be no p lace fo r  an om niscient

v o ic e . There i s  to  be no f ix e d  ex tern a l reference; vrtiat i s

developed w i l l  come from the bare sta g e . There w il l  be no

s c r ip t  and no prompter. Our ch aracters, th o u ^  they have

found a s ta g e , w i l l  be In search o f an author.

The c o lo r  co n tra st (b lu e versus green) f ix e s  the 

elem ental le v e l  o f  the con fron tation  between p layer and 

audience. He I s  a shearsman "of sorts" - -  and they are an 

audience "of sorts"  a ls o .  They s id e  w ith the green world, 

w hile he defends h is  p la y in g . Readers o f  Stevens Immediately 

recogn ize him use o f  b lue and green to  e s ta b lis h  the p o les
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p
of the Im agination and r e a l i t y  r e s p e c t iv e ly . Here green 

i s  fo r  the w orld, day, "th in gs as they a r e ,” w hile blue  

rep resen ts the m ind's cap acity  to  e f f e c t  th in gs as they  

a re , and the making o f  a "tune beyond." The debate that 

develops between these two v o ic e s  i s  n ot ju st  a d evice to  

g et id eas thrown a g a in st each o th er, but i s  a very rea l and 

con sequ en tia l o p p o sitio n , in v o lv in g  a d e ta ile d  and su b tle  

psychology. The audience b eg in s by merely observing that 

the p layer does n ot p lay  " th ings as they are," w hile he 

calm ly r e p l ie s  th a t  "Things as they a r e / Are changed upon 

the b lue g u ita r ."  They are not s a t i s f ie d  w ith th is  sim ple 

so lu t io n , so they I n s i s t  t h is  tim e: he "must" p lay not 

only " th ings e x a c tly  as they are" but "a tune beyond" s i ­

m ultaneously. ( I t a l i c s  m ine.)

Joseph N. R iddel, one o f  the most a stu te  o f  

Stevens' c r i t i c s ,  might here argue th a t the p layer i s  

free  from time because he has accepted i t  wholly ( The 

C lairvoyant Bye, p . 55)^ and thus lin k  th is  up with "Sun­

day Morning," the acceptance o f  change and death, e t c . ,  

but t h is  would be too s t r i c t  a reading. And when he would

2
The r e la t io n s h ip , n ot the term s, i s  the d i f f i c u l t y .  

"Reality" used in  t h is  way sim ply means the everyday world. 
I t  has no p la to n ic  o verton es. I t  i s  the cen tra l poem and 
the cen tra l man th a t move c lo se r  to the values assoc ia ted  
w ith any heightened  sense o f  the "rea l."  See below sec tio n  
x x i i  fo r  a sim ple d e f in i t io n .

1965), p.

%
Joseph N. R id del, The C lairvoyant Eye (Baton Rouge,
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go on (w ith v a st company th is  tim e) to  defend the  

p la y e r 's  p o s it io n  as one o f  "eschewing transcendence,"  

we would r e a lly  be in  a morass. Then looking to R id d el's  

s p e c if ic  comments on t h is  opening se c t io n , we would find  

him grim ly d is t in g u ish in g  between "poet" and "prophet," 

f in d in g  " v ictory  in  d e fea t,"  and n otin g  the " s e lf -d e fe a t ­

ing" task  o f  tr y in g  to  p lay both "things as they are" and 

a "tune beyond" (pp. I 38  -  1 3 9 ). At t h is  le v e l  o f  under­

stand ing , the paradox urged by the audience i s  d ism issed as 

u n a tta in a b le . But i t  seems to  me th a t the poem i l lu s t r a t e s  

p r e c is e ly  the op p osite  - -  namely the p la y e r 's  a tta in in g  

such a sta tu re  — and i t  i s  thus e s s e n t ia l  fo r  us to  recog­

n ize  the autfaoritv o f  the aud ience. Riddel would id e n tify  

h im se lf  w ith  the p la y er  h ere , whereas i t  i s  d ia le o t io a l ly  

c le a r  th a t the p layer  f in a l ly  a ccep ts the aud ience's de­

mand and grows in to  an understanding o f i t ,  thus becoming 

the la r g er  whole th a t  in c lu d es both o f  these e a r l ie r  

v o ic e s . R iddel f a i l s  to  recogn ize the la rg er  whole being  

groped towards, and thus he too eagerly  adopts the p la y er 's  

h ere-ca su a l s e lf -d e fe n s iv e n e s s .  The p layer i s  b eg u ilin g , 

but d ish o n est as we soon r e a l iz e .  In any ca se , here the 

audience has r e ite r a te d  i t s  p o s it io n , and although they 

do not speak again u n t i l  s e c t io n  v , we are prepared for  

th e ir  stubborn re-en tran ce when they in terru p t the p layer  

and im periously  vouch fo r  th e ir  v is io n  o f  th in g s.
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Thus se c t io n  1 e s ta b lis h e s  the extremes o f  

im agination and r e a l i t y  — the p a r tic u la r s  o f  a common- 

sense world and the power o f  the human mind to work on 

those p a r t ic u la r s . O bviously, each i s  necessary to  the 

o th er , the mind needing something to  work on, th in gs  

needing to  be put in to  some ordered v is io n . Thus the 

opening se c t io n  i s  im portant not in  th a t i t  pretends to 

adopt two v ia b le , ser io u s  p o s it io n s  — fo r  n e ith er  i s  

e x c lu s iv e ly  p o s s ib le  — but because i t  la y s  down a d u a lity  

th a t demands a sy n th e s is . The p la y er ’s response to the 

a u d ien ce's  demand th a t he be more resp on sib le  to "things 

as they are" i s  too e a s i ly  g iv e n . He d o esn 't care what 

they c a l l  h i s  p la y in g  - -  he ju s t  w ishes to be l e f t  alone.

The tone o f  se c t io n  i i  ca su a lly  defends the under­

ly in g  ser io u sn ess  and fr u s tr a tio n  o f the p la y e r 's  p o s it io n , 

but we a ls o  see more deeply in to  th at p o s it io n . He knows 

th at a l l  he can do i s  "patch" th e  world he wants to cap­

ture w holly — fo r  he i s  on ly  a shearsman, one who cuts
4

out and p ie c e s  to g e th e r . But i t  i s  not an ordinary world

he wants to capture :

I s in g  a h e r o 's  head, la rg e  eye.
And bearded bronze, but not a man,

Although I patch him as I can
And reach through him almost to man.

For other uses o f  "patch" see "July Mountain"
(OP 114); "Prim itive" (x) ; and the code to  N otes," quoted 
below in  connection  w ith "Blue Guitar" sec tio n  v i .
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Ha wants to  p lay  an h ero ic  w orld, to  begin with the hero

(A tune beyond") and work w ith  him u n t i l  he a lso  represen ts

ordinary man (one example o f  "th ings as they are"), but

s tr a in  as he might he cannot bring the two togeth er .^  80

he rath er c a v a lie r ly  to s s e s  th e problem o f f .  But In se c tio n

11 1  we see th at ju s t  the mention o f the hero has touched o f f

the fu lln e s s  o f h is  dream. The r e s tr a in ts  have been washed

away, and the ten  l in e s  o f  t h is  se c tio n  are pure wishing:

Ah, but to  p lay man number one.
To d r iv e  the dagger In h is  h eart.

To la y  h is  brain  upon the board ,
And p ick  the a cr id  co lo rs  out . . .

The fr u s tr a t io n  ev id en t In the d isson ant p lay in g , the v io ­

le n t  Imagery, and the s in g le  uncompleted sentence, a l l  

betoken the Im p o ss ib ility  o f so lu tio n  a t  th is  p o in t. The 

murder-lmagery I s  evidence th a t  h is  thwarted d esire  may 

p o te n t ia l ly  turn d e s tr u c t iv e ly  upon h im se lf. Man number 

one (or the hero) I s  beyond h is  a b i l i t y  to  p lay , and a l l  he 

manages to  do here Is  to p i l e  Image on Image In a savage 

attem pt to m anipulate h is  Im agination and force I t  to  en­

gender th in g s . As Stevens says elsew here, "to Impose Is  

n o t /  To d iscover" ("Notes" I I I ,  v l l ) ,  and here the d ls so -

^For an In te r e s t in g  p o s s ib i l i t y  that the hero I s  
Jove see Stevens' statem ents on Jove (OP 205) and the sim­
i la r  passage In "Sunday Morning" (111).

^See "Prim itive" (x and x l)  fo r  a more h ig h ly  de­
veloped and serene d e sc r ip tio n  o f  the hero employing the 
same Images.
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nance th a t p a r t ia l ly  p le a se s  s t i l l  cannot allow  the de­

sired  form 's d isco v ery . Thus the se c t io n  f a l l s  in to  an 

e l l i p s i s ,  which in  the poem i s  always evidence o f weakness
•7

and/or fr u s tr a t io n .

The "hero" and "man number one" are variou sly

"the cen tra l man," "major man," "the philosopher,"  "the

scholar ,"  "the rabbi,"  e t c .  He i s :

The im possib le p o ss ib le  p h ilo so p h er 's  man.
The man who has had the time to think enough,
The ce n tra l man, the human g lob e, responsive  
Who in  a m illio n  diamonds sums us up.

(A sides on the Oboe" CP 250)

This composite f ig u re  takes on many names as we read through 

Stevens' C o llected  Poems, but he i s  always that man who has 

thought and f e l t  enough to have arrived  a t a supreme order­

in g  o f h is  exp erien ce , an ordering th a t does ju s t ic e  to  

the f ie r c e n e s s  o f  both the a ctu a l w orld 's re s is ta n ce  and 

the human mind's hunger. In other words, he functions as 

the f u l ly  imagined p o te n t ia l o f  human awareness (a condition  

of r ip en ess  - -  not a s t a t i c  s ta te )  - -  s im ila r  to Jungian 

dream f ig u r e s , N ie tzc h e 's  Zarathustra, Kazantzakis'

Odysseus. A ll o f  these f ig u r e s  operate as extreme demands 

fo r  growth, w hile  a t  the same time in d ic a t in g  the d irec tio n  

and q u a lity  of th a t growth.

The fr u s tr a t io n  the p layer  f e e l s  a t not being able

7
A s im ila r  e l l i p s i s  occurs in  se c tio n s  x i i  and xx.
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to  overcome the d ista n ce  sep ara tin g  man number one from 

ordinary man i s  the key to  the tr a n s it io n  in to  sectio n  

iv .  The audience has in s is t e d  th a t he must be more a tte n ­

t iv e  to "things as they are,"  so h ere , rather than h on estly  

face what they mean, he a l t e r s  th e ir  meaning o f "things as 

they are" so th a t he can mock i t :  "So th a t 's  l i f e ,  then:

Things as they are?" But ob v iou sly  they have not said

that t h is  i s  what l i f e  i s :  in  fa c t  i t  i s  e n t ir e ly  evident

th a t l i f e  fo r  the audience i s  a sy n th es is  o f both p o les ,

which even the p layer yearns fo r  in  h is  stronger moods, 

as we have seen. N everth e less he proceeds to  show how 

f o o lis h  a demand fo r  Just "th ings as they are" would be:

A m illio n  people on one strin g?
And a l l  th e ir  manner in  the th ing.

And a l l  th e ir  manner, r ig h t  and wrong,
And a l l  th e ir  manner, weak and strong? . . .

This i s  t e r r ib le  poetry  (p la y in g ), being n e ith er  blue nor 

green but uniform ly grey. I t  i s  a kind o f p o etic  democracy 

pushed to  i t s  lo g ic a l  id io c y , monotonous, unleavened by 

sense or in te r e s t .  And even the p layer cannot su sta in  such 

p u e r i l i ty  and f a l l s  in to  a spontaneous, sensuous cadenza, 

an apology o f  sounds: "The f e e l in g s  c r a z ily , c r a f t i ly  c a l l , /  

Like a buzzing o f f l i e s  in  autumn a ir ."  This i s  a s h if t

from bad th ink ing to  good p la y in g , and we must get used to

t h is ,  fo r  both th in k in g  and p lay in g  are going on sim ultané-
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o u sly  — sometimes a n ta g o n is t ic a l ly , but a t b est  in  bar-
g

mony. The jazz world he g iv e s  us here i s  one o f  h is  

mastered worlds — the madness o f  h i ^  summer, the r id i -  

n ess  o f  sap p u ls in g  through t r e e s .  He i s  the g u ita r  when 

he f e e l s  so good, and th e buzzing o f  the f l i e s  i s  the same 

as "This buzzing o f  th e blue g u ita r ."  But then ju st as 

c r a f t i ly  he t r i e s  to  s h i f t  back to  "thinking and claim  

th a t "th in g s as they are" are the same as the buzzing o f  

h is  g u ita r , or th a t h i s  f e e l in g s  are r e a lly  "things as they  

are!" In terms o f the a u d ien ce 's  demand th is  i s  an inde­

fe n s ib le  t r ic k ,  fo r  though sounds are a kind o f  meaning 

and Stevens would be the l a s t  p oet to  r e je c t  p o e try 's  

j a s e r ie . in  t h i s  con text the p la y e r 's  pure defense i s  de­

f i n i t e l y  a d iv ersio n a ry  t a c t i c .  He knows i t  and the audi­

ence knows i t .

They have l is t e n e d  lo n g  en ou ^  to  h is  monologue, 

and they break in  w ith  a lo n g , tw en ty -six  l in e  crescendo
Q

th a t e f f e c t iv e ly  overwhelms ( s i le n c e s )  the p la y er . They 

f o r c e fu lly  r e je c t  h i s  im aginative defense o f h is  v is io n  o f  

the is o la te d  h ero . And here we f in a l ly  get a glim pse in to

^Although t h is  i s  an obvious ten sion  throughout the 
poem, se c t io n  x x iv  e x p l i c i t l y  recogn izes i t :  "I p lay . But 
t h is  i s  what I th in k .

^ S ection s i - i v  are ten  l in e s  each; se c tio n  v tw elve 
l in e s ;  se c t io n  v i  fourteen  l i n e s .  The opening o f  th is  cre­
scendo a lso  b eg in s w ith  the th ree  lo n g est l in e s  in  the e i^ t *  
s y l la b le  base th a t has been more or l e s s  regular up to  t h is  
p o in t . The a u d ien ce 's  w eighty s t y le  thus supports th e ir  
desperate p le a .
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the depth o f  t h e ir  cause, the genuine pain and poverty

th a t i s  the s o i l  o f  th e ir  demand. They do not want to

hear about the “greatn ess o f  poetry" fo r .

The romantic in to n in g , the declaimed clairvoyance  
Are p a rts  o f  a p o th eo sis , appropriate  
And o f  i t s  natu re, the idiom th ereo f.

. . .  But ap o th eo sis  i s  not 
The o r ig in  o f  the major man . . .

("Notes" I ,  ix )

Their r e je c t io n  o f "torches w isping in  the underground" 

r e c a l l s  the s im ila r  r e je c t io n  o f the "golden underground" 

in  "Sunday Morning" fo r  in  both poems the ab so lu te  con­

s o la t io n s  o f  pagan and C hristian  tr a d it io n s  are refused . 

There i s  the su g g estio n  th a t they want only denotative  

language, th a t the r ich n ess o f  connotation  ("The structure  

o f  v a u lts  upon a p o in t o f l ig ^ t" )  i s  an u n sa tisfa c to ry  

masking o f  th e ir  in escap ab ly  harsh and barren world. They 

are su sp ic io u s  o f  the p o e t 's  drowning the actu a l beneath a 

f lo o d  o f  rh e to r ic ;

Day i s  d e s ir e  and n ig h t i s  s le ep .
There are no shadows anywhere.

The earth  fo r  us i s  f l a t  and bare.
There are no shadows. Poetry

Exceeding music must take the p lace  
Of empty heaven and i t s  hymns.

^®See se c t io n s  v i i i  and x x i for  s im ila r  r e je c t io n s  
o f  "gold." I t  i s  periiaps s ig n if ic a n t  th a t the p layer becomes 
analogous to  the woman in  "Sunday Morning," w hile the poet 
in  the e a r l ie r  poem i s  c lo s e r  to the aud ience's p o s it io n  
h ere . The demand fo r  growth, and the d ia le c t ic a l  forms 
e s ta b lish e d , thus take on a c o n s is te n t  stru cture in  Stevens' 
work.
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O urselves in  poetry  must take th e ir  p la ce .
Even In the ch a tte r in g  o f  your g u ita r .

The absence o f  shadows i s  r e ite r a te d  and i s  in d i­

ca tiv e  o f  the p i t i l e s s  l ig h t  they l iv e  in ,  fo r  shadows are 

a p art o f  h ea lth y  d e s ir e , l i g h t  and dark being im p lic it  in  

any rhythm o f  renew al. The extrem ity  o f th e ir  cond ition  

here grounds the sun-darkness imagery that p lays so import­

ant a p art in  “Blue G uitar," fo r  one o f  the stro n g est move­

ments i s  the p la y e r 's  a ffirm a tio n  o f  "chiaroscuro" in  

se c tio n  x iv .^ ^  (I w i l l  ex p la in  the s h i f t  from "shadow- 

le s s"  to  "chiaroscuro" la t e r  o n .) What they demand i s  a 

new myth, a se cu la r  myth, one th a t w i l l  do ju s t ic e  to  th e ir  

exp er ien ce . "Not to  con so le nor sa n c t ify  — but p la in ly  to  

propound" ("Notes" I ,  x ) .  As Stevens says in  h is  "Adagia:" 

"After one has abandoned a b e l i e f  in  god, poetry i s  that 

essen ce which takes i t s  p lace  a s l i f e ' s  redemption" (OP 158) 

This i s  iday the audience turns to  the p layer - -  they have 

nowhere e l s e  to  go. Only the p o et-p la y er  can take th is  

poverty o f  th e ir  l i v e s  and g iv e  i t  form, a s t y le .  Even i f  

a l l  he w i l l  do i s  " ch atter ,"  they have committed them selves 

in to  h is  keeping, they seem to  depend on one o f  Stevens'

^^See the "shadowless" South in  "Farewell to F lo r­
ida" (CP 1 18). The north  wind a ls o  la t e r  fu n ction s in  
"Blue Guitar" as i t  does in  the e a r l ie r  poem.

^^See s p e c i f i c a l ly  S tevens' essa y , "Two or Three 
Ideas" (OP 202-215), vAiich I d iscu ss  below.
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deepest c e r t itu d e s :  th a t the s t y le  o f  poetry i s  the s ty le
12o f l iv in g ,  as i t  i s  th e s t y le  o f im agining gods.

But i t  i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  r e a liz e  th a t though they  

are a t  rook-bottom , they do n o t demand a new and b igger  

l i e .  I f  they  are to  rep lace the gods in  any way, i t  i s  as  

y e t  in  an unconceived form, and one beyond any crude tran s­

feren ce , fo r

To say th e so la r  ch ario t i s  junk 
I s  not a v a r ia tio n  but an end.

("The Pure Good o f  Theory" OP 329)

The g rea t conquest i s  the conquest o f r e a l i t y .  I t  
i s  not enough to p resen t l i f e ,  fo r  a moment, as i t  
mig^t have been.

("Adagia" OP 168)

Phoebus i s  dead, ephebe. But Phoebus was
A name fo r  something th a t never could be named.
There was a p ro jec t  fo r  the sun and i s .

("Notes" I , i )

They demand th a t  he d ed ica te  h im se lf to  th is  pro­

j e c t  o f the sun. They are w ise and know that the balance  

achieved between the f l a t  and bare world and the crea tiv e  

mind o f  the im aginer can on ly be " for a moment f in a l,"

before i t s  form must a ls o  g iv e  way to another. The care

w ith which they v o ice  th e ir  p lea  i s  c a r e fu lly  q u a lif ie d  and 

thus r h e to r ic a l p r e c is io n  i s  fu r th er  evidence o f  th e ir

^^See s p e c i f i c a l ly  S tevens' essa y , "Two or Three 
Ideas" (OP 202-215), which I d isc u ss  below.
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O urselves in  the tune as i f  in  space.
Yet noth ing changed, excep t the p lace

Of th in g s  as they are and only the p lace  
As you p lay  them, on the blue g u ita r  . . .

They are groping fo r  an accurate statem ent o f  th e ir  v is io n  

o f  a u n ity  between mind and world th a t they know can y ie ld  

only momentary f i n a l i t i e s .  . .The b lue guitar/Eecom es 

the p lace  o f  th in g s as they a re ,/A  composing o f  senses o f  

th e g u ita r ,"  because on ly  in  the a r t i s t ' s  hands does the 

a ctu a l world f in d  i t s  c le a r e s t  form. The g u ita r  here i s  

seen as the m eeting ground o f the b lue-green  p o la r ity , en­

dowed w ith  sen ses l ik e  a person, crea tin g  com positions o f  

and fo r  the moment, y e t  p a ra d o x ica lly  a lso  f in a l .

This se c t io n  thus ends on a very h igh  le v e l  o f  con­

cep tio n . N eith er the " f in a l atmosphere" nor the " f la t  and 

bare earth" i s  to  be l o s t  s ig h t  o f ,  but out o f  th is  con­

fro n ta tio n  i s  affirm ed the p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  a renewing re ­

la t io n s h ip . That the g u ita r  i s  f in a l ly  imaged as human 

proves i t  to  be th e p o in t o f con tact between the man who 

p la y s ( id e a l ly  c e n tra l man) and the music he p lays ( id e a lly  

the c e n tra l poem), and the use o f  "senses" in  th is  context

l^T his ca re fu l r h e to r ic a l technique i s  a co n sis ten t  
elem ent in  "Blue G uitar." I t  i s  n ot ju s t  a carefu ln ess  
w ith  language, and a good study could be attem pted. S u ff ic e  
i t  to  say th a t formal p r e c is io n  i s  doubly mandatory in  a 
poem th a t t r i e s  to  d isco v er  i t s e l f  as i t  goes along.
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14occurs in  many oth er poems. Here i s  a t  le a s t  the p o s s i­

b i l i t y  o f  a new "glory" (S tevens was not a fra id  of th is  

word) coming out o f  the very poverty o f our con d ition , the 

p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  ordering the a u d ien ce's seem ingly paradoxical 

demand and making i t  v ia b le  e x p e r ie n t ia lly . This i s  thus 

the f i r s t  h igh  p o in t in  "Blue G uitar," the climax o f  the 

overtu re , and as such i t  has brought to i t s  own momentary 

f in a l i t y  the c o n f l ic t  in  the poem. I t  has given us the 

p rogression  o f  the e n t ir e  poem in  m iniature: the apparent 

in co m p a tib ility  o f  "things as they are" and a "tune beyond;" 

the demand th a t they be syn th esized ; and the v is io n  o f such 

a p o ss ib le  achievem ent.

I want to  c le a r  up a few p o in ts  before proceeding  

to  Part I I .  The p layer has not sim ply defended a purely  

im aginative p o s it io n , one ir r e sp o n s ib le  to "things as they  

are."  He shares the au d ien ce's  impoverished con d ition , and 

he too has a dream fo r  overcoming i t .  He t r ie s  to sin g  the  

h ero 's  head (he cannot even attem pt the whole man) but can­

n ot do th a t and q u ite  reach through him to man as he i s .

And so he chooses the hero. The audience should be seen as 

ex e r tin g  a balancing emphasis — one on "things as they  

are,"  w h ile  the p layer emphasizes the "tune beyond" — but 

both must be understood as embedded in  the same e x is t e n t ia l  

s itu a t io n . They need him to be more resp onsib le  to "things

14por o th er  examples o f  "senses,"  see sec tio n  
x v i i i ;  "Note on Moonlight" (CP 531); "A Clear Day and No 
Memories" (OP 113); "Prim itive" (throughout).
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as they are” because they cannot sin g  the hero. He, 

n ot they , I s  the maker o f  tu n es .

The p layer has thus always thought in  mythic terms 

but has not been ab le to  connect s a t i s f a c t o r i ly  h is  en­

v is io n ed  hero with the surrounding s o c ia l  and p h y sica l world 

(or even w ith  h is  own l i f e ) .

The audi«ace demands not th a t he throw away h is  

concern fo r  myth, but rather th at he lo c a te  i t  more p r e c is e ly  

in  the world o f  “th in g s as they  a r e .” In se c tio n s  i i  and 

i i i  we see the p la y er  i s  is o la te d  and thus fru stra ted , cut 

o f f  in  a world o f  romantic in to n in g  where every attempted  

statem ent i s  i t s  own mockery. Here he pounds h is  head 

a g a in st a w a ll — progress i s  im p o ssib le . The audience pro­

v id es  a way out o f  th is  dilemma, a cure.^^ Because they  

urge him to l i s t e n  to  th e ir  v is io n  o f a balance between the  

r e a l and the imagined, because they urge h is  commitment, 

and because they speak w ith a combined au th o rity  and p re­

sc ie n c e , we must see them as fu n ction in g  in  terms of whole­

n e ss , h e a lth , growth. Only a g rea ter  f i d e l i t y  to  "things 

as they a re” w i l l  a llow  him to reach the v is io n  he Inwardly 

d e s ir e s  and they p ro jec t  — fo r  on ly then w il l  he be ab le  

to  r e la te  h im se lf  (as he i s )  to  man number one (what i s

^5”Cure" i s  a c o n s is te n t  word in  S tevens’ la te  
p oetry , and although i t  i s  n ot used in  t h is  poem, i t s  
s ig n if ic a n c e  i s  b a s ic  to  i t .  See "The Rock” fo r  a c lea r  
statem ent, or " A r t i f ic ia l  P opu lation s” (OP 112).



27

now beyond him) - -  fo r  he i s  p o te n t ia l ly  both. They want 

the c e n tra l poem (in  which they w i l l  have a p la c e ;)  he 

wants the hero and the poem. U ltim a te ly  they are one and 

the same. The growth thus patterned  i s  im p lic i t ly  towards 

th e con jo in ing  o f  c e n tra l man and the cen tra l poem.

Thus th ere  i s  a very su b tle  s h i f t  grounded in  th is  

f i r s t  p art o f  “Blue G uitar” th a t i s  worked out in  the next 

th ree . The s h i f t  i s  from w r itin g  about man number one, 

sin g in g  about him, dreaming about him, to the r e a liz a t io n  

th a t man number one i s  on ly  an image fo r  each man's poten­

t i a l i t y .  The s h i f t  i s  from detached d escr ip tio n  to  being, 

from m anipulation to d isco v e ry . To use a word strong with  

the r ig h t overton es, the p layer  i s  "claim ed.“ He i s  p u lled  

from h is  bound-in s itu a t io n  Wiere he could not find  a way 

out and shown th a t he had ex te r n a liz e d  h is  c o n f l ic t ,  pro­

jected  i t ,  and was thus unable to  e f f e c t  a so lu t io n . The 

audience fu n ctio n s as a cure by in d ic a t in g  that the c o n f l ic t  

between ordinary man and man number one can be d ea lt  with  

only in  terms o f  our concrete human con d ition . I t  i s  th e ir  

la r g er  v is io n  which serves to  e s ta b lis h  the d ire c tio n  o f  

growth.

The fa c t  th a t the audience d isappears in  the same 

way th a t the n arrator  did p rev io u sly  cannot be to ssed  o f f  

as R iddel would do:
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The co n v ersa tio n a l in terchange which takes 
p lace  e a r ly  in  the poem . . .  i s  dropped 
w ithout warning a t the end o f the s ix th  
se c t io n , and one does not m iss i t  a t  a l l .
Indeed i t  i s  hardly n o tic e a b le  / s i c / »  fo r  
the p o e t 's  q u estion ers are never r e a lly  
id e n t i f ie d .  Nor need they be / s i c / ,  for  
th is  i s  not a dram atic poem .l°

This kind o f  c r it ic is m  i s  ir r e sp o n s ib le  because the

c r i t i c ,  even a f t e r  he has recogn ized  an event in  the poem

that may be c r u c ia lly  im portant, offhandedly d ism isses i t

simply because he cannot fin d  a ready exp lanation  for  i t .

I think my d iscu ss io n  so fa r  has e s ta b lish e d  that we are

indeed d ea lin g  w ith  a "dramatic poem," and I think I have

in d ica ted  how t h is  disappearance o f the audience ought to

be in te rp re ted . Let me t i e  t h is  a l l  to g eth er  and s tr e s s

the growth process th a t has been anchored.

We must conclude th a t the debate i s  an in te r io r  

one. The p o et, as n arrator, s ta g es a drama in  which he i s  

both v o ic e s , one demanding and one r e s i s t in g .  The drama i s  

the beginning of a complex s e lf - e x p lo r a t io n , a journey o f  

the so u l. We should not id e n t i fy  with e ith e r  v o ice , because 

the a u d ien ce's r e je c t io n  o f  h is  ia s e r ie  does not in d ica te  

that the f in a l ly  re in te g ra ted  poet w i l l  share th e ir  view. 

Here he takes two v o ic e s  in  order to  get a t  the two major 

elem ents o f  the c o n f l ic t .  Once put back togeth er  these 

elem ents w il l  have changed because o f  th e ir  new re la tio n sh ip ,

1965), p . 137.
Joseph R iddle, The C lairvoyant 5ye (Eaton Rouge.



29

But here the audience fu n ction s in  terms o f  h ea lth , they 

can be seen as “conscience,*' or , i f  one wants to adopt a 

r ich er  p o s it io n , say one c lo se r  to  Jung, as the hyper- 

conscious p ortion  o f  the p o e t 's  t o t a l  p er so n a lity . The 

p la y er  i s  locked in  h is  fr u str a te d  d e s ir e , is o la te d ,  

shrugging o f f  the demand made upon him that p o te n t ia lly  

lea d s towards w holeness. This r e s is ta n c e  i s  a common 

occurrence, and the d ia logue in  the f i r s t  s ix  sec tio n s of 

the poem su b tly  fo llo w s  the tw is t in g s  and turnings o f the 

player's half-know ledge and th ree-q u arters re lu ctan ce. The 

ten sion  develops a t a f a s t  pace, fo r  i t  i s  ev id en t that 

the a u d ien ce 's  demand i s  n ot to  be put o f f  any more. They 

overwhelm the p la y er , p resen t him with a coherent, serene 

v is io n  o f  vdiat he i s  p o te n t ia l ly  capable o f , and then they 

leave  the s ta g e . The dynamics o f  t h i s ,  i t  seems to me, are 

open to  on ly  one exp lan ation . The p layer has been presented  

w ith a demand, has been to ld  h is  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s ,  been 

s ilen ced  ( e a s i ly  because he i s  a lready w ell-aw are o f h is  

im prisonm ent), and h is  acceptance o f th e ir  demand makes 

th e ir  presence no lon ger  n ecessa ry . He can work the 

problem out a lone now, and t h is  i s  why th e ir  "voice" d is ­

appears a f te r  se c t io n  v i .  (In the same way the om niscient 

v o ice  o f  the n arrator — the poet before the drama begins — 

had only a lim ited  r o le  to p la y . ) When they say, "our­
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s e lv e s  in  poetry must take th e ir  place,'* they e s ta b lish  

the fundamental id e n t i ty  th a t binds them to  the p layer , and 

h is  subsequent p la y in g  i s  fo r  them a ls o .  He p lays h is  be­

coming, fin d in g  h im se lf as he fo llo w s up the enigm atic 

golden thread they have given  him. In sec tio n  v i i  he be­

g in s to examine t h e ir  demand, which s u f f ic ie n t  evidence 

th a t he has accepted i t ,  a t  l e a s t  to the ex ten t o f working 

with i t .  This proves they are no lon ger needed.

In th e fo llo w in g  se c t io n s  the p layer reworks a l l  

o f the is s u e s  presen ted  in  the overtu re , stru ctu rin g  the 

em otional (p a ss io n a l)  base fo r  understanding i t .  "Blue 

Guitar" shows an in cr ea s in g  id e n t i f ic a t io n  between p layer  

and p o te n t ia l  poem, p layer  and p o te n t ia l  man, and th is  i s  

the development th a t I w i l l  concentrate on. We must not 

fo rg e t  in  the ensuing com plexity that he has a t  le a s t  

glim psed the p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  transcending the dualism he 

i s  now em broiled in ,  and th a t i t  i s  h is  response to th is  

p o s s ib i l i t y  th a t s e t s  him on the path o f  growth and s e l f -  

d isco v ery , the path th a t lea d s u ltim a te ly  to  man number one. 

And because we know the v is io n  he w i l l  grope towards, we can 

catch  him a t a l l  o f  h is  t r ic k s .  He i s  not y et wholly com­

m itted  to  the " d if f ic u l ty  o f  what i t  i s  to  be" ("Notes" I ,  

i ) ,  fo r  knowing o n e s e lf  l im ite d  and fru stra ted  i s  o ften  

more d e s ir a b le  (c e r ta in ly  e a s ie r )  than stru g g lin g  upwards 

towards a d is ta n t  and unknown and thus r isk y  w holeness, and
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he w i l l  have many o cca sio n s to  attempt an escape when 

the u n c e r ta in tie s  become too g rea t. So the reader can be 

on h is  guard - -  3^ he has grasped the dynamics of the over­

tu r e . G radually the p la y er  d iv es  deeper and deeper in to  the 

m ysterious r e la t io n s h ip  between h im se lf , h is  a r t , and the  

world about him, and grad u a lly  he commits h im self to  a 

la r g er  understanding o f th a t r e la t io n . And he f in a l ly  

does le a m  to  lo c a te  h i s  myth-making f i r s t  in  the natural 

w orld, then in  O xidia (a g en era lized  suburbia). He r e a l­

iz e s  h im se lf  a s the m eeting p la ce  between the green world 

w ithout and the b lue world w ith in , and he accepts the un ity  

th a t binds them to g e th er . But to  get to th is  awareness he 

has to f i r s t  go down to  the ro o ts  o f the paradox presented  

to  him, co n sta n tly  judging h is  own response and read in ess, 

and t h is  i s  both a d e l ig h t fu l ly  adept and amusing, as w ell 

as an i n f i n i t e l y  se r io u s , performance.

Part I I

Part II  ( s e c t io n s  v i i  -  x i )  begins the reworking 

o f  Part I .  I t  s t e a d ily  deepens the dualism o f mind and 

world by organ iz ing  the la rg e  w e i^ t  o f  experience and 

value th a t each p o le  i s  seen to  cen ter . The p layer slow ly  

i s  involved  in  d isco v er in g  the m etaphysical id e n t i t ie s  o f  

the terms he u se s . Thus what began as a minor squabble
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takes i t s  cen tra l p lace  in  h ie  con sc iou sn ess. The s t i l l -  

p la y fu l q u a lity  o f  th e se  s e c t io n s  i s  sh attered  by the 

eruption  o f th e v io le n t  image concluding Part I I ,  where, 

fo r  the f i r s t  tim e, there i s  a strong en ou ^  note poten­

t i a l l y  to  meet the demand o f  th e audience in  sec tio n  v.

Ju st as Part I I  i s  formed on a h igh er l e v e l  o f awareness 

than Part I ,  so the sh a tter in g  a t the end o f  Part II  w i l l  

allow  the regrouping o f i t s  m ateria l on a higher le v e l  in  

Part I I I .

S ection  v i i  b eg in s t h is  reworking, s ig n if ic a n t ly ,  

by generating  a new s e t  o f  terms — the sun and moon. This 

p o la r ity  fu n ctio n s roughly in  the same way as th e b lu e-  

green p o la r ity :  the sun b ein g  a sso c ia ted  with the teeming, 

green, p h y s ica l w orld, w h ile  the moon i s  a sso c ia ted  w ith the 

b lu e , in ner world o f  the im agination .^^ I t  i s  lo g ic a l  that 

the p layer would here turn to  examine the l im it s  o f  the po­

la r i t y  he now has reason to b e lie v e  can be transcended.

F ir s t  he turns to the green world o f the sun and 

d isco v ers  th a t "The g r e a te s t  poverty i s  not to  l i v e / l n  a 

p h y sica l world . . . "  ("E sthétique du Mal" XV, CP 313). 

Without the sun to  "share our works," we would become 

"creeping m en,/M echanical b e e t le s  never q u ite  warm." He

16 This i s  a t r a d it io n a l mythic p o la r ity  which 
Stevens adapts fo r  h is  own purposes. As w ith the use o f  
blue and green , t h i s  co n tra st i s  only gradually loaded  
w ith the va lu es i t  has h ere .
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d escr ib es  h im se lf as now "standing In the moon," and he 

wonders whether I t  would be p o s s ib le  fo r  him one day to  

"stand In the sun" and " c a ll  I t  good,/The Immaculate, the 

m ercifu l good." Such a rem oteness In the sun would not be 

m erc ifu l, as now I t  I s  In the moon, and "The s tr in g s  are 

co ld  on the b lue guitar" because he cannot even Imagine 

t h i s  detachment from "things as they are,"  The g u ita r  la  

always an Index o f  the p la y e r 's  Im aginative cap acity .

While h is  a ffirm a tio n  o f the su n 's Indlspensa- 

b l l l t y  I s  c le a r , h i s  understanding o f  h is  present stance 

In the moon I s  ambiguous. The su n 's r o le  I s  v i t a l .  I t  

cannot become Immaculate, m erc ifu l, detached, whereas:

"The moon shares n oth in g . I t  I s  a sea ."  I f  we look a t  

two la t e r  statem ents I  th ink  t h is  becomes c lea r:

S o ld ier , there I s  a war between the mind
And sky, between thought and day and n l ^ t .

I t  I s
For th a t the p oet I s  always In the sun.

Patches th e moon togeth er  In h is  room . . .
(Coda to  "Notes")

I t  I s  f a t a l  In the moon and empty th ere .
But h ere , a l lo n s .

("An Ordinary Evening In New Haven,"
X ,  CP 465)

I t  seems to  me th a t there are two threads woven t ig h t ly  

to g e th er  h ere . One I s  the p e r s is te n t  a ffirm ation  that the  

war between the mind and sky never ends. The poet must
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stand In the sun because th a t  i s  Where h is  m ateria l (xmes 

from, but he must a ls o  r e t ir e  to  h is  room and patch that 

m ateria l in to  some form al order as b est  he can. The sun 

and moon, b lue and green , e s ta b lis h  the ihythm o f  th is  

perform ance. The second thread o f the above i s  part o f  

the o v e r a ll  development o f Stevens* understanding o f  him­

s e l f  and h i s  r e la t io n , a s p o e t , to  the s o c ia l  world about 

him. Stevens moves from a p o s it io n  focused on the im agi­

n ation  to one focused  on the ce n tra l man and cen tra l poem. 

Here in  s e c t io n  v i i  he stands a lo o f  moz*e than he w i l l  la t e r ,  

vh e n  the p oet becomes l e s s  a sp e c ia l case and more Just a 

rep resen ta tiv e  im aginer. Whether one accep ts the la t t e r  

statem ent, i t  i s  im portant to  se e  th a t se c tio n  v i i ,  what­

ever e l s e  i t  may a ls o  do, i s  am exp loratory ex e r c ise  in  th a t  

i t  e s ta b lis h e s  the low er l im it  o f  the player* s freedom, fo r  

the sun cannot be detached from "things as they are" and 

n e ith e r  can h e , fo r  even try in g  to imagine t h is  p o s s ib i l i t y  

th rea ten s one th in g  — h is  g u ita r . This p o te n t ia l freez in g  

o f  the g u ita r  i s  the op p osite  extreme from the sun* s v i ­

t a l i t y .  (We should note th e form al balance o f th is  se c t io n , 

fo r  i t  corresponds to  the p la y e r 's  h e s ita n t  awareness: the  

f i r s t  seven l in e s  a ffirm  the sun; the l a s t  seven try  and 

f a i l  to  reduce the sun from i t s  v i t a l  r o le  to  a m ercifu l 

one. Here, as alw ays, th e im agination i s  used to define  

i t s  own l im it a t io n s ,  and t h i s  becomes an in crea s in g ly  s ig ­

n i f ic a n t  f a c t . )
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Because o f  the v a r ie ty  o f  r e la t io n sh ip s  operating  

In t h is  poem between p la y er , audience, g u ita r , and poem, 

the tr a n s it io n  to  s e c t io n  v l l l  I s  sim ultaneously d ic ta ted  

by the need to  warn up the now-cold g u ita r , the need to  

overcome the fr u s tr a t io n  o f  the c lo s e ,  formal th inking of 

se c t io n  v l l ,  and by the Impetus o f  the d ia le c t ic a l  movement 

o f the se lf-p r o b in g  the p la y er  I s  engaged In. For these  

reason s, he stro n g ly  w i l l s  h is  Imagining here, proving he 

s t i l l  p o ssesse s  h is  f u l l  powers. He warms up h is  gu ita r  

and produces a very ‘poetio* poem, one o f sim ulated Inten­

s i t y ,  d o g -tro t rhythms, and sounds fo r  th e ir  own sake. We 

could c a l l  t h is  “pure poem,“ In th a t “rea lity "  I s  not push­

in g  back, r e s is t in g  the Im agination:

The v iv id , f lo r id ,  tu rg id  sky.
The drenching thunder r o l l in g  by,

The morning deluged s t i l l  by n ig h t.
The clouds tum ultuously b r ig h t

And the f e e l in g  heavy In cold  chords 
S tru gg lin g  toward Impassioned ch o ir s .

Crying among the c lou d s, enraged 
By gold  a n ta g o n ists  In a ir —IT

He g e ts  h is  con fidence back w ith  th is  Impassioned sin g in g ,

where he competes w ith the o ld e r , now s t e r i l e  romantic

Images o f the s e l f  (th e "gold an tagon ists" ) and perhaps even

w ith  the personae o f o ld er  p o e ts . His repressed  emotion

IT See s e c t io n  x x l:  " th is  s e l f ,  not that gold  s e l f  
a l o f t .  A lso "Le Monocle de Mon Oncle" (11) (OP 13) fo r  a 
s im ila r  conjunction  o f  Images.
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is s u e s  in  t h i s  p o e t ic  la r g e s s , although i t s  formal 

r e a liz a t io n  f a l l s  sh ort o f  the in te n s ity  o f  h is  fe e l in g .  

Thus, although we n a tu r a lly  ap p recia te  the expediency and 

d e l i c t  o f  t h is  .Ia ser ie . the p la y er  f e e l s  ob liged  to a sse r t  

a ser io u s defense o f  h is  behavior:

I know my la z y , leaden twang
I s  l ik e  the reason in  a storm;

And y e t  i t  b rin gs the storm to  bear.
I twang i t  out and lea v e  i t  th ere .

This i s  a theory o f  p o etry , and as Stevens says in  h is  

"Adagia," "The theory of poetry  i s  the theory o f  l i f e "

(OP 1 7 8 ) .1 8  (This p a r t ia l ly  ex p la in s the great v a r ie ty  o f  

s t y le s  in  "Blue G u ita r ," fo r  Stevens i s  exp loring  h is  

"theory o f  l i f e , "  and as he s h i f t s  h is  p ersp ectiv e  h is  

a tt itu d e  takes a d if f e r e n t  p o e t ic  s t y l e . )  Here we get a 

theory remarkably c lo s e  to  Dylan Thomas' famous dictum on 

the "momentary peace" th a t is s u e s  from the c la sh  o f  "war­

r in g  im ages." The a ctu a l(g reen ) world i s  the "storm" 

(elsew here a " jungle") ,  w h ile  the p layer  a lso  experiences  

a stoxmi w ith in . H is mind orders the scene as b e s t  i t  can, 

and though la z y  and leaden , he makes the only order there  

i s  (a t  le a s t  as fa r  as he know s.). Momentarily, p r iv a te ly , 

even u n s a t is f a c t o r i ly ,  the im aginer jo in s  with the imagined 

in  the f i c t io n s  o f  order, thus overcoming the storm. But

18 See "Two o r  Three Ideas" (OP 202-215) fo r  an 
extended prose development o f t h is  id ea  and a lso  the d is ­
cu ssion  o f se c t io n  x x i i  below .



37

he does not become too  dependent on such temporary con-
19s tr u c t lo n s  - -  he twangs them out and lea v es  them th ere .

This i s  again a permanent resou rce , and i t  w i l l  be repeat­

ed ly  a sse r te d  throughout "Blue G u ita r ," but the p layer i s  

in te n t  on going deeper in to  t h is  whole a f f a ir ,  and once 

reassured  i s  anxious to  proceed .

S ection  ix  extends the ro le  o f  the im agination , 

f in d in g  i t s  value to  r e s t  in  a cosmic r e la t io n  th a t was not 

r e a liz e d  e a r l ie r .  The b lue g u ita r  i s  k in w ith the blue a ir ,  

in  which i t  i s  "a form, d escrib ed  but d i f f i c u l t ,"  fo r  the  

storm p e r s is t s  in to  t h is  se c tio n  w ith  i t s  "overcast b lue."  

The p la y er  d esc r ib es  h im se lf  as "merely a shadow hunched/ 

Above the arrowy, s t i l l  s tr in g s ,/T h e  maker o f a th in g  y et  

to  be made . . . "  The poem i s  being made as he w rites  

(p la y s ) , but he does not know where i t  i s  going as y e t ,  

fo r  t h is  i s  a poem where the way i s  d iscovered  on ly  grad­

u a l ly .  The p la y er  withdraws h im se lf  from the p ic tu re  so 

th a t he can analyze the r o le  o f  the blue g u ita r , i t s  b lu e­

n e s s , fo r  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  separate out i t s  form:

The c o lo r  l ik e  a thought th a t grows 
Out o f a mood, the tr a g ic  robe

Of the a c to r , h a l f  h is  g es tu re , h a lf  
H is speech , the d ress o f  h is  meaning, s i lk

^^Here, th en , i s  the in s is t e n c e  that any e f fo r t  of 
the mind i s  a kind o f ordering, fo r  the 'th in g  in  i t s e l f  
cannot be grasped u n le ss  by the mind, and thus the mind i s  
p a r tic ip a n t  in  th e order th a t i s  p erceived  — or th e d is ­
order. See "Connoisseur o f  Chaos (CP 215), where "A great  
d iso rd er  i s  an o r d e r ."
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Soddeh with, h i a m elancholy words.
The weather o f  h ia  s ta g e , h im se lf

Blue i s  a power o f  the p layer ' a p r iv a te  world, 

i t  grows out o f h is  response to  the w orld. I t  i s  a tra g ic  

robe because i t  extends beyond h i s  con sc iou sn ess, beyond 

h is  a b i l i t y  to  capture in  words. The l i v e  a c to r  on the 

stage can use g estu re s  to  g e t  h is  meaning a cro ss , but the 

p oet i s  lim ite d  to  h is  words and, perhaps, that se cre t  g es­

ture th a t g iv es  them up to  the page. The poet i s  an actor  

because he employs masks, and the s ta g e  i s  h is  own because 

h is  sense o f  the world i s  a unique th in g  and la r g e ly  l im it ­

ed to  h is  own co n sc io u sn ess . (See “The Idea o f  Order a t  Key 

W e s t . “ ) 2 1

The c o lo r , b lu e , i s  seen  to  go through a se r ie s  

o f a n a lo g ie s , approxim ations, as the p la y er  t r ie s  to  find  

the proper r e la t io n . I t  (b lu e) i s  l ik e  a thought, a tra g ic  

robe, the d ress  o f  the a c to r 's  meaning, the weather o f  h is  

sta g e , and f in a l ly ,  a t  the most in c lu s iv e  le v e l ,  i t  i s  him­

s e l f .

This w eather-im age, as i t  i s  a fundamental one fo r

See s e c t io n  xxvi “h is  robes and symbols;** “Botes" 
I ,  v i;  "Adagia": “The p oet makes s i lk  d resses out o f  worms" 
(OP 157); and th e b e a u tifu l “F in a l S o liloq u y  o f  th e In ter ­
io r  Paramour" (OP 524):

W ithin a s in g le  th in , a s in g le  shawl 
Wrapped t ig h t ly  round u s , s in ce  we are poor, 

a warmth,
A l i g h t ,  a power, the m iraculous in flu e n c e .

^^It i s  p o s s ib le  to  see  the p la y er  here as having  
h is  mask h a lf-o n  and h a l f - o f f ,  but I th ink  th is  asp ect o f  
the poem i s  b e t te r  illu m in a ted  by focu sin g  on the la rg er
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Stevens» d eserves c lo se r  a t te n t io n . As I have already men­

tio n ed , Stevens has a v a st f a i th  in  the renewing powers o f  

the n atu ra l w orld, the green w orld. Many o f  h is  ea r ly  

poems e s p e c ia l ly  are purely  p r im itiv e  hymns to nature — 

h er v a r ie ty , c y c l ic  p a ttern s , and responsive othern ess.

The "weather** i s  roughly used as the renewing p o te n t ia l i ty  

o f  the green w orld. In the same way th a t he pushes deeper 

in to  man and d isco v ers  "major man," he pushes deeper in to  

weather and a rr iv es  a t "major weather" ("Notes" I I I ,  v i i ) .  

When he uses th e ex p ress io n , "the weather o f  h is  stage,"  

we n e c e s s a r ily  a s s o c ia te  i t  w ith  the weather o f the green 

world ju s t  d escr ib ed . The im agination  (blue) i s  thus seen  

to  emerge out o f  a mood, on ly  h a lf  captured in  words, the 

r e s t  l e f t  to  a g estu re  not a v a ila b le  to the poet as p oet, 

and y e t i t  i s  the on ly  resource he h a s.

I th ink  i t  i s  u se fu l to see  how the weather func­

t io n s  in  another poem. In "How to  L ive . Nbat to  Do,"

(CP 125) two naked f ig u r e s  emerge before the rock that i s  

the poverty o f  th e ir  co n d itio n  and pause as Adam and Eve 

must have done p r io r  to th e ir  d escen t/a scen t in to  the outer  

world. These f ig u r e s  are s t a t i c ,  and while the rock looms

movement o f growth. To put i t  another way, the n e c e s s ity  
fo r  wearing a mask i s  on ly  one evidence o f  the player* s 
fr u s tr a t io n . As a p o e t, Stevens i s  so c o n s is te n t  in  both  
theme and a t t itu d e , that h is  concern fo r  m u ltip le  masks 
i s  markedly l e s s  pronounced than I s  the case with a poet 
such as Auden.
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numinously before them, the wind and l ig h t  comprise the 

only movement. Thus the promise o f  the poem i s  n ecessar­

i l y  a s so c ia te d  with th ese  elem ents o f  weather. "The Rook" 

shows the f in a l  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  c lo th in g  the rock with mean­

in g s . Many images o f the weather abound euad o ften  en ou ^  

w ith the g ia n t or major man, and o ften  enouf^ w ith the rock, 

to  su ggest i t s  prim al s ig n if ic a n c e  and the d ir e c t io n  o f  

meaning and su ccess towards which i t s  use was tending. (I  

develop t h i s  la t e r .

Because o f the above exam ination o f  the p la y er 's  

im aginative reso u rces, he i s  f e e l in g  con fid en t, and in  

se c t io n  X he s e ts  the sta g e  and a c t s  out a sm all melo­

drama, a mock con fron ta tion  with god. He c a l l s  fo r  "red­

d est columns" to  be ra ised  (red b ein g  a sso c ia ted  with high  

sensuousness fo r  S tev en s), summons the b e l l s  to  t o l l ,  and 

b id s the now m eaningless " w ills  o f  the dead" be thrown in to  

the s t r e e t s  l ik e  c o n fe t t i  ( th e ir  claim s to p la ces  in  heaven
23

no lon ger  being v a l id ) .  He d ism isse s  the god

. . . whom non b e l ie v e s .

Whom a l l  b e lie v e  th a t a l l  b e liev e  
Â pagan in  a varnished  car.

He d ec la res  h im se lf  to be god 's "adversary," and though

ppFor oth er examples o f Stevens* use o f  the idea  
o f  "weather," see " A r t if ic ia l  Populations" (OP 112): 
"Waving Adieu, Adieu, Adieu" (CP 128); "Notes" and Primi­
tiv e"  throughout.

23por red, see "Notes" I ,  v i  and I I I ,  i i i .
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co n fessin g  to  a "petty  m iaery/At h ea rt,"  he i s  s t i l l  more 

than adequate to  the c o n te s t . God has become a "pagan" 

because no lon ger  a sso c ia ted  w ith  b e l i e f ,  and h is  "var­

n ished  car" i s  r e je c te d  as were the "torches" and "vaults" 

o f  se c tio n  v and the "gold an tagon ists"  o f sec tio n  v i i i .

A ll o f the g l i t t e r  o f  dead d iv in ity  i s  d iscarded, so that  

"the r e a l w i l l  from i t s  crude compoundings come" ("Notes"

I ,  v i i ) .  The p o e t 's  p e tty  m isery i s  the em otional cor­

r e la t iv e  o f  t h i s  p er iod  o f tr a n s it io n :

Ever the prelude to  your end.
The touch th a t to p p les  men and rook.

The p la y e r 's  "hooing the s l ic k  trombones" i s  the 

m usical thread o f  t h is  p relude, fo r  the im agination does 

n ot d ie  but co n sta n tly  renews i t s e l f  by fin d in g  new and 

v ia b le  images fo r  ex p er ien ce . Ju st as the o ld  gods were 

th e  products o f  the im agination , so they are toppled  when 

the im agination goes on to  new co n stru ctio n s . The f a l l in g  

o f  the rock, along w ith the k n e llin g  o f  the b e l l  and the 

ra ised  columns, a l l  a s s e r t  the su percession  o f the new over 

the Church, w hile we are c a r e fu lly  introduced to  the rock- 

imagery that i s  expanded in  the n ex t sec tio n  and i s  to be­

come the cen tra l image fo r  the l a s t  two p a r ts . The rock o f  

se c tio n  v i  cannot be toppled  l ik e  th e  rock in  sec tio n  x , 

and t h is  t i e s  the two s e c t io n s  firm ly  together w hile under-
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24l in in g  the p la y e r 's  l a s t  uncommitted “ch atter in g ."

The p iv o ta l and f in a l  se c tio n  x i  o f  Part I I  em­

p lo y s a w ave-lik e  b u ild in g  o f  thought w ithout any of 

Stevens' u sual q u a l i f ic a t io n s .  There i s  a hardness to  

the imagery, a c le a r  and t ig h t ly -c o n tr o lle d  a n t ith e s is  

between, even an a rb itra ry  exam ination o f ,  two p o ss ib le  

renderings o f one exp erien ce or id ea . This i s  the f i r s t  o f  

the two major a r c h ite c tu r a l e f f o r t s  Stevens makes in  

"Blue Guitar" and the second (s e c t io n  x x i i )  s ig n if ic a n t ly  

enough, concludes Part I I I .  What we get in  each o f  these  

two se c t io n s  i s  a strong summing-up o f  the part as a lAiole, 

a f in a l  in ga th er in g  o f  the m a ter ia l in  i t s  c le a r e s t  form.

I t  i s  t h i s  achievem ent o f  p e r fe c t  balance th a t enables the  

fo llo w in g  p arts to  begin  on h igh er l e v e l s .

The f i r s t  a t t itu d e  adopted in  se c tio n  x i  i s  one

th a t em phasizes the romantic in to n in g , the blue pole:

Slowly the iv y  on the stones  
Becomes the s to n e s . Women become

The c i t i e s ,  ch ild ren  become the f i e ld s
And men in  waves become th e sea .

This i s  a com forting v is io n  o f death, a naturalism  that 

avoids the harshness o f  the a c tu a l ev en ts . Thus bees en­

case the s ta rv in g  drone in  wax when he comes to  s t e a l  th e ir

24This i s  on ly one example o f  Stevens' casual in ­
trod uction  o f  words or m o tifs  th a t only claim  our f u l l  
a tte n t io n  la t e r .  Part o f  the r ich  textu re o f  h is  poetry  
i s  the dependence o f  such images on la t e r  p assages, on our 
reread in g . Ithaca  i s  the journey, not the d e s tin a tio n , as 
Cavafy's poem sa y s .
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honey. But the p r ic e  o f such harmony i s  the lo s e  o f  

r e a l i t y .  The p layer  i s  aware o f  t h is  and d is s a t is f ie d :  

“I t  i s  the chord th a t f a l s i f i e s ."

So he t r ie s  the o p p o site  approach, th is  time

w eighing the green o r  “r e a l is t ic "  p o le:

The sea  returns upon th e  men.

The f i e l d s  entrap the ch ild ren , brick
Is  a weed and a l l  th e f l i e s  are caught.

W ingless and w ithered , but l iv in g  a l iv e .

Here death i s  th e end and not the doorway to a greater  

harmony, the b r ick s are made o f  weeds, not iv y , and death 

i s  b u i l t  in to  every one. The image o f the f l i e s  trapped - 

"but l iv in g  a liv e"  - -  r e c a l l s  th e  p la y e r 's  f e e l in g s  which

he d escrib ed  in  se c t io n  i v  as " lik e  a buzzing o f  f l i e s  in

autumn air" and a lso  the "buzzing o f  the b lue gu itar ."  

Here, then , f i d e l i t y  to  the harsh ' f a c t s '  threatens to  

d estroy  the human response to  th ose  f a c t s .  Death i s  a 

human ev e n t, even i f  i t  cannot be grasped in  transcend­

en t term s, but i t  i s  th is  very l iv in g  q u a lity  th a t th is  

second approach would n eg a te . Again the p layer announces 

h is  d is s a t is f a c t io n :  "The d iscord  m erely m agnifies."

There i s  an impasse h ere , and th o u ^  the p layer  

i s  s u b s ta n t ia lly  more aware than in  th e s im ila r  s itu a tio n  

d ep icted  in  s e c t io n s  i i  and i i i  ( i . e . , se c t io n  x i  i s  more 

e x p l i c i t l y  and form ally  organ ized ), i t  i s  p y sch o lo g ica lly
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s im ila r , fo r  growth seems to  be im p o ssib le . The f a l s i ­

f ic a t io n  o f th e o v er ly -im a g in a tiv e  (11. 1-4) p e r fe c tly  

balances w ith  the d iscord  o f  the u l t r a - r e a l i s t i c  (11. 6 -9 ) ,  

w hile the two r e co g n itio n s  o f  t h i s  impasse (11. 5 and 10) 

serve to  free ze  and is o la t e  the two barren e f f o r t s .  But 

once again the p la y er  i s  claim ed, d isco v er in g  the inescap­

ab le  beneath h is  apparent freedom to  m anipulate a t t itu d e s .

The image o f the rock r i s e s  and sh a tte r s  h is  f e t t e r s ,  “Seem­

in g , a t  f i r s t ,  a b e a s t  d isgorged , unlike,/Warmed by a d es­

p erate milk" (“Notes" I I I ,  v i i ) ;

Deeper w ith in  the b elly*  s dark 
Of tim e, time grows upon the rock.

The poet does not work w ith th is  image e ith e r  imme­

d ia te ly  or d ir e c t ly .  He le a v e s  i t  a s i t  i s ,  a prim ordial 

erruption  o f  darkness. This powerful and v io le n t  emergence 

destroys the impasse created  and p o te n t ia lly  p o in ts towards 

a deeper le v e l  o f  meaning. I think  i t  i s  h e lp fu l to  quick­

ly  trace the development o f  th is  rock-image in  Stevens, fo r  

then we can s e iz e  on the p attern  in  "Blue Guitar."

The image o f  the rock fu n ctio n s fo r  Stevens as both  

the bare, im poverished, and unadorned e s s e n t ia l  o f  our l i v e s ,  

the f lo o r  o f the human co n d itio n , and a lso  as the p o te n t ia lly  

adorned, r ic h  and thus transform ed stren gth  o f our f u l l e s t  

l i f e .  I t  i s  both the s ta r t in g  p o in t and the end p o in t, 

alpha and omega, the in escap ab le  and the promised, "things
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as they a re” and the "tune beyond.” "How to  L ive. What 

to  Do” (c . 1934) shows the s ta r t in g  p o in t most nakedly, 

fo r  here a modem Adam and Eve face the rock and prepare fo r  

the s tr u g g le . "Credences o f  Summer” (1946) images the rock 

h a lf-b a rren , h a l f - f e r t i l e ,  the balanced image o f  b lue and 

green;

I t  i s  the rock o f  summer, the extreme,
A mountain luminous h a l f  way in  bloom
And then h a lf  way in  the extrem est l ig h t  . . .

(sec tio n  v i ,  CP 372)

F in a lly  "The Rock” (c . 1950) e n v is io n s  the rock as capable

o f  being covered w ith  the green lea v es o f  im aginative

a ffirm a tio n s:

In t h is  p le n ty , the poan makes meanings o f the 
rock.

Of such mixed motion and such imagery
That i t s  barrenness becomes a thousand th ings

And so e x i s t s  no more . . .
( s e c tio n  i i )

Thus we can see th a t th.e image o f the rock under­

goes a transform ation . I t  never abandons the e a r l ie r  barren­

n e ss , but as Stevens moves c lo s e r  to  the sim pler image o f  

renewal c h a r a c te r is t ic  o f  h is  la t e  p oetry , the rock takes 

on the r o le  o f  sk e le to n  fo r  th a t renewal. I t  i s  f in a l ly  

an image o f  the s e l f ,  i t s  nakedness and i t s  p o te n tia l r ic h ­

n e ss .

By g iv in g  the d a tes o f  com position , I mean to  

suggest th a t t h i s  s h i f t  in  p ersp ectiv e  corresponds to  

Stevens' own p ersonal developm ent. I think th a t "Blue
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G uitar” ch arts to e  e n t ir e  span o f  the rook-image, although  

i t  i s  seen there in  a more complex, and only gradually  

r e a liz e d , c e n tr a l p o s it io n . In the three poems c ite d  

above, the image o f  the rock operates c e n tr a lly  (though 

d if f e r e n t ly )  from the beginning o f  each poem. In "Blue 

Guitar" i t  i s  found suddenly, m y ster io u sly , and only when 

needed. I t  becomes ce n tra l on ly  as the poem slow ly  s h i f t s  

towards th e s ig n if ic a n c e  imbedded in  i t ,  as the p layer be­

comes aware o f  i t s  meaning. I in tend  to focus on th is  

s h i f t  and show how "Blue Guitar" e s ta b lis h e s  th is  pattern  

o f  development.

Now l e t  me return to i t s  enigm atic appearance in  

se c t io n  x i .  I have argued th a t toe movement in  "Blue 

Guitar" i s  one o f  s e lf -d is c o v e r y , and have in d ica ted  the  

p la y e r 's  r e s is ta n c e  to  growth. The f i r s t  ten  l in e s  of 

se c t io n  x i  r e g is t e r s  t h i s  r e s is ta n c e  in  toe  form o f  an 

im passe, and the p la y er  i s  f u l ly  aware th a t n e ith e r  o f  h is  

two a lte r n a te  p rop osa ls can s u c c e s s fu lly  render the exper­

ien ce  o f death . This i s  n ot a " fa ilu re  o f  the imagina­

tion" as Kermode would have i t ,  ra th er i t  i s  an exami­
n e

nation  o f  variou s p o s s ib le  u ses o f  toe  im agination . But 

beneath the e x c lu s iv e  a r b itr a r in e ss  o f  toe a tt itu d e s  

opposed, time engenders change, change r e la te d  to the "grey 

p articu lar"  o f  the p la y e r 's  l i f e .  Here the rock fun ction s

^^Frank Kermode, W allace Stevens (Edinburg and 
London, I9 6 0 ), p . 69.

26ihe phrase i s  from "The Rock."



47

in  a l l  i t s  am biguity and condensation as the precurser to  

the f in a l ly  earned a ffirm a tio n  th a t w i l l  accept the rook 

and g ive i t  meaning. (See e s p e c ia l ly  "the stone w il l  b e /  

Our bed" o f  se c t io n  x x x i i i . )  The s ig n if ic a n c e  fo r  us to  

r e a l iz e  i s  th a t the image i s  here condensed and ambiguous 

because the p layer  does not understand i t  nor know where 

i t  came from. I t  breaks in  on h is  fr u str a tio n  Just as 

the audience did p r e v io u s ly , and he i s  almost as l i t t l e  

aware o f  the meaning o f  t h is  claim  as he was then. But we 

can grasp that he has once again been ir r a t io n a lly  but 

s u b s ta n tia lly  moved to  face  the demand fo r  growth. He 

has been to ld  what another p la y er  i s  to ld : "The casual 

i s  not/Enough" ("Notes" I I , x ) .  Again h is  im partia l de­

s c r ip t iv e  a t t itu d e , the c u tt in g  o f f  o f  two p o ss ib le  views 

o f exp erien ce ^ d  pretend ing  to  be able to d efin e and 

choose, has been made to  y ie ld  i t s  tru e o n to lo g ica l s ta ­

tu s . He must transform  h im se lf f i r s t  — thus only can 

he transform the world about him. His a t t itu d e  towards 

h is  a r t  must be grounded in  a f u l l e r  awareness o f h is  own 

b ein g . "The fresh n ess o f transform ation is / /T h e  freshness  

o f  a w orld. I t  i s  our o w n ,/ it  i s  o u rse lv es  . . . ("Notes" 

I I , x ) .

Part II  has been a detached survey o f the two p o les  

which have been assumed to  be sep arate , and the rock 

sh a tter s  not only the f in a l  frozen  barrenness o f th is  oppo-
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s i t lo n  in  se c t io n  x i ,  but the other four sec tio n s  o f th is

part as w e ll .  The emphasis i s  on d iscovery  again , not

im p o sitio n , and the impact o f  t h is  pow erful, demonic image

a llow s se c t io n  x i i  to  e s ta b lis h  a h igher s ta te  o f  conscious- 
27n e ss .

Part I I I

The h igh er s ta te  o f  con sc iou sn ess ev ident in  Part 

I I I  ( s e c t io n s  x i i - x x i i )  s tru c tu r es  the f u l l e r  intim acy o f  

th e b lue and green p o le s . There i s  a steady deepening of 

the s ig n if ic a n c e  o f t h is  d u a lity , pushing towards i t s  ex­

treme s t  meaning. Only once both the mind and the world are 

found to be equal g ia n ts  eq u a lly  monstrous, can the p layer  

grasp, t e n ta t iv e ly  a t  f i r s t ,  the underlying u n ity  that t i e s  

them to g eth er . Such an awareness f i r s t  demands a f u l l  a -  

wareness o f the fo r c e s  engaging each o th er . The strong  

crescendo th ro u ^ o u t s e c t io n s  xv, x v i,  x v i i ,  and x ix  pre­

pares fo r  the a s se r t io n s  in  the other se c t io n s , and g ives  

them an underlying support. S ection  x x i i  en v is io n s  and 

alm ost a ffirm s the dynamic u n ity  o f  mind amd world earned 

out o f  the preced ing crescendo.

As evidence that the p layer  has Jumped to a higher

This pregnant image o f  the rook togeth er  with  
darkness occurs in  numerous poems: "The Dove in  the Belly"  
(CP 366); "Two L etters"  (OP 107); "Notes" I I ,  v i i .  Also 
see the passage Stevens quotes from F o c illo n  on P iran esi 
in  "The F igure o f th e  Youth as V ir i le  Poet" (NA 4 8 -49 ).
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le v e l  o f con 3ciou saess, we need only read the opening 

statem ent of se c t io n  x l l  where the p la y er  a s s e r ts  the 

Id e n tity  o f  s e l f  and art:

Tom-tom, c ' e s t  mol. The blue gu itar
And I are one . . .

I f  we look  back to see  I f  th is  Id e n tity  I s  Indeed new, we 

n o tic e  th a t p r io r  to th is  the p layer has always seen him­

s e l f  as d is t in c t  from the g u ita r  he p lays — he Is always 

"the one who p la y s the guitar" (In se c t io n  11 even d escrib ­

in g  h im se lf  In the th ird  p erso n ). I t  I s  always an o b ject  

fo r  him, h is  r e la t io n sh ip  assuming e ith e r  the mask o f  

m anipulation or the mask o f  nonchalance. Section  Ix , as 

I In d ica ted , see s  him examining t h is  re la tio n sh ip  c lo se ly  

fo r  the f i r s t  tim e, endeavoring to  lo c a te  the o r ig in  o f  

what I s  b lu e . In th a t se c tio n  he Is  only "a shadow hunch- 

ed//Above the arrowy, s t i l l  s tr in g s ,"  dwarfed In compari­

son to h is  g u ita r . (He Is  "bent over h is  guitar" In 

se c t io n  1 , again su ggestin g  an a t te n t iv e ,  subordinate 

r e la t io n s h ip .)  Only In se c t io n  x l l  I s  t h is  Id en tity  of 

s e l f  and g u ita r  e s ta b lish e d , having grown out o f  h is  new 

awareness o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  The r e la t io n sh ip  between the  

p layer  and what he p lays I s  an I -  Thou one and here the 

p la y er  r e a l iz e s  t h i s .

Because o f  h is  previous r e la t io n s h ip , and because 

o f  the enigm atic q u a lity  o f  the Image o f  the rock con­

clud ing  the p revious se c t io n , t h is  a ffirm ation  o f Id en tity
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in d ic a te s  a Jump, one th a t i s  presen ted  rather than ex­

p la in ed . We know th a t lea rn in g  in v o lv es  p la te a u s , where 

expended e f f o r t  seems to  g e t  nowhere and the fru str a tio n  

b u ild s , u n t i l  suddenly one has broken through and i s  a t  

a h igher l e v e l  — e x p er tise  on a b ic y c le ,  the conjugation  

o f  a French verb, or the grasp o f  a complex work o f  a r t . 

U su a lly , i f  the exp erien ce i s  not term inal (as in  the 

case o f  the French verb ), one i s  only on a new p lateau  - -  

fo r  the work o f  a r t  w i l l  once again probably y ie ld  a new 

and f in e r  meaning. Urowth, or lea rn in g , thus seems to be 

analogous to  a s tep -fu n o tio n , or non-oontinuous fun ction , 

in  maUi. The Jumps do have an exp lan ation , but they must 

be form ally  and sy s te m a tic a lly  given  — the page i t s e l f  

only e x h ib it s  a blank space and two le v e ls  o f operation .

I t  i s  enough here to  recogn ize th a t  se c tio n  x i i  represents  

such a Jump from se c tio n  x i ,  and does so in  the same way

se c t io n  v i i  m anifested  i t  — im p l ic i t ly ,  but none the l e s s  
28p ow erfu lly .

The id e n t i ty  he a s s e r t s ,  however, in v o lv es  a com-

^ G on crete evidence here i s  th a t as he d escrib es  
the o rch estra  f i l l i n g  the h igh  h a l l  "with sh u ff lin g  men/High 
as the h a ll"  and the w h ir lin g  n o ice  o f t h is  "m ultitude," he 
hauls h im se lf  up short ànd co n fesse s  th a t he i s  imagining 
a l l  t h i s ,  th a t i t  i s  a l l  f in a l ly  reduced to  "his breath th a t  
l i e s  awake a t  n i ^ t . " Having begem to  p lay h is  old  tune o f  
"a m illio n  people on one s tr in g , he reduces i t  to h im self  
as r e p r esen ta tiv e  im aginer. He has come some way sin ce  
se c t io n  i v .

On men and h a l l  see the r ic h  image in  "Adagia"
(OP 1 68).
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p lex  ep istem o lo g ic a l problem whloh he must face:

I know th a t tim id  b reath in g . Where 
Do I begin  and end? And vrtiere,

As I strum the th in g , do I p ick  up 
That which momentously d eclares

I t s e l f  not to  be I and y e t
Kust b e . I t  could be noth ing e l s e .

There i s  a hard a n a ly t ic a l  th ru st in  th ese  l in e s ,  a new 

toughness in  the p la y e r 's  th in k in g . He s t i l l  weights the 

im aginative p o le  (he always w i l l )  and i s  s t i l l  w ithout r e ­

cognized ro o ts  in  the green world, though he has accepted  

i t s  m ysterious p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  what he p la y s, but he cannot 

f in d  the proper p ersp ectiv e  from which to  view t h is ,  cannot 

“bring i t  q u ite  round." There i s  something th a t in s i s t s  

on i t s  green n ess, den ies him i t s  o r ig in , but he cannot ex­

p la in  i t .  Here he only reco g n izes  the problem, but we 

should r e a liz e  th a t t h is  i s  p o s s ib le  only because he has 

accepted  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  what he p la y s . His a ffe c ted  

nonchalance has been sh attered  by the rock, and somehow 

th a t claim  has allow ed him to  s t a b i l iz e  h im self and pro­

claim  h is  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  He no lon ger ju s t  p lays and 

" leaves i t  there" - -  he pushes deeper. The rock thus 

fu n c tio n s , a t l e a s t  p a r t ly , as the fa m ilia r  archetyp ally  

su g g estiv e  o b jec t o f  our ordinary exp erien ce. I t  i s  what 

i s  firm , u n y ie ld in g , the f lo o r .  Stevens b u ild s from t h is  

w ithout d estro y in g  i t s  common sediment o f  connotations.
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H is ev id en t confusion  o cca sio n s another 'pure

poem.' The "not I" th a t cannot be exp lained  i s  here seen

as "pale in tr u s io n s  in to  b lue,"  and because the p layer has

regressed  to  h is  e a r l ie r  d e fen siv e  p o s it io n , they are

"corrupting p a llo r s ."  To to s s  o f f  the o r ig in  o f "that

which momentously d ec la res  i t s e l f "  i s  simply an attempted

escape from th e r ig o r  o f  the n ecessary  p h ilo so p h ica l quest,

and the p la y e r 's  sem i-awareness o f th is  reversion  allow s

only a s e n se le s s  id e a l to  be presented  h ere . He urges

h im se lf  to be con ten t to  be

The unspotted  im b ecile  revery .
The h e ra ld ic  cen ter  o f  the world

Of b lu e , b lue s le ek  w ith a hundred ch in s.
The am orist A d jective  aflam e.

Mac Hammond, in  a rath er t r i v i a l  a r t ic le  on the 

"grammar" in  t h is  s e c t io n , n o tes  the predominemce o f  ad­

j e c t iv e s  and nouns, observing th a t "in sp ite  o f the absence
29

o f concrete verb s, the stanza i s  red o len t w ith action ."

This i s  a lim ite d  p ercep tion  because the author makes no 

attem pt to  lin k  i t  up w ith  anything in  any way s ig n if ic a n t .  

I t  i s  tru e th a t the a c tio n  here i s  confined to  an in te r io r  

rhythm o f  "expansions, d if fu s io n s ,"  and th is  i s  because 

the p la y er  has re tr ea ted  from a d ir e c t ,  immediate r e la ­

t io n  to the green world. He wants to  be an a d je c t iv e , a 

n on-personal, spontaneous and flam ing am orist response.

Z^Mac Sawyer Hammond, "On the Grammar o f Wallace 
Stevens."  In Pearce and M ille r , ed s . The Act o f the Mind.
p. 182.
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But i t  i s  p r e c is e ly  a c tio n  th a t he has been urging upon 

h im se lf , n o t a fren z ied  a d je c t iv a l f lo o d , but a carefu l 

s i f t in g  o u t, a paring down. And as in  sec tio n  i i ,  the 

form o f the se c tio n  (m irroring h is  in ner cond ition) breaks 

down. He cannot su sta in  h i s  tune, and the e l l i p s i s  he 

f a l l s  in to  a t the end seems, ir o n ic a l ly ,  to  be the very 

s ta te  o f  im b e c il ity  he d e s ir e s .

As i s  o fte n  the case in  "Blue Guitar", fru stra ted  

reg ress io n  i s  but momentary, and here i t  c lea rs  the atmos­

phere for  the b e a u t ifu l,  calm v is io n  o f  sec tio n  x iv . We 

g et another glim pse o f  the h e ig h t being clim bed, and the 

p o te n t ia l i t y  here a sse r ted  r e c a l l s  the audience's susta ined  

cry in  s e c t io n s  v and v i .  Here the p layer affirm s not an 

im b ecile  revery , but an i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  ordering v is io n  of 

the im agination . (The balance here con trasts strongly  with  

the 'overwhelmed' character o f  sec tio n  i x ' s  "bringing the 

storm to  bear." )

F ir s t  one beam, then another, then
A thousand are rad ian t in  the sky.

Each i s  both s ta r  and orb; and day
I s  the r ic h e s  o f  th e ir  atmosphere.

The sea appends i t s  ta t te r y  hues.
The shores are banks of m uffling  m ist.

This conception  o f  the m ind's ordering o f the world 

presented  to  i t  i s  the c e n tra l thrust o f  every Stevens 

poem, but here the strong communal note goes beyond merely
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the claim  fo r  the in d iv id u a l's  unique v isicm . Here, p ick ­

in g  up "our works" from se c tio n  v i i ,  i s  the promise o f  

one great imagined w orld. The day can become the shared, 

and p a r tly  crea ted , r ich es  o f  our atmosphere. And here, 

to o , the weather th a t has been conceived o f as h igh ly  p r i­

vate (see  se c t io n  ix )  i s  now shared — p o te n t ia lly  f u l ­

f i l l i n g  the p la y e r 's  w ish in  se c t io n  i i i  to  have man number 

o n e 's  "wings spread wide to  ra in  and snow."

This p o s s ib i l i t y  o f communion e x c ite s  the p layer , 

and he begins to  e lab ora te  an image o f  a "German chandelier"  

— but he ca tch es h im se lf  (again  evidence o f  h is  growth) 

and reduces i t  to  the humbler; "A candle i s  enough to  l ig h t  

the world." He a ffirm s the darkness th a t before broke in  

upon and s ile n c e d  him, fo r  th e candle makes the world c le a r ,  

and "even a t  noon I t  g l i s t e n s  in  e s s e n t ia l  dark." The 

v is io n  o f the p oet now p a r t ly  takes i t s  value from the 

r e la t io n  i t  bears to  the w orld 's  e s s e n t ia l  dark. The 

poverty and barrenness o f  the rook are not to be avoided.

I t  i s  only by d ir e c t  con fron ta tion  that the cure can be 

e f fe c te d  and the rock lea v ed . There are inescapable sha­

dows in  the sun, even a t h ig h e s t  noon, and i t  i s  the sun 

and e s s e n t ia l  dark th a t to g eth er  create  the con d itions of 

the green world: "In a ch iaroscuro . . ./One s i t s  and 

p lays the blue g u ita r ."

Let me p lace  two remarkably s im ila r  passages next
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to  the one s quoted above:

The a i r  i s  n ot a m irror but bare board.
C ou lisse  b righ t-d ark , tr a g ic  chiaroscuro

And comic co lo r  o f  the ro se , in  which 
Abysmal instrum ents make sounds l ik e  p ips  
Of the sweeping meanings th a t we add to  them.

(“N otes” I , i v )

How high  th a t h ig h e st  candle l ig h t s  the dark.

Out o f  t h is  same l i g h t ,  out o f  the cen tra l mind.
We make a d w ellin g  in  the evening a ir  
In which b ein g  there togeth er  i s  enough.

(“F in a l Soliloquy")

Returning to se c t io n  x iv ,  we can see th is  same

strong emphasis on the value o f  sim ple th in g s im agin atively

grasped, t h e ir  r ich n ess  and cap acity  fo r  renewal:

At n ig h t , i t  l ig h t s  th e f r u it  and wine,
The book and bread, th in g s  as they are .

One im portant observation  should be made as to  the  

p sy ch o lo g ica l dynamics o f  t h i s  se c t io n . ISie audience has 

p rev io u sly  declared  th e ir  sun to  be w ithout shadows, w hile  

here Va.e p la y er  i n s i s t s  on the e s s e n t ia l  dark and a ch iaro­

scuro. Thus i t  i s  obvious th a t the p la y e r 's  process o f  

growth i s  n o t m erely a movement over to  the audience's  

p o s it io n . I have sa id  th a t they function  in  terms o f  r e ­

medying the unhealthy emphasis th a t characterized  the 

p la y e r 's  p o e t ic  s ta n ce . But as he responds to th e ir  de­

mand fo r  a f u l l e r  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  to “th in gs as they are,"  

as he examines i t  more c lo s e ly ,  and as he begins moving 

towards a more mature awareness, he a l t e r s  h is  p o s it io n .
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and thus th e  a u d ien ce 's  demand no longer fun ction s in  the 

same way. Were they to  speak here o r , fo r  that m atter, 

emywhere a f te r  s e c t io n  v i ,  then they would not say the 

same th in g s  they sa id  then . I t  would be a mistake to  

say that the p la y er  i s  n ot responding to th e ir  demand, 

simply because he recogn izes an inescapab le chiaroscuro.

His quest i s  not towards a ccep tin g  th e ir  cry o f barrenness, 

but ra th er towards understanding th e ir  v is io n  o f a poten­

t i a l  w holeness ( s e c t io n  v i ) .  Their a sse r t io n  o f a blank 

and shadowless land operated as a remedy a t th a t p a rticu ­

la r  tim e because i t  broke through the p la y e r 's  s h e l l .

"Blue Guitar" very su b tly  stru c tu res  the transform ation o f  

th ese  beginning v o ic e s  a s the p layer moves through the 

m ist shrouding the paradoxica l demand made upon him. The 

p oet th a t was o r ig in a l ly  s p l i t  in to  the debating personae 

w i l l  ev e n tu a lly  be r e in te g r a te d , and ^  w i l l  be content w ith  

the .la ser ie  the audience must r e je c t ,  but he w i l l  be con- 

w ith i t  because i t  w i l l  then be based on a new ly-explored  

co n sc io u sn ess . I t  w i l l  th erefo re  mean d iffe r e n t  th in g s .

The tough-minded adagia rhythm that concludes "Blue Guitar" 

comes from a w holeness th a t se c t io n s  i i ,  i i i ,  and iv  do 

not p o sse s s . (This problem o f  sim ilar-appearing s t a t e ­

ments meaning very d if fe r e n t  th in g s i s  one o f  the s ly e s t  

tr ic k s  Stevens employs, but in  th is  poem i t  i s  necessary  

because o f  the experience being recorded. I t  i s  not .lust 

a tr ic k  as i t  sometimes i s  in  h is  poems.)
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The p la y e r 's  growing love  fo r  "things as they  

are,"  coupled w ith h is  new awareness o f the e s s e n t ia l  dark 

as a g iv en , reawakens h is  concern (o f sec tio n  x i i )  about 

the r e la t io n  between h im se lf and what i s  not h im se lf . 

Undoubtedly the v u ln e r a b ility  o f  h is  one candle a lso  adds 

to  h is  fe a r  (see  "V alley Candle"). He strokes s ix  urgent 

q u estio n s , punctuated by on ly  one a sse r tio n  — "Things as 

they are have been destroyed ."  The tr a n q u ill i ty  o f  the 

previous sim ple scene i s  v io le n t ly  threatened by the "not 

I ,"  the " e s s e n t ia l  dark," o r , as i t  becomes here, " th is  

'horde/O f d e s tr u c t io n .'"  This i s  P ic a s so 's  world, ours, 

fragmented and o p p ress iv e . I t  i s  easy to  see why, as the  

green world i s  seen to  be in cr ea s in g ly  capable o f v io le n c e , 

the p layer  i s  forced  back to  th e question  o f  h is  own sur­

v iv a l .  I f  he cannot d is t in g u is h  h im se lf from "things as 

they are" and they are d estroyed , then he to o , in  some way, 

i s  d estroyed . Stevens puts t h is  is su e  more ce n tr a lly  in  

"Asides on the Oboe" (OP 2 5 0 ), but here he stays w ith the 

r h e to r ic a l and im p lic i t  a ffirm a tio n  o f h is  own continuance. 

(He thus separates h im se lf  out from "things as they are,"  

but not u n t i l  s e c t io n  x x v i i i  w i l l  he a s se r t  the undeniable 

s ta tu s  o f  the ob ject-w o rld , and by then i t  w i l l  be apparent 

th a t t h is  i s  in  many ways m erely a p h ilo so p h ica l ordering  

th a t i s  below the primary concern, namely the conjunction  

o f  " th ing seen and the seer ."  The o n to lo g ica l s ta tu s  of 

the ' th in g  in  i t s e l f  w i l l  f in a l ly  not be o f much s ig n i f i -
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cance.)

I t  I s  im portant to r e a liz e  th a t there i s  no 

a ffirm a tio n  here in  se c t io n  xv, there are only hovering

q u estio n s, “Am I a man th a t i s  dead//A t a tab le  on iihioh

the food i s  c o ld ? /ls  my thought a memory, not a liv e ? ” , . .

The food o f se c t io n  x iv  i s  s p i l le d ,  and the l ig h t  o f i t s

candle f l ic k e r s  in  the n ig h t wind. This sec tio n  anchors 

the crescendo th a t b u ild s  through se c t io n s  x v i, x v i i ,  and 

x ix .  The p layer p ro g re ss iv e ly  exp lores the v io len ce  in ­

herent in  the r e la t io n  between mind and world, and eventu­

a l ly  ( s e c t io n  x ix )  the c o n f l ic t  reaches i t s  in ten se  atony 

balance when the l io n  in  the lu te  (the monster, man) faces  

the l io n  locked in  stone (the other monster, the w orld).

As t h is  p o in t o f  fero c io u s  balance approaches, the images 

become more a n ta g o n is t ic , the syntax more tortured , the 

rhythms harsher.

S ection  x v i e s ta b lis h e s  the n e c e s s ity  o f  l iv in g  

in  and a t war, fo r  we are no longer in n ocen tly  ch ildren  

o f the ea r th , which would be p art o f  the romantic p o s s i­

b i l i t y  considered  in  se c t io n  x i .  S ection  xv i c le a r ly  

chooses the “u l t r a - r e a l i s t i c ” p o le , where the w eight i s  

thrown on the f i e ld s '  entrapping the ch ild ren , the s e a 's  

retu rn in g  upon the men:

The earth  i s  not earth  but a ston e .
Not the mother th a t h eld  men as they f e l l
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But s to n e , but l ik e  a sto n e , no; not 
The mother, but an oppressor, but l ik e

An oppressor th a t grudges them th e ir  death.
As i t  grudges the l iv in g  th a t they l i v e .

We have seen that S tevens' v is io n  o f  the rock

fu n ctio n s as both s ta r t in g  p o in t (the bare e s s e n t ia ls )  

and the end p o in t (th a t which can be so adorned as to  

d isap p ear). I t  can be seen to  fu n ction  as the cen tra l 

image fo r  S teven s, although he i s  given  to weighting  

d if fe r e n t  a sp ec ts  o f i t  according to  co n tex t. Here in  

se c t io n  x v i , because the p layer  i s  determined to  get down

to  the e lem en tal stratum o f h is  l i f e ,  he r e je c t s  the con­

n o ta tio n  o f the e a r th 's  being "earth" or s o i l ,  for  th is  

n ou rish in g  q u a lity  i s  seem ingly beyond reach. Nor i s  the 

earth  that mythic con stru ction  o f a l l  cu ltu res — the 

Earth Mother. I t  i s  a s to n e , but not in d if fe r e n t , for  i t  

i s  a c t iv e ly  engaged in  r e s is t in g  both our l iv in g  and our 

dying. I t  "grudges" — r e s i s t s .

I t  would be in co r rec t  to  lin k  t h is  sec tio n  too 

com pletely  with the d if f e r e n t  handling of the m other-figure  

and death in  other poems. But i t  may serve to  s e t  sec tio n  

xv i in  p e r sp e c t iv e , so I here o f fe r  two passages, the f i r s t  

w ritten  by 1915» the second around 1950;

Death i s  the mother o f beauty, m y stica l.
Within whose burning bosom we d evise  
Our ea r th ly  mothers w a itin g , s le e p le s s ly .

("Sunday Morning" v i . )
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This i s  th a t f ig u re  sta tio n ed  a t  our end.
Always in  b r i l l ia n c e ,  f a t a l ,  f in a l ,  formed 
Out o f  our l i v e s  to  keep us in  our death

To watch us in  the summer o f  Cyclops 
Underground, a k ing as candle by our beds 
In a robe th a t  i s  our g lory  as he guards.

("The Owl in  the Sarcophagus" 
iv ,  CP 431)

In both th ese  poems d if fe r e n t  questions are engaged 

and thus the q u o ta tio n s must be handled with care. The 

passage from "Sunday Morning" i s  s p e c i f i c a l ly  concerned 

w ith see in g  death and change as the source o f our s e n s i­

t i v i t y  to beauty and with showing the o r ig in  o f our com­

fo r t in g  myth o f  the mother. Thus i t  i s  f a ir ly  c lo se  to  the  

p o in t reached in  "Blue G uitar." But the passage from "Owl" 

(the fig u re  d escrib ed  i s  "Peace," but for  our purposes 

t h is  i s  n o t im portant) shows a h igher le v e l  o f awareness, 

one th a t a ffirm s death as much more than the mother o f  

beauty, a s se r t in g  an e s s e n t ia l  u n ity  th a t allow s for a 

flow in g  from l i f e  in to  death and from death in to  l i f e .  

Stevens has moved very c lo se  to  la t e  Shakespeare and R ilke  

by the time he w r ite s  "Owl.

I have tr ie d  to  su ggest the la rg e  sweep that the 

f ig u r e  o f  the mother makes as i t  c a rr ie s  Stevens* changing

3 0 lt  i s  not a t  a l l  gra tu ito u s to mention R ilke 
h ere . He and Stevens are remarkably c lo se  in  many ways. 
I s p e c i f i c a l ly  r e fe r  to la te  R ilk e h ere , or s p e c if ic a l ly  
to  the s h i f t  th a t  tak es p la ce  between Malte and the out­
poured poetry o f  the 20*s .  For a marked p a r a lle l ,  here 
i s  a passage from h is  Sonette  an Orpheus (1 ,7 ):

Sr i s t  e in e r  der bleibenden boten  
der noch we i t , ,  in  d ie  Turen der To^en 
Schalen m it ruhmlichen fruchten  h a lt .
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v is io n  o f  death . I t  cannot be too stron g ly  urged that  

one must g et a comprehensive view o f  Stevens' s p ir itu a l  

development before descending in to  the com p lex ities o f  any 

s in g le  poem or passage. This i s  why I am try in g  to g ive  

the ro o ts  and blossom s o f  id ea s  we see only as s ta lk s  in  

"Blue G uitar." As I have s ta te d  in  the In troduction , the 

general p attern  i s  th a t whatever i s  seen as h o s t i le  and 

barren and in  c o n f l ic t  i s  f in a l ly  affirm ed as part o f a 

g rea ter  overrid in g  on en ess. Stevens seems to  accept not 

only as n ecessa ry , but as good, and in  t h is  he i s  one with  

Shakespeare and R ilk e , th ese  very h o s t i l i t i e s  th a t make 

the e a r l ie r  poems more lim ite d  sta tem ents. I t  i s  h is  fa s ­

c in a tio n  w ith h is  own growth o f  awareness, h is  inner  

changes, th a t lea d s Stevens to  w rite  con stan tly  about i t ,  

and more p a r t ic u la r ly , to  return con stan tly  to i t s  rudi­

mentary promptings and to speed ahead to i t s  most fu lly  

imagined flo w er in g s . That he does t h is  i s  the ra tio n a le  

fo r  my doing i t .

Unlike the la t e r  poems se c t io n  xv i does not affirm  

the u n ity  and in te r f lo w in g  o f l i f e  and death. In fa c t ,  

death i s  a muted theme here and elsew here in  the poem, 

la r g e ly  f ig u r in g  im p l ic i t ly  in  the images o f darkness, 

barrenness, the mother, and the elem ental confrontation  o f  

blue and green . I t  fu n ctio n s here prim arily  because i t  

i s  in d is so lu b ly  bound to the archetypal imagery e s s e n t ia l  

to  the poem, but to g e t  a t i t  e x p l i c i t ly  requ ires the kind
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o f  ex ten sio n  made above. (N everth eless i t  i s  important 

to  grasp what happens to  the various elem ents o f th is  poem 

as Stevens moves towards the se r e n ity  o f h is  la te r  p o e tr y .)

In stead  o f a ffirm a tio n , there i s  a strong commitment

to  the op p ressiven ess o f  the s itu a t io n  p erceived . The

p layer sees  the bare and f l a t  land o f the audience and now

w i l l  meet i t  w ithout running:

To l iv e  in  war, to  l i v e  at war.
To chop the su lle n  p sa lte r y .

To improve the sewers in  Jerusalem,
To e l e c t r i f y  the nim buses--

He accep ts the co n d ition  o f  war and the modernity that 

p a r t ia l ly  mocks the o ld e s t  symbol o f  the world’ s sp ir itu a l  

h u n g e r , E l e c t r i f y i n g  the nimbuses i s  c e r ta in ly  one o f  

Stevens' most d e l ig h t fu l  n o tio n s , but i t  i s  a lso  a w il l in g ­

n ess to  go ahead and not backwards. There w i l l  be a new 

kind o f s p ir i t u a l i t y ,  one w ithout overflow ing sewers and 

despite e l e c t r i c i t y .  The p layer  now wants only companions 

in  t h is  s tru g g le  who can ’ take i t , ’ and the pure romantics 

who cannot: "Place honey on the a l t e r s  and d ie ,/Y ou  lo v ers  

th a t are b i t t e r  a t  h e a r t . T h e  o ld  r e lig io n  and the old

^^The p la y er  even p la y s an an cien t instrument here. 
Later he w i l l  p lay a lu te  ( s e c t io n  x ix ) .  There i s  probably 
intended a pun on "psalter" so th a t "chopping" i s  a lso  a 
g estu re  o f r e je c t io n .

32"Notes" I ,  iv  has a s l i ^ t l y  d iffe r e n t  emphasis 
than the lo v e r s  have h ere , but the p a r a lle l  i s  s t i l l  strong. 
As fo r  the honey-im age, a frequent one w ith  Stevens, see  
"Le Monde de Mon Oncle" v i i ,  and "Esthétique" i i i .
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romance are in s tr u c te d  as to  the only honorable gesture  

remaining to them.

S ection  x v i i  pushes the war-image in to  p ersp ective  

by examining the stren g th s and weaknesses o f  the adver­

s a r ie s .  F ir s t  the p la y er  p la y s l ig h t ly  with "the a n g elic  

ones'" conception  o f  "the so u l, the mind" and puns on 

' anima' vhen he i n s i s t s  the so u l i s  "an a n i m a l . I t  

may w e ll be th a t  "the person has a mould, but n o t / i t s  

animal," fo r  re g a rd less  o f our s o c ia l  id e n t i ty ,  our de­

f in a b le  s e l f ,  there i s  the hugeness o f  the inner and (here) 

darker s e l f ,  and i t  i s  t h is  la r g e r , animal s e l f  that p lays  

on the b lue g u ita r : "On th a t i t s  claws propound, i t s

fa n g s /A r tic u la te  i t s  d eser t days." Opposed to the external 

mould o f  the person (thus persona, or again the p o etic  mask 

by ex ten sio n ) i s  t h is  in ner p r im itiv e  fo rce , where the 

poet

. . .  i s  l ik e  a man 
' In the body o f a v io le n t  b ea st .

I t s  m uscles are h is  own.

The l io n  s le e p s  in  the sun.
I t s  nose i s  on i t s  paws.
I t  can k i l l  a man.

("Poetry i s  a D estru ctive Force"
CP 192)

Our prim al ro o ts  are in  d ese r t  days, our present ones in  

a r t .  This i s  one conception  o f  the S h iva-q uality  o f  man, 

the d e s tr u c t iv e -c r e a t iv e  cen ter  th a t makes him a p a r t ic i ­

pant in  the la r g e s t  n a tu ra l c y c le s . But here the p layer i s

^^This i s  surpassed in  "Ssthetique" x , where "His 
anima lik e d  i t s  animal/And lik e d  i t  unsubjugated . . . "
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affirm in g  the unique im agin ative response to the external

oppression  o f  r e a l i t y .  He fin d s  in  h is  conception o f

man's sou l as animal the m ysterious a b i l i t y  to confront

the world on the stren g th  o f h is  own con stru ction s:

W ell, a f t e r  a l l ,  the north wind blows

Â horn, on which i t s  v ic to r y  _ k 
I s a worm composing in  a straw .^

This analogy propounds th a t even the worm's success

a t  h i s  n atu ral fu n ctio n  in  the face o f the encrouchment o f

nature i s  an example o f the an im al's a b i l i t y  to cope with

the harshness th a t con fronts him. Thus i t  i s  an image o f

the a r t i s t  composing h i s  v ic to r y  songs, however humble.

(The image o f the worm as e ith e r  the low est th a t man can

become or as re p r ese n ta tiv e  fe llo w  su ffe r e r  i s  a common
. -55

enough one to  not require comment h e r e .)

This se c t io n  begins to  turn towards a future  

prom ise, as the p layer  f in d s  an animal force w ithin  him­

s e l f  th a t i s  at l e a s t  p o te n t ia l ly  ab le to  balauice the tough 

world o u ts id e . He i s  not ready to a s se r t  the evenness of

54por north wind see a lso  se c tio n  x x v ii .  For the  
s ig n if ic a n c e  Of North v s . South fo r  Stevens, see "Farewell 
to  F lo r id a ."  For the worm-image, see the s im ila r  l in e s  in  
"Notes" I ,  V.

3 5 îh is  worm-image i s  n ot an easy one to  decipher. 
F ir s t  I th ink  o f puffy-cheeked  cherubs blowing the winds in  
the co m er s  o f  o ld  maps. Coupled w ith the assumed sounds, 
t h is  would ex p la in  the horn. E xactly  what the worm i s  
doing evades me. H is composing in  a straw could be simply 
h is  normal n u tr it iv e  a c t ,  and he has perhaps s o u ^ t  sh e lte r  
in  the straw and/or i s  e a t in g  i t .  H is, v ic to ry  song could be e ith e r  a p urely  b io lo g ic a l  one or su rv iv a l, or someüiing 
more. S ym b olica lly , whatever he does in^the„straw i s  w h^  
i s  a l iv e  in  a way the p u ffin g  and fe r o c ity  o f the north wind can never b e .
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the a d v ersa r ie s , as he was so w il l in g  to do in  se c tio n  x, 

so he p la y s fo r  a s e c t io n , dreaming and re-im agin ing h is  

g o a l, b efore he i s  ready fo r  the a ffirm ation  in  sec tio n  

x ix . Thus se c t io n  x v i i i  fu n ctio n s as sec tio n s  v i and x iv  

have done by reshaping the whole th a t he i s  working w ith , 

g iv in g  i t  a new fonn th a t in corporates what has sin ce  been 

learn ed . Each op erates as both overt demand and promise, 

and thus each serv es as a reminder o f  the to ta l  pattern  o f  

growth in v o lv ed .

In se c t io n  x v i i i  the p layer  i s  concerned with the

problem o f  b e l i e f  (as in  se c t io n  x x ) . He exp resses h is  fea r

th a t the contemporary world can overpower him, fo r  he has

p r o g r e ss iv e ly  r e a liz e d  the monstrous force inherent in

"th ings as they are,"  y e t  he needs to  b e lie v e  in  something:

Â dream (to  c a l l  i t  a dream) in  which 
I can b e l ie v e ,  in  fa ce  o f  the o b jec t,

A dream no longer a dream, a th in g .
Of th in g s as they are, . . .

Here the id e n t ity  between crea tin g  music and crea tin g  one* s 

l i f e  i s  e s ta b lish e d  in  terms o f  d e s ir e . The p layer has a l ­

ways accepted  h is  p lay in g  as something d is t in c t  from the 

r e s t  o f h is  l i f e ,  although i t  has always been a p a r t ia l  

cure o f  i t s  p overty . But the au d ien ce's demand fo r  the 

cen tra l poem th a t would g iv e  them a p lace has gradually  

merged w ith  h is  awareness o f  the dream o f cen tra l man, and 

the id e n t i ty  between a theory o f l i f e  and a theory o f
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poetry  I s  grad u ally  being w elded. The th in g  i t s e l f ,  the 

o b je c t , cannot be reached w ithout the p a r tic ip a tio n  o f  the 

p e rc e iv e r . He knows t h i s  now. He wants to  b e lie v e  in  the  

poem — the th in g  made — a momentarily f in a l  composing o f  

the sen ses o f  the g u ita r . I t  i s  not a "touch o f the hand" 

th a t he w ants, fo r  th a t would be too much of the o ld  detach­

ment from "th ings as they are,"  but rath er "the touch o f  the  

senses . . . / /  . . .th e  very sen ses as they touch/The wind- 

g lo ss ."  How he can s ta te  the same sense o f  tra n sien t form 

as the audience d id , and he i s  alm ost ready to affirm  i t .  

(They could  on ly  demand i t . )

Even more in d ic a t iv e  o f  the a ffirm ation  he i s

moving towards i s  the transm utation o f  the image o f  the

rock under a dawning sun:

. . .  as d a y lig h t cœnes.
Like l ig h t  in  a m irroring o f c l i f f s .
R is in g  upward from a sea o f ex .

This i s  one o f  Stevens* most r ic h ly  imagined g estu res, 

caught en ig m a tica lly  but p ow erfu lly . The "sea o f ex" would 

seem to  be the world o f  o b je c t s ,  o f "things as they are,"  

th a t are always Just beyond reach. Just below our grasp — 

always "ex." The t h i n g - i n - i t s e l f  i s  a dead, cold  o b ject — 

i f  we can say anything a t a l l  about i t .  The rook o f our 

being has moved away from the barrenness o f i t s  f i r s t  appear­

ance and i s  seen in  i t s  promise o f  a new g lo ry . Here the  

sun m eets the sea and, g lan cin g  up from i t ,  momentarily
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transform s the c l i f f s  in to  a m irror. Thus man a t h is  b est  

i s  a m irror; "the man o f glass,/W ho in  a m illio n  diamonds 

sums us up." ( I t  i s  owing to  Stevens' t ig h tn ess  o f  imag­

ery that he a lso  condenses here the image of the candle — 

which shows the in flu e n c e  o f  se c t io n  x iv .  ) We can see that  

the rook i s  moving in to  i t s  c e n tra l p o s it io n  in  the p la y e r 's  

v is io n , according to  the gen era l p attern  I d iscu ssed  above. 

The rock i s  r ic h  in  p o te n t ia l i t y  h ere , having transcended  

the e a r l ie r  barren, shadowless s t a t e .  The rock fun ction s  

then as an image o f  the s e l f ,  but the p layer needs ten  

se c t io n s  to  work w ith i t  a f t e r  i t s  f i r s t  appearance (se c -  

t io n  x i )  b efore  i t  i s  seen in  th ese  term s. By sectio n  x x i,  

the rook has assumed i t s  e x p l i c i t l y  cen tra l p o s it io n  in  

the p la y e r 's  thought, and i t  i s  affirm ed in  a complex 

image o f the s e l f .

A fter  t h i s  serene and prom ising a s id e , the p layer  

draws a deep breath  and pushes h is  awareness o f  the d u a lity  

o f  mind and world to  i t s  d eep est r o o ts . This sec tio n  i s  

thus the culm ination o f  the major gesture o f  Part I I I .

Here he i s  ready to  face the an im al's capacity  fo r  v i s i t ­

in g  the horde o f  d e s tr u c t io n s . The war-image o f  sec tio n  

x v i and the animal-image o f  se c t io n  x v i i ,  here f in d  th e ir  

r e so lu tio n  in  the monstrous balance between two l io n s .

The in te n s ity  o f  t h is  p e r fe c t ly  adjusted  confrontation  i s  

h eld  in  formal order only by the su b tle  rendering of
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s p lr a lln g  thought as i t  moves towards the concluding

eq u ilib riu m . I quote i t  in  f u l l  because o f  the way i t s

one sentence moves through the g a u n tle t o f q u a lif ic a t io n s .

That I may reduce the monster to  
M yself, and then may be m yself

In fa ce  o f  the m onster, be more than part 
Of i t ,  more than the monstrous p layer o f

One o f  i t s  monstrous lu t e s ,  not be 
A lone, but reduce the monster and be.

Two th in g s , the two to g eth er  as one.
And p lay  o f  the m onster and o f  m yself.

Or b e t te r  not o f  m yself a t a l l .
But o f  th a t  a s i t s  in t e l l ig e n c e .

Being the l io n  in  the lu te  
B efore the l io n  locked in  ston e .

I t  can be seen th a t the p layer here re ca p itu la te s  

what he has learn ed , p a in sta k in g ly  in s is t in g  on ju s t  the 

r ig h t  d is t in c t io n s ,  ju s t  the proper nuances. Part I I I  

began w ith the hunt fo r  “That idiich momentously d e c la r e s /  

I t s e l f  not to  be I and yet/M ust be," and here the r e i t e r ­

a tio n  o f "monster" cements th e two (even to  the sound o f  

heavy "m" w ords). Here, c o n d itio n a lly  s ta ted , i s  the  

p la y e r 's  r e a liz a t io n  th a t i t  i s  not a case o f e ith e r /o r ,  

but o f ;

. . .  He chose to  in clu d e the th ings  
That in  each other are included , the whole.
The com p licate, the amassing harmony.

("Notes" I I I , v i ) 3 b

^^Thia i s  seen as "imnosiaa" in  "Notes." but I
on'
or _____________      „

fa r  l e s s  so than the p layer
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The p layer  puts I t  a s , “Two th in g s , the two together as 

o n e .” Of course, he i s  n ot sure he can manage t h is .  The 

film  statem ent o f b e l i e f  counters the previous s e c t io n 's  

doubt, w hile the te n ta t iv e  personal commitment continues 

i t .  One o f  S tevens' most su g g estiv e  comments in  h is  “Adagia" 

i s  th a t , “The p oet must come a t  le a s t  as the m iraculous 

b ea st and, a t  h is  b e s t ,  as the m iraculous man” (OP 160).

Here the p la y er , a t  b e s t ,  i s  but a b e a s t , fo r  the sec tio n  

i s  frozen in  stony b a lan ce. The animal in  the instrument 

confronts the animal in  the sto n e . Each needs the other, 

each i s  n e c e s s a r ily  included  in  the other as fa r  as  

human p ercep tion  la  concerned. But t h is  lock ed -in  q u a lity  

i s  not reso lv ed  u n t i l  se c t io n  x x i i .

S ection  XX i s  again a fr u s tr a te d , but non-flam ­

boyant withdrawal from the s itu a t io n  dep icted  in  the pre­

v ious s e c t io n . Here the p la y er  q u estion s the ex is ten ce  o f  

anything but h is  own id e a s . He addresses “good s i r ,  good 

fr ien d ,"  but th ere  i s  no answer p o s s ib le .  He needs some­

th in g  to b e l ie v e ,  but w ith the q u estion , “I s  i t  id eas that  

I b elieve?"  He im p lie s  th a t one must b e lie v e  in  something 

beyond id e a s , som ething which inform s id e a s . Indeed, he 

has ju st  been engaged in  a strenuous probing o f the monstrous- 

n ess th a t r e s i s t s  him, so he i s  a c tu a lly  fu l ly  a l iv e  to  what 

momentously d ec la re s  i t s e l f .  Thus th ere  i s  th is  cen tra l 

ambivalence h ere , fo r  th o u ^  he knows th a t what i s  beyond
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h is  im agination  must i t s e l f  be imagined, must be an 

id ea , he s t i l l  needs to  b e lie v e  in  something beyond h is  

id e a s . This dilemma works out as having to  accept a p lace  

both in  the n atu ra l and s o c ia l  w orlds, and i t  i s  what en­

gages him in  Part IV. I t  has o f course been im p lic it  in  

a l l  th a t has come b efore t h is ,  but i t  i s  appropriate that  

i t  should be focused  on here in  the l a s t  sec tio n  o f doubt 

before the problem i s  faced d ir e c t ly  and solved  in  the la s t  

se c t io n s  o f  "Blue G uitar." S ection  xx ends in  an e l l i p s i s ,  

fo r  with on ly  the a ir  fo r  fr ie n d , the g u ita r  i s  "pale" and 

"poor, " reminding us o f i t s  g e n e t ic  s ta te  in  se c tio n  ix ,  

back to  which i t  appears to go . As u su a l, the e l l i p s i s  

s ig n i f i e s  the p la y e r ’ s in a b i l i t y  to  su sta in  any strong  

a ffirm a tio n .

The p la y er  im m ediately r e j e c t s  t h is  s e lf -p ity in g  

mood, and, d is c ip l in in g  h im s e lf , in  sec tio n  xx i sketches  

in  the n ecessary  paradoxical stance which recogn izes both  

p o les  (mind and world) and y e t  foras them in to  one. Re­

sponding to  the very terms o r ig in a l ly  used by the audience, 

he sees  h is  ch oice o f  " th is  s e l f ,  not th a t gold s e l f  a lo ft"  

as being a " su b stitu te  fo r  a l l  the g o d s ." ^  As opposed to

 ̂ See s e c t io n s  v and v i i i  and fo o tn o tes  to  both; 
a lso  "the gold  c en ter , the golden destiny" o f  "Notes" I I I ,  
v i i i  fo r  a s im ila r  r e je c t io n .
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a ‘rom antic' s e l f ,  he la  choosing an 'engaged' s e l f .  

Corresponding to the two p o le s  th a t act as fo c i  fo r  h is  

sense o f  -üiinga, the form o f  t h is  sec tio n  f i r s t  b u ild s  

im a g in a tiv e ly , p resen tin g  the p o te n t ia l m ajesty o f th is  

engaged s e l f ,  and then i t  s u ffe r s  a firm reduction down to  

the bare rock, imaging the in escap ab le  barren expanse out 

o f  which th a t m ajesty must come, i f  i t  comes at a l l .

The im agin ative crescendo g lo r i f i e s  the s o lita r y  

s e l f ,  i t s  "shadow magnified" — fo r  the darkness has been 

accepted and affirm ed by now. This s e l f  i s  seen as the 

promised lo rd  in  "an immenser heaven" (v s . se c tio n  v 's  

"empty heaven"), but s t i l l  " a lo ft"  l ik e  the romantic, 

golden s e l f :  " . . .  a lo f t , /A lo n e , lord  o f  the land and 

lo r d //O f the men th a t l i v e  in  th e land, high lord."  S te­

vens here d e lib e r a te ly  fo rce s  the s im ila r ity  and con trast, 

fo r  what we have here i s  noth ing but cen tra l man, and he 

i s  a re-im agined f ig u r e  o f  (and thus s im ila r  to ) the old  

romantic s e l f ,  one th a t no lon ger corresponds to our con­

temporary exp erien ce (thus d i f f e r e n t ) .  The rock-image i s  

balanced in  the paradox, and fo r  the f i r s t  time i s  grasped 

stron g ly  enough to  serve as the fulcrum fo r  the bi-symmetry 

o f  an e n t ir e  s e c t io n . The m a jestic  s e l f  i s  seen as "the 

shadow o f Chocorua" (a fa v o r ite  mountain o f Stevens' in
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Vermont), the rook aa p rom ise.39 Then, w ithout s h if t in g

tone or breaking h i s  sen ten ce , the rock provides the lin k

to  the reduction  th a t occurs:

One's s e l f  and th e  mountains o f on e's  land.

Without shadows,without m agnificence.
The f l e s h ,  the bone, the d ir t ,  the ston e .

Here the shadows and m agnificence are as stern ly  absent as 

in  se c tio n  v , and the l in e s  return  the f le s h  and bone o f ma­

j e s ty  back to  t h e ir  beginnings as d ir t  and stone.

The image o f the rock here fu n ction s as an image 

o f  the s e l f .  Having undergone various transform ations 

s in ce  i t s  a p o ca ly p tic  appearance in  se c tio n  x i ,  i t  now can 

fu n ction  c e n t r a l l y . I t  i s  used fo r  both “th in gs as they 

are" and the “tune beyond." !Hie p o la r ity  structured  here 

in  se c tio n  x x i i s  expanded in to  more than one-hundred l in e s  

some ten  years la t e r ,  in  a poem e n t it le d  "Chocorua to I t s  

N ei^bor"  (CP 2 9 6 ). This poem i s  one o f  Stevens' major 

attem pts to  d e fin e  cen tra l man. Here I o f fe r  some elem ents

39The conjunction  o f  cen tra l man and m ajesty i s  an 
obvious one, and th erefo re  freq u en tly  encountered. For 
example: "there i s  a t im e /ln  which m ajesty i s  a mirror o f  
the se lf"  ("Notes" I I I ,  v i i i ) ;  " invested  in  the seriou s  
fo ld s  o f  majesty" ("Prim itive" x i ) .  For the legend a sso c­
ia te d  w ith  Chocorua, see W illiam Van O'Connor, The Shaping 
S p ir it  (Chicago, 1950), p . 81 .

^^See se c t io n s  v (nAiere the rock i s  im p l ic i t ) ,  
x v i,  x v i i i ,  x ix .  A lso see s e c t io n s  xxvi and x x x i i i .
There i s  no need to  r e c a p itu la te  the transform ations as 
I have d e ta ile d  each s te p .
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o f  the b lu e-green  p o la i l t y :  "The substance o f h is  body

seemed/Both substance and non-substance" ( v i i ) ;  "He was

not a man y e t  he was noth ing e lse"  ( v i i i ) ;  the "coldest

co il"  and "actual b ite"  o f  poverty ( x i i )  v s . the "radiance"

( x i i i ) ;  "He came from out o f  s leep ./H e  rose because men

wanted him to  be" ( x iv ) .  This leads us d ir e c t ly  in to  the

connection  between major man and tiie au d ien ce's demand in

"Blue G uitar,"  s e c t io n s  i - v i :

They wanted him by day to be,im age.
But n ot the person , o f  th e ir  power, thought.
But not the th in k er , la rg e  in  th e ir  la rg en ess , 

beyond
Their form, beyond t h e ir  l i f e , y e t  o f  them selves. 
Excluding by h i s  la r g e n ess , th e ir  d e fa u lt s .^ l

(xv)

I th ink  i t  i s  c le a r  that the s e l f  structured  in  sec tio n  xxi 

o f  "Blue Guitar" i s  the same described  in  "Chocorua," and 

in  the l a t t e r  we g e t  a f u l l e r  statem ent of the p o la r ity  

th a t i s  being explored more p a in fu lly  in  the former. 

"Chocorua" i s  n ot a poem o f  d iscovery  in  the same way that  

"Blue Guitar" i s ;  i t  i s  a poem is s u in g  from a s ta b iliz e d  

s t a t e ,  w ith the p oet knowing what he would say and being  

ab le  to  c le a r ly  say i t .  Thus th e rock-image i s  not found 

during th e com position of the poem. In fa c t ,  the rock i s  

the b a s is  on which the poem i s  w r itten , and t h is  i s  true

I cannot avoid m entioning a s tr ik in g  c lo sen ess  
here to  R ilk e 's  famous unicorn poem in  Sonette an Orpheus 
( I I ,  4 ); "Zwar war es  n ic h t . Doch w e il s i e * s l ie b te n , ward/ 
e in  re in e s  T ier7”~
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o f  a l l  the la te r  poems o f S teven s. "Blue G uitar," as I 

have been arguing, la  the b u ild in g  o f the foundation o f  a l l  

the la t e r  poetry;

In "Blue Guitar" th e development o f the Image o f  

the rook has corresponded to  the p layer' a awareness, th a t  

I s  to  say, the rock Is  only p ro g re ss iv e ly  seen In I t s  more 

cen tra l fun ction  as he works w ith  the s ig n if ic a n c e  o f I t s  

f i r s t  appearance. In se c t io n  x x i he s p e c if ic a l ly  expands 

h is  en igm atic v is io n  In se c t io n  x v l i l  o f  the c l i f f s  In 

l i g h t ,  fo r  he has r e la te d  h im se lf  to the p o te n t ia l majesty 

o f  s e l f  Im plied In th e se . He se e s  h im se lf , a t le a s t  em- 

b r y o n lc a lly , as ce n tra l man, the bare stone and m ajestic  

radiance togeth er  a s one. To f in is h  Part I l l ' s  probing o f  

the ro o ts  o f the b lu e-green  p o la r ity ,  he needs only to re ­

la t e  h is  p la y in g  (poetry) to the cen tra l poem, which I s  done 

by r e la t in g  I t  to  h im s e lf . The cen tra l poem and the cen tra l 

man a re , o f  cou rse , unthinkable except In terms o f  each other. 

Here the two p o le s  have been brought togeth er  and have been 

accepted by the p la y er  In to  h im se lf . In r e je c t in g  the ro ­

m antic so lu t io n s  th a t  by pass the stru g g le  he I s  engaged 

In , he has come to  an understanding o f h im se lf th a t In ­

v o lv es  a t  l e a s t  the p o te n t ia l i t y  fo r  p erce iv in g  the cen tra l 

poem, idilch I s ,  a f te r  a l l ,  on ly  a metaphor fo r  the supreme 

q u a lity  o f h is  p ercep tio n . He can en v is io n  th is  supreme 

f i c t io n  because he has found the ro o ts  o f  the two p o le s .
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found th a t each i s  m onstrously in s i s t e n t  on i t s  own terms, 

and that each i s  u lt im a te ly  dependent on the o th er.

I quote se c t io n  x x i i  in  f u l l  because i t  i s  the second 

major a r c h ite c tu r a l e f f o r t  in  "Blue Suitar" (the f i r s t  being  

se c t io n  x i ) :

Poetry i s  the su b jec t o f  the poem.
From t h is  the poem is s u e s  and

To t h is  re tu rn s. Between the two.
Between is s u e  and retu rn , there i s

An absence in  r e a l i t y ,
Things as they a re . Or so we say.

But are th ese  separate? Is  i t  
An absence fo r  the poem, which acquires

I t s  true appearances th ere , su n 's  green 
Cloud’ s red , earth  f e e l in g ,  sky th a t th in k s.

From th ese  i t  ta k es . P erh a p s .it  g iv e s .
In th e u n iv ersa l in te r c o u r se .*2

As was true of se c t io n  x i ,  t h is  summing up sectio n  

does i t s  work d ia lè c t i c a l l y ,  in  m iniature form r e ite r a t in g  

and form ally organ iz in g  the m ateria l presented  up to th is  

p o in t . The f i r s t  f iv e -a n d -o n e -h a lf  l in e s  presen t the old  

arb itra ry  d iv is io n  between the im agining mind and "things 

as they are."  Ignoring fo r  the moment the pregnant f i r s t  

l i n e ,  we see th e  assumed clean  o u tlin e  o f  each p o le , clean  

to  the p o in t th a t the poem can is s u e  from one, move in to  

and stay  w ith  the o th er , and then return . I t  i s  very 

n e a tly  p resen ted . But then th e middle s p l i t - l i n e  questions

{ n ,  % _ y^otes I I ,  ix  which changes m e emphasis .(r ec a llin g  V alery) but u ses  the same o p p o sitio n . Also see  
"An Ordinary Evening in  New H a v e n * x ii.



76

the v a l id i t y  o f  td iis so o th in g ly  sim ple con stru ction , w hile  

the l a s t  f iv e -a n d -o n e -h a lf  l in e s  t e n ta t iv e ly  a sse r t  the 

p o ss ib le  mutual p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f  inner and outer worlds in  

a la rg er  u n ity , a u n iv ersa l in terco u rse  that embraces them 

both . Let me exp lore the im p lica tio n s o f  t h is .  (The ten ta ­

t iv e n e s s  o f  the a s se r t io n  d er iv es  from the fu tu r ity  of the  

conceptions o f c e n tr a l poem and cen tra l man. The p layer  

always c a r e fu lly  exp lores b efore  he a ff ir m s .)

When Stevens says th a t poetry i s  the su bject of  

the poem, he means a f a ir ly  sim ple th in g . As he says in  

“Adagia"; “Poetry i s  the statem ent o f a r e la t io n  between a 

man and the world" (OP 172); or again , "Poetry i s  a response 

to  the d a ily  n e c e s s ity  o f  g e t t in g  the world right" (OP 176). 

And remembering th a t (1) "The theory o f  poetry i s  the l i f e  

o f  poetry ,"  and (2) "The theory o f  poetry i s  the theory o f  

l i f e "  (OP 178), I th ink  i t  i s  easy to  see what i s  meant. 

Because the mind and the o b je c t  come togeth er  in  the act  

o f p ercep tion , what i s  p erceived  in v o lv es  the nature o f both. 

N eith er can be i s o la te d  fo r  exam ination — although the  

argument in  "Blue Guitar" has shown how the d iffe r e n t  

p o les  can be exaggerated . The very a ct o f  perception  i s  

p o e t ic ,  which only means th a t i t  i s  not redu cib le to  a 

purely  s c i e n t i s t i c  d eterm ination . Thus because each o f  us 

n e c e s s a r ily  must g e t the world r ig )it , so as to  be ab le to  

a ct and th in k , p oetry  i s  a statem ent o f our in d iv id u a l
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r e la t io n s h ip  to the w orld. Thus p oetry , in  t h is  sense o f  

p ercep tio n , must be the su b jec t o f  the poem, fo r  there can 

r e a lly  be noth ing  e l s e  to  ta lk  about, or i f  one thinks  

there m ight b e, he i s  on ly  assuming the su b ject o f  poetry  

im p l ic i t ly .  I t  fo llo w s , th e r e fo re , th a t the attem pt to  

i s o la t e  the mind and the ’ th in g - in - i t s e l f*  i s  im possib le , 

fo r  they are mutual p a r t ic ip a n ts  in  any r e la t io n  that in ­

v o lv es  e ith e r  one.

I t  can be seen th a t the p layer has answered the

q u estion  he ra ised  in  the beginning o f  Part I I I  as to  the

p o in t where he "begins and ends." I t  i s  im possib le to

sa y . And to  the problem faced in  se c tio n  xv as to  whether

he i s  destroyed  when "th ings as they are" are destroyed,

the answer must be th a t one r e la t io n sh ip  between s e l f  and

world must g iv e  way to  another. We are changed in  such a

process ra th er  than d estroyed . Because we have a peacefu l

r e la t io n s h ip  now, i t  does not mean i t  sh a ll  always be so .

Man must be o f  the substance o f  h is  p lace:

One y ea r , death and war prevented the jasmine scen t  
And the jasmine is la n d s  were bloody martyrdoms.
How was i t  then w ith  the cen tra l man? Did we 
Find peace? We found the sum o f  men. We found.
I f  we found the cen tra l e v i l ,  th e  cen tra l good.
We buried  the f a l le n  w ithout jasmine crowns.
There was noth in g  he d id  not s u ffe r , no; nor we.

("Asides on the Oboe")

The fa c t  th a t poetry i s  the su b ject o f the poem, 

precludes th e  p o ss ib le  clean  separation  o ffered  in  the 

f i r s t  p art o f  se c t io n  x x i i ,  smd i t  i s  p r e c ise ly  on th is
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p o in t th a t the p la y er  fo cu ses  h is  by-now experienced  

a t te n t io n . There are two l e v e l s  in  h is  argument. The 

f i r s t  r e la t e s  to  the poem as the a ct o f  p ercep tion , seein g  

th a t  i t  req u ires the r e s is ta n c e  o f the green world. At 

th is  sim ple l e v e l ,  i t  i s  seen to  be fo o l is h  to  attempt to  

i s o la t e  the part p layed  by th e mind i f  i t  can only be ap*» 

proached in  terms o f  i t s  re la ted n ess  to  what i s  other than 

i t s e l f .  The poem's tru e appearances do come from the green 

w orld. At the second l e v e l ,  the le v e l  o f  the poem employ­

ing words, i t  i s  n ecessary  th a t the words r e fe r  to  some­

th in g  — c lo u d 's  red , su n 's green , e t c .  - -  and thus the 

experience again  i s  dependent on th ese true appearances 

(now words) fo r  i t s  ex p ress io n . The p erce iv er  orders ex­

te r n a l chaos. One cu ltu re  w ith  an acute time sense gener­

a te s  a vocabulary th a t makes p o ss ib le  p rec ise  t im e -d is t in c -  

t io n s .  Another may have no sense o f  time and so does not 

p erce ive  vdiat the f i r s t  d oes. One person sees 'cloud' 

d is t in c t  from ' sun' and thus "gives" to i t  in  the sense of 

provid ing an order o f which i t  i s  a p art. I t  i s  only by 

means o f  such d is t in c t io n s  and by the binding o f such up 

in to  verbal v e h ic le s ,  th a t we create a somewhat sta b le  

background fo r  our l i v e s .  When we say ' cloud' or 'c lo u d 's  

red , ' som ething i s  in s ta n t ly  brought to mind, brought in to  

b ein g , something th a t may never have e x is te d  b efore. Of 

course t h is  i s  most tru e o f language >dien i t  becomes h igh ly
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in d iv id u a lized ; fo r  example the phrase, "sky that th inks,"  

d e f in i t e ly  evokes a p rocess th a t i s  the b irth  o f something 

new. Here there i s  a strong echo o f  Whitman's powerful 

conception  o f  "words of the earth ,"  or, as Stevens might 

say, regarding "The Idea o f Order a t Key W est," words o f  

the sea . S ection  x x x ii  w i l l  return to the problem of how 

a word becomes the th in g , but i t  needs only be shown here 

that th is  has become one o f the su b jec ts  o f "Blue Guitar."  

In my In trodu ction  I showed why t h is  should be so , and
A ts

th a t t h is  i s  a c e n tra l fea tu re  o f a l l  the la t e r  poetry .

The te n ta t iv e n e s s  o f  se c tio n  x x i i  i s  s ig n if ic a n t .

A dynamic u n ity  between s e l f  and world i s  proposed but not 

affirm ed. The "perhaps" g iv e s  the p layer  more time to  ex­

p lo r e . But the only r e a l problem remaining i s  fo r  him to  

f u l ly  accept the green world as both beyond h is  mind and 

y e t  uniquely p resen ta b le  to  i t .  He wants s t i l l  to  c lin g  

to h is  power over what he f e e l s  and th inks and i s  not ready 

to  affirm  a world th a t i s  "not h is  own" ("Notes" I ,  I v ) .

He has not com pletely ceased to  impose h is  d e s ir e s  on h is

^^See, fo r  example, "Prim itive" x; "man and earth  
inform each o th e r ;" "Anecdote o f  Men by the Thousand"
(CP 51): "There are men whose words are natural sounds 
of the p lace;"  and "A Mythology R e fle c ts  i t s  Region"
(OP 118), which has a cer ta in  au th ority  as i t  was prob­
ably the l a s t  poem Stevens w rote.
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r e f le c t io n s ,  and u n t i l  he does so , he w i l l  not d iscover  

the order th a t l i e s  w a itin g  fo r  him. But the statem ent 

o f the p o s s ib i l i t y  o f such a u n iv ersa l in tercou rse  i s  the  

winding-up o f  the is s u e s  d e a lt  with in  Part I I I .

Part IV

The f in a l  e leven  se c t io n s  ( x x i i i - x x x i i i )  further  

examine the above conception  o f  is s u e  and return and furnish  

a so lu tio n  through the p la y e r 's  affirm ing h is  p lace in  

nature and s o c ie ty .  This i s  the only p o ss ib le  r e su lt  

given the r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  he im p l ic i t ly  accepts a f te r  Part 

I .  He must furn ish  a new myth, and one that grows out o f  

the s p e c if ic  con d ition s of our time and p la ce . He affirm s  

h is  n a t iv i ty  in  a world th a t cannot be reduced to  mind 

( s e c t io n  x x v i i i )  and tak es h is  p lace  in  the b an a lest o f  

suburbs, O xidia (s e c t io n  x x x ). Oxidia s h a ll  be h is  subject 

and h is  Olympia. H is new conception  o f h is  id e n t ity  i s  seen 

to  be firm ly  wedded to  h i s  new conception of h is  p laying  

(p o e tr y ) . His p o te n t ia l i t y  to  be cen tra l man i s  the same 

as h is  p o te n t ia l i t y  fo r  the ce n tra l poem. These concluding  

se c t io n s  are the most d isp a ra te  as a u n it , and t h is  r e s u lts  

from the p la y e r 's  having come p retty  c lo se  to t h is  f in a l  

p o s it io n  and fe e l in g  very r e lie v e d . Now he can tidy-up  

alm ost o ff-h an d ed ly  a t tim es, to s s  o f f  pure poems th a t y et  

are crammed with meat, d ig r e ss  on themes that need some 

statem ent but no prolonged a t te n t io n . An evenness of
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tone i s  im m ediately ev id en t in  sec tio n  x x i i i ,  and th is  again  

c lu es us to the r e a liz a t io n  th a t Part IV operates on a new­

found l e v e l ,  one h ig h er  than Part I I I ,  and assumedly re­

su lt in g  from the achievem ent o f  the la t t e r .  The world i s  

seen as somewhat l e s s  harmful now th a t the p layer has r e a l­

ized  he i s  a p a r t ic ip a to r  in  i t s  crea tio n , but th is  p a r t ic i ­

p ation  in v o lv es  a new w eight o f  r e s p o n s ib il ity . He has 

accepted a modem version  o f  S h e lle y 's  " leg is la to r"  (contra  

Riddel e t  a l ) ,  where poetry i s  a cure, the poet the curer. 

Part IV can be seen as the sy n th es is  o f a l l  that has pre­

ceded i t ,  where th e p layer  g e ts  to  the very center o f  h is  

q u est, f in d s  and announces h is  new re la tio n sh ip  to the green 

world and to  O xid ia . "Blue Guitar" thus becomes a v is io n  

o f the c e n tr a l poem, an approximation o f  i t ,  because the  

p layer has grown in to  an understanding o f h im self as po­

t e n t ia l ly  cen tra l man.

S ectio n  x x i i i  proclaim s "a few f in a l  so lu t io n s ,  

l ik e  a duet/W ith the u n d ertak er."^5 This i s  ce r ta in ly  the  

most d e l ig h t fu l  se c tio n  in  the poem and i t  i s  strongly  

structured  in  the form o f  a (veryI ) secu la r  catechism , the 

two v o ic e s  b ein g  the old p o lar  rep r esen ta tiv es . To use

^^The C lairvoyant Eve.p . 48. I return to  th is  
is su e  in  my C onclusion.

^^The humorous in trod u ction  o f death here should 
not lead  to  a d isc u ss io n  o f  i t  except in  the terms used 
above on se c t io n  x v i .  I t  i s  again incorporated in to  other  
is s u e s .
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the d e sc r ip tio n s  from se c t io n  x x i ,  one i s  "Lord o f the  

body, lo o k in g  down," the other "without m agnificence."

But again what happens i s  a m iniature re ca p itu la tio n  o f  

the e n t ir e  poem's p rogression , fo r  the two v o ices  begin  

fa r  apart (the v o ic e  o f e th er  p rev a ilin g ) and gradually  

a tta in  a formal b alance, as the grunted breath ach ieves  

the same se r e n ity  and momentary f in a l i t y  as that o f  i t s  

adversary:

. . .  a v o ic e  in  th e c louds.

Another on earth , the one a vo ice
Of e th e r , the other sm ellin g  o f drink ,

The v o ic e  o f  e th er  p r e v a ilin g , the sw ell
Of the undertaker * s song in  the snow

A postrophizing w reaths, the vo ice
In the clouds serene and f in a l ,  next

% e grunted breath serene and f in a l  . . .

This balance i s  o f course momentary, the form i s  

but a time and p lace  for  the coming togeth er  o f two worlds, 

and the p layer  can laugh a t t h i s  con tinual making and d is s o lv ­

in g  o f  forms, w him sically  proclaim ing th a t with each form, 

" a ll/c o n fu s io n  / i s /  so lved ."  He recogn izes h is  preoccupa­

tio n  with t h is  theme and can laugh a t  i t  and h im se lf, see in g  

the so lu tio n  to r e s t  on ly  "As in  a r e f  rain//O ne keeps on 

p lay in g  year by y ea r , /C oncerning th e  nature o f  th ings as 

they are."  There are s t i l l  two monsters facin g  each other, 

but that has become le s s  im portant once he r e a liz e s  that
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n e ith e r  can be sa id  to e x i s t  in  a f in a l ly  s ig n if ic a n t  way 

u n t i l  they have come to g eth er  in  some, however momentary, 

ordering. Thus h is  o ld  "refrain" does indeed so lve the 

confusion .

S ince poetry has been declared  to be a way o f  

knowing, indeed has been seen as the only conceivable way 

o f  knowing, Stevens takes a moment to  consider the desired  

reader o f h is  p o etry . Proceeding from the c a te c h is t ic  

nature o f the previous s e c t io n , and re fu sin g  to ignore the  

f le s h ,  bone, d ir t ,  and stone th a t u n d er lie  our con d ition , 

the rep r esen ta tiv e  "poem" i s  here seen as a "m issal found/ 

In the mud." I t  i s  not intended fo r  a congregation o f  re ­

sponses, however, but fo r  th a t s in g le  "young man," the 

s o li ta r y  worshipper:

That sch o la r  h u n g riest fo r  that book.
The very book, or , l e s s ,  a page

Or, a t the l e a s t ,  a phrase, that phrase,
A hawk o f  l i f e ,  th a t la t in é d  phrase . . .

O'Oonnor here r ig h t ly  sees  "poetry as /stZ means to  know-
47led g e , even d esp erate  knowledge." We have Stevens' con­

s is t e n t  p r a c t ic e  o f l e t t in g  us in to  h is  focusing p rocess, 

not doing i t  beforehand and ju s t  g iv in g  us the fin ish ed  

product, but In v o lv in g  us in  the very a ct o f h is  mind. He

^^The s u p e r f ic ia l  s im ila r ity  to se c tio n  v i i  should 
not lead  us to overlook the fa r  g rea ter  awareness here.

^̂ The Shaping Spirit, p. 117
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s ta te s  h is  d e s ir e  fo r  a reader o f h is  book, then reduces 

i t  to  a page, then to  a phrase, f in a l ly  th a t phrase — for  

i t  i s  the q u a lity  o f  the response that he wants. In sec ­

t io n  x x i i  words were seen as in e x tr ic a b ly  wedded to the 

’ c lou d ’ or ’ sk y’ they stand fo r , and here a phrase i s  seen 

as "A hawk o f  l i f e "  because i t  swoops down, captures, and 

thus co n ta in s , experience — "cloud" or "sky," Stevens 

wants the reader to  n ot "flinch"  a t the phrase i t s e l f  

("that hawk's eye") perhaps meaning i t s  ornateness or

d i f f i c u l t y ,  i t s  surface — but rather "at the joy of i t ,"
48at the l iv in g  p ercep tion  th a t went in to  i t .

Stevens freq u en tly  comments on language, and I o f fe r  

the fo llo w in g  to  add to  the above: "Poetry i s  the ga iety

(joy) o f  language;" "A poem i s  a meteor;" "The th ing  said  

must be the poem, not the language used in  saying i t .  At 

i t s  b e s t  the poem c o n s is ts  o f both elements"^^ The emphasis 

i s  always on the v i t a l i t y  o f  language, the e f fo r t  o f the 

poet to  "get" as much o f h is  experience w ith in  the constrants  

of the words. The hope i s  th at the reader w il l  be able to  

get back to  that which i s  forever  beyond language, below 

language. Or as Stevens says elsew here in  h is  "Ada g ia :"

"The eyes see l e s s  than the tongue sa y s. The tongue says 

l e s s  than the mind thinks" (OP 1 7 0 ). I t  i s  not su rp rising

^®The pun on "latined" i s  a t Stevens' usual high  
l e v e l .  I t  i s  part o f  the r e l ig io u s  and m ock-relig ious  
imagery h ere .

^9"Magia" (OP 158, 174, I 6 5 ) .
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th a t the p layer concludes t h is  actio n  by d is tin g u ish in g  

between h is  "playing" and h is  "thinking."  I t  i s  p artly  

the p la y in g , the .la a er ie . th a t  crea tes  the tex tu re , the  

r ic h n e ss , that a s s i s t s  the "thinking" and g e ts  more o f the  

p o e t’s exp erien ce onto the page.

The n ext se c t io n  (xxv) i s  a m arvelously liq u id  

ly r ic  tr a n sfe r in g  the p o s s ib i l i t y  o f u n iv ersa l in tercourse  

to  the le v e l  o f  p h y sica l renew al. The p layer holds both 

h is  "robes and symbols" (b lu en ess) and "the world" (green­

n ess) "upon h is  nose" and strums and ju gg les fo r  a l l  he
C Q

i s  worth. The enigma i s  th a t he both p lays about, and 

i s  su sta ined  by, the b a s ic  c y c l ic  p atterns o f b ir th  and 

death:

Sombre as f i r - t r e e s ,  l iq u id  ca ts
Moved in  the grass w ithout sound.

They d id  not know the grass went round.
The ca ts  had c a ts  and the grass turned gray

And the world had w orlds, a i ,  th is-a-w ay;
The grass turned green and the grass turned gray.

More and more firm ly  the p layer  i s  a sso c ia t in g  what he can, 

and d oes, do w ith the la r g er  n atu ra l rhythms, the archetypal 

p attern s o f growth and decay. ¥e have an in crea sin g ly  

strong, though s t i l l  im p lic i t  a ffirm ation  o f t h is  green

world. Here, though he has a " fat thumb," he p lays the

span o f our n atu ra l l iv e s :  "Things as they were, th ings

^^See fo o tn o te  #20 on "robes and symbols."
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as they a re ,/T h in g s as they w i l l  be by and by , . The 

next two se c t io n s  gradually  approach the e x p l ic i t  accep­

tance o f  the ex ter n a l world in  sec tio n  x x v i i i ,  when i t  w i l l  

be on ly n ecessary  fo r  the sake o f  'p h ilo so p h ica l complete­

n e s s . '  The p layer has never been very in te r e s te d  in  purely  

p h ilo so p h ic a l i s s u e s ,  but only w ith lo c a tin g  h im self respon­

s ib ly  in  terms o f  them.

S ectio n  xxv i i s ,  I th in k , the most powerful, beaut­

i f u l ,  and serene s e c t io n  in  "Blue G uitar." In terms o f  the

poem as a whole, i t  fh r th er  develops the id ea  o f  ' issu e  and

re tu rn ' introduced in  s e c t io n  x x i i ,  and p lays a few more 

changes on the poem's fundamental images. I think th is  i s  

one o f  the few se c t io n s  th a t could be le g it im a te ly  p u lled  

out o f the whole and worked w ith by i t s e l f .  This im plies  

the com pleteness th a t  ch a ra c ter izes  i t .

The world washed in  h is  im agination ,
The world was a shore, whether sound or form

Or l ig h t ,  the r e l i c  o f  fa r e w e lls .
Rock, o f  v a le d ic to r y  echoings.

To which h is  im agination  returned.
From which i t  sped, a bar in  space.

Sand heaped in  the c lou d s, g ian t th a t fought 
A gainst the murderous alphabet:

The swarm o f thoughts, th e swarm of dreams 
Of in a c c e s s ib le  U topia.

A mountainous music always seemed 
To be f a l l in g  and to  be p assin g  away.

Again the focus i s  one o f  an " in ca lcu la b le  balance,"  

a "time o f  inherent e x c e lle n c e ,"  {"Notes" I ,  v i i ) .  I t  i s
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each Im aginative a c t that t r ie s  to  wash the world clean o f  

i t s  compoundings, t r i e s  to  g et back to  "the f i r s t  idea,"  

to  "see i t  c le a r ly  in  th e idea  o f  it"  ("Notes" I , i ) .  But 

because the world cannot be washed a b so lu te ly  c lea n , be­

cause i t  must always have " f ic t iv e  coverings" ("Notes" I I ,  

v i i i ) ,  i t  must be seen as a shore to  which, and from which, 

the im agination sp eeds. I t  i s  not p o ss ib le  to  say anything  

about the world as w ithout the ad d ition  o f the mind's imag­

in in g  — alone the world could be either"sound or form/Or 

l ig h t ."  I t  i s  only p o ss ib le  to  recognize that i t  functions  

as a necessary p o le  th a t , w ith our im agination, makes our 

p ercep tion  p o s s ib le . I t  i s  thus a rock in  the root sense 

o f  being beneath th in g s and supporting them. I t  f ig h ts  

our arrangements, r e s i s t s  our in te l l ig e n c e ,  always squiras 

out from beneath our in sp e c t io n s . But because we can get  

a t i t  im a g in a tiv e ly , th a t i s  when we add ou rselves to  i t ,  

the world a ls o  becomes th a t which y ie ld s  i t s e l f .  The image 

Stevens' u ses i s  th a t o f  a mountain o f sand, a mountain that  

r e s i s t s  our swarming thoughts and dreams, y e t  grants i t s e l f  

to  us grain  by g ra in . I have shown that la t e r  the rock i s  

seen as so covered with lea v es  as to d isappear, and th is  

i s  m erely another way o f  say ing  what i s  sa id  h ere . I t  i s  

our in s is t e n t  im agin ative a c t iv i t y  th a t vanquishes the rock, 

which, in  i t s e l f ,  may be in a c c e s s ib le . But we a s s a i l  i t ,  

g iv e  i t  meanings, le a v e  i t  w ith im ages, and thus e f f e c t  i t s
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tran sform ation .

I t  la  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t the se ren ity  o f  th is  sectio n  

s t i l l  a llow s fo r  the f u l l  reco g n itio n  o f the en erg ies in ­

vo lved , fo r  the rock i s  a g ia n t f ie r c e ly  r e s is t in g  the 

p o e t 's  e f f o r t  to capture i t ,  h i s  only weapon being h is  

"murderous a lphabet."  There i s  th u s, sim ultaneously , a 

rad iant imagery o f  sea , shore, and l ig h t  and a lso  the brute  

nakedness o f  the contending b lue and green.

The f in a l  image o f mountainous music f a l l in g  

e f f e c t iv e ly  brings to g eth er  the p a r a lle l  meanings suggested  

by the "bar in  space." This "bar" i s  both a sandbar (a 

temporary, but s o l id  enough, form erected  n a tu ra lly ) and a 

bar o f music (a fragment p o te n t ia l ly  part o f  a la rg er  m usical 

w h o le). Thus the mountain th a t f a l l s  i s  both the world and 

the p o e t, green and b lu e , sand and m usic. The f a l l in g  i s  

the mutual g iv in g  o f  both mind and world, the s o li ta r y  p o les  

coming togeth er  in  one v is io n . The poet becomes maker o f  

the poem, the rock becomes part o f  the poem. The p o e t's  

coping w ith the rock, g iv in g  meanings to i t ,  crea tin g  music, 

i s  the a ct o f overcoming the rock and overcoming h im se lf .

Thus growth i s  im p lic i t  in  any v a lid  r e la t io n  between mind 

and world.

The conception  o f " fa llin g ,"  as presented in  th is  

se c tio n  o f  "Blue G uitar," seems to  me as cen tra l to Stevens' 

poetry as i t  i s  to  R ilk e 's ,  and i t  comes to in vo lve  a c lu s te r
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o f  id eas about lo s s  and ga in , death and renewal. The

well-known passage from R ilke i s ,  o f  course, the c lo s in g

l in e s  from the Duino E le g ie s ;

Und w ir, die^an ste ia en d es Gluck 
denken, empfanden, d ie  RÜhrung, 
d ie  uns beinah b e s tu r z t , 
wenn e in  G luck liches f a l l t .^ ^

And, as w ith R ilk e , Stevens moves from the l i t e r a l  employ­

ment o f th is  image in  such poems as "The Death o f  a Soldier"  

(OP 97) and "Of Men that are F a lling"  (CP 187), through the  

s t i l l  somewhat r h e to r ic a l and impersonal modulation here in  

se c tio n  xxvi o f  "Blue G uitar," and on to  the f in a l  and simple 

a ffirm a tio n s  o f "Notes," where fo r  major man "The good o f  

A pril f a l l s  tenderly" ( I , i x ) ,  where "music f a l l s  on the 

s ile n c e  l ik e  a sense" ( I I , i v ) ,  and where th is  sense o f weight 

and s p ir i t  a t ta in s  i t s  ap o th eo sis  in  Stevens' 'an gelism ,' 

when the p oet as imagined angel " leaps downward through 

ev en in g 's  rev e la tio n s"  ( I I I , v i i ) .

Two other passages from even la te r  poems are h e lp ­

fu l  h ere . The f i r s t  i s  from "Prim itive" where

. . . in  the in s ta n t  o f  speech,
The breath  o f  an accelerando moves
C aptives the b e in g , widens — and was there, ( i i )

C l
I tr a n s la te  th e se  l in e s  as:

And we, yùio have always thought o f happiness 
(p ro sp er ity )  

clim bing ( r i s in g ) ,  would fin d  the emotion 
that a l l  but confounds u s, 
when happiness f a l l s .

See a lso  V a lery 's  "Dance" in  h is  D ialogues (New York, 1956),, 
pp. 55 -  59, where th e emphasis i s  on flame and th^ r is in g /  
f a l l in g  movement o f  the dance. Both R ilke and Valery shared
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and the second i s  from " R eality  i s  an A c tiv ity  o f  the

August Imagination" (OP 110), vdiere we have

An argen tin e a b stra c tio n  approaching fonn 
And suddenly denying i t s e l f  away,

Frank D oggett, in  a tr u ly  f in e  a r t ic le  on Stevens, 

fo cu ses on t h is  conception  o f " fa llin g"  from a s l i ^ i t l y
cp

d if fe r e n t  p e r sp e c t iv e . He sees  in  Stevens an in sta n t s i ­

m ultaneity  o f  what he c a l l s  "doom and genesis" (p. 71 ), the 

lo s in g  and gain ing  o f a world moment by moment. He sees  

Stevens* poetry as " a ltern a tin g  between a consideration  o f  

the coming and o f the going" (p . 7 0 ) . He i n s i s t s  on Stevens* 

debt to  Bergson, and I th ink  t h is  i s  in d isp u ta b le , fo r  there 

i s  the same strong a ffirm a tio n  o f energy that "endures" 

beneath the "flux" o f change and appearances. Doggett r e fe r s  

to  Stevens* e ssa y , "A C o lle c t  o f  Philosophy" (OP 183-201), 

where Stevens ex p la in s  th a t the poet must su b s titu te  images 

fo r  s t r i c t l y  'p h ilo so p h ica l*  term s, so we should not expect 

the poet to mention f lu x , endurance, e t c .  The poet g ives us

B ergson's stronger th r u st  o f  m atter becoming s p ir i t ,  but I 
think  the u ltim ate  human v a lu a tio n  of th e ir  p o s it io n  i s  ex­
treme ly  s im ila r  to S teven s* . I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  that R ilke  
tr a n s la te d  V a lery 's  Euoolinos a t  the end o f h is  l i f e ,  and 
th a t S tevens' in tro d u ctio n  to the E nglish  tr a n s la tio n  o f  
V a lery 's  D ialogues was alm ost h is  la s t  work. The conver­
gence o f th ese  three men seems to  me to la r g e ly  be in  the  
area in d ica ted  by my d isc u ss io n  o f ' f a l l in g ,*  renewal, and 
the p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  transcendence.

52prank D oggett, "Wallace Stevens' River th a t Flows 
Nowhere," Chicago Review, XV ( Summer-Autumn 1962), pp. 67 - 
30. I disavow some o f  D oggett'a  f in e r  d is t in c t io n s ,  but 
mainly I o b je c t to  h is  s t a t i c  framing o f the dynamic center  
he recogn izes in  Stevens' work. Thus.he.precludes any rea l growth, and h is  remarks requ ire q u a lif ic a t io n .
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the exp erien ce , th e percep tion  — n ot the conception. And 

i f  Stevens i s  more h e s ita tn t  about affirm ing the in creasin g  

" s p ir itu a lity "  o f m atter, i t  i s  because he fin d s h is  em­

p h asis  e lsew h ere. There i s  s t i l l  a "universal strength"  

underlying change, there are s t i l l  p a ttern s o f growth and 

decay, but Stevens i s  more concerned w ith the focusing act  

o f the mind th a t meets t h is  ongoing world, than in examining 

the evo lu tion ary  Im p lica tion s of t h is  ongoingness. (These 

are, I th in k , u lt im a te ly  the same a f f a i r . )  The s ig n if ic a n t  

fa c t  i s  that he lo c a te  each perception  w ithin  a cosmic 

frame o f re feren ce , in  r e la t io n  to  the forces flowing beneath  

i t .  We have seen how Stevens s te a d ily  pushes deeper and 

deeper in to  the r e a le s t  id e n t i t i e s  o f h is  b lue-green  p o le s , 

how he reaches down in to  th e la r g e s t  fo rces flow ing through 

th ese  p o le s , and beneath and beyond them at the same tim e.

As H eraclitu s sa y s , "Fresh waters are ever flow ing in  upon 

you, " and S tevens, l ik e  Thoreau b efore him, has h is  fe e t  in  

the stream w hile touching rock bottom.

To return to se c tio n  x x v i, we can see th a t Stevens 

a ffirm s the underlying rhythms always by grasping the mind 

in  the act o f  grasping what i s  p resen t to i t .  The s e l f  i s  

seen as able to catch th a t which i s  only p o ss ib le  in  a given  

moment and p la ce , on ly  vhen everyth ing i s  ' ju s t  r i g h t . '

We must f in d , n ot impose a r t i f i c i a l  orders. We must be 

a t te n t iv e  in  such a way th a t we are the r e g is te r s  fo r  what 

i s  f a l l in g  and p a ss in g  away. We can move in to  a re la tio n sh ip
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w ith the rook th a t accep ts and a ffirm s i t ,  and in  so 

doing, e f f e c t s  i t s  transform ations upon i t .  Poetry i s  

g e tt in g  y o u r se lf  r ig h t  ( id e a l ly  the cen tra l man) so that 

one can g et the world r ig h t  ( id e a lly  the cen tra l poem). 

Death i s  the mother o f  beauty, change i s  the source o f  what 

we know, because only a con tin u a l rhythm of coming and go­

in g , o f  lo s s  and ga in , a llow s fo r  man's p a r t ic ip a tio n . As 

I s ta ted  in  In trod u ction , Stevens cen tra l p o etic  gesture  

i s  the im ita tio n  o f th is  a c t io n , the str ip p in g  bare and 

the re-im agin in g  o f r ic h e s . Most poems are centered on 

t h is  p rocess o f  renew al, the poem being i t s  formal equiva­

le n t .  S ection  xxv i i s  considerab ly  along in  the process o f  

re-im agin ing the r ich n ess  o f  s e l f  and world — fa r  enough 

along to g ive us one of S tevens' f in e s t  ic o n ic  ly r ic s .

Having f ix e d  the w orld 's r e la t io n  to us, i t s  

f in a l  dependency on u s, in  one o f h is  aupremest f ic t io n s ,  

the p layer i s  a t l a s t  ready to  move in to  an e x p l ic i t  s t a t e ­

ment o f i t s  o th ern ess. S ection  x x v ii  i s  the p relim in ar ies  

fo r  se c tio n  x x v i i i* s  a s s e r t io n . In se c tio n  x x v ii Stevens 

does w ith the sea-im age what he has done with the rock- 

image. I t  was introduced in  se c tio n  x i ,  went through 

various m odulations in  se c t io n s  x iv , x v i i i ,  and x x v i, and 

here i t  emerges in  i t s  f u l l  green embodiment. I t  i s  not a 

' symbol' fo r  the a c tu a l world, any more than ' green' or 

Ihe 'sun' are such symbols, but ra th er , th ro u ^  d e lib era te
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r e it e r a t io n , a l l  three have come to  group them selves to ­

gether around t h is  s in g le  numinous cen ter . Here the sea  

"whitens the roof,"  " d r ifts  through the a ir ,"  i s  "in the 

f a l l in g  snow," and even " th is  gloom i s  the darkness o f  the 

s e a ." But again Stevens i s  ca r e fu l to d is t in g u ish  between 

th a t which we p erce ive  and th a t which i s  there ' in  i t s e l f '  

— and so he d is ta n c es  th e green world th a t we know from 

i t s  in a c c e s s ib le  o r ig in ?  " It i s  a sea that the north wind 

makes." The north wind, as in  se c tio n  x v i i ,  i s  the in e s ­

capable harshness th a t serves to  keep "things as they are" 

imbued w ith  m ysterious depth.

The p layer  mockingly addresses a l l  philosophers

and geographers, those in c lin e d  sim ply to ignore the sea .

He begins an u n fin ish ed  statem ent:

Regard. But fo r  th a t sa lty  cup.
But for  the i c i c l e s  on the ev es—

The sea i s  a form o f r id ic u le .

Even though one can reduce the sea  m etaphorically  to a 

s a lty  cup, or p h y s ic a lly  to an i c i c l e  hanging from an eve, 

s t i l l ,  were i t  not for  the s e a 's  cap acity  for innumerable 

forms, there would be n oth in g . This was what the p layer  

began to say , but see in g  that h is  philosophers and geo­

graphers do not "regard," the sea becomes a form o f r i d i ­

cu le  (in stea d  o f  a f r u c t ify in g  fo r c e ) , and 

The ic eb erg  s e t t in g s  s a t ir iz e

The demon th a t cannot be h im se lf .
That tours to  s h i f t  the s h if t in g  scene.
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The la s t  l in e s  a s s o c ia te  the p la y er-p o et w ith the geographers 

and p h ilo sop h ers, though h is  in te n t  i s  prim arily  s e l f -  

c r it ic is m  fo r  the sea r id ic u le s  the poet w ith h is  murderous 

alphabet vtoo cannot sta y  in  one p lace and deal w ith h is  

world, but must co n sta n tly  run from the s tru g g le . Romantic 

f l i g h t  i s  thus seen as ir r e sp o n s ib le  to  both s e l f  and 

world, and i t  i s  t h is  th a t i s  pushing deeper in  the fo llo w ­

in g  s e c t io n s .

In se c t io n  x x v i i i  the p layer (un lik e "G-esu")

accep ts the n atu ra l world and stands s t i l l  in  i t :

I am a n a tiv e  in  t h is  world
And th ink  in  i t  as a n a tiv e  th in k s,

Gesu, n o t n a tiv e  o f  a mind 
Thinking the thoughts I c a l l  my own.

N ative , a n a tiv e  in  the world 
And l ik e  a n a tiv e  th ink  in  i t .

I t  could not be a mind, the wave
In which the watery grasses flow

And y e t  are fix ed  as a photograph.
The wind in  which th e dead lea v es  blow.

Here I in h a le  profounder strength  
And as I am, I speak and move

And th in g s are as I think they are 
And say they are on the blue g u ita r .

U ltim ately  in e x p lic a b le , w ith the north wind numinously

behind i t ,  there i s  an e s s e n t ia l ,  green world that i s

r e a l,  th a t i s  beyond the mind, th a t cannot ever be

s t r i c t l y  and f in a l ly  reduced to  the mind — " It could

not be a mind." I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t "Notes" begins



95

w ith  such an in s is t e n c e , rather than growing towards i t  

as "Blue Guitar" d oes. In "Notes" the fo llow in g  i s  con­

sidered  the f i r s t  and necessary statem ent in  the examination 

o f  man's r e la t io n  to the world th a t in clu d es him:

B egin , ephebe, by p erce iv in g  the idea  
Of t h is  in v en tio n , t h is  invented world.
The in co n ce iv a b le  id ea  o f the sun.

You must become an ignorant man again  
And see the sun again w ith an ignorant eye 
And see i t  c le a r ly  in  the idea of i t .

Never suppose an in v en tin g  mind as source 
Of t h is  id ea  nor fo r  that mind compose 
A voluminous m aster fo lded  in  h is  f i r e .

And three s e c t io n s  la t e r  in  the same poem:

. . .th e  clouds preceded u s.

There was a muddy centre before we breathed. 
There was a myth b efore the myth began.
Venerable and a r t ic u la te  and com plete.

In both poems, the poet i s  a s se r t in g  the e s s e n t ia l  

bodiness of the w orld , i t s  im p erson a lity , i t s  non-human­

n e ss , i t s  m ysteriou sn ess . He " inhales profounder strength"  

because he now recogn izes h is  r o o ts . U nless we are carefu l 

to  r e la te  th is  to  the t o ta l  p rocess o f the p la y e r 's  growing 

awareness, we m i^ t  see t h is  as 'unrootedness. ' But i t  

i s  Important to  remember th a t the p la y e r 's  quest i s  not 

fo r  the se c u r ity  o f a com fortable world, but rather fo r  

the hard and r e a l l im it s  that can help  him to e s ta b lis h  am 

honest r e la t io n  between h im se lf and the world about him.

He i s  no longer "the demon th a t cannot be h im self."  His 

"thinking" and "saying" are so changed that now he can
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aay: "things are as I th ink  they are/And. say they are."

He i s  not avoid ing  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  h ere , but accepting i t  

w ithout m ediation . He has reworked th e roots of h is  words 

and has progressed beyond the complacent s im p lic ity  o f the  

e a r l ie r ,  "Things as liiey  are/Are changed upon the blue 

g u ita r ."  He and th e  g u ita r  are one, but he knows now that 

the n atu ra l world i s  p a rad ox ica lly  both beyond and dependent 

on him. I t  i s  f in a l ly  because he thinks l ik e  a n a tive  in  

th is  world, th a t h is  "thinking" and "saying" can be one.

He accep ts the e x is te n c e  o f  an object-w orld  beyond per­

cep tion  that en ters in to  percep tion  to  jo in  with the imag­

in a tio n  in  the stru ctu r in g  o f  a unique v is io n . But as i t  

has always been the im agination th a t engrossed the p layer, 

so h ere , when the a ffirm a tio n  o f  an object-w orld  i s  f in a l ly  

arrived  a t ,  i t  has already been im p lic it ly  taken in to  the  

p la y e r 's  sense of th in g s because he i s  aware o f  i t s  depen­

dence on the im agination . S ection  xxvi already achieved  

im p l ic i t ly  what i s  e x p l i c i t ly  s ta ted  h ere , and th is  i s  what 

I have meant when I have sa id  th a t the f in a l  acknowledgment 

o f  a world beyond p erception  w i l l  only be important in  

terms o f the p la y e r 's  p u b lic  avowal of h is  p o s it io n . He does 

not want to  be a p h ilosop h er . There i s  a nakedness in  

se c tio n  x x v i i i  that goes w e ll w ith the firm , co n fessio n a l 

character o f the statem ent.

S ection  x x ix  makes an ir o n ic  jab at the wrong kind
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o f c r i t i c ,  the lean  and hungry s o r t , who s t ic k s  with the 

cath ed ra ls and the p ast and i s  unable to h on estly  confront 

the f e s t iv a l  proclaim ed by such a poet as S tevens. In 

response to P o g g io li ,  Stevens says: "R eligious ceremonies 

and d e lig h ts  are ev a sio n s o f r e a l i t y .  External l i f e ,  the 

o p p o site , i s  a l l  a wedding w ith r e a l i t y .  The ancient argu­

ment goes on fo rev er . I t  i s  l ik e  a comparison of masks".

I t  i s  what i s  beyond th e ca th ed ra l, o u tsid e , th a t "balances 

w ith n u p tia l so n g ." And the e f fo r t  needed i s  that which 

w il l  "balance th in gs/T o  and to  the p o in t o f  s t i l l , "  yet 

s t i l l  know that "the balance does not q u ite  r e s t ."  I t  i s  

im possib le to g e t  the th in g  ju s t  r ig h t , so we must be con­

te n t  w ith approxim ations. I t  i s  as true of the poet as of  

the poem, that "one mask i s  strange,how ever lik e ."

The shapes are wrong and the sounds are f a l s e .
The b e l ls  are the b ellow in g  o f  b u lls .

Yet Franciscan don was never more
H im self than in  t h i s  f e r t i l e  g la s s .

H is example o f  fa ls e n e s s  and wrongness (the second lin e  

quoted above) i s  d e l i ^ t f u l ,  but i t  should n o t, however 

charming and condensed i t  i s ,  claim to  be more than an 

approximation of what the poet wants. The only v a lid  t e s t  

for  th e  poet i s  whether or not he has given us h is  ca re fu lly

^^Mattino Domencale. p. 182



98

explored sense o f the world as i t  changes. Thus h is  r e ­

s p o n s ib i l i ty  i s  to  the q u a lity  o f h is  perception  — not 

to  i t s  s p e c i f ic  con ten t. And then , d esp ite  the s h if t in g  

scene, d e sp ite  the approxim ations, d e sp ite  knowing that one 

i s  never q u ite  r ig h t  nor even th a t for long, one i s  never  

more h im se lf  than in  t h is  f e r t l e  g la s s ,  the mirror held up 

to  our nature.

S ectio n  XXX a t la s t  lo c a te s  the poet firm ly in  

the s o c ia l  world, p la c in g  him in  the l i k e l i e s t  center o f  

modern America — suburbia. Prom man's long journey through 

h is to r y , and from the p la y e r 's  more recent journey through 

h is  own psyche, an image o f modem man appears — comic, 

b a ttered , but a p o te n t ia l ly  v ic to r io u s  "fantoche,"

Hanging h is  shawl upon the wind.
Like something on the s t a t e ,  puffed out.

His s tr u tt in g  stu d ied  through cen tu r ie s .

Again the "shawl" retu rn s us to  the g en esis  o f the blue robe 

in  se c tio n  ix ,  fo r  here to o , i t  i s  our u ltim ate weapon 

a g a in st the world over and a g a in st u s. "Poetry i s  a cure 

o f  the mind" (OP 1 7 6 ). And major man must evolve from 

t h is  fan toch e, fo r  there i s  no com fortable way around th is  

s tr u tt in g  poverty o f our co n d itio n . C h r istia n ity  has been 

reduced to  A.T.&T.: "The c r o ss -p ie c e  on a pole/Supporting  

heavy ca b le s , s lu n g //T h ro u ^  O xidia, banal suburb/One h a lf  

o f a l l  i t s  in s ta llm e n ts  paid ,"  And thrown ag a in st the cry 

th a t rang out a t th a t o ld er  c r u c if ix io n , "Ecce Home I,"
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what g reets  ours i s  Ecce Oxidia!

Dew-dapper c la p p er -tra p s, b lazin g  
From crusty  stack s above machines.

Ecce, Oxidia i s  the seed
Dropped out o f th is  amber-ember pod,

O xidia i s  the soo t o f  f i r e ,
O xidia i s  Olympia,

Blackened resid ue of a f i r e  both in  fa c to r ie s  and the 

s p ir i t ,  O xidia i s  y e t  the seed , the only p o ss ib le  b ir th ­

p lace  of a new Olympia. The new, se cu la r  myth demanded 

in  se c tio n  v must g e s ta te  in  O xid ia, there i s  no other  

p la ce . And i t  1^ g e s ta t in g , i f  "Blue Guitar" i s  any 

in d ic a t io n .

S ection  xxx i merely r e it e r a te s  that Oxidia i s ,

indeed, the p lace:

I t  must be t h i s  rhapsody or none.
The rhapsody o f  th in g s  as they are.

The romantic (here equipped w ith "larks") i s  again re jec ted . 

Combat i s  the song o f  the day: n a tu re , employer, employee 

a l l  contend, w h ile  the fa t  thumb o f  the here "blunted 

player" b eats out th e "nuances" as b e s t  he can. But as 

we now ex p ec t, however d r o ll  and wearisome the a f fa ir s  be­

tween the contenders may be, the n atu ra l world w il l  continue 

to  beat out i t s  elem ental rhythms; "The bubbling sun w il l  

bubble u p ,/S p rin g  sparkle and the cock-bird  sh riek .

"The Man on the Dump" (CP 201), w ritten  a few years 
a f te r  "Blue G uitar," stro n g ly  resem bles both th is  and the 
l a s t  s e c t io n . See e s p e c ia l ly  one o f  Stevens' fa v o r ite  images: 
"the moon creeps up/To the bubbling o f bassoons."
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And even though the suburbanites " w ill hear//And continue 

th e ir  a f fa ir ,"  the promise o f renewal i s  grounded beyond

th e ir  cap acity  to  do harm. And here the p layer firm ly

a s s e r ts  h is  presence; here he w i l l  p lay "The rhapsody 

o f  th in gs as they are ."  Even the very phrase he now u ses  

in corporates the demand o f  the audience for "a tune beyond 

u s, y e t o u rse lv es ."  He has indeed stud ied  th ro u ^  cen­

tu r ie  s .

, S ection  x x x ii  i s  the s tro n g est and calm est s ta te ­

ment of r e so lu tio n  in  "Blue G uitar." The darkness and 

d i f f i c u l t y  are joyou sly  affirm ed, fo r  the candle o f  the  

im agination i s  enough:

Throw away the l ig h t s ,  the d e f in it io n s .
And say o f  what you see  in  the dark

That i t  i s  t h is  or th a t i t  i s  th a t .
But do not use the ro tted  nam es.55

The poet here r e je c t s  the f a l s e  co n so la tio n s o f r e l ig io n -  

philosophy, a l l  the t r a d it io n a l d e f in it io n s ,  and wants only  

what can be seen in  the a c tu a l, raw con d ition s o f d i f f i c u l ­

ty  th a t sire the r e a l co n d ition s o f  see in g  and saying . The

^% ote the fo llo w in g  from "Auroras o f Autumn" 
(CP 416):

This i s  noth ing  u n t i l  in  a s in g le  man contaned. 
Nothing u n t i l  t h i s  named th in g  nameless i s  
And i s  destroyed  . . . (v i)

A lso see "Prim itive" iv  and v .
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names are ro tted  u n le ss  they are words hewed from fre sh , 

in d iv id u a l exp erien ce , fo r

How should you walk in  that space and know
Nothing o f the madness o f  space.

Nothing o f i t s  jo cu la r  procreations?

The a u d ien ce's  demand to  be "in the tune as i f  in

space" (w ith  i t s  attendant q u a lif ic a t io n s  — see sec tio n  

v i)  i s  here f u l ly  transformed according to the p o e t 's  v is io n  

o f  the immense space w ith in  each a c t o f perception  (and 

surrounding i t ) .  In the darkness, one must try  to create  

order and know the u t te r  d i f f i c u l t y ,  or madness, o f  th is  

attem pt and y e t  s t i l l  do i t .  The p layer i s  sure enough now

o f h is  stren gth  to  sm ile at th e prospect o f fu ture jocu lar

p rocrea tion s ocming from the interm inable s tru g g le . "Blue 

Guitar" i s  c e r ta in ly  an example o f  jocu lar  p rocreations:  

and i t  i s  c e r ta in ly  a th in g  made out o f  darkness, with few 

g u id e lin e s  fo r  h e lp , made out o f  the ab solu te space between 

the im agining mind and the a c tu a l world. Only at th is  

s in g le  p o in t o f naked con tact i s  there lig ^ t:

Throw the l ig h t s  away. Nothing must stand

Between you and the shapes you take
"When the cru st o f shape has been destroyed.

You as you are? You are y o u r se lf .
The b lue g u ita r  su rp r ises  you.

Before language cr ea te s  an in term ediate world 

between s e l f  and o b je c t , there is  the fu sio n  o f  s e l f  and
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O bject, th a t moment o f  pure r e la t io n , before words can get  

to  i t  and work on i t .  I t  i s  t h is  crea tiv e  cen ter that i s  

now valued by the p la y er  once the old  cru sts o f  shape have 

been d isc r e d ite d . He im p l ic i t ly  r e je c ts  h is  o ld  vocabu­

la r y  s t y le  th e r e fo r e . We must g e t  back to  th is  ex p er ien tia l  

cen ter  and l e t  noth ing  stand in  the way. We must l e t  our 

words grow from our experience and not d ic ta te  terms to  

i t .  Language must once again be a bridge and not a barrier;  

cru sts  must g iv e  way to forms, and those only fo r  a moment 

f in a l .  And \dien we r e a l iz e  th e  o ld  cru sts  are not v a lid ,  

when we r e a liz e  th a t they came out o f  the l iv in g  center  

o f  our having taken various shapes, and that we s t i l l  do 

take shapes, then we can l e t  our language once again be 

re sp o n sib le  to  th ese  immediate forms. The im p lic it  question  

in  "You as you are?" i s  "How can you t e l l  when you are you?" 

And the answer i s  you are always y o u r se lf , you can never not 

be y o u r s e lf , o r , a s  i t  i s  put in  "Notes," echoing Jehovah's 

mighty statem ent, "I have not but I am and as I am, I am" 

( I l l . v i i i ) .  The b lue g u ita r  does indeed su rp rise  you.

To say we are the shapes we tak e , i s  to  say we are 

co -crea to rs  w ith the world we meet o f the forms that come 

in to  b ein g  from our r e la t io n . And having ra ised  the s ta tu s  

o f  the two p o le s  o f  h is  v is io n  as they were e s ta b lish ed  in  

the Overture, having found them to  be inseparab le as fa r  

as our knowing i s  concerned, the p layer has remade h is  con-
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sc lo u a n ess . The p o le s  o r ig in a l ly  structured  the exp lor­

a tio n  o f h is  own awareness as i t  then e x is te d , but during 

t h is  ex p lo ra tio n  the term s(as we have seen) n ece ssa r ily  

changed value as he came to  understand them b e t te r . For 

in  the same way th a t the poem could not have been p lo tted  

in  the beginn ing , h is  journey through h is  own psyche could  

not have been p lo t t e d . In t h is  case they were both the 

same journey o f  s e lf -d is c o v e r y , poem and man fin d in g  th e ir  

form only through- a c t io n . The p layer  found a fo rm  that 

u n ited  him w ith  ce n tra l man, and t h i s  poem (“Blue Q-uitar") 

found a form which u n ite s  i t  w ith  the cen tra l poem. These 

unions are to  be seen p o te n t ia l ly ,  fo r  the actu a l man and 

poem never e x i s t  w holly w ith in  the en v ision ed  p o ss ib le  cen­

t r a l i t y .  But t h i s  is  not the is s u e . I t  i s  rather a question  

o f which d ir e c t io n  to  grow in ,  and i t  i s  that that the 

p layer has found.

S ection  x x x i i i  comes a f te r  the above clim ax, 

l e t t in g  us down from i t s  h e ig h t by g en tly  rounding o f f  

the is s u e s  in v o lv ed . Stevens o ften  ends h is  poems with  

c o d a s ,ju s t  as he u su a lly  l e t s  us see him s e t  the stage in  

the beginning and fo llo w  h is  thought through i t s  carefu l 

m ed ita tive  s p ir a ls .

The f in a l  co n tra stin g  o f the tr a d it io n a l a sser tio n  

o f  r ig id i t y  w ith  the modern emphasis on growth, d iscovery , 

and change, i s  accom plished in  terms o f  two kinds o f time:
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That g en e r a tio n 's  dream, a v ile d
In the mud, in  Monday's d ir ty  l ig h t .

T hat's i t ,  th e on ly  dream they knew,
Time in  i t s  f in a l  b lock , not time

To come, a w rangling o f  two dreams.

The t r a d it io n a l C h ristian  p o s it io n  fin d s time locked  

t ig h t ly  between two expanses o f  non-tim e, where we are 

wedged between the b e fo re -c r e a tio n  and the after-Judgem ent. 

Thus time i s  a " f in a l block" because i t  cannot transcend  

th ese  boundaries or a l t e r  them. I t  i s  a dream not only 

because i t  r e s t s  on a s e t  o f unprovable assum ptions, but 

because i t  i s  fu r th er  r ig id i f i e d  by the Monday mockery of  

i t s  Sundays. C ontrasted w ith  t h is  i s  time to  come, where 

n ot ju s t  human l i f e  i s  seen as a dream thrown aga in st the 

ab so lu te  r e a l i t y  o f  god, but where there i s  a dynamic con­

fro n ta tio n  o f  two e lem en ta lly  opposed fo r c e s , the blue o f  

the mind and the green o f  th e world, and where th ese  two 

w rangling dreams can co n tin u a lly  create  a d iffe r e n t  v is io n .  

That they are both seen  now as dreams i s  because both are 

in  them selves in a c c e s s ib le  w ithout being imagined. They 

make both thus u n in te r e s t in g . A lso the p layer goes beyond 

any re a l in te r e s t  in  the u ltim a te  m etaphysical id e n t i t ie s  

o f  "things as they a re" and the "tune beyond" because he 

has d iscovered  th a t each, to  be known, presupposes th e ir  

r e la t io n s h ip . And thus there 3s f in a l ly  nothing to  say 

about the bare rock in  i t s e l f  or about the im agination in
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i t s e l f . Any s t r i c t l y  lo g ic a l  a n a ly s is  i s  Irrelevan t. As 

a s k e le ta l  schema the ex ten sio n  o f  the player* s understand­

in g  has some v a lu e , but i t  i s  f in a l ly  only the ten sio n , the  

dynamics, the in te rp en e tra tio n  o f and between these p o les  

th a t  i s  o f any tr u ly  human s ig n if ic a n c e .

So in stea d  o f  s le ep in g  by n ig h t and d es ir in g  by 

day (the a u d ien ce 's  con d ition  as announced in  sec tio n  v ) ,  

the p layer  en v is io n s  s le ep in g  by n ig h t but "fo r g e tt in g " by 

day. Thus he d e f in e s  a con tinu al recrea tion  o f s e l f  and 

world day a f t e r  day;

Here i s  the bread o f  time to  come.

Here i s  i t s  a c tu a l sto n e . The bread
W ill be our bread, the stone w i l l  be

Our bed and we s h a l l  sleep  by n ig h t .
We s h a ll  fo r g e t  by day, except

The moments when we choose to  p lay
The imagined p in e , the imagined jay .

Here the inner rock o f  our con d ition  has not only been 

accepted , but i t  has been joyously  affirm ed. I t  i s  not

only an image o f  our barrenness and p o te n t ia l i ty  together --

the spanning o f  our b ein g  — i t  i s  our very bed. At n igh t  

we s h a ll  r e s t ,  and by day we s h a ll  fo rg e t — p o ss ib ly  the  

now-inadequate v is io n s  o f  the p a s t, the r ig id  id ea s , the 

extreme harshness o f th e o u tsid e  world — ex cep t, and th is  

i s  the f in a l  tw is t  and in s is t e n c e  that we do not read th is  

as escap e, the moments when we choose to form our days and
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nigkits In to  a v is io n  o f l i f e .  But we play both p a rts , we 

are both dreams, both  the imagined p ine and the imagined 

Jay, the b lue and green o f  c r ea tin g , because we have 

earned t h is  by forming i t  in to  an order - -  one o f many 

p o ss ib le  orders — and because th is  forming has been an 

im aginative a c t , the poet i n s i s t s  on reaping the f r u i t  o f  

h is  g e s tu re . S ince i t  i s  only through the im agination that  

one can con stru ct the idea o f the im agination and the idea  

o f a p h y sica l w orld , the im agination should g et c r ed it  fo r  

i t s  achievem ents.
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and d ec la res  I t s e l f .  I su ggested  in  the Introduction  

th a t “Blue Guitar" p o ss ib ly  i s  Stevens major e f fo r t  to 

understand h is  moving from the r ic h , but f in a l ly  h e s ita n t  

poetry o f the 2 0 's to the f u l l  repose evident in  “Notes" 

and in  a l l  the subsequent poems. Because o f t h is  I think  

the poem should be accepted as an important document in  

the growth o f  a p o e t 's  mind.

To g ive one example o f  S tevens' la te  poems, here

is “Artificial Populations,” written in the Winter of 1955»

and quoted in  i t s  e n t ir e ty :

The cen ter th a t he sought was a s ta te  of mind.
Nothing more, l ik e  weather a f te r  i t  has cleared  - -  
W ell, more than th a t , l ik e  weather vhen i t  has cleared  
And the two p o les  continue to m aintain i t

And the O rient and the O ccident embrace 
To form th a t w eather's appropriate peop le.
The rosy men and the women o f  the rose .
Astute in being what they are made to be.

This a r t i f i c i a l  population  i s  l ik e  
A h e a lin g -p o in t  in  the s ick n ess  o f  the mind:
Like angels resting on a rustic steeple 
Or a confect of leafy faces in a tree--

A h ea lth  — and the fa ces  in  a summer n ig h t.
So, to o , of the races o f  appropriate people  
Of the wind, o f the wind as i t  deepens, and la te  

s le e p ,
And music th a t la s t s  long and l iv e s  the more.

(OP 112)

I chose t h is  poem because the terms are so appropriately  

c lo se  to those o f the "Blue G uitar." Here the p o les  — 

blue-green; im a g in a tio n -r e a lity ;  O rient-O ccident — are 

recognized  in  th e ir  in d iv id u a lity , y e t  sim ultaneously seen
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as b u tre ss ln g  a la r g e r  u n ity . The p o les  are to  be main­

ta in ed , indeed they are n ecessa ry , but now they are en­

v is io n ed  as upholding the cured w hole, the h ea lth  o f a 

rad iant co n sc io u sn ess . Thus Stevens continues to use h is  

fa v o r ite  "tezmis" lon g  a f t e r  he has recognized th e ir  u ltim ate  

in d is t in g u is h a b i l i t y ,  fo r  they are necessary i f  one i s  to  

ta lk  at a l l  about the s t i l l  c e n ter , the s ta te  o f  mind, 

the h ea lin g -p o in t  in  th a t mind. But he w i l l  always be 

both "the imagined pine" and "the imagined Jay."

I t  should perhaps be observed here th a t the c r i t i c s  

are alm ost u n iv e r sa lly  agreed th a t Stevens' theory o f the 

im agination  i s  not k in  to  C o ler id g e 's , that he would never 

a sse r t  th a t the im agination  f in a l ly  a l t e r s  what i s  "out 

th ere."  This seems p e c u lia r ly  thick-headed to  me, for  

Stevens has done noth ing a t a l l  i f  not to  proclaim that 

we can only know what i s  "out there" by means o f  the imag­

in a tio n , th a t  the mind in e v ita b ly  i s  involved  in  the con­

stru c tio n  o f th in g s  seen . He i n s i s t s  he i s  both p ine and 

Jay, because su b jec t and o b je c t  are fused in  the a ct o f  

p ercep tion  and only subsequently separated out — and 

separated out by means o f  an im agin ative a c t .

O bviously i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  work with a poet i f  

o n e 's  preconceptions keep in tru d in g , but th is  p a rticu la r  

rub seems endemic. The b ias i s  to any "romantic" remaking 

o f  what i s  accepted  as 'hard fa c t '  — even though sc ie n -
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t i s t s  have backed away from such a sse r t io n s  fo r  almost

h a lf  a century now. I th ink  i f  we could  accept Stevens

as sharing both C o ler id g e 's  theory o f the Imagination

(th o u ^  w ithout God) and S h e lle y 's  conception o f  the poet

as L e g is la to r , we would a l l  be c lo se r  to  Stevens' very

romemtic core. U nless we can accept t h i s ,  we f a i l  to

ap precia te the ra th er awesome s ta tu re  o f  S tevens, the

value o f the verb a l world he u ltim a te ly  in h a b its , and the

growth he undergoes. We thus would f a i l  to understand how

h is  mind moves th r o u ^  a l l  o f h is  la t e r  poems, making and

d is so lv in g  moment by moment, f in d in g  r e la t io n s , hold ing

them for  an in s t a n t 's  m ed ita tion , then p u ttin g  asid e  as

h is  mind flow s on to something e ls e :

Suppose th ese  houses are composed o f o u rse lv es ,
So that they become an im palpable town, f u l l  o f  
Impalpable b e l l s ,  tran sp aran cies o f sound.

Sounding in  transparent d w ellin gs o f  the s e l f .  
Impalpable h a b ita tio n s  th a t  seem to move 
In the movement o f  the co lo rs  o f  tiie mind

('An Ordinary Evening" i i )

(And t h i s  d e lic a te  p o s s ib i l i t y  i s  pursued for  tw elve more

l in e s ,  in  one unbroken sen ten ce , before i t  i s  dropped and

another momentary r e la t io n  i s  grasped and allow ed to  r ip en .)

The cen ter  Stevens sought was indeed a s ta te  o f  mind, 

but a s ta te  o f  mind ever a l iv e  to  the two v i t a l  p r in c ip le s  

inform ing i t .  And the wonder o f  h is  la t e  poetry , as with  

Shakespeare's la t e  p la y s , i s  in  the words — words with
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more "th lnglness"  them what we c a l l  the actu a l th in g s .

His strong inward im pulse even in  th e e a r l ie s t  poems i s  

towards th is  u ltim a te  cap acity  where words are th in g s , but 

i f  the c r i t i c s  were to have th e ir  way t h is  would be theo­

r e t i c a l ly  forb idden . I have tr ie d  in  the above to suggest 

something o f  the s ta tu re  o f  S tevens' mind and o f  the su­

preme con sc iou sn ess he f in a l ly  arrived  a t , and we must 

accept what he p resen ts us w ith: a mind that i s  i t s  own 

world; a detached intim acy; a r ip en ess  th a t  renews simply 

through i t s  motion; a se r e n ity  that a t t e s t s  to a q u a lity  

o f  l i f e  remote from ours, but connected to i t  by i t s  ab­

so lu te  humanness.
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