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CHAPTER ONE:3

GENERAL BACKGROUND

One of the most quotable quotes of the past two centuries
is Nietzsche's assertion that "God is dead,” The Christian, or
any believer for that matter, must admit to himself that this state.
ment is partially true, No amount of wishing that things vere others
wise can alter the undeniable fact that, for a large portion of mane
kind, God 1s :ru:?fé‘{-(, at least, irrelevant, Since the Middle Ages
there has been a steady glacier of unbelief and religlious apathy
moving across the Western vorld, leading some to label our civiliza.
tion "post.thristian,”

One of the most Iinteresting products of postechristianity,
Wallace Stevens, {s the subject of this thesis, My alm will be to
place Stevens in his context of modern unbelief and to evaluate his
response to the preasures vhich 1life in a godless vacuum of affluent
materialism exerts on the soul of a sensitive poet, DBy examining the
mathodology he used to create his "world of the imagination,” I
hope to ba able to cast some light on the underlying motives of his

whols work,




There are relatively fow avallable facts on his private life
other than some schematie, "dustejacket" resumes, This is typlc#l
of the man, He preferred to let his posms speak for themselves,
although on occasion he spoke in the form of a sort of allagorical
autoblography, A good example of this i{s a poom I will discuss in
Chapter IIl, "The Comedian as the Lettar c."‘ But, for the most part,
we have only the bare outlines of his 1ife, encrusted with a good
deal of legend,

From first to last Stevens' poems have an amaring homogenelty,
Throughout his career as a writer, he developed a group of ideas
that were present in almost everything he wrote, Roy !larvey Pearce
sumnarizes Stevens' work during thirty vears as "a whole and contine
ulng poetry whose subject i{s the 11fe, the form and function of the
lmnglnntion.”z More precisely, he wrote about the "poetic" imagination,
Indeed, the great majority of his poems are, in some way or other,
about poetry, about what he called "the poem of the act of the mdnd."3
The function of the imagination in shaping the reality it encounters
provided him with both a subject matter and a method of handling

that subject matter,

1;%3 Collacted Poems of Vallace Stevens (New York: Alfred
A. i((‘opf’ » - » l. bm wil ba ﬁfﬁl"ﬁd tO an _C_g.

zaoy Harvey Pearce, "Wallace Stevens: The Life of the Imae
gination,™ PMLA, 1XVY (1951), 361,

30¢ Modern Poetry,” P, p. 240,




Imagination and its contact with reality provided him with

a theme on which he worked endless variations, As early as 1917 he
axpressed his intention of sticking to one problem and thoroughly
axploring it, He told Williams

Personally I have a distaste for miscellany, . « « GCiven a

fixed point of view, realistic, imagistic, or vhat you will,

everything adjusts itself to that point of viewi and the proe

cess of adjustment s a world of flux, as it should be for

the poet, But to fldget with points of view leads always

to now begzimnings and incessant new begimmings lead to stere

flity, A single mammer or mood thoroughly matured and exe

ploited is that fresh thing,%
He felt that such single~.mindedness would eventually have as its
revard a sigificant addition to esthetiocs, His wish was & real ones
"Thera is nothing that I desire more intensely than to make a cone
tribution to the theory of poetry,”> And so he stuck with his sube
Ject untll, as an old man, he could say

It makes so little difference, at s0 much more
Than seventy, where one looks, one has been there ba!.'om.

But, in spite of a sameness in his work, there is a constant

newness in his approaches to the one basic problem of imagination vs,

reality, And this 12 because Stevens did much more than merely theorisze

4;1111am Van 0'Connor, Shaping Spirit: A Study of Wallace
Stevens (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1 e Da

Sibid., p. 61,
6nL.ong and Sluggish Lines,™ CP, p. 522, Even in this late poem,

he 13 complaining that, despite sll his efforts, "the life of the poen
in the mind has not yet hegun,"




about poetics and "cognitional processes,” O'Cornor speaks of him as
an “explicator,” but one "whose subject iz estimtics, not merely in
its relation to sensibility and intellect, but to bellef, morality
and soclety."7 It is this larger scope «« the moral world -« in
Stevens that {s the maln concern of this thasis,

He found that the imarinative faculty, so fascinating to him
whan looked on merely as a sort of cornucopia filled with gaudy
treasures, could also be put to much more valuable use, By creating
a vorid it c¢ould give mankind somathing to delieve in, O'Comor dese
eribes this shift {rom playfulness to moral concern:

Holding to his major theme, the relation between imagination
and reality as ocoeguals, Stevens has moved beyond a concern
with esthetics (although he waa never, as he had been called,
a "sure paet™) to a conoorm with the welationship hetween
lmagination aul humanistis ideals, worality and bellief, Like
many of the other modarns, Stevens finds the old ballefs "obe
solete,” Even though we have lost "the idaa of God,” we arve
frea to substitute an "{dea of man," . . . But Stevens 1s
never naive, He is not asking that the poet project filmy
1deals and procead to live within them,B
J. V. Cumingham characterizes Stevens' neoed as one for "soma ine
tuition of permanence in the oxperlence of absoluteness, though this
be 1llusory and transitory, something to satiafy the deeply angrained

longings of his religious fe@ling.“g

79'C0nnor, Pe 39,

gzlbsdla s Po 28,

9&. V. CGmninghan, Tradition and Peastle Structure (Denvers

Alan Swallow, 1960), p, 122




There must be a point of reference, an absolute, or & touche
stone of some kind on which to base 1ife, Stevens faced this problem
squarslys

The prologues are over, It i3 a quastion, now
Of final bellef, So, say that final belief 0
tust be In a flction, It is time to choese.z

These prologues, of course, are the decline of religlon and the
rise of unbelief ~« the death of Cod, Jacques !larltain sees Stevens
as a man who has "rejected faith in Transcendence and entered inte
the spiritual experience of the vold,” Mon llke Stevens

are bound == as tien es £0 tupn toward a substitute for what
they have rejected; a new god of their own, or a system

of revolt azainst and hatred for the celestial Intruder,

as Lautreamont put it, or that "profundum physical thune

der, dimenasions in which we belleve without bellief, beyond
belief” of which Wallace Stevens spoke «» all this sought for
in the place of God from Whom they had parted, This nostalgia
has directly to do, not with thelr poetic work, but with thelr
humani ty, with those substructures and preconditions on which
poetry depends indirectly,ll

Formerly, in the "ages of faith,” man's life was anchored firmly to
the immovable rock of Divinity, The poat felt certain of some things
at loast,

The poem of the mind in the act of finding

What will suffioe, Ir hLas not always had
To find: the scene was set} it repeated vhat

10ma8ides on the Oboe," CP, p, 230,

115a0ques Maritain, Creative Intuition in At Poo
(New York: Pmn*xetm. 19,:3}, pe 151 n, For Stevens' comments on
. 06 angel (Rew York: Kmopt, 1931), p. 30,




Was in the seripk,
To something else, Its pest was a souvenir,

With the rise of modern rationalisa (which Stevens dislikes
intsnsely) and the breakup of smuch of the West's Christian tradition,
the world becens sn empty o, Llke Camus® jarden, walled with death
and surrounded by nothlngnass, the world presents a modern thinker
with a pussiing void, Louis L, iartxz dascribes the "before and after®
as tt §is found in Stevens' writings:

(e] wepresents the state of man from vhich his poems spring,
The world of Greek myth and traditional beauty, the world of
the Hebrew Deity, the world of Nordic legende.worlds of
tmagtnative faith and of unity between min and the universses
thess things are gone, lian, disinherited, has beooms the atien
of the unjwverse, No min seema falls, Vallaoe Stevens
1ives in & world from which the elemental, the supernatural,
and the mythical have besn drained, and in which the deeper
instinets of the humen race #re consequently starving, Somes
how, by his ovn mind and senses, man must find sustensnce,
mast maks teyms with alr and sarth, must astablish some vee
1ation betwsen himself ?d the world about him, ., . . This
is the poet's mlssion,} |

The attempt to compensate for a lack of meaning in 1ife has
1ed many men into a privata world of schizophrenia, The human mind
vishes to attach itself to something and not to remain an uncomml tted
blank tndefinively, But if the dangers {nvelved in finding an sbe

solute are great, how much more difffcult is this atbempt when the

12no¢ Modern Postxy,” CBy Pe 239,

Lrouts L. Marts, "The torld of Wallsce Stevens,” in Modesn
n Postey (New York: Roy, 1930), ed, B, Rajan, pp, 0493,




object s opanly recopgniszed and admitted to be a fictional one? And
yet this is exactly what Stevens does, !lo sees man as so constructed
that he needs beliefs; bdut, in the absence of moral realities worthy
of bellef, he proceads to his conclusion with fearless lozie: "The
£inal belief must bo in a fiction,” As OfCormor explains 1t,

he acknowledges that ballefs ave fictions, but holds that

soms flotions accord with our meeds, 1lke the fiction of

heroism, nobility, love, or the brotherhood of man, Ye can

belleve in them even though we know that to some extent they

are our own creations, that our desires, feelings and ritusls

halp to create ﬁd sustain them, Having created them, we can

1ive with them,

Such a mission precludes anything iike a solipsistic wish

to live merely in a private mld’ of the imagination, All men have
these needs for belief; and, without being a crusader, Stevens feels
that the poet's function is to share his new world with his fellow
men, He is obliged

not only to discover but to be sure of this bellef, to

Justify 1t for his reader, and to express {t in symbols

that are understandable and affecting, . . He mist construct

his own state (as, indeed, Stevens himsolf has done, in torms

of a subject matter, bellefs, a tis parsonss and an

{oonography peculiar to hs pootyy),

Realist that he is, Stevenas does not axpect to be able to

renew the world as he would 1ike, but ha feels that he sust do what
he can, He does not propose the poet as prophet of a new millenfum,

Rather, "his proposal {s more modest e« that we accoept the imagination,

149 connor, p. 69,
Bivig., ». 120,




and thereforw its capacity for helping us live, in esthetic and in
moral torms, more humanly, I{ man cennot be divine, he can be
muoan, 19 and yet, faced with a certsin smount of inevitable failure
in trying to do vhat iwe halfeadmits is impossible, Stevens acknowledges
himself to be

A most inappropriabte man
In a post unpropitious plm.’"

To what extent {s this self.analysis true? It seams probable
that the "place," America in the twentleth century, offers 1ittle
consolation to a oongrolled romantic like Stevens., DBut whether or
not he s an "inappropriste” poat for thiz age s another questiom,
The opinfons of critics dlifer considerably, Most acknowledge him
to be one of the outstanding artists of our time, but not all do so
for the same yeason, His metriocal skill and power of evoking complex
emotions through a masterful use of nuance single him out as one of
the best verse tecimiclang America has produced, On this all agree,

So nuch for his pletic structure, vhat about his content?
Did he actually succeed in censtructing a satisfactorv world? In
"Notes Toward A Supreme Fletion,” a work which will ocoupy a major
portion of this thesis (Chapter IV), he spole of finding his bellefs
Justified,

IMO Pe 230

171541113 After Lunch," CP, p. 120,




That's 1t: the more than rational MHstortion
The fiction that results from feeling, Yes, that

They will get it straight one day at the Sorbomme,

We shall returm at twilight from the lecture

Pleased that the irrationsl is rational,

Until flicked by feeling, in a gildered street,

1 call you by name, my green, my fluent mundo, 8

You will have stopped revolving except in mul,l

The next chapter will examine the philosophlcal background

that helped Stevens in his attempt to find an odject of belief,

to "get Lt right,*

18¢p, pp, 4087,




CHAPTER TvO: IMAGINATION,

THE CENTRAL THEME OF STEVENS' POETRY

An original thinker {3 never original in a vacuum, His
originality consiats in overlaying the thoughts of others with his
oun subjectivity, In Stevens' case we £ind a highly individualized
approach applied to a frequantly explored set of values, Speaking
simplistically, when philosophers choose up sides, they tend to
form the {dealists vs, the rationalists, Other names for the basic
aplit range from romanticist ve, realist to James' "tendereginded”
vs, "tougheminded,” In each case Stevens would tend toward the first
group named,

To trace his philosophical genealogy, we could include ree
ferences to a number of poets and thinkers, but three of them will
suggest the basic set of 1deas he inheritad and vorked with: Plato,
Coleridge and Sannym..l flowever, before applying philosophlcal
touchstones to Stevens' work, we should admit that he is not primertily

Lythers might be Bergson (Cf, Prank Kermode, Wallaoe Stevens
(Edinburgh: Oliver and 3oyd, 1960), p. 82) and Wordsworth (ct,

Cunningham, p., 113),

10
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a philosopher; he is a poat, Desplte his attompts to axpress a mory
of esthetics in prose, he is satisfying mainly s a poet, “I am
not compatent to discuss reality as a philosopher,” he readily mn.z
and he says this of his one fulleblown prose work, lThe Nagesssry Angelt
"These are not pages of criticism nor of philosophy, Nor are thay
merely literary pages, . + » They arve without pretense beyond my
desire to add my own definition to poetyy's many existing defini.
ttm."3 Moreover, he adds later, "the philosopher proves that the
philosopher exists, The poet merely enjoys axistance,"®

It is a faclle halfetruth to say that all thinkers are either
in the camp of Plato or Aristotle, but it is at least a halfe.truth,
Taking the distinction with the cautiocusness 1t deserves, vwe would
have to classify Stevens as more Platonist than Aristotalian, His
sympathies lie with the type of thinker who sees an ideal vorld some.
vhere, For Stavens this world is in the postic imaginations " [Poetry]

is an interdependence of the imagination and reality as equals."’

2Samel French Morse, Stevens' literary executor and edftor
of his Opus Pos (How York: Knopf, 1937), is currently working

on vhat should be definitive blography, W vill be
referred to as OP, p. 217,

3“__5_9 p. 8,
“p1d., p. 36,

Stvid., p. 27,
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As one critic puts it, "tiw universe of Stevens reflects a Platonism
in which the items of axperience disclose uyrisd and interesting
reseublancas,”® And 0'Connor says,

Stevens 13 deeply concernad with the ideal, but for him

it is to be found in the individual's imagination, not in

aome Cranscendental or Platonic realum of fdeas, The poet

can create a unity, drav seemingly divergent things toe

gether, but he is working from vithin his own mind,’

0'Connor's rejection of a "Platonic reals” must be qualified,
This ia the whole problem of the Supreme Fiction: For Stavens the
ideal realm is fictitious; for Plato it is rveal, But for both it
is the most important part of human life, In an early poeny, "Home
unculus Lt La Delle Ltoile,” Stevens mocks the rationalists who,
afrald to leave theusslves open to beauty, never “know the ultimate
Plato, "8
Stevans' constant comparison of the real and imsgined worlds,

a subject for discussion later in this cuapter, is & Flatonic approach,
He finds cthat things are both like and unlike the thoughts they suge
gest, The mantal analogles suggestad by the occasions of reality are
what make poetry, Albert i, Levi, quoted above, explains this well:

In any poetry of immediate sensory perception there must

be a natural duality of reference; toward the qualitative
vividness of tihe object and toward the qualitative vivide

Satbert W, Levi, Literature, rnuo%m And The Imagination
(3loomington; Indiana University Press, 1962), Ps 101.
70'Comor. Pe 124,

Bcpy PP, 204e26,
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nass of fealing which the object evokeseedelight in the thing,
and dolight In seeing the thing, It is the latter which is
the most significant for Stevens' postic practice, For if, as
his principle asserts, "all things exhibit resemblance,” then
the crux of the poetic enterprise is the axhibition of resems
blance, and the poetic content must be molded according to a
loglc of analogy, Of course, the resesblances which Stevens
detalls are not a mere consequance of any poetic employment of
metaphor, His is a kind of poetic Platonismj & reading of
mataphor into the structure of the universe, But the poatry
which results from this natural Platoniss depends for its 9
effectiveness upon the smployment of an analogical method,

It would, of m, be inaccurste to say that Stevens is a
Platonist and leave it at that, More properly he cen be seen as a
man who strongly sympathiges with Plato's attempts to acoount for the
existonce of man's mind in a vorld seemingly allen to it, In his
essay, "The Noble Rider And The Sound Of Words,” Stevens speaks
wistfully of modern man's inability to abandon himself to what he
knows to be a Platonic myth,10 Plato could enthusiesticslly em.
brace the image of the soul driving a charfot, all the while realizing
it to be merely an image, Modern man's mind, says Stevens, is more
earthbound, fettered by the "pressure of reality,"!}

~ In the same context he cites Coleridge, another poet who,
11ke Plato, helped form his outlook on esthetics and 1ife.l? In

another essay he says that "as poetry goes, as the I'magination goes,

PLevt, p. 162,
10w, p, 4.
niq., p. 12,
21p14., p. 3.
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as the approash to truth, or, say,; to being by way of the imagination
goes, Coleridge iz one of the great figures.*l)

Again the problem of backtracking through a man's mental
ancestry beoomes both intriguing and risky. Just ag Coleridge's
comsents on the world as it is and the world as imagination shapes
1%, in his Blogrephis Literaria, ars treceable to Xant's on the struo=
turing of phenomena over the mn 80 algo Stevens® insistence
on the poet "making® a world is partially trecesble to Ooleridge. But
Kant can no more asoount for Goleridge's oomplets ingighte than Col-
eridge can for Stevens'.

So where is Stevens' dedt %0 Coleridge?’ O!'Connor answers
this question:

Coleridge wrote in opposition to & rationalist tradition, snd
80 does Stevens. Thig is not $o say that their theories of the
imagination are identical. Ooleridge at certain points relates
the imagination to the supernatural; “tevens does nots Cole
sridge believes the power of imagination 1s denied to the
“gsengual and the p:oud¥; there is 1o reason $0 think that
Stevens does.

There are, on the other haad, obvious similarities be-
tween their positions. Both oppose the imaginative to the
rationalist mind. Both see imegination as the way of estad~
lishing communion with nature and enjoying it in the trans~
formed shapes m{ golors ’:t{- uag‘mm ::n poseible. And
both employ light, particular; moon stars, as & gymbol
of the imaginative tmlu«.g

g, po L.
for example, Li Grisiotem (New Norks K
1959), edse Ko WinesstoTr s o g

’-5o=amr, pe 90
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In a colebrated passage of the Biographia Literaria,!® cole
aﬂd@ distingulshes bdatween the "primary” and "seoondary' imagina.
tions, The former is “the prime Agent of all human Perception” and
"a repetition of the , , . etornal aot of creation,”™ while the latter
is "an echo of the former, cosexisting with the conscious human will
e » « differing only in degree from the primsry,” As Marius Bewley,
one of Stovens® most perceptive admirers, puts {t, ocommenting on this
passage, "The Coleridgesn imagination has becoms the theme of Stavens'®
poetry as a vhole in a way that it never became the theme of Colere
Ldge's poetry as a whole,"17

Northrop Prye points ocut the parallel between Stovens and
Coleridget "Stevens follows Coleridge in distinguishing the transe
formdng of experience by the imagination from the rewarranging of it
by the 'fancy,' and ranks the former higmr.“w O0fConnor further
explains this same 1limited dependence on Coleridget

Coleridge , ., . distinguished between tiw primary snd
seoondary fmagination, Only the seocondary was associated

17Martus Bevley, "The Poetry of Wallace Shm, m
RM“, p4) 4 (IW); raprinted in The AL S ryament o A ans
(Philadelphiss J, B, Lippinoott, 1962), ed hi nd Rob
S. H‘llﬁr, Pe 13&‘- '

18yorthrop Prys, "Realistic Oriolet A Study of Wallace Stevens,”
W X (rall, 1957), 355, Stevens' own definition of fancy
8 ziven (pp. 10e1l): "An exerecise of selection from among obe
Jocts nlrud'y" supplied by association, a selection made for purposes
wmaz:mmeummmummwmdmmnmwm
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or, as he would say, ccexisted with "the consolous will,”
Thus the imagination of Stevens® “subman® althouch not seen as
spapetition in the finite mind of the etarnal aot of creation
tn the Infinite 1 am,” is quite similar to Coleridce's prie
mary imagination, It might be noted also that lmazination

in its valueecreating capacity, held by Coleridge to be a
function of the »ggndwry imaginstion, is an essential ocone
cern with Stevens,

The "value-creating™ capacity, spoken of here, is just a.
nother aspect of Stevens' basic search and of the theme of this thesls:
value §s found in something made (£igtum) by a poet; consequently,
his highest value will be a "supreme fiction,”

The idea of value suggests "valueejudgment,™ which in turn
suggests "morality.,” This notion of a man creating humsn value or
human goodness leads us to exanine a third thinker who strongly ine
fluenced Stevens: George Santaysns,20

Acocording to Buttel, "any study of the development of Stevens®
themo would have to take Santayana's prose into saccount,"2! Kermode

11lustrates the impact Santsyana's Interpretation:

Relizion must have had on the young Stevens by citing pasasages that
closely parallel his later work, He callg it a "key book for the
thought of smgns,"z 2 For example, Santayana had proposed "the

IQO'GGMI'. PPs 93‘60

20c¢, John J, Enck, Wallac f mages and Judgments
(Carbondales Untversity of Southern I1linois Preas, 1964), p, 203,

2lnobert Buttel, ™allace Stevens at Harvard: Some Origins of
Als Theme and Style,” ELH, XXIX (March, 1962), p. 94 n,

zzmm. p. Bl,
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sphare of significant imagination, of relavant flgtion," and spoken
of "postry raised to its highest power” as beling "identical with
religion grasped in its utmost mch."23 Kermode feels that Stevens'
works oontain portiones of Santayana's thought which are "hardly
explicable except in terms of direct inﬂmw."z&

Others have pointed out this derivative part of Stevens?
worldview, Guy Davenport explains his love of landscapes and his
cryptiec comment that "his soll is man's inﬁullimw,"u as modeled
after Santayana's “realm of matter,” As Davenport says, |

It is vhen Sentayana asks [in Re 0f Being] "vhat inmost
intalligenoce, what ultimate re on, woul propar to a
wholly free and disillusioned spirit?” that we see the root
of the drama in "The Comdian As The Letter C,” and the ocone
tral idea in "Sunday Morning,” L' [ulg] Esthetique du Mal,”
and "Notes Toward A Suprome Ficotion,” é

The parallel between Santaysna's other realm, the "realm of
essences,” amnd Stevens' concept of an 1deal world is also evident, as

1s the aversion both men have for ary belief in an afberuso.”

231b1d., 1talics mine,

2 b 0.9082«-

23vthe Comedlan As The Letter C," CP, p. 36,

2S6uy Davenport, "Spinosa’s Tullps,” Pexspectives, VIl (Autum,
1954), 148, The whole issue (s devoted to Stevens, See also Joseph
N. Riddell, "Wallace Stevens' *Visibility of Thought®" PMLA, LTXVIX
(Sept,, 1962), 482.498,

27this 1s the theme of Stavens® "Sunday Moming® (CP, pp. 66e
70), For Santayana's feelings about it, ses George Hougats, George
Santayena (Philadelphia, 1938), p, 124,
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Stevens® own remarks sbout Santayana show a great affection
for the man, Speaking of philosophers who were also poets, he singles
him out:

In the case of Santayana, who was an exquisite and memorsble
poet in the days when he was, also, a younz philosopher, the
axquisite and memorable way In which he has always sald things

has glven so much doelight that we accept what he says as we
acoept cur own civglhsaticn. His pages are part of the

dougsyy de vivye.?
Three waoks before his doath, one of the nursing sisters

attending Santayana attempted to bring him from athelsm back to
Catholicism (he was born a Catholic), e replied simply, °T will
dle as I have 1ived,™% The thought of this man, leaving the only
real 1ife, prompted Steovens to write one of hils finest poams, "To
An 01d Philosophar In Rm."’w Stavens asks Santayana to say the
rizht things about death "with an accurate tongue / And without
eloquence,”
so that each of us
Beholds himself in you, and hears his voloe
In yours, master and comulserable wan,
This look at three of the thinkers, Plato, Coleridge and

Santayana, who helped Stevens form hias own unique outlook, has, I

280p, p. 187,

2% chard Butler, 0.P,, ™emories Of S BRI
s YeFap antayana, 11
morwesl, LVIT (Oct, 31, 1952), p, 96, o 2

3Cgp, pp. S0Se1l,
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hope, served to highlight varfous features of what was really his
basic ares of concern: the relation between reality and the imagine
ation, The facets of this relationship provided him with an ine
axhaustible source of poatry and omvinoed him that reality itself
oould be supremely "real” if it were fictionalised by the imagination,
FProm first to last, Stevens was absorbed by the problem of the "real”
vs, the "imagined” world,

Henry Wells speaks of the imagination "dominating Stevens
even more than the same theme dominated Coleridge,”3l e even calls
this Stevens® "obsession, a oompulsive drive toward the study of
prineiples of poetry in relation to the experience of ﬂili!y."sz
But this obseasion, if it be such, vesulted in "a remarkadbly organic
body of writing, from his earliest years to his last; few poems or
pages of posms could be mistaken for those of another hand,">

Ot'Connor frequently reiterates the idea that Stevens? work
is all of ono plece, concarning itself with imegination: "To read
Stevens with enjoyment and understanding 1t 1s necessary to perceive
that each subject, however commaonplace or esoturic, becomes a

ington: University of Indlana m“. 1963), p. 109

3¢p1d.s po 138,
3B1bid,, p. 6. He adds at this point that, despite his thematic
stability, Stevens moods “"are almost Shakespearesn in their infinite

variaty,” This remerk and the use of "obsession" mentioned earlier
show that Mr, Vells? book is somawhat marved by overstatement,
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)
variation upon the sllecontrolling theme: the role of thae human

1mimulm.."m And Hi Simons, one of Stevens® sarliest admivers,
doscribes the poet's central 1daa as that of "total veslity” deing
“a combination of the reality of things as they are and the reality
of the imagination,”33 Robert Pack states this epigramaticallyt
"Reality without imagination is more fact; lmagination without reality
s moxe !m.”%

Thematie stability appears in Hsrmonium as a prooess of
approaching the imagination fyom all sides, iHis sarly poem, "To
The Ons Of Flotive Music,” begped Poetry to

glve back to us what onoe you gavet
The imagination that we spurned and crave,3’

Louls Marts finds in this poem Stevens!
sesthetic and philosophy (or rather his aesthetioe-philosophy)
fully doveloped, as parhaps one might expect in a poet wiw pube
1ished his first volume at the age of forty.four, His later
pooms resexplore md restate, but do mgamwly modify this
viow of the {magination®s role in life,-
The consistencyeeinllis? "obsession" seems too strong a wordeswith

vhich Stevens developed his central complexus of {deas is singular,

349 1commor, P, 29,

B Simons, "The Genre Of Wallace Stevens,” Sevanes Review,
LIIT (Aug., 1943), p. 371,
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0'Connor suggasts that
Possibly no other poet with sbilities comparable to Stavens'
has worked se intensiwvely and axtensively with the same sube
Jocteethe relations of imagination snd realitywsover so many
yoars, It is inveresting, whether one agrees with the pﬁo
codure, to know that this has always beon his intention,

Why wvas he alvays so concerned with the imagination? Thia
question brings us to the final notion of this chapter, Stevens
needad this vorldeshaping faculty becsuse his world was empty without
i, M vas dead, Something nust bde done to fil] the wold: "It
the imsgination s the faculty by which we import the unreal inte
vhat iz roal, 1ts value is the value of the vay of thinking by which
we project the idea of Cod Into the idea of man,”® Stevans states
this lack explieitly:

The esrth for us {s fiat and bare,
Thare ave no shadows, Poetxy

Exceading music must take the g!;a
of empty heaven and its hymns,

Putting the same notion inte prose, he sald that "in an age
of disbelfef, , ., ., in onw sense or another, 1t is for the post to
supply the satisfactions of beltef,"*2 And he spelled out what he
meant by "an age of disbelief":

wﬂ’m’ Pe a2,
4Ontmagination As Value,” NA, P, 130,
4lwihe Men With the Blue Guitar,” CP, p. 167,

“Zop, ». 206,
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To ses the gods dispelled in midealr and dissolve 1like clouds
1z one of the great hwman experiences, It is not as {f they
had gone over the horison to disappear for a tims; nor as 1f
they had been avercome dy other gods of greater power and
profounder knowledgs, It is simply that they came to nothing,
Since we have alvays shared all things with them and have
alvays had a part of tiwir styength and, certainly, all of
thelr kmowvledge, weshared 1ikewlise this experience of snnie
hilation, It wvas their amihilatien, not ours, and yet it

loft us feeling that in a mwasure, we, too, had been ammihilated,
It left us feeling dispossessed and slone in a solitude, 1like
children without parents, in a home that seemed desertsd, in
mwmm%mmmummmaxmetnms
and onptiness,

“Crists of belief,™ s term so thoroughly overworked in ree
cent yoars, is, navertheless, one of the best phrases svailable to
describe the dilemma of s modern questioner like Stevenz, One
eritic, speaking of him, wim the problem's application to ineclude
most poets sinoe the Romsntic movements it Is one of trying "to
situate his work in a universe mmm transoendence has dise
appeared, to find & fixed point from which to wove his world, given
that poetry has to create s coamos o mc!ﬁng“"“

Irving Howe defines Stovens' queation as follows:

Hosr shall we llve with and then perhaps befiond the orisis of
bellefteeit is to confrent this question that Stavens keeps
geturning to the theme of reality and Imagination, Ror serely
beceuse he {s intexrested in eplstemclogloal forays as sucdhes

though he is3 nor because he is fescinated with the creative
prowsseethough that tooj but because his main concern is with

il

“39,&‘ pe 206,

o
A, Hartley, "Minimum Myt:hx On Wallace Stevens,” 20th Cene
fugy, CIXVII (June, 1960), 545, !
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giaowcrlns and, through his W the passiblutlzg
or humen sslferenewsl in an i recalelitrant age,

- The "recslolitrant age™ 1s one perched on the sdge of nothinge
ness, In the mellovar mood of "Sunday Morning,” he can spesk of
death as "the mother of besuty”, but at othes times lack of eny afterw
11fs appears as frosty empiiness, His frequent symbol for this 1s
snov, representing "the negativism of a part of nature, the nothinge
ness into which man will ultimately descond,™®

Nature sbhors a vacuum, according to the old dictum, and so
does the humen splrit abhor the tleweat of ultimate vaoulty, So
Stovens “requires some intultion of permanence In the oxperience of
absolutenass, though thils be illusory and tyansitory, something to
satisfy the deeply engrained longings of his roliglous feeling,*d’
Pacad with a godless cosmws, he seeks to £111 it for himself, and
his whole pootic talent iz turmed to this task, Singleness of pure
pose is apparent to one who views his wvork as a whole: "Stevens
poems are in one serse a higtory of his stterpts to answor these
questions, to find the balasnce of reality and the gesture or ‘pose!

%% rving Howo, "Another Way of Looking At The Blackbird,”
law Republic, cxxvit (1937)3 reprinted in ldentity and Anxiety (Glenocoe:
he Free Prass, 1960), eds, Maurice R, Stein st al., P

4% ponard Unger and V11l4an Van 0'Commor, Poems For Study (Mew
York: Rinechart, 1953), p, 610,

“%mm pe 122,
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of the artist vho faces their complaxity,8 As he put it in his
coilection of "Adagla,"” or sphorisms, "aftor ome has abandoned a
balief in god, poetry is that essenocs which takes its place as life's
redemption,” How he atteuwpted to work oubt a habitable universe will
be considered in the remainder of this thasis as we follow his ssarch
for a "suprems flection.“




CHAPTER THREES
WORK ON ‘:Ef!?;‘ SUPREME FICTION
EXCLUSIVE OF
TNOTES TOWARD A SUPREME FICTION™

The search for a Supreme Yiction involved a congant prue
ocoupation with the faculty that could fashion the fiction, namely,
the poetic Imaginstion, It alse involved, for Stavens, s perennial
intereat in the raw stuff upon which the imaginstion must work,
namely, "reality,” Those two poles of what was basicelly one proe
blen comcernad him from his earlliest days as a writer,

As an undergraduate, he gava & hint of the direction his
thoughts would take when he wrote an editorial for the Hazvard Ade
yooate on & plan to put a fenoe sround the Harvard Yard, 'Ye insisted
that

putting a fanoe srotnd the yard strites vz as being the
sasiest vay of achieving order out of chaos, , , , we have
no point of conosntration, , . . Bring back to the Yard soma
of the prestige which it has lost , , , and thus the Yard
would regain the hold on our {ragination which it {= grade
uaily losing,t

Robart Buttel points out that, even at this early date, "for

. ‘nm:, Pe 106, quoting from the Advocate, March 24, 1900,
Pe .
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Stevens the imagination, crder, and art vers not simply literary
matters} they were relevant to experiemce, to the actusl wotld."z
Buttel's study of the early Stevens zives s valuable insight into the
mental rosd the poat traveled bafore publishing Harmonivm In 1923,
"The ilarvard work,” he explains, "ls worth exsnining . . , sinoe 1t
shous the genesis of Stavens' preocaupation with tha eonfllcting yet

intordependent worlds of imazination and zwality and the esarly stye

1iatic davelopmont which resulted from this preocoupation, w3

In several prose pleces , ., . he had dowelopad his plots

in terms of the conflict between ideal besuty, art, or lmw
agination, and cosrseness, disorder, or reallty, In thess
stories Stevens emphasised both the lifelessness of besuty and
art detached from the actusl world and tha Putility of ths
actual world ungraced by the lmagination, More and more his
Harvard work juxtaposed the worlds of imagination and the world
of reality, and thus began his lifelong meditation on their
interrelationship, Out of this general but cantral arose
all the later, more apecific variations of his .

At this point, Stavens' prose was considerably better than
his poetry, An example of the lattar, cited by Buttel, shows why
this was the caset

Ah yes! beyond these barven walls
Two hearts shall In & garden meat,

And while the latest robin calls,
Yor 1ips to his shall be nedo sweel,

’Ibie.
3_!2;4. p. 90,

A}_bm': pe 91,
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And out above these gloomy tow'rs
The full moon tenderly shall rise
To cast its light upon the flow'rs
And find him looking in her eyes,’
But other poems were better, and the work would gradually improve
along lines that are familiar to students of his later writing.
When Stevens finally began to publish his poetry, at first

in the "little magasines” of the Twentles, and then in Hagmonium,
he repeatsdly wrote of tiw problem of an empty reality that needed
imaginative fulflilliment, Although critiocal attention was first foe
cused on the diction and seeming Mﬁna of the early poems, these
aspects gradually were considered of secondary importanee, snd the
deeper questions raised by Stevens begmn to ocoupy his readers, Quese
tions of style in Hapwonium have long ago beean worried to death,
but more meaty problems still remain, As Geoffrey Moors, an English
eritic, remarked, after briefly touching on the question of Stevens'
sllegedly “precious” diction,

I should like to pass over this , , , for the sake of cone

sidering & group of posms which deals more precisely with a

theme which was to ocoupy him throughout his postic 1ife and

which, reflected in the light of the later "Notes Toward A
Supreme Fletion,” assumes the first importance, I refer to

1v14,, Advocate (Msrch 10, 1900), Buttel sdmits that this
is one of the wveakest pooms of this period,

Sorham B, Munson, "The Dandyism of Wallace Hptu P

Disl, IXXXIX (Nov,, 192%); reprinted in Brown and Hsller, p.
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::hou poems which dt;l specifically with the matter of belief
n the modern world, :
Mr, Moore's statement expresses the purpose of this present chapter,

In one of thase works on bellef, "A HigheToned 014 Christian
Woman," Stavens stated bdaldly “Poetry is the supreme fiction, madame,”
But perhaps the best exsmple of his sarlier attempts to acoount for
s disinherited universs is the blank verse masterpiecs, "Sunday
Morning."

Critics have bean lavish in their praise of this often ane
thologised work, Prank Eermode, commanting on the final section of
"Sunday Morning,” remarks casuslly that “in isolation this stansa
has such quality that to call Stavens the greatast twentistheocsntury

master of blank verse seems a tivesome undertum&"a

In addition
to Kermode's remark we find no less a poet than Randall Jarrell come
paring the poem to the best of Wordsworth as ocontaining "lines as
besutiful . , . a8 any in American poetry,”? and J, V. Cunningham
states unequivocally that this is Stevens! greatest pomw Marts
calls it "the highest achlevement of vhat we might call the “hiere

stie' style of the earlier semm\ﬂ."u

76.4:!“1 Moore, "Wallsce Stevenst A Hero Of Our Time,*
in Brown and Haller,

8yermode, p. 43,
2ands1l Jarrell, Postry And The Age (New York, 193%), p, 139,
0cunninghan, p. 117, Wyarts, p. 108,
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"Sunday mtning”a is an attempt to wx;n the crisis of
Christian faith as 1t might be experienced by an average, twentiethe
century Amsyican, In this case {t is a woman vhose complacent rest
on the Sabbath i{s troudbled by "the dark / Encroaciment of that old
catastrophe,” the crucifixion,

These thoughts axe challonged for the women by Stevens?
question "Why should she give her bounty to the dead?™ God, after
all is dead, and now "Divinity must live within herself,”

Passions of rain, or moods in falling snow;

Grievings in loneliness, or unsubdued

Elations vhen the forest blooms; gusty

Emotions on wet vroads on sutumn nightss

All pleasures and all pains, remenbering

The bough of summer and the winter branch,

These are the msasures destined for her soul,
But still she is unsatisfied by t:!n reassurance that all the myths
are only myths,

She says, "But in contentment I still feel
The wed of gsome imperishable bliss,”

And Stevens snswers orypticslly

Death is the mothmr of beauty; henos from her,
Alons, shall come fulfilaent to our dreams
And our desives,

Cunningham explains this:

Yes, he says, wve fool that only in death is there fulfilment
for our {llusions and our desires, Iven though death be in
fact the odliteration of all uman experience, yet it is ate
tractive to usi 1t has the fatal attractiveness of the willow

2cp, pp. 66470,
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in old poetry for the loveelorn malden, Though she has lovers
vho bring har giftseethat is, the earth and {ts besutyeeshe
disregards the lovers and, taking the gifts, strays impassions
ate toward death,13

Only through death can change come and 1ife zo on, Human
mortality {s seen here, not as the grim "belngewuntoedeath™ of Martin
Heldegger, but as & constantly self.reneving process, 1£, in heaven,
ripe frult never falle, then heaven is not besutiful, Someday men
will realize this and will

chant in orgy on & sumner morn
Their bolstarous devotion to the sun
Not a3 a god, but as a god might de,
Nsked among tham, like a savege source,

Supplanting the Christian liturgy, this nev Inmsnism will bind thenm
in "the heavenly fellowshlp / Of men that perish,” The final snswer
comes to the troubled womsnt Rejoloe, for Christ has not risen
Accept reality for what 1t is,

an old cheos of the sun
Or old dependency of day and night,
Or lsland solitude, unsponsored, free,
Of that wide watsr, Inescapadble,
Deer walk upon our mountsins, and the qualil
Whistle about us thelr spontaneous cries
Sweet berries ripen in the wildernsss;
And, in the isolation of the sky,
At evening, casual flocks of pigeons make
Asbiguous undulations as they sink,
Dowmward to darkness, on extended wings,

By means of & Ziction, the pain of loss has been eased,

Dounningham, p, 119,
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nCreating fictions" appesred in another metaphor in the longer
"Man With The Blus Guitar.,” This is generally considered to be om
of his major works, although I have only found one critic who oone
siders 1t his best,14

Stevens employs a series of repld wuplets, like the strumaing
motion of a guitarist, to show how reality is transformed by the
imagination, how "things as they are / Are changed upon the blue
guitar,"13

The stage is set for a concert by the man whose gultar oan
change the world from green to blue, In Stevens' private color
syzbollism, green alvays represents the resl world, and blue the real
world as seen by the imagination, In this stage setting, several
dramas are played ouf, but, as Willism York Tindall says, ths stage
{3 actually "the speaker's [1.,e,, Stevens'| head,"1®

Many of the ideas contained in this poom foreshasdow the later
themes of "Notes Toward A Suprems Fiotion,” He spesks of the diffi.
culty of attaining his goal:

I cannot dring @ world quite round
Although I patoh 1t as I osn,

501 5an Symons, "A Short View of Wallace Stevens," M
Letters Today, XXVI (Sept,, 1940)§ reprinted in Brown & Haller, p, 117,

Pep, pp. 165184,

Wuum York Tindall, W (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Fress, 1961), p, 28,




And he tells vhat he looks for,

A dream (to call it a dream) in which
I oan belisve, In face of tha object,

A dresm no longer a dream, a thing,
Of things as they ave, as the blue gultar

After long strumming on certain nights
Gives the touch of the senses,

The most significent section of the poesm, as far as giving
an insight into what Stevens oconsiders postry to ba, is saction xxxx."’
“!éaery.” he explains, "is tha subject of the poem,™ Postry must
bagin from a poet and retumm o a poat, Dut it must also be fed
on the real world and, in turn, trensform the resl world, Othezwise
there will be "an absence in reality,” This absence needs poetyy
Just ss postry needs m worid in which absences are possible, To
paraphrase Socrates, Stevens seems to be saying that "the umimagined
iife is not worth living," aad. mwm:ﬁ & poesm about unreality
is not a true Mw

Another long posm which shows his oonoern with an imsginative
reconstruction of reality is "The Comedlan As The Letter c,"'?
This strange, semieasutobiographical plece traces the course of

S

17cp, pp. 176w7,

mmr a fuller tyoatment of this soction, see Newton P,
Stalllnecht, "Absence In Reelity: A Study In The Epistemology OF
The Blue Guiter,” Fenyon Review, XXI (1950), 345.62,

¥, op, 27048,
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Crispin (Stevens) through a grotasque asthetic odyssey, OYCormor
calls this poom

A history of the development of his understanding of the
nature of poetry and the poet's role in society, The poet,
viewed as a valatecomedian, although certainiy not es a
ridiculous or uwiting one, moves from a highly personal
romanticism through, first, & stark, then an exotic vealisnm
that means for him acoepting the world on its own terms and
viewing experience both indulgently and skeptiocally, It is
an account of a voyage between the “3?6." the objesctive world,
and the "moon,” the subjective world,

Again, the same sat of lmaginative chisllenges are raised and met,
As Cunningham says,
Most of vhat 1s Interesting in Stevens lssues from the [same]
problem, It can be put in various tarms, It iz the problem
of traditional wmeligion and modorn iife, or ilmagination and
moality, but it can be bast put for Stevens In the terms in
vidch (€ is explicitly mut in "Ihe Commdian,” The problom is
the relationship of a man end his environment, and TRO0N-
cliiation of these two in poetry and thus in 11fe,?
While Tindal agrees that "The Comedian” fllustrates a stage
on Stevens' road toward & supreme flotion, he would disagrvee with
Cunningham's praise of the poem, Ho fasls, rather, that it is the

"least successful” of the long pom.zz As usual, judgments on this

20pconnor, pp. 120w21,
zlmuminm pe 115,

2214ndall, p. 25.
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ocontroversial poet are mixed, Hi Simons, writing in 1940, felt that
this poss deserved the kind of sarious attention given to Eliot's
unhmza

To stbempt to follow the oircuitous journey talien by Crispln /
Stevens in this poem, would not further the main purpose of nmy thesis,
Much of what "The Comedian” contains in highly artificial, rhetorical
wording appears in a more satisfying form in "™Notas Toward A Supreme
Fiotio,"

One final poem is uorth singling out from the many pessible
{1lustrations, and that is the haunting “Esthetique Du Ma1,"?®
Critical vreception of this work has bean inoreasingly favorable since
its publication in 1944, One of the few Mesenting voims vas that
of GCoorze Dillon, In a review of the poam, e remarked patrenisingly
of Stevens that |

st times the ironie, uum guitarist, viv doasn't care
whether or not he is overheard, scoms momentarily replaced
by an earnest business exeoutive who is trying to clarify snd

. expound his ideas in a staff meeting Wsm that everye
thing he says couss ocut ss double Calk,

Although LIt 1s not doubdle talk, "Esthetique™ is, admittedly,

gsm Simons, "The Mm As The Letter Ci Its Senss And
Its Signifiomnoce,” Southern Review, V (Winter, 1940)3 reprinted in
Byown & Haller, p, 97/,

2hep, pp. 313426,

2%0eorze Dillen, *Blus Phenomenon," Poatry, LXVIII (May,
1946)y pe 98,
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s Aiffioult poem, But its theme is a further restatement of ideas
that should be familiar to snyone who has read "Sunday Morning” or
"The Man With The Blue Culter,” Vells atates it succinctly: "The
basic argument $s that grief, evil, or, more specifically, bereavee.
ment can be endured {f conoelved by the poetic imagination or an
imagination snalogous to it»."z“

Agalin ve ses how naosssary it is to keep the notion of a
redesming imagination central {n sny overall truatsent of Stavens,
Whether the real world is viewed a3 a place of pleasant death, sudden
change or evil, its ona hope lies in the human mind, Maneethe poetee
osn reshape what already exists,

"werwtique Do Mal,” acoording to Kermode, "lacks the emoe
tional progvession thst one senses, hovever obscurely, in *Notest;
and 1t has moments when the metaphysic and the fable, the ides and
the image, seem to jostle esch other, "7 o'Connor, also, afosr giving
1inited praise to the poem, itemizes a few of its shortoomingst

This subject, it would seem, does not engege his imagination
so pawerfully as his other subjeots, . . . Evil too often is
treated thematically, not as sctual, painful experiencsj and
anly 1imited sspects of the subject are examined, The ssctions
in their arrsngement too often are dismwta, lost readers are

1ikely to see Ssotion XI1 as the kind of intellectual legere
denmain inte vhich Smem' genius for language seldom betrays him,

2050118, p. 25.

27%. p. 103,

28 1connor, p. T4y




The section referred to begins like thiss

Ho dispoass the world in categories, thus:

The peopled and the unpeopled, In both, he is

Alone, But in the peopled world, there is,

Besides the people, his knowledge of them, In

The unpeopled, there is his knowledge of himself,

Which is moxe desperate in the moments when

The will demands that what he thinks be true?
The pussled reader will read such a section and begin to suspect
that "there is less to this than meets the eye,” DBut other sections
avold this kind of sterile “quodlideting” and sre far move rich,
Genarally speaking, ss Vells yemarks, the poem “appears o have been
written under an extrsordinarily happy dominance of the poetie
{magination,"?® although "heppy® is not a very apt vord to use in
this context, The fact is that Stevens has written in "Esthetique”
a rich, dark mixture of thoughts on the world ss it is when it is
most P‘h\f\ﬂ-&

Among 1ife's miseries are bereavement, death and wary but

that is the wvay real 1ife is; and, without soumding trite, he ace
cepts this mnd remarks that

The gyeatest poverty is not to live
In a physical world,

Again, as in "Sundsy Morning," comes a rejection of tho scem.
ingly escspist notion of Christimn afterlife:;
Perhape,
After death, the nonephysiosl peopls, in paradise,
Itself nonephysicsal, may, by chance, cbserve

Thw green oo gleaming and cbserve
The minor of what we fesl,

m‘x“, Pe 24,
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Evil itself, Btevens seems %0 be saying, is a necessary evil if we
are to have a real world, one fit for th.' labor of the redseming
imagination of man. Poetry 1s what suffering mankind needs, not
an over-human god,
Who by sympathy hag made himgelf a man
And i3 not to be distinguished,

“The Lord® ig not our god, but, rather,

Natives of poverty, children of malheur,
The galety of language is cur seigneur.

Even though 1ife is "a bitter aspic,® it is food for imaginative
thoughts As O'Connor sums the poem up, "there is great pain in our
physical exigtence, but congider the delight in the 'many selves'
and ‘sensuous worlds' that our experience of evil makes possibde.*X
Before proceeding to a coneideration of "Notes Toward A Supreme
Plotion,® I want %o point out some of the areas in his prose where
Stevens exanines the problem of ultimate Lolief in a ficti-me The
danger here is great t:uause he spoke without the precision of a
philosopher and lef$ himself open to misunderstandings Tindall,
who knew 3tevens, remarked tha‘h’ you gould prove anything vou wanted
%0 prove by his proge.3 Like statistics in the hands of a person
trying $o make them illustrate a preconceived notion, Stevens'
prose statements can be excerpted and juggled in various ways.

wo‘ﬁomor. Ps 7’“
Arsndall, p. 17.
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Bacause of this looseness, Enck insists that "no finely argued theory

can be coaxed from The Necessary Angel and the pleces in Opus
Pos thumous, 32

However, on this matter of the poet's ability to give the
world what it needs to fill its posteChristian vold, Stevens leaves
little room for misinterpretation, He says, for instance, that what
makes the poet the “potent flgure™” that he is “is that v creates
the world to which we turn incessantly and without knowing it and
that he glives to life the supreme fictions without which we are
unable to concelve of l:."33

His prose "Adagla" contain various statements of the theme
in addition to the ones I have quoted:

Poetry is a means of udmpt!on.aa
It is the belief and not the god that eounu.n
The final b-iief is to belleve in & fiction, which
you know to be a fiction, there beling nothing elss,
The exquisite truth is to know that it is a fiction
and that you believe in it willingly,36

The death of one god i3 the death of an.”

334, p. 31,

49p, p. 160,

36 3

pd., p. 100, Ibid., p. 163, 71bid,, p. 165, This line
reappears in "Notes",

£P, p. 381,
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It is possible to establish sesthetics in the individual
mind as immeasurably a greater thing than veligion, 1Its
present state 18 the result of the difficulty of estabe
1ishing it except in the individual mind,38

God is a symbol for something that can as well take 3
other forms, as, {or example, the form of high poetry, 9

Only a nobla people evolve a noble God.‘“’o

The mind that In heaven created the earth and the mind
that on earth created heaven wvere, as 1t happened, one,

41
An essay, casually entitled, "Iwo or Three Ideas,™ says that
when the gods have come to an end,”
when we think of them as the sesthetic projmtiom of & time
that has passed, men turn to a fundamental zlory of their
own and from that create a style of bearing themselves in
a new manty."‘z
Examples like this can be pulled from almost any of hias essays
and speeches, The impression glven by an overall look at his prose
i3 consistent with the one given by his poetry: Stevens is a man with
a single diamond whe spends his 1ife looking at ita vartous facets,
The irony of this image i1s Iin the fact that, as Stevens well knows,

the diamond is a fiction, That this 15 not the same as saying it s

3¥1n1d., p. 166,
39bid., p. 167,

“rbid., p. 175,
Slruig,, p. 209,

421pi4,, p. 362,




a fake 18 shown by his reverent approach to it in the work I will

consider next, ‘lotes Toward A Supreme Flction,”




CHAPTER FOUR:
NOTES TOMARD A SUPREME FICTION

This work defies neat analysis because it is not a loglcally
constructed sequence of ideas, It is, as its title impllies, a
groping attampt to objectify in words something which, by definition,
can only be lived in the ilmagination, The fiction sought for is not
one subject to definition; it is a supreme one, transcending all
mankind has baen able to say so far, Consequently, the problem of
the commentator parallels the problem of the poet whose work he is
explicating, An attempt to eluclidate another”s attempt to eluct.
date the inexpressible is bound to be difficult, As alvays, the final
act of a critic viewing a great poem must be to drop his paraphrases,
point to the poem itself and say "There, that is what it says,”

However, because 'Notes™ is, in the opinion of reputable
eritias.l and in my cwn opinion, Stevens' greatest poem, I will try
to explain what it means, iore then any other, this poem enables

us to judge the extent to which he sucoeeded in finding a substituse

Igeruode, p, 53 Harold Bloom, "Notes Toward A Supreme Fice

Essa
Borroff, p, 76,

&1




for the God that diad, lie insisted that the poet “glves to 1ife
the supreme fictions without vhich we are unable to conceive” of
the werld,2 and ha tried to show what he meant by this,

Although the poanm's i{deas overlap, they are divided into
three main scetlons: (1) It aust be abstract, (2) It must change,
and (3) It swst give pleasure, A misleading appearance of orderw
liness is glven by the verse division, EZadh wain section conteins
ten subdivisions which in turn contaln seven, three~line verses,
But coexisting with this rigld framcwork s a hoterogeneous cole
laction of statemente, vignettes and vistons which defy orderly
transiction from one to the next, Within the main sections, the
general idea is adhered o, hut the progression is not strioctly
togleal,

As Geoffrey Moore explains the difficulties involved in
treating this poeam,

with Stevens, more than with most other poets, one i{s cone
stantly and unessily avare of the inadequacy not only of the
huble parsphrase but of any known coritical method, His poetry
exists as an aggregate of ldeas and fealings, expressaed with
such a mutational amplitude, with such controlled jugglery of
perenthetical, qualifylng and axtending impressions that one 3
needs half a dogen or more streams of simultaneous commentary,

Before axamining the parts individually, I think a few re=

narks on the whole poem are necassary,

2
Mn p. 31,
Sﬂoorc, p. 264,
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Imagined reality, 4s we have scun, is Stevans' prime focal
point, iHere he is attempting to show what tiw postry should be
like which properly resolves the confliict batween things as they
ara and things as ve would like tham to be, S5uch poatry must have
the three qualities mentioned above, 3Jut to say this i3 merely to
scratch the surface, In addition to explaining what poetry must be,
this poem attempts to illustrate itself, to be what it is talking
about, to be, as the title of a later work puts it, "Not Ideas About
The Thing But The Thing Itseif,"*

And yaet it does, obviously, contain ideas, Martz omphasizes
this: '"Let us be clear about this, , . , Stevens is often called a
hater of ideas and of reason, Though some of his less gusrded eXe
clamations may seem to bear this out, "otes Toward A Supreme Fice
tion'! should dispel any misconception, "3 aAnd the ldeas are often
tortuously involved, As Richard Eberhart said in a raview of the
work, "sufficient unto the changes over earlier works are the subtlee
ties thereof,™ but "one does not protest when drinking a sparkling
waﬁer."ﬁ

0'Connor's summary remarks on the poem are, as usual, apt

ones,

4cp, p. 534,
SMam:a, Pe 38,

ORichard Eberhart, Accent, III (Vinter, 1943), 122,




“Notes Toward A Supreme Flcotion," tha exposition of threa
major aspects of the ways In which we see the world, exhibits
8 rare and wondawiul aztistry, It i8 told in a language that
is discursive and subtlae but which never for more than a line
or two falls to suggest and evoke, by image, connotation and
inconspi cwous rhythms, the realn of sensibility in which our
fictions ara born,’
1. IT HUST BE ABSTRACT

After an introductory apostrophe to poatyy as his only
real love, Stevens bagins by instructing an “ephebe,” or younz dise
clple of poetic theory, to get back to the original idea of reality
bafore 1t was man's idea, o must scact with the sun as it was before
it becane a4 human conocept called Phoebus, In this sense the world
is to be abstract in that it has to be abstracted from the body of
thought man has developed around it, And, i{f, by separating the sun
from §ts myth, the death of Phoebus {s possible, then god is dead,
for "the death of ons god is the death of all,”

Discontent with excessive rationalizing sends us back to this
original absiract idea, but, unfortunately, man 1s fatally fase
cinated by his abllity to spin theorles around basic faot, "The
ravishments of truth™ lead us to make up move and more concepts, and
the original fact of the physical world can get lost in the siwffle,
oan become “the hermit in a poet's metaphors.” Priestes and phtloszo.

phers, as woll as poals, sometimes reslise that they have sacrificad

70'%02’, p. 730
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reality for the sake of mental constructs, If a thinking mind can
realise this, finally,

It knows that what it has 1s what i» not

And throws it away 1like & thing of another time

As morning throws off stale moonlight and shabby sleep,

A poem enables us to recapture the pristine freshness of what
the world was as it shone out before man began to overlay it with
fdeas and concepts about it, Primitive concopts of astronomy, birds
song and the sound of the sea are examples of how the unspolled
world shines out in 1t3 "everwearly candor,"

Martz explains this section:

Candor, in its root meaning, here signifies the thing grasped
in its radiant essence, the full, clear, white, pure, dazsling
roalization of the world and all things in it, The "evereearly
candor’* is the original idea of the thing, or the thing as it
should be, "Its late plural®™ is the varied manifastation of
that essence as now exhibited in the world about use-often
a sorry assortment of objacts encrusted with the dirt of time,
but, seen in their first idea, radiant, Then "life's nonsense
plerces us with strange relation,” and the imagination has,
for the woment, achieved its constant function, for “The first
fdea is an {magzined thing,”

Such perceptions aye hardly to be planned, but they come to
the man who trains his imagination to percelve them, 8

A further discussion of the "first {dea” explains that it
precaded any of tha meow-from Adam $0 Doscartoseewlic thought iL,

The first idea, taking {dea to mean the raw stuff of the original
world upon which men construct ideaz, precnded man, Adan came Bge
fore Descartes as & thinker, and before either of them came the thing

they think about, Before thare could be myths, there had to be somes

Svartz, pp. 95100,




thing that oould be mythologiszed,

Thare was a nyth bafore the nyth began,
Venzrable and articulats and cowpleote,

The poem springs from the fact that there 13 a world outsido the
poet’s mind for him to imitate,

We are the mimlices, Clouds are pedagogues

The alr {s not a wirror but bare board,

Coulisase brightedark, tragic chiaroscurc

And comic ocolor of the rose, in which

Abysmal insteuments make sounds like oips

Of the sweepinus that we add to them,

But marvelous as the natural world may be, 1ts wonder can
only be realiged by human beings, Stevens admits that the lion,
who "reddens the sand with his redetolored noise,” the slephant and
the besr are all more at one with the real world than man ocan claim
to ba, They are already simple, uncomplicatad parts of a world,
while man struggles to become one, This is an agonizing process

for usg

You, epheba, look from your attic window,
Your nansard with a rented piano, You lte

In stlence upon your bed, You cluteh tha corner

Of the pillow in your hand, You writhe and prass

A bittar utterance {rom your writhing, dumb,

Yot voluble dumb violmee,
And yet, weak and writhing creature that le is, man is the one vho
can tame all the raw richness e sees In the worlg,

These are the hoeroic children whom tive broeds

Against the first ldea««to lash the 1llon,
Caparison elepbants, teach bears to juggle.
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Next, Staevens shows that appreciation of the real world,
as well as appreciation of man who can sppropriate for himself the
intelligibliity of this real world, is difficult, And this 18 as
it should bey the object of thepoew must, paradoxically, be visible
and invisible at the same time,

Bacause it 1s so Jifftcult, somatimes it is best to stand
before reallty with a blank mind, At times like this, wve may (1ike
Wordsworth at Tintern Abbey?) be grantod sudden insights inte reallty
whiceh hava “a Kingd of Sviss perfection,” swoothly olled and precise,

The naxt asections approach the manner In which san himsel?l
18 to be an “abstract” subject for poetry, and here 5bevens proe
posas a thaory that has tyroublad his admirors, !le feels that poatic
man, or "Majoreman,” 18 dilubted If Ik s considered in his partie
wlars, Ho one nan or one set of hnman guallities can ever satisfy
our notion of what men i3, s0 man {s best consldered as an sbstrsction,

C'Connor commemts on this seoming ocoldness:

If there i{s & characteristic persistent throughout Stevens?
work, it 15 his impersonality, There are in discussions of
ofher writars no little parsonal eslides, He gives no ate
tention to the fullneass of thelr personalities, It is also
fruo that thave sre no Dgople, there are ierely symbdolle
figures, in his poems or in hia plays, There are only ideas
about people and aspects of psople, Therw is, on tlw other
hand, a constant prooess of abstraction that serwes his theory
of postry,”

And Randall Jarrall complalns loudliy:

go‘comor, Pe 39,




Uhen the flrst thing that Stevens can find to say of the
Supreme Piotion is that "it must be abstract,” tho reader
pmto:u‘ "hy, even Hegel called it a concrete uriversal

the poet

s medtum, words, is abatract to begin with, and 1t is

only his unique orgmiszation of the words that forces the
poen, genaralizations and all, over Iinto the concreteness and
singularity that it oxists for, But Stavens has the weakness
.« » o Of thinking of particulars as primarily iliustrations

“of

gemaral truths, or olse as aesthetic, abstracted objects

sinply there to be contemplated; he often treats things or
ilves so that they seem no more than genaralizations of an
unprecedentedly low order, BHut surely a poet has to treat the
mmhugﬁm,nmﬁimﬁnmﬂmmi ony
a e to be sensed, a member of a lavdable caterory,

stt1l, Stevens clearly favors arn abstract hero, one who is

too boautiful to be disfizuved by particulosrs,

Give hin
Yo names, Dismies Mo from your images,
The hot of him is purest in the heart,

The final verses of this section sum up the poat?s balief that

the concept of man is most worthy of bellef vwhen {T is an abstract

onoapt,

The major abstraction is the ides of man
And major man is its exponent, abler
In the abstyact than in hils singular,

Moye facund as principle than particle
oiintto # % & % B £ & ¢ & ¥ & %

Though an ‘mraic pare, of the comnonal,

The msjor abatraction is the commonal,
Tha inantwate, diffioult wisape, Vho is it?

His answar to this question is a stranze imagn, combining the wise

dom of a Tabhi with the power of a chieftaln in a umbdle, alouching

107aprall, p, 140,




figure, 7This is the man,
It is of him, ephebe, to make, to confect
The final elegance, not te console
Nor amnctify, but plsinly te propound,
1T, IT MUST CHANGE

The saound major division stresses contingency and mutae
bility, Like Spanser in his cantos for the unfinished book of IThe
Fasrie Queens,}! Stevans speskts of & world that ts constantly chenging,

A poet, looking at springtime scenes, reallises that indivie
duals ave like the individuals that preceded them, but that everys
thing passes and {s in a state of flux, The fact that cyclical
vepotition iz alvays the same msy strike us as unpleasant, We feel
a distaste for “this withered thing,"”

But change is inevitable, Can the metsphysician confer une
changing immortality on a bee singly by so ordaining? Stevens
answers that the bee's definition may be a static thing, but the bdes
will always be new because natire i alvays changing and coming forth
with new boes, Similarly, the attempt to concretize hummnity in
statue is foolish, The maur of Cenaral Du Puy, with the horse whose
meight, uplifted foreleg”

Suggested that, at the final funeral
The music halted and the horse stood still,

malkos the Ceneral look "a bit absurd,” Man's essence is to keep
moving and to change, A static representation of him is indicative

——

10118, among others, points out this echo of Spenser, p, 85,




of one of “our mow vestigial states of mind,” ‘
Change in man, he omtinues, as well as change in a1l things,
comes from interaction of polar opposites,
Two things of opposite natures seem to depend
O/, one anothmr, as & man depends
on a voman, day on night, the imagined
On the real, This {s the origin of change,
Winter end spring, oovld copulars, embrace
And forth tha partioulars of yapture coms,
Thesis and sntithesis vesult in synthesis, although not in the rigid,
Hegelian sense,
Unless a man appreciates the beauty of changeabls nature,
he does not know what he 1s losing vhen he dies, The planter,
1iving in a "green baked greener than the summer sun,” llke the
woman of "Sunday Morning,” mist learn that "Desth is the mother of
beauty,*”
The next verses, begimming "Bethou we,” are puzsling ones,
Prank Doggett, after pointing out that its phrasing 1s borrowed
from Shelley (Ode To The West Uind), states the theme to be the
followings "By conceptualising we tend to shape external reality
into something akin to the self, ad it is our etemal desire that
this be s0,"12 Personally, T cannot see how he obtains this reading

for this seotion, It may be a satire on Shelley and on the excesses

" —— o

12prank Doggett, Expligator, IV (Feb,, 1957), number 30,
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of the Romantic nature poetry, as Enck Wﬂ,m but basically the
section seems to be saying that not all change is appesling, sw
tloes it s merely monotonous, "a single text, a granite monotony,”
But that is fust the way certain things ave, and eventuslly they may
osase to change, | ,

When the world is changing around, its besuty is so seductive
that we have "not the meed of any paradise." Life 18 & psssions
producing fruit, walting to be plucked, "the purple odor, the sbundant
bloom,” always changing, Symbolised s s bride, it never stands
coupletely naked but, becmise of 1ts changeability, 12 clothed by
imagination,

A fletive covering
Vesves always glistoning frow the hwart and mind,

However, there is a danger in this world of change, It omn
isad the poet into "gibberish” becsuse of its "senseless elemnt,”
Is poatry dangerocusly olose to irvationality? Can the gulf between
poetic and prosaic thought be bridged? Stevens says tlw poat's
g1t 1s the ability to comibine his imagination with thw world's
blunt plainness through the medium of proper words, He tries "to
compound the imagination's Latin,” with the world's "lingus franca et

Sugrrounded by dhange, the poet strugzles to comprehend Lt and
express it in poetry as a picture of himself in the act of appreciating
changs, Eventually he will be able toj "Time will write them down,"

ﬁands, P« 167, See also O'Connor, p, 72,




111, 1T MUST GIVE PLEASURE

In his ocommentary on the entire poem, Harold Bloom makes

the following obaservation:
There is much in "It Must Be Abstract” that grows into the
reader's oconsclousness with the inevitability of greatness,
yet one's experience of "Notas™ is that the poem bucomes bettar
as 1t develops, "It Must Change being supsrior to the first
part, and "It Must Give Pleasure” finer still, "Notes" ocould
therefore be judged an uneven poem, but the ascending intensity
of the work is ocertainly a matter of design, a movement from
the essential prose of our condition in "It Must Be Abstract®
to the ecstatic celebration of the marviage between flesh and
alr in "1t Must Clve Pleasure,” ;
T think that a sympathetic reading of the poem will prove the wvalldity
of Bloom's Judgment, "Motes” gets Detbter as it goes along, and the
third section i3 the most powerful of the three, It is also the most
concrete and the most difficult to synopsise,

Stevens begins Lt by saying that to compose traditionally
cheerful sentiments about conventionally scoepted postic themese"to
sing jublilas at exact accustomed times”=eis not difficult, This is
the work of the versifier and the Pourth of July platitudiniser, BSut
1t 1s difficult to cspture the irrational element of reality when it
is suddenly confronted in a new light '

As when the sun comes rieing, when the ses
Clears deeply, vhen the moon hangs on the wall

0f hoavenshaven, 14

Poaetry m give plessure beosuse {t is founded on a pleasuree

141 pelieve this last phrass was borrowed from Gerard Manley
Hopkins, although I have not seen this mentioned by any critics,
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giving world, But, sometimes, Stavens says, it is enough to merely
remsuber something as it actually was without cluttering up the m
ries by comparisons with other remembered things or by use of metas
phorical expression, A person can remsmber the beauty of “frothy
clouds" without bdothering to remember that they were like "foamy
vaves,” The extended image of man in the third group of wverses

drives this home in a paradoxical way: By an extended simile comparing
man to an earthbound stone, Stevens smphasises the fact that man's
raal nature must naver be overshadowed by the process of decorating
hin with figures of speach, |

This "earthliness” {s the thing that attracts the Captsin
and Bavda, his bride, to each other, and

They married well becsuse the marriage-place
Was what they loved, It was neither heaven nor hell,
They were lowet's charaoters come face to faoce,

The next sections, the "Canon Aspirin” group, are among the
richest and most difficult of all Stevens' work, but they oontain thw
heart of his conception of the Supreme Plotion,13 vith "deliberste
banality” he introduces the Major man, eating a meal that is anything
but abstract, "lobster Bombay with mango Chutney,” The man looks
favorably on the world with its four seasons and seven days of the week

133100 compares them favorably with the best of Yeats and
Keats, and feels they "can scarosly be matched in English poetry
since the Romsntics,™ (p. 88),
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because {t is just what {t is: neither too plain to be interesting,
nor too gaudy to be worth appreciating,

Then, in the clarity of poetic vision, he sees that there is
only nothingness outside of the world we know, Within that world wve
do not need to reject snything as unsuitable for human imagining bee
csuse all of it i3 good, ¥e must only choose to acoept all of it for
vhat {C is,

He had to choosa, But it was not a cholce
Betweoen excluding things, It was not a chotce

Betwean, but of, He chose to include the things
That in each other are included, the whole,
The complicate, the amassing harmony,

Unfortunately, he continues, the poet is foroed to the exe
pedient of constructing partial order out of what he manages to dise
cover in the world, knm: it nust be possible that someday he will
discover a way to construct an absolute order, the fiotion of an ade
solute, Here, I feel, is the most poignant cry in all of Stevens'
poetry,

1t is possidle, possible, possible, It must
8¢ possible, It must be that in time
The real will from {ts oruds ocompoundings oone,
Seeming, at first, a beast disgorged, unlike,
Warmsed by & desperate milk, To find the real,
To be stripped of every flotion except one,
The fiction of an absolutseeAngel,
Be sailent in your luminous gloud and hear
The luminous melody of proper sound,
He argues: If I ocen imagine an angel, & supremely happy

being, am I not somshow as happy as my creation? If my fiction
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gzrows warm in the motionless motion of his flight
Am I that iaagine this angel less satisfied?

It is almost as {f Cod were attsmpting to prove his own
existonce by using St, Anselm's famous proof: "If something can exist
that is greater than this supremsly great ides of mine, it must be mel™

Then Stevens ocerries this a step farther, If he can satisfy
hizself momentarily in this way, vhy should it be impossible to exe
tand the time of contentwent from & moment to an hour,

And if there is an hour thexe is a day,
There is a month, a year, theze is a time
In which majesty is & mirror of tiw self:
I have not but | am and as I an, I am,

Suddenly the tempo shifts from mounting exhileration to oone
trolled peace, The poet oan do all that his mental sngels can do,
But, perhaps, the real grestness of Hajor man consists in being master
of & recaloitrant earth in which existenos is a series of ‘vast re.
pstitions,” s “going around,”™

And round and round, the merely going round,
Until merely going vound is a final good,
The vay vine comes at a table in a wood,

And ve enjoy like men, the vay a leaf

Above the table apins its constant spin,

So that we look at it with plessure, look

At it spinning 1ts ecoentric measure, Perhaps,
The man-hero is not the excaptional monster,
But he that of repetition 15 wost mastar,

The final verses, before the epilogue, ave addressed to the
personification of all 'w 1a trying to achieve, m imaginative fiction

formed out of the resl world, vhich is abstract, changeable and plese
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surable, Someday, he assures his vision, he will find the right name
for her, cne that will express her elusive dasirability, her irrs.
tional rationality, In fact, someday sll men will "get it straight”
and

We shall return at twilight from the lscture
Pleased that the {rraticnsl s rational,

Until flicked by feeling, in a glldered street,
1 call you by name, my green, ay flusnt mmdo,
You will have stopped revolving except in cryatal,
Stevens® “mundo," according to Bernard Heringman, 1s
the world he is in and the world he is, the world beyond reason,
[Tt 18] fixed and {1lwminated In a supreme fiotion, In a
moment of epiphany, knowing the world, knowing himself, and
knowing reality and imegination in lnmmaﬂma he knows the
supreme veality, It is tho reality of poetry,l
The poem concludes with s word of ancouragement fyom the poet
to his fellow man, the soldier, actually a word from one aspect of
all man to the other, The actual, real side of man 18 as necessary
as the imagining, fictioneproducing side of him, Both are Indiapensable,
How simply ths fietive hero becomes the reals
How gladly with proper werds the soldier dles,
If he mus%, or lives on the bread of falthful speech,
With the imagined world made avallable by the poat, the human being

can now do what he has to do, e can even die,

153emard leringman, "iallace Stevens: The Use of Poatry,"
EL}, Xv1 (194%), p. 334,




CHAPTER FIVE:
CONCLUSTON

Ve have seen that Wallaos Sm tried to do something,

and we have scen how he tried to do it, Building on the insights of

others, he proposed poetry as the solution to a probdlem of amptiness

in a world where r«lity neads to be imagined to b mdamd.

Before oconcluding with a personal summingeupr of Stavens,

I want to preface my remarks with sone of the general oritical come

ments that have bsen madae sbout the value of his work and about Lts

selsvangy for present day readers,

Ssaue] Prench Morse shows his complexity and amdigulty:

Ho is both a symbolist and not s sysdolist, logician and anti.
logiclan, a player of things as they are and as oy are im.
agined, The "Adagia" fumnish the simpleat snd nost powere
proof in support of this hypotheasls, The incmsiatencies they
reveal can, of oourse, ba broadly rasolved under the loose
dasignation of the yamantic, Romantic Stevens ceartainly isg
and in many respects his romantiocism resesblies that of his
groat pradecessors and contamporarles vho have shaped and zlven
the dootrine its continuing vitallity, He is eclectic, 1dioe
syncratic, solfe.centered, and, as nmany m}fuseylod classicists
say, a 1ittle contamptuously, an smateur,

I suspagt that not meny would call him an amateur, but not

13amml French Morse, “Ihe Native Element,” Kenyon Review,

xx (Summey, 1953), p. 439,
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everyone gives him credit for having succeeded as a poet and thinker,
Richard Wilbur, for instance, voices the opinion of those who doubt his
depth, saying that what mekes him "unsuccsessful as a constructive
thinker”? is
his axcessive mistrust of reason both high and low, He sees
imagination not as the issue of a harmony of the facultles, but
as something opposed to the rational, . . . Sinoe the appre.
hensions which most engage him, and are the bricks of his dee
sired imaginative edifices, partake little of reasson (or of
religlous insight), and are nesatly pure products of sensibility,
his thinking is licked from the start, It is 1icked by that
frultful and refrushing velativity of sensibility in vhich
Stevens takes so much delight: there are "0 many worlds,” so "
many ways of seeing a pineapple or a blackbird or sanything else,
0'Connor typifies the other side of the argument, namely,
that Stevens should not be judged with the critaria applied to phil.
osophers since "he does not trace the history of philosophical theories
of imagination nor state his own theory in any definitive tuhim.”3
| Part of the reason for his poetic method and approach is ex=
plained by the way he fit into his age, The aptness of his exe
pression for contemporary readers depends on the extent to which he
understood modern 1life, Here, too, opinions vary,
Jacques Maritaln feels that he is typical of an aberrstion
present in some modern poets of going “mad on the subject of what

postyy 15."“ And Jarrell is among those who question his ability to

Zklc:hard Wubur, Review of O'Comnor's % Shaping Spirit,
England barly, XXIV (March, 19351),

3'0‘6&1\119:‘, pe viil,

“Murluin. p. 286,




reslly appreciate what his contemporsries wvant to beliave in:
Stevens® nyths spring not from the soil but from the clouds,
the arranged, scrubbed, reasoning clouds in someone's head,
He i3 too rational and composedly fanciful & belng to make up
& nythesone guum ss easily tmagine his starting a cult in
Los mt“:

In Chapter One I raised the question of the decline of traw
ditional religion, In this regard Stevens s most certainly a creatumre
of Wis ape. Awos Niven Wilder, of Harvard's divinity school, cites
Yeats and Stovens as examples of the widespread aversion to Chrise
tianity found in modern artists, But hw feels, and with good resson,
that Stwvens® weitings ave of a type that can "when scrutinised more
desply surpriss us, for we discover how far they are, after all,
rooted in our veligious tradition, witness to it, and in soms cases
move toward 1ts fuller recovery."® It would be interesting to hear
Stevens reaction to the suggestion that his efforts to replace Chrise
tianity oould be instrumental In redbuilding it,

Ceoffrey Moore represents another of the iIntriguing vievs held
in regard to Stavens' worth:

T consider Vallace Stevens o de & hero of sur time, Seriocusly,
consistently, snd with great courage !w tackled what he sav to
te the oentysl problem of the age, . , . I oan think of no other

mumwiotmsmkyiﬂ#ummﬂmmsmat
mmumm

- R

1arrell, p. 143,
Samos Kivan Wilder, "Protestant Oriantatim In Conte
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 Ultimately, wiasbever & persen thinks sbout Stevens, his epinion
should be arrived at after oareful thought, Snap judgments ere essy,
but he is worthy of and demmnds as such palnsteking sorutiny as anye
one vho has written In our lamguage, After careful study he begins
to take shape in the resder's mind,

Aftay exanuining various aspects of & pout's work and 1ife, as
has boen done in this thesls, {t would be satisfying to be sble to
draw togsther the looss thresds and reach seume tidy conclusions about
him, This is not as easy with Stevens as I might wish, The problem
of neatly packaging him in apt descriptive phiwses 18 a large one boe
omiss Stevens 18 a ocomplicated figure and a major post, The santral
theme of ny treatmont of him has been to show how hw found himself with
s nowd that he tried to £111, =211 the whils realising that possidly
it could not be filled,

As 1w was working toward a goal, he ves, becsuse of the paculisr
nature of his quest, forced to keep trying Co flgure out just what his
goal vas, Clearly, he wanted to ocontridute to the body of esthetic
imowledge, Ho sald as mich on seversl occasions, as we have seen,

But he also wanted to d¢ semething that can only be talked about with
such partially adequate terms as "mesningful® and "believable,”
Situations and desires which some men can handle by recourse to the
concepts of "God" and "ilmmortal soul” were presant in Stovens' life,
But he foimd these traditional answers invalld, So he was foroed to
sither ignore the questions or attempt to snswey them in his own way,

|__Fortunately, he chose to do the latter,
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As I have stated it, his problem was to account for the fact
that man wants to believe in something but has nothing he cmn bclim
in, His solution was to propose the greatest possible creations of
the uman imagination as objects of beltef,

The question, oversimplified, to be sure, thst we vant to
ask ist Did his solution work? Or, to further deimit the question,
did Stevens' proposed solution solve the problem for Stevens?

I think the bast answer te this questien is a qualified no,
But the world was made richer by his "failure,” and so, paradoxically,
was Stevens, He enjoyed enough partial success and personal satise
faotion in his work of redemptive poetry to give him reason to keep
hoping for a breakthrough, He always managed to have the enthusiasm
to keep telling himself that there was really no telling what human
imagination might be sble to do someday, If its potentialities were
going to be realized someday, he wanted to have had a hand in preparing
for that day,

He did not hope 80 much for Imowledge of something new as for
8 new way of knowing, In the "Adagia®™ he suggested this:

Perhaps there is a degree of perception at which what is
real and what is imagined are ones a state of clalrvoyant obe
servation, accessible or possibly accessible to the poet or,
say, the acutest poet,S

Everything he wrote tended toward this goal, Given his teme

perament and his capacity for articulating what in most men remain

8op, p. 166,
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dush desires, it was natursl that he would try to make poetry into
something larger then just s private method of commmication used
among mesbers of & 1itersry olique,

Value, for Stevens, vas the extent to which something was
real, But only the {meginstion ocould make "real” things into obe
Jects of bellef, If poalry wes tiw best tool svallable to the imae
gination in this transformation, 1t followed that the state to aim for
was ons in which a poem could actually become the thing it was written
shout, Poems would still be made, would be "flotions,” but they weuld
be more then words sbout somsthing, Then, sventuslly, the best
posaible posm would also De the best possidle thing, It would be a
Supreme Plotion, snd men could stand defore it and say, happily, "I
ballieve,”
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