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INTRODUCTION 

I propose in this paper to investigate Wallace Stevens' theory 

of the nature and activity of the imagination and to show how, to some 

extent, that theory affects the practice of a major modern poet. It is 
i 

tny belief, which I hope this paper will substantiate, that an under

standing of Stevens' aesthetic is of basic importance to an intelligence 

of his poetry; that this aesthetic elucidates not only the matter of the 

poems but their very structure itself; and that theory and practice to

gether form a varied current in the main stream of American letters 

today. It is not, however, a perverse current which Stevens r ep re 

sents - - neither a regressive nor a reactionary one; rather , Stevens' 

work indicates a unique affirmation of a body of values different in the 

main from that professed by his peers . And this body of values in in-

eluctably centered in a theory of the imagination which in Stevens' 

vision has profound relevance not only to ar t but to the whole of men's 

l ives. 

F i rs t , I shall consider what one might call the Zeitgeist, the 

dominant art ist ic credo of our day, and predicate some reasons for 

its inception and evolution; against this scene I hope, in the second 

chapter, to set in clearer contract Stevens' thought, showing its basic 

divergence from prevailing aesthetic conviction. Around the "blue 

guitar" as a controlling symbol a more detailed exposition of the r e -



Ration of Stevens' theory to specific verse techniques will be attempted. 

I Tha final chapters will consider the key to the ultimate achieve

ment of Stevans as inhering in his theory of the intercourse between 

Reality and the imagination and the ramifications of this theory, chief

ly, in a value system alternative to that singled out in the first chapter 

^s characteristic of our present age. 

Several scholars , with varying degrees of success , have treated 

of Stevens; such men as R. P. Blackmur, : Robert Pack, ^ and 

W^illiam Van O'Connor have dealt with certain aspects of Stevens' 

Style, themes, and controlling ideas, but none, I think, has considered 

in proper depth the question of how this poet's aesthetic theory runs 

lundannentally counter to the underlying tendency of art today; nor do 

they seem aware of the significant possibility that Stevens is not just 

inother poet among many worthy poets, but represents a radically di

vergent point of view, the consequences of which could bring us to the 

gates of a moticeably different kind of poetry than that toward which we 

ifind ourselves presently progressing. 

^R. P. Blackmur, Language as Gesture (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and Co . , 1952), pp. 221-260. 

2 
Robert Pack, vV all ace Stevens. An Approach tô  His Poetry and 

Thought (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Pres s , 1958). 

"^William Van O'Connor, The Shaping Spirit. A Study ô f Wallace 
Stevens (Chicago: Henry Regnery Co . , 1950). 



It is by no means my intention to offer here an exhaustive exam

ination of Stevens' verse; I have considered only a few of his poems - -

some among his finest, others admittedly minor but illustratively apt. 

Nor is it my purpose to study every possible ramification of Stevens' 

fecundating thought. It is to be hoped, merely, that this paper will 

constitute a contribution, however slight, to an enlarged understanding 

of what I conceive of as the germinal center of Stevens' aesthetic theory. 



CHAPTER I 

CONVICTION OF THE AGE: 
THE IMPERSONALITY 

OF ART 

Wallace Stevens is different from many of his most eminent 

contemporaries who are (or recently were) engaged in the business of 

making poems, and his are uniquenesses meaningful to any idea one 

may formulate about the matrix of poems, their significancies in our 

l ives , their eventual destination; most importantly, his singulariUJBs 

are telling when one attempts to establish what it is a poet thinks he is 

doing, and thereby to try to understand (at least partially) the poem in 

terms of what it might be were the intention of the poet fully realized. 

In this sense , the theory which a poet professes should be given its 

due as an encloser of ideals more or l e s s relevant to the work and, in 

any case , as source of certain light upon it. 

Initially at variance with the most dominant convictions of his 

age is Stevens' belief in the essential relevance to his work of the poet's 

personality and temperament. That art should be impersonal, not 

directly an expression of the artist's self, his environment, his actual, 

felt experiences, is an idea the truth of which is now considered al

most axiomatic. Whether this part of our modern credo can be direct

ly attributed to Eliot's influence, or finds it origin much farther back 

in time, there can be no question that Eliot's famous comparison of 
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the poetic process to the catalystic function of a "filament of platinum" 

was an analogy instantly seized upon as expressing a vital fact with 

precision. Impersonality has become a dictum almost unquestioned; 

Whether imposed on circumstances or recognized as inherent in them, 

it is an expression considered meaningful by poets writing today. It 

is even more interesting to observe that this tendency toward an im

personal definition of a r t is not confined to the poetic a r t , but is dif

fused throughout the dance, music, sculpture, and painting. It is only 

necessary to mention Martha Graham (and there were other experi

menters bsfora her - - and many since) to have innmiediately in nnind 

how far the nnodern dance has departed from the precepts of classic 

ballet; form is just as important in Miss Graham's scheme of things 

Ss it is in less Iconoclastic dance; the difference lies in the relation of 

this form to the matter indicated by it. In such a ballet as Tschaikov-

Sky's Swan Lake the emotions of the Black Prince are expressed, or 
I 

acted out, by dancing; the dancing is an expression of what it is a s 

sumed the Prince feels - - a more or less direct and specific expres- -

Sion. In Miss Graham's work there is no such direct expression of 

emotion attaching to a specific figure; there is , rather, an attempt at 

^T. S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent, " in Sê -

lected Prose (London: Faber &c Faber, 1953),Pp. 26 F . Hereafter cited 
as Eliot, Prose. — 



4 universal issd, impersonal emotion: not the Black Prince's exci te

ment, but excitement itself - - "free-floating," generalized excite-

ilnent, only fortuitously attached to any individual figure. In short, the 

Expression of abstract emotion (if such terms do not appear contra

dictory) interests Miss Graham, the form of the dance being as "in-

Ifuman" as possible, the dancer herself being merely the instrument 

tihrough which the fundamental idea of the emotion is expressed. At 

once, the dance becomes more abstract and impersonal a form. 

Then there are the attempts of such artists as Picasso to re 

present the underlying form of a natural object; not the object as it 

appears or the painter's response to it, but - - almost Platonically - -

the structure of the object, its essence divorced from its accident. 

One paints not a fish, but the linear constitution of a fish. Herbert 

Read comnnents that Picasso eventually "found that the cylinder, the 

sphere, and the cone were satisfactory objects in themselves, and 

that out of such elements he could construct a design which conveyed 

all the purely aesthetic appeal in|ierent in any painting. " "Purely 

aesthetic appeal" i s , obviously, a value of form, having nothing to do 

with an appeal based on how apt, how perceptive, the revelation is of 

the a tist's emotional reaction to any given object. The concern, then, 

in this kind of painting is not directed inward, so that an artist searches 

R 

Herbert Read, The Philosophy of Modem Art (New York: 
Noonday P r e s s , 1955), p. 171. Hereafter cited as Read. 
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for an object to represent adequately his feelingp; it is focused outward 

toward the representation ofan object turned in upon itself, self-

enclosed. 

In sculpture one sees the Efforts of Henry Moore to reduce the 

traditional study of "Mother and Child" to its cubic elements - - "ex-

I . 

pression is subsidiary to structure; flesh to bone. "° 

Alfred Einstein, in his survey of the development of music, 

notes that Arnold Schonberg's invention of the twelve-tone systenn r e 

sulted in a "constructural" kind of music, in which the "negation of 

7 

emotion is complete. " And this "negation of emotion, " this abjura

tion of the heritage of nineteenth-century Romanticism in favor of an 

extreme emphasis on structly formal values in music (once again, the 

"purely aesthetic appeal" of Picasso) can be viewed in the composition 

of most of those eminent in music today. 

What explanation, then, can be given for this phenomenal hege

mony of the abstract in all the art media of the modern world? T. E. 

Hulme, in his Speculations, offers one explanation (based on the ori

ginal observations of Wilhelm vVorringer's Abstracktion und 

Einfuhlung) and it is a singularly relevant one. Hulme distinguishes 

Read, p. 235. 

7 
Alfred Einstein, A Short History of Music (New York: Alfred 

A. Knopf. 1954), p. 204. 
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b«twoon two kinds of art, "vital art" and "geometrical art," in this 

jmanner: 

The source of the pleasure felt by the epectator before the 
products of this kind Tyital art/ is a feeling of increased 
vitality, a process which the German writers on aesthetics 
call *empati(iy* (einfuhlung).. ,aay work of art we find beauti
ful is an objectification of our own pleasure in activity, and 
our own vitality. The worth of a line or form consists in 
the value of the life which it contains for us. Putting the 
matter more simply, we may say that in this art there is 
always a feeling of liking for, and pleasure in, the forms 
and movements to be found in nature. It is obvious there
fore that this art can only occur in a people whose relation 
to outside nature is such that it admits of this feeling of 
pleasure in its contemplation,.., Turn now to geometrical 
art. It most obviously exhibits no delight in nature and no 
striving after v i ta l i ty . . . , The dead form of a pyramid and 
t^e suppression of life in a Bysantine mosaic show that be
hind these arts there must have been an impulse the direct 
opposite of that which finds satis^ction in the naturalism 
of Greek and E.enais8ance art. /,This "impulse" is then 
identified by Hulme as the ^tendence to abstraction, " and 
he continues with a question/ What is the nature of this 
tendency? What is the coniSition of mind of the people whose 
art is governed by it? tt can be described most generally 
M a feeling of separation in the face £f outside nature 
/Italics added/T'^ 

The last sentence quoted is the crux of the matter; the reason 

for this tendency toward abstraction* according to Hulme, is man's 

feeling of estrangement from nature, of alienation from the outside 

world; man lacks an intimate feeling for nature and takes no "pleasure 

in its contemplation. " 

®T.E, Hulme, Speculations (London: Kegan Paul, 1924), pp75 ff. 
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One might then go on to inquire why it is that most artists 

creating in our present world exhibit this tendency. The reaeons are 

undoubtedly multiple and to examine each of them thoroughly would 

result in a histozy of our civilization, an undertaking I am certainly 

not qualified to attempt. But one or two facts might be adduced in 

partial explanation of this estranged feeling prevalent among modern 

art is ts . 

Of major importance in its consequences to our Weltanschauung 

is the development of the physical sciences and a concomitant attrition 

of man's conviction of his importance in the natural scheme of things; 

this i s hardly owing to Einstein's work alone, although his relativity 

theory and its general acceptance as a fruitful hypothesis went far to

ward finally discrediting certain absolutistic proclivities M^ich sup

ported a common, traditional ethics and a unifying religious reference. 

The beginning of man's alienation from the world, the inception of the 

suspicion that the world was perhaps not destined to be man's expres

sion, but, on the contrary, that man might perhaps be merely an ad

junct, an outgrowth, a digit, as it were, of nature itself - - this idea 

stems from far back in history: from men like Copernicus and Gallileo , 

abetted later by Darwin, the kntfe receiving its final turn in Freud's 

hands. 

Nature, then, coming to be considered as a thing-of-its-own. 
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could be investigated apart from man. It was perhaps then discovered 

that nature, far from manifesting a felicitious concern for man, was 

indifferent to his fate, even hostile — prepared to impinge upon him 

did he not adequately defend himself. One might think that the re la 

tionship between the natural world and man was not destroyed by the 

dnscoveries and postulations of men such as Darwin, Freud, and 

Einstein, but strengthened, since they generally served to establish 

man's fundamental continuity with nature, his place in the natural 

order of things. It would eeexn, however, that man, unable any longer 

to regard hixnself as magnificently superior to nature, in control of it, 

reading its lessons and correcting them in the nnanner of the school 

master , could not with good grace be relegated to a position of equality 

to and continuity Mdth what had formerly been considered subordinate. 

Man, who had viewed nature and the natural world patronizingly, as 

an object known, predictable, demonstrating the ideals of the masters 

was informed that nature was altogether insouciant to the justification 

of these needs and ideals, that man could no longer rationally impose 

these, that - - if he tr ied - - nature might prove refractory, that, quite 

generally, this world stood a considerable distance from that condition 

or circumstance which human assumption believed existent. 

Man could no longer give credence to nature's consistent bene

volence, nor could he even discover many evidences of man's own 
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intrinsic goodness. The ideal of man has been crumbling a long while; 

deterioration was absolute under the onus of Buchenwald, Belsen, 

Hiroshima, and the example of power politics set by the world's 

nations. Nature could no longer be considered as a force demonstrat

ing man's theorems; man's theorems could not even any longer be 

considered always worthy of demonstration. There was no place to 

turn except beyond the world, no direction to assume except transcen

dence. The alienation, in our t imes , has been stimulated by the in

creasing coznplexities of our world: the terrifying and incessant threat 

of internecine warfare; the view of a confused, unjust, greedy, power-

ridden, sometimes simply si l ly, human creature. Estrangement, for 

many, was complete. This world became a necessary intrusion, a 

momentary distraction - - and man? A hideous disappointment, in his 

natural state doomed and sinful, to be read only in terms of that which 

transcends him. Having lost his collective reference in the world, man 

renewed with a vengeance his emphasis on a reference beyond the 

world. For somie, the sphere was the involute metaphysics of religion; 

for others, theoretical physics; for others, the abstraction of art; and 

for still others, the answer lay in a fusion of spheres, as one sees in 

Eliot, whose religious orientation infuses his art with a deceptively 

personal quality - - deceptive because his art basicedly finds its matrix 

in a value system neither personal nor natural, but transcendent and 
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abstract in that its reference is ultimately to the extra-mundane. 

When the world is unpleasant, when nature turns an indifferent 

eye to its own creatures, when man feels that this nature has a life and 

force apart from him and perhaps destructive of him, he turns away to 

comfort himself in whatever way he can, but certainly he does not 

occupy himself overmuch with depicting this world-face \(^ich he r e 

gards as baleful. He finds a way out: he does not look at the face at 

all, but at the bones behind the face, at the unfleshed structure of the 

face. And this structural emphasis, seen in the plastic arts , painting, 

and music , finds its l iterary correlary in two ways: first, as in the 

manner of Eliot, in a separation of the poem, novel, or other literary 

form, from the immediately-experienced world of the creator, which 

in Eliot's case is responsible for a tendency toward the dramatic poem 

or verse play, which enables him to conceal the person of creator be

hind the mask of assumed character; secondly, in a tone of irony direct

ed toward both the situation depicted and the individual voices speaking 

out of this situation. This irony directed at the world implies an aware

ness that things are not what they seem, a recognition of the world's 

insufficiency to its ideal potential, a turning-away to find the world's 

meaning and explanation elsewhere than in the world. The tone implies 

judgment of a kind upon the world and presupposes a superior realm, 

in terms of which such judgment can effectively be made. And this 
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irony, significantly, is the prevailing tone (it has become, actually, a 

technique) in today's literary art. 

But let us have a more explicit statement from Eliot himself: 

" . , . the more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him 

wiU be the man R̂AIO suffers and the mind which creates; the more per

fectly will the mind digest and transmute the passions which are its 

material. • . , The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, 

a continual extinction of personality. . , . Poetry is not a turning loose 

of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the expression of 

personality, but an escape from personality. But, of course, only 

those who have personality and emotions know what it means to want 

9 to escape from these things. " Only those, in brief, who know the 

exigencies of one's needs can know the relief afforded the beleaguered 

Self by an absorbing concentration on the non-personal, the "other. " 

Eliot's remarks on the separation of the "suffering" man, i . e . , in

volved in the world, from the "creating" man, may indeed be germane 

to an understanding of the poetic process, and there can be no question 

that in the creation of any art in any age there must be at some stage 

in the process sufficient detachment of the artist from his material, 

in order that he may look at it critically; nevertheless, Eliot's ob-

o 
^Eliot, Prose, pp. 26 ff. 
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sessive concern with this idea is redolent of literary schizophrenia — 

and schisophrenia cannot be Just literary, but must stem from some 

deeper psychic bias. 

This suppression of the "personal, " the emotional, the temper

amental qualities of art — or at least the conviction that they should 

be suppressed and that this suppression accounts for the finest art, 

has the gravest implications for a culture; if carried relentlessly to its 

logical conclusion, this attempt to suppress could result in an art from 

which passion and vitality are carefully expunged. Such an art will be 

no art at all, but merely tableau - - a n inert image which impresses 

perhaps for a moment but finds no answering need in the consciousness 

of man whereby it may insinuate itself and become infinitely fecund. 



CHAPTER II 

THE "BLUE GUITAR": STEVENS' 
THEORY AND TECHNIQUE 

The preceding chapter has been a long way around to arrive at 

a point X wish to make about Wallace Stevens: he does, in the words of 

Hulxne, take "pleasure in the forms and movements to be found in 

nature"; he does, in viewing the world, find "pleasure in its contem

plation. " He appears to have no feeling of alienation from nature; he 

conceives of the relation between man and the world as one of inescap

able intimacy: man's imagination discovers whatever meaningful order 

the world has. Although he does not control nature, he does control 
ft, 

the significance of nature; he creates imaginatively the patterns of the 

world \(^ich he then is able to make his own. Of course, one will not 

accept the importance of this unless he understands perception itself 

to be a form of control. Imaginative discovery of the world's order 

will, for xnost, never be adequate coxnpensation for an inability to con

trol and manipulate the raw stuff of the world in which the order is 

perceived, 

Stevens conceives of the poet's role as an active one: he is the 

organizer of experience into meaning. The imagination's primary 

function is to find order in disparity, diversity, multiplicity, an order 

that makes the pattern apprehensible. Eliot's poet (recalling the 

18 
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catalyst figure) is a creature passive before experience, an oracle 

whose function is to stand ready for the voices of the gods to speak 

through it to a waiting world. One might think, at first encounter, 

that Eliot's theory is closely related to Keats' idea of "negative cap

ability, " but this is a specious comparison. Keats' negation of the 

clamor of self was directed toward a greater achievement of empathy 

with his material or object, but the mind which perceived and the mind 

which created were not radically dichotomized. Keats wished a stilling 

of the self, not a splitting of the self, Eliot's antecedents might more 

nearly be seen in such a poet as Donne, \idio, like Eliot, found the 

world wanting in its satisfaction of his expectations and who had per

haps difficulties in adjusting his convictions to the rapid revelations 

and discoveries suddenly thrust upon his consciousness. This inabil

ity to reconcile oneself to an inimical world, this holding of things in 

delicate suspension, is the primary source of irony, as Eliot himself 

has more than once noted in speaking of the Metaphysicals. Stevens' 

precursors are perhaps more obvious: Goethe, whose idea of the con

tinuity of nature, man, and man's works and his concept of an organic 

art, owes much to Kant's theory of how an idea can be both synthetic 

and a priori; and, ultimately, Plato, vdiose concept of the ordering and 

abstracting Intellect has been refashioned into Stevens' ordering and 

abstracting Imagination. The abstraction I have here mentioned in con-

file:///idio
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nection with Stevens i s not the abstraction of an Eliot, a Picasso , or a 

Hindemith: it i s not the result of a turning away from the world, but of 

turning toward it - - and finding in it, behind its varied manifestations, 

that unifying idea which draws together our experience into a whole, 

I Stevens, in speaking of the action of the imagination and its effects, 

speaks of the "Platonic resolution of divers i ty . . ,the world is no longer 

an extraneous object, full of other extraneous objects, but an image. 

In the last analysis , it i s with this image of the world that we are 

vitally concerned, "^^ And this "image of the world" is fashioned by 

an imagination which unifies diversity by extracting from discrete ex

perience the abstract idea in which unapparent s imilarit ies become 

manifest. The difference between the tendency toward abstraction a l 

ready noted in so many of our prominent contemporaries and the im

portance of abstraction in the aesthetic theory of Stevens is primarily 

in point of origin, Stevens' emphasis is upon abstracting from and 

through the world, not imposing the idea, but, rather, lifting it up out 

of the chaos of experience, discovering in what Stevens calls the 

"plurals" of l ife, their singular. Too, one must make a distinction 

between a search for the conceptual base of experience, which pre

supposes the worth of that experience, and an attempt not to rise from 

^^Wallace Stevens, The Necessary Angel (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1951), p. 151. Hereafter cited as Angel. 
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one, quite naturally, to the other, but to negate experience, so that 

the idea is l e g l e s s , so to speak - - unattached to experience. Stevens 

has again and again emphasized the barrenness of an imagination 

^Mdiich does not adhere to reality, which does not create a sense of life 

l ived, which does not extract from the world its sensual content, its 

color and shape, which does not r i se to its spiritual eloquence through 

this sensual content, Stevens writes: "The imagination loses vitality 

as it ceases to adhere to what is real . When it adheres to the unreal 

and intensifies what is unreal, while its first effect may be extraordin

ary, that effect is the maximum effect that it will ever have," We 

begin to see the basic tenet taking form: the interdependence of imagin

ation and reality, that poetic truth l i es in what Stevens refers to as a 

"precise equilibrium" between these two, that a poetic figure which 

does not call up a reality may be momentarily effective but will not 

prove vital and alive in the consciousness of a reader. 

What i s this reality to which the imagination must adhere? 

•The subject matter of poetry i s , . . the life that is lived in the scene that 

it composes; and so reality is not that external scene but the life that 

i s l ived in it. Reality is things as they are . "^^ And yet: " . . . Things 

^ Angel, p. 6. 

*^Angel, p. 25. 
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as they are/ Are changed upon the blue guitar. "^^ Blue is the color of 

sky, and sky, Stevens has written, is one of those natural phenomena 

that "seem to be poetry without any intervention on our part. "̂ "̂  Blue, 

then, has come to be in Stevens' vocabulary a syimbol of the natural 

imagination. The reference to the blue guitar is a reference to the way 

a world of absolute fact - - a world of things as they are - - i s made 

real, in Stevens' use of the word "real", being lifted into imaginative 

context, into a "sense of life. If life is an interdependence of reality 

and imagination, then reality must be as dependent on imagination as 

imagination is on reality. Reality is things as they are, Stevens says; 

things as they are depend on the direction one's vision assumes and 

this direction is the result of a sense of life that is actually lived in 

the flow and press of circumstance; this sense of life must be, in the 

final analysis, instinct with imagination. The effect throughout this 

scheme is reciprocal: imagination affixes itself to reality (the life that 

is lived), must find roots in this reality; at the same time, imagination 

works back upon this reality, pervading the life that is lived. 

Ultimately, then, this adherence to reality which Stevens speaks 

of as necessary is not an attachment to the most jejune and common-

^^"The Man with the Blue Guitar," in Collected Poems (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1954), p. 165. Hereafter cited as Poems. 

^^Angel, p. 59. 
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place fact, but is adherence to the reality of the poet's sense of life as 

it is lived. In this sense, rather than in any direct personal statement 

the poet's personality is a necessary postulate of the creative process. 

The importance of this theory lies in its final reference to the world. 

In "The Man with the Blue Guitar" Stevens makes this final reference 

clear and at the same time emphasizes his divergence from such an 

eminent as Eliot: 

Poetry is the subject of the poem. 
From this the poem issues and 

To this returns. Between the two. 
Between issue and return, there is 

An absence in reality. 
Things as they are. Or so we say. 

But are these separate ? Is it 
An absence for the poem, which acquires 

Its true appearance there, sun's green, 
Cloud's red, earth feeling, sky that thinks? 

From these, it takes. Perhaps it gives. 
In the universal intercourse. ^^ 

The poem issues from imaginative apprehension of experience and re

turns to it, but the path from issuance to return is through a reality 

from which the poem and that which forms it (imagination) take their 

Poems, pp^l76 f. 
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appearance* their color and forms. One imagines that for Eliot, say, 

such an "absence in reality" would be genuinely an absence, since 

Eliot's particiaar imagination does not appear to orient itself around 

"earth feeling." 

Stevens does not conclusively and finally define what he means 

by imagination, and he accounts for this reluctance to do so on the 

grounds that to define is to limit and one cannot limit an illimitably 

germinal concept. It should be apparent by this point that when Stevens 

refers to imagination he means something qualitative, not quantitative; 

the imagination is the sum of its discernible activities. I have men

tioned certain of these activities as they are delineated by Stevens in 

both his prose and in his poems: the activity of abstraction, by which 

the particulars of the world rise to their unity in concept; it is to be 

noted that the process is inductive, that the idea follows - - does not 

precede - - the experience, but that once the idea takes form, it may, 

in turn, shape and color and give meaning to the experience from 

which it has derived. This draws us closely into the second activity 

of the imagination: change, or movement, which is a result of this 

constant intercourse between concept and experience, between idea and 

the matter from which ittakes its substance. In "Notes toward a 

Supreme Fiction" there is the foUowing passage: "Two things of oppo

site natures seem to depend/ On one another, as a man depends/ On a 
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woman, day on night, the imagined/ On the real. This is the origin of 

change. "^^ 

These are the activities: abstraction and movement. The value 

of these activities l ies in the third-named of Stevens' trinity of requisi

tes for a "supreme fiction": pleasure. This is as equally relative to 

the twv preceding activities named as they were, in turn, to each other. 

For the pleasure in the supremest fiction stems from the vision of re

semblances in our world. Obviously, if a vision of resemblances 

brings pleasture, there must be predicated a natural desire for resem

blances, and Stevens believes such a desire intrinsic to man, a desire^ 

as it were, to be convinced that, indeed, the world is not composed of 

extraneous, alien, inimical objects, but that the objects subtly resem

ble, are somehow included in each other, in us, and we in them. But 

our pleasure comes not alone from this need to see resemblances and 

the answering of this need in the supreme fiction: 

Poetry is a satisfying of the desire for resemblance. 
As the mere satisfying of a desire, it is pleasurable. 
But poetry if it did nothing but satisfy a desire would 
not rise above the level of many lesser things. Its 
singularity is that in the act of satisfying the desire 
for resemblance it touches the sense of reatlity, it 
enhances the sense of reality, heightens it, intensifies 
it. If resemblance is described as a partial similarity 

16 Poems, p. 392. 
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between two dissimilar things, it complements and 
reinforces that which the two dissimilar things have 
in common. It makes it brilliant, ^^ 

And in "Esthetique du Mai" Stevens defines, inversely, what it i s to be 

without this enhancement, this heightening, this intensifying of reality: 

To lose sensibility, to see what one s e e s . 
As if sight had not its own noiraculous thrift. 
To hear only what one hears , one meaning alone. 
As if the paradise of naeaning ceased 
To be paradise, it i s this to be destitute.» 
This is the sky divested of its fountains. 

Our pleasure in the poem, then, derives from its creation of a 

"paradise of meaning" through a plurality of resemblances which 

serve to enrich the "miraculous thrift" of our limited senses , to lift 

us beyond the destitute level of nature, at which level we merely see 

what we s e e , hear what we hear, without reverberation, "one meaning 

alone, " into a level beyond it but rooted in it, for there is a limit to 

the level of the Inoagination too: "The imagination is able to manipulate 

nature as by creating three legs and five arms but it is not able to 

create a totally new nature as for instance, a new element with crea-

19 tures indigenous thereto, their costumes and cuisines. " 

17̂  

Poems , pp.320 f. 

Angel, p. 77. 

18, 

19 
Angfld, p. 74. 
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Resemblance in nature i s , of course, analogous to metaphor in 

the poem. The mind meditates upon what the eye sees , and this medi-

Ution is the act of the imagination creating metaphorical analogies to 

the natural resemblances in the world. This is the point Stevens con

sistently makes throughout his work, of whatever kind, and its chief 

implication is that".. . the structure of poetry and the structure of 

reality are one, or, in effect, that poetry and reality are one, or shou-

20 Id be. " In Stevens' schema, then, reality is not something alien to 

man, something which may be chosen, if one pleases, or rejected; it 

is related by its very structure, which partakes basically of resem

blance, to the structure of the imagination, whose primary activity is 

metaphor, the analogues of which are found in the particulars of reality. 

We press closer to Stevens' technique, a method which, it will 

be seen, mirrors this ontological conviction, and a clue to the relation 

between theory and its demonstration can be found in his remark that 

"there is always an analogy between nature and the imagination, and 

possibly poetry is merely the strange rhetoric of that parallel. "̂ ^ The 

operation of this rhetoric of parallel is referred to by Stevens thusly: 

" . . . the thing stated has been accompanied by a restatement and the 

restatement has illustrated and given definition to the thing stated. The 

^^Angel, p. 81. 

^^Angel, p. 118. 
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thing sUted and thei resUtement have constituted an analogy. "^^ The 

"thing sUted" is one image in a poem; the subject of the image (the 

part of the world) is resteted in terms of an "attitude," as Stevens 

calls it — later defining this attitude as the poet's sense of the world--

and this image and restatement of image in terms of attitude compose 

an analogy in the poem between an image of the world and the poet's 

sense of that image, which defines and illustrates it. The poem, in 

brief, is composite of an image from the world and the imagination's 

action around, over, within it, pluralizing its meaning through meta

phor, yet through this metaphorizatlon implying the singularity of the 

unifying idea behind this image. The pso cess of the poem runs from 

the single image of the world through the expanding multiplicity of the 

iznagination into the crystallization of the concept. In this sense, then, 

to repeat, the structure of the poem resembles the structure of reality 

in this process from particular to general, from the isolated particle 

to the organized experience. Life itself is a constant urge through 

diversity into unity, a higher organization. But the way from the dis

crete parts of a world into the unity of those parts in idea could not be 

accomplished, Stevens believes, without the imagination, whose func

tion it i s , basically, to find the resemblances (metaphors) which lead 

^^-Angel, p. 129. 
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to this unity. 

These qualities I have mentioned, that i s , the "paradise of 

meaning" created around an image or statement, and the unity of the 

I image or statement in idea, through the offices of the imagination - -
I 

are on view throughout Stevens' voluminous work. An instance or two 

vrill suffice. In "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" Stevens 

; effectively demonstrates the multiplication of the imagination when it 

confronts a simple object of nature. In this case, a blackbird. 

I 
Among twenty snowy mountains. 
The only moving thing 
Was the eye of the blackbird, 

II 
I was of three minds. 
Like a tree 
In which there are three blackbirds. 

I l l 
The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds. 
It was a small part of the pantomine. 

IV 
A nnan and a woman 
Are one. 
A man and a woman and a blackbird 
Are one. 

V 
I do not know which to prefer. 
The beauty of inflections 
Or the beauty of innuendoes. 
The blackbird whistling 
Or just after. 
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VI 
Icicles filled the long window 
With barbaric g lass . 
The shadow of the blackbird 
Crossed it, to and fro. 
The mood 
Traced in the shadow 
An indecipherable cause, 

VII 
0 thin men of Haddam, 
Why do you imagine golden birds ? 
Bo you not see how the blackbird 
WaUcs around the feet 
Of the women about you? 

V I I I 
1 know noble accents 
And lucid, inescapable rhythms; 
But I know, too. 
That the blackbird is involved 
In iKdiat I know. 

IX 
When the blackbird flew out of sight. 
It marked the edge 
Of one of many c irc les . 

X 
At the sight of blackbirds 
Flying in a green light. 
Even the bawds of euphony 
Would cry out sharply. 

XI 
He rode over Connecticut 
In a glass coach. 
Once, a fear pierced him. 
In that he mistook 
The shadow of his equipage 
For blackbirds. 

XII 
The river is moving. 
The blackbird must be flying. 
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XIII 
it was evening all afternoon. 
It was snowing 
And it was going to snow. 
The blackbird sat 
In the cedar-limbs. ^^ 

In IV, the blackbird, man, and woman, participate in the iden

tity of life; in V, the blackbird becomes representative of a profound 

choice between actuality and the echo of actuality, perhaps the imagin

ation of reality; in VII, the "golden birds" of aspiration, or desire, 

are posed against the blackbirds of contentment, distance against 

proximity. And this continues: the imagination looks at the blackbird 

and finds in its flight, its life, its shadow, its commonness, its still

ness , resemblances to other aspects, other inoages, subtler examples 

of life. The imagination in its freedom creates around such natural 

objects a web of relations, comparisons, resemblances, edges where 

they touch upon ideas. It is to be seen, then, that the blackbird is no 

insular object; he can, in the imagination, suggest infinite vistas. 

Stevens repeats this procedure in "Someone Puts a Pineapple 

Together," where, illustrating that "an object is the sum of its com

plications, seen/ And unseen, " he lists twelve of these complications, 

or metamorphoses, effected by imagination: 

23poems, p. 92. 
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1, The hut stands by itself beneath the palms, 
2, Out of their bottle the green genii come, 
3, A vine has climbed the other side of the wall, 

4, The sea is spouting upward out of rocks, 
5* The symbol of feasts and of oblivion.., 
6» White sky, pink sun, trees on a distant peak, 

7, These lozenges are nailed-up lattices, 
8, The owl sits humped. It has a hundred eyes, 
9* The coconut and cockerel in one, 

10, This is how yesterday's volcano looks, 
11, There Is an island Palahude by name — 
12, An uncivil shape like a gigantic haw, ̂ ^ 

And, finally* there is a short poem called "Tattoo": 

The light 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 and 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. ^^ 

One sees here the making of a resemblance between man and the 

Poems, p, 81< 
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natural phenomena surrounding him, and Stevens makes this relation 

a matter of the light which is behind, or in, the human eye and i i^ch 

looks outward upon itself, finding its continuaUon in the light lying "on 

the surface of the water/ And in the edges of the snow," 

Thus, Stevens' method, in its basic constitution, is prolifera* 

tion of image or statement, but a proliferation which works toward a 

singularity in the imagination, a fundamental resemblance, a neces

sary harmony. It is a polyphony tending always toward resolution: the 

fingers of the imagination strumming one sound from the many strings 

of the blue guitar. 

We have seen, then, that Stevens conceives of the imagination 

as , one might say, imitating the structure of the reality which is its 

central reference: the world is resemblance and the imagination is 

metaphor; the value and the pleasure of the imagination's activity lies 

in its amassing harmony, in its final tendency to go beyond particular 

resemblances into the "first idea," 

Let us look now, however, at the secondary aspects of this 

imagination, not at the imagination in its ontological armor, but in its 

quotidian guise. Stevens' work is pre-enninently a poetry of statement 

rather than of drama. I tried to point out in the first of this essay my 

view that dramatic poetry in our day is not created by that kind of 

imagination I should prefer to call secular, that a poet like Eliot, say. 



34 

is a dramatic poet precisely because of his distance from the world, 

because his central reference i s , obviously* not that world at all, but 

I something beyond lt» hence religious in the basic sense of that word. 

Parts of the world make their appearance in Eliot's poems in relation 

to a system beyond them and in terms of which they are judged, StMv&mWl' 

reference i s , in the last analysis, always to the world; his reality is 

his sense of the world. The distance between the poet and his material 

is diminished and* consequently, so are the probabilities of his making 

drama out of this material. It is the whole poem, rather than any of 

its particulars, which is Stevens' primary concern, and this is con

sistent with his view of an imagination whose activity i s , primarily, to 

amass, to coalesce into a unity, to form many-sidedness into oneness. 

There can be no drama in a poem when there is no double vision, when 

the eye looking upon the world is a single eye seeing not tension, con-

aict, difference, but unity, harmony, similarity - - resemblance. It 

is not the part of a Stevens poem, then, that we are able to concentrate 

on (and it is significant that these parts are almost unquotable, that one 

has difficulty extricating one stanza from the whole poem); it is the 

effect of the whole that we feel, the harmony of the whole. There is no 

drama because thera is no disparity of vision; there is statement be

cause there is unity of vision. In such a poem as I have quoted above, 

the brief "Tattoo," this poetry of statement is clearly apparent. The 
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I - -
statement depends upon a singleness of affect, and, although Stevens' 

famed rhetoric often clouds the scene and suggests assumption of a 

dramatic mask, it can be seen upon close view that what we took for a 

mask is merely the density of resemblance created around a single 

figure and that the resemblance ultimately is stated in the unity of 

concept. 

Being essentially statement, the poems of Stevens are subject ' 

to the vices of statement: a sameness of tone which often approaches 

monotony of the most soporific kind, an absence of tension which lulls. 

His poems wear a prose syntax, the still, frozen surface of saying. 

And there is no dramatic development (for development, movement 

toward a new end, is the soul of drama); Stevens' poems do not develop 

anything that was not at first present; they reiterate - - they proliferate 

around the first image, the first statement - - they become endless 

examples of the first proposition, but they do not develop, Stevens' 

imagination is not a dramatic imagination that forces tensions into 

naomentary resolutions within the poem; his is a meditative imagination 

contemplating a resolution which has preceded the poem and which the 

poem will illustrate. And the resolutions are not momentary, to be 

displaced by other tensions later, but permanent, having once found 

their statement in concept. 

Karl Shapiro has noted and drawn attention to this character-
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istic and some of its implications* and has, in so doing, perceived an 

interestiiig relation between Stevens and WUliam Carlos Williams* 

poets at first glance appearing to have little in common: "In Williams, 

as in Wallace Stevens to a lesser extent* we have the ultimate develop

ment of form that seeks to arrest or still the image. This is not to say 

that motion and action are dispensed with in this method* but that, evea 

When the subject matter is of a very violent nature, as is often the case 

with Williams* the extreme surface of the poem remains or attempts 

to remain at a dead calm. It is poetry as closely allied to painting as 

26 any I know," Stevens has, himself, noted the similarities between 

poetry and painting, and although he has not mentioned t i i s "dead calm^' 
i 

of surface which Shapiro speaks of* his emphasis upon the compositioni-

al values in both these arts is sufficient to indicate, or to anticipate, 

this quality. In one of his essays Stevens quotes Leo Stein's descrip

tion of the process he underwent in becoming aware that art and com

position are one. "He /Stein/ observed that there is nothing compara

ble to the practice in composition that the visible world offers. By 

composition he meant the compositional use of words: the use of their 

existential meanings. Composition was his passion. He considered 

that a formally complete picture is one in which all the parts are so 

^^Karl Shapiro, "The Meaning of the Discarded Poem," in 
Poets at Work (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1948), p, 106, 
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related to one another that they all imply each other. "^^ This might 

as equally* as Jnstiftably, be said of Stevens himself. His "passion*" 

too* is composition, the inclusion of parts in each other to form a 

whole* the formal organization of the visible world into a wholeness 

from which the parts cannot be extricated, into ^^lich the parts dis

solve* partaking of each other, bespeaking each other. In short* 

Stevens finds an analogy between poetry and painting in terms of their 

similar ordering of the visible world into formal patterns through the 

imagination* whose prinoe activity is this very ordering and relating, 

A painting is only indirectly dramatic. There is no movement in it; 

by the very nature of its being there cam be none. Its essence lies in 

its pmrmanmi^ fixing of a part of experience, its crystallization. Once 

so fixed, it does not change or move. It is the vision of a resolution 

already percelvedi it does not effectLtitle resolution through the painting 

Its stirface* therefore, is static, juSt as the surface of Stevens' poems 

is static, unmoving, fixed. The change which Stevens has propoimded 

as a central requirement of the "supreme fiction" is illusory in his 

work. There is reiteration of resemblance, but there is no change 

except the change tliat results from seeing many sides of a single 

figure. The figure itself does not alter; it is merely expanded. 

27 Angel, p, 162. 
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The reason for this still and frozen surface lies not only in 

Stevens* emphasis upon the compositional values - - rather than the 

dramatic values — of the imagination* but also in the fact that his 

imagination is primarily visual* as would have been implied in the 

foregoing remarks on the relations Stevens perceives between poetry 

and painting, Eliot's kind of imagination is eminently auditory* and 

for this reason he is an acknowledged master of phrasing. It is upon 

this ability to phrase that movement in large part depends. Pound's 

insagination* too* is auditory, although his is a yet more visual appa

ratus than Eliot's; he is for this reason more of an imagist than Eliot 

has ever been or* certainly* will ever be. And it is for this reason 

that Poimd tends increasingly toward the ideograph and Eliot toward 

the poetic drama. In the work of both Pound and Eliot, however* 

phrasing is paramountly important. Their poems move; their rhythms 

are the rhythms of speech* or, rather, the rhythms of sentient con

versation. It is significant that Stevens' poems are not conversational, 

but rhetorical, and the elements of these stand in inunovable splendor, 

as a brilliant cadmium orange stands in a painting. Stevens' are not 

"eai"poems, but "eye" poems. They must be seen. Their rhetoric is 

of such thickness as to create, almost a weight in the eye of the reader. 

There is little to be gained from hearing them read aloud, in fact much 

may be lost in relinquishing the vision of the poem. Stevens is one of 
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the few noodern poets of whom this can be said, Carlos Williams, by 

way of digression* is another. 

One might say, then, that Stevens' imagination appears to be 

not auditory and dramatic , but visual and decorative - - a Byzantine 

imagination* or* perhaps, a Rococo imagination (but the latter adjec

tive has more pejorative connotations). This comparison* however, 

requires some qualification, perhaps a meaningful one. The genuine 

wonder of Stevens' imagination lies in its being not just Rococo* but 

Rococo in its accoutrements and Baroque in its architectonics. His 

is a imagination which could be construed as the progeny of a marria^p 

between IxOly and Rameau: royal baroque and style galant. Stevens' 

is a work of massive architexture, a counterpoint driving constantly 

toward a central theme, a huge structure built from the minutiae of 

highly stylized artifice. 

The kind of "music" one finds in thepoetry of Stevens is far-

removed from the music of Eliot, or of Pound; it i s , in fact, distant 

to my mind, from all other of the discernible music of verse written 

today or in the recent past, Eliot has pointed out in his essay on the 

"Music of Poetry" that the "profound difference between dramatic and 

all other kinds of verse" is a "difference in the music, which is a 

28 difference in the relation to the current spoken langiiage." 

^^Eliot, P rose , p, 63, 
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There is so l i t t l e relation between the language of Stevens and the 

"current gpolccin language" as to make discussion of such tenuous con

nection of negligible importance. Of course, one may note that 

Stevens has , in reality, two voices: one can be studied in the short 

poem "Tattoo," which I have quoted and is the language of stotement; 

the other is an essential ly different voice and is most dramaticaUy 

viewed in such a poem as "Bantams in Pine-Woods, " where the rhe

toric carr ies , almost without as s i sUnce , the whole burden of the 

poem. In "The Comedian as the Letter C" there might be said to be 

an integration of statement and rhetoric, a fusion resulting in one of 

Stevens' finest expressions. The best of his poems, for example the 

unsurpassed "Sunday Morning," attain to this pinnacle through an ex

quisite blending of rhetoric and statement, wit, however, the lean 

slightly toward the rhetorical elements, without which the most strik

ing of Stevens' characterist ics , i. e . , his success at creating an a l 

most overwhelming sense of color, light, and sensory density, could 

not be birthed. But rhetoric is not--in any a g e - - the current spoken 

language, and the music of such language as one finds in Stevens will 

exist to that of his peerage as opera stands to chamber music. One 

will confront such language as one does Isolde's Liebestod: magnifi

cent, but, of course, this is not the way people really die. Stevens 

wo\Ud justly reply, however, that such a passage is no l e s s real be-
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cause of this acknowledgement of human insufficiency; that it i s , never> 

theless , related* however tenuously, to a nobility which is not impro

bable within the human breast . It is simply the ultimate expression 

of an ideal the constituents of which are present in our lives and can 

r i se into reali ty through the pressure of the imagination, which sees 

in the barest s tructure the ideal of the completed ediface. In this 

sense, Isolde's a r ia is as firmly planted in the real as any of the less 

ennobled exclamations of Therese Raquin. Isolde is the heroic, and 

After the hero, the familiar 
Man makes the hero artificial. 
But was the summer false? The hero? 
How did we come to think that autumn 
Was the veritable season, that familiar 
Man was the veritable man?^^ 

^''"Examination of the Hero in a Time of War, " Poems, p. 280. 



CHAPTER III 

THE INTERDEPENDENCE OF REALITY AND IMAGINATION: 
KEY TO STEVENS' ACHIEVEMENT 

I should l ike, in this chapter* to draw closer to the final point 

to be made about Wallace Stevens and which inhered (I hope, plainly) 

in the first remarks I made about him: that his virtue is predominant

ly "earth feeling, " that his central reference, however oblique it may 

sometimes appear, i s ultimately to the world and to the real. And all 

this i s an age whose most salient characteristic is a turning away 

from the very fleshed form the heft of which Stevens is forever mea

suring. There remains, as I suggest above* a step further to nego

tiate, Stevens' reference is to the real, but it is scarcely the "real 

miany of us have accustomed ourselves to. It is never the bare real, 

&at 0at , cheer less , defeating real which we are constantly reminded to 

^'face, " Such a reality as this would be, for Stevens, no reality at all, 

but merely a communal destitution which only those who refuse the fe

l ic i t ies of the imagination accept. Reality is the ideal which imagina

tion creates out of this barrenness; reality is life as it appears when it 

I 

is infused with an imagination which bestows form where no form was 

patent, color where drabness prevailed, significance where only a 

conglomerate of facts existed. Reality is the ideal, but an ideal which 

has been raised — like Lazarus — from the realm of the merely 

42 
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existent. 

Indeed* the work of the imagination effects a miracle in life 

no l e s s remarkable than the return of Lazarus. For Stevens, the poet 

creates the value men turn to at last* because he "has had immensely 

to do with giving life whatever savor it pos se s se s . He has had to do 

with whatever the imagination and the senses have made of the 

30 world. " In short, the poet helps people l ive their l ives and he does 

this by making "his imagination theirs, / s e e i n g / his imagination be

come the light in the nninds of others, " ^ This light in the minds of 

others owes its existence chiefly to an idea the poet, through his 

imiagination, creates and perpetuates: the idea of nobility, which i s , 

after all , the idea of the possibility of the real, just as Isolde's 

Liebestod is an expression of the possibility inhering in any actual 

death and love, AU that is required for this nobility to inform any 

life i s the grace and quickening felicity of the imagination. That such 

an idea of nobility i s present only slightly - - if at all - - in our present 

society i s , to Stevens' mind, owing to a "failure of imagination" before 

the inexorable pressure of a reality which has come to be more and 

more inextricably a matter of the abnormal, the monstrous, and the 

incredible, a world in which "all normal life is at least in suspense. 

Angel, p. 30. 

Angel, p. 29. 



44 

' -• - — %l 

or if you l ike, under blockage. "''^ It i s in the contemplation of the 

nozmal that the imagination r i s e s to its heights in ideal, and only thus 

i s it able to create value for man in his l ife. From the abnormal and 

incredible no ideal can be drawn except the possibilities of further 

! abnormality and incredibility, qualities vfhich are eminently solitery 

and alienating. It i s not that which widens the breach that Stevens 

would see as the province of the imagination, but that which narrows 

it, and that i s the discovery of resemblance, harmony, unity, the 

credible, the normal. Thus the values of the poetic imagination be

come, at the last , the values of l ife, or the values which make of life 

a coherence and a meaning. 

Let us look at such a poem as "Sunday Morning, " which, to my 

mind, stands as one of the finest poenns of our generation; perhaps the 

finest - - with all due respect to the Wasteland and the prodigious 

Cantos. Let us look at Stevens' poem as a nonpareil of that predomin

ant quality I have tried to single out as the source of this poet's unique

ness and value: "earth feeling," the secular imagination. 

Eliot has spoken of the primacy of the supernatural over the 

natural, of the corruption of modern literature (and of modern life) 

by what he refers to as "secularism. " And while Eliot writes at some 

length and in a most logical manner of the reasons for this corruption 

32 Angel, p. 16. 
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and of what he means by secularism, it is apparent that one of the 

things Eliot objects to chiefly is simply a refusal to appraise the 

natural level of experience from an aspect removed from it. In short, 

what Eliot objectsto is the very program of Stevens. The questions 

Stevens chooses to consider, the problems he poses for himself, are 

essentially secular ones. He wishes to find in the earth and its pos

sible imaginative extensions a rationale for man; he will make of the 

earth more than material arrangements, in that he sees it imaginative

ly, but he will not approach the earth initially from another realm of 

experience. Stevens' is not so much a supernatural world-view as an 

extra-natural one. He does not, apparently, approach the natural in 

the light of a system beyond it, but sees it as acquiring meaning only 

through and in terms of the human imagination, and this imagination 

is not in thrall to something e l se , but is means and end at once. For 

the problen) posed is a problem the imagination has discovered in ex

perience and the solving of the problem comes through the innagina-

tion's meditation upon it. These convictions, as I have maintained, 

constitute Stevens' essential uniqueness. 

"Sunday Morning" can be taken as an illustration of this basic 

commitment to the world. The question it raises is fundamentally a 

33 
Poems, p. 66. Roman numerals following quotations refer 

to stanzas of the poem. 
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religious one: 

Why should she give her bounty to the dead? 
What is divinity if it can come 
Only in silent shadows and in dreams ? 
Shall she not find in comforts of the sun. 
In pungent fruit and bright, green wings, or e lse 
In any balm or beauty of the earth. 
Things to be cherished like the thought of heaven? 

(11) 

Can one not read divinity in the sensuous lessons of life, in the savor 

of the earth? Or must one, for such divinity, feel "the dark/ 

Encroachment of that old catastrophe"? (I) Must one always feel, 

even in the heightened awareness of the earth, the "need of some 

imperishable bliss"? Can one find contentment in the ephemera of 

earth: 

Passions of rain, or moods in failling snow; 
Grievings in loneliness, or unsubdued 
Elations when the forest b l o o m s . . . (II) 

Jove was divinity which walked upon the earth, an inhuman creature 

who moved axnong us; he was the imagination made real. vVill this 

union fail? Will our blood be blood only of paradise, one aspect only 

of the "mythy mind" of Jove? Or will we find our real significance in 

this Word become flesh, in this commingling of earth and heaven in a 

human divinity. Will we choose the paradise of earth or that of heaven, 

not finding the divinest aspect of man in the will of his innagination 
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to fuse these separate paradises into one glory by seeing in the sen-

suals of earth the possibilities of their apotheosis. 

The woman in the poem, though content in some ways with the 

profound delights of the senses , knowing that nothing has endured as 

"April's green endures ," stil l feels the "need of some imperishable 

b l i s s , " some immutability. The resolution comes in the knowledge 

that this very mutability, this perishing of earth, this change from 

ripeness to death, i s the source of beauty man discovers for himself. 

His vision of what must be lost to him is necessari ly intense, since he 

must see before ripeness becomes decay. And in this intensity of 

vision and feeling before death the imagination blooms, extracting 

from ephennera that i ^ i c h will endure: the idea, the abstraction, the 

extension of the possibility of life beyond failure. This becomes our 

heaven, but a heaven which partakes of earth and which has its mean

ing there, Jove was supplanted by Jesus; earthy Jove gave way before 

dominion of Palestine. The imagination now must invent a new myth 

which will unite earth and heaven again into one paradise. Stevens 

embodies this myth in an image: 

Supple and turbulent, a ring of men 
Shall chant in orgy on a summer morn 
Their boisterous devotion to the sun. 
Not as a god, but as a god might be. 
Naked among them like a savage source. 
Their chant shall be a chant of paradise. 
Out of their blood, returning to the sky. (VU) 
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It will be a "heavenly fellowship/ Of men that per i sh ," a Chanting to 

the sun* which to Stevens is the "savage source" of life, and the sun 

will be among them "as a god might b e , " There wUl be adoration of 

this susUiner of life and in such adoration one is worshipping the earth 

symbol as a "naked god," one is forming the thought of heaven from 

imagination of life. The sun will be our new Jove, a god at once of 

earth and heaven, a sfrmbol of their union, for it will represent not 

only earth, but an imaginative extension of earth as well, sensuous 

object of ouur world and divinity in one. 

The problem posed is choice between the earth and heaven, be

tween finding in earth that which will suffice and giving one's "bounty 

to the dead," choice between contentment in reality or aspiration 

toward the permanence of paradise, divinity beyond this earth. The 

answer is that we can find "things to be cherished like the thought of 

heaven" in any "balm and beauty of the earth, " remembering always 

the "old dependency of day and night, " remembering "the bough of 

summer and the winter branch" - - and summer i s , for Stevens, sug

gestive of imagination; winter, or reality. The answer lies in our 

realization that between imagination and reality "it is not a choice of 

one over the other and not a decision that divides them, but something 

subtler, a recognition that h e r e . . . the universal interdependence 
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• x i s t s , . .that they are equal and inseparable, " ^ Stevens writes in the 

"Man with the Blue Guitar": 

Poetry 
Exceeding music must take the place 
Of empty heaven and its hymns. 
Ourselves in poetry must take their place. 
Even in the chattering of your guitar. ^^ 

And poetry is the imagination of reality. This will constitute our 

heaven. This imaginative proliferation of reality will grow into a 

paradise which is of earth and heaven at once. " 

Let this be clear that we are men of sun 
And men of day and never of pointed night, '^ 
Men that repeat antiquest sounds of air 
In an accord of repetitions. Yet, 
If we repeat, it is because the wind , 
Encircling us, speaks always with our speech. 

This could be the further chant of the "supple and turbulent ring of 

men" chanting to the sun in "Sunday Morning." The resolution of the 

question inhering in "Sunday Morning" might be this, from "Landscape 

with Boat. " The "floribund ascetic" wants "the eye to s e e / And not be 

touched by blue, " looks for "the world beneath the b l u e . . . The single-

Angel, p. 24. 

35 * 
PQCmi* p. 167. 

36 
"Evening without Angels, " Poems, p. 137. 

^ 

Krirm?"-*"""'' '"'""̂ ^ '̂ HKiv-
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< olored, co lor less , p r imi t ive , " re jec t s the "colossa l iUusion of 

l^eaven. Yet s t i l l / The sky was b l u e , " r e jec t s al l that he thinks un

r e a l , in his s e a r c h to know rea l i ty itself. But the poet says of him: 

He never supposed divine 
Things might not look divine, 

nor that if nothing 
Was divine then al l things were , 

the world itself. 
And that if nothing was the t ru th , 

then al l 
Things were the t ru th , the world 

itself was the t ru th , ^^ 

This excerpt from the "Well Dressed Man with a Beard" has 

equal re levance to "Sunday Morning": 

After the final no there comes a yes 
And on that yes the future world depends. 
No was the night. Yes is this present sun. 

After one has denied "dominion of the blood and sepulchre , " the "en

croachment of that old ca tas t rophe , " re jec ted the myth of separa te , 

unchanging divinity - - "si lent Pa les t ine" - - one may affirm, one must 

affirm, the new blood, blood of the ear th which becomes paradise in 

the s e a r c h of the mind for i ts final satisfaction. 

37 
P o e m s , p. 242. 

P o e m s , p . 247. 



51 

Even more clarifying is Stevens' reference, in "Mrs, Alfred 

Uruguay," to his "rider intent on the sun*" who 

capable, created in his mind, 
Eventvial victor, out of his martyr's bones. 
The ultimate elegance: the imagined land, ^° 

This "ultimate e legance," this "imagined land," is the paradise one 

creates from the germs of the earth. And in so doing he becomes the 

"eventual victor" over the "obsolete fiction of the wide river in/ An 

empty land, " ^ He creates a supreme fiction of the imagination, but 

one which can only arise from the affirmation of life, from a new myth 

of the sun. Note that the reference to the "vtdde river in an empty land' 

repeats the imagery of the "wide water, without sound" which suggests 

the darkening thought of the old "catastrophe" in "Sunday Morning." 

Both images convey Stevens' belief that this "wide water," this "empty 

land" is part of an old myth, removed from the earth, which must be 

supplanted by new nayth, rising from the earth. 

The lean cats of the arches of the churches. 
That's the old world. In the new all men 

are priests . 
They preach and they are preaching in a land 

^^Poems, p. 250. 

^^"Asides on the Oboe, " Poems, p. 250. 
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To be described. They a re preaching in a time 
To be described,** 

This should call to mind the "supple and turbulent ring of men" in 

"Sunday Morning" who a re the new priests of the new religion of the 

"land to be described" - - t h e "imagined land. " 

Here* then* is the answer to the question asked in "Sunday 

Morning, " the question of choice between reality and the invagination, 

between the blood of earth and that of paradise, and it is an answer 

not entirely to be found in this one poem alone, but is scattered like 

jewels through many poems; the answer reflects to form an inescap

able theme, a constant pattern. There is no choice necessary; there 

can be no choice: divinity is of the sun* which is an object as much of 

heaven as of earth* an object so thought of, so infused with imagina

tion, that one is "unable to tel l / How much of it was light and how mixh 

thought, "*^ 

In "Esthetique du Mai" Stevens writes that the "greatest 

43 poverty is not to l ive/ In a physical world"; yet in "Extracts from 

Addresses to the Academy of Fine Ideas" he identifies the "exactest 

"Extracts from Addresses to the Academy of Fine Ideas ," 
Poems, p. 252. 

^ ^ " E x t r a c t s . . . , " Poems, p. 257. 

Poems, p. 325. 
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poverty" as being "naked of any illusion, " ^ The physical world, 

then, i s as much an illusion, a "fiction*" as anything we us\ially 

think of as sucht it is seen, arranged* by an act of the imagination. 

As the sun is an imaginative object because our feeling has so entered 

into it, so a lso i s our whole world an imagined thing. 

The pensive woman in "Sunday Morning" coidd, at the end say 

perhaps: 

I can build towers of my own. 
There to behold, there to proclaim, 

the grace 
And free requiting of responsive fact. 

This "responsive fact" is fact which* like the sun, i s in itself an 

imaginative object, being deeply felt. From such "responsive fact" 

one may build "towers" to replace the "speechless, invisible gods/ 

pffhol ruled us before, from over Asia, by/ Our merest apprehension 

46 
of their will. " One builds such "towers" by seeing 

As if the eye was an emotion. 
As if in seeing we saw our feeling 
In the object seen and saved that mystic 

44 
Poems , p. 258. 

*^"Montrachet-le-Jardin," Poems, p. 263. 

*^"Montrachet-le-Jardin, " Poems, p. 262. 
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Against the sight, the penetrating 
Pure eye ,* ' 

The sun is a constant symbol in Stevens' poems: a symbol of 

the real, because a symbol of life held in the "blue" of the imagina

tion* as the sun is held in the blue of the sky. Reality is composed by 

the innagination* as the sun is supported by the sky. In the last anal

ysis , this is whatSlevens recognises (and the source of the difference 

of his virork): that realî '̂'i:i~"ndt absolute fact and so to choose it is not 

to choose absolute fact; "^e make reality as we see fact in the "wea

ther" of imagination. It is not a choice we make, in our final belief, 

between fact and imagination, but a choice to recognize the intercourse 

between them, to let our world beconce the "ultimate elegance: the 

inciagined land," absolute fact lifted into the imagination and so seen 

in its reality* i, e . , in its possibilities. 

As I have said, Stevens' poems form a gigantic pattern of 

relations and interrelations; one poem must be understood in terms of 

other poems, all of them revolving around a central idea of the nature, 

energies, and activities of the imagination, A summation of his 

position and the artistic aims rooted in it could best be given in 

Stevens' own words, in a poem called "Of Modern Poetry": 

*^"An Examination of the Hero in a Time of War, " 
Poems, p, 278. 
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The poem of the mind in the act of finding 
What will suffice. It has not always had 
To find: the scene was set; it repeated what 
Was in the script. 

Then the theatre was changed 
To something e l s e . Its past was a souvenir. 
It has to be living, to learn the speech 

of the place, 
it has to face the men of the time and to meet 
The women of the t ime. It has to think about war 
And it has to find what wiU suffice. It has 
To construct a new stage. It has to be on that stage 
And* like an insatiable actor* slowly and 
With meditation* speak words that in the ear, 
In the delicatest ear of the mind, repeat, 
Exactly* that which it wants to hear, 

at the sound 
Of which* an invisible audience l i s tens . 
Not to the play, but to itself, expressed 
In an emotion as of two people, as of two 
Emotions becoming one. The actor is 
A metaphysician in the dark, twanging 
An instrument, twanging a wiry string that gives 
Sounds passing through sudden rightnesses, wholly 
Containing the mind, below which it cannot descend. 
Beyond which it has no will to r i se . 

It must 
Be the finding of a satisfaction, and may 
Be of a man skating, a woman dancing, a woman 
Combing. The poem of the act of the mind. 

Stevens recognizes in this poem the new function of the imagination in 

our time: to set another scene in a theatre that has changed, I tried to 

speak at the first of this essay about the change that has been wrought 

in our l ives and some of the reactions to it, some of the answers to the 

^ P o e m s , p. 239. 
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question of what an artist may do in the face of a deteriorating real

ity, in the wake of lost human value and the crumbling of old unities. 

This poem - - and all the poems which surround and elucidate it — is 

Stevens' answer; the artist must discover anew "what will suffice" to 

satisfy the imagination of man so wholly that the mind cannot fall be

low it and has "no will to rise above it. " It is significant that this 

"finding of a satisfaction," to Stevens, must be the discovery of the 

living* the "speech of the place, " the men and women of the time. 

These are parts of our world: "a man skating, a woman dancing, a 

woman combing"; the uniqueness and the glory of Stevens' artistry 

lies in his final belief in an imagination that composes these into "the 

poem of the act of the mind. " 



CONCLUSION 

This paper has been primarily designed as an attempt to ex-
i 

I plore the nature and ambience of an idea which seems to me to have 

been insufficiently emphasized but which is vitally important to an 

understanding of Stevens' position in contemporary letters and the 

meaningful anomalies of that position: the idea of the imagination 

as not merely one aspect of the creative process, an aide-de-camp, as 

it were, but as the very sJne-qua^non of both art and life; the idea of 

the imagination as a way of seeing conamon to all humankind, raised 

to its apogee in the artist's vision, 

I have tried to show that Stevens does not conceive of the 

imagination in the additive sense, as that which elaborates on the 

given, but in the creative sense, as that which gives. This concept 

of the imagination offers a definition profounder and more pervasive 

than that generally propounded (if propounded at all) by Stevens' peers. 

In such a concept as Stevens' the imagination is not the result of any 

other combination or concatenation; it i s , rather, that energy which 

makes results, a kind of Ur-imagination. In formulating his theory 

of the imagination Stevens is , at the same time, composing a theory 

of the nature of reality, a theory of Being, His concept is ontological, 

and it is for this reason that the structure of his poems can be con

strued as partaking of the structure of Ideality. Nothing genuinely 

57 
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pertinent can be written about Wallace Stevens without an understand

ing of this ontologically- conceived imagination: its two-fold activity: 

abstaaction and metamorphosis (a term Stevens finds apter than 

"metaphar"); its final value* pleasure* and the nature of this pleasure; 

and, finally, the relation of this imagination to the reality which it 

composes and which, once composed, exerts its own pressure in turn, 

Stevens' achievement is primarily rooted in his belief in the total 

inter-relation of all the world's parts* psychic and physical, spiritual 

and nnaterial. This belief l ies at the base of his theory of the imagin

ation and i s , consequently, to be understood as supporting his whole 

work, a work which has, in many ways, fulfilled Stevens' demand for 

a new scene in the changed theatre of the world, and which has made 

this scene an affirmation* rather than a denial, of that world. 
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