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ABSTRACT 

The allusions in Stevens' poems have not received sufficient 

scholarly-critical attention. This lack of attention may be due to the 

following factors: 1. Some students and teachers of literature, I have 

found, regard allusions as decorative devices having little bearing on 

the meaning of the poem. 2. Some Stevens scholars disdain explication, 

which is essential to any understanding of Stevens' allusions. Whatever 

the reasons, the major contribution that allusions make to Stevens' 

poetry has been overlooked. 

I examine that contribution in terms of three broad functions of 

allusions, as disclosed in Stevens' verse. First of all, they convey 

his significant attitudes and ideas. In fact, the central issue reflected 

by Stevens' references is also the chief concern of his poetry in 

general: the problem of finding a faith — in Stevens' words, a "fiction" — 

that strikes the modern mind as realistic while also satisfying its 

imaginative needs. Chapters II and III of this study (Chapter I is the 

introduction) examine Stevens' allusions to the gods and myths and the 

religious 'and political orders that, in his opinion, are incapable of 

supplying the mind with satisfactory beliefs. Chapters IV and V treat 

his references to poetry and other disciplines that for him provide the 

satisfactions of belief. Chapter VI demonstrates that allusions in some 

of Stevens' longer poems are keys to their thought. 

Secondly, allusions in Stevens' poetry function as economical 

and accurate statements. An allusion of Stevens', however brief, may 

v 



vi 

evoke several associations — all of them relevant to the meaning of the 

poem. The very process of explicating and discussing Stevens' references, 

serves, I trust, to suggest this particular allusive function to the 

reader. 

Finally, some of Stevens' allusions may be categorized according 

to how they function as artistic types. By suggesting these types and 

pointing out examples of them, I hope to give the reader a critical stand

ard helpful in judging Stevens' skill as a poet. Space permits only the 

following short description of these types: 

1. The individual symbolic reference. The allusion has symbolic 

meaning. 

2. The symbolic reference pattern or scheme. All of a poet's 

references to a particular historical period or literary mode suggest 

a given set of qualities associated with them. 

3. The metaphorical reference. The allusion functions as an 

adjunct to a metaphor. 

4. The echoic reference. The poet refers to actual or closely 

paraphrased material from other sources. 

5. The ideological reference. The poet summarizes in his verse 

someone else's thought. 

6. The hidden, indirect, or buried reference. The allusion is 

implicit rather than explicit in the poem. 

None of these types are of Stevens' invention, but the fact that he em

ploys them all testifies to his artistry in handling the technique of 

allusion. 
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My conclusion (Chapter VII) briefly reviews some of Stevens' 

references other than in "Notes toward a Supreme Fiction" to show that 

throughout his verse he develops the concept of the Supreme Fiction, 

crystallized for the reader in "Notes." Another final point should be 

stressed here. Allusions convey knowledge of external affairs — histori

cal or in the present — to the poem. Stevens' fondness for allusions 

is indicative of his concern with that-which-is-beyond the immediate 

range of his perceptions and sensations. This is the impulse of a poet 

seeking universal values rather than indulging in self-expression for 

its own sake. 

c 



I. INTRODUCTION 

Complex in meaning, the poems of Wallace Stevens are at once 

baffling and attractive. One admires the wit, the power (however subtly 

manifested), the beauty and economy of Stevens' verse. Its difficulty, 

however, alienates some critics. They claim that Stevens' poetry is 

intellectually rarefied and obscure and lacks real emotional depth. 

Louis Untermeyer's statement in 1924 that Stevens "has much for the eye, 

something for the ear, but nothing for that central hunger which is at 

the heart of all the senses"''' still echoes in recent Stevens criticism. 

Anthony Hecht, for example, writes in 1957 that after reading Opus 

2 Posthumous, "one feels like shouting for a little meat and potatoes." 

Through the years, however, Stevens has also had his advocates. 

Such influential poets and critics as John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, 

William Carlos Williams, and Marianne Moore have praised him. 

Stevens receives favorable treatment in numerous essays and articles 

about him since 1950. Books and dissertations commend his work. It 

would seem a long way from some of the early reviews treating Stevens' 

verse lightly to the complicated studies now appearing on its behalf. 

The latter, however, deal largely with Stevens' theories and their 

"Five American Poets," Yale Review. XIV (October), 160. 

^"Poets and Peasants," Hudson Review, X (Winter 1957-1958), 
607. 
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philosophical sources. Much of his poetry still needs to be explicated 

thoroughly and cogently. 

Stevens' reader confronts two major obstacles to his understand

ing of the poems. The first, and by far the more imposing, is the ex

ceedingly elusive and complex network of symbolism that underlies them. 

There has been a fair amount of scholarship dealing with Stevens' sym-

O 
bolism in terms of this or that symbol or poem, but the scholar who 

undertakes a systematic tracing of Stevens' symbolism throughout his 

work will have a formidable challenge to face. 

The second, and, oddly enough, the less explored obstacle is 

that of Stevens' allusions, with which I intend to deal. The term 

allusion, as the Oxford English Dictionary reveals, has been defined at 

one time or another as illusion, word-play, metaphor, parable, and 

allegory. To explore the functions of Stevens' references in terms of 

all these definitions, obsolete anyway, would amount to an encyclopedic 

study of poetics. I shall, however, be discussing metaphorical 

allusions, of which more will be said below. 

o 
One might turn, for instance, to William Van O'Connor's The 

Shaping Spirit; A Study of Wallace Stevens (Chicago, 1950), p. 32, for 
a discussion of Stevens' symbolic use of personae, such as the scholar 
or the sub-man, in his poems. George McFadden's "Probings for an 
Integration: Color Symbolism in Wallace Stevens ," Modern Philology. 
LVIII (February 1961), 186-193, ascribes symbolic roles to Stevens' 
colors on the basis of their position in the color.spectrum. And 
Ralph J. Mills, Jr., in "Wallace Stevens: The Image of the Rock," 
Accent. XXIII (Spring 1958), 75-89; reprinted in Wallace Stevens: A 
Collection of Critical Essays. Marie Borroff, ed. (Englewood Cliffs, 
N. J., 1963), pp. 96-110, claims that Stevens' recurrent rock image 
has symbolic Biblical significance. 
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The OED defines allusion in modern usage as a "covert, implied, 

or indirect reference." Thrall and Hibbard enlarge upon this definition 

somewhat, calling allusion "that figure of speech making casual reference 

to a famous historical or literary figure or event.I think that the 

OED definition ignores the fact that many allusions are quite overt. 

If a poem alludes by name to a specific historical figure, is this not 

a direct reference? The emphasis on casual in Thrall and Hibbard's 

definition could be most misleading. Indeed, one of my major concerns 

is to show that Stevens' allusions are purposeful to his poetry and not 

just casual, offhand references. 

With these reservations in mind and for my purposes in this 

study, I define allusion as that figure of speech making reference, 

either explicitly or implicitly, to a figure or event in a historical 

and literary context. Within this definition, historical may be taken 

to include not only political history but all aspects of the past. An 

allusion to a particular painter or scientist is, for instance, in the 

framework of historical reference. Similarly, an allusion to the Bible 

or to a figure in myth may be regarded as a legitimate literary or his

torical reference. 

These two broad categories of allusion yield various sub

categories which I trust will become evident to the reader proceeding 

through the following chapters. As one might expect, however, problems 

L 
William Flint Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook to Litera

ture (New York, 1936), p. 11. 
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in classification arise. Should a reference to Botticelli's "Birth of 

Venus," for example, be counted among the allusions to painting or to 

myth or both? To avoid clumsy repetition, I try to relegate such 

allusions to the one category that seems to suit them best. For the 

same reason, allusions in poems to be explicated at length will not be 

found in my groupings of allusions. 

Turning to more solid distinctions, these categories of allu

sion exclude geographical names, unless they have specific historical-

literary connotations that are brought to bear on the meaning of the 

poem. In Stevens, these geographical "references" function largely as 

symbols,-* not allusions. Words such as God, heaven. hell, ange 1. or 

devil — names which arise out of a general religious context but do 

not allude to any specific figures or events — are not allusions either. 

When Stevens mentions God, it matters little what God one thinks of as 

long as the word denotes the Supreme Being. A reference to Jehovah, on 

the other hand, evokes the image of the Old Testament God and all He 

signifies. 

By categorizing Stevens' references, I hope to demonstrate two 

major allusive functions. Allusions serve: 1. as vehicles of his 

thought. Stevens' significant ideas are often expressed through his 

Bernard Heringman's "Wallace Stevens: The Use of Poetry," 
ELH, XVI (December 1949), 325, suggests that, in Stevens' poetry, "Polar 
North" symbolizes the realm of imaginative order, the ideal, as opposed 
to the "tropic South," symbolic of the disorders of reality. Mildred E. 
Hartsock, in her valuable little study of Stevens' symbols, "Image and 
Idea in the Poetry of Stevens," Twentieth Century Literature. VII 
(April 1961), 13-14, supports Heringman's view. She notes that images 
of "summer and hot lands" and Southern men, whose physical senses are 
keen as a result of their lush environment, represent in Stevens the 
reality existing outside of the mind. 
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allusions. His idea that the Resurrection taxes modern man's credulity 

and thus weakens his faith in Christianity is, for instance, suggested 

by allusions to Christ's Passion. It is hard to imagine how Stevens 

could have communicated this thought without using such references. 

2. as describers of a poet's attitudes toward various subjects. 

Stevens' allusions to Communism, for example, reveal his antipathy to

ward it. His references to literature frequently indicate his taste in 

authors. 

An understanding of Stevens and his thought is, then, consider

ably enhanced by a study of his allusions. It is difficult to see why 

scholars and critics have so infrequently discussed them. Is it not 

common knowledge among students of literature that writers employ allu

sions for meaningful purposes? My own conversations with students and 

teachers of literature have convinced me that such is not always the 

case. There are those who regard allusions as chiefly decoractive, orna

mental devices having little or no bearing on the meaning of the poem. 

One can only speculate as to whether or not this feeling accounts for 

any of the lack of scholarly-critical interest in Stevens' allusions. 

There is, however, one attitude shared by various Stevens 

scholars that reinforces this lack of interest: they disdain explica

tion. Whatever the theories behind their disdain, it discourages any 

fruitful study of Stevens' allusions. If they are not to be explicated 

and understood, it is scarcely possible to comprehend their significance 

for his thought. Robert D. Spector, in reviewing John J. Enck's 

Wallace Stevens: Images and Judgements (Carbondale, 111., 1964) and 
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Henry Wells' Introduction to Wallace Stevens (Bloomington, Indiana, 

1964), speaks, I suspect, for many readers baffled not only by Stevens' 

poetry but by abstract criticism of it. Spector notes that "Enck 

studies the poetry itself more closely than Wells does. Yet his dis

paragement of explication, like Wells's dismissal of the method, seems 

to rule out the very kind of criticism that most readers need to approach 

Stevens' work." By discussing Stevens' thought in terms of an explica

tive study of his allusions, I hope to point out that previous neglect 

of them constitutes an important oversight in efforts to understand 

Stevens' poetry. 

Many allusions, of course, have little significance beyond the 

use made of them for some immediate effect in a line or phrase. Never

theless, they are purposeful. Chad Walsh's comment about the refer

ences in "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" is applicable to Stevens' 

allusions in general: 

This brief examination of the allusions in "Prufrock" 
shows that they are not capriciously or pedantically used. 
Each serves a precise purpose, to characterize Prufrock and 
his world. It is difficult to think of any way to eliminate 
them, without making the poem more lengthy and diffuse. They 
have a marvelous economy of effect, and they are accurate-
beyond the ordinary power of language.^ 

Any allusion, no matter how apparently "casual," has a purpose 

or function — at least, in the verse of a poet as fine as Stevens. 

6Saturday Review. XLVII (May 30, 1964), 43. 

^Doors Into Poetry (Englewood Cliffs, N. J., 1962), pp. 125-
126. 
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Allusions, as Walsh suggests, have the ability to convey statements 

economically and accurately. Rather than saying in so many words, "The 

gods of the ancient Greeks and Romans are dead; their ability to stir 

feelings of faith in us is nil," Stevens in "The Paltry Nude Starts on 

a Spring Voyage" alludes to Botticelli's "Birth of Venus." He lets the 

contrast drawn between Venus and his own "paltry nude" inform us tacit

ly and succinctly of the death of the gods. The Botticelli reference, 

moreover, helps to couch Stevens' idea in very concrete, physical terms. 

While abstract language tends toward vagueness, writing employing spe

cific example tends toward more exact statement. Allusions, specific 

and concrete yet capable of arousing a host of associations relevant to 

the poem in our minds, are surely "accurate beyond the ordinary power 

of language." 

I shall be concerned, then, with demonstrating how Stevens' 

references function as conveyers of ideas and attitudes and as econom

ical and accurate statements, even if they have bearing on little more 

than a line or phrase. Moreover, I believe that some categorizing of 

the methods Stevens employs in making his allusions can constitute a 

useful critical standard to aid in evaluating his poetic craftsmanship. 

Some -- though scarcely all -- of Stevens' allusions may be classified 

in terms of how they function as artistic types. To try to fit every 

one of Stevens' references into such categories would amount to little 

more than a descriptive exercise. Six important types, however, have 

struck me in reading over Stevens. They are time-honored methods of 

allusion, as several of my examples of.them show. (The examples drawn 

from Stevens' verse will be more fully discussed in the succeeding 
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chapters.) The fact that Stevens employs them all suggests the 

artistry with which he handles the technique of allusion. 

The types, as I have isolated them, are as follows: 

1. The individual symbolic reference. The specific reference 

has symbolic overtones, as utilized by the poet. Shelley's Prometheus, 

representative of man's resolute mind and spirit, is a ready and 

striking example; Spenser's Red Cross Knight, suggestive of man search

ing for holiness, is another. In the following chapter, we shall note 

the importance of Stevens' referencesto Apollo as a symbol of the artist. 

2. The symbolic reference pattern or scheme. All of a poet's 

references to, say, a particular historical period or literary mode may 

suggest a given set of qualities. The later eighteenth century poets, 

for instance, refer to "Gothic" materia (including, for them, Stone-

henge, medieval ruins, Shakespeare and Spenser) to signify that which 

is primitive, wild, romantic, and so on. And poets from Michael Drayton 

in his "To the Virginian Voyage" down to the present have associated 

the American colonist and pioneer with bravery and fortitude. In 

Stevens, references to the eighteenth century indicate an unwillingness 

to face the chaos of modern life, an effort to escape from the present 

into a make-believe world simulating that of the Age of Reason. 

3. The metaphorical reference. The allusion functions as an 

adjunct to a metaphor. I use the term metaphor: a. in the broad 

sense of figurative language and b. in the limited sense of tropes 

that present pictorial images. Milton's image of the fallen angels 

turned into serpents exemplifies this type: 
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. . . they roll'd in heaps, and up the Trees 
Climbing, sat thicker than the snaky locks 
That curl'd Megaera . . . 

(Paradise Lost. Book X, 11. 558-560) 

The comparison of the writhing devils-turned-snakes with Megaera, a 

Fury with "snaky locks," produces a graphic scene. Yeats' line "I 

dream of a Ledaen body, bent" ("Among School Children") offers a well-

known modern example. Stevens' metaphorical allusions -- such as one 

comparing a network of tree branches to the delicate weaving of Arachne 

(turned into a spider by Minerva) — create some of his most subtle and 

charming effects. 

4. The echoic reference. This type involves the use of actual 

or closely paraphrased material from other sources, a particularly 

favored device of modern poets. Witness T. S. Eliot's The Wasteland, 

with its "echoes" from Dante, Milton, Shakespeare, Wagner, Baudelaire, 

and many others. Paradise Lost — echoing Dante, Virgil, Horace, and 

the Bible — offers a classic historical example. Stevens' poetry, as 

we shall see, makes use of echoic references to Dante, Shakespeare and 

Yeats. 

5. The ideological reference. The poet summarizes in his 

verse someone else's thought. James Thomson's "A Poem Sacred to the 

Memory of Sir Isaac Newton" employs this type. The poem sketches the 

great scientist's theories in celebrating them. Emerson's "Brahma" 

owes the train of its thought to passages in the Bhagavad-Gita and the 

Vishnu Purana. Stevens pens a brief, uncomplimentary review of 

Emerson's philosophy in "Looking across the Fields and Watching the 

Birds Fly." 
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6. The hidden, indirect, or "buried" reference. An allusion 

may be suggested in an indirect manner. Dryden's and Pope's thinly dis

guised satiric portraits of their contemporaries afford obvious examples 

of this type. But do the following lines from Shakespeare's sonnet 107 

allude to a prophecy of the death of Queen Elizabeth that proved false? 

The mortal moon hath her eclipse endur'd 
And the sad augurs mock their own presage; 
Incertainties now crown themselves assur'd, 
And peace proclaims olives of endless age. 

The question is debatable. One must take care not to read hidden 

allusions everywhere into a poem. I shall, however, suggest such 

possible references in Stevens if the case appears to me strong enough 

to warrant doing so. I hope, for instance, to show how a "buried" 

reference to Whitman in "Bantams in Pine-Woods" significantly influences 

the interpretation of the whole poem. 

My method of treating Stevens' allusions is explication. In 

many cases, explicating the references suggests their function strongly 

enough to make further statements about them unnecessary. The so-called 

"casual" allusions are especially open to this kind of treatment; to 

note their meaningful relevance to their immediate context is to have 

described their function. I shall, of course, often be more explicit 

in pointing out how various allusions function. 

Each of the following four chapters contains categories of 

allusion that, by and large, exhibit particular attitudes and ideas 

important to an understanding of Stevens. A brief introductory dis

cussion of them will be followed by explications of the references in 

each category. For the sake of convenience and organizational clarity, 
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it seems to me best to treat all the allusions to a particular subject 

in one place. Many references in each category, therefore, do not 

have significant bearing on the ideas and attitudes at hand. I trust, 

however, that this problem can be surmounted by the explicit emphasis 

that I shall place on references that do exhibit Stevens' major 

concerns. Naturally, to cite another problem, there will be allusions 

in one chapter that have relevance to ideas stressed in another. Such 

overlapping can hardly be helped. Again, I think that confusion can 

be avoided by adequate explanation. 

My effort to present an orderly account of Stevens' thought, 

as suggested by his allusions, has determined the sequence of these 

chapters. The central issue that informs them also informs the body of 

Stevens' verse: the question of finding a faith -- or, in Stevens' 

terms, a "fiction" — that satisfies both the mind's sense of reality 

(as conditioned by the twentieth century) and its craving for imagina

tive experience. The following two chapters reveal Stevens' alienation 

from the old gods (Chapter II) and the religious and political orders 

(Chapter III) that he feels inadequate for the task of affording the 

modern mind the satisfactions of faith. The next two chapters suggest 

Stevens' concern with poetry (Chapter IV) and other creative and in

tellectual disciplines (Chapter V) as providers of these satisfactions. 

This is a brief summary of complex matters and necessarily much over

simplified. It will, I hope, suggest the general movement of these 

chapters. 

Another broad organizational principle that I shall follow 

transects the subject categories. Examples of the six allusive types 
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will be noted whenever encountered. Often, it seems to me, the 

briefest mention will do. Individual symbolic references, for example, 

are very common in poetry: to say, "Here is an allusion that repre

sents this or that quality" seems, therefore, sufficient. 

Finally, Chapter VI will discuss the allusions in some of 

Stevens' longer poems. By such discussion as well as by expounding 

Stevens' ideas through his references, I hope to show that allusions 

can do more than inform a line or brief passage. They can function as 

keys to the meanings of whole poems or to the significant aspects of a 

poet's thought. The critical interpreter of a poet's work cannot 

afford to overlook them. 



II. GOTTERDAMMERUNG 

Stevens believed that his era heralded the twilight of the gods. 

"The death of one god," he observes, ,ris the death of all."^ Jove is 

dead; Jehovah and Christ are living on borrowed time. There is in our 

century, according to Stevens, an intense "pressure of reality.1 One 

thinks readily of examples of what Stevens means: two world wars, 

scientific and technological impacts, popular acceptance of Darwin and 

Freud. The wars have undermined man's faith in his ability to put 

Christ's teaching? of charity and brotherhood into practice. Man's 

scientific and technological advances make him feel that he is the 

master of his own fate, the creator of the environment he inhabits. He 

loses, in consequence, the awe of any power higher than himself — only 

to be confronted by the traffic jams and atom bombs of his own making. 

Man realizes, too late, that he is a victim of his own efforts for 

progress; and he has no God to turn to for consolation and assurance 

of a better world to come. Darwin's theories of evolution cause man 

"'•"Notes toward a Supreme Fiction," The Collected Poems of Wallace 
Stevens (New York, 1954), p. 381. Hereafter, page references to the 
poetry in this volume will be included in the text. Page references to 
the poetry in Stevens' Opus Posthumous, ed. Samuel French Morse (New 
York, 1957), and in his The Necessary Angel: Essays on Reality and the 
Imagination (New York, 1951), will also be run into the text. There 
they will be designated P.P. and N.A., respectively. 

^"The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words," The Necessary Angel, 
pp. 12-13. 

13 
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to question his divine creation, and psychology dispels his cherished 

notion that he is endowed by his Creator with freedom of the will. 

Stevens, however, is not particularly concerned with the causes of our 

loss of faith. The point is that ours is, by and large, an age of dis

belief; and Stevens' poetry is concerned with finding new beliefs that 

will suffice for us. 

No myths, or faiths, endure forever as far as Stevens is con

cerned. Men must continually shape new myths and gods that will satisfy 

not only their imaginations but also their sense of reality, a sense 

conditioned by the peculiar realistic pressures of their times. In 

Plato's Phaedrus, the soul is compared to a pair of winged horses and 

a charioteer. Stevens notes that in this figure "the imagination ad

heres to the unreal." To his way of thinking, such a figure "has the 

strength of reality or none at all.,r̂  Plato's figure is, therefore, 

implausible to Stevens. Winged horses, for him, belong to a pleasing 

but effete mythological scheme that is no longer capable of soliciting 

our belief. And this is the trouble with evoking the old gods in 

poetry; they no longer convince us. 

Stevens' attitudes toward the old myths and gods are revealed 

by his allusions to them. Frequently, these attitudes are delineated 

by the tone of the references. Many of Stevens' allusions to classical 

mythology, for example, are scarcely reverent. Doubtless, it is un

necessary to dwell on this observation in order to suggest that Stevens 

3Ibid., p. 7. 
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was not a worshipper of Saturn or Zeus'. The observation does, however, 

enforce a more serious awareness: when a poet is released from the 

necessity of having to treat the myths and gods reverently, they can 

serve him more broadly. Instead of invoking them on a solitary note 

of respectful awe, he can allude to them in whatever tone he chooses. 

With this particular idea in mind, let us turn to Stevens' references 

to classical myth, beginning with his allusions to the gods, goddesses, 

and their abodes. 

The tone of a classical reference, as in this self-explanatory 

line from "The Pure Good of Theory": "Adam of beau regard from fat 

Elysia" (p. 331), may be whimsical. The association of Adam with Elysia, 

the heaven of classical mythology, rather than with Paradise underscores 

Stevens' view that all religions and myths can be lumped together as 

fictions of the past. "The Shape of the Coroner," whose allusive back

drop is the New Testament, reveals the same situation in these lines: 

The elysium lay 
In a parlor of day. 

(P.P.. p. 30) 

Even though not capitalized, "elysium" retains its strong classical 

flavor. 

An ironic use of the word occurs in "Extracts from Addresses to 

the Academy of Fine Ideas." Stevens speaks of 

. . . the mind in these 
Elysia, these days, half earth, half mind 

(pp. 256-257) 
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and of 

. . . these Elysia, these origins, 
This single place in which we are and stay. 

(p. 257) 

In the first instance, Elysia refers to one's mortal time, one's "days," 

and in the second, it refers to one's mortal place, the earth. But 

Elysia is an immortal place; Stevens is drawing an ironic comparison 

between this world and the next. In "Of Heaven Considered as a Tomb" 

. r" 
(p. 56), he expresses ironic doubt about the reality of that next world. 

He wonders if the "dark comedians" (the dead, who are through with life's 

/ , 
comedy) would answer from their "icy Elysee" the greetings of the 

living. 

Occasionally, however, Stevens alludes to the gods in terms of 

their old grandeur. Classical gods and heroes, after all, are commonly 

associated with qualities such as nobility, power, and wisdom. Thus, 

they remain convenient symbols of these qualities. "Note on Moonlight" 

(pp. 531-532), for instance, describes "the great vistas of night air," 

where one's imagination conceives awesome forms "in the arbors that are 

as if of Saturn-star." Saturn, father of the Titans and of Zeus, is an 

apt symbol of procreative power. And the word "arbors," associated with 

vineyards and fruitfulness, reinforces this metaphor of the night sky, 

potent with forms of one's own imagining. 

In "Academic Discourse at Havana," Jupiter is referred to because 

of his association with supreme wisdom. Stevens notes that arguments for 

accepting and appreciating the commonplace in life are "matters" that 

"nourish Jupiters" (p. 144). Thus, he emphasizes the profundity and 

strength of these arguments. The night of the gods is evoked more 
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whimsically in "The Public Square" (pp. 108-109), where the moon is 

referred to as "the bijou of Atlas." Atlas, the mighty Titan who holds 

the world on his shoulders, might well consider the moon his dainty 

bauble. In this way, Stevens emphasizes the moon's fragility and charm, 

qualities appropriate to it as a symbol of the imagination. 

Venus gets varying treatment. In the early "Invective against 

Swans" (p. 4), Stevens refers to her in a rather unpleasant light. 

He speaks of 

. . . one who scrawls a listless testament 
Of golden quirks and Faphian caricatures 

Here Venus is more repugnant than attractive; for Paphos, or Cyprus, the 

island sacred to her, was noted for its sexual indulgences. The writer, 

possibly a poet, listlessly evokes not love but "caricatures" of lust in 

his poetry. In the much later "Of Ideal Time and Choice" (N.A., p. 88), 

Venus takes on profounder significance as a symbol of man's desire to 

experience the physical world. Stevens speaks sadly and ruefully of old 

men, who must dwell with abstractions because they have no other choice: 

they 

. . . lack the will to tell 
A matin gold from gold of Hesperus 

To them, matins have as much appeal as Hesperus, an evening star usually 

associated with Venus; and thus does Stevens lament, much like Yeats, 

the enforced spirituality of old age. The tone of another reference to 

the goddess is humorous as well as rueful. In "The Woman Who Blamed 

Life on a Spaniard" (P.P., pp. 34-35), Stevens observes that the "fowl 

of Venus" is both "dove and goose." Lovers may bill and coo like doves, 

snap at each other like geese, and emulate the latter's traditional 
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gullibility — especially, I suppose, when a fiery Spaniard charms 

his mistress. 

Allusions to Apollo in "New England Verses" (p. 105) function 

as conveyors of significant ideas. The first reference is contained 

in the following couplet: 

Of Phoebus Apothicaire the first beatitude: 
Blessed, who is his nation's multitude. 

Phoebus, like Christ, is a healer of men; and Stevens gives Apollo a 

beatitude to lay down in imitation of Christ's beatitudes. Phoebus is 

also a master musician and, in this respect, a symbol of the artist. 

Stevens identifies the artist with the healer of men; and by alluding 

to Apollo in terms of Christ, Stevens emphasizes that the artist is a 

spiritual healer like Christ. The artist himself, expressing the thoughts 

and emotions of others, is "his nation's multitude." Here is an initial 

clue to Stevens' answer for the problem of disbelief in our time. If 

the old beliefs no longer serve, someone must guide people to new 

beliefs. That someone is the poet. He promulgates in his poetry new 

beliefs, satisfactory integrations of reality and imagination, that will 

appeal to his times. Since these integrations involve imaginative 

experiences, they may be called fictions as well as beliefs. More will 

be said about these matters later. For now, let us look at the second 

couplet: 

And of Phoebus the Tailor the second saying goes: 
Blessed, whose beard is cloak against the snows. 
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Apollo the Tailor is Stevens' witty epithet for Apollo the 

Artist. The tailor's clothes define physical shapes, while the artist's 

fictions describe and define his world. Hair is a symbol of order in 

Stevens' poetry; the "beard" suggests the orderly creations of the artist. 

These creations are the artist's claim to immortality, hence, his pro

tective "cloak" against death (commonly associated with winter, cold, 

and snow). In "The Sail of Ulysses" Apollo appears again as the artist-

revealer of new fictions. He occurs as a figure "imagined among the 

indigenes" (P.P., p. 101). Most of us are "indigenes," our spirits 

provincially bound to earth-cares; and our reliance is upon the artist 

to give us any sense of spiritual uplift. 

An allusion to Romulus and Remus also conveys Stevens' view of 

the poet as spiritual emancipator of the indigenes. "Ploughing on 

Sunday" contains this exuberant statement: 

Remus, blow your horn! 
I'm ploughing on Sunday, 
Ploughing North America. 
Blow your horn! 

(p. 20) 

The injunction to Remus and the act of ploughing recall how Romulus 

ploughed the boundaries of Rome while Remus mocked him. Romulus killed 

his scornful twin, but Stevens has a more sophisticated approach; he 

says, in effect, "Toot your horn at me if you will; I'm getting my job 

done!" Stevens is busy creating a poetry of high intelligence on the 

American scene. He has no time or effort to waste fighting with Remus-

types, those Americans who scoff at poetry as impractical nonsense. 
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A second allusion to specifically Roman myth has sorrowful over

tones. "Extraordinary References" (p. 369) sketches a familiar World 

War II scene on the American home front. The soldier-father is dead, 

but mother and daughter find peace in the spring. Its coming testifies 

to the age-old life cycle of nature, in which both dead and living are 

contained. The child goes outside, where, 

In the inherited garden, a second-hand 
Vertumnus creates an equilibrium. 

The Roman god Vertumnus had charge of vegetation and of the seasons at 

1 
their times of change. He signifies an eternal balance in nature, as 

disclosed in the give and take of the family tragedy: the father's 

death helps to secure the child's little Eden-like world, as symbolized 

by the garden, "inherited" from him. Also, as god of vegetation, Vertumnus 

is more indicative of life springing out of death than vice versa. 

Thus, he echoes the mother's consolation in spring's life-renewal. The 

fact that he is "second-hand" suggests his being a sundial in the garden 

but, more important, stresses his remoteness: he is an almost forgotten, 

second-hand store god. In the face of personal tragedy, the philosophi

cal comfort that Vertumnus suggests appears doubtful and far-fetched to 

the emotionally bereaved consciousness. This ancient figure nevertheless 

does translate the immediate tragedy into historically objective terms. 

The dead soldier's sacrifice for home and country is spared from becoming 

the occasion of patriotic cliches and sentimentality. Stevens does not 

minimize the human loss. He does see that the soldier's death is part 

of nature's life-cycle, transcending human years. And he offers whatever 
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honest comfort one can have in that realization in place of a Fourth of 

July eulogy. 

The Apollo, Remus, and Vertumnus references afford good examples 

of the way in which allusions make for poetic economy and accuracy. 

These three brief references convey numerous suggestions, all of them 

meaningful for their particular contexts. They clarify Stevens' thought 

while at the same time contributing to its depth and significance. The 

following allusions to Melpomene and the classical underworld and its 

figures do much the same thing. 

As the Vertumnus allusion intimates, Stevens is not the sort of 

writer who dwells on a calamity for all of its own sad worth. "In a 

Bad Time" repudiates as mad those who focus their lives exclusively 

around misery. I cannot help thinking that Stevens had certain of our 

modern tragic dramatists in mind when he says: 

Sordid Melpomene, why strut bare boards, 
Without scenery or lights . . . 

The muse of misery? Speak loftier lines. 
Cry out, "I am the purple muse." 

(p. 427) 

Stevens, like Whitman, wants the poet to give full voice to his grandeur. 

He evidently feels that Melpomene, the Muse of Tragedy, has lost her old 

glory. The "bare boards," the lack of scenery and lights, recall modern 

staging effects. They also emphasize the muse's present impoverished 

state. The modern dramatists prefer to dwell on misery alone in their 

plays; but tragedy must show us nobility of character along with sorrow 

and fear. Stevens wants "loftier lines" from our dramatists; he wants 

Melpomene to assume her ancient, regal bearing -- to wear the royal 
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purple of the spirit's nobility once again. 

This desire for man's spirit to soar out of the misery he allots 

himself also motivates the early "Infernale" (O.P., pp. 24-25). A 

"Hoar of night" sees Proserpine flying out of Hell and expresses his 

surprise. In the legend, of course, Proserpine's leaving Hell is only 

temporary. Pluto, the God of the Underworld, allows her eight months a 

year with the Olympians. Stevens omits this darker side of the story; 

he is content to free Proserpine, maiden of the spring, and forget 

about death and winter. Later and more sophisticated uses of figures 

from the Underworld include another reference to Proserpine, Persephone 

this time, in "Things of August." Here, one remembers "The sad smell 

of the lilacs" but "Not as the fragrance of Persephone" (p. 491). Death 

and remembrance, symbolized conventionally by lilacs, are not to be 

treated in mythic terms. Rather, as Stevens goes on to point out, one 

should think of death as an earthly, physical process: "The rich earth" 

is "of its own self made rich" (p. 491). This idea harks back to the 

great life-cycle of nature suggested in "Extraordinary References." In 

"The River of Rivers in Connecticut" (p. 533), Stevens truly celebrates 

that concept by noting that the river "this side of Stygia," signifying 

life, is so strong "no ferryman" could "bend against its propelling 

force." Charon, the boatman of Styx and symbol here of death, must 

himself be swept up in the tow of this great river; for death itself is 

part of the process of change in the cyclical life activity of nature. 

Besides the gods and their abodes, Stevens alludes to classical 

heroes and heroines. An allusion to Hercules in "New England Verses" 

reveals Stevens' democratic attitude. Stevens asks why one should "nag 
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at the ideas of Hercules" since "All things in the sun are sun" (p. 104). 

Poor Hercules is traditionally a blockhead, but even his foggy notions 

have their place in the world. The poet of high intelligence supports 

the right of the densest minds to have their say. 

In contrast with such witty disparagement of a classical hero, 

"Phases" alludes to Agamemnon to suggest martial glory, associated with 

his heroic warrior nature. Speaking of the role of the soldier in 

World War I, Stevens says that his 

. . .  w a s  t h e  s a l t y  t a s t e  o f  g l o r y ,  
That it was not 
Like Agamemnon's story. 
Only an eyeball in the mud 

CQ~E^, p. 3) 

An obvious allusion to the fact that modern warfare is no place for the 

Miniver Cheevys to earn their spurs. Later, though, Stevens decides 

that the "taste of glory," though "salty," has its compensations. 

"Fallen Winkle," whose life would have otherwise been inglorious among 

the London masses, 

. . .  f e l t  t h e  p r i d e  
Of Agamemnon 
When he died. 

(O^P., p. 4) 

A more mature use of allusion occurs in later poems referring 

to the Ulysses story. "The Sail of Ulysses" (P.P., pp. 99-105) and the 

shorter version Stevens salvaged from it called "Presence of an External 

Master of Knowledge" (0.P.. pp. 105-106) are dramatic monologues spoken 

by Ulysses. Ulysses, as the almost identical first stanzas of the poems 

tell us, is "the symbol of the seeker." As such, he is the appropriate 
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4 
figure to deliver these discourses on the pursuit of knowledge. The 

poems seem definitely influenced by Tennyson's "Ulysses." That poem is 

also a dramatic monologue spoken by Ulysses, eager 

To follow knowledge like a sinking star, 
Beyond the utmost bound of human thought. 

Stevens may also have had Ulysses' speech in Dante's "Inferno" (Canto 

XXVI) in mind. It characterizes the hero as a seeker after the world's 

experience. 

Two poems allude somewhat indirectly to Ulysses. "The World as 

Meditation" (pp. 520-521) shifts the focus from Ulysses to Penelope. 

Although Ulysses' physical presence is denied her, Penelope feels that 

she can still experience a sense of his great energy by appreciating 

the vitality of nature itself. Again Stevens offers the concept of 

life itself as solace for the absence of the physical person. 

Calypso is mentioned in "Life on a Battleship" with reference 

to her charming captivity of Ulysses. A ship captain tries to convince 

his crew that the best society is one 

Without a society, the politicians 
Gone, as in Calypso's isle. 

(P.P., p. 79) 

The captain is a would-be communist dictator. He wants to give his men 

the illusion that they are living in a Marxist paradise. The flaw for 

them, as for Ulysses on Calypso's Ogygia, is that they will not really 

be more than enslaved puppets. 

^Samuel French Morse tells us in his "Introduction" to Opus 
Posthumous, xxiii, that the poem was written for the Phi Beta Kappa 
exercises at Columbia University in 1954. 
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A light-hearted Homeric allusion in "Peter Parasol" rounds out 

this examination of Stevens' references to classical heroes and heroines. 

The boulevardier of the poem poses a question: why are all women not as 

fair as Andromache, 

Having, each one, most praisable 
Ears, eyes, souls, skins, hair? 

(P.P.. p. 20) 

Andromache was noted for character as well as beauty. Our dandy, how

ever, has more to say about her physical charms. That they preoccupy 

him is, of course, in keeping with the kind of breezy fellow he is. 

Stevens' other classical allusions include one that functions 

metaphorically. "Variations on a Summer Day" refers to the "Arachne 

integument of dead trees" (p. 234). Minerva, angry at Arachne for 

besting her at weaving, turned the maid into a spider. Stevens' refer

ence, then, suggests the intricately-laced, spidery effect of the dead 

tree branches. 

An allusion to the Cyclops in "The Owl in the Sarcophagus" con

veys a comforting view of death. Stevens alludes to that 

. . .  s u m m e r  o f  C y c l o p s  
Underground . . . 

(p. 435) 

when Peace possesses us at our death. Cronos — horrified by his giant, 

one-eyed offspring, the Cyclopes — managed to keep them pent up in the 

earth for a time. In death, no Cyclopean terrors stalk us; the dead are 

at peace in their eternal summer. 

A generalized sort of reference occurs in the poem "Dezembrum." 
• r " . r 

Stevens, however, was probably thinking of the enchanting world of 
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classical mythology when he wistfully observes: 

Tonight there are only the winter stars. 
The sky is no longer a junk-shop, 
Full of javelins and old fire-balls, 
Triangles and the names of girls. 

(p. 218) 

The mind's horizons have been purged of their charming but 

effete mythologies. But the mind needs the reassurance of faith. It 

must believe in an absolute structure of reality, solid and enduring, 

beyond its own limited concepts."* It must believe that this structure 

orders the disparate experiences of the universe into an ultimately 

meaningful whole. Otherwise, life becomes an accident, a meaningless 

adventure in total chaos. And reality comes to be little more than 

what the egocentric whims of the mind choose to make it. 

These and the following matters have bearing on the spirit in 

which one takes Stevens' allusions to the Bible and to Christianity. 

In discussing them, there will be occasion to examine the view that 

Stevens is anti-Christian. That view, in my opinion, needs modification. 

Simply because certain aspects of a fiction or faith strike the contempo

rary mind as unconvincing, the whole faith is not necessarily called into 

question. Stevens' answer for the problem of faith is, as I have sug

gested, poetry itself. (He affirms that "After one has abandoned a 

belief in god, poetry is that essence which takes its place as life's 

redemption."^) Nevertheless, his poetry suggests that Stevens viewed 

Christ's teachings with respect. 

^O'Connor, The Shaping Spirit, p. 49. 

g 
"Adagia,rr Opus Posthumous, p. 158. 
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Just how poetry supplies the mind with the satisfactions of 

belief can be discussed more fruitfully in Chapter IV. For now, it is 

important to understand the poet's role. Is he some sort of god in that 

he creates our beliefs? Far from being an omniscient god, the poet — 

like any man — has a mind capable of only limited perceptions into 

reality. The best that the poet can do is to create fictions in which 

one believes not in and for themselves but for the intimations they give 

man of ultimate reality. For if the mind is limited to its own percep

tions, it can only imagine the reality beyond it. The mind, in short, 

strives toward this reality through its own fictions. And the poet, the 

highly imaginative man, is particularly endowed with the fiction-making 

power. Thus, he is not God but the mediator of God, of ultimate reality, 

for man. 

Naturally, if the poet can approach ultimate reality only through 

the fictions he creates, he is going to be much concerned with his own 

perceptions and sensations. In the poem "Jumbo" (p. 269), Stevens 

refers to the poet as an "ancestor of Narcissus." The poet is Narcissus 

because he needs a fine knowledge of his own mind and senses to do his 

job. He must overcome the illusive perceptual tricks of his own person

ality as much as possible to obtain surer intimations of the reality 

outside it. 

It is important, as I have suggested, to be aware of these 

ideas when interpreting Stevens' Biblical allusions. Whatever objections 

to Christianity these references suggest, they do not reflect Stevens 

as an egocentric dandy. He is not substituting a hedonism of the senses 
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for religious inspiration nor a narcissistic conception of the self for 

God. In fact, many of the following Biblical references show that 

Stevens, if repudiating certain aspects of Christianity, was favorably 

influenced by others. 

Stevens' allusions to Satan are informed, it seems to me, by a 

Christian awareness. To be sure, Stevens' lines in "Esthetique du Mai" 

(p. 319), 

The death of Satan was a tragedy 
For the imagination. . . . 

along with the whimsical lament for the devil that follows, do little to 

establish him with sober-sided Christians. But occasionally the tone of 

a reference can be deceptive. One must detach the imaginative concept 

of Satan from the evil he symbolizes; to Stevens, Satan is just one more 

mythological figure that has lost its hold on man's imagination. It is 

the lost grandeur of the Satan concept — embodied, for instance, in 

Milton's Satan — that Stevens wittily laments. "Examination of the 

Hero in a Time of War" recognizes Satan's bestiality. Remarking that 

Xenophon's statues do not capture Xenophon, Stevens calls on "Obscure 

Satanas" to "make a model" (p. 277) of the dynamic but brutal warrior 

spirit that must have animated the Greek general. "Satanas" is an 

archaic or obsolete form of Satan that was also applied to a wild animal. 

Stevens refers, then, to that streak of barbarity in man, obscured by the 

veneers of civilization, that comes out in him in time of war. 

A reference to Satan in "Banal Sojourn" (pp. 62-63) also upholds 

a Christian attitude. The joys of nature in summer cannot dispel a 

malaise that the speaker feels. The flowers may bloom and the birds 



may sing, but "who can care at the wigs despoiling the Satan ear?" The 

insects called earwigs derive their name from the superstition that they 

crawl into the ear. One commonly associates insects with repulsive 

qualities; and the earwigs suggest life's unpleasant aspects, oppressing 

the consciousness in spite of the Eden-like lushness of summer. The 

ear, one of the acutest of the sense organs, aptly represents the con

sciousness and its more subtle powers of apprehension. The ear is 

Satanic because it is preoccupied here with sensations of evil. This 

desire to come to grips with evil instead of doting on pleasant outer 

appearances is certainly good Christian thought. 

Allusions to Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden tend to support 

further the idea that Stevens is influenced by the Christian ethic. The 

already-mentioned "Adam of beau regard, from fat Elysia" depicts Adam 

as a pampered darling in a sluggish paradise. As Daniel Fuchs suggests 

in relation to "The Revolutionists Stop for Orangeade" (pp. 102-103), 

Stevens' thought echoes the doctrine of the fortunate Fall. As Fuchs 

sees the poem, the revolutionaries represent the human race. They are 

"comic in their imperfection"; and they ask their captain, symbolic of 

God, for a song that is suitable for them. The song is "of serpent 

kin," with their "Tongues around the fruit.rr In other words, it is of 

man's inherent evil since the Fall.^ One should, I think, also note 

the emphasis on the tree of knowledge in the poem. It was only through 

the Fall that Adam came to knowledge of the world and self. And for 

^The Comic Spirit of Wallace Stevens (Durham, North Carolina, 
1963), pp. 162-163. 



30 

Stevens, knowledge -- whether of evil or of good — must be continually 

sought out by the mind in its efforts to attain a sense of reality. 

Ralph Mills proposes that the pair who stop to rest before a huge rock 

in "How to Live. What to Do" (pp. 125-126) are Adam and Eve cast out 

8 
of the Garden. The rock, representing the challenge of the new order 

of things, is preferable to 

. . . the muck of the land 
That they had left . . . 

Eden is a "muck" because its pleasures, innocent though they are, lull 

the mind and encourage the senses to wallow in sweet delight. Stevens 

is glad to get the human race on the path of knowledge. He leaves Eden 

to the spiritual beachcombers. Stevens does have an Eden of his own to 

celebrate in "The Sail of Ulysses," but his Eden has no connection with 

Adam's paradise. Stevens' Eden must be 

A freedom at last from the mystical, 
The beginning of a final order, 
The order of man's right to be 
As he is, the discipline of his scope 
Observed as an absolute, himself. 

(P.P.. p. 101) 

It is an Eden based on a supreme knowledge of oneself and one's capabili

ties. 

The Eden references tempt one to draw a parallel between Stevens 

and the Puritan diarists. Both sought to examine themselves from 

religious motivation. But Stevens strives toward reality, not Christian 

salvation, through self-knowledge. And Stevens questions the efficacy 

for our time of Biblical as well as classical fictions. 

^"Wallace Stevens: The Image of the Rock," Accent. XVIII, 76; 
reprinted in Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 97. 
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"Asides on the Oboe," for instance, alludes to 

That obsolete fiction of the wide river in 
An empty land . . . 

These lines, as Fuchs points out, bring to mind the drowning of 

9 
Pharaoh's host (Exodus 14: 21-31). "Academic Discourse at Havana" 

mentions "Jehovah and the great sea-worm" (p. 142), which suggests an 

equally slighting reference to the Bible — in this case, to the story 

of Jonah and the whale (Jonah 1: 17-22). 

As in the case of classical mythology, however, Stevens does 

utilize Biblical figures and events that make effective symbols. "The 

Auroras of Autumn" celebrates the father-principle as the perceptive 

guide-force in man's nature. Stevens speaks of his father-abstraction 

as "strong in the bushes of his eyes" (p. 414). As Donald Davie notes, 

this could well refer to the burning bush of the Old Testament (Exodus 

3: 2-4).^® Thus, the Biblical allusion enforces the idea of the fiery, 

far-seeing power of the "father's" eyes. An obvious reference to the 

burning bush occurs in "An Ordinary Evening in New Haven." The revela

tions man has of the nobility and high seriousness of life are "Like 

blessed beams from out a blessed bush" (p. 477). Moses' vision of the 

majesty of God symbolizes, then, man's realization of the majesty of 

life. 

9 
The Comic Spirit, p. 90. 

^Donald Davie, "'The Auroras of Autumn,'" Perspective. VII 
(Autumn 1954), 129-130; reprinted in The Achievement of Wallace Stevens. 
Ashley Brown and Robert S. Haller, eds., (Philadelphia, 1962), p. 99. 
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Further Old Testament references suggest various attitudes and 

ideas held by Stevens. "An Ordinary Evening" (p. 479) also alludes 

to the poet of Ecclesiastes. Every age, according to Stevens, has its 

distinctive characteristics; and it is the poet's task to bring them 

to light. Some poet, "A figure like Ecclesiast," is destined to be the 

great delineator of the present era. The poet as characterizer of his 

times is aptly represented by the "Ecclesiast." His fatalism, surely, 

is echoed in the spirit of resignation before God's Will that typifies 

the Old Testament Jews. 

The poem "Country Words,r (p. 207) alludes to 

. . . Belshazzar, putrid rock, 
Pillar of a putrid people. 

One recalls Belshazzar as the weak king whose excesses brought about 

his downfall, as foretold by the handwriting on the wall (Daniel 5:5-30). 

Stevens utilizes the spirit of the Biblical story to tell modern Bel-

shazzars, or hedonists, that there is more to life than physical facts 

and pleasures. The Biblical Belshazzar's doom lurks in the background 

as a warning to them. 

Something of a wistful note of doom is sounded in "A Fish-Scale 

Sunrise" when Stevens says: 

Melodious skeletons, for all of last night's music 
Today is today and the dancing is done. 

(p. 160) 

One is reminded of Ezekiel's vision of the living dry bones (Ezekiel 

37:1-15), but Stevens emphasizes that the bones must die. In the 

later "Montrachet-Le-Jardin," Stevens suggests the dry bones passage 
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more in the spirit of the original: 

The salty skeleton must dance because 
He must, in the aroma of summer nights, 
Licentious violet and lascive rose 

Older people still feel the tug of the physical and respond to it as 

much as they can. One thinks of the elders lusting for Susanna in 

"Peter Quince at the Clavier" (pp. 89-92) as another example of physi-

cality's tug at the aging. In "Peter Quince," as in "The History of 

Susanna" in the Apocrypha, the virtuous woman eludes the elders. But 

the last stanza of Stevens' poem offers the aged some comfort. "The 

body dies,r but the "body's beauty lives": the physical must perish; 

but the idea of the physical, enshrined in one's memory, lives. When 

"Susanna's music touched" the elders' "bawdy strings," all they received 

was "Death's ironic scraping." In the Biblical tale, the elders are 

put to death for their lies about Susanna and their attempted seduction 

of her; but over and above this, the poem suggests that their desire 

was mocked by their own impotence. Stevens, like Yeats, in no way 

sugar-coats the bitter pill of age. True to his search for reality, 

he looks old age squarely in the face and makes his readers do the 

same. 

Turning to Stevens' New Testament allusions, one perceives a 

definite shift in tone. Gone is the witty banter at the expense of 

Hercules or of the Garden of Eden. Stevens questions one's ability to 

believe, say, in the Resurrection. But the spirit behind the doctrines 

and miracles of Christianity — its emphasis on peace and brotherhood 

and love -- meant much to Stevens. Can one regard Stevens as a Christian? 

Only in the sense that he recognizes spiritual values in the Christian 
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in scanning Stevens' New Testament references that he balked at the 

acceptance of Christian dogma and miracle. 

The late poem "One of the Inhabitants of the West" (pp. 503-504) 

certainly seems to support the Christian spiritual viewpoint. Stevens 

observes that 

. . . evening's one star 
And its pastoral text 

call forth our powers of prophecy. The star of Bethlehem and the text 

of the New Testament are strongly suggested here, especially since "the 

archangel of evening" praises "This one star's blaze." The archangel 

recalls Gabriel, who made the Annunciation to Mary (Luke 1:26-38). 

Gabriel, who will blow his horn to herald the Last Judgment, is truly 

evening's angel. The star and its text address a "reader without a 

body," calling him and its other readers "Horrid figures of Medusa" and 

noting that night has fallen over Europe. In Greek myth, Perseus decapi

tated the Gorgon Medusa, whose gaze could turn men to stone. Often in 

World War II men spoke and wrote about the dark night of barbarism that 

enveloped Europe then. Contemporary mankind is Medusa-like. Having 

denied Christ's text — His appeal to men to love one another, in parti

cular — modern man has given his license to the Hitlers, with their 

hatreds and violence. Reading Christ's text in the light of his denial, 

modern man is confronted by his own guilt and gazes prophetically at his 

own damnation. He has turned himself, through his own selfish fears and 

hardness of heart, to stone. 
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The opening of the last stanza is especially difficult: 

These are not banlieus 
Lacking men of stone, 
In a well-rosed two-light 
Of their own. 

In an address given at Bard College in 1948, Stevens said, "On Easter 

the great ghost of what we call the next world invades and vivifies this 

present world, so that Easter seems like a day of two lights, one the 

sunlight of the bare and physical end of winter, the other the double 

light."11 By the "double light," Stevens means the world one perceives 

as a result of the interplay of imagination (here, the "ghost" of the 

"next world") and reality ("this present world"). The banlieus, the 

suburbs, do not lack their "men of stone," who dwell in a rosy world — 

a world where the emphasis is on the pleasures of the imagination rather 

than the burdens of reality. These suburbanites like to imagine that the 

ghost of the next world will sustain them. But they are ignoring the 

ugly realities they have helped to create in the present world. 

Now the text speaks, revealing itself as "the archangel of 

evening," celebrator of the blazing star. Just as Gabriel made The 

Annunciation to Mary, so does the New Testament continually bring to man

kind tidings that they can be saved through the fellowship of love. The 

elderly Stevens speaks to himself in particular with these words he puts 

in the archangel's mouth: 

"Suppose it was a drop of blood . . . 
So much guilt lies buried 
Beneath the innocence 
Of autumn days." 

•^"Honors and Acts," Opus Posthumous, p. 239. 



Stevens and his generation have subverted the "star's blaze" (signifying 

Christ's birth and man's hope for salvation through love) to a "drop of 

blood" (signifying Christ's crucifixion and man's denial of love). By 

the autumn of one's life, the sins and follies of one's youth seem dis

tant. But this comfort is bitter-sweet. The guilt, however buried, is 

still there. 

That Stevens admired Christ's life and teachings also seese evi

dent from an allusion in "Dutch Graves in Bucks County." The "ecstacy" 

of the dead Dutch pioneers "was the glory of heaven in the wilderness" 

(p. 292). Their spirit in the face of frontier trials is equated with 

that of Christ fasting in the wilderness and withstanding the temptations 

of Satan (Matthew 4:1-11). And one might add this further note about 

"Ploughing on Sunday" (p. 20): it recalls Jesus' defiance of the 

Pharisees and the Old Testament injunction against working on the Sabbath 

in Matthew 2:1-15. Thus does Stevens twit the American indigenes, who, 

as I have suggested earlier, are suspicious of poets. They are the 

poet's Pharisees; but, like Christ, the poet is a spiritual emancipator 

who does his job in spite of them. 

Further references also support Christian viewpoints. "Palace 

of the Babies" (p. 77) affirms Christ's saying that "Whosoever shall not 

receive the kingdom of God as a little child, he shall not enter therein" 

(Mark 10:15). A disbeliever, a rationalist, walks alone outside the 

palace and gates of heaven. Babies enter the palace's "shimmering room" 

because they are drawn there "by dreams of fledgling wing," that is, 

their visions of new found faith. But the disbeliever's "dark mind" 

entertains only "The clambering wings of birds of black." Unable to accept 
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God with child-like faith, the rationalist has only his "clambering" 

thoughts, all of which come to one conclusion, symbolized by blackbirds: 

death. And in "The Good Man Has No Shape" (p. 364), Stevens attacks 

doubters of a less high-minded, more viciously selfish sort. A good man, 

typifying all such men, is betrayed by Lazarus to a mob that kills him. 

The irony that Lazarus betrays the good man is reinforced by John 11: 

47-53: the priests decided to kill Christ because His raising of Lazarus 

from the dead gave Him too much influence among the people. But Stevens' 

Lazarus is the actual betrayer of the good man. Reproached by a good 

man's example, his sinful neighbours -- especially those who feel cha

grined to be in his debt — will contrive to destroy him on the cynical 

grounds that the good man has no human shape, or, does not exist. "As 

if they knew," says Stevens ruefully to close the poem. 

Christ's Passion is alluded to several other times, but Stevens' 

tone on most of these occasions is critical. Stevens, to be sure, is 

moved by Jesus on the cross. He sympathizes with a man who suffers for 

his goodness, but the process of the deification of Christ does not 

appeal to him. This part of Christianity makes too many demands on his 

credulity. The modern mind rejects as false miracles which contradict 

its insights into the scientific processes of nature. The beliefs, or 

fictions, of the mind, to reiterate an earlier point, must always be 

grounded in a realistic attitude whose validity the scientific part of 

the mind cannot challenge. One sees this rejection by Stevens of the 

miracles and dogma surrounding the Passion in his allusions to the 

Communion. 
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In "The American Sublime," for example, Stevens notes that sub

limity is apprehended directly by the spirit. A sense of spiritual up

lift cannot be induced by artificial, external rituals such as Communion. 

In order to achieve that sense, as Stevens asks, 

What wine does one drink? 
What bread does one eat? 

(p. 131) 

The spirit takes its inspiration from the realities of its own experi

ence, or not at all. "A Fading of the Sun" (p. 139) urges people to 

find life's joys within themselves, where 

The wine is good. The bread, 
The meat is sweet 
And they will not die. 

Again Stevens stresses the communion of the spirit with its own experi

ence. "Examination of the Hero in a Time of War" calls imagination "The 

bread and wine of the mind" (p. 275), further emphasizing the mind's reli

ance upon its own imaginative powers for its spiritual rejuvenation. An 

exception to this kind of secularized "inner light" thesis occurs in the 

same poem, but here the reference to the Communion is hardly Christian in 

spirit: the rousing sight of a military parade makes the pauperized 

"skeleton" forget his crust to partake of war's "communion" (p. 278). 

The immature poem "Lulu Morose" (O.P., p. 27) refers to the 

Passion indirectly, and with sardonic — perhaps somewhat questionable — 

wit. "Father nature" is jabbing at his "corns" from "an ottoman of thorns." 

Thus, "father nature" is getting an even more ignoble dose of pain than 

Christ, with His crown of thorns. The boredom and misery of the 

fin de siecle aesthetes and dandies is the fashionable pose the poem is 

striving for. 
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"The Death of a Soldier" (p. 97) repudiates the fanfare with which 

people celebrate Christ's Resurrection. When a common soldier falls, 

He does not become a three-days' personage, 
Imposing his separation, 
Calling for pomp. 

"Death," for the soldier, "is absolute and without memorial." The con

trast of his hard, but realistic, fate with that of the deified Christ 

serves to show up the pretentious, fanciful nature of the Resurrection 

idea, as Stevens sees it. "The Shape of the Coroner" .(P.P.. pp. 29-30) 

also debunks the Resurrection myth. The joy of Palm Sunday — depicted 

in terms of a kind of big-city labor day parade, replete with brass 

bands as well as palms — is dispelled by the appearance of the coroner. 

He comes as the final, ignominious caretaker of us all, including Christ. 

"Sunday Morning" makes it clear to us in memorable lines that 

Christ, as far as Stevens is concerned, is dead once and for all: 

. . . "The tomb in Palestine 
Is not the porch of spirits lingering. 
It is the grave of Jesus, where he lay." 

(p. 70) 

In contrast to Jove, who "in the clouds had his inhuman birth," Jesus 

is a godhead springing up out of the flesh and substance of man himself. 

His irrevocable death, consequently, hits us especially hard. It dispels 

our fondest hopes of a paradise beyond this life and time. But, as 

Stevens sees it, reality must be served in spite of man's hopes and 

wishful thinking concerning immortality. The poem does, however, conclude 

on a note suggesting that the Spirit of Christ survives. Pigeons (the 

pigeon being a traditional symbol of the Holy Ghost) 

. . . make 
Ambiguous undulations as they sink 
Downward to darkness on extended wings. 

(p. 70) 
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These pigeons may well represent those whose lives are governed by 

Christ's teachings. They too die and sink into darkness; but, in the 

conduct of their lives, they recall the life of Jesus. As "Ambiguous" 

suggests, they are hardly perfect recreations of Christ; but an ele

ment of his spirit does exist in their personalities. 

"Depression before Spring" (p. 63) utilizes the Resurrection 

concept symbolically to express Stevens' impatience for the return of 

the green grass of spring: 

The cock crows 
But no queen rises. 

The cock is mentioned, I am sure, in his capacity as herald of the 

morning. But his New Testament overtones (Matthew 26:73-75, for example) 

do reinforce the Resurrection notion in the background of the poem. 

Stevens refers to the Passion for much the same symbolic purpose 

in "Lunar Paraphrase" (p. 107). Calling the moon "the mother of pathos 

and pity," Stevens paints a beautifully haunting picture of "her old 

light" moving "along the branches," as if dependent upon them for 

support, at "the wearier end of November." It is a time 

•When the body of Jesus hangs in a pallor, 
Humanly near, and the figure of Mary, 
Touched on by hoar-frost, shrinks in a shelter 
Made by the leaves, that have rotted and fallen. 

The dying year is equated with the dying Christ. The picture of Christ 

hanging so "Humanly near" on the cross is a poignant one. The agony 

of Christ the man, as I have suggested, elicits Stevens' compassionate 

treatment. 

Stevens also alludes to Saint John and to the Book of Revelation. 

The intention of these references is difficult to grasp. They are 
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meant to convey, it seems to me, Stevens' ideas about the value of 

poetic metaphor as a describer of reality. In "Description without 

Place," Stevens speaks of the need for a book about a concept possible 

only in "description," a word he equates with "revelation." This con

cept will be "The thesis of the plentifullest John" (pp. 344-345). A 

poet, by means of metaphor, may render a description of something that 

does not actually exist. That description is a revelation of 

. . .  a n  a r t i f i c i a l  t h i n g  t h a t  e x i s t s ,  
In its own seeming, plainly visible, 

Intenser than any actual life could be 
(p. 344) 

The poet creates a "thing that exists" and makes it seem more striking 

to us than actuality by means of his art. John, in his poetic vision 

of the triumph of Christianity in Revelation, has created such a 

"thing," or fiction. But our time needs a new fictive concept, one 

which will strike us with all the force and vitality of "the plenti

fullest John" -- or, John's vision when it commanded mankind's fullest 

allegiance. 

John, then, represents for Stevens the supreme poet of a great 

fiction of the past. And Revelation, with its large store of symbolism, 

is an apt illustration of Stevens' viewpoint that man-made artifacts 

can be as real as nature's constructions — a view that is basic to 

nineteenth century French symbolism. Stevens, however, seems to 

differentiate between two kinds of metaphors. For him, metaphors are 

either informed by the mind's sense of that which is real or they are 

not. Plato's likening the soul to a pair of winged horses and 
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charioteer exemplifies the latter sort. That figure exists as a metaphor 

conceived and executed into language by the mind. But the mind recog

nizes that the figure enjoys a purely imaginary existence. Thomas 

Whitbread's comment is relevant: "We should also remember that the 

metaphors the mind conceives are real and can be valuable insofar as 

12 the thoughts and feelings which impel and inform them are real." 

In alluding to John's vision in Revelation, Stevens has, I think, 

two aims in mind. First of all, he wants to establish his view that 

metaphors conceived in the mind can have a real existence of their own; 

this position allows him to represent thoughts and feelings about reality 

in symbols that can be highly satisfying to the imagination. Secondly, 

Stevens probably felt that John was a good example of the symbolist poet 

whose imaginative figures referred to real and enduring values. As the 

apostle best loved by Christ and the preacher of a Gospel that particu

larly stresses Christian love, John, the fiery poet of Revelation, also 

embodies the concepts of love and brotherhood: ideals of Christ's 

mission that appealed to Stevens, as I have suggested. 

"Saint John and the Back-Ache" (pp. 436-437) is particularly con

cerned with John as the creator of "artificial" symbols for the realities 

toward which our feelings grope. The remarks made by the speaker called 

the Back-Ache are scanty and elusive. Thus, the Back-Ache's position 

must be largely inferred from Saint John's arguments against it. On 

the basis of these arguments, it would appear that the Back-Ache re

gards the real world as one of physical objects immediately accessible 

to the mind and its perceptions. As Jeremy Ingalls notes, the Back-Ache 

12"The Later Poems of Wallace Stevens" (unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, Dept. of English, Harvard University, 1959), p. 32. 
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is "a projection of the aching-back-toward things of this earth, since 

13 
they are the most nearly accessible resources of human perception." 

The Back-Ache's views put one strongly in mind of the empiricism 

of John Locke. Locke's theory of knowledge proposes that man's under

standing of the external world comes to him through his sensations and 

his reflections upon them. The tangible world of natural objects, 

readily apprehended by the senses, looms large in such a theory. And it 

looms large in the art of the inheritors, in a general sense, of Locke's 

empiricism: the modern realists and naturalists. But art, for Stevens, 

is more than just a reproduction of external reality or nature. There 

is the metaphorical reality we have noted. 

Evidently, the Back-Ache holds that reality is what we can see, 

touch, and so on. It appears so, at any rate, since John argues for the 

existence of metaphorical reality by noting that there is a 

. . . dumbfoundering abyss 
Between us and the object . . . 

For Stevens, there is, as Robert Pack puts it, an "apparent dichotomy 

between things as they are known to the perceptual eye and things as 

they are known by human feelings and imagination . . . Infinite reality 

does not prefer one or the other, but rather includes both."^ The 

"dumbfoundering abyss" that Saint John notes is the gap one senses 

between the reality that greets the eye (I mean not just the physical 

organ of sight but all the ways and means the mind has of apprehending 

1 ̂  
"The Poetry of Wallace Stevens: A Christian Context," 

Religion in Life. XXXI (Winter, 1961-1962), 126. 

^Wallace Stevens: An Approach to His Poetry and Thought 
(New Brunswick, N.J., 1958), p. 76. 
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reality) and what the imagination makes of it. The latter, then, is 

metaphorical reality. Saint John describes it as follows: 

The possible nest in the invisible tree, 
Which in a composite season, now unknown, 
Denied, dismissed, may hold a serpent, loud 
In our captious hymns, erect and sinuous, 
Whose venom and whose wisdom will be one. 

One's imagination and feelings apprehend the presence of "the invisible 

tree," the metaphorical reality they construct. There may be a "possible 

nest" in that tree: John, like Stevens, is concerned with artificial 

things that represent realistic patterns of thought and feeling. The 

"composite season" is that time when, hopefully, man unites both ex

ternal and metaphorical reality toward a fuller realization of ultimate 

reality than any of the great fictions of the past have given him. 

In that "now unknown" and "dismissed" season, "a serpent," repre

senting the Supreme Fiction resulting from that union, will be revealed. 

One recalls that the serpent of Eden gave man knowledge of the world; 

the serpent figure, then, is an appropriate one to convey the sense of 

ultimate reality toward which the Supreme Fiction aims. The serpent, 

the fiction, grants man wisdom surely. Like the serpent of Eden, 

however, it must mingle venom with that wisdom because there is evil 

in the world; and an awareness of evil must consequently be part of 

the Supreme Fiction. This fiction will beckon "loud and clear" through 

the entangled snare of man's thought and feelings groping toward it, 

his "captious hymns" trying to know and praise it. 

A further allusion to Revelation is of the more casual sort. 

In "A Thought Revolved" (p. 185), Stevens observes that man is a 

"middling beast" in the paradises he imagines for himself. Man's evil 
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and repugnant qualities make him a counterpart — though a mortal, 

hence puny, one — of the Beast of Revelation. Thus, man's presumption 

that he is or ever could be a fit inhabitant of a paradise is slightly 

ludicrous. One recalls Stevens' distaste for paradises and also his 

insistence on including evil as a reality in the Supreme Fiction: 

paradises, then, are unrealistic places for Stevens; they exclude the 

reality of evil and encourage man's innocence at the expense of his 

knowledge of the world. Stevens has no room for their sugary unrealities 

in his Supreme Fiction. 

Such, then, are the nature and function of Stevens' allusions to 

classical mythology and to the Bible. His references to the history of 

Christianity can be more fruitfully discussed in the following chapter. 

More general remarks may concern us now. One notes, for one thing, the 

heavy — indeed, almost exclusive — indebtedness of Stevens to Western 

culture for his religious and mythological references. No specific 

allusions to religions and mythologies of other cultures bear mention

ing. A sound knowledge of the Bible and of classical mythology is 

part of the standard cultural background, surely, of a Protestant-

reared, Harvard-educated American of Stevens' generation. Stevens, 

true to his belief that the poet must create his fictions out of the 

realities — metaphorical or otherwise — of his own experience, 

utilizes that background. But as the above pages — indeed, this 

whole study — will attest, his outlook on human experience does not 

become narrowed in the process. 

On the whole, these allusions, besides being in areas familiar 

to cultivated American and European readers, are in themselves fairly 
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familiar. I doubt, however, that Stevens made any conscious effort to 

allude to figures and events he thought his readers could recognize 

with little trouble. The overall complexity of his poetry belies any 

such concern. After all, the familiar figures and events in classical 

myth or the Bible would be uppermost in Stevens1 mind as well as in the 

minds of his readers. He would quite naturally allude to them. Further

more, these familiar characters, myths, and stories are so well known 

because of their ability to hold our interest. And Stevens, as an 

artist, surely wants to appeal to his audience. 

Stevens' handling of his allusions, however, is often complex. 

"Saint John and the Back-Ache" is a recent case in point. The reader 

must bring to the poem an understanding of Stevens' concept of metaphor

ical reality in order to realize the significance of the allusions to 

Saint John and to Revelation. Stevens' allusions, then, are sometimes 

oblique -- perhaps, on occasion, overly so. But if these allusions 

hold mental frustrations for the reader, they also force him to give 

his undivided attention to the poem if he wishes to comprehend it. 

And once Stevens has focused our attention upon a particular figure or 

event a few times (at most), he does not allude to it again. Even the 

number of references to Christ, a figure of great interest to Stevens, 

is not excessive. Thus, Stevens avoids the allusion that becomes 

stereotyped through repetition. 

Like every poet, Stevens is faced with still another pitfall 

involving stereotypes. Allusions to classical mythology and to the 

Bible are shopworn with use. Yet, in Stevens' poetry, they constitute 
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two of his largest categories of allusion. The references may be tired, 

but the values they convey may be vitally relevant for us in our time. 

The poet who realizes this fact must either resort to fresh symbolic 

and allusive patterns that convey similar values or rely upon his 

artistry to revitalize the old patterns for us. Stevens does both; and 

his artistry in referring to old patterns in ways that are novel and 

fresh is truly admirable. 



III. THE INEFFECTUAL ORDERS 

Stevens, in "The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words," comments 

that "The war (world War IlJ is only part of a war-like whole.The 

intense pressure of reality that Stevens sees as a characteristic 

feature of our times creates the atmosphere of conflict -- spiritual as 

well as physical -- in which we live. That pressure, as I have suggested, 

is due to the problems attendant upon man's scientific and technological 

progress as well as to the horrors of modern warfare. Before these 

factors, the old established political, social, and moral orders gave 

way. The present age, as a result, is for Stevens a chaotic one. 

As F. 0. Matthlessen points out, Stevens himself fell back upon 

"his inner resources," whose "unfailing utilization" created the orders 

2 
of poetry out of the disorders of the external world. One recalls 

Stevens' emphasis on the role of the poet as a savior of mankind — a 

role that will be considered in later chapters. For now, our concern is 

with the following matters: 

1. Those orders other than art that would attempt to save man 

from the chaos of modern life. They may be survivals of the old orders, 

such as the Christian Church; or they may be the innovations of recent 

^The Necessary Angel, p. 21. 

^Review of Transport to Summer. New York Times Book Review. 
April 20, 1947, pp. 4, 26. 
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times, such as Soviet Communism. In any event, as his allusions to them 

show, Stevens regards these orders as ineffectual: in fact, to his way 

of thinking, Communism has only contributed to our present ills. 

2. Stevens' references to World Wars I and II. The world wars 

have revealed the terrible consequences for humanity of political orders 

such as those of the late nineteenth century imperialists and of the 

Fascists -- orders dominated by a spirit of jingoistic nationalism and 

by fanatical party or group loyalties. 

Examining Stevens1 allusions to the ineffectual orders will, I 

trust, demonstrate the way in which allusions can clearly define a poet's 

attitudes toward the political and religious creeds of his time. More

over, reviewing his allusions to twentieth century warfare gives us an in

dication of the extent of Stevens' preoccupation with the bloody events 

of his age. Hopefully, the allusions treated in this chapter will bring 

home to the reader the manner in which allusions can serve to dispel 

unenlightened critical attitudes toward an author and his work. For the 

concern with the world wars and modern political thought exhibited in 

these allusions certainly challenges the criticism that Stevens writes 

poetry from an ivory tower (Geoffrey Stone's implication that Stevens' 

poetry represents an "idealistic retreat into a symmetrical cloud 

castle"-' stands as a good example of the tenor of this viewpoint). First 

of all, however, let us attend to Stevens' references to the Christian 

Church — to Stevens, an old order that cannot cope with the spiritual 

needs of man in the face of the upheavals of the present. 

^"The Ordered Void," American Review. VIII (November 1936), 
125. 
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Stevens' allusions to the history of the Christian Church --

Catholic or non-Catholic -- reveal, tacitly or otherwise, his alienation 

from its sects and faiths. As his references to Christ's passion so 

often implied, the dogmas and doctrines of Christianity struck Stevens 

as unreal. The same is true of certain figures in Christian myth. As 

we have noted in "Esthetique du Mai" (p. 319), Satan, that once-potent 

figure in medieval Christian thought, has simply been dismissed by the 

modern mind. No "Julian thunder-cloud" destroyed him. The anti-Christian 

activities of Julian the Apostate, Emperor of Rome (361-363), certainly 

clouded the future horizons of the rising, already well-established 

Christian Church of his day. But, in an era that is as skeptical as 

ours, Satan can only go out "not with a bang but a whimper." 

A reference to Jacopo de Voragine (1230-1298) in "Colloquy with 

a Polish Aunt" (p. 84) does, however, suggest on Stevens' part a trace 

of sentiment toward the old faith. Voragine, Archbishop of Genoa, wrote 

extremely credulous and uncritical lives of the saints. The aunt, who 

still knows and loves them, is a nostalgic throwback to an age of un

questioning faith. The man she talks with in the poem represents the 

modern skeptic; her naive beliefs irritate him because, of course, he 

wishes he had the spiritual security they offer her. But it is the fate 

of more perceptive minds to repudiate the stale fictions of the past. 

An allusion to Calvinism in "The Doctor of Geneva" (p. 24) 

offers another objection of Stevens to established Christianity. A 

"doctor of Geneva" is standing on a beach in "stove-pipe hat" and 

"shawl." He is attempting to stamp down the sand as a kind of bul

wark against the ocean's waves. Geneva is the historic stronghold of 
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John Calvin and his followers; and the doctor suggests a full-fledged, 

fanatical Calvinist: a learned hairsplitter in theology and a stern 

keeper of the manners and morals of others as well as himself. The 

doctor's effort to stem the ocean's waves takes on significance in 

terms of this latter. The ocean is traditionally associated with chaos; 

its pounding waves suggest the pressure of that chaos, which the doctor 

attempts to resist. The doctor is attempting to build the eternal city 

of God (Calvin's God) on the ever-shifting sands of time. To do this, 

the doctor must make certain that the city's foundations will hold. 

Thus, he indulges in the futile task of trying to pack down the sands 

of time and make them stand still. Finding himself in today's chaotic 

world, he posits his outdated and outmoded faith as a bulwark against 

the ocean of modern life. 

Lacustrine man had never been assailed 
By such long-rolling opulent cataracts, 
Unless Racine or Bossuet held the like. 

Racine in his great tragedies exhibits not only an application 

of but a reaction against his Jansenist background. Like the Calvinists, 

the Jansenists believed in the doctrine of the elect. Racine's tragedies 

stress the fact that men are victims of the whims of their own passion. 

These men may be thought of as the unelect, naturally depraved. But 

Racine invests them with tragic stature and sympathizes with their agony. 

The doctor of Geneva would hardly approve. Bishop Bossuet (1627-1704) 

was a zealous advocate of Catholicism who vigorously attacked the various 

Protestant positions in his writings. Perhaps the "opulent cataracts" of 

their eloquence "assailed" the "lacustrine man," the inhabitant of lakes, 
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as forcefully as modern life assails the doctor. It is interesting to 

note that Stevens refers to writers as the effective challengers of the 

doctor's position. This fact hints at Stevens' view of art as the most 

adequate delineator of reality, an idea about which there will be more 

to say in the following chapters. The lake refers to Lake Geneva; but, 

more important, it is Stevens' symbol for those orders that do not cope 

adequately with the realities of life. A lake is generally thought of 

as a placid body of water, isolated from the great oceans by land and 

self-contained. Its placidity serves to represent the kind of rational

istic approach to life, exemplified by Calvinism, that does not take into 

account human imagination and feeling. Its containment and isolation 

signify the limited view of life held by those fanatically obsessed 

with a single idea or group of ideas. These fanatics, religious or 

otherwise, at best have focused their perceptions upon a part of reality. 

They are wrapped up in a delusion. 

As references in "Description without Place" suggest, Stevens' 

criticism of fanatics is not confined to the religious variety. In 

context, the following lines introduce critical remarks on fanaticism: 

Things are as they seemed to Calvin or to Anne 
Of England, to Pablo Neruda in Ceylon, 

To Nietzsche in Basel, to Lenin by a lake. 
(pp. 341-342) 

Besides the religious fanaticism of Calvin and the inflexible Anglican 

zeal of Queen Anne, Stevens brings to mind the fanatical Communism of 

Lenin and the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda (an avid Communist from 1948 to 

1952) and the philosopher Nietzsche's obsession with his Superman concept. 
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After all, it is the tendency of a certain type of mentality toward 

fanatical thinking itself that is at the root of the particular fanatical 

beliefs that man has held. By grouping religious, political, and philo

sophical fanatics together, Stevens shows us his realization of this fact. 

Turning back specifically to Stevens' allusions to the Christian 

Church, we note that "The Blue Buildings in the Summer Air" (pp. 216-217) 

gives Cotton Mather, that most learned and zealous of American Puritans, 

the dubious honor of also representing the religious fanatic. The 

speaker of the poem notes humorously that Cotton Mather preached louder 

the more he doubted his faith. Mather, he suggests, wants to "quiet 

that mouse in the wall," that is, dispel the doubts that gnaw at his 

faith much as church mice gnaw at the physical church. "The sparkling 

Byzantine," or Catholic church in Boston 

Was everything that Cotton Mather was 
And more. . . 

Still, even the elegant rituals of Catholicism will not quiet "the 

eminent thunder from the mouse." The speaker wonders if in time the 

mouse will even devour the church steeple, but he realizes that it is a 

"theologian's needle," much too sharp to be swallowed. The needle brings 

to mind the arguments of medieval Christian thinkers over the question 

of how many angels could reside on the head of a pin. Thus, the needle 

4 
is probably intended as a jab at these quibbling theological niceties. 

Nevertheless, references to his maternal grandfather John 

Zeller reiterate Stevens' attitude toward Christianity exhibited in 

am grateful to Dr. Marie Hamilton, of the University of 
Arizona, for this suggestion. 
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"Colloquy with a Polish Aunt": the modern skeptic cannot help envying 

the spiritual security that Christianity offers to those capable of be

lieving wholeheartedly in it. For Stevens, as O'Connor points out, his 

grandfather showed the "ease with which our forebears could give them

selves to their beliefs."^ "The Bed of Old John Zeller" (pp. 326-327) 

is Stevens' lament of the fact that, in our more skeptical century, 

belief comes hard. Many of us cannot accept as realistic the miracles 

of Christianity: the Resurrection, Christ's divinity, the after-life. 

This is not to imply that our forefathers were more naive than we. It 

is simply that, for better or for worse, our science-minded age has 

made people more willing to be impressed by tangible facts rather than 

the intangibles of faith. Stevens yearns here for the ready beliefs of 

his ancestors. But in "Two Versions of the Same Poem" (pp. 353-355), 

he reiterates that those beliefs no longer hold up. In this poem John 

Zeller gazes with some bewilderment at the "ocean of watery images" 

that constitute modern humanity's thoughts and feelings. The religious 

fanaticism of the doctor of Geneva and the staunch faith of John Zeller 

are equally ineffectual in the face of humanity engulfed by the turbulent 

disorders of the present. 

Allusions in "The Old Lutheran Bells at Home" (pp. 461-462), 

on the other hand, reveal Stevens' good natured and uncritical apprecia

tion of the truths of Christianity, irrespective of sects. 

^The Shaping Spirit, p. 13. 
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Speaking of the bells, Stevens says 

These are the voices of the pastors calling 
In the names of St. Paul and of the halo-John 
And of other holy and learned men, among them 

Jerome and the scrupulous Francis . . . 

Saint Paul, the missionary; John, the poet of Revelation; Jerome, the 

scholar; and Saint Francis of Assisi, the humble friar and lover of 

nature — each of them has contributed to man's awareness of the 

spiritual truths expounded in Christ's teachings. 

Deep in their sound the stentor Martin sings. 
Dark Juan looks outward through his mystic 

brow . . . 
Each sexton has his sect. The bells have none. 

The hard-headed faith of Martin Luther is expressed in the voices of 

the bells, along with that of the sixteenth century Spanish mystic 

Saint John of the Cross. The sextons, convinced that they are 

summoning worshippers to their particular sect, may "jangle and dangle 

and kick their feet" all they want as they tug strenuously at the bell-

ropes. The bells have no sects. 

Besides these allusions to the Christian Church, I have been 

able to discern no specific references to other religions in Stevens' 

poetry. "Academic Discourse at Havana" (p. 142) does refer to Fatima, 

Mohammed's daughter, in the line "A most desolate wind has chilled 

Rouge-Fatima." But Stevens himself says, "Fatima was one of the foremost 

beautiful women in the world and I suppose I put the Rouge on by way of 

touching her up a bit."^ Clearly it is Fatima's beauty rather than any 

£ 

Author's note, cited in Modern Poetry: American and British, 
eds. Kimon Friar and John Malcolm Brinnin (New York, 1951), p. 537. 
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religious significance she might have that occasions Stevens' allusion. 

The context of the line mentioning her is one evoking a mood of 

Weltschmerz. The idea of a beautiful woman with a mysterious and exotic 

name being chilled by a "desolate wind" aptly contributes to that mood. 

Stevens' allusions to the history of Christianity again reveal 

that he is very much the product of his Western heritage; and the dis

orders of modern society that concern him are those profoundly affecting 

Western civilization. Communism, while purporting to solve the problems 

of Western — indeed, all — societies, only adds its menace to them, as 

far as Stevens is concerned. In "Imagination as Value" he pays the 

Communists a compliment that is back-handed indeed. Noting that 

Communism is "a phenomenon of the imagination," Stevens says, "With the 

collapse of other beliefs, this grubby faith promises a practicable 

earthly paradise. The only earthly paradise that even the best of other 

faiths has been able to promise has been one in man's noblest image and 

this has always required an imagination that has not yet been included 

in the fortunes of mankind."^ 

This is sarcasm worthy of Mark Twain. Since man refuses to 

cultivate his own "noblest image," the only paradise he can hope for is 

the "grubby" worker's paradise. He need not improve himself to be a 

fit inhabitant of it; for it is no "mystic garden," though man is a 

"middling beast." But Stevens does not give way to Twain's despair of 

the race's spiritual improvement. Hopefully, the imagination that 

permits man to believe in his noblest self has yet to be born (doubtless 

^The Necessary Angel, p. 143. 
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Stevens was thinking of the Supreme Fiction). It is this imaginative 

faith that will counteract the shabby practical appeal of Communism. 

Nevertheless, as an indirect reference to Communism in "Forces, 

the Will and the Weather" suggests, Stevens fully recognizes that 

Communism does have a dynamic, dangerous appeal, especially since 

. . . There was not an idea 

This side of Moscow. There were anti-ideas 
And counter-ideas. There was nothing one had. 

(p. 229) 

The exhaustion of belief, the intellectual vapidity of much of Western 

society in our times, opens the way for the Communists. They offer the 

mind oppressed by the sense of spiritual poverty an energetic, if 

essentially false, belief. In "Memorandum" (O.P., p. 89) Stevens 

attacks the official Communist newspaper Pravda. that major propaganda 

organ of the Soviets. Calling it a "damned rag," he makes a note to 

himself to tell it that "the American moon comes up" and "Millions hold 

millions in their arms." As Joseph Riddel points out, poetry for Stevens 

"is always at the level of individual sensibility, of individual order." 

But the Marxist philosophy is based on "a world view of magnificent pro-

g 
portions, which eventually dwarfs the individual." The Communists 

regard the individual as a mere mote swept along in the inevitable pro

cesses of history, which will finally resolve themselves in the triumph 

of world-Communism. Against this dehumanizing faith, Stevens opposes 

^"Wallace Stevens' Ideas of Order: The Rhetoric of Politics 
and the Rhetoric of Poetry," New England Quarterly, XXXIV (Summer 1961), 
334-335. 
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the fact of man's individuality: the lovers beneath the American moon — 

like lovers the world over, even in Russia — seek life at the personal 

level. The appeal of one's own individuality or the individuality of 

others cannot be replaced in the human consciousness by an essentially 

abstract idea. 

As Stevens puts it in "Botanist on Alp (No. 1)," 

Marx has ruined Nature, 
For the moment. 

(p. 134) 

Marxism, in its dehumanization of the individual, has subverted man's 

natural concern with his immediate, personal world — but only for the 

moment, because nature cannot be long stayed in its course by any 

theory's artificial restraints upon it. 

But it is Lenin, the actual implementer of Soviet Communism, 

that Stevens refers to most often. Significantly, he is mentioned both 
riJ 

in "The Blue Buildings in the Summer Air" and in "Description without 

Place," along with Mather and Calvin. Lenin, as I have suggested, was 

a fanatic like them. His view of reality, like theirs, was partial and 

distorted. And, like them, he would impose his views on others. In 

"Blue Buildings," the speaker tells the mouse to "go nibble at Lenin in 

his tomb" and "hunt for honey in his hair" (p. 217). Hair and honey 

are both traditionally associated with strength (one thinks of Samson's 

strength residing in his hair), and hair further signifies life. The 

mouse, one of the least of all creatures, survives Lenin. There is only 
f 

one Lenin, but the race of mice is "not-numberable," as Stevens observes. 
c 

The mouse represents the life process, which is no respecter of the 

mighty or of their myths. Lenin died so that the mouse might derive 
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life and strength from his body. By showing us the ultimate fate of 

Lenin, Stevens also suggests the ultimate fate of Lenin's Communist myth. 

It too will eventually be swallowed up: myths, at best, are relevant 

for their times; but they all become dated sooner or later. The Com

munists believe that their political faith is an accurate prophecy of 

the final logical outcome of the processes of history. They will learn, 

implies Stevens, that there is no end to the processes of change that 

constitute the life-activity of the universe. 

In "Description without Place" (pp. 242-243), Lenin is seated 

"on a bench beside a lake," where he disturbs the swans. "He was not 

a man for swans." Since Lenin was in exile in Switzerland for a time, 

the lake might well be Lake Geneva. The refuge of the religious fanatic 

Calvin now becomes the refuge of the revolutionary Lenin. Again the 

lake could represent the narrow viewpoint of the man obsessed with 

one idea. The swans, disturbed by Lenin's presence (Stevens takes 

care to portray it as a shabby one), flee when he scatters bread to 

them. As Fuchs points out, swans symbolize for Stevens the "purity, 

9 
the aloofness, the pomp" of man's "old sovereign images." Here they 

represent the old, stately orders of man's experience — orders that 

are disturbed by Communism. The noble swans flee Lenin's feast and 

seem "dissolved" in thin air just as the Russian aristocracy gave way 

and disappeared before Lenin's slogan, so captivating to the Russian 

masses, "Peace, land, bread." The swan is also a recognized symbol of 

the poet. Thus, the flight of the swans may also suggest the repudiation 

9 
The Comic Spirit, p. 65. 
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of the doctrines of Communism by artists. "Man cannot live by bread 

alone," and it is particularly difficult for the artist to produce his 

creations when his inspiration has only Communist propaganda for 

nourishment.^ 

"Lytton Strachey, Also, Enters into Heaven" (P.P., pp. 38-39) 

refers more humorously to Lenin in much the same context. Only now it 

is Strachey rather than the swans who represents the old order. Strachey 

"had looked forward" to meeting and "understanding" Lenin in heaven; but, 

on second thought, he shrinks from the encounter. He fears that he may 

"muff the mighty spirit of Lenin" with his questions and decides that 

it would be better to retire to a "quarter" of heaven "Dixhuitime and 

Georgian and serene." For all that his biographies, with their facile 

Freudian method, debunk the heroes of the Victorians, Strachey is a 

throwback to an even more conservative society. He is essentially an 

eighteenth century skeptic, and Lenin's fanatical enthusiasm would dis

comfit him. Like the doctor of Geneva and John Zeller, Strachey cannot 

cope with the realities of the twentieth century. 

"Esthetique du Mai" (pp. 324-325) indirectly alludes to Lenin 

(and Calvin) in reflecting upon Victor Serge's remarks about Fedor 

Konstantinov, an "apologist for Soviet policy." Serge, an "expatriate 

Russian commentator on Soviet affairs,said that he once listened to 

Konstantinov's arguments for Communism 

10 
The basis for this interpretation was suggested to me by 

Dr. Hamilton. 

UIbid.. p. 187. 
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"With the blank uneasiness which one might feel 
In the presence of a logical lunatic." 

Stevens notes that 

The politics of emotion must appear 
To be an intellectual structure. The cause 
Creates a logic not to be distinguished 
From lunacy . . . 

Konstantinov is 

. . . the lunatic of one idea 
In a world of ideas, who would have all the people 
Live, work, suffer and die in that idea 
In a world of ideas. ... 

The fanatic, then, believes in his one idea with all the illogicality of 

his emotional response to it. But he realizes that he must present that 

idea to people on a seemingly intellectual level in order to convince 

them of its validity. The fact remains, however, that anyone who blots 

out "a world of ideas" for one idea and demands the allegiance of man

kind to it is a lunatic, though an apparently logical one. "One wants," 

says Stevens, to stroll along Lake Geneva and "think of the logicians in 

their graves." Calvin and Lenin, those two great "logical lunatics" are 

dead. And Stevens implies the wish that the kind of fanatical adherence 

to cause that both represent will some day be as dead as they. One 

should reemphasize, however, that Stevens admires what he feels to be 

the good and enduring values of the faith that Calvin and those like him 

have warped. Communism does not fare so well as this at Stevens' hands. 

If Lenin's faith should die out, Stevens for one would hardly mourn the 

fact. 

Stevens' anxiety over Communism is readily understandable in 

view of the violence and horrors wrought in this century by the various 
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brands of political and national fanaticism. Stevens' references to 

the world wars are fairly extensive, a fact which in itself suggests 

his concern with this most violent aspect of his age. In poems such as 

"A Woman Sings a Song for a Soldier Come Home" (pp. 360-361), "Dry Loaf" 

(pp. 199-200), "Contrary Thesis (I)" (pp. 266-267) as well as many 

others, Stevens refers to war in only the most generalized terms. By 

so doing, he avoids dating the poems (all of the above are products of 

the World War II decades) and, more important, avoids giving them any 

jingoistic flavor. I do not doubt that Stevens was just as repelled 

by the Fascists as any patriotic American of the 1930's and 1940's. 

But I think that he saw the Second World War as a tragedy for all its 

participants — a tragedy of such magnitude for the human race that 

it dwarfed, for him, the consideration of writing poetic propaganda. 

Others of Stevens' poems are more specific in their references 

to warfare and to soldiers, though scarcely propagandistic in nature. 

"Lettres d'un Soldat" (P.P., pp. 10-16) has a World War I backdrop. 

It consists of a series of short poems, take-offs on passages from the 

12 letters of a French book by that name. The poems themselves, some of 

Stevens' early efforts, contain little to concern us. 

As the following allusions serve to show, Stevens' reactions to 

World War II are typical of many people's responses to it; Stevens' 

outlook on the war was not that of an emotionally detached spectator. 

1 0 
In his "Preface" to Lettres d'un Soldat (Paris, 1918), v, the 

French critic Andre Chevrillon (1864-1957) notes, "Le lettres suivantes 
sont d?un jeune peintre qui fut au front, de Septembre [1914] jusqu'au 
debut d'avril ^ 1915*} , epoque oh il disparut dans un des combats de 
l'Argonne." 
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A definite allusion to World War II or after in "Esthetique du Mai" 

suggests the questioning attitude many had as to what all the fighting, 

in the end analysis, would accomplish. 

. . .  A t  d a w n ,  
The paratroopers fall and as they fall 
They mow the lawn. . . . 

(p. 322) 

Paratroopers were an innovation of World War II, though it matters 

little what war they might suggest: taken in context, the falling 

paratroopers exemplify Stevens' point that the world is not centered 

around the human race. In the movies, the courage and self-sacrifice 

of the paratroopers bring about victories. What if, in reality, their 

actions produce nothing significant in human terms? What if, in the 

overall scheme of nature, the paratroopers were ordained to risk their 

lives simply to get that lawn mowed? 

The World War II background of "Martial Cadenza" (pp. 237-238), 

published in Parts of a World, enforces that peculiar attitude of despair 

over the fighting coupled with hope for a brighter future common in 

wartime. Noting the evening star, "low in the sky" of early winter, 

Stevens asks 

What had this star to do with the world it lit, 
With the blank skies over England, over France 
And above the German camps? . . . 

The "blank skies" puts one in mind of Stevens' reference in the later 

poem "One of the Inhabitants of the West" to "the dark night of Europe" 

and the ordeal of World War II. The evening star suggests our discussion 

of that poem's evening star, with its "pastoral text" affirming the 



•virtues of Christianity in the face of war's denial of them. There is, 

however, no evidence in "Martial Cadenza" that Stevens associates the 

teachings of Christianity with the evening star figure. Such an associ

ation may have been at the back of his mind, and he certainly does 

establish it in "Inhabitants of the West." But in this earlier poem I 

think that the evening star refers more generally to that sense of 

spiritual rejuvenation that frequently attends mankind, even in its 

darkest hours. Though the evening star is low in the winter sky, Stevens 

knows it will return in spring to "crown every western horizon." Winter 

symbolizes — very personally, I think, for Stevens — the sense that a 

poet has of the fulfillment and the death of a particular cycle of 

inspiration. The insights into reality afforded by a certain level 

of awareness have been utilized for his poetry, and now he has nothing 

more to say. Hopefully, the mind will attain a new level of perception, 

offering fresh poetic insights. This process of rebirth is represented 

by spring, so eagerly anticipated in Stevens' poems. Moreover, as the 

star of Venus, the evening star suggests the rebirth of the world in 

that enduring quality associated with spring and that goddess: love. 

The mind, then, is capable of renewing itself by means of fresh patterns 

of perception that lead to further spiritual insights into reality. 

These insights encourage one to go on in spite of war and those other 

pressures of reality that would crush the spirit. 

A number of Stevens' references to contemporary soldiers and 

warfare allude symbolically to his concept of the hero. Confronted by 

the disorders of our times and the pressure of their reality, it is the 
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individual "of extraordinary imagination" who can resist or cancel 

13 
that pressure. This individual can perhaps attain "a degree of per

ception at which what is real and what is imagined are one: a state 

of clairvoyant observation, accessible or possibly accessible to the 

poet, or, say, the acutest poet."1̂  It is the poet, then, who for 

Stevens entertains in his acutest perceptions the possibility of heroic 

resistance to the disorders of our times. If successful, the poet's 

reward is great; for poetry is "a vital engagement between the imagin

ation and reality. The outcome of that engagement, if successful, is 

fulfillment."15 

This "acutest poet," this imaginative man of Stevens, as Frank 

Kermode puts it, is "The man who can put together the parts of the world 

and make what suffices ... He is really a way of speaking of the 

16 
imagination in a world where God no longer works." Stevens' poet-

hero really amounts, at least at the moment, to a concept of the hero. 

Stevens, one notes, is careful to say that "if successful," the 

imaginative man will find fulfillment in that state of "clairvoyant 

observation" which is only "possibly accessible" to him. Until he 

appears in the flesh, our hero remains an abstraction of "the human 

fictive power applied to reality."17 

^Stevens, "The Noble Rider," The Necessary Angel, p. 23. 

14 
Stevens, "Adagia." Opus Posthumous, p. 166. 

15Stevens, "Honors and Acts," Opus Posthumous, pp. 241-242. 

^Wallace Stevens (New York, 1961), p. 74. 

17Ibid., p. 76. 
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The poem "Imago" (p. 439) celebrates this human fictive power: 

Who can pick up the weight of Britain, 
Who can move the German load 
Or say to the French here is Prance again? 
Imago. Imago. Imago. 

Man's imagoes, his ideas of what he and others really ought to be like, 

develop his noble qualities. The heavy burdens of Europe will be lifted 

by men whose imagoes spur them on out of self-respect and respect for 

the dignity of humanity to restore its war-torn civilization. 

"Gigantomachia" (p. 289) deals with the security the soldier finds 

in the gigantic abstraction of the hero concept. There is, for him, "No 

self in the mass." That mass is 

. . . the braver being, 
The body that could never be wounded, 
The life that could never end, no matter 
Who died, the being that was an abstraction, 
A giant's heart in the veins, all courage. 

In the awareness of this Self above self, 

Each man himself became a giant, 

. . . receiving out of others, 
As from an inhuman elevation 
And origin, an inhuman person, 
A mask, a spirit, an accoutrement. 

One thinks of all the modern novels that try to explain at length the 

camaraderie engendered by war. Stevens gets at the heart of the matter 

in a twenty-one line poem. But the poem has implications beyond its 

relevance to soldiers in wartime: the security of the soldier in the 

hero concept can also represent the spiritual security needed by every

one confronted by the disorders of the present — a security attainable 

through belief in a myth such as the Supreme Fiction. 
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"Repetitions of a Young Captain" (pp. 306-310), "Flyer's Fall" 

(p. 336), and stanzas written originally for "Examination of the Hero 

in a Time of War" (P.P.. p. 83-84) all handle various aspects of 

Stevens' concept of the hero. The young captain's remarks treat at 

length and in more complicated terms the hero abstraction as celebrated 

in "Gigantomachia." "Flyer's Fall" is strongly reminiscent of Yeats' 

"An Irish Airman Foresees His Death." Just as the Irish pilot's death 

in the clouds will cancel the years that "seemed waste of breath" both 

behind him and to come, so Stevens' flyer 

. . . escaped the dirty fates, 
Knowing that he died nobly, as he died. 

The self, it seems, will even court its own death if in so doing it 

senses that it has lived up to its imagoes. 

But the stanzas from "Examination of the Hero" deplore 

A race that is a hero, . . . 
heroic 

Hybrids, impossible to the wardens 
Within us. False hybrids and false heroes 
Half men and half new, modern monsters . . . 

These people suggest the Fascists. As Stevens goes on to say, the real 

hero remains "himself." He maintains his integrity as an individual 

and respects that of others. The soldiers of "Gigantomachia" don the 

heroic mask to give them the strength to face war: but it is a mask, 

and they are individuals beneath it. The Fascists, like the Communists, 

would destroy the integrity of the individual. They make people "heroic 

hybrids" by substituting their debased version of the hero concept for 

the individual conscience. Such a notion is impossible to people whose 
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consciences are their "wardens." But the terrible fact remains that 

many persons did become half men, half monsters under Fascism. 

In keeping with Stevens1 emphasis on the individual (as opposed 

to the forces that depersonalize and dehumanize him), his references to 

individual figures loom large. We have noted here allusions to Satan, 

a mythic character; the doctor of Geneva, Stevens' own symbolic 

creation; Lenin, a great man of history; and John Zeller, a figure out 

of Stevens' own family album. These and many other references to 

individual figures serve, of course, as convenient symbols of ideas, 

forces, and events. Yet Stevens might, for example, have alluded to 

Communism in general terms rather than by reference to particular 

Communists. The magnetic, fanatical personality of a Lenin, for 

instance, attracts him as an apt symbol of the misdirected power and 

drive of Marxism. 

But why does Stevens' poetry refer so frequently to the Communists 

and so little to the Fascists? During World War II, as has been suggested, 

Stevens probably sought to avoid jingoistic topicality in his poems. 

Before the war, Communism had great appeal for the depression-ridden 

West, as the Marxist writers of the thirties bear witness. Stevens, as 

a writer and a conservative Republican, would be especially alive to 

the dangers of Communist subversion on the literary home front. 

The argument that Stevens' poetry is detached from present 

concerns surely does not bear up under our scrutiny here. Stevens is 

plentifully aware of the disorders of our times. If he did not search 

like many writers of the thirties for political and social solutions to 



those disorders, it was because he felt that there are no external 

cure-alls for what ails modern man. He attacks both Fascism and 

Communism on the grounds that they do not provide the spiritual answers 

demanded by the individual consciousness. His concern with the present 

and its problems is vital. But he does not dwell pessimistically upon 

modern man's troubles. As the following chapters will attempt to show, 

he looks, instead, for solutions — vital solutions — within the mind 

itself. In this regard, one admires Llewelyn Powys for his remarkable 

foresight when in 1924 — virtually the Dark Ages of Stevens criticism 

as far as any understanding of his poetry was concerned — he said, 

"And it may well be that his eccentric verse does actually reveal more 

of the insecure fluctuating secrets of the universe than are to be 

1 ft 
found in other more sedate, more decorous artistic creations." 

18"The Thirteenth Way," Dial, LXXVII (July 1924), 45; reprinted 
in The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 29. 



IV. THE SATISFACTIONS OF BELIEF 

Stevens' allusions to European and American literature do more 

than merely reflect some of his literary likes and dislikes. They suggest 

his preoccupation with poetry as a means of affording man the satis

factions of belief. Poetry for Stevens is, as we have seen, an appre

hending of reality through the exercise of our imaginative faculties. 

Reality to him, we recall, is both that-which-is-beyond the conscious

ness (for instance, physical objects, which exist, in themselves apart 

from our conceptions of them) and that-which-is-apprehended by the 

consciousness (for example, physical objects as we perceive them colored 

by our own thoughts and feelings). Thus, the reality of the imagination 

and its role in our perceptions is not to be denied. To regard its 

flights as sheer fancy or to dismiss its creations as invalid is in 

Stevens' mind to settle for a partial and inadequate conception of 

reality. 

Stevens calls the imagination "the power to perceive the normal 

in the abnormal, the opposite of chaos in chaos.He echoes 

Coleridge's observation in the Biographia Literaria (Chapter XIV) that 

the imagination "reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of 

opposite qualities." M. E. Brown notes that this "identity of opposites" 

^""Imagination as Value," The Necessary Angel, p. 153. 
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2 or "concordia discors" is a "ruling principle of Stevens1 poetry." 

Stevens himself defines poetry as "a satisfying of the desire for resem-

O 
blance." This doctrine of resemblances, O'Connor points out, suggests 

the doctrine of correspondences utilized by Baudelaire and the nineteenth 

4 
century French symbolist poets. It too stresses the finding of resem

blances between seemingly dissimilar objects. The product of Stevens' 

use of the doctrine of concordia discors or resemblances or correspondences 

is metaphorical reality. For, as Pack reminds us, metaphor is a descrip

tion of one thing in terms of something else that it does not immediately 

5 
resemble. 

On the basis of the doctrine of resemblances, one can posit the 

following ways in which poetry supplies man with the satisfactions of 

belief -- ways illustrated in Stevens' references to literature: 

1. Poetry gives man a sense of pleasurable excitement -- a 

feeling many people can no longer derive from religious mystery and 

miracle. As Stevens says, "When we seek out resemblances, we expect to 

g 
find pleasure in what we find." This pleasure frequently arises from 

the novelty of these resemblances. (Presently, we shall see, for example, 

Dante's stanzas compared to bee hives and a French poet's verses likened 

2 
"Concordia Discors in the Poetry of Wallace Stevens," American 

Literature. XXXIV (May 1962), 249. 

3 
"Three Academic Pieces," The Necessary Angel, p. 77. 

4 
The Shaping Spirit, p. 123. 

^Wallace Stevens, p. 58. 

Three Academic Pieces," The Necessary Angel, p. 80. 
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to reddened fruits in snow.) Or it may stem from more profound poetic 

insights. For instance, by the very act of revealing hidden similarities 

between apparent opposites, the poet assures man that there is order to 

the universe. This assurance helps man to the further assurance that 

there is purpose to life, for the mind equates order with purpose and 

disorder with the lack of it. 

Stevens' feeling that the dogmas and miracles of the Christian 

Church tax the credulity of many people in the twentieth century and 

strike them as stale has already been discussed at length. Poetry — 

reflecting changes in man's intellectual and emotional climate and 

offering ever-fresh imaginative insights into the resemblances between 

things — is for Stevens a better source of spiritual pleasure and 

comfort than religion. 

2. Moreover, the mind's ability to detect resemblances between 

the present and the past gives it a sense of the continuity of history. 

T. S. Eliot, in "Tradition and the Individual Talent," relates this 

sense specifically to literature: "The historical sense compels a man 

to write not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a 

feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within 

it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous 

existence and composes a simultaneous order.Thus, the security that one 

feels in being associated with a great and enduring religious order may 

also be experienced through one's sense of kinship to a literary tradi

tion. Stevens' references to literature show, surely, that he had this 

^The Sacred Wood; Essays on Poetry and Criticism (London, 
1920), p. 49. 
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sense "in his bones." 

Stevens' references to the great poets of classical antiquity 

indicate, if somewhat indirectly, his high regard for them and the 

literary tradition they have passed on to us. Besides the classical 

references to Homer already noted, "New England Verses" tells "Lean 

encyclopaedists" to "inscribe an Iliad," (p. 104). The "Lean 

encyclopaedists" suggest those poets whose verses exhibit more pedantry 

than Homeric inspiration. I, for one, am reminded of Pound's Cantos. 

Stevens humorously implies that their pretentious literary endeavors, 

their Iliads, imitate at best one of the few aspects of Homer with which 

one might take exception: the tediousness of his catalogues. Virgil, 

in both "A Thought Revolved" (p. 185) and "Paisant Chronicle" (p. 335), 

is mentioned in reference to Stevens' concept of the hero. In the former 

poem, the contemporary poet is celebrated as the upholder of the hero con 

cept. As such, he is the inheritor of Virgil's cloak and speech. The 

latter poem notes that both the modern poet and Virgil see the "fictive 

man," or the hero abstraction. Virgil's depiction of Aeneas as the 

heroic progenitor and representative of the Roman race is the basis for 

both of Stevens' references to him. 

The ancients also had their bad writers, as an allusion in "The 

Man on the Dump" (pp. 201-203) suggests. In the poem, the degeneration 

of modern civilization is depicted as nearly, if not totally, complete. 

A poet sits on the dump of modern society and notes that the wind "puffs 

as Cornelius Nepos reads." Nepos, a first century B.C. Roman historian, 

"presents glorified pictures of historic figures for. popular consumption. 

8 
The Comic Spirit, p. 114. 
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In his writings the hero abstraction that Virgil succeeded in rendering 

in dignified and eloquent art becomes cheapened. The modern poet who 

would sing of the nobility of life realizes that, in the face of today's 

realistic pressures (the poem was written during World War II), the 

winds of his poetic inspiration blow up to only so much seemingly "hot 

air." 

Stevens' allusions to Italian literature are perhaps more expli

cit in revealing his appreciation of the great poets of the past and his 

own seriousness in pursuing their craft. The novelty that imaginative 

resemblances can achieve is exemplified in this metaphorical allusion 

to the "Inferno": Dante's "firm stanzas hang like hives in hell" 

(Esthetique du Mai," p. 315). Bee hives are composed of layer upon 

layer of cells, just as Dante's stanzas consist of tercets (three 

"layers"). The poetry of Dante's "Inferno" is both firmly constructed 

and sweet, or pleasing. This little pictorial vignette exhibits once 

again Stevens' mastery of the allusive technique, and again an allusion 

reveals Stevens' admiration for the great poets of the past. "The Place 

of the Solitaires" (p. 60) suggests Dante's Hell in a more general way. 

The solitaires are to be put in "a place of perpetual undulation," signi

fying 

. . . the motion of thought 
And its restless iteration 

The solitaires, like Dante's sinners, are caught in a Hell-circle of 

their own making. They have withdrawn from the world into the vicious 

circle of their own thoughts. One notes Stevens' phrase "in his [the 

poet's! poems we find peace." As Fuchs suggests, it is an echo of 
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9 
Dante's "In His will is our peace" ("Paradiso," Canto III, 1. 85). 

This allusion reasserts Stevens' idea that the poet's function is a 

God-like one. 

Another reference to Italian literature has to do with less 

exalted matter than Dante's poetry but nevertheless reveals Stevens' 

personal commitment to the poet's craft. "The Weeping Burgher" (p. 61) 

refers to Scaramouche, the stock buffoon character of seventeenth century 

Italian farce. The burgher laments the fact 

. . . that Scaramouche 
Should have a black barouche. 

As the rest of the poem makes clear, the burgher is, like Stevens him

self, the middle class man as artist. He owns a carriage, a barouche, 

which suggests that, also like Stevens, he is a successful businessman. 

But the burgher is "tortured for old speech"; he is also a poet and 

probably fears that the concerns of business are taking him away from 

his verses. He feels himself, in consequence, to be something of a joke, 

a propertied Scaramouche. One cannot assume on the basis of this single 

poem, however, that Stevens the artist was perpetually frustrated by 

Stevens the insurance man. The poem is an early one, and Stevens' 

later poems reveal little of this attitude — probably because the more 

Stevens wrote, the less cause he had to feel that his two occupations 

were incompatible. 

Stevens' allusions to French literature are also appreciative 

in tone though he utilizes a reference to Camus in order to take a wry 

9Ibid., p. 79. 
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jibe at some young novelists (not necessarily French). Moliere's skill 

in creating such well-drawn dramatic characters as the arch-charlatan 

Tartuffe is doubtless at the back of Stevens' mind in "Paisant Chronicle." 

"Major men" (hero abstractions) are 

. . . more 
Than Tartuffe as myth, the most Moliere. 

(p. 335) 

Tartuffe in Moliere's play succeeded in making Orgon and his mother 

believe that he was virtually a saint. The myth of the hero, based not 

on sham but on the truths of human experience, is even more convincing 

than Tartuffe's deception or Moliere's realistic characters in general. 

An interesting, cleverly handled reference occurs in "Like 

Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery": 

Serve the rouged fruits packed in early snow. 
They resemble a page of Toulet 
Read in the ruins of a new society, 
Furtively, by candle and out of need. 

(p. 153) 

The image of the fruits packed in snow is compared to an idea. The 

doctrine of resemblances, disclosing hidden relationships between the 

experience of the senses and the mind's thoughts, is surely at work 

here. The French poet Paul-Jean Toulet (1867-1920) wrote highly-polished 

verse, in which irony was subdued by fantasy. His imaginatively-colored 

verse is like rouged fruit in snow -- snow being equated with the ruins 

(since snow is traditionally a symbol of death) of modern society. 

He is read "Furtively" and, appropriately enough, by candlelight (the 

candle being a traditional symbol of sanctuary). His poems are welcomed 

by modern readers who, if they feel constrained to adopt outwardly the 

realistic attitudes of their age, yearn secretly for the pleasures of 
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the imagination. They seek those pleasures in books by authors like 

Toulet, sanctuaries where the imagination is allowed to roam free. 

An allusion to Camus in "The Novel" discloses one common method 

by which qualities can be made to evoke their opposites. The melo

dramatic pessimism of young writers who would follow in Camus' 

existentialist footsteps is exaggerated to the point of its becoming 

ludicrous. The poem's speaker notes that his mother was afraid he would 

freeze to death in the Paris hotels. 

She had heard of the fate of an Argentine writer. At 
night, 

He would go to bed, cover himself with blankets — 

Protruding from the pile of wool. a_ hand. 
In a_ black glove, holds a_ novel by Camus. . . . 

(p. 457) 

Besides these specific references to French literature, one 

should mention the work that has been done by Hi Simons, Rene Taupin, 

and others*'® in tracing the influence of French symbolist poetry upon 

Stevens' verse. However, the distinction between influence and allusion 

must be kept in mind. Simons, for instance, while noting several echoes 

of Mallarme's lines in Stevens' poetry does not suggest that Stevens 

utilized these echoes for specific allusive purposes. 

Whereas Stevens extracts humor from existentialist despair, he 

refers to children's literature for serious purposes. Again, as refer

ences evoke moods contrary to those one normally associates with them, 

^See Hi Simons, "Wallace Stevens and Mallarm/," Modern Philology. 
XLIII (May 1946), 235-259, and Rene Taupin, L'Influence du svmbolisme 
fran^ais sur la poesie americaine (de 1910 a 1920) (Paris, 1929), pp. 276-
277, passim. The extent of Stevens' debt to Laforgue is treated by 
Hoffman R. Hays, "Laforgue and Wallace Stevens," Romanic'. Review. XXV 
(July 1934), 242-248, and Michel Benamou, "Jules Laforgue and Wallace 
Stevens," Romanic Review. L (April 1959), 107-117. 
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"Sonatina to Hans Christian" (pp. 109-110) alludes to Hans Christian 

Anderson and his story about the ugly duckling. Stevens compares men 

to ugly ducklings and wonders what the night's attitude toward them is. 

Does it long for them, like a lost duck's "barren" mother? Or does 

the night perhaps feel "regretful" that it bore men in the first place? 

(Night here represents man's view of his state prior to birth and after 

death: it is the great Unknown from which he came and into which he 

must go. It may be thought of as God or ultimate reality.) The poem 

posits no answers and ends with this question: 

Do you know, Hans Christian, 
Now that you' see the night? 

Some allusions to children's nursery rhymes also exhibit the way 

Stevens juxtaposes opposites so as to heighten each other by contrast. 

"Lettres d'un Soldat" (0.P. . pp. 14-15) emphasizes the carnage of war by 

reference to the nursery ditty about "my son John." Lean, wise, or rich, 

the John Smiths, their sons, and their sons' sons go down before the 

"pom-pom-pom" of the guns. The echoes of "fee-fi-fo-fum, I smell the 

blood of an Englishman" in the same passage recall how the giant in "Jack 

and the Beanstalk" hunts out the victims cowering in his house. Only 

here the giant is war; and the Jacks, or Johns, cannot escape its 

clutches. 

Stevens' allusions to English literature are grounded in both 

humorous and serious insights. References to The Tempest suggest his 

affinity with the more comic aspects of the Shakespearian tradition. 
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Yet if The Tempest reveals a poetic environment that is fanciful and 

miraculous, it also has the melancholy of Prospero and the repulsiveness 

of Caliban: in short, it is a highly imaginative world, yet deeply true 

to the facts — pleasant and unpleasant -- of human experience. It is 

a world akin to that of Stevens' poetry, and surely Stevens realized and 

appreciated the similarity. 

"The Auroras of Autumn" suggests the wizardry of Prospero in 

these lines: 

The father fetches pageants out of air, 
Scenes of the theatre, vistas and blocks of woods 
And curtains like a naive pretence of sleep. 

(p. 415) 

The "insubstantial pageants," the "thin air" mentioned in Prospero's 

famous speech are certainly echoed here. The association of the poetic 

magician Prospero with the father-character suggests that the latter 

symbolizes the imaginative principle in the human consciousness. Thus, 

the Prospero reference, with its symbolic associations, throws light on 

the symbolic meaning of the father. 

In "The Planet on the Table" (pp. 532-533), Stevens dons the 

spritely mask of Ariel. The poem is one of Stevens' last, and it is 

refreshing to think that the elder Stevens could thus cheerfully ward 

off the sadness, even the pessimism, that accompanies the reflections 

of many older writers. "Ariel," he says, "was glad he had written his 

poems"; for they were of times and things witnessed by him that he liked. 

Ariel's "self and the sun were one," and his poems were "makings" of 

both self and sun. The sun here symbolizes the external world and the 

creative energy its sights and sounds inspire in the poet. Stevens' 
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idea that the world is an extension of the mind that perceives it is, 

of course, the basis for his equating sun and self in this fashion. 

Stevens-Ariel observes that it is not important that his poems sur

vive. The important thing is that, "In the poverty of their words," 

some "affluence" of the world may be perceived, even if only dimly. 

A darker strain in The Tempest, Ariel's song beginning "Full 

fathom five thy father lies" (Act II, Scene II), is referred to in 

"Snow and Stars" (p. 133). In Stevens' poem winter suggests the end 

of a particular cycle of creative production. For the poet it is a 

time of fulfillment, discontent, and forebodings of approaching death. 

Stevens' phrase "ding, ding, dong" aptly tolls the knell of the cycle, 

just as Shakespeare's "Ding-dong, bell" tolls for the supposed death 

of King Alonso. 

An allusion to eighteenth century literature and literary 

figures introduces us to the symbolic reference pattern or scheme — in 

which, we recall, the references to a particular historical period or 

literary mode represent a given set of qualities. In "Lytton Strachey, 

Also, Enters into Heaven" (P.P., pp. 38-39), Strachey — put off, we 

remember, by his fear that Lenin might be too ferocious to interview — 

looks for more gracious subjects: Mademoiselle de Lespinasse, vivacious 

hostess of a famous French salon; Walpole, fashionable dilletante and 

great letter writer; and Mrs. Thrale, anecdotal biographer of Dr. 

Johnson, aptly represent the manners, urbanity, and gossip of eighteenth 

century conversation and letters. Given his eighteenth century temper

ament and tastes, is it any wonder that Strachey prefers these congenial 

companions in heaven to the rude Lenin? Strachey, then, escapes from 
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the upheavel of his world (symbolized by the revolutionist Lenin) into 

a rational order of the past. This sort of escapism is, I think, sug

gested by all of Stevens' allusions to the eighteenth century. Allu

sions to eighteenth century figures in the following chapters will 

provide more specific instances of this fact. 

More generally for now, Harmonium contains a number of references 

to the eighteenth century style of living — references to claviers, 

girandoles, wigs, and so on. Poems such as "Palace of the Babies," 

"The Doctor of Geneva," and "The Place of the Solitaires" suggest that 

Stevens would hardly be attracted to the Age of Reason; for in them he 

repudiates extreme rationalism as an artificial and unrealistic approach 

to life. And the burgher-poet, the poet of "quirks" and "Paphian 

caricatures" -- the poet figure, in short, so often depicted in 

Harmonium -- is shut in an ivory tower with eighteenth century bric-a-

brac. This poet, as I have suggested, may resemble the younger poet 

Stevens in certain respects. But that Stevens could satirize him in 

this fashion shows that the author of Harmonium was well along in the 

process of outgrowing poetic escapism. 

As for nineteenth century English literature, Stevens refers to 

Lewis Carroll, appropriately enough, in terms of a humorously effective 

metaphorical allusion. In "Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery" 

(p. 154), "A bridge above the bright and blue of water" is compared to 

"Rich Tweedle-dum." "The same bridge when the river is frozen" is like 

"poor Tweedle-dee." Tweedle-dum and Tweedle-dee are the zany look-alike 

brothers in Lewis Carroll's Through the Looking-Glass. Carroll's 
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contrast between the brothers' personalities is at the heart of Stevens' 

reference to them. Tweedle-dee says, "Contrariwise" to every statement 

his brother makes. His dour, pinched personality is aptly associated 

with the glum and barren aspect of the bridge and frozen water. Tweedle

dum' s more genial disposition reveals a richer personality, comparable to 

the bridge and the bright blue water in summer. 

"Phases" (P.P., p. 3) may allude to Hopkins in the process of 

debunking the glory of modern warfare. Instead of glory there is only 

that "eyeball in the mud" I have mentioned, along with 

. . . Hopkins 
Flat and pale and gory! 

It is a truism that World War I shattered many people's faith in 

religion. Hopkins and the grandeur of God he so eloquently celebrates 

are, metaphorically speaking, left flattened in the mud by the disenchant

ing shells. 

Among modern poets, Yeats is referred to most frequently by 

Stevens. Such poems as "Of Ideal Time and Choice," "Flyer's Fall," 

and "Imago" have already been mentioned in regard to their Yeatsian 

echoes. Poems such as "Memorandum" show Stevens' debt to Yeats' 

symbolism. That poem notes that the "American moon," the moon of lovers, 

is "Cleansed clean of lousy Byzantium" (p. 89). The line suggests Yeats' 

use of Byzantium to symbolize the intellectual as opposed to the sensuous. 

Stevens' "In a Bad Time" (pp. 426-427) echoes Yeats' phrase 

"deep heart's core" from "The Lake Isle of Innisfree." Stevens wonders 

what the "beggar" has in a time of calamity "that becomes his heart's 

strong core." The beggar has his "poverty," which hardens him to "A 
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with the familiar problem of how to adjust to the disorders of the 

present. Deprived of his old faiths and assurances, man is a spiritual 

pauper. But his very sense of spiritual disillusion becomes his heart's 

strength, for at least in his disenchantment he is facing reality. 

Stevens implies that Yeats' dream of a cabin-retreat at Innisfree may 

have given him strength and peace but that such romantic solutions will 

no longer serve. Reality must be confronted, not shut out by ivory 

towers. 

Stevens, of course, is taking issue with only one of many atti

tudes toward life that Yeats propounds in his verse. The author of 

"The Second Coming" was hardly a poetic escapist, and the affinities 

between Stevens' and Yeats' thought far outweigh any differences. On 

another level, for instance, the Yeatsian echo serves as a general re

minder that both Stevens and Yeats lament the encroachments of old age. 

For both poets, the aged have their physical poverty, their loss of 

ability to participate fully in sensuous pleasures, to sustain. 

Stevens' poem, like Yeats' "Sailing to Byzantium," looks for solace --

albeit bitter — in the world that the aged can have. They can acclimat

ize themselves to their wintry season, their polar world. In so doing, 

they will have at least faced the reality of their position; and, 

eventually, they will sink into a blessed forgetfulness of their summer 

days. 

"Page from a Tale" (pp. 421-423) contains several phrases from 

"The Lake Isle of Innisfree." But here Yeats' poem is utilized to 
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affirm the value of the imagination rather than to criticize romantic 

escapism. Hans, another of Stevens' poet figures, is quite comfortable 

by his "drift-fire" on the shore of a frozen sea. He is engaged in 

reverie, dreaming of living "alone in the bee-loud glade." Not far 

from shore, a steamer is frozen in the sea. Its occupants are fearful 

of the sun (reality) and what it may bring them. Soon they will leave 

the ship and march across the ice 

. . . single file, with electric lamps, alert 
For a tidal undulation underneath. 

Hans' fire is that of his imagination. When it goes out, Hans finds 

that the cold (death) is just like sleep. He is the poet sustained by 

his poems. Death (symbolized, then, by this winter scene) holds no 

terrors for him because he has the security of his poetic fictions 

(here, the retreat at Innisfree, with the strength and peace it affords). 

The ship's inhabitants have no such fictions to sustain them. Like 

most people, they are afraid of reality and of death. They seek 

strength in numbers; but, once stranded on the ice (confronted by 

death), they must march "single file," each one alone in his terror 

of death's undertow dragging him down. They substitute scientific 

knowledge (electric lamps) for imagination; but, of course, that 

knowledge is only an insufficient ersatz for Hans' fire. This allusion 

gives good indication of the value Stevens placed on poetry as a source 

of spiritual comfort. 

Turning to Stevens' references to American literature, we note 

that "Looking across the Fields and Watching the Birds Fly" demonstrates 

an interesting application of the allusive method: the ideological 
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reference. Stevens refers to Emerson and offers his personal summary 

of Emerson's thought. 

Among the more irritating minor ideas 
Of Mr. Homburg during his visits home 
To Concord, at the edge of things, was this: 

To think away the grass, the trees, the clouds, 
Not to transform them into other things, 
Is only what the sun does every day, 

Until we say to ourselves that there may be 
A pensive nature, a mechanical 
And slightly detestable operandum. free 

From man's ghost, larger and yet a little like, 
Without his literature and without his gods . . . 

(pp. 517-518) 

As Marius Bewley observes, "Mr. Homburg [one thinks of Humbug} is a 

witty and unkind epithet for Emerson, or at least the popular conception 

of him, which Stevens sharesThat conception is pretty well deline

ated in the above lines. For Emerson, according to Stevens, each phenom

enon of nature pursues, like the sun, its own regular course and does 

not interact with its surroundings to transform or change them. On the 

basis of this view of nature, Emerson posits an Oversoul, an indifferent, 

"mechanical" principle informing the universe. The Oversoul is perhaps 

a "little like" men, since it is difficult for a human being not to 

conceive of a higher power somewhat in his own image. But, on the whole, 

the Oversoul concept is unimaginative, unlike man's poetry and gods. 

Whether or not Stevens' estimate of Emerson's thought is accurate and 

^"The Poetry of Wallace Stevens," Commonweal, LXII (September 
23, 1955), 620. 



86 

fair, the poem reveals Stevens once again as the advocate of the imagina

tion. Man's imagination must play its part in the shaping of his beliefs. 

Furthermore, Stevens would object to any philosophy that repudiated the 

principle of change in nature. The reasons for his emphasis on change 

have already been largely intimated, and there will be occasion to re

view them more emphatically in the following chapters. 

In contrast to his treatment of Emerson's philosophy, Stevens in 

"Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery" pays tribute to Walt Whitman's 

prophetic vision. Fire in the Bible is often associated with prophecy, 

and Stevens notes that Whitman's "beard is of fire and his staff is a 

leaping flame" (p. 150). The attraction of Whitman for Stevens is 

suggested by Joseph Riddel's comment that in this poem Whitman is cele-

1 9 
brated as "an incarnate cosmic voice, the oracle of vitalism." 

Whitman's emphasis on the vital role of the poet in society, his con

ception of the cosmic grandeur of the poet, would naturally appeal to 

Stevens' sense of the poet as the spiritual emancipator of his fellows. 

If, as has been suggested to me, Stevens alludes to Whitman in 

1 ̂  
"Bantams in Pine-Woods," this fact throws light on the meaning of one 

of Stevens' most elusive poems. It demonstrates how important an 

allusion can be to the interpretation of the work in which it is con

tained. The following is the entire poem: 

i o 
"Walt Whitman and Wallace Stevens: Functions of a 'Literatus,'" 

South Atlantic Quarterly, LXI (Autumn 1962), 507; reprinted in Wallace 
Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 31. 

13 
I am indebted to Dr. Arthur M. Kay, my dissertation adviser, 

for the suggestion. 
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Chieftain Iffucan of Azcan in caftan 
Of tan with henna hackles, halt! 

Damned universal cock, as if the sun 
Was blackamoor to bear your blazing tail. 

Fat! Fat! Fat! Fat! I am the personal. 
Your world is you. I am my world. 

You ten-foot poet among inchlings. Fat! 
Begone! An inchling bristles in these pines, 

Bristles, and points their Appalachian tangs, 
And fears not portly Azcan nor his hoos. 

In "Petit the Poet," Edgar Lee Masters speaks of Petit"s 

. . . little iambics, 
While Homer and Whitman roared in the pines! 

Do not these bantams in pine-woods strongly suggest Masters1 petit poets? 

The chieftain is Whitman. He is chief of "if-you-can" (the imaginative 

world the poet strives to create) and "as-can," or "ash can" (reality, 

curbing the poet's fancy and giving him an awareness of things-as-they-

are). That Whitman rather than Homer is addressed is, I think, likely 

considering the poem's American backdrop (the Appalachians). Further

more, the caftan, a garment worn in the East, could refer to Whitman's 

exotic subject matter (as in "Passage to India"). The caftan's color, 

on the other hand, reminds us that Whitman was also the poet of the 

quotidian and the democratic masses. Its "hackles," or comb, is a 

rooster's show-piece. Fittingly, this cock's comb is henna, or reddish-

brown, the brilliant color standing for the imagination, the earth-

color brown for the down-to-earth realities of life. Whitman, as these 

descriptive contrasts signify, is for Stevens often a constructor of 

realistic fictions. 
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The poem is not, however, an uncritical celebration of Whitman. 

D. H. Lawrence's essay on Whitman's poetry pinpoints, it seems to me, 

Stevens' identical reservations about it. Lawrence deplores Whitman's 

effort to become 

. . .  i n  h i s  o w n  p e r s o n  t h e  w h o l e  w o r l d ,  t h e  w h o l e  u n i v e r s e ,  
the whole eternity of time.. . . 

As soon as Walt knew a thing, he assumed a One Identity 
with it. If he knew that an Esquimo sat in a kyak, immediately 
there was Walt being little and yellow and greasy, sitting in 
a kyak .... 
DEMOCRACY. EN MASSE. ONE IDENTITY. 

The universe, in short, adds up to ONE. 
ONE 
1. 
Which is Walt. 
His poems, Democracy. En Masse. One Identity, they are 

long sums in addition and multiplication of which the answer 
is invariably MYSELF. 

He reaches the state of ALLNESS. 
And what then? It's all empty. Just an empty allness. 

An addled egg. 
Walt wasn't an Esquimo. A little, yellow, sly, cunning, 

greasy little Esquimo. And when Walt blandly assumes Allness, 
including Esquimoness, unto himself, he was just sucking the 
wind out of a broken egg-shell, no more. Esquimos are not 
minor little Walts. They are something that I am not. I 
know that. Outside the egg of my Allness chuckles the greasy 
little Esquimo. Outside the egg of Whitman's Allness too.^ 

Stevens felt that the imaginative man is the creator of fictions 

for his less imaginative Esquimo fellows. Unlike Whitman, however, he 

did not presume to make the "egg" of the poet's "Allness," the range 

of his awareness, theirs. To do so would be to hold the gross 

assumption that the poet's perceptions encompass those of everyone else. 

The poet's fictions may sketch in the broad outline of beliefs accept

able to most men in a particular time. But it is up to each man to fill 

^Studies in Classic American Literature (New York, 1923), pp. 
246-247. 
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in the details of his faith according to the peculiar perceptive needs 

of his mind. 

The tendency of Transcendental thought to deal in abstract 

principles is the; basis of Stevens' criticism of both Emerson's 

philosophy and Whitman's poetry. Like Communism, Fascism, or religious 

ritual, this aspect of Transcendentalism repudiates the integrity of the 

individual consciousness. In the light of these remarks, the rest of 

Stevens' poem does not, I think, offer any real problems of interpretation. 

The "damned universal cock" is, then, Whitman, with his pre

sumption that he is all mankind. When he is propounding this idea, his 

poetry is not realistic. He makes reality (the sun) the servant (black

amoor) of his imagination ("blazing tail") and loses the realistic-

imaginative balance of the true poet. As "blackamoor" suggests, he blots 

out reality with his egocentric fancies. In his presumptiveness, 

Whitman is puffed up, or "fat." It is interesting to note Lawrence's 

similar observation that "Walt's great poems are really huge fat tomb-

15 
plants, great rank graveyard oaths." Stevens, speaking as one of the 

inchlings, echoes Lawrence when he tells Whitman that "Your world is you. 

I am my world." 

The description of Whitman as a "ten-foot poet among inchlings" 

is intended to be both complimentary and critical. Whitman is seen as 

a giant, towering above the petit poets, among whom Stevens humbly places 

himself. But, in his claim to universality, Whitman becomes an abstraction. 

His head is in the clouds; he is out of touch with his fellow man. "An 

inchling"(Stevens) "bristles" at Whitman. Stevens says in effect, "I am 

15Ibid., p. 245. 
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an inchling, a petit poet; but, Walt Whitman, begone! I have a right 

to my own perceptions." By way of emphasis, Stevens-inchling points 

the tangs of an Appalachian pine-cone (the defence of a Pennsylvania 

poet) at the "portly Azcan" he both warns off and admires. 

In three instances Stevens refers to his personal friends 

William Carlos Williams and Marianne Moore. "Nuances of a Theme by 

Williams" (p. 18) cites Williams' "El Hombre": 

It's a strange courage 
You give me, ancient star: 

Shine alone in the sunrise ^ 
Toward which you lend no part 1 

The opening lines of Stevens' poem follow it. 

Shine alone, shine nakedly, shine like bronze, 
that reflects neither my face nor any inner part 
of my being, shine like fire, that mirrors nothing. 

Stevens employs the interesting device of making his poem, in effect, 

a continuation of that by Williams. Paradoxically, Stevens seems to 

be supporting the idea that natural phenomena do not interact to 

transform one another or influence each other's course of growth: a 

viewpoint for which he took Emerson to task. It should be noted, how

ever, that this idea is largely stated in Williams' poem. Stevens' 

"extension" of "El Hombre" is really concerned with dispelling man's 

false presumption that the universe revolves around him. That pre

sumption causes man to people the skies with the charioteers of 

Plato, the long-dead gods of the Greeks and Romans. 

1 fi 
The Complete Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams: 

1906-1938 (Norfolk, Connecticut, 1938), p. 42. 
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"Esthetique du Mai" may contain a hidden reference to Williams. 

Roger S. Mitchell posits the interesting argument that Stevens' 

"Spaniard of the rose" figure in that poem (p. 316) is Williams. He 

notes that Williams is of Spanish extraction (his mother was a Puerto 

Rican) and wrote two poems called "The Rose." Stevens, he says, thought 

Williams felt that the roses he wrote about were more real than actual 

ones.^ The Spaniard of the rose, then, is an epithet complimenting 

Williams for his true poet's apprehension of metaphorical reality. 

Marianne Moore and her poem "A Carriage from Sweden" are re

ferred to in the following lines from "The Prejudice against the Past" 

(pp. 368-369). 

Day is the children's friend. 
It is Marianna's Swedish cart. 
It is that and a very big hat. 

In Miss Moore's poem, the Swedish carriage is seen as an exquisite piece 

of craftsmanship, a true work of art of the past. Stevens refers to the 

carriage specifically as a symbol of the art of the past; the hat, 

being "a philosopher's hat," as Stevens notes, represents the philo

sophical thought of the past. "Aquiline pedants" (scholarly, unimagi

native types) treat the art and philosophy of the past as "relics of 

the heart" and "relics of the mind." But children, who are proverbially 

imaginative, and poets such as Miss Moore realize that the past is 

"part of themselves," as Stevens says. For Miss Moore, as she puts it 

in her poem, the cart is "something that makes me feel at home." And 

17 
"Wallace Stevens' 'Spaniard of the Rose : William Carlos 

Williams," Notes and Queries, X (September 1963), 381-382. 
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her well-known penchant for large hats is humorously alluded to by 

Stevens to suggest that she is also at home with the broad range of 

philosophical thought (the "very big" philosopher's hat) of the past. 

"As You Leave the Room" (P.P., pp. 116-117) refers to Stevens' 

own poems. One of Stevens' last poems, "As You Leave the Room" is a 

farewell piece. He wonders if he has 

. . . lived a skeleton's life, 
As a disbeliever in reality, 

but, as the preceding lines state, 

That poem about the pineapple, the one 
About the mind as never satisfied, 

The one about the credible hero, the one 
About summer, are not what skeletons think about. 

Stevens is comforted by the thought that, at least in some of his 

poems, he has grappled with reality. In the order they are alluded to, 

the poems suggest to me "Someone Puts a Pineapple Together," "The Well 

Dressed Man with a Beard," "Notes toward a Supreme Fiction," and 

"Credences of Summer." Doubtless other poems could also be brought 

to mind. 

Again one notes that Stevens' allusions pose few problems of 

recognition for the fairly literate reader. Outstanding literary 

figures and well-known works account for the majority of them. Again 

one appreciates, moreover, Stevens' artistry in handling these familiar 

references — an artistry that prevents them from becoming overworked 

and trite. 

Two practices — techniques that happen to involve the use of 

allusion but that are not to be regarded as allusive types — have 
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been noted in connection with the idea of the reconciliation of oppo-

sites. One is Stevens' juxtaposition of the sensuous image and the 

abstract idea to form a simile. The snow-packed fruits, for instance, 

are like a page of Toulet. The other is Stevens' use of opposites to 

heighten each other by contrast. His fairy tale references, for example, 

point up the grimness of the war poem in which they are contained by 

their very contrast with that grimness. 

Stevens' overall use of references to the literature of the 

past, as I have said, is surely informed -- whether consciously or 

unconsciously — by his realization that the literature of the past, to 

requote Eliot, "has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous 

order" with the literature of the present. In the broadest terms, such 

a realization can account to a great extent for Stevens' use of allusion 

in general. All the materia of the past, not only its literature, is 

part of the present. Thus, a sense of the past is vital to a knowledge 

of the reality of the present. The poet cannot afford to be an 

"aquiline pedant" who relegates the past to the museum or to the library. 

It must live in his heart and mind; and Stevens, like Miss Moore, has 

this poet's sense of the past. He too is at home with his Swedish carts 

and hats. 



V. DEFINERS OF REALITY 

Stevens' references to the fine arts, philosophy, and science 

suggest his general awareness that these disciplines, like poetry, aim 

at defining reality (though, as we shall see, Stevens regards philosophy 

and science as valid definers of reality only when they take the imagi

nation and the experience of the senses into account). He notes, for 

example, that the poet approaches truth through imagination and the 

philosopher through reason.''" The scientist reveals truth through a 

process of experiment and discovery, while the painter, sculptor, or 

musician — like the poet — apprehends it imaginatively. 

Turning to the arts in particular, one realizes that it is their 

task to create harmony and order out of the apparent disorders of 

experience; and in the process of achieving aesthetic order, all art 

forms are confronted by common problems as well as those peculiar to 

each form. Among these'common problems, certainly, is that of compo

sition. The parts of an art work must fit together to form an 

harmonious, well-ordered whole. Stevens, concerned with attaining a 

sense of ultimate reality, is particularly engaged with the problem 

of composition. If his poems do not jell into orderly presentations 

of experience, then they fall far short of simulating the orders of 

the universe. 

^•"The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet," The Necessary Angel, 
p. 41. 

94 
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Emilie Buchwald puts the matter well when she says, "The most 

important struggle for a poet with Stevens' concept of the poet's task 

is the struggle to achieve composition. It is one thing to sit on the 

dump and itemize it; it is quite another to select and establish 

relationships that suggest what has been eliminated as well as what 

2 
remains." The artist of Stevens' caliber does not rummage through the 

hodge-podge of experience depicting, unrelated to anything else, what

ever strikes his fancy. He carefully selects and relates the materials 

of his poetry. In so doing, he suggests not only those areas of experi

ence his words immediately represent but other areas as well. We have 

noted, for instance, how in some of his allusions to literature Stevens 

establishes relationships between opposites — a technique that 

suggests the possibility that opposites in general can be reconciled. 

A principle of universal harmony, which can hardly be delineated in 

every instance, is thus intimated by a few well-chosen poetic statements. 

Besides the reconciliation of opposites, Buchwald observes that 

O 
color is a major factor in artistic composition. Stevens relies 

heavily on color in his poetry. A devotee of painting, he realizes the 

particularly strong affinity between the painter's techniques and his 

own. Both rely heavily on resemblances and color effects to compose 

out of frequently diverse elements a well-integrated work of art. Doubt

less Stevens had these matters in mind when he says in the "Adagia," 

2 
"Wallace Stevens: The Delicatest Eye of the Mind," American 

Quarterly. XIV (Summer 1962), 192. 

3Ibid.. pp. 194-195. 
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"To a large extent, the problems of poets are the problems of painters, 

and poets most often turn to the literature of painting for a discussion 

of their own problems."^ 

It is no wonder, then, that Stevens alludes frequently to "the 

literature of painting." His references to it serve three functions. 

They 

1. suggest Stevens' interest in color and in the relationship 

of opposites as elements of artistic composition; 

2. convey other ideas and attitudes of Stevens that, by and 

large, we have already encountered; and 

3. afford examples of the allusive types -- especially, besides 

the ubiquitous individual symbolic reference, the metaphorical allusion 

(which is not surprising, considering the visual nature of painting). 

Botticelli's painting "The Birth of Venus" seems clearly referred 

to in Stevens' poem "The Paltry Nude Starts on a Spring Voyage" (pp. 5-6). 

The reference serves to delineate a concept of Stevens which by now 

should be familiar to us: the life-cycle of a myth. Moreover, the 

allusion gives us another example of how Stevens evokes one thing in 

terms of its opposite: he describes his nude by noting how she differs 

from Botticelli's goddess. The latter, while delicately lovely, can 

hardly be called "paltry." She stands on a half-shell in the sea, 

while Stevens remarks about his nude: 

But not on a shell, she starts, 
Archaic, for the sea. 
But on the first-found weed 
She scuds the glitters, 
Noiselessly, like one more wave. 

^Opus Posthumous, p. 160. 
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Unlike Botticelli, Stevens does not intend to revive an archaic myth 

about Venus' birth from sea foam. His is a nude, not a goddess (and a 

"paltry" nude at that), poised on a weed, not a sea-shell. Stevens' 

figure, while certainly fanciful, still adheres to reality. Botticelli's 

Venus, on the other hand, like Plato's charioteer, depends on an al

together fabulous effect. 

The word "paltry" also serves another important function. Just 

as Venus recalls a fully-developed cycle of ancient myth, so the nude 

can represent newly-created myth — fiction that has not yet taken firm 

hold of man's imagination. Thus, the nude seems paltry, or inferior 

to Venus in man's eyes. She makes an unobtrusive entrance into his 

imaginative ken. She is just "Like one more wave": she is just one 

more myth in man's imaginative history, which is full of myths seized 

upon by him and discarded when they turn stale. 

The nude is eager for her day. She wants "purple stuff" (the 

color of royalty) on her arms; she wants her prominent, vital place in 

man's mind. The nude will have to face intellectual challenge. She 

must prove her ability to satisfy the mind's reasoning as well as its 

imaginative powers. But she is eager to brave the "high interior of 

the sea," the sea of man's deep thought. 

She is starting to gather momentum. "The wind speeds her" and 

she can touch the clouds, actions symbolic of her dynamic spiritual 

activity. Furthermore, Venus was also attended by the winds and could 

touch clouds; the nude is investing herself with the attributes of her 

predecessor. All this, however, is still "meagre play": some day 
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when she has achieved her full mythic stature in man's mind, she will 

become a "goldener nude," like Venus, the golden goddess. Yet that 

very hour of fulfillment will enforce her exit as a potent force on 

man's imagination. She will go in "an intenser calm." Her entrance 

was quiet, but her leave-taking is in an atmosphere of the mind 

rendered intense by all the imaginative activity her hey-day called 

forth. 

This allusion affords us an excellent example of the way in 

which Stevens can weave a reference into the fabric of the whole poem. 

An allusion to Raphael in "Phases" (P.P., p. 5) is far less ambitious. 

Heaven is described as being "Full of Raphael's costumes." Raphael's 

magnificent decorations for the Vatican suggest the gorgeousness and 

Renaissance exuberance that one might associate with a heaven of 

Stevens' imagining. 

Stevens' liking for the English painter John Constable (1776-

1837) is implicit in one of the self-contained epigrammatic verses of 

"Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery" (p. 154): 

John Constable they could never quite transplant 
And our streams rejected the dim Academy. 

"They" refers to the French, who were much impressed by Constable's 

landscapes. His painting "The Haywain," for instance, earned him a 

Paris triumph and influenced French Romanticism and Impressionism. The 

French Academy, however, with its emphasis on rigid Classicism, is 

foreign to the English creative temperament; and the French, in turn, 

could not completely assimilate Constable. 
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Though he twits the classical formalism of the Academy, Stevens 

was particularly fond of French painting; and he refers to it quite 

often in his poetry. A reference to Claude Lorrain (1600-1682) recalls 

Stevens' views on the integrity of the individual consciousness, as well 

as suggesting his admiration for Claude. "Botanist on Alp (No. 1)" 

(pp. 134-135) begins: 

Panoramas are not what they used to be. 
Claude has been dead a long time 
And apostrophes are forbidden on the fu

nicular. 
Marx has ruined Nature, 
For the moment. 

Claude, a magnificent panoramic landscapist, is dead. Ours is a scienti

fic age; we view nature with the eyes of botanists rather than those of 

artists. The imaginative vision generated in the individual conscious

ness is lost to us. As Riddel says, "the choice (in Stevens' time) is 

not between Christ and Marx but Claude and Marx, between imaginative 

(personal) or political (collective) order. The choice, however, is not 

so simple, for Claude's world is dead, Marx's not yet born, and further

more Marx's is rationally aborted.Claude, who conveyed by means of 

his art his lyrical sense of nature's sublimity, is replaced by Marx 

and his "grubby faith," with its logical lunacy. The funicular, the 

cable car that ascends mountains, is an appropriate symbol of twentieth 

century mechanization, which goes hand in hand with the depersonalizing 

of the individual. It can transport our bodies to the heights but not 

our souls. Apostrophes to nature would be definitely out of place on it. 

"'"Wallace Stevens' Ideas of Order: The Rhetoric of Politics and 
the Rhetoric of Poetry," New England Quarterly, XXXIV, 343. 
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But in Claude how near one was 
(In a world that was resting on pillars, 
That was seen through arches) 
To the central composition, 
The essential theme. 

The pillars and arches suggest height, specifically the heights 

attainable by the imagination in Claude's world, which was hospitable 

to the imagination and its creations. In such a world, "The essential 

theme," the sense of ultimate reality and order, was readily appre

hended; for the imagination was allowed to play its vital role in that 

apprehension. In our world, however, "The pillars are prostrate, the 

arches are haggard," though Stevens closes the poem on the hopeful 

thought that 

. . . the panorama of despair 
Cannot be the specialty 
Of this ecstatic air. 

As we have noted previously, Marx can only "ruin Nature" momentarily. 

Men are still alive to the "ecstatic air" of the world about them. 

Eventually, the individual imagination and the appeal of the natural 

will reassert themselves. 

"Poem Written at Morning" (p. 219) contains an interesting 

allusion to Nicholas Poussin (1594-1665) that functions as a metaphori

cal illustration of an idea. 

A sunny day's complete Poussiniana 
Divide it from itself .... 

The sunny day presents the observer with idealized light effects, for 

which Poussin's paintings are noted. The reality of the day, however, 

is something apart or divided from these effects. Stevens goes on to 

say that 
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By metaphor you paint 
A thing . . . 

Metaphor, like the day's idealized light, colors the reality of that 

for which it stands. 

The truth must be 
That you do not see, you experience, you feel 

As in "Saint John and the Back-Ache," Stevens' concern here is with the 

questions of how and what one perceives. One apprehends objects in 

terms of one's own feelings and thoughts. In this sense, man can only 

achieve a metaphorical apprehension of reality. Like Poussin, his mind 

is constantly composing its artificial versions of the external world. 

"Recitation after Dinner" refers (metaphorically) to tradition 

as 

. . . the clear, the single form 
The solid shape, AEneas seen, perhaps, 
By Nicholas Poussin, yet nevertheless 
A tall figure upright in a giant's air. 

(P.P., p. 87) 

Poussin's highly academic treatment of mythological subjects may surely 

be said to take the life out of them. Tradition, represented by /Eneas, 

cannot be thoroughly stifled, however. Even though traditions suffer 

at the hands of their bloodless celebrators, there remains something of 

the gigantic, the ennobling about them. 

In "Asides on the Oboe" (pp. 250-251) though, Francois Boucher 

(1703-1770) is referred to as having killed off the gods. In Boucher's 

paintings, mythological subjects descend to the level of the Rococo. 

As an eighteenth century artist, Boucher represents for Stevens extreme 

rationalism, or, more specifically, what happens to the products of the 

imagination in an overly rationalistic age. 
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"From the Packet of Anacharsis" (pp. 365-366), which employs an 

allusion to the nineteenth century French painter Puvis de Chavannes, 

also refers to philosophy and to literature to illustrate the role of 

the imagination in our perceptions. Anacharsis, a legendary Scythian 

philosopher-prince of the early sixth century B. C., opens a packet 

and reads the lines 

"The farm was fat and the land in which it lay 
Seemed in the morning like a holiday." 

Anacharsis wrote these words "near Athens." The "farm was white," and 

other buildings (presumably of Athens), were "of marble," standing in 

"marble light." Anacharsis' -Hclari.t.y'Lmanaged to make this "vista 

bright." Eugene Nassor notes that white in Stevens stands for the 

"obliteration of all color in life through the operations of the 

intellect or the fading away of the imaginative world." The marble, 

especially in relation to Athens, suggests Classicism (here, consider

ing what white symbolizes, Classicism in the rigidly formalistic, 

academic sense). But Anacharsis does not see the farm and land in an 

uninspired Classical light. Regarded by the Greeks as a noble savage — 

albeit a very wise one — Anacharsis1 imagination, like Claude's,is 

allowed its natural role in his perceptions. He sees the farm and land 

with greater clarity than the overly rationalistic Greeks. The bright

ness, the richness (fatness) of his imagination are reflected in his 

"holiday" image of the vista. 

^"Wallace Stevens: An Anatomy of Figuration" (unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, Dept. of English, Cornell University, 1962), p. 23. 
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Puvis de Chavannes, on the other hand, cultivated the 

Classicism of the French Academy. The white farm, the marble build

ings are fit subjects for him. 

. . .  H e  w o u l d  c o m p o s e  
The scene in his gray-rose with violet rocks. 

.  r "  
Puvis would emphasize soft and neutral colors -- colors like rose, 

which for Stevens signifies nostalgia.^ Puvis' evocation of the 

Classical mode is imaginatively slight and sentimental. In place of 

Anacharsis1 bright picture, Puvis offers us his rather dreary and 

faded one. 

Bloom, who suggests Joyce's Bloom in Ulysses. would protest 

Puvis' treatment of the scene. Thin-skinned and egocentric, Bloom 

represents the imaginative man who, confronted by the disorders of 

the present, retreats into the labyrinth of self. With the imagi

native flare of the neurotic, Bloom magnifies everything; he sees the 

"floridist reality" in Anacharsis1 vista. Anacharsis and Bloom, then, 

are both advocates of the imagination. Anacharsis' background per

mitted him the free exercise of his imaginative faculties. Bloom's 

society frustrates and warps his imaginative vision and forces him to 

withdraw into himself. Still, Bloom's situation is healthier than that 

of Puvis the Academician. 

The non-Academic modern painters, in Stevens' allusions to them, 

are treated quite differently from Puvis. Michel Benamou, noting 

Stevens' comment that Impressionism is "the only great thing in modern 

^George McFadden, "Probings for an Integration; Color Symbolism 
in Wallace Stevens," Modern Philology, LVIII, 189. 
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Q 
art," suggests that, of all painting movements, Stevens was most in

fluenced by it. Benamou observes that the major Impressionists Sisley, 

Monet, and Pissarro painted the air and light aroimd objects rather than 

the objects themselves. He implies that Stevens' "Evening without 

Angels," for example, celebrates air and light in the manner of the 

Q 

Impressionists. In terms of this essay, Stevens reveals his admira

tion of Impressionism through his specific references to painters 

associated with it. Claude and Constable are both considered fore

runners of the Impressionists. 

A reference to another Pre-Impressionist, Jean Baptiste Corot 

(1796-1875), suggests Stevens' appreciation of the color techniques of 

the Impressionists ("Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery," p. 156). 

Corot's "album" of pictures, according to Stevens, is "premature." 

A little later when the sky is black. 
Mist that is golden is not wholly mist. 

The Impressionists saw black shadows as sky-colors, purples and blues. 

Stevens looks forward to their treatment of black, just as he antici

pates their many-colored mists, as opposed to Corot's golden ones. 

Stevens is, however, complimenting Corot in that his colors approach 

and set the stage for the Impressionists' use of color. 

Considering Stevens' emphasis on the reconciliation of opposites 

in poetry, it is not difficult to understand his appreciation of the 

Impressionists and their techniques. They would juxtapose such opposites 

®"Notes on Jean Labasque," Opus Posthumous, as quoted in "Wallace 
Stevens; Some Relations Between Poetry and Painting," Comparative 
Literature. XI (Winter 1959), 48; reprinted in The Achievement of Wallace 
Stevens. p. 234. 

9 
The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 234. 
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as purple and orange, for instance, to make grey. Furthermore, as 

O'Connor notes, many of Stevens' color usages suggest the Impressionists' 

awareness of color. For them as for Stevens the color of an object 

depends upon the position from which it is viewed.^ Light, then, and 

one's position in relation to it reveal a world forever changing in the 

eyes of its beholder. An awareness of change is, obviously, the best 

antidote for boredom, as we shall see in "Notes toward a Supreme Fiction." 

As a matter of fact, a metaphorical allusion to the Post-

Impressionist Henri Matisse (1869-1954) celebrates the artist's concern 

with change ("St. Armorer's Church from the Outside," pp. 529-530). 

The chapel of St. Armorer's is 

. . . like a new account of everything old, 
Matisse at Vence and a great deal more than that, 
A new-colored sun, say, that will soon change forms 
And spread hallucinations on every leaf. 

Matisse made the decorations for a chapel at Vence, near his home on 

the French Riviera. The principal features of his chapel decorations 

are a seated Virgin and Child and a full-length St. Dominic, along with 

fourteen smaller compositions depicting the Way of the Cross. Matisse's 

subjects are old, but his use of line and color is distinctly modern 

and all his own. St. Armorer's chapel strikes Stevens as exhibiting 

this same contemporary approach to the old as Matisse or as each day's 

"new-colored" sun, which discloses the ancient forms of the earth in 

ever-fresh and novel patterns of light. 

^The Shaping Spirit, p. 99. 
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A further metaphorical reference — to the painter Andre' 

Marchand — occurs in "Connoisseur of Chaos" and expresses Stevens' 

appreciation of the "law of inherent opposites." That law is 

As pleasant as the brush strokes of a bough, 
An upper, particular bough in, say, Marchand. 

(p. 215) 

Marchand accentuates angular lines and large, contrasting areas of 

color much like the Expressionists. His works are, then, fine examples 

of how contrasts can be effected to reveal inherently opposing elements 

nevertheless harmonized into an artistic whole. 

"Lettres d'un Soldat" contains still another metaphorical 

allusion -- this time to Primitivism. 

Here I keep thinking of the Primitives — 
The sensitive and conscientious schemes 
Of mountain pallors ebbing into air; 

And I remember sharp Japonica --
The driving rain, the willows in the rain, 
The birds that wait out rain in willow leaves. 

(P.P.. p. 13) 

Besides the Japanese quince, the misty mountains, rain, willows, and 

birds (commonly depicted in Japanese painting) enforce the sensuous, 

metaphorical association Stevens is making between Primitivism and 

Japanese painting. 

Cubism, along with Impressionism, influenced Stevens' poetry. 

Benamou notes that Stevens was one of the first persons in the United 

States to see Cubist paintings — Walter C. Arensberg, a Harvard 

acquaintance, introduced him to them.^ While the fact that Stevens 

employs no specific references to particular Cubist paintings might 

belie this influence, one must realize that Stevens' allusions 

^The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 233. 
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frequently give only part of the picture regarding such matters. 

Robert Farnsworth, for instance, suggests that "So-And-So Reclining 

on Her Couch" (pp. 295-296) begins with someone lecturing on Cubist 

12 
painting. Cubism's multiplying of the angles of vision, as Benamou 

observes, "extends the object by multiplying resemblances."^ 

Stevens' "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" (pp. 92-95), as its 

title indicates, savors of this approach. A Cubist approach to art 

presents us, then, with all sorts of ways of viewing an object at once. 

It brings home to us the numerous possibilities of harmony and change. 

Picasso, most famous of Cubists, will occupy our attention later, in 

reference to "The Man with the Blue Guitar." 

Stevens also utilizes symbolic references to sculpture and to 

music that function as accurate definers of spiritual states. A single 

reference to pottery and one of Stevens' few specific allusions to non-

Western culture is also utilized symbolically in "Bowl." This brief 

poem begins: 

For what emperor 
Was this bowl of Earth designed? 

Here are more things 
Than on any bowl of the Sungs, 
Even the rarest — 

(P.P., p. 6) 

The reference is to Sung dynasty (960-1279 A.D.) porcelain, which 

attained the highest aesthetic perfection and thus represents the 

12"stevens1 'So-And-So Reclining on Her Couch,'" Explicator. X 
(June 1952), Item 60. 

13 
The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 2.38. 
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magnificent artistry exhibited by the creator of the world. The refer

ence fits in with the style of the poem, so reminiscent of Chinese verse. 

"Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery" (pp. 154-155) alludes 

to far less exquisite objets d'art. Constable, we recall, was never 

quite assimilated by the French. And the English could never accept 

France's "dim Academy." In fairness to the French, though, Stevens 

must admit that 

. . . the Picts impressed us [the English^ otherwise 
In the taste for iron dogs and iron deer. 

Iron dogs and deer were common decorations in Victorian gardens. The 

rude tastes of the Picts, who lived by hunting, are still in evidence 

among the proper English, who yet love a good chase. Thus, the little 

iron garden statue, like any statue Stevens mentions, represents "a 

form which incorporates the spirit of its time and place.Stalin's 

statue in "Mountains Covered with Cats" (pp. 367-368) is, for instance, 

an accurate symbol of the drab and faceless uniformity of life under 

the Soviet system. 

. . . the same statue of Stalin greets 
The same railway passenger . . . 

Furthermore, Stevens relates statues to one of man's undeniable, less 

happy traits: his "folly in trying to freeze excellence into eternal 

f o r m s . T h i s  symbolic use of statue is evident, surely, in "An 

Ordinary Evening in New Haven": the statue of Jove is blown up by 

^Joseph Riddel, "'Poets' Politics' — Wallace Stevens' 'Owl's 
Clover.'" Modern Philology. LVI (November 1958), 121. 

^Harold Watts, Hound and Quarry (London, 1953), p. 43. 
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those who have outgrown any belief in him (p. 482). General Jackson 

in "The American Sublime" (pp. 130-131) is rather self-conscious about 

posing for his statue. The general, a hardheaded soldier, has diffi

culty reconciling his flimsy human condition with this pretentious 

artistic effort to immortalize him. 

In "Two at Norfolk" a reference to music delineates the 

spiritual attitude of a particular individual. Reflecting on a grave 

in a cemetery, the speaker of the poem says, 

. . . that one was never a man of heart. 
The making of his son was one more duty. 
When the music of the'boy fell like a fountain, 
He praised Johann Sebastian, as he should. 

(p. HI) 

Johann Sebastian is both the name of the boy and a reference to Bach. 

The boy's romantic and vivacious spirit, his fountain-like music, can 

be appreciated by the father only in terms of his unfeeling sense of 

moral obligation (symbolized by his admiration of Bach's religious 

music). Stevens, one should realize, is not criticizing Bach but 

those who dote on Bach because they think they ought to. 

"Mozart, 1935" (pp. 131-132) shows the futility of an artist's 

attempt to impose the spirit of Mozart's world on the present. A poet 

addresses a "piercing chord" he strikes on the piano: 

. . .  B e  t h o u ,  b e  t h o u  
The voice of angry fear, 
The voice of this besieging pain. 

While the poet has been practicing Mozart, 

. . . they carry down the stairs 
A body in rags. 
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Stevens does not tell us who "they" are; but the date in the title of 

the poem gives us a good indication: "they" are most likely Fascists 

carting off one of their victims. The poet realizes that his eighteenth 

century retreat will no longer suffice. The violence of the Fascist-

dominated thirties besieges his consciousness. The "piercing chord," 

with its 

. . . wintry sound 
As of the great wind howling, 

represents his artistic expression of this violence, in terms of his 

pained and frightened reaction to it. This expression will effect a 

catharsis, a release of his sorrow. Wishfully, he observes that "We 

may return to Mozart." But for the present, he knows that his art 

must take cognizance of the violent disorders of his time. This poem, 

in Ideas of Order (1936), shows the progress of Stevens' poet figure 

down the rocky path toward reality. 

The romantic spirit of Chopin and Brahms is invoked in two of 

Stevens' poems. "Examination of the Hero in a Time of War" (pp. 274-

275) sums up a description of the virtuosity the imaginative man, the 

hero, displays in whatever he undertakes with one word: "Chopiniana." 

The deep personal expression of Chopin's melodies makes the comparison 

an effective one. "Anglais Mort a Florence" (pp. 148-149) draws a 

sympathetic portrait of an old man, who, gradually losing his ability 

to delight in life, turns to Brahms for consolation. But even Brahms, 

"His dark familiar, often walked apart" from him. Brahms' beautiful 

but melancholy music, indicative of the philosophical skepticism and 
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pessimism of his age, has been a solace to the old man. But now he is 

at the point where even Brahms fails him. 

"Agenda" (P.P., pp. 41-42) humorously shows the impossibility 

of imposing the spirit of one place on that of another. Boston's 

efforts to be sparkling and gay fall flat. Boston may indulge in 

"Whipped creams and the Blue Danube" but it still 

. . . should be in the keys 
Fainting the saints among palms. 

The spirit of Vienna, captured in Strauss' waltz, cannot find congenial 

quarters in the old stamping-grounds of Cotton Mather. The ioie de 

vivre of the imagination (symbolized by Florida, that holiday-land of 

lush, tropical vegetation) is restrained by Boston's ingrained 

Puritanism. Boston, in effect, cannot see the palms for the saints, 

symbolic of its ascetic moral outlook on things. 

Asceticism and the belittling of imaginative and sensuous ex

perience are traits Stevens discovers and rejects not only in theology, 

but in philosophy as well. Thus, as I have suggested, his estimate of 

the value of philosophy as a definer of reality is both favorable and 

unfavorable. Stevens felt that the brand of philosophy that neglects 

imaginative and physical experience is only a partial approach to 

reality and truth. (Interestingly enough, Stevens attempts to absolve 

poetry from the counter-charge that it neglects the realm of abstract 

thought by stressing the philosophical and metaphysical aspects of 

poetry. His own work, surely, shows this emphasis. As we shall see, 

one-third of "Notes toward a Supreme Fiction" is devoted to the 

proposition that "It Must Be Abstract.") On the other hand, certain 
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philosophers do regard the physical world and imagination as relevant 

to their thought and receive Stevens' approval. The influence of 

philosophical thought on Stevens' poetry is, I might add, the subject 

of lengthy essays.^ My concern is only with the most specific 

allusions to philosophy in Stevens' verse and with whatever brief com

ments are necessary to render the allusion intelligible in plain terms. 

Stevens' references to Plato are in a large measure governed by 

the feeling that Platonic Idealism is unrealistic. The following 

summation of H. D. Lewis' view of Plato's philosophy might well be 

Stevens' own: 

Mr. Lewis says that for Plato the only reality that mattered 
is exemplified best for us in the principle of mathematics. 
The aim of our lives should be to draw ourselves away as much 
as possible from the unsubstantial fluctuating facts of the 
world about us and establish some communion with the objects 
which are apprehended by thought and not sense. This was the 
source of Plato's asceticism. 

Stevens felt that Plato was indifferent to the actual world. For him 

18 Platonism represented an "idealistic retreat" from it. A universe 

conceived in imitation of static, eternal Forms repelled the poet of 

change. Doubtless the unreality of Plato's Idealism was what Stevens 

See, e.g., William A. Barney's "Wallace Stevens and George 
Santayana" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Dept. of English, State 
University of Iowa, 1962) and Joseph Riddel's "The Never-Ending 
Meditation: A Study of Myth, Metaphor, and the Poetry of Order in the 
Works of Wallace Stevens" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Dept. of 
English, University of Wisconsin, 1960). 

^"About One of Marianne Moore's Poems," The Necessary Angel, 
p. 95. 

18 
Fuchs, The Comic Spirit, p. 146. 
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had in mind when he says in the "Adagia," "Abstraction is a part of 

idealism. In that sense, it is ugly."^ 

In "On the Manner of Addressing Clouds," Stevens would seem to 

be confusing the idealism of Plato with the teachings of his hard-

headed mentor Socrates: 

Funest philosophers and ponderers, 
Their evocations are the speech of clouds. 

(p. 55) 

Aristophanes' The Clouds ridicules Socrates' teaching methods. But 

Stevens' allusion to The Clouds implies wrongly that Socrates went about, 

as it were, with his head in the clouds. At any rate, the allusion does 

serve to emphasize the fact that Stevens felt philosophical idealists to 

be oblivious to the physical reality about them. 

Norman Silverstein gives us the following analysis of the refer

ence to Plato in "Homunculus et La Belle Etoile" (pp. 25-26). Stevens 

celebrates "the light of the imagination, the reality of poetry," as 

"the 'ultimate Plato.' That is, it out-Plato's Plato." Homunculus was 

the name of the artificial man that Paracelsus the alchemist (c. 1490-

1541) claimed he could make from chemicals. In Stevens' poem, the 

homunculus represents philosophers, who are artificial in that they 

reject passion in their search for truth. The philosophers need the 

light of "la belle etoile," a jewel-like star in the Biscayne Bay 

associated with Venus (the goddess of passion), "to become complete 

men."20 when the philosophers perceive that the light of the star, 

_ 
Opus Posthumous, p. 161. 

^"Stevens' 'Homunculus et La Belle Etoile,'" Explicator, XIII 
(May 1955), Item 40. 
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the imagination, is relevant to their inquiries, then they will know 

the "ultimate Plato," the sense of ultimate reality possible when imagi

nation enriches thought. 

"Extracts from Addresses to the Academy of Fine Ideas" contains 

a metaphorical allusion to Plato. It is Stevens' way of describing that 

sense of reality attained when imagination and experience unite with 

abstract thought: "Plato, the reddened flower, the erotic bird" 

(p. 253). Specifically, the poem is concerned with the necessity of 

recognizing the fact of evil in positing any realistic fiction. The 

flower, symbolizing growth and beauty, must be tempered with red, evoca

tive of blood and death. The bird, commonly associated with the spirit, 

is erotic, sharply aware of the flesh and its needs. One might say that 

this realistic fiction is, once again, the "ultimate Plato." 

Aristotle and Plato are referred to in "Less and Less Human, 0 

Savage Spirit" (pp. 327-328). 

If there must be a god in the house, must be, 
Saying things in the rooms and on the stair, 

Let him move as the sunlight moves on the floor, 
Or moonlight, silently, as Plato's ghost 

Or Aristotle's skeleton. . . . 

Plato's deductive method — his reasoning from the premises conceived, 

as it were, by the fancies of his own mind — at least reveals a more 

humanistic approach to thought than that of Aristotle. The latter's 

emphasis on induction is in harmony with scientific method. Thus Plato 

is a ghost (a fanciful creation) while Aristotle, as Stevens 
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9 1 
also states in the "Adagia," "is a skeleton1 (a laboratory specimen). 

Both philosophers, however, lacking a real appreciation of the sensuous 

world and imaginative experience, are described in terms of the absence 

of the living spirit and flesh. The fictive reality conceived by man 

in terms of his limited sphere of thought and feeling gives him a sense 

of ultimate reality. If, however, this sense is not enough for man, if 

he would know ultimate reality itself, he must think of it as an abstrac

tion — that-which-is-beyond the capacity of his spirit to perceive, his 

flesh to touch. Stevens apparently held a mistaken notion of Kant's 

ding an sich, the thing in itself and not the object of the senses; he 

wrongly interpreted Kant to mean that the world of sense and experience 

must be eliminated by pure thought in order to arrive at an awareness of 

a world beyond them — a world that suggests total reality and the great

est possible completeness to experience. The paradox, of course, is that 

such an abstract awareness of ultimate reality is inadequate and un

satisfying; for it omits imaginative and physical experience. 

A further reference to Aristotle in "Five Grotesque Pieces" notes 

that 

X understands Aristotle 
Instinctively, not otherwise. 
Hey-di-ho. 

(P.P.. p. 75) 

The point, I think, is an ironic one. Aristotle does not, as one might 

expect, communicate rationally but instinctively to X. The individual's 

21 
Opus Posthumous, p. 168. 
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thoughts and feelings are always in play coloring his response to every

thing, including Aristotle's philosophically detached prose. 

Much the same point is made in Stevens' references to Descartes 1 

"cogito ergo sum." In "Life on a Battleship" (P.P.. p. 78) the captain, 

a would-be Communist dictator, is described as an "apprentice of 

Descartes." The captain would apply Descartes' maxim with a vengeance 

and a twist: as the captain thinks, so must the world think. He is 

another example of the logical lunatic of one idea he wishes to impose 

9 ? 
on everybody. In two poems, however, Stevens has Ulysses say, "As 

I know, I am" — an echo, surely, of Descartes. Ulysses, in contrast to 

the captain, would be a pjipil of the world-at-large and experience all 

its ideas. Descartes' maxim can, then, be utilized by either the 

vicious or the high-minded. Once again, we note that philosophical 

thought, for all its effort at detachment, is given over to subjective 

interpretations. 

A passage on Nietzsche in 'Description without Place" (p. 343) 

also emphasizes that philosophical objectivity is a deceptive notion. 

For all that Nietzsche studies the "deep pool" of his thoughts, his 

grandiose "sun" (the reality of his own egotistical personality) gilds 

it. Nietzsche's Superman concept amounts, in fact, to a wishful pro

jection of his egomania. This passage directly follows one that we have 

22 
The almost identical first stanzas of "The Sail of Ulysses" 

(Q.P.r pp. 99-105) and "Presence of an External Master of Knowledge" 
(.QjZ- , PP- 105-106). 
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previously noted: Stevens' grouping together of Calvin, Queen Anne, 

Pablo Neruda, Lenin, and Nietzsche as fanatics (pp. 342-343). The 

subjectivity that Stevens felt concealed behind the mask of philo

sophical thought is surely exposed in these Nietzsche references. 

Heraclitus, on the other hand, earns Stevens' regard for his 

awareness of the reality of change. The ancient philosopher's often 

cited observations that "everything flows" and that one "cannot step 

twice in the same river" function as an ideological and echoic refer

ence in "This Solitude of Cataracts" (pp. 424-425). 

He never felt twice the same about the flecked river, 
Which kept flowing and never the same way twice . . . 

The River of Life is in a constant state of flux. 

He wanted the river to go on flowing the same way, 
To keep on flowing. He wanted to walk beside it, 

Under the buttonwoods, beneath a moon nailed fast. 

The speaker desires to arrest the process of change and dwell, perhaps, 

in an eternal youth. He wants to fix the moon, symbol of young lovers 

and romantics, permanently on his perceptual horizons. But life and 

one's perceptions of it are ever changing. The speaker's wish, as he 

himself realizes, is unrealistic. 

St. Thomas Aquinas united philosophy with imagination, as "Les 

Belles Pages" (pp. 244-245) indicates. This is a rare instance in 

which Stevens himself elucidates his poem, though in less than clear-

cut terms. Aquinas, he notes, has a "special force" which "seems to 
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come from the interaction of his prodigious love of God."^ Judging 

from the context of this remark, I take Stevens to mean that Aquinas' 

thoughts and feelings interacted due to his love of God. If one 

regards Aquinas solely as a philosopher, 

The automaton in logic self-contained, 
Existed by itself. . . . 

That is, Aquinas the unimaginative thinker, was divorced from the world 

of physicality and imagination. But the saint in him, thinks Stevens, 

may have survived. While modern man cannot hold Aquinas' faith, in 

Aquinas' time that faith satisfied the demands of head and heart. Stevens 

takes care in both the poem and in his explanation of it to point out 

this fact. 

Finally, the magnificent and moving "To an Old Philosopher in 

Rome" (pp. 508-511) evokes the last days of Santayana. Containing no 

specific allusive passages with which we need be concerned, the poem 

celebrates the "fulfillment of human existence in Santayana's recon-

ciliation of flesh and spirit on the threshold of death." ' Santayana, 

like Aquinas, is for Stevens a philosopher of feeling as well as thought. 

Stevens' few references to science also reveal the distinction 

on his part between a discipline's unimaginative and imaginative 

approaches to reality. The former is suggested by a metaphorical 

^"A Note on 'Les Plus Belles Pages,"' Opus Posthumous, p. 294. 

^Louis L. Martz, "Wallace Stevens: The World as Meditation," 
Yale Review. XLVII (June 1958), 519; reprinted in Literature and Belief: 
The English Institute Essays for 1957. M. H. Abrams, ed. (New York, 1958), 
142; also reprinted in Wallace Stevens: A Collection of Critical Essays. 
and in The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 213. 
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reference to geometry in "The Common Life" (p. 21). A "church steeple" 

and the "stack of the electric plant," representing the drab religious-

industrial dominated culture of so many American cities, "stand" in a 

"morbid light" 

Like an electric lamp 
On a page of Euclid. 

The lamp (representing the dehumanized aspects of modern science) 

illuminates Euclid (suggesting the strain of abstraction running through

out the history of science). The likeness of the city vista to the 

Euclid-lamp image suggests, then, that the American heritage is too 

heavily weighted on the scientific and technological side. The result 

is the unimaginative, culturally superficial "common life" millions of 

Americans lead -- a kind of life that makes 

The men have no shadows 
And the women only one side. 

Americans, in short, end up with little depth of personality. 

"As at a Theatre" (P.P., p. 91) gives a more flattering picture 

of the scientist. Stevens, doubtless thinking of the Supreme Fiction, 

reflects on the possibility that a fresh imaginative outlook might show 

the world as 

. . . another whole, 
An azure outre-terre, oranged and rosed, 
At the elbow of Copernicus, a sphere, 
A universe without life's limp and lack, 
Philosopher's end . . . 

Copernicus1 discovery that the earth revolves around the sun is associ

ated with the revelations of the Supreme Fiction. Stevens admires the 
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scientist who, like the Aquinas or Santayana type of philosopher, takes 

the imagination into account. 

An allusion to Freud in "Mountains Covered with Cats" (pp. 367-

368) is also respectful. "Freud's eye," says Stevens, "was the micro

scope of potency." His ghost will probably be able to reflect on "The 

spirits of all the impotent dead," seen clearly "without their flesh," 

and understand "How truly they had not been what they were." Freud is, 

of course, intimately concerned with man's imagination and feelings. His 

minute explorations of the human psyche may be justified when he sees 

the dead, incapable now of rationalizations about themselves, for what 

they really were in life. Both Stevens and Freud sought out the 

realities of human experience, and Stevens recognizes this fact in 

paying his respects to the great psychologist. 

Again one is fascinated by the way in which Stevens handles 

particular references in their contexts, the large number of metaphori

cal references being a case in point. The generalizations to be made 

about his allusive techniques in this chapter are of lesser interest. 

The painters — or, for that matter, the composers, philosophers, and 

scientists -- mentioned by Stevens are not particularly novel: they 

are, for the most part, well-known figures. The symbolic use of 

allusions to statuary comes by now, surely, as no surprise. 

Stevens' references to philosophy and science have, however, 

suggested a point that merits reemphasis: the definers of reality must 
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also be the advocates of the imagination. In a sense, our discussion, 

which laid its initial stress on Stevens as the proponent of reality, 

has come full cycle. Stevens, the staunch believer in the poetry of 

the imagination, makes the following proud statement about his craft: 

To give a sense of the freshness or vividness of life is 
a valid purpose for poetry. A didactic purpose justifies it
self in the mind of the teacher; a philosophical purpose 
justifies itself in the mind of the philosopher. It is not 
that one purpose is as justifiable as another but that some 
purposes are pure, others impure. Seek those purposes that 
are purely the purposes of the pure poet.^ 

"Adagia." Opus Posthumous, p. 157. 



VI. SOME LONGER POEMS 

An understanding of Stevens' allusions is invaluable — in fact, 

indispensable — in interpreting some of Stevens' longer poems. This 

fact will, I trust, be demonstrated in the discussions of these poems 

that follow — discussions that will concentrate specifically on the 

allusions and their immediate contexts. The poems will be examined in 

chronological order in the hope that such an arrangement will reflect 

the development of Stevens' themes. 

I. "Le Monocle de Mon Oncle" 

The very title of "Le Monocle" (pp. 13-18), French and fanciful, 

reveals Stevens' dandyish approach. One notes the punning in the 

"monocle" — "mon oncle" relationship. The monocle, as William Fahey 

says, suggests the "detached boulevardier," while the term uncle is 

associated with family ties and with belonging to a group. The 

boulevardier is a religious skeptic. The uncle, like a good family man, 

practices faith. Thus, as the title intimates, there are two attitudes 

toward experience presented in the poem. One is that of wit, detachment, 

and religious skepticism — qualities suggestive of dandyism. The other 

involves an acceptance of life and the quotidian and a belief in God.^ 

^""Stevens' 'Le Monocle de Mon Oncle,"' Explicator, XV (December 
1955), Item 16. 

122 
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The poem is a monologue. The "monocle" — "mon oncle" pun, in which 

the words virtually form one another, implies that these two ambivalent 

attitudes are at odds in the monologist. 

The first stanza contains indirect references that help to 

delineate the monologist's attitude toward Christianity. The speaker 

recalls his former words: 

"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." 

The person addressed strongly suggests Mary, "Mother of heaven." More

over, "regina of the clouds" suggests a parody on the salutations of the 

Marian anthems beginning Ave Regina Caelorum, Regina Caeli, and Salve 

Regina. And "0 sceptre of the sun, crown of the moon" recalls "And a 

great sign was seen in heaven: a woman arrayed with the sun, and the 

moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars" 

(Revelation 12: 1) — a passage generally regarded as a reference to 

O 
Mary and employed in Marian liturgies. 

Stevens, in my opinion, evokes the Catholic reverence for Mary 

in order to suggest the influence that Christianity (not necessarily 

Catholicism) still has over the speaker's mind. To be sure, the speaker's 

belief in Christianity is sorely tried. The "two words that kill" are 

faith and doubt, whose clashing in the mind vitiates and eventually 

2 
Again I owe Marie Hamilton my thanks for her suggestions. 
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destroys belief. And the speaker goes on to note that his address to 

the "Mother of heaven" "mocked her." 

Another indirect reference in the first stanza, however, 

emphasizes that the speaker is not totally convinced that his scornful 

attitude toward Christianity is the right one. 

The sea of spuming thought foists up again 
The radiant bubble that she was. . . . 

Stevens' paltry nude, it may be recalled, is associated with the sea 

of thought ("The Paltry Nude Starts on a Spring Voyage," pp. 5-6). 

"The radiant bubble," however, suggests the nude's predecessors — 

those once-radiant faiths no longer capable of soliciting man's belief. 

Nevertheless, it is difficult for the speaker — indeed, for any man — 

to slough off the religious code of his society. Stanza two suggests, 

however, that in spite of such vacillation, the speaker does have a 

definite impulse toward finding a new expression of faith. 

The third stanza refers to three highly ordered societies of the 

O 
past: ancient China, feudal Japan, and Augustan England. The speaker 

wonders if, since the faiths that arose out of the old social orders 

have passed, these orders were carefully cultivated all "for nothing." 

Chinese wise man "studied out their beards"; the Japanese painter 

Utamaro (1753-1806) depicted beauties with "all-speaking braids"; and 

"mountainous coiffures" were in evidence in eighteenth century Bath. 

The emphasis on hair and its arrangement, as previously noted, is 

3 
Earl Roy Miner, "Stevens' 'Le Monocle de Mon Oncle,'" Explicator, 

XIII (March 1955), Item 28. 



125 

symbolic in Stevens of human efforts to create order and beauty in 

life. The Chinese who study their own beards are trying to preserve 

philosophical and religious attitudes that no longer suffice for the 

world-at-large. A lady's hair bespeaks her youth and beauty; Utamaro's 

braided women bear eloquent testimony to both, but the fact remains 

that the maids themselves have withered and died. And the coiffures 

of Bath are no more. 

Utamaro's beauties and ladies' coiffures aptly serve to direct 

the speaker's thoughts toward the subject of physical love. In stanza 

four, the speaker notes that the apple was sweet to Eve "Untasted in 

its heavenly, orchard air." Its juice is, however, "acrid" in reality. 

Like the skull, the apple can serve as a book. 

But it excels in this, that as the fruit 
Of love, it is a book too mad to read 
Before one merely reads to pass the time. 

The apple represents external reality, that world of death and sex and 

sin that Eve knew when she tasted the forbidden fruit. The skull 

implies the limits of the mind, the self. Both external reality and 

the reality of the self are books, approaches to knowledge. External 

reality "excels" the self in that it awakens us to love, in this case, 

"mad" love suggesting physical passion. As "excel" intimates, the 

uncle aspect of the speaker rejoices in this love. Not so the 

boulevardier, however. He may pursue women as an idle pastime and for 

sexual pleasure, but he never gives his heart to them. For the moment, 

the boulevardier-speaker has the say. He observes that "a furitous star" 
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belongs to "fiery boys" and "sweet-smelling virgins close to them." 

Stars are conventional conversation-pieces of romantic young lovers. 

But the mention of both star and virgin gives the passage New Testament 

overtones — echoes that keep us in mind of the uncle-speaker's position. 

In the sixth stanza, however, an allusion to Hyacinth.reinforces 

the dandy's argument that love is a pastime for the young. The speaker 

notes that men of forty — middle-aged men like himself — cannot hope 

to keep pace with young lovers. Such a notion "is a theme for Hyacinth 

alone." Hyacinth was accidentally killed by Apollo and turned into a 

flower in token of the god's great love for him. Hyacinth, whose name 

and beauty were thus immortalized, may dwell forever in love's grace. 

Such a pretty fancy is, unfortunately, not for balding "amorists." 

In stanza seven, an indirect reference to the New Testament 

emphasizes an important shift in the poem's train-of-thought. 

The mules that angels ride come slowly down 
The blazing passes, from beyond the sun. 
Descensions of their tinkling bells arrive. 

. . . centurions guffaw and beat 
Their shrilling tankards on the table-boards. 

One thinks of Christ's entry into Jerusalem on a mule on Palm Sunday and 

associates centurions with the crucifixion. In spite of the oppressive

ness of reality (represented by the centurions) the spirit has inti

mations of a more exalted state attainable through belief (the tinkling 

bells of the mules). Suppose that the angels 
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. . . brought amid their train 
A damsel heightened by eternal bloom. 

The suggestion is that spiritual love, love translated into religious 

faith, will not degenerate with the failing flesh. The next stanza, 

however, dwells on the fact that man is indeed mortal. The passage 

hints at Stevens' comfort in the idea of death as part of the life-

process of change -- but only in the sense that man's birth, flourishing, 

and death are "a way of birth." 

Stanza nine celebrates the release of the mind from its preoccu

pation with physical experience -- in part, paradoxically enough, by 

reference to Cupid. At forty, one becomes "ward of Cupido." "Ward" 

may be intentionally ambiguous. It can be taken to suggest that Cupid 

is the speaker's guardian or just the opposite. The former intimates 

that the speaker has reservations about his somewhat enforced 

spirituality. The latter meaning is the one more obviously dictated by 

the context. The speaker is master of the Cupid in his nature and has 

learned to appreciate in his mature years the "lustiness" of ideas. 

Thus, his perceptive range is wider and he is in a better position to 

attain a sense of reality. The tenth stanza, however, serves as a 

reminder of the fact that man's perceptions are limited: he cannot 

know everything about reality. After this cautionary statement, the 

last two stanzas of the poem return to the celebration of the speaker's 

widened spiritual horizons. 

As we have seen, allusions contribute much to a meaningful 

reading of "Le Monocle." Without being aware of them, it would be 
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difficult, for instance, to realize that the speaker is reacting against 

Christianity (suggested by the Mary references) or the ineffectual 

orders of the past in general (represented by the allusions in stanza 

three). And our previous observation that the Palm Sunday reference 

in stanza seven effects a major turning-point in the poem merits 

reemphasizing. 

The indirect nature of many of the references in "Le Monocle" 

contributes, moreover, to the metaphysical attitude that Stevens 

intends his speaker to convey. It is the attitude, in large part, of 

a man who finally and truly realizes the vital and complex role that 

spiritual intangibles play in his life. These intangibles, elusive 

and full of nuances, are what the speaker has in mind when in the last 

stanza he emphasizes how distinctly they have been brought home to his 

consciousness. 

. . .  I  p u r s u e d ,  
And still pursue, the origin and course 
Of love, but until now I never knew 
That fluttering things have so distinct a shade. 

II. "The Comedian as the Letter C" 

"The Comedian as the Letter C," another poem of Harmonium, also 

deals with the quotidian and the imaginative man's efforts to come to 

grips with it. The central figure of the poem is Crispin, as Stevens 

himself says, "an every-day man who lives a life without the slightest 

adventure, except that he lives it in a poetic atmosphere as we all do."^ 

^Mattino Domenicale ed altre poesie. ed. and trans. Renato 
Poggioli (Turino, 1953), p. 169. 
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This comment throws light on the significance of the poem's title. 

As William York Tindall suggests, the "C" can represent the standard 

academic grade for average."* And O'Connor notes that "The Crispin of 

French drama, as the Crispin of Le Leeataire universal (1708) by Jean-

Francois Regnard, seems to me to be the model for Crispin, the valet-

comedian of Stevens' long poem."*' In terms of the poem itself, it is 

not difficult to see why Crispin is regarded by Stevens as a comic 

figure. He is the bourgeois-poet, who, "lost in the conflicting claims 

of sensibility . . . resolves his problems by giving them all up for a 

nice shady home and daughters with curls,a fate scarcely tragic. 

And in true comic fashion, Crispin's pretentions are the source of his 

coming to grief. 

The first section of "The Comedian" (pp. 27-30) deals with the 

sloughing off of Crispin's provincialized romanticism. As J. V. 

Cunningham observes, Crispin "was the master of his environment" but that 

environment was trivial indeed: "It was that middle-class culture of 

business, public chastity, and official Christianity which we often 

g 
call, with some historical injustice, Victorianism." To his credit, 

^Wallace Stevens (Minneapolis, Minn., 1961), p. 26. 

^The Shaping Spirit, p. 139. 

^Fuchs, The Comic Spirit, p. 33. 

®"The Poetry of Wallace Stevens," Poetry, LXXV (1949), 155; revised 
and reprinted in Tradition and Poetic Structure: Essays in Literary 
History and Criticism (Denver, Colo., 1960), under the title "Tradition 
and Modernity: Wallace Stevens"; reprinted under the latter title in 
The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 109. 
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Crispin seeks out the realities of life. He is painfully disabused of 

the egotistical and romantic notions fostered in him by his environment; 

however, he attains a broad sense of reality in their place. 

Allusions serve to delineate Crispin before, during, and after 

his disillusioning encounters with reality. In his home environment, 

he is "the Socrates of snails" (p. 27), the implications being that 

Crispin appears to be a mental giant in comparison with his sluggish-

minded neighbors and that, like Socrates, he has a tendency toward 

abstract thought. 

"Launched," as Hi Simons says, "on the sea of life," Crispin 

encounters Triton. 

To the ancients Triton represented the variability of the 
ocean, and the sea is an apt scene for Crispin's adventure be
cause it symbolizes the changefulness of life. Here, however, 
Triton is also represented as an old realist. To the question, 
"Could Crispin stem verboseness in the sea?" the answer implied 
is: no, this uncontrollable water deity, who represented real 
experience, kept forcing the doctrine and hard truths of 
realism upon him.9 

More exactly, Triton symbolizes the reality of change. Thus, Triton 

is both permanent and non-existent; for the real world is constantly 

in a state of flux. The Triton that Crispin sees is 

. . . Triton, nothing left of him, 
Except in faint, memorial, gesturings 
That were like arms and shoulders in the waves, 
Here, something in the rise and fall of wind 
That seemed hallucinating horn, and here, 
A sunken voice, both of remembering 
And of forgdtfulness, in alternate strain. 

(pp. 28-29) 

9"'The Comedian as the Letter C't its Sense and Significance," 
Southern Review. V (Winter 1940), 455; reprinted in The Achievement of 
Wallace Stevens, p. 99. 
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Crispin is reviewing the romantic illusions of his past, which seem 

"hallucinating horn." One is reminded of Triton's "wreathed horn" 

in Wordsworth's sonnet "The World Is Too Much With Us." Wordsworth 

longs for the romance of the old mythologies, but he also realizes 

that they constitute "a creed outworn." Crispin the realist may be 

attracted to but cannot accept the fancies of his former years. He 

cannot totally forget them, however. Crispin confronts a reality 

. . . excepting negligible Triton, free 
From the unavoidable shadow of himself 

(p. 29) 

However "negligible," Crispin's fanciful illusions are part of meta

phorical reality; and Stevens takes care to note this fact. 

Section two (pp. 30-33) shows Crispin revelling in the exotic 

aspects of reality. An echo of the sacrificial worship of the 

Pre-Columbian Mayas is evinced in the observation that "Maya sonneteers" 

prefer to address "the night-bird" (suggesting death) rather than 

birds such as the "green toucan" or "raspberry tanagers" (p. 30). 

The Mayas prefer somber rites to the lush world about them. Not so 

Crispin. His verses reflect the exotic nature of experience, including 

an awareness of evil, the "serpent-kin encoiled" in his lines. 

At a thunderstorm, however, as Fuchs says, "Crispin is scared into an 

epiphany."^ The thunderstorm symbolizes a revelation: the real power 

and majesty of the poet's art lie in his ability to communicate his 

sense of that-which-is-beyond-himself. Crispin's poems have been 

10 
The Comic Spirit, p. 43. 
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dealing with realities tangible to the senses. The intangibles of 

the spirit beckon, and Crispin strives to apprehend them in religious 

terms: "He knelt in the cathedral with the rest" (p. 32). I use the 

term "religious" in a broad sense: Crispin has not been converted to 

Christianity but rather, like a Christian or a member of any faith, 

he recognizes the existence of a higher power. Crispin, we note below, 

cannot give a name to this power (he refers to it simply as a "thing"), 

a fact that gives good indication he is not thinking of it as, say, 

God or Christ. 

A reference to Vulcan (p. 33) suggests that Crispin's new-found 

religious impulse is to some extent grounded in vanity. The "thing" 

the storm proclaims is 

. . . the span 
Of force, the quintessential fact, the note 
Of Vulcan, that a valet seeks to own, 
The thing that makes him envious in phrase. 

Vulcan, the god of fire and the armorer of the gods, aptly represents 

the power of fiery "religious" poetry. Crispin, who still feels him

self a comic bourgeois valet, aspires to the envious position of a 

master poet of the spirit. 

The next two sections contain no specific allusions. In the 

third section (pp. 33-36), Crispin fluctuates "between sun £realityj 

and moon {imagination 1̂1 (p. 35). Finally, however, he attains a poet's 

appreciation of the realities of the quotidian; he is free of what, in 

essence, was his romantic preoccupation with exotic realism. Furthermore, 
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he has lost his poet's vanity; for, as Fuchs implies, Crispin has 

come fact to face with the stark reality of himself: "Here is the 

unheroic hero in all his lack of splendor; without palms, without 

regalia, mistrustful of fair weather and the season of romance. At 

n11 

last he is face to face with arrant reality. This reality, how

ever, is not really ultimate. It does not include, for instance, 

the reality of all places. Man's notions of what is real are largely 

governed by the reality of his own localized environment. 

Thus, in section four (pp. 36-40), Crispin affirms that man is 

a product of his environment by describing how, in the colony he is 

planning, men are characteristic of the regions they inhabit. Taking 

his own background into account, Crispin realizes that he is, after 

all, a bourgeois, a clown — albeit an aspiring one. He wonders if, 

since he knows them now as sheer fancies, he can permit himself the 

luxury of his dreams. He decides that "All dreams are vexing. Let 

them be expunged." Crispin prefers "veracious page on page, exact" 

(pp. 39-40). 

As the fifth section (pp. 40-43) intimates, however, dreams do 

intrude on one's consciousness. Crispin finds that his perceptions 

are narrowing and becoming clouded with the fancies of his mind. 

Being a creature of imagination and limited perceptions, man cannot 

hope to maintain a broad sense of that-which-is-beyond him for very 

long. Crispin settles for a comfortable bourgeois existence. The 

^"Ibid., p. 46. 
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last section of "The Comedian11 (pp. 42-46) humorously completes 

Crispin's "rout" as far as trying to know ultimate reality is con

cerned. Not only is Crispin unable to retain his broad sense of 

reality, he must cope with the varying perceptual states of 

Four daughters, in a world too intricate 
In the beginning . . . 

(p. 45) 

The world is "The same insoluble lump" for Crispin now that it was 

at the beginning of his journey toward reality. "Without grace or 

grumble" he swallows the lump of the world, forever to be an enigma 

to him (p. 45). 

There is, in the fifth section, a reference to Candide. 

Crispin is 

. . . like Candide, 
Yeoman and grub, but with a fig in sight, 
And cream for the fig and silver for the cream, 
A blonde to tip the silver and to taste 
The rapey gouts . . . 

(p. 42) 

Hi Simons gives the following summary of the relevance of the 

Candide allusion to Crispin's situation: 

Candide, too, had set out in the world with big notions 
of himself and life at large, had journeyed to America, 
undergone diverse escapades and ended "Yeoman and grub," 
with a fig in sight and Cunegonde -- hardly a "prismy blonde," 
however — for bride. As Crispin abandoned his brave plans 
and settled down to cottage life, so Candide finally shut 
off Fangloss's cheerful babble with the resolute conclusion, 
"Qui, mais il nous faut cultiver nos iardins." Stevens 
could not have found in all fiction another character that 
would have illustrated so appositely the petit-bourgeois 
realism with which the^ntellectual development of his 
personage ended. . . . 

12The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 109. 
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The Candide allusion, then, functions as an exact delineator of 

Crispin's final situation. 

Allusions again serve as important conveyors of Stevens' ideas 

in "The Comedian." The Triton reference is particularly rich in 

significance. It is an economical conveyor of four important ideas: 

1. the idea of change, 2. the idea that reality impresses itself 

upon the consciousness, 3. the idea that Crispin has seen through 

his past illusions, and 4. the idea that illusions do have their 

metaphorical existence nonetheless. 

III. "Owl's Clover" 

In spite of their concern with reality, the poems of 

Harmonium established Stevens in many critics' minds as an ivory-

tower escapist. His second book, Ideas of Order, received similar 

critical treatment. The Marxist critic Stanley Burnshaw, reviewing 

it in 1935, suggested that Stevens' ideas of order were invalid, con

tradictory, and of little use to people living with the realities of 

13 
the thirties. "Owl's Clover" is, to be sure, partly an answer to 

Burnshaw. It is much more than an occasional poem, however. As 

Joseph Riddel says, its "central issue is a familiar one to Stevens' 

readers: the possibilities of order in the modern world. 

Stevens himself supplies us with an apt introduction to the 

first part of the poem "The Old Woman and the Statue" (0.P., pp. 43-46): 

*^See New Masses, October 1, 1935, pp. 41-43. 

^"'Poets' Polities' — Wallace Stevens' 'Owl's Clover,'" Modern 
Philology. LVI, 120. 
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"the subject that I had in mind was the effect of the depression on 

the interest in art. I wanted a confronting of the world as it had 

been imagined in art and as it was then in fact. . . . The old woman 

is a symbol of those who suffered during the depression and the 

15 
statue is a symbol of art. The statue, a group of marble horses, 

loses its artistic dynamism when seen through the old woman's eyes. 

The order of art collapses before her gaze. As soon as she leaves, 

however, the horses again take on their vital aspect. Present reality, 

in the guise of the old woman, cannot come to terms with the orders of 

art. 

The second section of the poem "Mr. Burnshaw and the Statue" 

(P.P., pp. 46-52) contains references intimately related to its theme. 

Stevens debunks the idea that poetry can embody eternal faiths or 

orders conceived by them. Such things simply do not exist in a world 

of change; and the best that poetry can do is to discover the orders 

o f the moment. 

A chorus of women mourn for the statue (symbolizing here the 

art of the past, ineffectual for the present's needs). The chorus is 

reminiscent of the ancient Greek tragic choruses. It symbolizes the 

ageless principle of poetry, but its members also represent the 

modern poets. For, as they eulogize the statue, they find their own 

fresh voices; and, "Astral and Shelleyan," they "diffuse new day" 

^"The Irrational Element in Poetry," Opus Posthumous, p. 217. 
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(P.P., p. 47). Shelley's revolutionary, romantic spirit is theirs, as 

this attractive metaphorical allusion suggests. 

Unfortunately, however, their romantic enthusiasm eventually 

runs away with them. Like Shelley, they seek to reform the world with 

their "poet's politics." Stevens' tone in addressing them turns 

sarcastic: 

Mesdames, one might believe that Shelley lies 
Less in the stars than in their earthly wake, 
Since the radiant disclosures that you make 
Are of an eternal vista, manque and gold 
And brown, an Italy of the mind, a place 
Of fear before the disorders of the strange, 
A time in which the poet's politics 
Will rule in a poet's world. Yet that will be 
A world impossible for poets, who 
Complain and prophesy in their complaints, 
And are never of the world in which they live. 

(P.P., p. 48) 

The Marxist writers, for all that they may believe in the tough-minded 

practicality of their principles, are really retreating into "an Italy 

of the mind" (Shelley's Italy, symbolic here of impractical idealistic 

thought). Their worker's paradise only seems to have a down-to-earth 

appeal: the spirit of Shelley "lies" in the "earthy wake" of their 

thoughts. They are afraid of the disorders attendant upon change and 

would make Communism the final stage in history. The very fact, how

ever, that poets give fresh expression to the experience of humanity 

shows that they thrive on change. A world in which political and social 
% 
change has been abolished would be an impossible place for poets. 
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"The Greenest Continent" (P.P.. pp. 52-60), the third part of 

"Owl's Clover," deals with the efforts of modern Europeans to impose 

their civilization upon the Africans. The Europeans conquer and 

colonize Africa, erecting their statue (symbolic now not only of the 

art of the past but also of the new political formulae, particularly 

Fascism) in the process. Present European civilization is, however, 

spiritually bankrupt: the statue represents no effective faith that 

can counter the superstition and savagery one so frequently associates 

with Africa. Again, as we have seen much earlier, Stevens repudiates 

the bloodless abstraction of the new orders. European and African 

alike are governed in reality by one God: Ananke, fatal necessity, who 

dictates what the situation of the moment will be and, in consequence, 

the order that must be conceived to meet it. 

Metaphorical references to Boucher and Venetian Renaissance art 

occur in the following context: 

Things jutted up . . . the jagged stacks, 
The foul immovables, came through the clouds, 
Colossal blacks that leaped across the points 
Of Boucher pink, the sheens of Venetian gray. 

(P.P., p. 53) 

The frivolous gaiety of the art of Boucher and the Venetian painters is 

reflected in the rosy pinks of the former and the shiny grays of the 

latter. The societies that produced this art were stabilized but 

essentially superficial. Latter nineteenth and early twentieth century 

European society was likewise stable, frequently brilliant, on the sur

face. Its brittle orders rapidly gave way, however, before profoundly 
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disruptive forces — symbolized, appropriately enough, by the black 

smokestacks of industrialism. 

A cluster of allusions suggests what some of these forces were.. 

They included 

. . . the seeds 
Of Vilmorin, Verhaeren in his grave, 
The flute on the gramophone, the Daimlers that 
Dissolved the woods, war and the fatal farce 
Of war . . . 

(P.P., p. 53) 

The first reference may be to Louise de Vilmorin and her songs in 

memory of Chopin. If so, Stevens is probably condemning excessive 

nostalgia for the past -- a sentiment that results in inaction, and 

indifference toward the problems of the present. The verses of 

Verhaeren (1855-1916), the Belgian poet, call for the emancipation of 

the working class; they exemplify the new social impacts and "poets' 

politics." The forces of science and industry, moreover, have put 

natural things at a distance: instead of attending the concert itself, 

one listens to music on the gramophone; and the beauties of the woods 

are fleetingly glimpsed from a Daimler auto. European nationalism and 

colonialism culminated, of course, in World War I; and Stevens alludes 

to their reemergence, most likely with the "fatal farce" of Mussolini's 

Ethiopian conquest particularly in mind. 

In fact, the fifth part of "The Greenest Continent" does portray 

Mussolini's troops, with their machine-guns, attacking Africa's bowmen. 

The Italians have 
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. . . oracular trumpets round and roundly hooped, 
In Leonardo's way, to magnify 
Concentric bosh, * . . 

(P.P., p. 56) 

As this metaphorical reference scornfully implies, the country that 

produced a Leonardo da Vinci is capable of celebrating a tawdry Roman 

triumph over the Ethiopians. Leonardo's trumpets (suggesting the 

glories of Renaissance art) are compared to the trumpets of nationalism 

and conquest. Those latter trumpets glorify the vulgar herd instinct, 

the "Concentric bosh," of the Italians. 

In the following section "A Duck for Dinner" (P.P., pp. 60-66), 

Stevens is concerned with showing that both the orders of the past, 

notably religious faith, and the projected orders of the future, 

particularly Marxism, are impractical. The former, symbolized by the 

statue, are stale fictions; the latter are too depersonalized: in other 

words, they fail mutually to satisfy the needs of the individual imagi

nation. Stevens realizes the difficulty of positing a truly effective 

future order. It 

Takes time and tinkering, melodious 
And practical. . . . 

(P.P.. p. 65) 

The implication being that the Marxists "strike out" on all counts: 

they want to change the world overnight and establish one faith for all. 

They will tolerate no "tinkering" with their ideas to provide for 

individual differences, no harmonizing of abstract principles to accord 

with human feelings. 
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Stevens employs several allusions in the course of the section. 

The unromantic lives of the workers are, for instance, suggested by a 

reference to Venus. They 

. . .  d o  n o t  r i s e ,  a s  V e n u s  r o s e ,  
Out of a violet sea. They rise a bit 
On summer Sundays in the park, a duck 
To a million, a duck with apples and without wine. 

(P.P., p. 60) 

The duck is a traditional symbol of deceit. The workers are being fed 

deceitful fare by their Marxist masters. Passion (Venus) and aspi

ration (violet or purple connotes royalty) are denied the laborers. 

The best they can hope for is the illusion of plenty, as represented 

by the duck — without, of course, wine, also symbolic of passion and 

romance. 

Their lives are quite different from those of the American 

pioneers. The latter were free-spirited souls, rugged individualists. 

True, the workers desire the same basic things as the pioneers in their 

"cadaverous Eden" (signifying the immensity as well as the opportunity 

of America): namely, love and sustenance. But -- says Stevens, 

addressing the pioneers -- the workers' 

. . . lives are not your lives, 0 free 
0 bold, that rode your horses straight away 

(P.P.. p. 61) 

The workers, obviously, are not of the stuff of heroes and 

creators of fictions. Perhaps they need an orator to guide them, "Some 

pebble-chewer practiced in Tyrian speech" (P.P., p. 63). Pne recalls 

Demosthenes practicing his speeches with pebbles in his mouth. Tyrian 



142 

purple aptly describes the purple patches that characterize the 

speeches of modern political orators. Considering that the line occurs 

in a passage describing a Soviet band-concert, it would seem that 

Marxist demagoguery is the particular target of Stevens' allusion. 

Reminiscing about the statue, Stevens draws an implicit contrast 

between these demagogues, impelled by cynical and ruthless political 

motives, and true artists, who are sincerely concerned with uplifting 

the souls of men. 

Above our race, yet of ourselves transformed, 
Don Juan turned furious divinity, 
Ethereal compounder, pater patriae, 
Great mud-ancestor, oozer and Abraham, 
Progenitor wearing the diamond crown of crowns, 
He from whose beard the future springs, elect. 

(P.P., p. 64) 

The passage celebrates not only one but all creators, past, present, 

and future. They transform their sexual energy into a passionate 

spiritual activity ("Don Juan turned furious divinity"). These pro

genitors of fictions are Abrahams, leading people toward fulfillment 

in a new ' faith. 

In the final part of "A Duck for Dinner" (P.P., p. 63), 

allusions reiterate two of the poem's thematic motifs. Stevens repudi

ates as unrealistic "The Johnsonian composition, abstract man." 

Dr. Johnson's writings exemplify the eighteenth century tendency to 

speak of man in generic rather than individual terms. Thus, Stevens 

is again chastising the Communists and Fascists for their unwillingness 
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to take the individual into account. Some other belief must replace 

these doctrines; but, whatever it is, it cannot be Christianity. What

ever the myth of the future will be, it will result in a disaster for 

Isaac Watts, whose hymns are a staple of Protestant services. In short, 

the new faith will involve rejection of the worship of Christ, as 

symbolized by Watts 1 hymns. 

The final section of "Owl's Clover," "Sombre Figuration" (O.P., 

pp. 66-71), posits a choice for men between the "portent" and the 

statue. The portent suggests ultimate reality, that-which-is-beyond 

man's limited perceptions. The statue represents the orders man can 

conceive — orders that, to be effective, must be in h&rmony with the 

ultimate reality that informs them. 

In speaking of the portent, Stevens notes that it can either 

presage the destruction of his generation or be "bent, like Hercules, 

to build" (0.P.. p. 69). As a symbol of ultimate reality, the portent 

includes the collective spirit of the age. That spirit could well give 

in to the chaos that besets it. On the other hand, it might construct 

new orders that effectively meet its needs. Mankind, in order to 

survive in the spirit, must never lose sight of the statue. 

Again allusions function as conveyors of information vital to 

an understanding of the poem. The references to Shelley are a case in 

point. To not comprehend their significance is to miss much of Stevens' 

concern with refuting the Marxist writers of the thirties. The poem, 
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in consequence, would appear to be more philosophical in nature and 

less taken up with contemporary issues than it really is. 

IV. "The Man with the Blue Guitar" 

If "Owl's Clover" posits orders informed by the imagination, 

"The Blue Guitar" (pp. 165-184) focuses largely on the role of the 

imagination in disclosing these orders. Thus "The Blue Guitar," dealing 

with the operations of the mind, seems a more difficult poem than "Owl's 

Clover," or, for that matter, "Le Monocle" ot "The Comedian." In keeping 

with its fairly abstract nature, the allusions of "The Blue Guitar" are 

generally indirect and less specific than in the latter three poems. The 

frequently alleged reference to Picasso's painting "The Old Guitarist" may 

or may not be misleading. Louis Martz points out that Picasso's picture 

was exhibited at Hartford in 1934; but the guitar in the painting is tan.^ 

Stevens himself has said that he did not have Picasso's picture in mind 

for "The Blue Guitar.As we shall see, however, Stevens describes 

his guitarist as a kind of tailor. The guitarist in Picasso's picture 

sits cross-legged in a tailor's position. Unconsciously, Stevens 

18 may have utilized Picasso's guitarist. Be that as it may, 

^"Wallace Stevens: The World as Meditation," The Achievement 
of Wallace Stevens, p. 221. 

^Tindall, Wallace Stevens, pp. 30-31. 

18 
This possibility was suggested to me by Arthur Kay. 
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other references in the poem do shed light on at least some of its 

complexities. I believe that the functions of these references will 

be adequately suggested to the reader in the process oi explicating 

parts of the poem. 

The poem opens with the description of a musician, "A shears-

man of sorts," bending over his blue guitar on a green day. He is 

rebuked by his listeners for not playing "things-as-they-are." When 

he retorts, 

Things as they are 
Are changed upon the blue guitar 

they respond: 

But play, you must, 
A tune beyond us, yet ourselves, 

A tune upon the blue guitar 
Of things exactly as they are. 

According to Stevens himself, "Although the blue guitar is a symbol of 

the imagination, it is used more often simply as a reference to the 

individuality of the poet, meaning by the poet any man of imagination. 

The reason for this concern with the poet's individuality is hinted at 

by the shearsman figure. The individual consciousness of the poet is 

sheared from reality, represented by the "green day," because the poet 

colors things he perceives with his own feelings toward them. "Sorts" 

suggests both the snippets of cloth a tailor might have lying about 

(a tailor, with his scissors, is a "shearsman of sorts") and the French 

19 
O'Connor, The Shaping Spirit, p. 44. 
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word for fate. No one's perceptions are totally divorced from reality. 

An4 the poet in particular has snippets of insight into "things-as-they-

are." Perhaps these insights are at times unpleasant, fatal to cherished 

illusions. Nevertheless, impelled by the need to come to grips with 

reality, the poet's audience importunes him to cultivate it. 

But, in the second stanza, the musician tells his audience that 

he "cannot bring a world quite round." No artist can overcome the 

illusions of his own imagination enough to create what his listeners 

desire most of him: a fiction that encompasses a total sense of ultimate 

reality. As stanza three intimates, he can aim at delineating his own 

limited sense of reality as fully as possible. To achieve this sense, he 

must, as we have noted, attain an acute knowledge of himself, of the work

ings of his own perceptions, in order to tell when they are playing him 

true or false. However, stanza four points out that the poet's responses 

to life define similar responses on the part of "A million people." The 

poet is the legitimate spokesman of his fellows. 

In the fifth through the tenth stanzas, Stevens suggests that 

that-which-is-beyond the consciousness is knowable only through the 

imagination's intimation of it. "Torches wisping in the underground" 

and "the structure of vaults upon a point of light" (stanza five) suggest 

the historical development of Christianity, from its practice in the 

catacombs to its worship in the cathedrals. Poetry must replace this 

"empty heaven and its hymns." 
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In the eleventh and twelfth stanzas the musician wonders how he 

can apprehend external reality when his imagination colors everything 

he sees. The guitarist concludes that one must be content with an 

imaginative view of things as they are. Furthermore, the candle of one's 

own perceptive vision is "enough to light" one's world. One does not 

need "a German chandelier" — an indirect reference, perhaps, to the 

complexity of Kant's thought in its effort to know the ding an sich. 

The musician, then, has accepted two things: the limitations of his 

perceptions and the role of his imagination in those perceptions . 

Stanza fifteen contains two specific references. Stevens, as 

Benamou notes, echoes Picasso's saying that a picture is a "hoard of 

destructions."20 The guitarist asks if such a description fits the 

"image of our society." The second allusion is to a popular song 

"Shine on, Harvest Moon." Is the poet simply "Catching at," that is, 

trying to evoke, the memory of the harvest moon "without seeing" either 

"the harvest or the moon"? Can he, in other words, reap the fruits of 

his imagination (moon) in a world so chaotic and destructive as this? 

Perhaps in trying to do so, as the reference to the old popular song 

implies, the guitarist is only being sentimental — hence, ineffectual. 

"Things as they are" (here, the realistic nature of the old orders) 

"have been destroyed." The musician, consequently, is unsure of his 

own reality: perhaps he is spiritually dead, a product of the cancelled 

past. 

20 
"Wallace Stevens: Some Relations Between Poetry and Painting," 

The Achievement of Wallace Stevens, p. 237. 
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In the next several stanzas, however, the guitarist comes to 

appreciate the reality of his imaginative faculties. This is a major 

step, for now he can accept the reality of his total consciousness. 

He can now have faith in the fictive realities conceived in his own 

mind — realities that will replace the old external orders such as 

religion. 

As the suggestion of Goethe's novel Dichtung und Warheit in 

stanza twenty-three affirms, truth is poetry and truth, imagination 

and external reality. The following stanza contains a buried allusion 

to Descartes' "cogito ergo sum." The "poem" (the imagination) is a 

"missal" for that young man the "scholar hungriest" for, if nothing 

more, at least the "latined phrase" meaning "to know." The young 

scholar eager to know the truth about himself and his world must take 

his imagination into account. Moreover, as the stanza goes on to 

suggest, the pleasures of the imagination will add joy to his pursuit 

of knowledge. The remainder of the poem is, in fact, a celebration of 

the delights of the imagination. The imagination is now seen as a 

positive factor, since it is a part of reality. In "The Comedian," 

it was a negative one: Crispin felt that his imagination was continu

ally playing him tricks so that he could not grasp reality. Crispin's 

despair in not managing to retain a sense of objective reality is, 

then, overcome in "The Blue Guitar." 
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V. "Notes toward a Supreme Fiction" 

"The Blue Guitar," then, makes significant progress toward 

Stevens' reconciliation of imagination and reality. Due to the 

difficulty and the elusiveness of the poem, however, that progress is 

not so clearly evidenced as in "Notes toward a Supreme Fiction." More

over, in its artistry, "Notes" deserves the high place generally 

accorded it by Stevens scholars and critics. 

The first section of the poem "It Must Be Abstract" (pp. 380-

389) begins with advice to the ephebe, the young initiate into the 

world of adult perception. He is told to begin his initiation by per

ceiving the "inconceivable idea of the sun" (ultimate reality). In the 

light of previous discussion, the following reference offers little 

difficulty: 

The death of one god is the death of all. 
Let purple Phoebus lie in umber harvest, 
Let Phoebus slumber and die in autumn umber. 

Phoebus is dead, ephebe. But Phoebus was 
A name for something that never could be named. 
There was a project for the sun and is. 

As sun god, Phoebus appropriately represents the gods man has conceived 

in his efforts to obtain a sense of ultimate reality. Though these 

old gods are dead, the sun still has a "project": it 

Must bear no name, gold flourisher, but be 
In the difficulty of what it is to be 

Reality must no longer be obscured by association with fanciful if 

attractive godheads. 
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The second stanza of "It Must Be Abstract" points out that, 

since he can never attain "the first idea" (ultimate reality), man is 

never satisfied. The following stanza, however, celebrates the power 

of poetry in that it can give the mind a sense of ultimate reality. 

Stanza four notes that 

The first idea was not our own. Adam 
In Eden was the father of Descartes 
And Eve made air the mirror of herself 

Here Descartes' "cogito ergo sum" is being referred to in order to 

stress the fact that man's apprehensions of reality are subjective and 

limited. Since Adam, man has perceived the world strictly in terms of 

his own consciousness. The very air was the mirror of Eve and "Of her 

sons and daughters," whose conceptions of reality also reflect their own 

thoughts and feelings. 

However, as stanza five intimates, man, unlike other animals, 

senses the "first idea." He is humbled by his feeling of insignificance 

in the face of it. Yet it is this awareness of a reality beyond him 

that raises man above the animals. It makes him a seeker after knowledge 

and truth, a perceiver of images and standards to live up to — in short, 

it is the source of his heroism. 

Stanza six alludes metaphorically to the seventeenth century 

Dutch painter Franz Hals. Since ultimate reality is beyond the mind's 

grasp, man must be content with a sense of it, "an abstraction blooded." 

As the reference to blood indicates, the illusions of the physical world 

and of the senses must, perforce, have a part in this awareness. It is 
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like "yellow that thins the Northern blue," like "Weather by Franz Hals." 

Thus, Stevens describes his abstraction in terms of the intense inter

play of vibrant life with subdued tones that is so characteristic of 

the Dutch school of Hals' period. The seventh stanza celebrates the 

idea that the life of the senses and imagination, being part of ultimate 

reality, can give man a surer intimation of it than thought alone. 

Viollet-le-Duc, a noted nineteenth century French architect, is 

mentioned in stanza eight. Even his skill could not make "the 

MacCullough," an imitation castle in Connecticut, "major man." Like the 

MacCullough, individuals are only imitations of major man, the sum total 

of all men and their potentials for achievement. But the next two 

stanzas reaffirm that the individual and his imagination must be taken 

into account. As Pack notes, "The fiction toward which we strive must 

be an abstraction propounding what we might become and still remain 

human, and it is the imagination, Stevens holds, that provides us with 

21 the ability to fulfill these possibilities." 

The other major sections of "Notes" are "It Must Change" and 

"It Must Give Pleasure." Allusions in both are few, and the ideas these 

sections put forth, by and large, have already been discussed. A brief 

summary of each is, I think, sufficient. "It Must Change" (pp. 389-398) 

observes that the constancy of change in the world renders fixed gods 

and myths impossible. The idea of the reconciliation of opposites 

serves to show how things in nature interact to effect changes in one 

2 Wallace Stevens, p. 98. 
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another. The world, then, is continually being recreated afresh; and 

the poem conveys this sense of change to us. 

An allusion to "The great statue of General Du Puy," one of 

Napoleon's generals, occurs in stanza three. The statue, symbolic of 

man's attempts to create immortal heroes and to arrest change, is dis

believed by practical men of ever-changing, everyday affairs such as 

doctors and lawyers. People commonly think that nothing changes. If 

such is the case, however, why is it that the general no longer im

pressed them and "was rubbish in the end?" 

In the eighth stanza, Shelley's "Ozymandias" is mentioned. 

Nanzia Nuncio comes as a naked spouse to Ozymandias. A nuncio is a 

papal emissary; Nanzia Nuncio, coming "like a vestal long-prepared," 

represents a purely spiritual, or abstract, intimation of ultimate 

reality. Ozymandias;' thinking his works would last forever reveals 

his romantic self-conceit. Thus, the vanity of Ozymandias suggests 

the force of the imagination. He informs Nanzia Nuncio that 

. . . the bride 
Is never naked. A fictive covering 
Weaves always glistening from the heart and mind. 

The mind cannot entertain a totally abstract sense of reality. The 

imagination "weaves" its "fictive covering" between reality and the 

mind's apprehension of it. 

"It Must Give Pleasure" (pp. 398-407), as O'Connor says, 

"discloses two sources of pleasure, seeing things-as-they-are held to 
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22 themselves,, and seeing things-as-they-are changed by the imagination." 

Of course, in regard to the first source, the imagination must play its 

part: as stanza three says, reality is seen "Clear and, except for the 

eye, without intrusion." The difference between these two sources, then, 

is a matter of how much the imagination influences the mind's perceptions. 

The second source of pleasure stems from the frank delight of the mind 

in its imaginative faculties. 

The first stanza contains a reference to Saint Jerome, who 

Begat the tubas and the fire-wind strings, 
The golden fingers plucking dark-blue air 

Fire and wind are traditionally symbols of passion and inspiration, and 

tubas suggest low or deep tones. Jerome's Vulgate is a passionate and 

profound expression of Christianity. The "multitude" of Christians, who 

"sing jubilas at exact, accustomed times," could not have written it. 

The mass ritual of a fixed faith shapes the consciousness along patterns 

of perception that are narrow and routine. Jerome's individual genius, 

deep and imaginative, was responsible for the glories of the Vulgate. 

The "golden fingers" and "dark-blue air" add another dimension to the 

allusion. "Golden" suggests immortality; and, "blue" being Stevens color 

for the imagination, "dark-blue" implies the limits of man's imagi

native vision. The hopefully immortal words of the Vulgate only toy with 

an ultimate reality beyond the scope of that vision or its god creations. 

22 
The Shaping Spirit, p. 72. 
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As stanza three intimates, "A lasting visage in a lasting bush" 

(Jehovah as he appeared to Moses in the burning bush) can become a 

pretty tiresome object of worship. Stevens prefers Orpheus, who 

. . . brought tremendous chords from 
hell 
And bade the sheep carouse . . . 

The poet, breaking down the barriers of prescribed faiths, offers man 

a world full of the pleasurable revelations of change for contemplation. 

A brief review of the allusions in "Notes toward a Supreme 

Fiction" gives ample proof of their importance in helping to delineate 

some of Stevens' major ideas. The allusions and the ideas associated 

with them are as follows: 

1. The Bioebus reference. The old gods and faiths are dead. 

2. Jehovah's visage — Orpheus. Poetry, unlike the old faiths, 

is a source of continual delight because it reflects change. 

3. The statue of General Du Puy. Change cannot be arrested; 

consequently, no orders can retain their early vitality in men's eyes. 

4. Ozymandias. The consciousness is incapable of purely 

objective, abstract thought. 

5. Vio1let-le-Duc. The individual consciousness is restricted 

to its own perceptions; the individual personality is confined to the 

limited range of its own potential. Therefore, one man cannot presume 

to be all men. 

6. Adam-Eve-Descartes. Reality is always conceived of in terms 

of the individual consciousness, which must include imaginative and 

subjective elements. 
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7. Franz Hals. Any concept of reality must take the individual 

imagination and the physical world apprehended by the senses into account. 

8. Saint Jerome-the Vulgate. The individual, by means of 

his own imaginative and thought processes, has the potential for 

creating a sense of reality that satisfies the consciousness. 



VII. CONCLUSION 

The propositions of "Notes" ("It Must Be Abstract," "It Must 

Change," and "It Must Give Pleasure") are extremely significant. They 

crystallize for the reader Stevens' idea of what the Supreme Fiction 

must entail. Allusions other than those in "Notes" provide insights 

into the propositions. A brief review of some of these references 

will serve 1. to emphasize Stevens' preoccupation, throughout his 

poetry, with developing a concept of the Supreme Fiction and 2. to 

reemphasize the importance of allusions as conveyors of his most 

essential ideas. 

A. ^t Must Be Abstract. To attain a sense of the reality 

beyond his immediate perceptions and sensations, man must rely upon 

his capacity for abstract thought. Intellectual curiosity, open-

mindedness, and objectivity are qualities essential, surely, to an 

effective use of that capacity. Stevens holds intellectual curiosity 

to be so important that — as his references to Adam, Eve, and the 

Garden of Eden suggest — he considers knowledge worth the price of 

the Fall, sin, and death. His unfavorable allusions to the dogma and 

miracles of Christianity reflect his feeling that they contradict facts, 

encourage narrow-mindedness, and yoke the mind's energies to ritualistic 

patterns largely meaningless and trite. Stevens' allusions to 
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religious and political fanaticism further emphasize his abhorrence 

of narrowly conceived ideas — and of the blind, subjective faith of 

their adherents. 

B. It Must Change. Stevens' recognition of a climate of change, 

ever-present and influencing all things in nature, motivates his 

dismissal of the old gods and faiths as tired and outworn. "The Paltry 

Nude Starts on a Spring Voyage," with its references to Botticelli's 

Venus, provides a succinct, effective insight into Stevens' view that 

the old faiths are unserviceable and must be replaced by new fictions. 

Stevens' unflattering reference to Emerson in "Looking across the Fields 

and Watching the Birds Fly" is based, we remember, on the belief that 

Emerson's philosophy does not take the principle of change into account. 

And the idea that death is only a part of the process of change informs 

the allusion to Vertumnus in "Extraordinary References" and that to 

Charon in "The River of Rivers in Connecticut." 

C. It Must Give Pleasure. The pleasures of the Supreme Fiction 

are, of course, equatable with the satisfactions of belief. Chapters II 

and III of this study, as I noted in my introduction, have dealt with 

the orders, fictions, and faiths that Stevens considers inadequate for 

providing these satisfactions; Chapters IV and V have focused on the 

disciplines that in Stevens' eyes supply these pleasures. The very fact 

that a lengthy essay can be largely organized around the proposition 

"It Must Give Pleasure" suggests its being a predominant concern in 

Stevens' verse. 
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Besides discussing the significance of allusions for Stevens' 

thought, I have tried to show their ability to convey ideas economically 
V 

and accurately, as well as the skill with which Stevens employs the 

allusive technique. The extent to which allusions function as 

economical and accurate statements in Stevens' poetry has, I trust, 

been impressed upon the reader by the method of explication itself. It 

can reveal, to take one example, that the Triton reference in "The 

Comedian" suggests four important ideas of Stevens. Or, to take another, 

it can disclose the accuracy of such associations as that Stevens makes 

between the artist as spiritual healer and Apollo, a god of healing 

as well as music. 

Noting examples of the six allusive types has, I hope, accounted 

for some of the pleasing quality of Stevens' allusions. In general, 

their subject matter is not novel; but the skill with which they are 

handled renders them interesting and attractive. The metaphorical 

references seem to me particularly appealing. Such comparisons as that 

of bee hives to Dante's stanzas, views of bridges to Tweedle-dum and 

Tweedle-dee, and Toulet's verses to rouged fruits in snow have the 

charm of fancy; yet they are grounded in a major aspect of Stevens' 

thought: his concern with disclosing resemblances to suggest a principle 

of harmony in nature. Far from being just the whims of Stevens' fancy, 

these allusions bear witness to his preoccupation with matters of 

universal import. 
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This leads us to a significant conclusion: Stevens' fondness 

for allusions shows that he did not conceive of poetry as primarily a 

lyrical affair. In its efforts to know that-which-is-beyond it, the 

mind is ever reaching out for knowledge of externals: a sense of the 

past and an informed reading of today's newspaper are essential to its 

growth. Allusions are conveyors of such knowledge to the poem. They 

testify to the fact that its author is not, like Swift's modern poet, 

spinning webs out of himself. The search for belief — call it God, 

the Supreme Fiction, or whatever — dwarfs any concern with self-

expression for its own sake in poets like Stevens. As Stevens himself 

says in the "Adagia," 

Poetry is not personal.^" 

Opus Posthumous. p. 159. 
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