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INTRODUCTION

What did its first critics find to commend in this book
EHarmonium[? In Josephson's review, it was "a mathematic-
al, a metaphysical gquality . . . which is entertaining in
the highest sense." In Wilson's notice, the poet's mast-—
ery of a style, his '"curious, ironic imaginstion, "his

- percipiency, and distinguished fancy. In Ven Doren's, his
delicately enunciated melody, his clipped cleanliness of
line, his general excellence." Louis Untermeyer . . .
granted Stevens '"a certain sonority," "verbal elegance,"
"some splendid phrases," "exotically splashed lines," and
"witty precisions." '"There can be no two opinions as to
the uniqueness of poetic expression in Wallace Sievens,"
said The Boston Evening Trenscript; it praised his "pure
felicity of expression," his "Jjudicious use of onomato-
poetic methods," his restraint, the "opulence of his poetry,
"A living roundness of diction, a sharp and nervous select-
ion proceeding from rich reservoirs of imagination," and
above all its musical guality, "a.full bell-like tone, a

A . . I

resonance that hangs in the air."

These critical judgements, occasioned by the appearance of
Harmonium in 1923, are moTe or less a reiteration of what had been
_said ever since Stevens' first appearance in the little magazines
some nine years earlier. The object of most aftentipn was oBviOUS»
ly the singular Stevens style, and in particular, the 1an§uage,
since this appeared to lie nearest to the surface and so seemed
most accessible as well as most distinctive, Encountering such
poetry as:

The lacquered loges huddled there
jumbled zay-zay and a-zay, a-—-zay.

IHi Simons, "Vicissitudes of Reputation, I19I4-I94C", Harv-
ard Advocate, CXXVII (December, I1940), -36.
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The moonlight 5
Fubbed the girandoles.

the coterie of Stevens' readers responded with delight — or irrit-
ation at what they felt was mere verbal sleight-—of-hand. Those who
merely indulged themselves in Stevens!' poetry praised him for his
gorgeodsness but were generally at a loss to define this further or
to relate it significantly to a -theory of poetry.
A typical, well-intentioned review of this kind appeared in
Poetry I923-4. After declaring with incredible confidence that
last lines have no significance in a poem such as "The Comedian as
the Letter C", the reviewer describes her reading of this poem:
o « » already one has looked back a dozen times, read and
re-read passages, always at a headlong pace, catching up
with oneself again, stumbling ahead breathless with eager-
ness, laughter, delight; and to come to the end means mere-
ly that one will turn back to this passage or that, which
teased with a glimpse into something that demands to be
more clearly comprehended before one is done with it! Aft-
er all, there is a lot one never gquite "gets". « o« «
To attain certain effects he keeps wild adjectives in‘cages,
from which they featly leap upon the startled noun and el-
ope with it. This is very stimulating to the reader.
There is no doubt about the enjoyment or the admiration but both
lack qualification of a sort that would illuminate the poetry.

There is recognition of "something that demends to be moTe clearly

comprehended" but for the most part the response is to the surface

o

2Wa11aoe Stevens, The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens
(London, I959), p. II. This volume will hereafter be cited as CP.

3Marjorie Allen Seiffert, "The Intellectual Tropics", Poetry:
A Magazine of Verse, XXIII (1923-24), I54-I60. °




of the poem alone. With the exception of such percéptive critics
as Marianne Mcoore, the admirers of Stevens' early.poetry tended
towards this ill-defined responsé and consequently were as unjust
to Stevens'as his detractors were. The situation is summed up by
‘R.P.Blackmur:"Mr. Stevens has a bad'feputation among those who
dislike the finicky, and a Ligh one, unfortunately, amdng those
who value the ornamental sounds of words but who see no pﬁipose in
developing sound from sense."4

While Winters called him the greatest 1iving American poet
there were a considerable number of critics who castigated Stevens
on the grounds that he indulged in exoticism and aestheticism for
their own sake, and that his way with words,vwhile sometimes mo-
mentarily amusing or entertaining, led more often to obscurity.
In other words, these critics were guilfy of a fallacy of inter-~
pretation similar to that of some of Stevens' admirers, in that
they were aware of the impact of thé diction But not of its sig-
nifiganbe in relation to the whole body of poetry and to Stevens'
personal ideology,

‘“Poetry is a poetic conception, however expressed. A
poem is poetry expréssed in.words., But in a poem there is a poet-

ry of words. Obviously a poem may consist of several poetries."5

, 4R.P.Blackmur, "Examples of Wallace Stevens", in his Lan—
guage as Gesture (London, I954), p. 22I. ‘

‘ 5Wallace Stevens, Opus Posthumous, ed. S.F.Morse, (New
York, I957), p.I63. This volume will hereafter be cited as OP.
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Stevens' poems are not just poems about jars in Tenneéseej they are
poems about poetry. The medium is at least as important as the
content, and the medium, of course, is language. Stevens' lang-

uage is the;mgnifesfation of a sensibility, his style is an affirm-

ation of self: the poem is "a vital self-assertion in a world in v
’ b

which nothing but the self remains, if that remains."6 The making
" of a style is, as Yeats claimed, the making of a self. In view of
this it would seem profitable to examine Stevens' st&le beyond its
surface glitter, to attempt to discover why Stevens chooses the
words he does, and their relation to the other poetries of the poem.
In this thesis T wish to examine Stevens' varying uses of
language in the poetry of Harmonium. The study of langusge cannot
be neatly confined, especially in poetry such as this where rhet-
oric, for instance, is at one point the subject and at another the
means of expression, where nonsense belies its own name at the same
time as it delights in being nonsense. In view of the range of
uses and effects of language in the hands of a poet like Stevens,
it is as well to make clear some of the basic functions of lang-
uvage in the hands of any poet:
We may say that the duty of the poet, as poet, is only in-
directly to his people: his direct duty is to his language,
first to preserve, and second to extend and improve. In
expresgsing what .other people feel he is also changing the
feeling by making it more conscious; he is meking people
more aware of what they feel already, and therefore teach--
- ing them something about themselves., But he is not merely

a more conscious person than the others; he is also indiv-—
idually different from other people, and from other poets

6Wa11aoe Stevens, The Necessary Angel, Vintage Books (New
York, 1965), p. ITI. This volume w111_hereufter be cited as NA.




too, and can make his readers share consciously in new
feelings which they had not experienced before . . «

You must not imagine me to be saying that the language
which we speak is determined exclusively by our poetis.

The structure of culture is much more complex than that,
Indeed it will equally be true that the quality of our po-
etry is dependent upon the way in which the people use
their language: for a poet must take as his material his
own language as it is actually spoken -around him. If it
is improving he will profit; if it is deteriorating, he
must meke the best of it. Poetry can to some extent pre-—
serve, and even restore, the beauty of a language; it can
and should also help it to develop, to be Jjust as subtle
and precise in the more complicated conditions and for the
changing purposes of modern life, as it was in and for a
simpler age. But poetry, like every other single element
in that mysterious social personality which we call our
"culture,"” must be dependent upon a great many circumstan-
ces which are beyond its conirol.

Eliot submits, then, that the direct duty of the poet is
towards language; he also allows the close relation between the
language and the culture, and so between the poet and the culture.
But in claiming that the poet's duty to 1angqage is more direct
than the poet's duty towards the people he is perhaps meking an
the 1anguage hg uses from the body of diction available to himg
selection implies the preference of one thing over another and
therefore the poet, through his chosen language, is transmitting
certain values. And where values are.concerned the people —— and
the culture -~ are also concerned, "Poetry is . . . a means

whereby, through the imaginative use of language, we may be made

17.S.Eliot, "The Social Function of Poetry", On: Poetry and

Poets (New York, I957), pp. 9, I2-I3. For a discussion of this
view see also R.H.Pearce, The Continuity of American Poetry (New
Jersey, 1961), pp. I0-I5 passim,




aware of the values of a culture as they have (and have not) made
possible the communal life of the individuals of whom it is compos-
ed."8 This is not to say that the poet writes with a definite mor-
al purpose —— "Ethics are no moTe a pért of poetry than they are of
painting”(gg_l63) —— but rather that he cannot help but reveal in
his poetry & certain syétem of values. The perceptive poet is
aware of this: "The-relation of art to lifeis of the first import-
ance especially in a skeptical age since, in the absence of a be-
lief in God, the mind turns to its own creations and examines them,
not alone from the aesthetic poiﬁt of view, but for what they re-
§ea1, for what they validate and invalidate;‘for the support that
they give" (Qg 159).

A study of Stevens' language, then, involves a study of
his personal ideology and its relation to contemporary culture as
well as a sfudy of the aesthetic aépects of dictioh.. My intention,
therefore, is first of all to examine something of the cultural
climé%e in_whioﬂ Stevené'_early poems were written and to discover,
from.the poetfy and the prose, Stevens' reaction to this environ-
ment and, as a corollary of this, his attitude towards poetry. I
then wish to look at.the poems in Harmonium in an atfempt to de—b
fine the different uses of language. Certain géneral principles
should emerge from this and I shall go on to demonstrate these more
partioglarly by analysis of what is possibly the most important

‘poem in Harmonium, "The Comedian as the Letter CV.

8Roy Harvey Pearce, The Continuity of American Poetry (New
Jersey, I9€I), p. I2. ' ’ '



The reasoﬁ for my ch§iée of topic is, I hope, clear. I%
has.become somefhing éf a critical commonplace to say that Stevens'
themes change little from the early poetry to the later; it would
seem, therefore, that one of the most profitable ways to trace
VStevens' development is by examination of his chénging style rather
"than his subject, though ulﬂimately‘it is difficult to separate the
two. But primarily-the reason for my choice of fopic is a desire
to read Stevens' poems properly. 'The fhing said must be the poem
not the languagé used in saying it. At its best the poem consists
of both elements"(OP I65). Though one wishes to understand "the
fhing said", the language is obviously very important. It seems
to me that a.good many critics have fracfured Stevens' poems in the
reading, have separated the language from the poem, and have respon-—
ded to this language at a very éuperficial level., With the notable
>exoeption of R.P.Blackmur, few have attempted to fully understand
the diction iﬁ a poetry that is virtually the world as word., "It
is né% every day.that the world arranges itself in a poem" (OP I65).
An exéminatian of the language of the poem may help towards an

understanding of the world of the poem,



THE IVORY TOWER AND THE PUBLIC DUNP

Not only does any given diction vary according to genre

(i.e. according to the effect the poet wishes to produce)

and according to tone, but one scheme or structure of dict-

ion will vary from another, because of the different cult-
ures from which they spring . . . . It seems as if the
poet's choice of diction is determined in part, at any
rate, by the structure and prevailing ideologies of his
society. If this is so, then the only dicticn which can

be right for a modern poet is the sort of diction which

his own society throws out, that is to say, the diction

we have already seen coming out of changes in fashion.

In his essay, ”Ulysses”(I923), Eliot writes of "the immense
panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history.”2
It is this panorama which is mirrored in the fragmented world of
"The Waste Land"j; and the world of the wéste.land is that which
confronts the modern poet. The problems that confronted Eliot are
basically the same as those which confronted Stevens, or indeed
any man of sensibility living in modern, democratic America. The
difference lies in the differing responses made by the two poets,
in the very distinct "solutions" they offered to the modern di-
lemma.

Before attempting to establish the effect of a particular.

culture on a poet's diction, it is necessary to discover the effect

of that culture on the poet's personal ideology. In other words, -

Donald Davie, Purity of Diction in English Verse (London,
1952), pp. 9-IO.

Miles, and G.Mackenzie, eds., Criticism: The Foundations of Modern
Litersry Judgement (Neu York, I94€), pp. 269-71.

8




it is necessary to define, to a certain extent, the culture itself,
and the problems it raiseés for the poet. Wallace Stevens does
something of both in his essay "The Noble Rider and the-Sound of
Words". The passage is worth quqting at length since itAarticu—

lates Stevens' awareness of several important “espects of contemp-

orary culture:

The spirit of negation has been so active, so confident
and so intolerant that the commonplaces about the romantic
provoke us to wonder if our salvation, if the way out, is
not the romantic. All the great things have been denied
and we live in an intricacy of new and local mythologies,
political, economic, poetic, which are asserted with an
ever—enlarging incoherence. This is accompanied by an ab-
sence of any authority except force, operative or imminent.
What has been called the disparagement of reason is an in-
stance of the absence of authority . « « o
The enormous influence of education in giving everyone a
little learning, and in giving large groups considerably
more: something of history, something of philosophy, some-
thing of literature; the expansion of the middle class
with its common preference for realistic satisfactions;
the penetration of the masses of people by the ideas of
liberal thinkers, even when that penetration is indirect,
as by the reporting of the reasons why people oppose the
ideas they oppose, —— these are normal aspects of every-
day life., The way we live and the way we work alike cast
us out on reality. « . « We are close together in every
_way. We lie in bed and listen to a broadcast from Cairo,
and so on. There is no distance. We are intimate with
people we have never seen and, unhappily, they are intim—
ate with us. . . « The way we work is a good deal more di-
fficult for the imagination than the highly civilized rev-
olution that is occurring in respect to work indicates.
e o o« As for the workers, it is enough to say that the
word hes grown to be literary. They have become, at their .
work, in the face of the machines, something approximating
an abstraction (NA I7-I9).

In order to extract a coherent body of "doctrine" from
Stevens' prose writings, it is necessary to painstakingly follow
the course of an idez through a series of not wholly consistent

treatments. Téking as a starting point the passage above, one
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discovers a number of such "ideas" with which Stevens ﬁas pre-
occupied. The first concerns the defense of the Tomantic in an
unromantic age; the second concerns the nature of that age, in
that.it is characterized by the absence of autbority, and,  if not
directly alien towards fhe imagination,.it'is hardly sympathetic.
In such an age the identity of the.self is threatened, 'éhesé are
the basic points arisingAfrom thié passage, but if these are the
problems most directly stated there are others as severe though
imblicit'—— the "absence of authority",\for instance, implies pro-
-blems of belief and commitment. In addition to such primary con-
gsiderations, the above passage also indicates certain attitudes
that are revealing in a persoﬁal as well as an artistic light.

For instance, ther% is.—— as there is, significantly, in Yeats and
‘Elibt — an implied distaste for the middle c¢lass, or at least for
their aspirations. I propoée to look further at the most import-—
. ant of these points, beginning with what seems to me the most
important of all —— the "spirit of negetion" and the accompanying
"absence of authority."

When the myths and the gods are gone there is no framework
of belief, no transcendent authority; no longer are the words "in
the script," instead the mind must find "what will suffice" (gg
239). The society in which Stevens lived -~ indeed, present-day
society ~-— was a.sceptical one; it had lost the traditional be-
liefs and required something to take their place. The response to

this need came, as usual where there is no priest, from the artist,

or more particularly for the purposes of this paper, from the poet,
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As might be expected, there was no uﬁiformity in proffered
solutions. Yeats received A Vision as his oﬁn personal authority,
claimed unity of being as the "solution" to be strived for. Fliot
saw the way to salvation of self through negation of self; this
fragmented world is transcended through history and myth, which are
themselves eventually transcended,-and so one reaches God's woxd.

In fact, it seems that Eliot does not offef a cure for the ills of
the culture so much as a way of opting out of the situation. As
Roy Harvey Pearce points out, Eliot was ﬁot the first poet to dis-
cover a correlation between the deficiéncy of American life and
the deficiency of American poetry, but he was the first who found
himgelf unable to '"conceive of anything immanent in that life which
might remedy the deficiéncy.“3 Stevens, on the other hand, turns
to man himself, no; for transcendence but for definition and limit—
ation for once man's powers were defined they could be fully real-
ized., In Stevens we have, to a certain degree, an example of de
Tocqueville's poet in a democracy: "Scepticism .. . . draws the im-
agination of poets back to earth, and confines them to the real
and visible world." And a little later he adds: "I am persuaded
that in the end democracy diverts the imegination from all that is

4

external to man, and fixes it on man alone.,"

It was Stevens' confidence in the creative ability of man,

3Pearce, The Continuity of American Poetrz, p. 305,

4A1exis de Tocgueville, Democracy in America, trans. Henry
. Reeve, ed., H.S.Commager, The World's Classics (London, I96I), pp.
34I-42,
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that is, in tﬁe imagination, that provided him with the basis for
a theory of poetry and a theory of life. Deprived of the authority
of the gods he turned to thé authority of poetry and imagination
and saw quite clearly their role and his own: "In an agé of disbe-~
lief, or, what is the same thing, in a time that is largely human-—
istic, in one sense or another, it is for the poet'to supply thev

satisfactions-of belief, in his measure and in his style. . . . It
is &« & + & spifitual_role“ (Qg 206). Though one should ﬁot ignore
the doubt and violence to be found in Harmonium —- for instance;
in "Domination of Black" (CP 8) —- it is the confident,-and often
comic, celebration of the imaginative perception that establishes
authority. And this confidence is, as I‘hope to show, exhibited
very much by means Qf the dgction.

In Stevens' poetry we find positive, felt landscapes in-
stead of Eliot's.grey alleys; it ié not a guestion of what is ox
is not "true" but of the presence or absence of belief, Deprived
of other authority Stevens turﬁs to his own imagination, and to
imaginative use of language so that the authority for his poems is
the poems themselves: "Natives of poverty, children of malheur,/
The gaiety of language is our seigneur" (CP 322), Though, as with
responses to other aspects of the poetry, the réSponse hererwas
not clearly defined, there were some at least who immediately re—
cognized this quality in Stevens: "We did not fail to exclaim ex~ .
citedly over the emergence of a new poet who spoke aswhaving auth—

ority. But it was a phenomenon for which we could not quite make
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out the forward drift and destination, nor the antecedent history.”5
The "forward drift and destination"” does not become absol-
;teiy cleaxr until one reaches "The Rock", for ~the whole of Stevehs‘
wofk.really comprises one grand poem.6 It is, however, possible to
establish 1o -some degree the drift of Harmonium in terms of the
Stevens aesthetic., The basis of this aesthetic is belief in the
power of the imaginatioﬁ; of the mind: "It +the mind is a violence
from within that protects us from‘a violencé without. va is the
imagination pressing back against the pressﬁre of reality. It
Seems o o . to have something to do with our self- preservation
and that, no doubt, is why the expréssion of it, the sound of its
words, helps us to live our lives" (NA 36). In the>Stevens creed,
where "God is a symbol for sometging that can as well take other
forms, as, for exémple, the form of high poetry" (0P I67), thé im—
aginatiqn has the vitalizing force of the Holy Ghost, but with the
important qualification that this force does not come from any
" transcendent source but is withiﬂ'every man.
Stevens'! stateﬁents on the imagination have been‘coﬁpared
to those.made by Coleridge and other "romantics"j; much has been S

said of the debt he owes to Santayana, and others, in-his formul-

ation of theories. It is true that there are definite points of

5John Crowe Rencom, "The Planetary Poet", Kenyon Review,
XXVI (Winter, I964), 234.

6The original projécted title for Harmonium was "The Grand
Poem: Preliminary Minutiae"; his Collected Poems was at one time to.
be called "The Whole of Harmonium'.
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comparison between Coleridge's writings on the imagination and
Stevens' but Stevens does not by any means simply reproduce the Ro-
mantic theoiy. Coleridge distinguished between the Vprimary" imasg- "
ination and the "secondary'". The primary act of imagination is
performed by every man when he 'perceives" the ordinary, physical
world, for in fact he half perceives the world and half creates it.
The act of.the imagination at the secondary level ie performed in
the writing of poetry and is ef the seme kind as the primary in its
operation, though differing in intensity. This parallels Stevens'
view that every man is a poet in that every man is -~ potentially,
at least ——a man of imagination. The poet, as we usually employ
the term, is one who exefciees his imaginative powers of perception
~more intensely and more self-consciously than others; this he does
in order to ”heip people live their lives', that is, to make them
aware of the common denominator of mind/imagination in men. In po-
etry —— or at any rate, in Stevens' poetry —- the community is able
to partake of the individual exPerience and so perhaps come to re-
alize the nature of their own individual perception., Stevens' im-
aginatioﬁ, then, has something in common with Coleridge's but there
are important differences, the most important being Stevens' denial
of the Romantic poet's feeling that his imaginetion may be part of
some larger imeginatien. Stevens; in fact, repudiates the tren°~ o
cendental and presents a theory of the imagination that is essent-
ially humanietic. |

Stevens did consider himself a romantic poet but within the
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terms of his éwn definition. In a review of Marienne Moore's Sel-
ected Poems he aifferentiates between the romantic in the pejor.-
ative sense which "merely connotes oBsolescence".(and wﬁich he
elsewhere refers to as a "failure of the imagination precisely as
sentimentality is a failure of feeling"(NA I38).) and the romantic
in its other sense, "meaning always the living and at the same
time the‘imaginative, the youthful, the delicéte and a variety of
things;. « « «" (0P 25I) 1In this latter semse the roméntic "con—
stitutes the vitsl element in poetry. It is absurd to wince at

_being called a romantic poet. Unless one is that, one is not a
poet at all. « . o It means, now-a-days, an uncommon intelligence.
It means in a time like our own of violent feelings, equally viol-
ent feelings and the most skilful expression of the genuine! (QP
251-2-).

Stevens' definition of the romantic, therefore, is a virt-
ual eqﬁation of the romantic with the imagination, or rather the
imagination in a vital engagemént with reality. It is yet another
insfance of Stevens' seeing things in.terms of his two greatest
preoccupations ~— imagination and reélity. It is a definition
that allows him fo cless BEliot, for instance, as a romantic poet
becauée he "incessantly revives the past aﬁd creates the future"
(QE 252). It is a definition that allows him to class all good
poets as romantics in varying degrees.

Stevens is a romantic poet because he is concerned with
the vital workings of imagination upon reality. One thinks, often

pejoratively, of a romantic poet as one who lives in an ivory
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tower of the imagination, detached from redlity. But that is the
obsolete definition as far as Stevens is concerned; for him there
can be no such complete detachment: "He the romantic happens to
be one who still dwells in an ivory tower, but who iqsists that.
life would be intolerable‘except for the fact that one has, from

- the top, such an exceptional viéw of the public dump and the ad-
vertising signs of Snider's Catsup, Ivory Soap and Chevfolet Cars;
he is the hermit who dwells alone with the sun aﬁd moon, but insists
on taking a rotten newspaper" (Q£v256). He is one who uses the
imagination pot as a cémplete refuge from reality but'as é means
to view -it.

I have already indicated Stevens' habit of viewing most
things in terms of the imagination and reality. Though professed-
1y wafy of definitions, he has written at length on the nature of
the imagination and its relation to reslity. In his essay, "Imag-
ination as Value" (NA I33), Stevens states that one must distin-
guish between "the imagination-as metaphysics and as a power of the
mind over externsl objects, that is to say, reality" (Egvl36).

Quoting from Cassirer's An Essay on Man, he explains the first as

coming from a sense of the transcendental wherein: "The true poem
is not the work of the individual artist; it is the universe it-
self, the one work of art which is forever perfecting itself.”7

Referring to the second tybe of imegination he further defines

EaCassirér,.An.Essayvon;Man, quoted'by.Stevéns, The Nec-
essary Angel, p. I36. ' '
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"external objects" as works_of art —~— the sculptures of Michelan-
gelo, British public buildings, the Jesuit church at Lucorne —
"wheré.one might so easily pass from the real to the visionary
without consciousness of change"(NA I37). The second is, as Ridd- -
el points out, "the work of the artist every day, or éven of the-
self every conscious moment."

Stevens, of course, eschews the transcendental aspect of
the firsf; theAreference to ”working of the universe'" he treats ds
the irrelevant romantic whiﬁh must be cleansed from the imegin-
ation since it serves only to emasculate it (yé.138). The imag-
ination as metaphysics ié the imagination of life but the imagin-.
ation as a power of mind over external objects isrfhe imagination
of art. The value of the two is different: "In life what is im-—
portant is the truth as it is, while in arts and letters what is
important is the truth as we see it" (NA I47). Stevens allows
that the operation of imagination ih life, that is, the imsgina-
tion as metaphysics, is more significant than its operation in
arts and letters. He also points out that the former is much .
more varied than the latter: Y. . . when we think of thé permea-
tion of a man's life-by the imagination, we must not think of it
as a 1ife.permeated‘by a single thing but by a class pf.things"
(E& I44). Such a multiplicity of functions s served by the imag-
ination in life -- for instance, Stevens cites costume as an ex-

ample of "imeginative life as social form" (NA I46) ~— makes it

e e e v a i e A et A —Am—— —m—a e

8

J.N.Riddel, The Clairvoyant Eye (Baton Rouge, I1965), p.30
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difficult to define precisely the value of this imagination. In
arts and letters, on'the other hand, its value is aesthetic.

Stevens goes on to say that insofar as we can delineate
these two spheres of imagination at all we can talk about the val- -
ues reiative to each, and so, of the excursion of values beyond
their spheres. Thus the ethical or ﬁoral valﬁes usually thought
of in relétion to life are sometimes applied to arts and letters,
as, for instance, by the Victorians. A corollary of this type of
"excursion of values" is the fact that "there can be lives in
which the value of the imagination ig the same as its value in
arts and letters", the example given being the life of the phil-
osopher, Santayana (yéﬁl48). When the poet tries to define-the
intrinsic, intuitional &alue of the poetic imagination he does so,
in part, by identifying it with the imagination that permeates
our lives. Thﬁs, thgugh Stevens claimed earlier that the value of-
the imagination in arts and letters is aesthetic, it must carry
with it some of the values‘of the iﬁagin&tion in life. The poet
.is man as well as artist and "the mind turns to its owﬂ creations
and examines them, pot alone from the aesthetic point of view,
but for whet they reveal, féf what they validate and invalidate,
for the éupport they give" (0P I59).

The difficulties Stevens has in defining the imagination
-— poetic or otherwise —-— are ihherent in the concept itself; " .
. . the imégination changes as the mind chenges" (NA IST) so that

there are many different types of imagination within the class of
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“imagination. For instance, Stévens differentiates between imagin-
ations engaged by different ideologies just aé he differéntiates
between Dutch, Hindu, Japanese and Chinese'imaginations (§§;143).‘
"The imegination is the power of the mind over thg possibilities
.of thingss but if this constitutes a certain single characteristic,
it is the source not of a certain single value but of as many val—'
ues as Teside in the possibilities of things" (NA I36).

Stevens is, however,>emphatic and clear on cértain char-
acteristics of the imagination. When Stevens Speaké gimply of
"the imaginétion" he is referringrto the imagination as it pérme—
ates 1life and this is his subject rather than merely "poetic'" im~
agination, though any strong distinotion between the two seems art-
ificial: "Literature is the better part éf life. To this it-seems
inevitably neéessary to add, provided life is the better part of
literature" (0P 158). Imagination here is very much akin to 061—
eridge's "primary" imagination, as I have mentioned —- half per-
ceptive, half creative —- with the differenoé that in Stevens the
greatest sﬁress is on perception: "3 « « the imaginafioﬁ is the
power that enables us fo perceive the normél in the abnormal, the
ppposite of chaos in chaos" (NA I53). He further defines the im-
égination_as "the faculty by which we import the unreal into what
is real, its value is the value of the.way of thinking by which
we project the idea of God inté the idea of mén" (NA I50).

In other words, when we perceive iﬁagin&tively it is as if

we could see, in Platonic terms, the ideal forms of things instead
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of the apparently disconnected multiplicity of objects in the "re-
al" world. This kind of perception,-and a prompting of others to
the same, is basic in Stevens' poetry. He attempts to do what
Ezra Pound was saild to have done in hi§ poem, "Heather" ; "A Russ-
ian correspondent, afier having called it a symbolist poem, and
having been convinced that it was not symbolism, said slowly: 'I
see, you wiéh to give people new eyes, not to make them see éome’
new particular thing.'."9 This point has particular direct felev—
ance to the poetry with which I shall deal in my ﬁekt chaptér.

For the moment it is sufficient to stress that the value of imag-
inative perception is the'strongest single factor in Stevens' wri-
ting and his personal response to his age. Instead of simply mir-
roring the fragments he offered the clue to unity, the way to see
order in chaos: "What I desire to sitress is that there is a unity
rooted in the individuality of objects and discovered in a differ-
ent way from the apprehension of rational connections” (Q£ 237).
Hart Crane once wrote of "The Waste Land": "It was good, oficourse,
but so damned dead."IO It was "dead" because Eliot could not see
anything within that land itself of possible redemptive value
whereas Stevens recognized the power of the imagination.

It is possible that such a view might be labelled as esc—

apist and as ignoring "reality". One should realize, however,

TFara Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska (London, I9I6), p. 98.

Oars Crane, The Letters of Hart Cranc: I9I6-1932, ed.

Brom Weber (Berkeley and Los Angeies, 1965), p. 105.
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thét had Stevens ever "escaped'" there would be no poetry, for it is
the constent struggle to achieve the right relation between imag-
ination and_realify that is the subject and motivating force of his
poetry. Nevertheless, Stevens did admit to being an escapist but
again only within the terms of his own definition, and again it is-
a definition formulated in terms of the imagination and reality. .
In his essay "The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words" (A 3), Stev—
ens notes certain observations made by Charles Mauron preparatory
to his oﬁn commenté on escapism. These observations are:

s o« « that the artist transforms us into epicures; that he
has to discover the possible work of art in the real world,
then to extract it, when he does not himself compose it
entirely; thet he is un amoureux perpetuel of the world
that he contemplates and thereby enriches; thet art sets
out to express the human soul; and finally that everything
like & firm grasp of reality is eliminated from the aesth-
etic field. With these ephorisms in mind, how is it poss-
ible to condemn escapism? The poetic process is psychol-
ogically an escapist process., The chatter about escapism
is, to my way of thinking, merely common cant. My own re-
marks about resisting or evading the pressure of reality
mean escapism, if analyzed. Escapism has a pejorative
sense which it cannot be supposed that I include in the
sense in which I use the word. The pejorative sense app-
lies where the poet is not attached tc reality, where the
imagination does not adhere to reality, which, for my part,

- I regard as fundzmentsl. « « . the poet . . . creates the
world to which we turn incessantly and without knowing it
and . . . he gives to life the supreme fictions without
which we are unable to conceive of it. (NA 30-3I)

The poet, then, must both resist the pressure of reality
and also ensure that hig imagination adheres to reality. "Rezlity
is things as they are.a; ... not that external scene but thé life
that is lived in it" (N4 25). The pressure of reality is "the pre—

ssure of an external event or events on the consciousness to the



29

exclusion of any power of cdntemplation" (g& 20). The poet must be
aware of reality but not overwhelmed by itj his peetry should con-
sist of a co-equal interdependence of imagination and reality.

This he achieves by abstracting reality into his imagination for
reality, like divinity in "Sunday Morning" (92 66), must live with~
in’ oneself. This reality is a true and heightened reality and is
the one the poet is constantly tryihg ot discover. It is the "po-
etry of the central", 'the supreme fiction" fo which Sfevens is
continually working. It is what he refers to as "the second theory.
of poetry" which "relates to the imagination as a power within him
[the poeﬁ] to have such insights into reality as will make it poss-
ible for him to be sufficient as a poet in the very centre of con-
sciousnessg, This results . . . in a central poetry" (gé.IIB)r
Contrasting this with the "first theory of poetry" wherein the poet
feéls'his imagination to be part of a larger, more potent imegina-
tion which he must try to reach, where the poet is a mystic progr-
essing from one mysticism to another, Stevens defines the "adherents
ofithe central’ as. also myétics to begin with -- "But all theixr de-
sire and all their ambition is to press away from mysticism toﬁard
that ultimate good sense which we term civilization" (NA II6). As-
aih and agéin in Stevens one comes back to the point that what mat-
ters is not man's relationshiprwith some vagﬁe transcendental heing,
but rather the poet's relationship with his world and his central

- position in it., The poet's concern is to explore and know this

b

world, for when he can define his relation towards it he can define
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higself. ?oetry is a means of exploration, é way towards definit; .
iong like rgligion, it has to "mediate for us a reaiity not our-—
selves" (0P 238).
| In his concern with the self Stevens is quite definitely in
" an American tradition, what Roy Harveerearce calls the Adamic trad-
ition as opposed to the mythic with Eliot given as an example of
thé latter. Pearce defines the new Aaamic prétagonist ;— "new" be-
cause he is re-affirming the poetics of the Emersonian tradition —-
as one who is '"no longer much concerned sbout who made him aﬁd 1o
what end, His abiding concern is ﬁith what he can make, his own
creations —— asg at once objecfs and acts: in'episfemological lang- |
uage, as subjects. No longer . . . does he work with an assurance
that there is uitimately somé_transcendental rétionale for his com-
_ pulsion to egocentrisﬁ; if there is a transcendent reality, ﬁe can
econceive of it only iﬁ his own image and know it only as his own
cneation."II The self is brought to the fore in severél ways, not
only by the belief in the "re&emptive” value of man's imagination
but by the extraordinary self-consciousness Qf the poet and by the
individuality of étyle.
In attending to the question of self Stevens is attending
to a éroblem basic in his time: He does not generally concern him-
self, in his poetry, with the surfsce issueé of predominantly soc-

ial problems such zs the depression but with the deeply rooted

IIPearCe, The Continuity of American Poetry, p. 377.
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problem of identity. Referring to man in this "modern™ situation,
Frederick Hoffman writes:

e o« s« man had consciously to attend to the task of provid-
ing from within himself surrogate guesrantors of his own
continuity. If he could believe in nothing but himself as
the experiencer of himself, he has either to solve the
problem of his own countinuance or to risk the menace of
his ceasing to continue. This "dreadful responsibility"
involved him in related questions: as 1o the degree and
quality of expsrienced moments; the power of the mind to
“image these moments; the possibility that they, or some of
them, served powerfully as signs of an improvised univers—
ality in experience; and the relationship of experience to
" memory, of time-saturated instants to unconscious reserves
of the past. Dominating over the matter of these questions
was the all-inclusive one of self-identity. One had to
make a substance from an insubstantisl flux of sensation
in time; which is another way of saying that man had to
will transcendence, though he apparently did not need to
will either a metaphor or a myth to sustain transcendence
in history. He might simply says: I exist in terms of the
experience of existing and I will that this experience con-
tinue from moment to moment, in which case, the problem of
continuity persists from moment to moment and excites the

consciousness into an extraordinary alertness to the needs
of identity.l? -

The #surrbgate guarantor" of continuity which Stevens found within
himself and which he believed held true for others was the imegin-
ation. He makes a substance from "an 1n5ubstant1a1 flux of sens-
ation" by taking that flﬁ# into himself and transforming it into
the rhythms and forms of his own senSiBility. This is achieved by
the operation of the imagination; imagination encompasses Treality;
the self is married to its world and so becomes continuous with
its flow of events. Identity énd duration of self come from Fhe

discoverable relatiohship of self with a vital, not static world,

«

12p .J.Hoffman, The Mortal No: -Death and the Modern Imagln—
ation (New.Jersey, I964),.p. 347. ... e

<
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The constancy discovered is the constancy of the imagination as’
pProcesse
Divinity must live within herself: .
Passions of rain, or moods in falling snow;
"Grievings in loneliness, or unsubdued
Blations when the forest blooms; gusty
Emotions on wet roads on autumn nights;
A1l pleasures and all pains, remembering
The bough of summer and the winter branch.
These are the measures destined for her soul.(CP67)
"Transcendence" and "ultimate things" are, for Stevens, to be found
in the self and are discoverable by the workings of the imagination
upon reality. He realizes that the pleasures of time and change
are dependent upon time and change — not on a concept of eternity
—— and so does-not try to negate them., He does not ignore the pro-
blem of mortality but sees it as heightening one's awareness of the
present,

These views are articulated mainly in Stevens' later writ-
ings and they represent his most fully worked-out theory of poetry,
and incidentally justify the stress he placed upon poetry as an in-
tegral part of our lives, I feel it is neéessary to be aware of
Stevens' theories, even when it is mainly the early poetry that is
under review —-— I can see no particuiar virtue in ignoring the val-
ue of hindsight —— but in order to clarify the perspective on the
early poems there are one or two qualifications that should be made
with reference to what has already becn said. One relates to "the
poets of the imagination' and "the poets of the central'; the laott-

er is what Stevens finally adhsres to and while I believe "the po-

etry of the central™ is at least in view at times in Harmonium, it
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- must be admitted that in his early poetrj Stevens conceives of opp~
osition between imaginatioq and reality as often, if not more, as
he conceives of them existing in co—eéual interdependence. That is,
his imagination tends at times not to adhere to reality; indeed, he
flaunts it as afrogantly and sometimes as ridiculously as Crispin.
There still remaiﬁ, however, a considerable number of poems where
the sole authority of imagination is gquestioned, for instapoe, in
"To the One of the Fictive Music" (CP 87).

The second point concerns the self and its world., I have
said that wﬁat Stevens seeks is z marriszge of the self and its
wérld. This does apply to the early poetry in that one of Stevens
primary concerns is to define the relation between the self and its
world, but the stfess isArather more on the individual than on the
relationship (and in the early poetry, too, it is the individual
rather than man), corresponding to the early inbalance towards im—
agination rather than reality. The self is not always clearly de-—
fined in Harmonium. There is & good deal of doubt énd hesitation,
more than perhaps is first apparent. Sometimes the self contains
the wofld, sometimes it contains him., OSuch doubt seems natural in
the first stages of‘defining a personal ﬁﬁilosophy and a personal
poetic., Stevens, like Yeats, was continually raking a self in his
poetry; that this self changes in some ways between Harmonium and
"The Rock" is hardly surprising. But there is no total volte-face.
In the beginning he perceives the.world in a peculiarly inaividual

way by means of the imaginationj; this peculiarly individual percep-
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tion —~ manifest in a distihctly individual sfyle - defines a pe-
culiarly individual self.v This is a limited function of the imag-
ination but an important one; the discovéry of this function has to
be made before one can go on to discover, as Stevens did in his lat—
er work, that "the imagination becomes a part of total oénsoiousne
ess,'Operative nof only in the discévery of novelty, but in realiz-
ing one's identity within the flow of oxdinary events."13
Harmonium is the first step towards the aiscovery of iden-
tity and as such.exhibits_certain qualities which permeate Stevens'
whole work és well as some that are outgrown, For instarice, the
extraordinary self-consciousness we find in this volume persists
fhrough successive volumes. It is by no means peculiar to Stevens,
indeed it seems répidly fo be developing into a genre of modern
poetry, but Stevens does seem to display it more than most, both as
style and subject. In this-characteristic he is very much in the
idiom bf his time so that his work is‘scarcely zs "detached" as
some would have it, He sees no necessity to write solely about the
public dump in order to demoﬂstrate his concern with reality; the
reality with which he is concerned must be an'integral part of self,
When asked: "Are you'sympathetib to the curreht tendenéy‘toﬁard
what may be called 'literary nstionalism' -- a renewed emphasis,
largely uncritical on thé specifically 'American' elements in our
culture?" Stevens gave a reply indioativé of his»poetic stanbe

generally: "I don't believe in factitious Americanism. An American

IBRiddel, The Clairvoyant Eye, p. 29.
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has to be an American because there is nothiﬁgrelse for him to be
and also. I hope, becausé if would not matter if there waé.> Even
so, I believe in forgetting about if_eXcept as a quality, a sav—‘
our.”14 Stevens is, most definitely, a poet of his time and of
his country; his poems do not Eg}l_one’this? they are it. Some
people have been only too_ready-to-ignore the personal ideology
which informs these poems, of have re00gnized only Stevens' alleg-
iance to the>imagination, whern it is, in fact, essential to recog-

nize his awareness of reality and of the problems of his age.

I4Wa11ace Stevens, guoted by J.J.Enck, Wezllace Stevens:
Images and Judgements (Carbondale, 1964), pp. I5-I6. '




THE 1LANGUAGE OF HARMONIUM

Style as Self

In the midst of the continual movement which agitates a
democratic community the tie which unites one generation
to another is relaxed or broken . . . . It is not only
confidence in thisg or that man which is destroyed, but the
taste for trusting the ipse dixit of any man whatsoever.
Every one shuts himself up in his own breast, and affects
from that point to judge the world,L
. The poet reveals himself and his judgement of the world,‘
to a certain extent at least, in his style. As I said earlier, a
unique style menifests & unique perception which in turn defines
a unique self. A corollary of.this is the point that "Stylistic
. . 2
values are a fairly clear indication of self-evaluzition.” The
self —— and therefore personal values -— is realized and affirmed
:in style., I stress this point because it seems to me that the
most. fruitful épproaoh to Stevens' complexity of language is to be
made in these terms. It is by no means an approach that fits only
Stevens; for instance, the joy and delight in unigueness of self
that one finds in the widely divergent works of Cummings and Tra- -

herne is expressed largely through the style rather than any "int-

erior" concepts. Obviously this quality of style is not limited

IAleXis de Tooqueviile, Democracy in America, trans. Henry
Reeve, ed. H.S5.Commager (London, I96I); p. 296.

2F.J.Hoffman, The Mortal No (New Jersey, I964), p.36I.
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to poetry, One need only look at one of the most famous modern
exponents of a personal style to verify that: "Hemingway's style

is ¢« & « & direct conseqﬁenoe of an expérienCe with violence,

Which shocked him out of all love of elaborate rhetoric. The de~
libérate underplayiné of significance, the'avoidancg of what he
called 'spiritual'faking', his nominalistic concern for experiment-
ial minima, are all & product of_his felt need to improvise in
terms of direct exposure to the 'thing seen' and 'what changes
after that'. . . . This style may be defined as the exposition of
reality without either ceremonial or philosophical mitigation.”3
The reaétion'may not slways be as directly mirrored in the style
‘as it is in Hemingway's but there must always be some degree of
eorrelaticn between how a ﬁan sees and judges and how he spezks.

I am aware that such a statement is virtually a truism but the

fact remains that few péople have tried to examine Stevens' style
from this point of View; or if they have it has generallj been in
a superficial and undiscriminating way (with the notable exceptions
of Marianne Moore and R.P.Blackmur), ignoring the range of Stevens'
style'és well ag its relation to personal values. - A good many pe-
ople have, it is true,'set about defining fhose values but have
not often examined‘their expression in the style, as opposed tfo
the content of the poems.

The reference made above to Hemingway's style is not

3Hoffman, The Mortal No, p. 36I.
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purely gratuitous. I quote Hoffman's definition to give some idea
of specific relations between personal environment and style and
also to emphasize the fact that the pressures and voids of the mod-
ern environment caused many men of sensibility to»search for the
terms of man's relationship to his world. The definitions of "re-~
ality" vary, there are different opinions as to what is —— if there
is -— "the substance in-us that prevails" (CP I3) but the motivation
is basically the same.

in Harmonium -~ remembering the earlier qualification con-
cerning "poets of the imagination" and "adherents of the central'—-
the supreme value posited by Stevens and manifest in his style is
the value of the imagination, or more precisely, imaginative per-
ception. The transmission 6f such a value is, as far as Stevens is
concerned, one of the chief aims of a poet:
What is there about a book of first poems that immediately
interests us? PFor one thing, it is possible that we are
"going to become aware that the people in the world, and the
objects in it, and the world as a whole, are not absolute
things, but, on the contrary, are the phenomena of percept-
ion. In short, it is possible that a new poet is that spe-
cial person at our elbow with his special, even extraordin-
.ary perception . . . . Since the perception of life is
life itself, a book containing the first poems of a poet
new to us has a natural and intense attraction. (QP 266-7)
"The percéption of life is life itself" therefore what we get in
poetry, if we are lucky, is life itself, and the imagination acting
upon reality is a life-force. Reading a poem that reveals this im-
aginative perception one experiences that act of perception; there

is a sort of transference whereby "The poet seems to confer his

identity on the reader" (OP I58), Witness, for instance, the exper-
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ience contained in (and in the reading of) a poem like "Tattoo":s

The 1light is like a spider.

It crawls over the water,

It crawls over the edges of the snow.

It crawls under your eyelids

And spreads its webs there -

Its two webs.

The webs of your eyes

Are fastened

To the flesh end bones of you

As to rafters or grass,

There are filaments of your eyes

On the surface of the water

And in the edges of the snow. (CP 8I)
" The eiperience in the poem itself is of perception, or more partic—
ularly, the tactile experience of light involved in the act of see-~
ing. Usuzclly we conceive of light only as 2 means of allowing us
to perceive objects when in fact we have to experience the impsact
of light itself before we can do this.

In describing —- or almost reproducing —— this expefience
in the poem, Stevens first compares the light, in simple statement,
to a spider. This image is expanded in terms of the spidery pati-
erng of light on water and on snow —- notice the precision of
"edges" of the snow, the angles of drifts, perhaps, or even the
edges. of the crystals themselves that catch the light. The crawl-
ing movement of the light is in keeping with the spilder image but
it is also under the auspices of the title. Titles, with Stevens,

are an integral part of the poem and here the title, both by its

meaning and by its onomatopoeic effect, suggests the prickling,

- tracing effect of light on the lids and on the retina.
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The spider image ~—-— always with the undercurrent of the
tattoo ~- is‘continued in the mention of webgj; when one closes
one's eyes after looking at>1ight one sees. such a pattern. ‘'Then,
simply by qualifying "webs" with "two" the progression is mede to
the next stanza and the two eyes. The webs become the finely-
etched, text—book.tissue that binds the eyeball to the socket, so
that by the third stanza the webs are complete and the light envel-

ops eYes, snow, water, The pattern has been traced in the poem it-
self; one is reminded of those disgrams that chow how we perceive,
"with finely;draﬁn lines between the observer's eye and the object.
The effect is of a very definite relation between observer and oﬁ—
served; by virtue of perception we are involved in the world —-- or
it is involved in ﬁs.

This poem fully.exhibits the value of iﬁaginative percep—
“tionj the poet discovers an experience that is in itself extraord-
inary.‘ He does not show anything that was not already there, he
simply reveals. Because fhe extraordinary quslity is inherent in
the experience hevdoes not over-burden the subject with grandiose
terms‘but achieves hié effect rather by understatement. “Bj att—
empting not to set up é tone tﬁe tone of truth is secured for sta-
tements literally false. Fairy tales and Mother Goose use the
same 1anguage}”4

R.P.Blackmur has also pointed out that "the strong sensusl

4R.P.Blackmur, "Examples of Wallace Stevens'", in his Lang-
uage as Gesture (London, I1954), p. 232.
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guality of.the poem is defined without the use of arsingle sensual
word",5 but omits to say how it is defined. I would agree that
there are no‘§jggggll_sensual words in the poem but would maintain
that Yerawls'y especially.when repeated almost successively, has a
certain sensual quality, as does "spreads".- But mainly the sensual
quality is, I thiﬁk, achieved syntactically. There is a slow ——
sensually slow —— progreésion coming out of the first, static end-
stopped line.: The second line, also end-stopped, introduces a
slowly active verb; this verb (always with a preposition, so that
.mgvement or progression is stressed) is then repeated in a slightly
longer line, and repeated égain in. a line that is not brought to

an end until, with the introduction of "spreads'", the movement in-
itiated by "crawls" stOps,.litéraily>and éyntacfically, in the two
webs, The Sensuousness continues in the .slow movement and also,
after that first stanza if not before, we are éxperiencing what the
poet experienoed,and it needs only the sltightest suggestion of
what is happening —— "The webs of your eyes/Are fastened to the
flesh ana bones of you" -- to make us provide the complementary
sensual reaction.

This poem is, if only in miniature, an éxample of Stevens'
intent "To live in the world bui outside existing concéptions'of it"
(OP I64). He.brings nothing to that world that is not already
there but rather sees it through new eyes and is therefore able to

give in his poetry a sense of the vividness of life. A corollary

5Blackmur, Language as Gesture, p. 232.
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of this value of imaginative percepiion is the value of newness:
"Newness (not novelty) may be the highest individual value in poet-
ry. - Even in the meretricious sense of newness a new poetry has
value" (Qg I77). This embraces not only a new way of seeing things
but also a new mode of expression. An aspect of the "newness of
vision is the perception of relations between apparently unrelated
objects -~ in fact, the unifying faculty of the imagination: "A
man and a woman/Are one./A man and a woman and a blackbird/Are one"
(ce 93).

The newness of expression- involves the "writing [of an ex-—
isfing langusge ag if it were their +the good poets' own invent-
ion.”6 Several poets have, of course, tried to achieve this, some
being more extreme than others. A notable example is E.E.Cumnings
who has achieved a considerable amount of success but who, I feel,
fails in the final analysis because his invention often becomes
too private. Roy Harvey Pearce offers this analysis of Cummings'
technicque:

More and more Cummings has come to ?efine his technigque by

trying literally to rescue language from the discursive,

analytic abstractness that threatens to desden it. . . .

He has not so much tried to give life to words but to their

grammatical-syntactical context: to give life not to the

substance of a sentence but to its structure., Thus he has
wrenched words out of their regular grammatical and syn-—
tactical functions, more closely to make them the means of

expressing the vital functions of the men and women whose
experience they are to body forth.T

_6R.P.Blackmur, Languzge as Gesture, p. 221,

7R.H.Pearce, The Continuityhpg.American Poetry (New Jersey,
1961), p. 363. :




Cummings achieves originality perbeps, but it is limited
and not alwayé comprehensible since really it has no referent ex-
cept-himself. Though Stevens has been accused, with some justific-
ation, of obscurity and though ultimately the authority for his
poems lies within the poems themselves, yet his language is "access-
ible'" to us since he is scrupulously faithful to the dictionary
meanings of words. He re-vitalizes language by just thig fidelity
and by the different combinations of words used in their precise
meaning:

« « » When each word has definite charscter the combinations
cannot. avoid uniqueness. . « » Though the combination of
words is unique it is read,; if the reader knows his words
either by usage or dictionary, with a shock like that of
recognition., The recognition is not limited, however, to
what was already known in the words; there is a perception
of something previously unknown, somsthing new which is a
result of the combination of ithe words, something which is
literally an access of knowledge. Upon. the poet's skill in
combining words as much as upon his private feelingsg, de-
pends the importance or the value of the knowledge.

"In much of Cummings' writing one has the impression that
not only is there little common ground through which the reader can
come to the knowledge in the poem but that there is 1little knowledge,
only private feelings which are sometimes communicated by the rhy-
thms. In-some of his less extreme poems the humour and satire are
successfully communicated to a certain degree but too often his

novelty lacks discipline -- a lack of adherence to reality, psrhaps

—- 50 that one finds in some of his poems only a surface. Stevens,

8R.P.Blackmur, Lenguege as Gesture, p.222,




37

in "Adagia", noted these words 6f Cummings': "Bringing out the mus-
ic of the eccentric sounds of wordé is no different in principle
from bringing out their form and eccentricities", and made this
comment of his own: "language as the material of poetry not its
mere medium or instrument" (OP I7I). Stevens himself uses language
in this way but fér him tﬁe ﬁoetry of words is oﬁly ggg;of thg po—
etries of the poem while for Cummihg$ it comes close to being the
only,‘or at least primary, poetry. Stevens uses language imaginat-
ively to re-form thé world, not only language. As far as he is con-
cerned "Novelty must be inspired" (0P 23&) and not merely exist for
~its own sake;.the "something said'"-and the way of.saying it are
:both important. "The form derives its significance from the whoie.
Form hse no significance except in relation to the reality that is
being revealed" (92 237) — a revelation of reality achieved by the
saying of something in a special wa&. |

1 shail say more of Stevens' special way with words later
in this chapter. 8o far I have been concerned to show some of the
values revealed through style: the value of the self unique in its
particular perbeption, the value of imagination as expressive of
the.flowing vitzlity of the world, the value of newness. These,
and others, are the functions of a poetry that tries to give back
to the world "The imagination that we spurned and crave" (CP 88).

Before going on to the mors pariicular aspscis of siyle, it

would pefhaps be as well, after claiminé style as an affirmetion of

self, to make some brief comment on Stevens' impersonality. The
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description of Stevens' poetry as impersonal has Eeen applied mein-
ly to his later writing but there are many who think it equally
apparent in Harmonium. This charge has_not been levelled because
the poems lack a voice —— almost every poem in Harmonium is spoken
by "I" or some singular persona as opposed to the later "third per—
son' poems —— buf rather because the voice seems to 1aék emotion.
"This is a result of Stevens' view of reality and of his se1f~aware~
ness. For Stevens, man's most essentially human characteristic,
that is, tﬁe charaéteristic which defines the self most certainly,
is his mind, his imagination. Imagination, especially in art, has
the power of insight into a special kind of reality and it is this
‘kind of ingight, not emotion, which for Stevens‘lies at the centre
of aesthetic experience (see OP 238). The presentation of this re—
alit& is 1iké1y to arouse emotions but does not itself consist of
or depend upon them. So that while Stévens' poetry may appear im-
personal at fimes because. it is not_clothéd with the t§nes of emot-
ion that we usually consider most indicative of the human, it is
really inteﬁsely personal siﬁply because it depends upon —— and
often isolateé —~ that quality in man which defines the individual,

This quality of imagination‘somefimes appears to bg present-—
ed very objectively, 50 heightening the impression of "impersonal-~
ity". This is fhe result of Stevens' self-consciousness, One is
aware in meny of the posms nét‘simply of a poet perceiving but of
a poet watching himself perceive, studying his own act of mind.

This is because his greatest concern is with poetry (in Stevens'
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non-literary sense of the word), with the establishment of the pro-
peT relation between imagination and reality. The process of ob-
serving oneself, in any man of intelligence and sensibilitj, is
bound to lead to self-examination and, in self-defence; to a certain
améunt of irony and detachment. This happens especially when one
comes to doubt, as Stevens does at times in Hermonium, the power of
one's own coreed, when the celebration of the imagination seems per-
haps, as it does at times in Crispin, so much pompous bombast.,

But if one still doubts that most of the poems in Harmonium
are, in thgir way, intenseiy personal and self-affirmsative one need.
only compare them with Stevens' poems written when he was an under-
graduate at Harvard. These poems are generally, as Joseph Riddel
has pointed out, written in a public rather than a personal style.9
Though Robert>Buttel has diSCOV;red some connections between the
Harvard writings (especially in the themes and personae of the short
stories) and the poetry Which‘appeared some fourteen years 1ater}o
there éeems little in this early poetry that gives indication of
the later personal style.

For the most part the Hervard poems seem indistinguishable
from any other second rate postry of the nineties, the dicfion us-—

ed is depressingly. conventional., This is apparent in "Vita Mea",

9

J.N.Riddel, The Clairvoyant Eye (Baton Rouge, I1965), p.54.

IORobert Buttel, "Wallace Stevens &t Harvard: Some Origins
of his Theme and Style", in R.H.Pearce and J.H.Miller, eds., The
Act of Mind (Baltimore, I965), pp. 29-57.
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for instance, the second of Stevens' poems to apoear in the Harv—

ard Advocate (December I2th, I898) :

With fear I trembled in the House of Life,

Hast 'ning from door to door, from room to room,

Seeking a way from that impenetrable gloom

~Against whose walls my strength lay weak from strife,

A1l dark! A1l derk! And what sweet wind was rife

With earth, or sun, or star, or new sun's bloom,

Lay sick and dead within that place of doom, .

- Where I went raving like the winter's wife.

"In vain, in vain," with bitter lips I cried; \

"In vain, in vain," along the hallways died

And sank in silences awzy. Oppressed

I wept. Lol through those tears the window-bars

Shone bright, where Faith and Hope like long-sought stars

Pirst gleamed upon that prison of unrest,lI
With the possible exception of the simile at the end of the first
stanza, the whole poém is sentimental, melodramatic and singularly
unoriginal. It seems as if Stevens here is reacting '"poetically"
—— in the pejorative, not Stevensian, senze —— rather than person-
ally -and honestly. It is perhaps unfair to consider these poems
at all, especially in view of Stevens' comment to Samuel French
Morse: "Some of one's early things give one the creeps" (quoted
or xvii), but from such a consideration arise two interesting
points. One is that at this time Stevens' tone is not the later
one of affirmation but rather the acceptance of Emsrson's 'Desp-’

o .
air".I Secondly, such a consideration prompts speculation con-

cerning the evolution of a style during those next féurteen years,

;IQuoted by Buttel, "Wallace Stevens at Harvard", p.32.

IZJ.N.Riddel, The Clairvoyant Eye, p.55.
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of which, unfortunately, we know so little.

Imagism

During his fourteen-year "silent!" period Stevens must have
been affected by several influences and more and more critics are
devoting more and more time to pinpointing every one of them.
Verlaine, Laforgue, Mallarme have all been cited.as infiuences up-
on his style; he has been classed as Romantic poet, metephysical
poet, "pure" poet -- even Shakespearean., There is no doubt that
someg, at least, of these points are pertinent but I am unable to
examine them here for several reasons. Other than.the pufely prac-
tical considerations of time, space and knOWIedge, it is a very
difficult thing to éhart with any authority, direct relations be—
tween the style of one poet and another, especially in a poet of
Stevens' range and complexity. Like Yeats ~~ like any great poet

—~— he is more likely to select and a2dapt material from any given

source Trather than absorb it unrefined by his own sensibility.
While avoiding largely the question of influences, I think
it worthwhile, however, to make some comment on Stevens' debt to
the Imagists since ﬁhis secms to me one of the most importént infl-
uences on the early poetry. The basic tenets of Imagism, the‘pre—
cise definition of the Image, rapidly bescame distorted by many
practitioners and'cfitics into something essentiélly allied to the
visuzl or pictorial sense so that it ié as'&ell to reiterate the
original definition of the tgnets of the Imdgiste faith as they

were published in March, I9I3:
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I. Direct treatment of the "thing", whether subjective
or objective. |
2, To use absolutély no word that does not contribute to
the presentation.

3. As regérding rhythm: to compose in sequence of the

| musical phrase, not in seguence of the metronOme.I3
" The image itself was defined as "that which presents an intellect-
ual and emotional complex in an instant of _time.”I4

Stevens! direct comments upon Imsgism are varied: "Not all

objects are equal. The vice of imagism was that it aid not recoé—
nise this" (0P I6I) -~ it did not allow_f§r the poet's selection
and ordering within the arrangement of things as they are. FElse-
where he sajs; "Imagism . «» « is not something superficial, It
obeys an instinct. Moreover, imagism is aﬁ ancient phase of poetry.
It is something permenent" (0P 258). Stevens was obviously sympath-
etic with what he saw as an attempt to "delineate the images of re-
ality" (92.258) and would incline towards the imaginatively accurate

perception which for him reflected accurate thought. The affinit~
ies with music would also attract him for he saw music as virtually
fhe equivalent of poetry. Where he goes beyond the limitation of
the Imagistes -—— and they themselves eventually went in this direct-
ion too —- is in his refusal of the static image. Desiring, as he

did, to embody in his style the flowing and metamorphic vitality of

I3

Ezra Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska (London, I9I6), p. 96.

T1via., p. 99.
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life he would obviously find such a concept restrictive.
The way he develops his own brand of Imagism 1s apparent in

his poem "The Curtains in the House of the Metaphysician" (CP 62): '

It comes about that the drifting of these curtains

Is full of long motionsj; as the ponderous

~Deflations of distance; or as clouds

Inseparable from their afternoons;

Or the changing of light, the dropping

Of the silerce, wide sleep and solitude

Of night, in which all motion '

Is beyond us, as the firmament,

Up-rising and down-falling, bares

The last largeness, bold to see,
The static imsge has become the flowing process of metaphors of the
mind acting upon things. The initial image of drifting curtains
metamorphosizes into the motions of clouds and ultimately into the
recognition of the constant motion of the universe. In order to
achieve the necessary fluidity of expression Stevens rejects anoth-
er asspsct of Imagism —- he uses more words than the Imagistes would
allow as strictly necessary. But having set the image in motion,
Stevens doss need all the words he uses in this poem in order to
achieve the "long motions". The poem itself is one long sentence,
an organic whole with one image engendered upon another; even the
words "as the'", "or as"'", and ”or"Apreceding the different imagcs\in
themselves helﬁ to suggest the drifting motion whereas isolated im-
ages would simply suggest a static object in view.

Stevens does display the Imagiste tendency to pressnt rath-

er than resolve but rarely does he present us simply with the ob-

ject. In fact, Stevans"images are never really objective because

_kfhey are always "flicked by feeling" and ultimately what he is in-
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perceiving it. This is admirably demonsirated in what has been
called on; of his moét strongly Imagistic poems, "Sea Surface Full
of Clouds" (CP 98). This is a five-section poem of the poet con-
tempiating the endless variation of seas off Tehuantepec. Bach
section presents the mood, in the mind, of fiVe different aspects
of the sea., The actual visuai appearance of the various seascapes
is suggested buthwhaf is imporfant is the mentalviandécape. Again
there is a basic initial image, but it shifts and dissolves through
the different sections. Pound captured an instant of an "intell-~
ectual and emotional complex" in "The apparition of these faces in
the crowd:/Petals, on a wet, black bough" and said of it: "In a
poem of this sort one is trying to record the precise instant when
a thing outward and.objeotive transforms itself, or darts into o

, I

thing inward and subjective. In "Sea Surface Full of Clouds"

Stevens extends this approach to embrace the shifting complexity
of moods stimulated by the sight ;f the object., Pound pared his
emotion down to the bone and fixed it in an imagej; Stevens explores
the endless variations. Thﬁs the "chocolate and wmbrellas" of‘
each second st;nza are at one point "rosy chocolate/And gilt um-
brellas" shifting fo "chop-house chocolate/And-sham umbfellas“,
"porcelain chocolate/And pied umbreilas", "musky chocolate/And

frail umbrellas", "Chinese chocolete/And large umbrellas", Sim-

ilarly the shades of green and the quélification of the ocesn

1pid., p. 103.
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change from section to section as do the phrases to describe the
imagination, on which such changes depend. An intricate pattern

of repetition and variation is built up by the skilful use of words;
there is constancy in the articles and in the process of the imag-
ination, variation in the qualification of these.

Joseph Riddel gives an admirzbls analysis of this poem in
terms of the workings of the imagina%ion,l6but Blackmur, in his re-
fusal of literal analysis, seems to me to come closest tq defining
the effect of the poem when he says 1t exhibits "that use of lang-
uage where tone and atmosphere are very nearly equivalent.to sub-
stance and meaning themselves. « . o The burden of the poem is the
colour and tone-of the whole. It is as near a tone-poem, in the

17

musical sense, as language can come." Blackmur later goes on to
say: "Here we have words used as a tone of feeling to secure the
discursive evanescence of appearances; words bringing the senses
into the mind which they creatéd; the establishment of interior

. N . . . 2 I8 .
experience by the construction of its itone in words. It is by
his precise handling of language that Stevens manages to construct

the tone of experience —-- and the changes of tone. 4An example of

the latter can be found in the second section of '"Peter Quince at

IéRiddel, The Clairvoyant Fye, pp. 44-6.

I7Blackmur, Languege as Gesture, p.230.

IBIbid., ppe 23I-2.
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the Clavier" (CP 89) which ends with these stanzas:

She walked upon the grass,

Still guavering. :

The winds were like her maidsg,

On timid feet,

Petching her woven scarves,

Yet wavéring.

4 breath upon her hand

Muted the night.

She turnsd -—-

A cymbal crashed,

And roaring horns.
The intrusion of the elders and of their attitude is accomplished
perfectly in terms of the langusge and its suggestions —— one tone
is shattered by another. Stevens shares with the Imagistes the
skill of suggestion and asscciation in language, but while the bas-
jc affinities between some of his work and Imagiste writings are

obvious, so too is the degree to which Stevens passed beyond Imag-

iste restrictions.

,.Aff,'.VocabularX"'

Stevens! vocabulary has caused a éonsiderable amount of
difficulty and delight,lespecially the vocabulary employed in Egz—
monium. The superficial impression one receives from many of these
éarly poems is of a leanguage elegant and rarcfied. At the time
wheﬁ Stevens' first book of poems appeéred the?e was a good deal 6f
interest in a "New" American poetry full of the muscular vernacular.
An audience enthusing about this movement might be rather overwhel-
med.by»the profusion of words such as: cabildo, palmettoes, palank-
eens, fiscs,\bafouche, gurrituck, funest, gelatines and jupes — to

say nothing of the smattering of French words and phrases. But as 7
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I mentioned earlier, such words are used in & manner precisely
faithful to their dictionary definitions and it is for these prec-
ise meanings that'étévens uses them —- not for pretentious effects.
He is usiné the existing language but in a new way so renewing lan—
guage and the world expressed in language.i

A It seecms to me that in using words precisely but in new and

unusual combinations Stevens is following, in one way, his own the-

-ory concerning.imagination and reality. Im his essay "The Noble

Rider and the Sound of Words" he writes:

A variation between the sound of words in one age and the
sound of words in another age is.an instance of the press—
ure of reality. Take the statement by Bateson that a lan-
vage, considered semantically, evolves through a series of
conflicts between the denotative and the connotative forces
in words; between an sscetism tending to kill language by
stripping words of all assoclation and a hedonism tending
to kill langusge by dissipating their sense in a multiplic-
ity of associations. These conflicts are nothing more than
changes in the relstion between the imagination and reality.

(MA 13)

Remembering that ultimately the relation that Stevens sought betw-
een imagination and reality was one of co—equgl interdependence, it
seems feasible to suppose that one of his aims in his own use’ of
language was toltry to aéhieve this. That is, by using words pre-
cisely he avoids the vague multipiicitybof connotations and yet by
using words in new combinations he achieves new connotétions, conn-
otations that express his personal, '"new" perception. The'compar;
ative rarity of some of the words employed further ensures that the
rezder brings to the poem no connotations other than those zrising

within the poem itself.
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An example of this use of words can be found in "The Emper-
or of Ice-Cream" (CP 64) in the phrase "concupiscent curds". The
curds are, on one level at least, the ice-cream of the title; the
~ title and the poem lead to one interpretation of the theme as be;
~ding "the only thing worth béthering about is the life of the mom- -
ent". . Concupiscence means eager or vehement desire, often in a
.sexual sense, and interestingly is the term used theologically to
mean "a desire for the things of tﬁe world", So in the phrase
"concupiscent curds" we have the crux of the poem; the association
of a desire for the world (which was usually a good thing as far as
Stevens was concerned ) with an essence of ephemeral pleasure —— ice-
cream. The word "concupiscent', by virtue of sound, length and
meaning seems to have more "stature'" than "curds" so that the jux-
taposition of the two words elevates the ice-cream into the posit-
ion of importance which it must hold in this poem. The relation
betwecn two words which one would not usually think of relating is
strengthened aurally and visually by simpleiuse of alliteration
and assonance. The physicality, the sensuousness of "concupiscent"
which by association extends the connotation of "curds" is evident
too in the mention of the muscular one and the dawdling wenches,
the latter also picking up the suggestion of the kitchen-setting

(again the emphasié is on the "every day") from curds.

This is not by any means the only aspect of Stevens' vocab-

ulary.and its uses though it accounts for an iﬁportant part of it.

His use of foreign, and somctimes dialect words is also notable.
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Stevens himself once wrote: "i have never been able to see why what
is called Englo-Saxon should have the right to higgle and haggle
all over the page, contesting the right of other words. If a poem
seems to require a hierophantic phrase, the phrase should pass.
This -is a way of saying that one of the consequences of the ordin—
ation of sfyle is nof to limit it, but to enlarge it, not to impov-
erish it but to enrich and liberate it! (QP 205). The question of
particﬁlarly hierophantic phrases is perhaps more pertinent in re-
lation to some of Steveﬁs' "nonsense' passages, but certainl& there
are a good meny poems which seem to require phrases other than
Anglo-Sexon., For instance, in "The Plot Against The Giant" (CP 6),
the phrase "Oh, la . . . le pauvrel!" is exactly right to present
ﬁhe flirtatious condescension-of these subtle and delicate girls
who plot against the lumbering giant. The English: "Oh, the poor
man!" would be 1udicfouély suggestive of the maternal and middle-
aged.
The beginning of "The Comedian as the Letter C" (CP 27)

also employs "required" phrases in these lines:

e e e o o e . . « As such, the Socrates

0f snails, musician of pears, principium

And lex. Sed quaeritur: is this same wig

Of things, this nincompated pedagogue,

Preceptor to the 27 ¢« o o o o ¢ o o « &
The Latin words with their associations with the formal, the regzal,
and the legal admirably provide the right degree of pomposity for
the figure of Crispin; the regalia of the words provides the nec-

essary contrast with the meagreness of the domain. Here Stevens is

doing what he does in several other poems, taking advantage of the
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existing connotations of wérds and standing them on their heads.,
In "A High-Toned 01d Christian Woman" (92 59), for instance, he
doeg just this with the varioﬁs church-architcctural and Christian
terms, (He uses the structure of old myths —— inoludiné Christian
—— in a similar wa& sometimes; he revives them by applying them to
his own ends, makihé thém adhere to reality and so become viable
for this age, or mocking them.)

- Perhaps one of the most striking uses of Frénch words occurs
in "Sea Surface Full of_Ciouds",(Qg 98), where the imagination is
described in each section by means of French phrasges: "C'2tait mon
enfant, mon bijou, mon Zme" or "C'était ma foi, la nonchalance div-
ine”. Stevens once remarked that "French and English constitute a
single languege" (CP'I78). By this I take it thet he meant one
should be able to move freely from one to the other, not that they
are identical in gffect.' The use of French in this poem is the use
of labials in a world of labialss the fluld surface of the poem de-
mands a contin;ed fluidity which the French phrases provide. They
suggest murmured endegrments with a2 hint of the strange and the ro-
mantic, all of which qualitiss are appropriaté to the imagination.

Harry Levin once wrote of Stevens: "Appafgntly he can abs-
orb the extremes of patois and archaism without the slightest eff-
ort. Imperturbably he ranges so far afield that he finally leaves
us not with & sitrange collection of curiosities, but with & quizz—

III9

Jcally familiar point of view. The point of view seems familiar

. 9. Levin, "Statement", Harvard Advocate, CXXVII (Deccember,
1940)’ De 300 ’
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because the range of Stevens' language accomodates the range and
diversity -- or at least & good deal of it ~- éf‘the world he con-
templates. His use-of dialect is nét always detectable but one sus-
pects that some words, or rather e?pressions, that apbear to be non-
sense or neologisms or both are in fact local QXpressions. Endk
quotes from Stevens' letters to Renatc Poggioli where Stevené eX~—
plains the source of these stanzas from "The Man with the Blue Gui;

tar" (CP 178):

He held the world upon his nose
And this—a-way he gave a fling.

His robes and symbols, ai-yi-—yi-—
And that-a-way he twirled the thing.

Stevens' comﬁent igs "This-a-way and that-a-way and ai-yi-yi are
colloquialisms, at least in Pennsylvania and elsewhere, for that
matter. People think of si-yi-yi as Spanish but it is equally
Pennsylvania Dutch. . . . A man who is master of the world balances
it on his nose this way and that way and the spectators cry ai-yi-
yi.“zo As Bnck points out, the knowledge of whether the expresszion
is Spenish or Pennsylvania Dutch does not really affect one's under-
standing of the poem but it does indicate the ease with which Stev-
ens cam Rove around within language as well &s his perceptiveness

in noting local usage. Though the specific example noted comes

from a poem written latecr than Hermonium, it seems possible that a

similar use of dialect may be found in the earlier volume, though

2OWallace Stevens, quoted by J.J.Enck, Wallace Stevens: Im-
sges and Judgements (Carbondale, I964), p. I3.
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difficult to pinpoint without Stevens' éwn verifiaction., For in-
stance, in the poem "Banal Sojourn" {Qg 62) there occur tﬁe inter-
jéction "Perdiel" and the word “grackles', ‘The former is obviously
a corruption of "Par Dieu!" and is'defin@d by the dictionary es
archaic (examples of usage are given from tha.thirteen%h to nine-
teenth centuries). Similarly “grackles" meaning a bird of the
jackdaw genus ig also listed as archailc bgt it-geems to me that
both terms migﬁt well be instances of local usage (compare NA T00
—— the use of the accepted local zbbreviation for "Muscovy Duck").
However, what is ultimately importantvié not particular examples’
but rather Stevens' ability to use such words without placing any
strain upon the context; the words chosen generally appear to be
the most fitting in evexry way, "Grackles', for instance, whether
archaism or dialect, is suggestive of the sound made by these birds,
especially when one considers the whole line: "The grackles crack
their throaﬁs.éf bone in the smooth air".

Stevens uses a good mgny archaisms, but usually not those
congidered —— pejoratively -- as "poetic" archaisms; thesé abound
in his undergraduate verse, whioh 1isps with "doth" and ”oier” and
heavy-handed use of words like “visage". His use of archaisms in
Harmonium is not so obvious as this nor doss it have-the same eff-
ect, DPoets who self-consciously use “poetic diction" present in
their style a weak pastiche of current poetic vogues, or very often,
the vogues of a generation earlier. One finds this happening in

many of Yeats' earliest poems, for instance. But a poet who devel-
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ops his own style*ﬁill choose his own words and use them so that-
they have‘the ring of no other poet. ‘ |
The drchaiéms which Stevens employs are not obviously arch-

aisms because they are not‘generally Words with which we aTe very
familiaf; they are ﬁot, in other woxrds, poétic cliches. (though hé
is sometimes delibeiately "poetically” archaic, as in "One eats
one pate, even of salt, quotha" where the archaism serves to emph-
asize CfiSPin's pomposity ). Stevens takes hold of the word in its
original precise meaning énd places it within his own context, so
making it new, In the first stenza of "The Jack-Rabbit" (CP 50),
for inétano@, there occur three words defined by the dictionary as
archaic:

In the morning,

The jeck-rabbit sang to the Arkans 2l .

He carolled in caracoles

On the feat sandbars.
One of the meanings of "“carolled™ is to dance-in a ring to the acc-—
ompaniment ofAsong; a "caracole" (from the Italian verb for "to
wheel about") iz a half-turn or Wﬁeel to the right or left executed
by a2 horseman; "feat" is an adjective meaning neat, fitting, suit-
able, or when applied to movement, dextroﬁs or graceful. These
three words come together in very simple sentence and stznzaic
form to describe the zctions of the jack-rabbit and this is pPre-—
cisely what they do, both 1itera11y and suggestively. The.exuber—
ance of the leapiﬁg animal suggested by "éang“ is picked up in the
.hext line by "carolled" which, including the notion of both singing

and dancing brings one more specifically to the movement of the
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animal which is in turn more defined by "caracoles". ”Fegt", while
probably referring to the.formation of the sand;bars, also reflects
back to the dextrous movement of the hare., (Incidentally, thié
siﬁgle‘stanza offers a‘céndensation of the observed movement des-
cribed at greater length in'"Eartﬁy Anzcdote': CP 3.)

The objection to all this, of course, is that stch an ex-
planation.éeems to imply that the poem éannot be understood or en-
joyed without the help of a diotionéry or at 1east'a certain amount
of recondite knowledge. To a certain extent this is true, though I
do not consider it a valid objection if all that is being queried

~ is the poet's refusal to sacrifice meaning and effect to the lowest
common -dz=nominator of his audience. People have come to accept the
"difficulties" of Eliot and yet many are unwilling to put‘a gimilar
degree of effort into reading Stevgns, even though the latter does
in fact provid; most of the answers to his péems within the poems
themselves rather than in footnotes.

In the exzmple qﬁoted gbove, for instance, although a know-
ledge of the-preéise meanings of the words can help towards a full
Tresponse to the poem it does not by any means define the only re-
SPOhse. The word "carolled" —-— archaism or not -— is known to most
people, even without the help the present context gives; "caracoi-
es" is obviously chosen as much for its visual and aural aptness in
conjunction with "carolled" as for its more specific meaning. No

knowledge of such specific meaning is necessary to tell, from the

whole stanza, that the animal is happy and is showing this by
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-exuberant movement. In other wo;ds, though‘as.a general rule Ste-
vens is very pregise in his use of wgrds, the rsader need not al-
ways go to the same lengths becsuse the atmosphere aﬁd tone th;t
Stevéns sets up in the poem generally provide the necessary defin-
ition. He, himself, once édvised'against examininé single words
too closely. ~ Enck quotes Stevens' reply to 2 critic who, analysihg.
"Sea Surfice Full of Clouds", concluded that: "'Flotillas' suggests
a 'fléat_of flowers', an image which a child's fancy would evoke.
Another, the naval, use ofAthe word is in this instaﬁce_irrelevant
and distracting.”" When this critic asked Stevens what value should
be given to this connotation, Ste?ens replied: "You are in much too
cloge focus. As I use the word it means merely floéting things;”zl
The much-mentioned sensuzl and exotic aspects of the Harm-
onium vocsbulary are, to & considerable degree, derived from the
"out—-of-focus" aspect of the words rather than from an actual over-
plus of concrefe or sensual words. Certainly Stevens does use
“eoncrete terms, doss make much use of words such as "bloom", "fru-
it", "leaves'" and describes oftgn'in'termS‘of colours, especially
green; But such words are not so preponderant in his vocabulary as
onne might imply from the concr;teness of felt life apparent in Har—
monium. This concreteness derives on one hand from the largesness
of the Vocabulary itself which signifies a literal wealth, and on
the othgr from Stevens' power to suggest more than is defined by

specific words. It is again a question of the skilful combination

ZIWallace Stevens to John Pauksr, quoted by Enck, Wallace
Stevens, p. I4. =
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of words whereby one word picks up connotations. from another so
“the whole phrase suggests something more — and perhaps -something
different —~ from the individual words viewed in too close focus.
This is evident, for instance, in the first stanza of "Sun-

-day Morming" (Q§'66):

Complacencies of the peignoir, and late

Coffee and orsnges in a sunny chair,

And the grezn freedom of a cockatoo

Upon a rug mingle to dissipate

The holy hugh of ancient sacrifice.

She dreams a2 litile, and she feels the dark

Encroachment of that old catastrophe,

As a calm darkens among waler-lights.

The pungent oranges and bright, green wings

Seem things in some procession of the dead,

Winding across wide water, without sound.

The day is like wide water, without sound,

Stilled for the passing of her dreaming feet

Over the sezs, to silent Palestine,

Dominion of the blood and sepulchre.
This stanza presents, in embryo, the crux of the argument of the
poem as a whole, the vitality of the life of the world and of the
present as superior to the myths that centre upon death and regard
worldly pleasures as inferior. One would expect, therefore, that
the woman in her actual temporal setting would be described in con-
crete and vivid terms to contrast with the dark and empty "spirit-
uality". And at first glance this is what appears to be happening;
but on looking more closely one sees that though there are the bri-
1liant splashes of colour,Athere are also abstract words. Such
words —— "complacencies', "freedom" —- are made concrete only by
the reader maintaining a certain distance from the passage, by lett-

ing one word act upon another and simply receiving the total effect

whereby the abstractions are given concrete force.
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A good deal of Stevens; skill in achieving this total eff-
éct is syﬁtactical. Syntactical relétiqnships embody peroeptuél
relationships and so indicate to a certain extent the way the in-
dividual poet "re-groups" what he observes. Here, of course, one
passes into the subject of metaphor but a syntactical skill is an
important basis for skill in creating metaphors. Stevens"éyntax
necds to be the subject of greater study than I can give it here;
the economy of fhe first five lines of "Sunday Morning” is remark—
able and indicates a highly-developed technique that is at work
below the surface of most of his poems.

In the above example one is aware of the particular rofer-
ents of the words, and so of their literal meaning, parallel to
one's awareness of the emotive content. There are poems, however,
where the two levels of language db not have. equal weight, where
sometimes they do not even go in thé same direction, To put it
another way, the poeﬁry-of the words is sometimes mére important
~than the "meaning'" of the poem and at its best comes closest to
expressing, in Stevens' terminology, the essential poetry. This
is particularly apparent in the "nonsense" poetry which I shsall
discuss later but it is also, it éeems to me, a factor‘whioh gives
many of the poems in Harmonium the vital physical quality though,
as I have said, there may.be fow so-called sensuous words in the
poem. In "Sea Surface Full of Clouds" it is achieved by the subtle
aﬁd intricate elaboration of certain images, and particularly of
colours, so that while one has difficulty in isol=ting particﬁlar

sensuous words the total impression is of an atmosphere of mind
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made tangible. in'”The Snow Man" (§2‘9) a similar process occurs
so that fh@ whole of that apparen%ly abstract last line —- "Nothing
fhat is not‘there and the ﬁo{hing that is" —— becomes the almost
concrete expression of’both a state~of mind and a barren landscape;
the effect ié always cumulative, the poem éets its own focus.

The range of Stevens' vocabulary is dbviouély considsrabley
“if his own society or his own fongue cannot provide-him with the
words he needs he, 1ik§ Ppund, Eliot, and others, takes it from
elsewhere, He does not_simply take the word but rather makes it
his own becéuserit is the oply way‘to express what he has discover-
ed through his imaginafion, so 1t becomes part of fhe discovery 1t-
self: "A poet's words are of things that do not exist without the
words" (E& 32). Words pléy a major pért in bringing the inzrticu-
late to expression; they are a way to truth: "Poetry is & revelat-
ion in words by means of the words" (NA 33). But it may be argued
that at times worde mey obsgure rather than re?eal, and in fact
the poet, as Davie poihts out,Aholds both attitudes in that: "He
grasps the paradox of poetic campositién, its way of surrendering
and conguering all at once..”22 That is to say, the poat both léts
the words lead him and also controls their directioh. Stevéns'
gubmission 1o his wbrds mey at first appear exoeésive until one re-
alizes the superb control he exercises in.tone, in syntax, in the
choice of words, always aware, for instance, of the amount of ab-

straction or concrsteness the context can bear.

2D.Davie, Articulate Encrgy (London, I955), p. I4I.

2
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_Rhetoric and Nonsense

As I mentioned earlier; rhetoric is for Stevens often both

a subject and a style. A perfect example of the two together occ-
urs in the ninth stanza of "Le Monocle de Mon Oncle" (CP I6):

In verses wild with motion, full of din,

Loudened by cries, by clashes, quick and sure

As the deadly thought of men accomplishing

Their curious fates in war, come, celebrate

The faith of forty, ward of Cupido.

Most venerable heart, the lustiest conceit

.Is not too lusty for your broadening.

T quiz. all sounds, all thoughts, all everything

For the music and menner of the paladins

To make oblation fit. Where shall I find

Bravura adequate to this great hymn?
Here rhetoric both exhibits and defines itself as "verses wild with
motion, full of din"., These first few lines echo the earlier exem—
plum of rhetoric given 'at the beginning of the poem:

"Mother of heaven, regina of the clouds,

0 sceptre of the sun, crown of the moon,

There is not nothing, no, no, never nothing,

Like the clashed edges of two words that kill,"
and significantly following from this are the lines: "And so I mo-—
-cked her in megnificent measure./Or was it that I mooked.myself
alone?". Stevens' use of rhetoric is more often than not ironic,
though this is not its sole function. It allows him to show the
balloon of pomposity and prick it at the same time. It is, in fact,
a measure of his self-awareness and perhaps of doubt. While for
the most part he is exuberantly egotistical in celebrating man's
wonderful imeginative faculty this very faculty reveals to him his
limitations and calls itself into doubt. Since he thinks of him-

self primarily as a poet, it is the poetic self that is indulged -
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gnd mocked in rhetoric, just as Crispin is.. The poet's limitations
are manifest in rhetoric, according to Stévens, because while he is
trying to bring to mo@ern poetry that element which it so conspic~
uously lacks, namesly nobility, yet "The nobility of rhetorio s e
is a lifeless nobility" (Eé 35). This is Because nobility, like
belief, has to be expressed in é form visble for our age aﬁd rhet-
oric is no ionéer that form because it does not adhere to the real,
Once it did, and Stevens.guotes Soérates as anrexample ofArhetoric
as "ﬁhe eloguent expression of that which is precisely true" (Qg
285). Perhaps rhetoric is sometimes an attempt on Stevens' part to
revive that nobility though he must simultaneously mock it - énd
khis oﬁn bqgtic aspirgtions.-— because it is bound to fail.

Thié is’possiﬁly toornegative an explanation of rhetoric
for certainly the words do something. - What they do is crezte =
semblance of emotion or action. The battle images employed by
Stsvens in the above éassage are not purely afbitrary or incidental;
in rhetoric the words assault almost by sound alone and éﬁ persuas—
ive is such & %echnique that fo? g whilé at least they can simulate
more than they are. Harry Levin, writing on Marlowe's language,
has this comment which might well apply to Stevens' rhetoric:v"Mar—
lowe contrives his‘ wn sound effects, manipulating a iénguage which
is not simply abmeans of communication but = substitute/for répre—

~ 2
sentation. Masgniloguence does duty for magnificence." 3 But

23H.Levin, Christopher Marlowe: The Overreacher (London,
I965), pe. 63. Blackmur has also compezred Stevens' rhetoric to Mar-
lowe's and Levin has, incidsentally, studied the language of both.
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ultimately such passages fall short, of Stevens' criterie at least.
Even =o, it requires & considgrable skill with language to produce

effective rhetoric even if it is not allowed that such an effect is

valuable. Perhaps Stevens allows of such skill —- or perhaps he is
merely. being ironic —— when he describes rhetorical passsges as

"guick and sure/As the deadly thought of men accomplishing/Their
curious fates in war . . " or perhaps both attitudes are present.
He allows for the sureness of touch but maintains, in a nicely am-
biguous phrase, that such a touch is zllied to "deadly thought".
Another use of language which tends to depend heavily on the
sounds of words is nonsense., I use this term somewhat warily with
reference to Stévens since he uges the technigue in varying degrees
in different poems and for different effects. In "Notes Toward a
Supreme Fiction" (CP 380) occurs the line: "Life's nonsense pierces
us with strange relation." Nonsense poetry, like the world, cannot
be ordered or perceived merely by use of reason but reguires and
compels one to use the imagination. One effect of nonsenge poetry,
therefore,‘is to shock one into a heightened perception.
This is the effect, for instance, of the poem "Digillusion-

ment of Ten O'Clock" (CP 66):

The houses are haunted

By white night-gowns,

None are grecn,

Or purple with green rings,

Or grecn with yellow rings,

Or yellow with blus rings.

None of them are strange, -

With socks of lzce

And beaded ceintures.
People are not going



To dream of baboons and periwinkles.
Only, hexre and there, .an old sailor,
Drunk and asleep in his boots,
Cztches tigers '
In red weather.
Just as one cannot reélly dissect Stevens' "serious" poems, one
cannot dissect thisj the effect is cumulative and depends upon the
whole. This makes it difficult to define where the nonsense lies,
one can only repeat that it lies in the whole, for each individual
statement makes a2t least literal sense. Blackmur has defined the
effect of the poem in this way: N
The statement about catching tigers in red weather coming
after the white night-gowns and baboons and periwinkles,
has a persuasive force out of all relation to the sense of
the words, Literally, there is nothing alarming in the
statement, and nothing ambiguous, but by so putting the
statement that 1t appears-as nonsense, infinite possibil-
ities are made plain. The shock and viritue of nonsense ig
this: it compels usg to scrutinize the words in such a way
that we see the enormous ambiguity in Ehe substance of
every phrase, every image, every word, 24
The statement about red tigers has such a strong persuasive force
because, for one thing, it is an affirmative, declarativs statement
following the negative list of alternatives. It is stated as fact
and has the force of such untilone does a "double—take". One is
first lulled into a sort of logical acceptance by the apparent

simplicity of the statements, by the almost meditative rhythm of

the first half of the poem with its repetitive pattern of colours.

Like Groucho Merx, like Alice in Wonderlend, it depends upon the
general tendency not to reflect immediately upon what is said but

to accept & semblance of logic and sense. Like rhetoric, it de-

24Blackmur, Languesge as Gesture, p. 226.
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. pends upon language at a surface level, tauking adventage of most
people’s habit of not perceiving too closely, though its end is to
shoék us into proper perception.

It is in this latter aim that the poem's 'meaning" lies.
The progression from the drab white gownsr£o the red tigers is a
progression towardé heightened berception, and this should be the
progress'of thé reader, too. Such a meaning is not explicit in the
poen for nonsense poems do not yield a meaning in the ordinary way.
They are to 5@ appreh@nded ratber than rationally comprehended and
as such may provide in miniature ah object lesson in how one should
perceive relation in the world. Stevens appears to comment both
on nonsense and on the relations to be intuitively snd imaginative-
ly perceived in the world in.these lines which follow the "non-
sense" stanzzs of "Metaphors of a Magnifico" (gg 19):

This is an old song .
That will not declars itself ., .

o L] . L L] L] L] L] * L4

That will not declare itself
Yet is certain as meaning.

Nonsense posetry asserts, in however minor a way, the intuitive
value of the imagination and =s such the poetry itself has some
value within the terms of Stevens' aesthetic, beyond the simple
value of enjoyment,

The other major value of some of Stevens' nonsense postry
lies in its expression of exuberance and vitaiity. ‘Nonsense seems

to provide a natural context for the "precious characteristic" of
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"gaiety in diction" (OP I78). That there may ultimately be sense
behind the nongsense does not diminish the delightful effsct of the
poem on the nonsense level alone. Look, for instance, at the poem
"Life is Motion" (CP 83):

In Oklahoma,

Bonnie and Josie,

Dressed in calico,

Danced around a stump.

They criesd,

"Ohoyaho,

Ohoo™ e o

- Celebrating the merriage

0f flesh and air.
As is usual in Stevens' poetry, the title is indicative. The poem
expresses the energetic delight in the changing physical world, a
feeling that is similarly expressed elsewhers by "Ti-1ill-lo!" (cp
II) or "ki-ki~-ri-ki" (CP 63). There is no rational articulation
bscause none is nccessary; these poems do not attempt to over-reach
themselves but are simply expresszive gestures. Sometimes, as I
heve said, such gestures are allied to dsfinite sense and meaning,
as in "The Ordinary Women" (CP IO), but still the bubbling sounds
of the words, their rhymes snd rhythms, are enjoyable in their own
right. Nonsense poems are one way in which Stsvens denies that
"The world is ugly/And the people are sad." (CP 85)

I have dealt in this chapter with only certain aspscts of

Stevens' use of languasge but sufficient, I hope, to show the range
of hig aims and schisvement. Pateor may-once have claimad that all

arte constzntly sspire to the condition of music but literzture can.

never wholly achieve this. Language cannot, by its very nature, be.
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wholly self-referential since it has'meaﬁing built into it. One
can gé so far but no further; Stevens goes quite a long way in
turning language upon itself, in attempting to make everything over
as words, trying to use the words themselves es ideas instead of
mere signs for the ideas. But this is perhaps a way of emphasizing
the limitations of language and the belief that the final poem ex—
ists beyond languagse. _ ' » -
The poems of Harmonium are explorations through the range
of language to find "The unity of style and the poem 1tself which
is a unity of langusge and life that expresses both in a supreme
sense" (OP 2I6). Such a unity is achieved in the best poems, in
"Sunday Morning" (CP 66), "Peter Quince at the Clavier" (CP 89)
and "Sea Surface Full of Clouds" (§£ 98).. It is lost at times in
"The Comedian as the Letter C" (CP 27) where, perhaps because of
the demands of a long poem, the poetry is occasionally sn "eccen-
tric and dissociated poetry". That is:
« « « poetry that tries to exist or is intendasd to exist
separately from the poem, that is to say in a style that is
not identical witk the. poem, It never achieves snything
more then a shallow mannerism, like something seen in a
glass., Now, & time of disbelief is precisely a time in
which the frequency of detached styles is greatest. . . .
By detached, I mean the unsuccessful, the ineffective, the
arbitrery, the literary, the non-umbilical, that which in
its highest degres would still be words. For the style of
the poem and the poem itself to be one there must be 2
mating and a marriage, not an arid love-song. (QE 211-212)
A failure to achieve this unity is a failure to achieve the requir-—

ed intensity, the right revelation of reality. Since Stevens be-

lieves in the power of words he must continually be using them as

a means towards achieving this unity and must, almost by definition,



€6

fgil at times and present us with poemé wﬁich, though théy mey please
for other gqualities, fall gshort of his own demands. In the course

of qumonium we witn@ss-the attempt to define & self, a style, and
an aesthetic; Stevens has 1o exﬁlofe before he can decide how to
limit. He neads the languege of Harmonium for this exploration and
for the expression of his ”ngw” v?sion but by the time of "The Com—‘.
edian &g the Le£ter C" he has learnt 211 ithe lesson he can from it

Y

and has outgrown this self,



"THs COMEDIAN AS THE LETTER €V

"Poetry is a statement of a relation between a man and the

world" (0P I72).

As Ste&%ns' first long poem and one which contains, in
terms of both theme snd langusge, many of the qualitics of Harmon-
ium es & wholez "The Comedian as the Letter C" obviously occupies
a significant posgition in the Stevens canon. ﬁccordingly,ftbough
the degree of significance has not béen unanimously established,
it has been subjected to & good meny interpretations over tke
years. R.P.Blackmur catzgorizes itras "a meditation « . . of man's
struggle with nature“,l Roy Harvey Pezarce sces it zs "a kipd of
projection in biography of the development of SteVens' poetics", =
description of its "pro%egonist's growth to artistic maturity”.2
Marianne Moore, in her review of Hérmonium, refers to the poeﬁ as
"expanded metaphor”,3 end Hi Simons claims it as ellegory which
"tells both how 2 representative modern poet itried to change from

2 romanticist to & realist and how he adapted himself to his en-

IR.P.Blackmur, "Examples of Wallace Stevans', in his Lan-
uage zs Gesture (London, 1954), p. 243.

2-R.H.Pearce, The Continuity of Americen Poetry (New Jersey,.

I961), p. 387.

3M.Moore, "Well Moused, Lion", in A.Brown and R.S5.Haller,
eds., The Achievement of Wallace Stevens (Philzdelphiz and New
York, I1962), p. 5.
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4

‘The critics differ as to the strength of the autobio-

5

vironment".
éraphica} element in the poém; some, like Winters, sée Crispin's
preaicament as being very closely allied to Stevens' own. Others
take what seems to me a more valid stance in seeing the poem as
autobiographical only in fhat "it is a genergliéation upon the au-
thor's experience and point of Vi@w”;6 That is to say, it is auto-
biograbhioal in the sense fha£ all boeﬁs are, "1t cannot be other-
wise, even théugh it msy be totally ﬁithoﬁt reforence fo himself"

- (NA 121). |

. Before entering the poem proper aﬂd considering some of
thése questions, it is worth looking briefly at Crispin's origins
within ngvgnS' work, as well as his possible literary ancestors,.
His first appearance is in & short poen called "Anecdote of the -
Abnormal" (OP 23) written about 1919-1920 &nd appearing in Opus

Posthumous but not in the Collscted Poems. The $heme of the poem

is ", . . new colours make new things/And new things make old things
again « « o /And so with men." The last stanza of the poem brings
in Crispin:

Crispin-valet, Crispin-saint!
The exhausted realist beholds

4H.Simons, "'The Comedian as the Letter C': Its Sense and
Significance", in A.Brown and R.S.Hzller, eds., The Achlievemsnt of
Walloce Stevens (Philadelphia and New York, 1962), p. 9¢.

5

‘Y. Winters, '"Wallzce Stevens, or the Hedonist's Progress”,
in his In Defense of Reazson (Denver, 1965),.pp. 439-443.

6H.Simons, op. cit., p.98.
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His tzttered manikin arise,

Tuck in the straw,

Ang stalk the skies,
This is &n znecdote of the activity of the imagiﬁgtion,_which is
_in itgelf abnormal, but which has the power to perceive the normal
in thé abnormal, order in chaos. The;e éré.certain effinities witﬁ
the 1atér_0rispin in that he too is a valet, & small, relati§ely
insignificant ér@ature who éoes thrqugh several processes of being
‘made néw" only ﬁo find himself left with the old unchanged essence
of self, But thg'lat&r Crispin, though he may be seen in one way
as "exhausted realist”,vis nét able to work miracles by means of
fhe imagination‘and turn himself info & seint. Befwesn this poem
and the latsr is 2 considerabls growth of scepticism concsrning the
power of the imsgination.

Crispin &lso- has affinities withrother personae of Hermon-
ium, in fact, in the course of his voyzge he embrsces the two dist-
inct types. The one is the man who thinks, as the persona in "Tea
at the Palace of Hoon (Qg 65) that "I was the world in which I
walked, and what I sgw/Or heard or felt came not but from myself."
This, of course, corresponds to the opening prepostion of "The Com-
edian' —— "man ié the intelligenoe of his soil." This confidence
appears at first glance to be the'dominant note of Harmonium, but
there are signifioant attacks, in "Bantems ih Pine-Woodsg" (Qg 75)
for instance, on the kind of é}rogancé thet blinds one ﬁo the fact
that a good deal of the self is contained in the world. "The Com-

edizn" is the fullest exploration of this problsm, the problem of
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the relation_betweeh iﬁagination and reality, and between self and
fhe wérld, & theme which develops in EéEEQQiEﬁ as a natural resuli
of extreme self-awareness regarding the exercise of the imaginzation,
It is; however, the imaginative perception itself that enables the
self to ses the shortcomings of the imagihétion and though one must
recognize the growth of a certsin amount of scepticism, I think>it
would be & mistike to conclﬁde~tha£ béoause Stevens loses some of
_his early confidence in the imaginafion by the time of "The Comed-
ian'" he is denying the value of the imagination. Rather he comes

to see, as is expressed in his later prose writings; that the true
value of the imagination is ﬁo be found iﬁ its co-equzl interdepend-
ence with rezlity. The doubt leads not to denial but to ad justment,
I stréss that at this point I am referring to the point of view
which Stevens developed; whether Crispin'es development is precisely
Aalong these same lines will be discussed later,

In reférring'to Crispin's ancestors within Stevens' other
poems it seems to me that one might well consider znother sea-trazv-
eller, the one of "Ths Paltry Nude Staris on a Spring Voyage" (CP5).
There are pIObably a number of ways in which one could interpret
this poem and not all 5f them relevant to a discussion of "The
Comedian" but there is, I think, one interpretztion which is valid
and which shows this poem as the embryonic version of certain
themes which occur in the lsater posmi

But not on s shell, she starts,
Archsic, for the sea.
But ‘on the first-found weed

She scuds the glitters,
Noiselessly, lik: one mors wave.



TI

She too is discontent

And would have purple stuff upon her arms,
Tired of the sszlty harbors,

Bager for the brine and bellowing

0f the high interiors of the sea.

The wind speeds her,

Blowing upon hcr hends

And watery buck.

She touches the clouds, where she goes
In the circle of her travers of the sea.

Yet this is meagre play

In the scurry and watlcr-shine,

As her heels foam-- '
"Not as when the goldener nude

0f a later day

Will go, like the cenire of sea-green pomp,
_In an intenser calm,

Scullion of fate,

Across the spick torrent, ceaselessly,

Upon her irretrievable way.

The nude of the poem is paltry ~- as Crispin is minisculej
she is the undeveloped sensibility, the imagination that is not ex-
ercising itself to the full, Like Crispin, she is urged beyond the
confines of her world into the large experience of the sea., She
encompasses'thé reality of the sea but this still is not the full-
ect realization of the imagination; that will come when the imagin- °
ation orders reality —— "The joy of meaning in design/Wrenched out
of chaos . . » " ("The Sail of Ulysses': QE_IOO). The goldéner
nude is "scullion of fate" beoause‘she ig behaving zg she must eco-
ording to her’ true nature.

This is, in essence, the imeginetive aesthetic of the early

Stcvens but, again, it is qualified by scepticism by the time we

reach "The Comedian'. Crizpin, "the credible hero" (Qg 117), be-
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lievés, for a while at 19ast,-tha£ he has the power. for imaginative
'fulfilment, that he is &ble to create the world of knowledge which
the goldenef nude will create. Denie Donoghue writes: ”For Stevens,
the sea is not enough, reality is not eﬁough. He nesds the words
of the sea, and if he cannot have them he will settle for words and
let the see look out for its elf. But the greatest poem ié the words |

7

of the =mea."' The words of the seé are the knowledge, the réveln
ation, the order produced by the workings of the imagination upon
reality. Crispin se£s off; confident that he can build "1oqﬁaoious
cabins by the sea' but must ultimetely settle for the log cabin.
Ag=zin the persona who believeé that he cén contain the world within
himgelf is modified by the one who is forced to recognise that a

- good deal of gelf is in the world.

The World without Imeginztion
Doubt &s to whether Crispin can accomplish what the golden-—
er nude will accomplish is introduced in “the very first section:
e + o o.e¢ 1is this same Ulg

Of things, this nincompatzd pedagogue,

Pracsptor to the sea? Crispin at seca

€reated, in his day, a touch of doubt (CP 27)
The opening motto: "man is the intelligence of his =oil" ig expr-
essive of a certein confidence in man's power, but the doubt is
inherent in phrases such &s "Socrztss of snails", where the self-

confidznce denoted by "Socrates" is deflated and revealed as pomp-

osity by its Combination with "snzils",. Here Crispin is defined,

T

D.Donoghue, Connoisseurs of Chaos (New York, I965), p.I9I.
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so far as he is defined at all, by his aspirations and his environ-
ment and the two are not in accord. Crispin is discontent with
such a defintion for he if aware that it is counterfeit, a masquer-
ade, so seeks for some "true" definition of self and its right re-
lation to the environment,.

Riddel maintains that "there is no motivation for Crispin's
~fall into experience, no reason for his exposure to the not-me, and
hence no real drama. There is only an awekening of sensibility . .
. ."8 It is true that there is an awekening of sensibility dbut I
think Riddel is misteken in claiming there is no motivation for
Crispin's voyage. It may not be directly stated at the beginning of
the poem but I believe it is implied and if there is still any doubt
one need only look at these lines from the fourth section:

These bland excursions into time to come,
Related in romance to backward flights,
- Howevsr prodigal, however proud,
- Contained in their afflatus the reproach
That first drove Crispin to his wandering.
He could not be content with counterfeoit,
‘With masquerade of thought, with hapless words
- That must belie the racking masquerade,
With fictive flourishes -that preordained
His paession's permit, hang of coat, degree
Of buttons, measure of his salt. . . . (CP 39)

Crispin holds the view at first that he is master of his
own environment, but the question raised is that, once having left
the "snug hibernal', can he hold sway over the rest of the world?

And once he leaves home he leaves a good deal of the "mythology of

self", This mythology consists of the peastiche of roles in which

S — R

8J.N.Riddel, The Clairvoyant Eye (Baton Rouge, I965), p. 96.
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Crispin, in his romantic.fancy; gees himself, At this point Stevens
éiles up & heap of phrases: "The Jutanist of fleas, the knave, the
thane?/The ?ibbpned stick, the bellowing breeches, cloak/0f China,
cap of Spain.. . « " DSuch phrasss are not meant to send.the reader
hunting for sources of.litarary allusions, fhough meny have been
suggested.9 They rather suggest th@ absence of any clear-cut defin-
ition of Crispin, gsimply thé assumption of fragments of personae.

This mythology of self, Hi Simons suggests, is‘"threatened
with extinction in the world without imagination where he was novw at
large.“IO Simons seems to imply that this extinction of the mythol- .
ogy of self is to be guarded against.whereas I would say that at
this point it is what Crispin desires, even though he may be unsure
of what it involves. He wanls "mythology of self,/Blotched out be-
yond unblotching." so that‘he can penetrate to the real self, thousgh
as usual, his aspirations may bg greater than his ability and the
sight of himself reduced by the vast experience of reaiity to A
skinny seilor ﬁesring in the sea-glass" requires an adjustment diff-
icult to make.

Crispin's "reduction" is ably suggested by the short phrase
about the skinny éailor which follows the elaborate description of
the mythology, but it is also suggésted in terms of words, of Cris—

pin's name itself., Once Crispin has been "washed awey by magnitude"

9See Riddel, The Clairvoyant Eyc¢, p.95 for a summary of
the most notzble suggestions.

IOH.Simons, "The Comedian as the Letter C", p.99.
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even his name has becn reduced:

What word split up in clickering syllsables

And storming under multitudinous tones

Was name for this short-shanks in all that brunt?

Crispin was washed away by magnitude.

The whole of l1life that still remained in him

Dwindled to one sound strumming in his ear,

Ubiguitous concussion, slap and sigh,

Polyphony beyond his baton's thrust. (cp 28)
It seems to me possible that those last four lines, in ansvering
the question. of the preceding lines, contain something of an exten-
ded puny following on from the mention of "word" and "syllables" we
“have the whole of Crispin reduced to one sound -— that of the sea,
or his initial letter.

Crigspin ie overwhelmed by the Ywatery rsalist', personified

here ag Triton, Just as Triton is defined "almost completely by the

cﬂ
@
o
o
o

that all that T%maiés othgrwige ars "faint, memorial gest-
urings'", "halluoinéting horn" and "A sunken voice « . ., of remember—
ing snd forgetfulness" so Crispin is dissolved into the essence of.
sea, into a "starker, barer self." TUnable to "stem verboseness in
the gea" Crispin is drenched by it and bonfronts it ——;"the verit-
able ding an sich . . ./ . + . & vocable thing". Words in tham-
selvas form a ﬁhgme in this poem zs well as a médium; the imagin-

ation's confrontzion with
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5 the forssking
of thg romanﬁic dictortions, tﬁe "poem of plums", for "the strict
austerity/Of one vasf, subjugsting, final tone;"

In this first section we see the progression of Crispin
from, in Sinmon's terms, "juvenile romantic subjectiviem, through

e o« o a Tealism almost without positive content, consisting merzly-
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. .. _ . i1 .
in recognizing the sterk realities of life . + . " What Simons

does not make quite clezr, however, is that the nesr-negative qu-
ality of this new-found realism implies Crispin's retention of cer-
tain concepts from his earlier self. He finds himself now

In a2 starker, barer world, in which the sun

Wasg not the sun because it never shone

With bland complaisance on pale parasols,

Beetled, in chapels, on the chaste bouguets. (CP 29)
In the absence of new positive concepts Crispin is forced to contin-
ue to define things in terms of the old. So although Crispin's
encounter with experience, with reality, has made him "an introspec-—
tive voyager" and has shattered his previous masks, he has not so
much been made nevw as pared down -—— and vestiges of his earlier

phase remain.

Concerﬁing the Thunderstorms of Yucatan

Having encountered the bare essence of realism (apparently.
elways equated with salt, iﬁ Stevens), Crispin now'feelé a need for
realsim plus content. Tﬁe direction of his aséirations may have
changed but pe;still aspireé. Having crossed, Columbus-like, from
the old world to the new, he comes to Yucatan. Here the natives,
though surrounded by magnificent berbarity, are sonneteers; thaf is,
they follow the conventions of the romantic poets, so lately follow-
ed by Crispin who once "wrote hié couplet yearly to the épring”.
Crispin, however, '"made vivid by the sea" is "too destitute to find/

In any commonplazce the soughi-for aid." He falls upon the crude

Hipia., p. 98.
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barbarism of this lush landscape with naive eagerness. But Criséin,
though exposed to reality, does not yet know how to perceive it,
nor his own relation to it:

He was in this as other freemen are,

Sonorous nutshells rattling inwardly.

His violenpe was for aggrandizement

And not for stupor, such as music makes

For sleepers halfway waking. SRR (cp 31) .

Crispin in his eagerﬁess ié'not aware -of the consequehces of

his re-orientation; his consciousness is not fully awakeﬁed and the
essential self still not Qefined. St}ll he seeks refuge in the
vorkings of the imagination, in the writing of poems although these
poems attempt-to_embraoe & new aesthetic,'one "tough, diverse, un-
tamed". Though he would seek inspiration for his poetry from the
exotic aspects of reality —— "The fobulous and its intrinsic verse"
—_ Crispin.still-dbeslnot have the self to measure up to his aspir-
ations and agein is overwhelmed, this time by thunderstorms. Naive-
ly joying in the 1ushness of the landscape and "A new reality in
parrot—-squawks", he suffers another "instence of elemental fate"
comparable to his experience at sea., He takes refuge in the cath-
edral —— the embodiment of the old myths? — retreating from reality
int§ the imeginstion. But, 1ike the sea, the thunderstorm increases
his awareness and he sees it as '"the sPan/Of force, the guintessent-
iael fact, « -+ "+ It is another prompting towards finding the
%hing in itself., Crispin has been pared down a 1itt1e-more, feels

freer of the trappings that obscured his "true" self but, as the

next section reveals, he is still not the complete realist,



78

The diSpérity between how Crispin aspires to develop —— and
how he fancies himself to be dgveloping —— and how he actually pro-—
gresses ig shown largely through the ironic touch achieved by subtle
alternation between the tone of a detached narrator‘and the tone of
a naive Crispin. We see most of the actuai landscape in Crispin's
terms, but we.see Crizpin observing the 1andscape in the narrator's
terms. We §ee.Crispin waxiﬁg lyricél on "the purple tufts, the
scarlet crownsg" but it is the narrator's distance and percoPtioﬁ
that sums up this lyricism in: "The éffectionate enigrant found/A
new rezlity in parrot-sguawks".

I mentioned in diécussion of the first section that in this
poem words are a:theme.gs well as a mediﬁm. This is naturally so
since Crispin is, at least in the Stevensian sense, a poet -- that
is, any men of sensiblity. He is in seesrch of his true poetic aes-
theti; which is analogous to his true relationship to his environ-
ment and his discovery of self. This theme is expressed in terms
of C?ispin‘s continuous effort to find the words from his environ-
ment, So. far the voice of the surroundings and the voice of Cris-
pin have been in opposition. He was no match ageinst the "verbose-
ness in the seaJ;'the "ding an sich", when he confronted it, had
"a speech belched out of hoary'darks/Noway'resembling his, « « ",
The thunderstorm sounds for him "the note/0f Vulcan" that he wishes
to mske his own‘note eand he is confident that westward he will find

the phrase, the poem that marries self and world, étyle and poem.-
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Approeching Carolina
That Crispin still has not become effective realist is ad-
mitted at the Leginning of this section; he is still a subject for
the "book éf moonlight', the book of the imagination; He is gtill
a poet |
Who, in fhe hubbub of his pilgrimege
. Through sweating changes, never could forget
That wekefulness or meditating sleep,
In which the sulky strophes willingly
Bore up, in time, the somnolent, deep songs. (CF 33)
The concept he has of America ié the concept ﬁé has retaiﬁed from
his early imagina#ive and subjective phase., ‘Again we are given
Crispin's idea of é landscape; America is’described in terms of the
imagination>(the north, the blue polar landscape usually signifies
the imagination in Stgvens"poems). The descfiption of a cold, del-
icéfe land which never comes to ripeness provides a singular contr-
ast with luxuriant Yucatan. This,.remember, is America as Criséin
imsgines it is éoing to be. Though earnestly secking reality and
attempting to deny the imsgination, he slips for a moment into the
pleasant indulgence that:
. Perhaps the Arctic moonlight rezlly gave
The liaison, the blissful liaison,
Between himself and his environment, (cp 34)
But then he collects himself and ascerts that the imzgination is an
evagion or at most creéted & very slight relation between self znd
environment. He recognizes that the imagination still has s=ome
hold upon him and that his voyzge Qonsists of fluctuations between

imagination and rezlity, between subjcctivity and objectivity, but,

confident as ever, he feels he can deal with the seductive overtures
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of the imagination, secure in the knowledge that "It was a flour-
ishing tropic he required/For his refreshment, an abundant zone,".
Thus, with the itwo concepts of America —- the one an early

view of the imegination, the other taken from the zctual land app-
earing on the horizon —- he comes to Carolina. The voyage inland
makes the decision for him and the-ﬂmoonlight fiction" apparently
disappears in

.« .;. the rancid rosin, burly smells

Of dampened lumber, emanations blown

From warehouse doors, the gustiness of ropes,

Decays of sacks, and all the arrant stinks

That helped him roung his rude aesthetic out. (CP 36)
This marks a further stage in his increased perception, a'pefcept—
ion which now prompts him towards the discovery of "the eésential
prose", which is, in.faot,_the true poetry, the heightened reality.

The double viéion of Crispin and the narrator continues in

this section. Crispin's eager savouring of the rankness of his
surroundings, his implied feeling that he is reaching the end of
his search, is placed in perspective by the gently ironic: "Cﬁrr~
iculum for the marvelous sophomore". Crispin now embraces an aes-
thefic of "sﬁneWy nakedﬁess” and appears finally to have relin-
‘quished the pomp and regalia which decked him in the first section:
"He came. The poetic hero without palms/Or-jugglery, without re-
galia.". Therméntion of palms here carries not only connotations
of ceremony but of Christian "myth"}?implying that Crispin no lon-

ger needs the support given 1o him, for instance, by the cathedral.

IQThis image also occurs in "The Shape of the Corqner“(gg'

29):'“The palns were waved/For the beau of illusions."
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The Idea of a Colony

Crispin haé now finally relinquished the moonlight and re-
verses his original premise. Now he adheres to the motto: "his soil
is man's intelligence". So far Crispin has been something of a pas-
sive receiver of these various exéeriences; at this point he becomes
"more bellicose" and positively difeqts himself to oelébrating his
new-found objective realism. "His western voyege ended and began."
- Crispin has reached his new-found land and begiﬁs his attempts "To
make a new intelligence pfevail” instead of‘}he shadow of his pre-
vious stale intelligences. He even éoes go far as to write a pro-
logomena, seﬁting forth pfﬂmiples which he Houid strive to apply in
the founding of & colony. Upon the principle that the characterist—
iqs_of a region_gre the proper characteristics of its inhabitants,
M o e he/Projeoted‘a colony that should extend/To the dusk of a
whistling soﬁth below thé south,”". In such & colony "The man in
Goorgia waking among pines/Should be pine-spokesmen. + « V.

This theory of poetic expression had ooﬁsiderable vogue at
the time_SteVehs was writing this poem and one of its foremost ex-
ponents was Stevens' frien@, William Carlos Williams. In a letter
to Henry Wells (I2th April, -1950), Williams wrote: "The poem to mé
e s« o is an attempt, an experiment, a failing experiment, toward
assertion with broken means but an assertion, always, of a new and
total culture, the lifting of an environment to expression.“l3

SRR S

I3William Carlos Williams, The Selected Letters (New York,
1957), pp. 286-287.
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-Crispin, however, out-Williams Williams when, like some keen pro-
motions man, "not indifferent to emart detail", he conceives of
even the melon having "apposite ritual”.

But though he has foresworn the insipid imaginative fancy
and the exotic reality in an attempt to get a hold of the true re-
ality, "the essential prose", Crispin recognizes that his project-
ions for the future are in themselves false:

These hlend excursions into time to come,

Related in romance to backward {lighis,

However prodigal, however proud,

Contained in their afflatus the reproach

That first drove Crispin to his wandering.

He could not be content with counterfeit,

With masquerade of thought, . . . . . (CP 39)
He is a novitiate but & shrewd one and recognizes his "dreams" for
what they are. The lines concerning the ''monotonous babbling in

' touch upon a central concern of the poem: Simons gives
P P 5 g

our dreamng'
this interpretation of them: "There is an eternal recurrence of
the same motifs in our dreams(our deydreams and projects, also)
that mekes them, not harbingers of higher attainment, but the in-
heritors of the weaknesses and limitations of the 'stale lives'
hidden withip us.“I4 Crispin dreanms his>dreams, is victim of his
own imagination,‘in gspite of himself, for whatever "sweating chan-
ges" he has experienced the imaginationxis'part of hic essentisl
_seif. He has tried to deny the subjective and to concentrete on

the environrent but rzcognizes his failure. So he becomes a fatal-

-ist; he still condemns the dreams that he is, at times, seduced by,

I4

Simons, "The Comedian as the Letter C", p. IO06.
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.and finally: "Preferring text to gloss, he humbly served/Grotesque
apprenticeship to chance _event." In view of Crigpin's previous
pretensidns'énd aspirations one might tend to doub% the validity of
his present stance, to see him as '"tiptoe cozener" but the denisl
of thisAis'firm? Crigpin's present proclamatidn is "veracilous page
on page, exact". So Crispin relinéuishes his idez for a colony..
But though he is perhaps‘a clown, he is en aspiring clown (the
narraﬁor's judgement?); that.is; whether Crispin recognizes it or
not, he is still directed'in part bj.his imagi%ation.
A Nice Shady Home
Crispin‘s awarenesg in his joufney in search of reality
was continually directed outside himself._ Hé sought for the words
of the poem directly from the environment and left "The appointed
power unwielded from disdain", deliberately denying his own imegin-
ative perception. Now he abandons his éttempts at discovery of 2
realistic-poetic aesthetic énd g0, according to his own limited
videa of poetry, must ébandon poetry itself, His grandiose aspir~
_ .
ations diminieh with his horizon:
Crispin dwelt in the land and dwelling there
51lid from his continent by slcw recess :
To things within his actual eye, . . . (ce 40)
He comas to accept a modified réalism, and gne to be found close to
‘hand s
He first, as rezlist, cdmitted that
Whoever hunts a matinal continent
May, after all, stop short before & plum
And be content and still be rezlist.

The words of things entangle znd confuse.
The plum survives 1ts POSMS. o o o (gg 40-41)
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CrispinAfinds his reality'in the "surviving form" —— of himself as
weli as the plu@. He first renouncéd the‘“poems of plums" asg far
back as the first section but onlyvn§w does he realize thet the
plum itself instances reality as well as the more exotic discoveries
of continentél wandsring.

But now that €riipin has rezched this stage what sort of a
conclusion is it? Should he turn his discovery into poetry, as he
did with‘his other discovgries? Should ﬁe proclaim whet must app-
ear, in the light of his earlier aspirations, failuré or at least
combromise? Such postry would be superfluous, so Crizpin feels,
confronted with his failure, with the accusation of the log-cabin
rather thaﬁ the projectgd "loquacious columns". He defgpds his
compromnise -~ and refusal to write poetry —— by humility, by mini-
mizing the impbrtanoe of his lot among so many others. He pleads
the wezkness of mankind in general to do more than accepf things as
they are, -

Has Cricpin come full circle or-has he progressed?

The very man desPising honest quilts

Lies ¢uilted to his poll in hisg despite.

For realist, what is is what should be. (CP 4I)
He is back with the salad-beds but now he is coming to recognisze
his own relationship to this environment, though he iz not yet
fully reconciled, In the beginning he recbgnized that his position
wzs false but thought the error lazy in the environment. And so he
sought to change but employed his energies in the wrong direction,
attempting to make the self fit the aspirations rather then trim-

"ming the aspirations to fit the self. - He had an "eye most apt in
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gelatines and juﬁes“, "a barber's eye" but instaad-of limiting his
perception to such horizons he turﬁéd his_gaze.on porpoises. Look-
ing always for the real in the distant horizons but never recogniz-
ing the~§uality of his pgrsonal pefcepfién he alwgys.ended up with
the same incongruity between self and envifonment; though his per-—
ception caused‘him to see the porpoises through a barber's éyes e
“Inseruteble hair in an inécrutgble world" —- he was not aware of
the nature of this perception, he did not recognize himself.

Now at laét;‘though'it is not easy to accept a.self so far
below his aspirations, he recognizes what he is. No longer does
he search frantioally for the words but rather enjoys a "long sooth-
sayihg silénce”. He marries (a secl on the relationship between
man and his environment, the union of style/self and poem?), is
“magiste? of a single room" inétead of "Socrates of sneails", and
gradually, rather to his surprise, he finds the daily round less
irksome than he had imegined —-rperhaps he had anticipated a fine
martyrdom. In fact he @iscovers the considerable pleasures of the
qﬁotidiéﬁ which "saps like the sun" and "For all it tekes it gives

a. humped return'.

And Deughiters with Curls
When, in the first section, a word was sought for Crispin
it wzs "a word split up in clickering syllables", Now Crispin's
gelf snd his prsition are zgain expressed in terms of words and
sounds but of & different kind than earlier:

Portentous enunciation, syllable
To blessed sylisble affined, and sound
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Bubbling felicity in c:ntilene,

Prolific and tormenting tenderness

Of music, as it comes to unison,

Forgather and bell holdly Crispin's last
Deductions « o« « o o o o o o » »  (CP 43)

Crispin in his return to "social nature" achieves a harmony, a un-
ity of self &nd a Tight relation to his environ@ent never achieved
before. He exprésses himself now not through the sort of poems he
used to write but throuéh his.family,and the life he lives (which
mey, I think, be taken as‘énalqgies for the perfectly unified poem).
His éhildren, while»&fsoufce of comfort, are also constant reminders
of what he is and how he is limited (they are also the sort of
children 6ne would expect from a man who is & barber and whose nanme
s comes from -the Latin word for "curled"). The fmarriage“ betwesn
Cr%?pin and his environment is emphasized by the’faot that his

children are spoken of as his "chits" (one meaning of this word is

"sprout" or "shoot") and his "capacious bloom”.l5 Kernmode suggests

that Criepin's four daughters arse "the seasons, cardinal to the
life of nature and his own 1ife.”I6 Their role may embrace all of

these but most important they are:
. + o.four more personze, intimate
As buffo, yet divers, four mirrors blue
That should be silver, four accustomed seeds
Hinting incredible hues, four selfcame lights
That spresd chromaztics in hilarious dark,
Four questioners and four sure answerers. (gg 45)

———— m——

ISSee Riddel, The Clasirvoyant Eye, p. 100 for the suggestion
of o possible thrust at Yhiftmen here.

I6F.Kermode, Wallece Stevens (Edinburgh end London, I96C),

p. 48.
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They themselves display Crigpin's cﬁriosity and are the answers 1o
his own questions concerning the nature of his self, for they are
aspects of that self. They aTe aiso,—— poems or daughters —— pro—
ducts of his imagination, "four mirrors blué“, and &s hisvimagina_
tion are his_comfortrand illumination in ”hilariéus dark”._ But
they sre mirrors that "should be silver'; that is, they indicate
that Crispin has not yet found the ultimate revelation, has not yet
fully come tb the khowiedge of "the universal hue", he is still at
the stage of the "epheméral blueé“ (QE I5). . That his knowledge is
'notréomplete is also suggested by the refergnce.%o "chromatice".
Rlsewhere Stevens writes: "It is of our nature that we pass from
the chromatic to the clear, from the‘unknown to the known" (0P 258).
Crisgpin has_méde some progress, the dark is illuminated, but he has
not come to full knowledge.

The ”dogtfine” that Crispin concocts freom all this is what
is éannot be changed and must be sccepted. Thisz is Crispin's '"Dis-
guised pronunciamento", a natural and "éerfectly resolved" statement
more hermonious than any of his-previous poems, as if Crispin had ét
lagt found his owﬁ pgrsonal style. But if the "znecdotse" does not,
in fact, give this appearance, if it is false and Crispin is a "pro-
fitless /Philosopher, beginning with green brag,/Concluding fadedly",
if Crispin is still perceiving life through distorting fancy, what
does it matter "since/The relation comes, benignly, to its snd?"

The end of this poem if full of embiguities. For instance,
the line: "Jo may the relation of ezch mzn be clipped" contzins cén—

siderable play on words, Pearce points out the pun in "clipped" ~-
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"oyt off' ageinst 'yclept', 'dying'! as ageinst 'being nemed'", 7
Riddel suggeszts a pun, too, on "relation'" since Crispin's own re-
lation, his narrative, has come to an end, as well as one 'relating"
. . ... 18 . - s
(synthesis) of the imegination. But what is realiy difficult to

define is the precise tone of these last lines. Is Stevens gaying

1

that 2 hapoy ending excuses all —— or that it is preciseiy such an
attitude of eas& contentment that stultifies man's imaginative
faculty? - What is the overall itone, aim; "diguised pronunciamento"
of thiz poem?

The prevailing tone is, I think;'one of affirmation temper-
with scepticism. In this poeﬁ, and in Harmonium, Stevens hes att~
empted to affirm, to asse;t that what shall or ought to be iz con-
tained in is. But in the course of Harmonium he has come 1o Trecog—
nize that at times there is "Domination of Black" -- Crispin's "hil-
arious dark". And if he is truly to perceive reality heAmust all-
ow for this aspect of it, and allow, too, thet while the imsginat-
may illuminate the dark it may not; of iiself, be able to dispel it.

19

Crispin is comedian, that is, ordinary, every-day man; he mskes

fantastic voyuge but his stature does not increszse, rather he is re-
bl

duced to himself and recognition of his own limitations. And in

this journey of everyman is Stevens' mznifesto, to be learnt both

from what Crispin did and what he did not do. The =szlvation of

I7Pearce, op. cit., p. 388,

18piadel, op. cit., p. IOL.

I9Blackmur, op. cit., p.249.
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lies in disdoverj of self an& its-right relation to the world.
Crispin's biggest mistake was to diédéin the power of the imaginetive
perception in attempting to make such a disgovery. Stovens can
finelly allow for both his sucCess and his failure for though ﬁe
ultimately achievesAé better relction thanAhe pggap with he is still
nof actiVely and consciously applying the imeginetion to the dis-

covery of reality. This is not to

[0}

gy definitely that he cannot go
on to do =so, the end of one relation may lead to the beginning of
another for Crispin is, after all, an aspiring clown., He still

has hi

n

imagination, still finds himself "I1luminating, from &
fancy gorged/By apperition, plain and common things'" and in this
shows considerzble improvement over his originel inclinations: "Im-
egination applied to the whole world is vepid in compsrison to im-
egination applied to & detail" (0P IT6).

But whereas it may remain aﬁ open guestion as to whether
Crispin can go on, Stevens can. Crispin and Stcvens are by no means
identical; Crispin may perhaps be seen &s an aspect of Stevens, but
he ié an aspect which Stevens already recognizes ss obsolete, a
poetic style which he has outgrown or perhaps an ironic warning to
hinself of what éould hapyen if he did not continue to struugle to
achieve the right relation betwesn imsginztion and reality. And it
is as a paving the way to a new releation thot Stevens in this poen
gives his final displéy of the langusge and style of Harmonium.

"The Comedian' hus been heavily criticized in some quarters
for its lungusge. Roy Harvey Pearce, for instence, writes: "The

overplus of langusge —~-~ parallels, appositions, repetitions, words
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unabsorbed into fhe whole, the overpbwering Cohcreteness, maximally
irrelevant texture —— gets in the way of the déveloping enalysis of
the poet'é situation and what it is coming too.”zo I would agree
that there are parts of this poem where the langﬁage_cannot bear
‘%he burdqn ofiiﬁself buﬁ would argue that‘sgop pasgsges are TETeT
than many critics think, and are perheps faulted because of their
occurence rathegvthan any intrinsic iaék of worth. Ong of the di--
fficultiés of & long poen is always that there is time for virtues
to become excessive.

The role of 1anguagehin this poem is inextricsbly involved
with the role of Crispin, and the lerger subject of imsgination
and'reality. The mzin objection mzde iz to the "excess" of langu-—
ege, languags.used too much for its oun sake at t?e expense of the

"poem", If this is so then Stevens is failing in his declared aim
of preéeﬁting the style snd the poeﬁ s one. In order to judge how
far, if at &ll, Stevens docg fail here one needs to esﬁimate what
the poem is which mﬁst dictete the nzture of the style. I have
zlresdy giveﬁ some indiecstion of possible'intefpretations of'the
poem so here itris sufficient ‘o Speak»in general terns,

The subjeét of the poem is an abstract one, the development
of a sensibility —— or & poetic —— or the progress of msn &s en
"instence of fate. But on one level, at lezst, the experience of
this subject_is concrete —- the overwhelmingly physicszl world to

which this sensibility exposes itself, Stevens hes wlresdy displsy-

2OPearce, The Continuity of Americsn Poetry, p. 388.
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ed in Harmonium his‘ability to. combine the abstract znd the concr-
ete and here he carries it to even gfeater lengths so that we are
awere of the assault the landscape makes on Crizpin's senses-and
hiz mind., It is not that the words hide Qrispin‘s development from
us bﬁt thet they do what they are mesznt to do, nzmely thet the ill-
defined Crispin is no match against them. It may be argued theat
the languzge sﬁould,reflsct the changes in Crizpin but there are

no razdicsl chénges»in Crispin's neture. Chameleon-like in his
underdevélbped sensibility he tskes on fhe defintion of his surr-
oundingsf The lzndscape changes and so does the texture of the‘
imagés ﬁsed to deacribe it ~; compare for instance fhe description
of lush Yucatsn with the delicate images uzed to dezscibe Crispin's
America. T@e ”narretoriél”,oomments also subtly suggest the/;hifts
of the ﬁoem, carrying their ironic note.and espeoiaily cet egeinst
these, I thiﬁk it possible that the péssagés in which Crispin/poet
voéiferates uponvthe landscape may be taken as a deﬁ;ched Stevens'
ironic indulgence in & ztyle he is reéiﬁquishing;

I do not agree with:Blabkmur's view as =z 5udgement on the
totzl.role of 1angﬁ2ge in this poem but I considsr his summary of
the style a pérceptiVe definition.of that aspect of it which makes
the gfeatest impzcts |

I do not know the nezme for the form. It ie lzrgely the

form of rhetoric, language used for its own stke, per-

guasively to the extreme. But it has, for rhetoric, tn
extreordinzry content of concrete experience. Mr. Stevens
is & .genuine poet in that he sttempts constantly to treans-
form whut is felt with the senses and wh:st is thought in
the nind -~ if we can still distinguish the two —- into

that realm of being, which we call poetry, where whnt is
thought is felt and what is felt has the strict point of
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thought. And I call his mode of achieving that trensform-
ation rhetoricsl beczuse it is not lyric or drematic or
epic, because it does not transcend .its substznce, but is a
reflection upon & hard surfsce, a shining mirror of rheto-
ric.

Elsckmur's perception concerning Stevens' use of langurge is the
moef sympathetic and illuminzting criticism of it that so far ex<
ists, but even he sometimes appears to enthuse rather than elucidate
or define. {uéh of the qoéplexity of Stevens' poetry lies in the
treatment indivisible frpm the theme énd it seems to me that more
regl study should bsrmade through the langucge snd not in spite of
it.

v

I heve suggested certzin zspscis of langugge which zre im—
portant in this particulsr poém-agd in Hermonium as s whole, but
these zsgpexts and others pegd more detziled study. For s full un-
derstsnding of Ztevens' early langusge, one needs-to be sble tq see
more clesrly how and why it ceme into being —- guestions that will
béAeasiar to answer once noTe is known of the ezrly yeers end of
Stevens' perticulsr process of composition. In his early poetry
Stevens virtuelly creates his own langgagefand meénipgs which re-
main for him to draw>upon es he wisheé, so that a’detailed study of
his vocabulary; the connotafiéns he gradually crestes for his words
(virtually hi: own symbolic system in some instances), his szyntax,
logic, &nd rhetoric, would illuminszte.his later poeitry which is in
80 many wsy:s pre—ordained by the 1anguage.of.Harmonium. The str-

ucture of St:vsns' lengusge is snalogous to the structure of his

world snd should be =ztudied szs= such.

2

IBlackmur, L.ngusige =& Gesture, pp. 248-9.



CONCLUSION

The observations I have made in this thesis by no means
constitute a study of Stevens' language. . They are intended to
serve as justification and preparation for such & study. Justific-
ation seems necesséfy inrviéwrof the astonishing neglect shown in
this directibn; "precosity" and ”dandiﬁess” are terms used frequ-
ently to describe a language ﬁhat deserves much greater respect
and attention. .Itlseems that such a situstion mey not long persist
since Stevens is now being "discovered" everywhere by graduate
students, and a new phase of criticism appears to be beginning, he-
rzlded Dby Josepb‘Riddel's excellent study.

Compared, however, withiEliot, Pound, or even Willizms, it
hag taken 2 long tiﬁe for Stevens' poetry to achieve recognition
end never, I think, will'he beconre & ”popﬁlar"_poet. And the éause
of both these -judgements is, to a conéiderable ekteﬂt, the idiom he
uses. Stecvens was ~— snd nmore than is gener&liy credited — a man.
of His time, but his language seemed to many to be in no current
mode and to retreat from the time rather then embody it. Iﬁdéed,
it wag for this very reason thet many of his "admirers" were drown
to it. This sdmirstion 6f the right thing for the wrong reasons
hzs done hsrm and-injustice ﬁo Stavens'iearly poetry.

I have triced t6 indicate some of the weys in which Stevens!
early longuage cun be viewed in relation to his zge and to his per-

.sonal ideology for unless one allows for these in the linguzge one
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can never see thgt the phrase “1anguage used Tor its own sske',
when aprlied to Stevens, should not be perjorative; For, whefe
Stevens is concerned, the linguage contzins and is capable of so
ruch one needs nothing but the words. He does not relegwte them

to the position of mere ciphers but explores fully the poséibilit-
of languege, restoring its value in a time when "the pressure of
reality" threstcned the power of theriﬁagination, when inzrticul=cy,
or at best, jergon were imminent dengers. .

That Stevens was the solitary affirmer of-la@guage and the
individual perception it embodied is perhaps reflsctsd in our mass
slide into "Pop" culture, the feady—made collective expsrienée that
makes individuzl imsginztive perception superfluous when we can
share the collective cliche. We have limited ourselves to the
waste 1an@ and our language hes suffersd accordingly,rrsflecting e
destructive passivity. Beczuse Stovens did not do this, becruse he
held 2 positive view in é zceptical age, he was dismissed «8 Tronan-

langusge has been dismiss-

1

tic, and his poetry as superficial. Hig
ed or misunderstood because we have become accustomed io emesculat-
ed speech wheress Stevens was swzre of snd zveiled himself of the

creative &nd_tevelatory power latent within the word itself.
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