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Abstract

Each of the writers in this study view the "problem of contact' in
terms of man's separation from the elementgl processes of the earth, the
ground of his experience. Before men can make contact with the ground,
they argue, each of them must give up all fixed forms of perception that
categorize experience into pre-conceived moulds of thought. The problen,
they say further, is both a moral and aesthetic issue. In other vords,
each man must experience the ground in his own particular life, but un-
less this experience is actnalized in an art form it will remain amorphous
and unintelligible,

With the exception of Stevens, these writers reject all fixed forms
of perception, move behind these forms, and place the strongest emphasis
upon the active process of experience. Further, and again with the ex-
ception of Stevens, they assert that only those forms that are organic
extensions of experience can hold on to, concretize, and reveal the nature
of the ground as it is experienced through the particulars of the world--
and thereby "reconcile the people and the stones."™ Fmerson finds this
form in his notion of the correspondential symbol, Thoreau when he dis-
covers that Walden is an organi.c work of art, and Williams in the "made
poem." Although searching for the same source, unlike the others, Stevens
accepts the validity of the epistemological puzéle-—"how do we know that
we know what we know?"--and consequently enters into a life-time preoccupa-
tion with the forms of perception rather than the content of his experience,
never realizing that the question itself is another fixed form of percep-
tion. His involvemert in the "subject-object!" problem ironically distances

him from the very "reality'" he desires and seeks.
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Divided into five sections, this study discusses each writer in the
context of his own works. Section One introduces th2 problem through

Williams!'! In the Amarican Grain. Section Two argues the principle of

metamorphosis as the basis of the correspondential symbol in Emerson's

work. Section Three analyzes Thoreau's Walden as a representative work,
the dramatization of one man's journey toward an elemental relation with
the processes of the earth. Section Four, divided into two parts, turns

to the poetry of Stevens, the first part dealing with the epistemological

assumptions in the poetic world of the Collected Poems, and the second,

The Rock, where Stevens discovers the necessary finality of his concerns.
Section Five, also divided into two parts, concludes the study with an
investigation of Williams' positive solution to the problem. The first

part describes his "theory of the poem;"the second applies this theory to

an analysis of Paterson V, a poem that is considered as a "field of action,"
the only "place" the mind can actively "reconcile the people and the

stones,n
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Section One:

Introduction

1
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William Carles Williams and the Problem of Contact

...The sun had entered his head in the color of sprays
of flaming palm leaves. They had been walking for an
hour or so after leaving the train. They were hot. She
had chosen the place to rest and he had painted her
resting, with interest in the place she had chosen.

It had been a lovely day in the air.--What pleasant
women are these girls of ours! When they have worn clothes
and take them off it is with an effect of having performed
a small duty. They return to the sun with a gesture of
accomplishment. --Here she lay in this spot today not like
Diana or Aphrodite but with better proof than they of
regard for the place she was in. She rested and he painted
her. .

It was the first of summer. Bare as was his mind of
interest in anything save the fullness of his knowledge,
into which her simple body entered as into the eye of the
sun himself, so he painted her. So she came to America.

They saw birds with rusty breasts and called them
robins. Thus, from the start, an America of which they
could have had no inkling drove the first settlers upon
their past. They retreated for warmth and reassurance to
something previously familiar. But at a cost. For what
they saw were not robins. They were thrushes only vaguely
resembling the rosy, daintier English bird. Larger,
stronger, and in the evening of a wilder, lovelier song,
actually here was something the newcomers had never in
their lives before encountered. Blur. Confusion.

A poet witnessing the chicory flower and realizing its
virtues of form and color so constructs his praise of it
as to borrow no particle from right or left. He gives his
poem over to the flower and its plant themselves, that
they may benefit by those cooling winds of the imagination
which thus returned upon will refresh thea at their task
of saving the world., But what does it mean, remarked his
friends?



Chosen from the large mass of Williams'! writings, these three passages
provide a context for the defensive statement of possibilities at the begin-

ning of Spring and All (1923):

If anything of moment results--so much the better.

And so much the more likely will it be that no one

will want to see it.

There is a constant barrier between the reader

and his consciousness of immediate contact with the

world. If there is an ocean it is here.l
Consciously and deliberately, Williams intends to discover and reveal an
"immediate contact with the world." He is hesitant to assert openly,
however, because he realizes that any success would be misunderstood by

readers who lack this contact. Much later in his life, in Book I of

Paterson, Williams again declares that "Divorce is/the sign of knowledge

in our time" (P, 28), implying that real knowledge comes from a marriage

with the fundamental realities of the earth.



The first quoted passage is from an article called "A Matisse"
originally published by Williams in Contact, a magazine he and Robert
McAlmon edited in the early twenties. The title itself is revealing:
Contact I says that it is "interested in the writings of such individuals
as are capable of putting a sense of contact...into their work,"2 followed,
in Contact IV, with a similar statement that "If Americans are to be
blessed with important work it will be through intelligent, informed
contact with the locality which alone can infuse it with reality.m"3
The quoted passage is therefore ironic: Two foreigners to America, a
French girl and a French artist, unknowingly reveal the possibilities of
a country where no man '"has seen a woman naked and painted her as if he
knew anything except that she was naked" (SE, 31), and where no woman
"is naked except at night" (SE, 31). Through the particularity of their
momentary experience, both have responded to the natural flow of things.
Nakedly giving herself up to the situation, the French girl enters the
natural world ("her curving torso and thighs were close upon the grass
and violets"™ (SE, 30)), although she is still only "in that room on
Fifth Ave." (SE, 30). The artist, reacting to his model concretely,
paints her "with interest in the place she had chosen,'" and through his
art, composes her into a revelation of the '"place she was in." Williams
is clear in pointing out ("...he painted her. So she came to America."™)
that she can come to America only when she is concretized in art. When
she is, she becomes more relevant to this particular space and time than
Diana and Aphrodite mainly because she assunes the form of a goddess
herself--Diana and Aphrodite being revelations of the same life processes

in the Classical world. Able to touch their immediate environment
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sensually, these two foreigners reveal more of the essential American
experience than the first settlers in the second quoted passage. They,
in turn, denied contact with the basic realities of the earth and failed
to experience the real America. Confronting a new continent whose
"pressing reality demanded not only a tremendous bodily devotion but as
well...a complete reconstruction of their most intimate cultural make-
up, to accord with the new conditions" (SE, 13L), they "retreated for
warmth and reassurance to something previously familiar." They inter-
preted the New World according to forms of perception brought over from
the 01d. Their language not consonant with the new place, thrushes were
erroneously called robins. America, concludes Williams, began in
"Confusion." The condition the first settlers created still exists in
the present world, as the third quoted passage indicates. From the

"Prologue" to Kora in Hell (1920), it traces the movement of a poem.

By relating to the particularity of the chicory flower, the poet can
articulate the local in such a way that the flower can bring men into
contact with their surroundings. Divorced from the processes of the
earth, however, his contemporaries are understandably confused with such
a poem: "But what does it meén, remarked his friends?"

We are back to the introductory statement of Spring and All: How

can men vwho have not experienced an organic relation to the processes
of the earth understand Williams' poetry? Williams' attack on critics
should be seen in the light of this very problem. "There is a fund-
amental misapprehension,'" Williams once wrote in a letter,

in most opinions emanating from men who occupy

teaching positions in the universities and who
attempt to criticize new work, work created by



conditions with which they do not have an oppor-~
tunity to come inexorably into contact. (SL, 127)

Although many of the issues involved in our discussion of Williams
are contained in the three quoted passages, they are subsumed by an even
larger concern: the problem of contact in contemporary America. In the
American Grain, a work that introduces us to the ground of Williams!
thought, focalizes this problem.

. As Louis Martz has correctly pointed out, the book should not ''be
regarded primarily as 'historyo'"h Williams' interest in American history
is always related to the presence of the past in the present. Through a
series of essays on various historical subjects, he explores the American
past to discover the kind of consciousness preventing contemporary
Americans from relating to the source of their experience. Far from
being haphazard structually, the book is a conscious attempt to find the
foundation for an authentic culture, and as we will see, for the function
of the poem in that culture. A letter from Williams to Horace Gregory
explains the personal basis of this study:

Of mixed ancestry, I felt from earliest childhood
that America was the only home I could cver
possibly call my ovm. I felt that it was ex-
pressly founded for me, personally, and that it
must be my first business in life to possess it;
that only in making it my own from the beginning
to my own day, in detail, should I ever have a
basis for knoving where I stood. (SL, 185)
This desire to possess the ground of the American experience in order to

know vhere he stood leads Williams, and us, into the Arerican grain,

there to uncover the false sources, and discover the true.
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Following some excerpts from Cotton Mather'!s Wonders of the

Invisible World, the section called "Pere Sebastien Rasles" makes us

immediately aware that the past still exists in the present. We are in

a twentieth century drawing-room in Paris, a "center of old-world culture"
(1AG, 105), as Williams points out. Almost as quickly we move from the
drawing-room to a discussion between Williams and Valery Larbaud on the
meaning of America. Like many Europeans, the curieus wonder of the New
World alone interests Larbaud, '"not wishing so much to understand it as
to taste, perhaps, its freshness--Its freshnessi" (IAG, 108), says
Williams. In the conversation Williams confesses that Americans are
completely out of contact with the ground of their experience, the

primal source from which their culture stems.? His appraisal of con-

temporary America takes us directly into the heart of In the American

Grain:

+e.It is an extraordinary phenomenon that Americans
have lost the sense, being made up as we are, that
what we are has its origin in what the nation in the
past has been; that there is a source in America for
everything we think or do; that morals affect the
food and food the bone, and that, in fine, we have
no conception at all of what is meant by moral, since
we recognize no ground our own--and that this
rudeness rests all upon the unstudied character of
our beginnings; and that if we will not pay heed to
our affairs, we are nothing but an unconscious
porkyard and oilhole for those, more able, who will
fasten themselves upon us....That unless everything
that is, proclaim a ground on which it stand, it

has no worth; and that what has been morally,
aesthetically worth while in America has rested

upon peculiar and discoverable ground. (1AG, 109)

This passage is central to an understanding of both the book and Williams!
poetry: that what is called America is a direct result of man's relation

to the fundaméntal processes of the earth, that most Americans do not
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know the source of their experience, that direct centact with the ground
of experience is a necessary starting point for an authentic culture,
and what has been morally and aesthetically worthwhile in America has
been a result of a direct contact with the ground.

By ground Williams refers to those primal elements or life forces
inherent in the substance of the earth itself; that source capable of
possessing the minds of men such as Columbus, De Soto, and Raleigh
before the Puritans first landed in the New World. "Upon the orchidian
beauty of the new world the old rushed inevitably" (IAG, 27), begins the
section called "The Destruction of Tenochtitlan," the devastation of a
c¢ity that concretized, by exemplifying, the relation of man to the
primal elements of the earth:

Streets, public squares, markets, temples, palaces,
the city spread its dark life upon the earth of a

new world, rooted there, sensitive to its richest
beauty.... (IAG, 32)

Here [Eh their templeé7 it was that the tribe's

deep feeling for a reality that stems back into

the permanence of remote origins had its firm

hold. It was the earthward thrust of their logic;

blood and earth; the realization of their primal

and continuous identity with the ground itself,

where everything is fixed in darkness. (IAG, 33-34)
Tenochtitlan is the revelation of the ground on which it stands. Unlike
categorical forms of knowledge, the M"earthward thrust of their logic™"
penetrated that primal reality from which all life flows. In realizing
their "primal and continuous identity with the ground itself," the

members of the tribe were organically releated to the life processes of

the earth. With its deep "blood and earth" consciousness, the city was
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another flower of the New World, one more manifestation of the mysterious,
organic beauty that led Columbus to write, upon landing, "...I walked
among the trees which was the most beautiful thing which I had ever
seen" (IAG, 25). The ground attracted Columbus and made him a "straw in
the play of the elemental giants" (IAG, 10). His consequent suffering at
the hands of his own people makes him the first foreigner to be possessed
by the inherent beauty of America: "With its archaic smile," Williams
writes, "America found Columbus its first victim" (I4G, 10). In the
section "De Soto and the New World,'" the ground appears in the form of
nShe," the mother-earth-goddess-flower. Upon his death, De Soto is
"committed to the middle of the stream™ (IAG, 58), returning to the
elemental processes of the earth: "Down, down, this solitary sperm,
down into the liquid, the formless, the insatiable belly of sleep"
(IaG, 58). Finally, we have the example of Raleigh who wanted to become
the ground of America by reproducing the "body of the Queen® (IAG, 61)
in a visionary new land. The spirit of his unsuccessful search for an
"America is still being sought in Williams! time; America still needs
a poet to articulate and reveal her beauty. "Sing, O Muse and say,"
writes Williams,

there is a spirit that is seeking through America

for Raleigh: in the carth, the air, the water, up

and down, for Raleigh, that lost man: seer who

failed, planter who never planted, poet whose

works are questioned, leader without command,

favorite deposed--but one who yet gave title for

his Queen, his England, to a coast he never saw

but grazed alone with genius. (IAG, 62)

Anerica, however, can possess only those men who have responded to

her vitality. "She'" is powerful and weak in the same breath. In "De Soto



and the New World," "She" first asserts, "I am strong! I shall possess
you" (IAG, 48), but quickly confesses, "Oh, but I lie. I am weak"
(IAG, 49). Tenochtitlan's organic beauty was '"so completely removed
from those foreign contacts which harden and protect, that at the very
breath of conquest it vanished" (IAG, 32). This same weakness made the
Indians vulnerable to Ponce de Léon who mutilated and enslaved them,
although, ironically, America got her revenge through the Indians who
finally killed him. Besides inheriting the potentialities of its
sources, the American present must therefore also bear Ponce de Léon's
"orgy of blood" (IAG, 41). "We are the slaughterers," says Williams. "It
is the tortured soul of our world" (IAG, 41). This corresponding power
and weakness of America reveal both the possibility and actuality of a
country blind to the very ground that could provide it with an organic
wholeness. Here then is the background for the introduction of the
Puritan to America,

"The Pilgrims were seed of Tudor England's lusty blossoming," begins
Williams in the section "Voyage of the Mayflower,! but "the flamboyant
force of that zenith, spent, became in them hard and little" (IAG, 63).
Right from the beginning, the Puritans--"if they were pure," says Williams,
"it was more since they had nothing in them of fulfillment than because
of positive virtues" (IAG, 63)--turned "their very emptiness" (IAG; 63)
inside out on America. The vacuum in their minds made them look 'black
at the world" (IAG, 65) and prevented them from touching the new place.
To combat the vast physicality of the wilderness, they worshipped a
negative notion of "spirit." But to their own loss: "This stress of the

spirit against the flesh has produced a race incapable of flower" (IAG, 66).
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Williams, however, does not condemn them outrightly; he is aware that
their survival necessitated an escape from the ground--"purity" being
their strongest defense against the terrifying force of the New World:

They must have closed all the world out. It was the

enormity of their task that enforced it. Having in

themselves nothing of curiosity, no wonder, for the

New World...they knew only to keep their eyes blinded,

their tongues in orderly manner between their teeth,

their ears stopped by the monotony of their hymns and

their flesh covered in straight habits. (IAG, 112)
"/nd so they stressed the 'spirit,!" writes Williams, "--for what else
could they do?" (IAG, 65), the situation being what it was. But they
left the legacy of their perversion for future generations. Their "pale
negativet (IAG, 66), the concept of the "soul'" they impesed upon America,
destroyed "the place of that which really they were destined to continue"
(1AG, 66), the flower of the New World that they had to negate in order
to survive. According to Williams, American history must be re-
interpreted in this light. We must see the Puritans in a new and truer
perspective. Locked in their narrow "doctrinaire religien" (IAG, 111),
they categorized the local according to the "magnificent logic®
(IAG, 113) of their beliefs; Their separation from the ground is revealed
in their attitude to the Indian, consequently labelled as "an unformed
Puritan" (IAG, 113), and in the "low condition of their words themselves,
the bad spelling of their journal" (IAG, 66). By denying contact and
divorcing themselves from the local, they established a mode of con-
sciousness still prevalent in contemporary America. We can see the de-
humanizing effect of their categorizations--"'spirit" as opposed to '"body"
-=in their perversion of "She" into a witch figure in the excerpts

Williams quotes from Cotton Mather's Wonders of the Invisible World
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(IAG, 81-104). Talking with Larbaud, Williams argues that the Puritan
consciousness is the real immorality at the base of the American past;
it is the locus of the problem still confronting present day America:

It is an immorality that IS America. Here it began.

You see the cause. There was no ground to build on,

with a ground all blossoming about them--under their

noses. Their thesis is a possession of the incomplete

--like senseless winds or waves or the fire itself.

I wish to drag this thing out by itself to annihilate

it....it must be done, you do not know America. There

is a "puritanism"...that has survived to us from the

past. It is an atrocious thing, a kind of mermaid with

a corpse for tail. Or it remains, a bad breath in the

room. This thing, strange, inhuman, powerful, is like

a relic of some died out tribe whose practises were
revolting. (IAG, 114-115)

Our resistence to the wilderness has been too strong.

It has turned us anti-American, anti-literature. As

a violent "puritanism" it breathes still. (IAG, 116)
The Puritans are the source of the problem of contact in contemporary
American life; Williams has dragged this cause of divorce out by locating
it in history: An "atrocious thing," it denies the ground of America and
prevents Americans from actualizing their own nature. Seen in its true
perspective, the kind of consciousness the Puritans forced on to the
earth is, in fact, "anti-American." It is also the reason, as the éﬁample
of Poe and Williams' own work will show us, why Americans are so "anti-
literature."

Fortunately, there is also a source for an authentic America based
on a fruitful contact with the processes of the earth. As the prototype
of the genuine American, Pére Sabastien Rasles is the true source from
which America must be built.b Living with the Indians, "touching them

every day" (IAG, 120), "Rasles recognized the New World. It stands out
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in all he says" (IAG, 130). Compared with the "dead ash™ of the Puritans,
his life is a "living flame" (IAG, 120). Through a vital contact with
his locality, he experienced the processes of the earth. Although his
example remains all but unknown in present day America, his biography

still reveals the large possibility:

This is a moral source not reckoned with, peculiarly
sensitive and daring in its close embrace of native
things. His sensitive mind. For everything his fine
sense, blossoming, thriving, opening, reviving--not
shutting out--was tuned. He spcaks of his struggles
with their language, its peculiar beauties, "je ne
sais quoi d'énergigue," he cited its tempo, the form
of its genius with gusto, with admiration, with
generosity. Already the flower is turning up its
petals. It is this to be moral: to be positive, to
be peculiar, to be sure, generous, brave--to marry,
to touch--to give because one has, not because one
has nothing. And to give to him who has, who will
join, who will make, who will fertilize, who will

be like you yourself: to create, to hybridize, to
crosspollenize,--not to sterilize, to draw back,

to fear, to dry up, to rot. (IAG, 121)

The direct antithesis of the Puritan, Rasles accepted the ground; his
life is the flowering of that marriage. In touch with ™iative things,"
he concretely exemplifies the authentic American experience.

Daniel Boone is another such source, "a great voluptuary born to
the American settlements against the niggardliness ef the damning puri-
tanical tradition" (IAG, 130), as Williams writes in "The Discovery of
Kentucky."* Like Rasles, Boone gave himself up to the force of the
vilderness, embracing the New World with "that wild logic, which in times
past had mastered another wilderness and now, renascent, would master
this, to prove it potent” (I4G, 137). While the Puritans "clung, one way
or another, to the old" (IAG, 136), Boone's "wild logic" went beyond the

"half logic" of abstracting the earth into categorical concepts that
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cause fragmentation and divorce. More than the other settlers, he was the

real American-~"a lineal descendant of Columbus®" (IAG, 137):

...because of a descent to the ground of his desire was
Boonets life important and does it remain still loaded
with power. (IAG, 136)

Filled with the wild beauty of the New World to over-
brimming so long as he had what he desired, to bathe
in, to explore always more deeply, to see, to feel, to
touch~-his instincts were contented. Sensing a
limitless fortune which daring could make his own, he
sought only with primal lust to grow close to it, to
understand it and to be part of its mysterious move-
ments--like an Indian. (IAG, 137)

There must be a new wedding. But he saw and only he
saw the prototype of it all, the native savage. To
Boone the Indian was his greatest master. Not for
himself surely to be an Indian, though they eagerly
sought to adopt him into their tribes, but the
reverse: to be himself in a new world, Indianlike.
If the land were to be possessed it must be as the
Indian possessed it. Boone saw the truth of the Red
Man, not an aberrant type, treacherous and anti-
vhite to be feared and exterminated, but as a natural
expression of the place, the Indian himself as
"right," the flower of his world. (IAG, 137-138)

As the first passage indicates, contact with the processes of the earth
is not some "ideal™ process; rather, it is a return to the ground of
human desire.! In the "mysterious movements" of the New World's force,
Boone discovered something primary to his owm nature. He saw the
necessity of touching both the earth and the Indian, the fullest concre-~
tization of the ground. The distinction made between Becone and the
Indian, however, is important. Williams is not proposing that Americans
should. become Indians, but "Indianlike." He is not advocating a simple

"primitivism! for its own sake, but the conscious adoption of the Indian's

mode of consciousness, which allows an immediate relation to the ground
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of human experience. When such writers as Williams, Emerson, and Thoreau
argue the validity of "primal relations," they are not implying that men
should become "primitives" opposed to civilization. Charles Olson, who
in many ways continues the work of Williams, clarifies this matter in his
"Letter to Elaine Feinstein." His comments bear a direct relation to
our own discussion:

I mean of course not at all primitive in that stupid

use of it as opposed to civilized. One means it now

as 'primary,! as hew one finds anything, pick it up

as one does new--fresh/first.
According to Olson, and this applies to Williams, the "primitive" is not
opposed to civilization, but precedes it, being the elemental, primary,
the "fresh/first" experiences of man's relation to the earth.? Through

the example of Boone, Williams is arguing that like the Indian Americans

should also relate to the earth primally, and like the Indian, become a

"natural expression of the place" in which they live.

Similarly, Williams is not attacking Puritanism as a phenomenon in
itself--it was their "tough littleness" (IAG, 65), as he mentions, that
made it possible for them to survive--but the kind of consciousness it
introduced into America; At other times, as in "The American Background,"

an essay that should be read along with In the American Grain, he calls

this same phenomenon "Européan," or in the same breath, the "0ld"

(SE, 134-161). Like the tem “"Puritanism," these two adjectives also
describe the mode of perceiving and knowing that insists upon categorizing
experience according to fixed forms. Williams' criticism of contemporary
science is also an attack upon modes of perception that abstract men from

the activity of their experience. Since both "Puritanism" and science
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impose fixed forms on to experience, classifying experience according to

fixed concepts, Williams sees them as connected enemies of his assertion
that men must relate to the organic processes of the earth:

By the strength of religion alone, they surmounted

all difficulties in which science has degraded us

again today; all things they explain, with clarity

and distinction. It is firm, it is solid, it holds

the understanding in its true position, not beneath

the surface of the facts, where it will drown, but

up, fearlessly into a clear air, like science at its

best, in a certain few minds. For our taste, it is

perhaps a little grotesque, this explanation--but

firm. (IAG, 110)
Approaching knowledge categorically, the understanding works with the
surface of facts alone. Assuming that “knowledge" consists of a detached
analysis of things, it obscures man's elemental relations and separates
him from his world. To repeat the phrase already quoted from Paterson:
"Divorce is/the sign of knowledge in our time." Categorical thinking,
"the sign of knowledge in our time," abstracts man from his world and
divorces him from the earth, a condition that poetry alone can heal. In
a2 letter to Kenneth Burke, Williams distinguishes between philosophical
and poetic knowledge:

The nascent instincts are the feelers into new territories

.+ Deductive reasoning is in the main useless to us today

or if not useless at least secondary in value. (SL, 252) 1
Furthermore, ™analysis is merely an adjunct" to the Muniversal activity
of the mind" (SL, 252) as it relates to facts immediately and intimately.
Deductive reasoning, characteristic of "Puritanism," science, and most

forms of academic knowledge, is secondary because it begins in separation

and gives man no essential knowledge of the source of things.
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In “"The American Background,® the terms "Europe" and "0ld" symbolize
this “deductive" approach to experience. The American past, says Williams,
embodies "two cultural elements ... battling for supremacy, one looking
toward Europe, necessitous but retrograde in its tendency...and the other
forward-looking but under a shadow from the first" (SE, 135). He delin-
eates the terms of his argument with clear precision:

Throughout the present chapter, the terms native and
borrowed, related and unrelated, primary and second-
ary, will be used interchangeably to designate these

two opposed split-offs from the full cultural force,
and occasionally, in the same vein, true and false.

(SE, 135)
The adjectives "related," 'primary," and "true" apply to such men as
Rasles, Boone, Crockett, Houston, Jefferson, and Poe, men who 'made
contact with the intrinsic elements of an as yet unrealized material of
which the new country was made" (SE, 140). In one way or another, all of
these men had to contend with the "borrowed," ‘“unrelated," "secondary,"
and "false" forces they found dominating their socieiy. Their sensitivity
to the real forces of America ironically made them "foreigners--in their
own country" (SE, 141). Based on a negation of contact, America made
"strangers® (SE, 140) out of those very men who could have built an
authentic culture. As Williams writes:

They in themselves had achieved a culture, an adjustmént

to the conditions about them, which was of the first

order, and which, at the same time, oddly cut them off

fron the others. (SE, 141)
The real American culture was so weak that it was easily destroyed by the
imposition of the old. Men like Boone and Crockett, for instance, gave

themselves up to their locality but could not cultivate their initial
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response in language:

Such men had no way of making their realizatiens

vocal. They themselves became part of the

antagonistic wilderness against which the coastal

settlements were battling. Their sadness alone

survives. Many of them could hardly read. Their

speech became crude. (SE, 141)
Even those, like Poe, Jefferson, and Whitman, who did articulate the real
ground of America, did so at the cost of becoming strangers to their own
society. Up to the present day, says Williams, "There has not yet
appeared in the New World any one with sufficient strength for the open
assertion” (IAG, 154-155) of the possible, authentic American culture.
The "open assertion," for Williams, will be an art work, niore specifically
a poem, that concretizes, by containing and revealing, the authentic
America. It will solve the problem of contact and "reconcile the people
- and the ébn@gs." Athough Williams'! statement that no one has yet been
able to make the "open assertion" is debatable, it does clarify the

concern of such 19th century American writers as Whitman, Poe, Emerson,

and Thoreau. Following them, not only Williams' Paterson, but Pound's

Qﬂg&gﬁ, Crane's The Bridge, and more recently, Olson's Maximus Poemsvshow
how much this attempt to make a poetic ™assertion" of America's poss-
ibilities is a part of the "American grain.®

By returning to the American past, says Williams, we can affirm the
successive failures of Houston, Poe, and Whitman. By relating to the
ground themselves, they point the way to the creation of a true culture.
"It is imperative that we sink" (IAG, 214): the descent that they experi-
enced and could not assert is a necessary first step. And so Williams
turns directly to the example of Poe, who made the descent and revealed

“a new locality™ (IAG, 216) in his writings. His work, according to
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Williams, is important to contemporary America because it is "the first
great burst through to expression of a re-awakened genius of place" (IAG,

216). Originally the conclusion of In the American Grain--"Abraham

Lincoln" was added later with the advice of Williams' publisher (4, 236).--
the section on Poe introduces the issue of the relation of art to the
authentic American culture.

In an important passage from the section immediately preceding,
appropriately called "Descent," Williams describes the ''rooted" man, and
arguing for the necessity of art, gives us the terms to understand the
achievement of Poe:

He wants to have the feet of his understanding on

the ground, his ground, the ground, the only ground

that he knows, that which is under his feet. 1

speak of aesthetic satisfaction. This want, in

America, can only be filled by knowledge, a poetic

knowledge, of that ground. (IAG, 213)
Like Boone, Poe realized that the difficulty of the New World is "neither
material nor political but one %urely moral and aesthetich (IAG, 136),
the two important phases of the problem of contact; Men must touch the
ground, but unless their experience is concretized in art, it cannot be
actualized. To articulate the experience of contact, according to Williams,
is to reveal that contact. As such, art constitutes essential human know-
ledge. Boone could not assert an authentic culture because he was unable,
as mentioned previously, to make his "realizations vocal" (SE, 141). Poe,
on the other hand, is of major importance to the study of American liter-
ature. He is the first fmerican to assert the function of language,
metaphor, and poetic form (the poem itself) as the only means to concretize

the ground. ™A new De Soto" (IAG, 220), he directs his criticism of

— -
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literature toward the annihilation of "the copied, the slavish, the false

literature about him" (IAG, 223), refusing to copy, Williams says,

"because he had the sense within him of a locality of his own, capable of

cultivation" (IAG, 225). To Poe, "words were not hung by usage of associ-
ations" (IAG, 221), but "were figures" (IaG, 221). His mathematical
concern over method ié a struggle to find a poetic form capable of embody-
ing the "hard, sardonic, truculent mass of the New World" (IAG, 225). He
responded to the New World, gave himself up to its fbrces, touched the
ground of his experience, and rejected what was not related to his locality:
he turned his back on the "borrowed," "unrélated," "secondary," and "false"
forms of perception that abstract men from their experience, "and faced
inland, to originality, with the identical gesture of a Boone" (IAG, 226).

Yet his achievement goes all but unrecognized. Americans character-
ize him as "a Macabre genius, essentially lost upon the grotesque and
the arabesque" (IAG, 219). They cannot understand him because they have
not themselves touched the ground of their experienée. The same kind of
"puritanism" that makes them "anti-American" makes them "anti-literature."
Avoiding contact with the ground, they refuse to accept any literature
that reveals it--art becoming another form comparable to the "Indian."
The bizarre aspects of Poe's writings are therefore the direct result of
his contact with the American locale which, as Williamé points out; “must,
appear ecrie, even to himself, by force of terrific contrast™ (12G, 222)
to an America so totally divorced from its ground.

The paradox of Poe centralizes the problem of the artist in contem-
Porary America: by becoming a real American, he, and other/;ike him,
remain unrecognized. "Americans have never recognized themselves," says

Williams, and continues:
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How can they? It is impossible until someone invent
the original terms. As long as we are content to be
called by somebody's else [sig7 terms, we are incap-
able of being anything but our own dupes.

Thus Poe must suffer by his originality. Invent
that which is new, even if it be made of pine from
your own yard, and there's none to know what you have
done. It is because there's no name. This is the
cause of Poe's lack of recognition. He was American. ;
He was the astounding, inconceivable growth of his
locality. (IAG, 226)

Even in the opening pages of Williams' Spring and All we are made aware

thaﬁ the "original term$" to solve the problem of contact are lacking in

contemporary America. Poe's example is still intensely present as‘Williams i
himself fights the "anti-literature" spirit pervading his world. Mis- :
understanding the basis of his poems, he argues, critics react negatively,
calling them "the death of poetry," the "annihilation of life," "“anti-
poetry" (SA, 2). Their reaction is quite normal, in terms of Williams!
assumptions, because they too, like the Puritans before them, treat
experience in categorical terms and never see beyond the fixed forms they
impose on the particularities of the world. He reverses their charges by
Ssaying, "I interpret it to say: 'You have robbed me. God, 1 am naked.
What shall I do?" (SA, 2): How can they possibly have the language to
understand his poems when they themselves have never experienced a contact

with the ground of their experience?

e o M W, s e

Before we can begin to discover the "terms," therefore, all forms
that abstract men from the world rust be destroyed. A large part of
Spring and All is accordingly devoted to an attack on what Williams calls
"crude symbolism" (SA, 20)--comparative similes and that "'evocation of
the timage! which served us for a time" (S4, 20)--those fixed forms of

thought that are based on the assumption that the world is at our dis-




".llIIIIIIlIIIIlIIlIIIlIll-IllllllllllllllllllllIIII-I---------TE!T----..-...a

posal, there simply to embody "'ideas" or to serve as convenient comparative

examples of "ideas." Charles Olson's own concerns once again help us to

define Williams'! thought; read in terms of Williams' criticism of "crude

symbolism,” the following statement from his essay "™Human Universe" is

illuminating:

What it comes to is ourselves, that we do not find
wWays to hew to experience as it is, in our definition ,
and expression of it, in other words, find ways to i
stay in the human universe, and not be led te parti- !
tion reality at any point, in any way. For this is
just what we do do, this is the real issue of what . .
has been, and the process, as it now.asserts itself, !
can be exposed. It is the function, comparison, or,
its bigger name, symbology. These are the false
faces, too much seen, which hide and keep from us
the active intellectual states, metaphor and per-
formance. All that comparison ever does is set up a
series of reference points: to compare is to take
one thing and try to understand it by marking its
similarities to or differences from another thing.
Right here is the trouble, that each thing is not so
much like or different from another thing (these
likenesses and differences are apparent) but that
such an analysis only accomplishes a description,
does not come to grips with what really matters:
that a thing, any thing, impinges on us by a more
important fact, its self-existence, without refer- [
ence to any other thing, in short, the very :
character of it which calls our attention teo it,

which wants us to know more about it, its parti- !
cularity.l0 4

e ey et S T

According to Olson, we live in a "human universe" because all experience

is the inter-acting forces of self-existing things as they impinge cn our
consciousness "without reference to any other thing." Any mode of per-
Ception that cannot hold experience *'as it is," removes us from the "life" i
of the world. Through similes and referential symbols we attempt to
understand "one thing" by delineating "its similarities to or differences
from another thing." By doing this, we approach the world with the same

kind of consciousness as the Puritans in In the American Grain. Separated
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from the "going-on" of experience, we are divorced from the "human universe"
in which we belong. And when the force of experience is absent, as it is

in "crude symbolism," we have nothing more than a simple copy, reflection,
or description of objects. Williams' life-long criticism of similes is
grounded on this awareness; that simple comparisons between objgcts, idess,
and emotions take us away from our involvement in the particularity of

the world. The "internal fire" of a thing, he says in the "Notes in

" Dairy Form," that which makes it what it is, is "'like'nothing. There-

fore the bastardy of the simile" (SE, 68). In an important passage from

the "Prologue' to Kora in Hell, he argues further that the simile, even
though stemming from a desire to know the world, causes more confusion

than clarity:

.esthe coining of similes is a pastime of very low
order, depending as it does upon a nearly vegetable
coincidence. Much more keen is that power which
discovers in things those inimitable particles of
dissimilarity to all other things which are the
peculiar perfections of the thing in question.

But this loose linking of one thing with another
has effects of a destructive power little to be guessed
at: all manner of things are thrown out of key so that
it approaches the impossible to arrive at an under-
standing of anything. All is confusion, yet it comes
from a hidden desire for the dance, a lust of the
imagination, a will to accord two instruments in a
duet. (SE, 16)

Figures, such as similes and images evoked to embody an emotion or idea,
a2s in Eliot'!s notion of the objective correlative, are the "false faces"
of experience, to repeat Olson's words. All comparisons begin from a
reference point, as in representational art with its concern for perspec-

tive, and try to comprehend experience from a fixed position. The real

facts or particulars of experience "are thrown out of key so that it



approaches the impossible to arrive at an understanding of anything."
Rather than melting particulars into each other, says Williams, the artist
should try to reveal those "inimitable particles of dissimilarity" in

things, those qualities that distihguish thom from other things.

Those "Traditionalists of Plagiarism" (SA, 15), possibly the main

focal point of Williams' attack in Spring and All, whose attachment
to "crude symbolism" leads them to view all art as nothing more than a
copy of nature, a fiction removed from the world, are therefore essen-
tially no different from the Puritans. Another face of the "European,"
"0ld," "Puritan" mode of consciousness that insists upon approaching
experience through categories, the "Traditionalists" also impose pre-
determined forms of perception on to their experience. In direct
opposition to them, Williams outlines his plan for actioﬁ:

What I put down of value will have this value: an

escape from crude symbolism, the annihilation of

strained associations, complicated ritualistic

forms designed to separate the work from "reality"

--such as rhyme, meter as meter and not as the

essential of the work, one of its words. (Sa, 22)11
According to Williams, all categorical impositions, by distorting the
nature of our relation to the world, separate us from reality, actually
accomplish the opposite of what they set out to do. Making "nature an
accessory to the particular theory he is following' (SA, 49), the
"Traditionalists of Plagiarism," along with all men who approach experi-
€nce with fixed férms of thought, live an "energy in vacuo," as Williams
Says in "To Have Done Nothing" (SA, 25-26).12 Objects simply become a

function of the mind. Enacting the kind of reductio ad absurdum inherent

in this way of thinking, the poem is interesting as a movement in itself:

Tl e v
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No that is not it
nothing that I have done
nothing

I have done

is made up of

nothing
and the diphthong

ae

together with
the first person
singular
indicative

of the auxiliary
verb
to have

everything
I have done
is the same

if to do

is capable
of an
infinity of
combinations

involving the
moral
physical

and religious

codes

for everything
and nothing
are synonymous
when

energy in vacuo
has the power
of confusion

which only to

have done nothing
can make perfect

Through syntactical gyrations the poem mocks the kind of logic that distances
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men from the activity of the world. With all of its negatives--nothing
that the poet has done is made up of nothing--the poem goes on to assert
that "To Have Done Nothing™ is the only way to move toward some-thing.
Poems that reveal thought as it acts in the world will seem meaningiess,
especially if approached with fixed "moral/physical/and religious//codes.”
When we bring pre-determined systems of thought, those "codes" with

which we think we give meaning to the world, we actually distort the
particularity of things. Since these forms force objects into rigid
moulds and so misshape the nature of experience, what we consider "every-
thing” is really "nothing:" "energy in vacuo." Connected to no-thing
("no ideas but in things") the potential energy of our thought is
imprisoned in the resulting vacuum of our minds, "which only to/have

done nothing/can make perfect." If we can allow our minds to flow with
the particularity of objects as they impinge on us as self-existing
things, "without reference to any other thing," as Olson previously said,
our knowledge would lose the "p0wer/of confusion" and begin to clarify
human experience. Williams offers this same advice in "The Avenue of
Poplars' (SA, 81-82) where the poet ascends and descends a "canopy of
leavesn simply because he accepts the activity of experience as it

happens and moves with the physicality of his world:

I do not

seek a path
I am still vith

Gypsey lips pressed
to my own-~

It is the kiss
of leaves

v e gt
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without being
poison ivy

or nettle, the kiss
of oak leaves—-

He who has kissed
a leaf

need look no further--

In "The Black Winds" (Sa, 23-24) Willaims intensifies the "hard battle"
(SA, 16) with the "Traditionalists of Plagiarism" even further as he brings

out the moral implications of interpreting the world in fixed forms of

Perception:

Black winds from the north

enter black hearts. Barred from
seclusion in lilies they strike
to destroy--

Beastly humanity
vwhere the wind breaks it--

strident voices, heat
quickened, built of waves

Drunk with goats or pavements

Hate is of the night and the day

of flowers and rocks. Nothing

is gained by saying the night breeds
murder--It is the classical mistake

Because they have net responded to the elemental processes of the
earth, these men are "Barred from/seclusion in lilies," the kind of
intimate relation to particulars that could release their desire.

MAlegorizing the night's darkness in terms of their own '"black hearts,

they become a "Beastly humanity." We are reminded of the Puritans who

read their own emptiness into the wilderness. Like the Puritans who

erroneously called thrushes robins, contemporary Mmericans must also
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Pay a great price for their blindness. The particularity of night is no
different from the particularity of day, each having its own unique

s
qualities. Insisting on perceiving with fixed frame/of reference ("It

is the classical mistake"), they lose contact with the source of their

experience:

The day

All that enters in another person
all grass, all blackbirds flying
all azalea trees in flower

salt winds--

Sold to them knock blindly together
splitting their heads open

That is why boxing matches and

Chinese poems are the same--
Their misinterpretation of night divorcing them from the particulars
of day, these men camnot handle the real facts of human experience: the
day, mall that enters in another person," knocks "blindly together/
splitting their heads open." By serving as an aborted release of desire,
"Boxing matches" ironically perform the same function as "Chinese poems,"
although the obvious qualitative difference between the two clarifies the
human cost of divorce. When perceived precisely, without preconception,
the "twist of the wind" contains no'meaning" but "dashes of cold rain:"
particulars in a world of particulars. With this awareness Williams
goes on to declare his independence from outworn associations that
disassociate him from the world of things:

Black wind, I have poured my heart out

to you until I am sick of it--

Now I run my hand over you feeling
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the play of your body-~the quiver
of its strength--

No longer will he interpret the "Black wind" in terms of his own {

"subjective" feelings. Instead he gives himself over to the particularity i

of the wind as it exists in itself. He touches the "play" of its

physicality, "the quiver/of its strength," and begins to experience its

movement as it acts in the world. The last lines extend the lesson f

learmed from the experience of the poem: :
The grief of the bowmen of Shu
moves nearer—-There is

an approach with difficulty from
the dead--the winter casing of grief

How easy to slip
into the old mode, how hard to
cling firmly to the advance--

Possibly the reference to the "bovmen of Shu"™ has its source in Ezra
Poundts transcription of the "Song of the Bowmen of Shu" in the Cathay
poems.13 The Bowmen are grief stricken, caught as they are between the
desire to return home from battle and the awareness that the Mongols
must be defeated if their country is to be safe. Perhaps Williams felt

that his own battle with the "Traditionalists of Plagiarism" contained

something of "The grief of the bowmen of Shu:" a foreigner in his own
country, he also wants to return to the real America, but realizes that
an authentic culture necessitates a destruction of all impositions. One
line from Pound!'s transcription reads, "The enemy is swift, we mﬁst be
careful," and could very well have been in Williams'! mind as he argued
his theory of the revelatory poem. His achievement in "The Black Wind,"

which is the achievement of Spring and All in general, is this movement
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from the "old mode" into ﬁhe new, the emergence of Kora from "the
winter casing of grief" into the spring of a new consciousness. But the
battle is still to be won: "how hard to/cling firmly to the advance."

As mentioned previously, Williams is rot yearning for some kind of
"ideal" visionary America: the problem of contact is both an aesthetic
and a moral issue., The ground of America, Boone discovered, is the ground
of human desire.v Without contact America (or any other country) cannot
flower into an authentic culture. Describing the consequences of

"divorce" in the section "Jacataqua” from In the American Grain, Williams

says that it is fear that makes Americans so obsessed with wealth, mater-
ial things, and mechanical inventions. Fear that causes their abhorrence
of sexuality. Fear that causes their lack of flowering women. 'Never
to allow touch,'" he writes. "What are we but poor doomed carcases, any
one of us? Why then all this fury, this multiplicity we push between
ourselves and our desires?" (IAG, 178) A part of the energy of desire
that could be released through a fruitful marriage with the processes
of the earth, for instance, is drained off through America's attraction
to "violence" (IAG, 177) both in the world and in entertainment:

Our brecd knows no better than the coarse fibre

of football, the despair we have for touching,

the cheek, the breast-—drives us to scream in

beaten frenzy at the great spectacle of violence

—-or to applaud coldness and skill. (IAG, 180)
As we have already seen in "The Black Winds,'" divorce from the source
of desire results in a "Beastly humanity" that values "Boxing matches"

and "Chinese poems" equally. "At the Ball Game" (SA, 88-90) also brings
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out this loss of humanity, but now in a "crowd at the ball game™ that
"is moved uniformly//by a spirit of uselessness." All lines of individual-
ity disappear as the crowd-mob releases its desire throﬁgh the vicarious
excitement of the baseball game: |

all the exciting detail

of the chase

and the escape, the error
the flash of genius—-

2ll to no end save beauty

the eternal-~
Unaware of the ground of their desire--"We are blind asses, with our
whole history unread before us and helpless if we read it" (IAG, 179)--
the crowd does not know that the energy they are expending uselessly is
the real potentiality of America. "Why it's the New Werld itself in
the very blood and ghost of Dante's Vita Nuova," Williams once wrote in
a letter, and added, "Blast them all if they can't see it" (SL, 141).
In itself desire is the possibility for the creation of beauty. When it
is not released fruitfully it becomes a dangerous force:

So in detail they, the crowd,

are beautiful

for this
to be warned against

saluted and defied--
It is alive, venomous

it smiles grimly
its words cut--
Desire has both a positive and negative side. When it leads to a flower-

ing marriage with the ground of experience, as in the life of Rasles, it
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should be M"saluted," "defied" when aborted, as in the horrors of '"the
Inquisition," and the witch trials documented in the "Cotton Mather's

Wonders of the Invisible World" section of In_the American Grain. In

this context V/illiams sees the crowd as the possible basis of an authentic
culture:

It is beauty itself

that lives

day by day in them
idly--

This is

the power of their faces.
Ironically enough, the "venomous™ crowd carries the power of beauty
within it. Williams realizes the potentiality of the beauty that
moves "day by day in them/idly:" The desire that has the possibility
to blossom into beauty is natural to all men and so it lives "idly" in
the crowd. Williams can see this natural force living in them as
Potentiality: "This is/the power of their faces." This dual nature of
men is clarified even further in "Horned Purple® (SA, 71-72): in spite
of their ™vulgarity," boys, called "Dirty satyrs" by Williams, adorn
"two horned lilac blossoms/in their caps" when the season moves them:

They have stolen them

broken the bushes apart

with a curse for the owner--

Lilacs--

They stand in the doorways

on the business streets with a sneer

on their faces

adorned with blossoms

Out of their sweet heads
dark kisses~--rough faces
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In their crudeness, "a sneer/on their faces," these boys are another
example of "The pure products of America' that go Mcrazy™ in the poem
"To Elsiem (SA, 64~67), Williams! open condemnation of the moral
devastation of America. The country is characterized by its "deaf-mutes,"
"thieves," "devil-may-care men," and "young slatterns" who wander about
aimlessly trying to articulate their desire. With "imaginations which
have no//peasant traditions to give them/character," they react to their
world "without/emotion/save numbed terror." Ignorant of their sources,
they "cannot express" their world, except to reveal their divorced
condition through the concretization of 'some Elsie" who embodies the
broken consciousness of America:

voluptuous water

expressing with broken

brain the truth about us--

her great

ungainly hips and flopping breasts

addressed to cheap

Jjewelry

and rich young men with fine eyes
With her "ungainly hips and floppping breasts," Elsie reveals the moral
decay of a country that lacks the poetry to create a meaningful marriage
with the "voluptuous" earth. In this desolate atmosphere the very
Processes of the earth that could provide a wholeness become '"an
excrement of some sky//and we degraded prisoners" of our own inability
to touch the source of our desire. Not totally lost, however, the
Possibility for.an authentic culture needs to be fought openly:

.s.the imagination strains
after deer
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going by fields of goldenrod in

the stifling heat of September
Somehow
it seems to destroy us

It is only in isolate flecks that
something
is given off

No one

to witness
and adjust, no one to drive the car

"To Elsie" is one of Williams'! more negative poems and serves to

emphasize the desperation he feels throughout Spring and All--the lack of
"poetic knowledge'" of the ground inevitably results in an America of
Elsies. It is not sﬁrprising, therefore, that he urgently advocates the
destruction of the world in its opening pages. "Tomorrow,™ he writes,
"we the people of the United States are going to Europe armed to kill
eévery man, woman and child in the area west of the Carpathian Mountains
(also east) sparing none....First we shall kill them and then they, us"
(Sa, 4). This giant "self inflicted holocaust" (SA, 6) will be carried
out not in hate but for love. The value of human experience is involved:
unless all of the old forms of perception are destroyed, along with all
"crude symbolism," men will never be able to release their desire through
the creation of an authentic culture, the '"new" world that will replace
the "old." Only with the break-down and destruction of old forms of
order can men be freed to relate to the ground of their desire~--and

the imagination be allowed to carry out the execution of the old mode of

tonsciousness:

The imagination, intoxicated by prohibitions, rises
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to drunken heights to destroy the world. Let it

rage, let it kill., The imagination is supreme. (SA, 5)
Nothing should remain except "the lower vertebrates," says Williams, "the
mollusks, insects and plants" (SA, 5~6). Only then can the world be
made new. The corpse of a suicide victim thrown up on the shore of a
lake becomes the possibility for renewal: "You seem a cathedral,"
says Williams, "celebrant of the spring which shivers for me among the
long black trees" (SA, 8).

"It is spring," Williams continues, and qualifies, "That is to say,

it is approaching THE BEGINNING" (SA, 10):

In that colossal surge toward the finite and the

capable life has now arrived for the second time

at that exact moment when in the ages past the
destruction of the species Homo sapiens occured sig7.

Now at last the process of miraculous verisimilitude,
that grating copying which evolution has followed,
repeating move for move every move that it made in
the past--is approaching the end.

Suddenly it is at an end. THE WORLD IS NEW.
I

By the road to the contagious hospital
under the surge of the blue

mottled clouds driven from the
northeast--a cold wind. Beyond, the

waste of broad, muddy fields

brovn with dried weeds, standing and fallen

patches of standing water
the scattering of tall trees

A1l along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees
with dead, brown leaves under them
leafless vines—
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Lifeless in appearance, sluggish
- dazed spring approaches--

They enter the new world naked,

cold, uncertain of all

save that they enter. All about them
the cold, familiar wind--

Now the grass, tomorrow

the stiff curl of wildcarrot leaf
One by one objects are defined--

It quickens: clarity, outline of leaf
But now the stark dignity of
entrance--Still, the profound change
has come upon them: rooted, they
grip down and begin to awaken (SA, 11-13)

The revolution that Williams proposes, however, is not an end
result of man developing in time as much as it is a movement in con-
sciousness that produces such an effect. When we allow our minds to
open up to the source of our experience, we will always exXperience the
life-processes of the earth as something altogether NEW, especially

if we have never touched the ground before. "The birth of the imagination,"

Williams says in the "Prologue™ to Kora in Hell, "is like waking from a

nNightmare" (SE, 18). Because each man must make contact with the
elemental processes of the earth through his own particular experiences,
the revelation of "spring and all' that it implies will always appear
to result linearly. Williams'! comment that'"on}y the imagination is
undeceived" (SA, 10) indicates that he is aware that beneath the
Particulars of every age "EVOLUTION HAS REPEATED ITSELF FROM THE
BEGINNING' (SA, 8). Life is continuous and always has and will be
revealed in the M"eternal moment in which we alone live™ (SA, 3) as

long as we continue to touch the ground of our experience. "Spring and

Al1," along with Spring and Al1l, is therefore concerned with "beginnings"
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--the way men must approach their experience in order to know something
of their sources. As Williams himself moves through the terrain in the
poem and watches the first signs of spring, he can note "the stark
dignity of/entrance™ only because he has responded to the processes of
the earth. As his thought opens in_terms of and through the first
Process of spring, he too, along with the objects of nature, begins to

"grip down and begin to awaken."

Before we return to Williams in the last section of this study, we
will explore how the problem of contact is treated in the works of two

nineteenth century writers, Emerson and Thoreau, and one twentieth

century poet, Wallace Stevens. Nearly a century before In the American
Grain was published, Fmerson opened his essay "Nature" with the now
well-known question: "i/hy should we not also enjoy an original relation
to the universe?" 1In terms often very similar to Williams, Emerson attacks
the "divorce" he sees in his contemporary world, and through his essays
tries to make men aware of their elemental relation to the universe.
After Emerson, we will move to a consideration of Walden as a represen-
tative work. Through its narrative world, Thoreau lives out the problem
and learns how to act with the processes of nature, at the same time
that he discovers that he has created a work of art that holds on to

and reveals his experience. Returning to the twentieth century, we

will then study this problem as it manifests itself in the poetic world
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of Wallace Stevens! Collected Poems. Although Stevens was searching for

the same source as Williams, Emerson, and Thoreau, unlike the others, he
accepted the validity of the epistemological puzzle--'how do we know
that we know what we know?"--and consequently entered into a life-~time
preoccupation with the forms of perception rather than the content of

his experiences. As the final section of the Collected Poems, The Rock,

indicates, his involvement in the 'subject-object" problem ironically
distanced him from that very reality he sought. In the final section,
therefore, we will return to Williams and his proposal that "the poem"
is the only form of knowledge capable of revealing the nature of the

ground.,
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Section Two:

Elemental Relations
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Metamorphosis as Vital Principle in Emerson

The nature of things is flowing, a metamorphosis.

*Let there be an entrance opened for me into
realities; I have worn the fool's cap too long.!

Poetry, if perfected, is the only verity; is the
speech of man after the real, and not after the

apparent.

«senature is the opposite of the soul, answering

to it part for part. One is seal and one is print.
Its beauty is the beauty of his own mind. Nature
then becomes to him the measure of his attainments.
So much of nature as he is ignorant of, so much of
his own mind does he not yet possess. And, in fine,
the ancient precept, "Know thyself," and the modern
precept, "Study nature," become at last one maxim,

Once you saw phoenixes: they are gone; the world is
not therefore disenchanted. The vessels on which you
read sacred emblems turn out to be common pottery;

but the sense of the pictures is sacred, and you may
still read them transferred to the walls of the world.
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Although we would be unjustified in saying that Emerson's thought is
a direct result of the shift in consciousness provided by Romanticism, we
should nevertheless be aware that his antagonism toward gigﬁ;eenth
century mechanistic thought is a part of a larger historical change in
attitudes.l One critic of American literature, Richard P. Adams, for
instance, has been especially cbncerned with the manifestation of
European and English Romanticism in the America of the 1830's and 1840's.
Many of his conclusions stem from Morse Peckham's short but informative
essay, "Toward a Theory of Romanticism," a study of the "specific histor-
ical movement in art and ideas which occurred in Europe and America in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries."2 In brief, Peckham
asserts that @he "shift in European thought was a shift from conceiving
the cosmos as a static mechanism to conceiving it as a dynamic organi-
cism."3 The Neo-Classic perception of the universe, best understoocd as
a §E§Eig machine, no longer explained the whole of contemporary human

experience. This system collapsed in the late eighteenth century "of its
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own intcrnal inconsistencies," says Peckham, because

all its implications had been worked out; they

stood forth in all their naked inconsistency.

It became impossible to accept a theodicy based

upon it. More and more, thinkers began search-

ing for a new system of explaining the nature

of reality and the duties of men.
More interested in the product of this shift than its historical roots,
Peckham uses the Romantic metaphor of the tree to explain the implications
of dynamic organicism. Like a tree, the universe is alive and continually
growing and changing organically. Each part of the universe is both
unique and inter-related with every other part. Change is positive
because composition and decomposition are both a part of the cosmos. In
“"Romanticism and the American Renaissance," Adams proposes that this

same shift occurs in American literature, concretized specifically in

Moby-Dick, Walden, and "Song of Myself," three works that deal with the

rejection of static mechanism and acceptance of dynamic organicism.
Within this context Adams conciﬁdes that American thought in the 1830's

and 1840's, at least in generalities, is related to English and European

Romanticism:

+«.the independent, self-sustaining American
literature which arose during the middle years
of the nineteenth century was not so much the
result of American writers' rejection of
European models and devotion to native themes
as it was of their somewhat belated rejection
of static mechanism and adoption of dynamic
organicism, in which they were greatly aided
and encouraged by the example of such
Europeans as Goethe, Wordsworth, Coleridge,
and Carlyle.ba

We do not have to look very far into Emerson work to realize that his
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thought encompasses this organic view of the universe. In "Nature," for
instance, he says that "Nature is not fixed but fluid," or in "Circles,"
that the "universe is fluid and volatile" in such a way that "permanence
is but a word of degrees."5 In fact we might go so far as to say that
Emerson's thought begins on the premise of dynamic organicism and moves
from that point.6

Against this background, Emerson attacks not only "static mechanism,"
but all modes of knowledge that prevent man from actualizing his “original
relation to the universe." More specifically, he criticizes the whole
rational approach to human experience that sees materialism and ideal-
ism as the two exclusive diametrically opposed forms of knowledge. In

the section "Montaigne; or, the Skeptic" from Representative Men, he

discusses these two sides of the rational mind, "This head and this tail®
(ECW,1IV,150) of thought, commenting that

Each man is born with a predisposition to one or the

other of these sides of nature; and it will easily

happen that men will be found devoted to ene or the

other. (ECW,IV,150)
The materialist is concerned with “difference" (ECW,IV,150), "facts and
surfaces" (ECW,IV,150), while the idealist, searching for “identity"

(ECW,IV,150), too conveniently disposes of substance. As a representative

of the skeptical mind, Montaigne realizes that either side of the argument

is limited by what it denies:

The abstractionist and the materialist thus mutually
exasperating each other...there arises a third party
to occupy the middle ground between these two, the
skeptic, namely., (ECW,IV,154~155) ‘

_
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Even though the skeptic sees the dilemma, he does not move beyond the
problem to a ground that overcomes it. Rather than affirming a position
that balances the two poles of thought, he accepts the unsclvable situa-
tion as the state of things. "I never affirm nor deny," he says. "I
stand here to try the case" (ECW,IV,156). Wanting a solution that will
subsume both materialism and idealism, Emerson criticizes the skeptic
for his inability to resolve the conflict. "The philosophy we want,"
says Emerson, "is one of fluxions and mobility," and continues:

The Spartan and Stoic schemes are too stark and still

for our occasion. A theory of Saint John, and of

non-resistance, seems, on the other hand, too thin

and aerial. We want some coat woven of elastic steel,

stout as the first and limber as the second. We want

a ship in these billows we inhabit. An angulear,

dogmatic house would be rent to chips and splinters

in this storm of many elements. No, it must be

tight, and fit to the form of man, to live at all; as

a shell must dictate the architecture of a house

founded on the sea. (ECW,IV,160)
For Emerson, therefore, materialism is too static ("stark and still")
and idealism too abstract ("thin and aerial")--a philosophy that can
account for the whole of human experience as it occurs in the world must
be fluid and elastic as experience. "In this storm of many elements,"
life is a dynamic relation to the facts of experience, materialism and
idealism are both too "dogmatic'" to reveal the continuous activity of
man in the cosmos.

The philosophy that Emerson proposes must therefore be an extension

of experience, fitting the "form of man" in the same way "as a shell must

dictate the architecture of a house founded on the sea." This philosophy

is further clarified in the following important passage from "Nature™
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where Emerson attacks mechanistic materialism specifically and exposes

the limitations of the dominant mode of knowledge in his contemporary world:

At present, man applies to nature but half his force.
He works on the world with his understanding alone.
He lives in it and masters it by a penny-wisdom;

and he that works most in it is but a half-man, and
whilst his arms are strong and his digestion good,
his mind is imbruted, and he is a selfish savage.
His relation to nature, his power over it, is
through the understanding, as by manure; the economic
use of fire, wind, water, and the mariner's needle;
steam, coal, chemical agriculture; the repairs of
the human body by the dentist and the surgeon.

This is such a resumption of power as if a banished
king should buy his territories inch by inch,

instead of vaulting at once into his throne. Mean-
time, in the thick of darkness, there are not
wanting gleams of a better light--occasional
examples of the action of man upon nature with his
entire force--with reason as well as understanding.

(ECW,1,72)
§}§¢§ the understanding can provide only a surface knowledge of things,
it cannot give man any essential insights into his "original" or primal
relation to the universe. By not going beyond the data of the senses,
mechanistic materialism sees man as determined by the laws of cause and
effect. The world contains no other reality than the face value of
material things. Even though mechanistic materialism may develop strong
arms and equally strong digestive systews, by concerning itself with
man's bodily nature alone, it divorces him from.the universe. The under-
standing used exclusively prevents man from completing his organic
relation to the universe, a relation grounded in human desire. In "The
Transcendentalist,' Emerson argues that the Transcendentalist's criti-
¢ism of society is not based on negation but on the fulfillment of man's

real nature. "Their quarrel with every man they meet is not with his
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kind," says Emerson, "but with his degrees. There is not enough of him--
that is the only fault" (ECW,I,344). In Emerson's organic philosophy,
"gleams of a better light--occasional examples of the éction of man upon
nature with his entire force," the intuitive processes of Reason will
accomodate outmoded forms of knowledge by completing their one~sided view
of reality.

In other words, the "new philosophy," as Emerson calls his position
in YExperience" (ECW,III,75), will also subsume the idealist's rejection
of matter as a fact of experience. Although we might argue that Emerson
is closer to idealism than to materialism, it is important to understand
his modification of the notion that the material world is a shadow of
ideas. Emerson refuses to deny substantiality to a world whose physical
reality is so immediate, "I have no hostility to nature," he says,

but a child's love to it. I expand and live in

the warm day like corn and melons. Let us speak

her fair. I do not wish to fling stones at my

beautiful mother, norsoil my gentle nest.

(ECW,1,59).
Experience exists in a physical world, and any mode of knowing that denies
Mhe existence of matter" (ECW,1,63), vrites Emerson, "makes nature
foreign to me, and does not account for that consanguinity which we
acknowledge to it" (ECW,I,63). Perhaps Emerson felt more sympathetic
toward idealism because it at least recognizes a reality other than the
physical. More correctly, however, Emerson saw the whole philosophical
argument over the substantiality or ideality of nature as an endless
?ircular question, a futile attempt of the rational mind to comprehend

an organic universe that refuses to be classified according to logical
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categories of thought. In place of the traditional problem of knowledge,

he says:

I only wish to indicate the true position of nature
in regard to man, wherein to establish man all right
education tends; as the ground which to attain is
the object of human life, that is, of man's con-
nection with nature. (ECW,I,59)

"The true position of nature in regard to man" and "man's connection
with nature:" two phrases that centralize the concerns of Emerson's
essays. He was aware that rational forms of knowledge could not reveal
man's organic relation to the universe as that relation occurs in the
activity of experience. As we have already seen in our discussion of
Williams, this kind of thinking by way of categoriés begins in separation
and ends in separation, thereby losing hold of those connections between
man and nature that make up the fabric of human experience. Concerned
basically with man's Moriginal" or elemental relation to the life
processes of the cosmos, Emerson therefore wants to find a process where-
by the fluidity and dynamism of human experience can be revealed in all
of its vitality--logical questions of the existence or non~existence of
matter, then, being inconsequential to the reality of primal experiences:

In my utter impotence to test the authenticity of
the report of my senses, to know whether the
impressions they make on me correspond with out-
lying objects, what difference does it make,
whether Orion is up there in heaven, or some

god paints the image in the firmament of the
soul? The relation of parts and the end of the
whole remaining the same, what is the difference,
whether land and sea interact, and worlds

revolve and intermingle without number or end--

deep yawning under deep, and galaxy balancing
galaxy, through absolute space--or whether,
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without relations of time and space, the same

appearances are inscribed in the constant faith

of man (italics mine)? (ECW,I,L7-48)
Realizing that this rational, philosophical question cannot be answered
with any logical certainty, Emerson argues that in the activity of experi-
ence nature remains substantial, and as long as we remain in experience,
"so long," he writes,

as the active powers predominate over the reflec-

tive, we resist with indignation any hint that

nature is more short-lived or mutable than spirit.

(ECW, I, 148"149)
Rather than accepting the validity of the traditional epistemological
qQuestion, he moves back behind the question and places the strongest

emphasis upon experience. Charles Feidelson Jr., in an extremely im-

portant work of criticism called Symbolism and American Literature, is

therefore quite correct in asserting that Emerson solves the epistemo-
logical problems posed by materialism and idealism by subsuming these
two modes of knowledge in the act of perceiving. He thereby disassoci-
ates himself from the historical problems of knowledge:

While the contemporary psychology texts invariably

laid down the proposition that "all existence, as

far as human knowledge extends, is either material,

or immaterial; corporeal, or spiritual," in

Emerson's rephrasing these alternatives become

"two modes of thinking,' which, since they are

both natural, are possibly reconcilable.?
Emerson?s"'transformation of dualism into ways of thinking," says

Feidelson, could solve the Minherited problem of method" by assuming a

“realm where method and content were one." With Emerson, knowledge
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changes from "objective certainty to organic'experiencé" and the "internal
transmutation ofm£$;rouéhly réalistic forms."9 Before.we can appreciate
the full implications of Emerson's notion of symbolic thought, a process
that transmutes the objects of organic experience into language and gives
man an immediate knowledge of his relation to the universe, we should,
however, understand the nature of his vision of the cosmos and man's
position in it.

* Sheared of all its detail, the Emersonian universe consists of two
basic elements: Unity and Variety. "Two cardinal facts lie forever at

the base" of the world, he says in Representative Men, "the one and the

two.-?l.-Un}PX, or Identity; and, 2.(Variety,f_and he continues:

we unite all things by perceiving the law which
pervades them; by perceiving the superficial
differences and the profound resemblanceSesss
this very perception of identity or oneness,
recognizes the difference of things. Oneness

and otherness. It is impossible to speak or

to think without embracing both. (ECW,IV A7-8) YIS
-,-QIJCA(JF“ ’ \
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According to Emerson,\gggggrness;"/the world of objects in nature, is a
part of "oneness," the central identity of all things in a source. In
terminology that could lead to all kinds of misunderstandings if not
delineated clearly, Emerson is bringing out a process that can only bz

explained by the term metamorphosis. And the further we enter into

Emerson's universe we find that beneath the surface of characteristic

terms such as "spirit," "Reason," "Instinct," "Over-soul,” "Nature," to

list only a few, lies thehyita% principle of metamorphosis, quite possibly »///
Ehequot process of all aspects of Emerson's thought. In brief, meta-

morphosis, that proceqs of changing from one state or condition to another,
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explains precisely how "oneness and otherness'" are related. "The nature
of things is flowing," says Emerson, "a metamorphosis".(ECW,VIiI,7l).
Although the manifold forms of nature are continually changing organically,
there is nevertheless a primal source for all things. For Emerson, accord-
ingly, all things are different and yet one because all things are the
metamorphosis of the Unity at the base of nature. In terms of the prin-
ciple of metamorphosis, Unity or Identity, "the law which pervades" all
things, inheres in objects as a part of their physical nature--objects

s

being conecrctization/of the source, we cannot perceive Unity except

through Variety. In "Nature," an essay from the Second Series, Emerson

calls this same source natura naturans:

the quick cause before which all forms flee as the
driven snows; itself secret, its works driven before
it in flocks and multitudes, (as the ancients
represented nature by Proteus, a shepherd,) and in
undescribable variety. It publishes itself in
creatures.... (ECW,III,179)

Natura naturans, the "secret!" cause and source of all things, is Protean

because it only "publishes itself in creatures" of nature that are
constantly changing forms. Unknowable except through a concrete form, the
"undescribable variety" of all things contain it as a part of their
physical nature. When we experience this metamorphosis in the process of
nature, we enter the mystery of all creation, and "stand before the

secret of the world," as Emerson says, "there where Being passes into
Appearance and Unity into Variety" (ECW,III,14). For Emerson, therefore,
ﬁThg£?7%§, gt the surface, infinite variety of things;_f}_&he centre therg
is simplicity49§<9aus§" (ECW,II,14). 98@893i2§,and decomposing, passing

from one state into another, the physical manifestations of the source
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of all things, nature "is a mutable cloud which is always and never the
same" (ECW,II,13)--never the same because each object has its own partic-
ularity, always the same because all things are metamorphoses of the
inherent Unity. Every oﬁject in nature has this dual quality. "“Cause

fnd effect are two sides of one face" (ECW,II,314). Pqtentially, every
object can reveal this "law" of unity (ECW,VIII,9) through iﬁs concrete
particularity--a point that will assume great importance in our discussion
of the nature of symbolism. "Tbe secret cords or laws,"-writes Emerson,
show their well-known virtue through every variety..." (ECW,VIII,S).
Emerson attacks materialism precisely because it does not recognize a
source for particulars; in "Experience" he calls it a "sty of sensualism™.
(ECW,III,54) where man lives in an illusory “chain of physical necessity"
(ECW,III,5L). In the metamorphic Emersonian universe, "Every thing is
medial® (ECW,II,304). No material fact is final in itself. Variety is ?)

\
the physical manifestation of Unity.10

Like the objects of nature, man is himself a metamorphosis of the
‘Source, himself a concretization of the "secret" cause, the proposal put

forth in "The Over-Soul:%

Man is a stream whose source is hidden. Our being
is descending into us from we know not whence. The
most exact calculator has no prescience that some-~
what incalculable may not balk the very next
moment. I am constrained every moment to acknow-
ledge a higher origin for events than the will I
call mine. (ECW,II,268)

He describes this source metaphorically as the Over-Soul: "that Unity, that

—

FQvep—Soul, within which every man's particular being is contained and made

e R

one with all other..." (ECW,II,268):
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We live in succession, in division, in parts, in

particles. Meantime within man is the soul of the

whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to

which every part and particle is equally related;

the eternal One. (ECW,II,268)
Man also lives in Variety at the same time that the particulars of his
life are grounded in Unity, "the eternal One." The most well-known of
Emerson's terms, the metaphor "Over-Soul" is perhaps an unfortunate
description of the source because it suggests, especially when taken
literally, a cause that exists outside of and "over" the world. But it
must be understood in the context of metamorphosis: as the "secret™"
cause inheres in the physicality of objects, so the Over-~Soul inheres in
the physicality of mant's life. As the "secret of naturem (ECW,II,270),
it refers to the process of Unity as it passes through man.ll Elsewhere
in the same essay that source is called the "Highest Law" (ECW,II,270),
the "Supreme Mind" (ECW,II,276), the "common nature" synomous with "God"
(ECW,11,277), and the "Divine mind" (ECW,II,281). In "Intellect" he
calls it the "holy ghost" (ECW,II,341), and in "History" the "universal
~ﬂind" (ECW,II,B). Sometimes he even suggests that it is something
akin to pure energy. In "Experience,'" for instance, he approaches it as
the "power" opposed to "form" or Variety, and even more specifically in
"Poetry and Imagination," sees it simply as a force behind all things:

...nothing stands still in Nature but death; that

the creation is on wheels, in transit, always

passing into something else, streaming into

something higher; that matter is not what it

appears;~-that chemistry can blow it all into

gas. Faraday, the most exact of natural

philosophers, taught that when we should

arrive at the monads, or primordial elements
(the supposed little cubes or prisms of which
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all matter was built up), we should not find
cubes or prisms, or atoms, at all, but
spherules of force (italics mine). (ECW,VIII,4)

Like "Unity," "natura naturans," and "Being," all of these terms are
various attempts to explain what we might call the "energy of being" that
is the source and cause of all things, man included.1? It is this energy
of being that is at the base of the meﬁamorphic Fmersonian universe, and
which can only be known by its concretization in material fact.13
If "there is one mind common to all individual men," as Emerson

says in "History," and "every man is an inlet to the same and to all the
_same" (ECW,1I,3), each man contains the entire universe within him:

Of the universal mind each individual man is one

more incarnation. All its properties consist in

him. Each new fact in his private experience

flashes a light on wvhat great bodies of men have

done, and the crises of his life refer to

national crises. (ECW,II,.)
If we understand the Muniversal-mind'" as the energy of being, we can see
how a man can enter the whole history of humanity by virtue of his par-
ticularity. All "private experience" in this context is one more
metamorphosis of the ground of experience, one more particular incarnating
the energy of being. Each man is potentially the whole of human experience
past and present. And since he is, as Emerson says, "the wnole encyclo-
paedia of facts" (ECW,II,B), he has the capacity to reveal the whole of
human history "from individual experience" (ECW,11,4).14 When Emerson
asserts that men must experience an Moriginal relation to the universe,"
he is simply asking them to act with the energy of being that already

exists within them. The principle of metamorphosis shows that man is not
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isolated from his world. When he relates to the cosmos organically, he

discovers that he has elemental affinities with the process of things:

His power consists in the multitude of his
affinities, in the fact that his 1life is
intertwined with the whole chain of organic
and inorganic being. (ECW,II,36)

Through these organic relations, he centralizes the universe in his

particular being:

A man is a centre for nature, running out threads of
relation through every thing, fluid and solid,
material and elemental. The earth rolls; every
clod and stone comes to the meridian: so_every
organ, function, acid, crystal, grain of dust, has
its relation to the brain. (ECW,IV,9)

According to Emerson, a ray of relation goes out from man to every
object of nature, and as long as he denies the energy of being, he
remains a "broken giant" (ECW,II,31)--a king banished from his rightful
kingdom:

It is the universal nature which gives worth to

particular men and things. Human life, as

containing this, is mysterious and inviolable,

and we hedge it round with penalties and laws.,

A1 laws derive hence their ultimate reason;

all express more or less distinctly some

command of this supreme, illimitable essence.

(ECW, II,5-6)
By assuming that objects of nature are final in themselves, materialism
acts on the cosmos with the categorical understanding alone, and fails
to come into contact with the '"universal nature" that subsumes all

"particular men and things." It forces organic experience into precon-

ceived rational categories that imprison, "with penalties and laws,"
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the very source knowledge of which would enable men to complete their
vision of the world.

For Emerson, the energy of being cannot be known through any imposed
form of knowledge. Men must first experience their primal relation to
the elemental processes of the cosmos. Emerson praises the Greeks
because their world reveals this process. Significantly, he calls their
world "the primeval world--the Fore-World" (ECW,II,23)--like Williams he
is completely aware that elemental experiences are not a regression to
the primitive but a movement toward the primary, the first experiences
of men. Making these qualifications, he describes-the Greek state in
a manner reminiscent of Williams' view of Tenochtitlan, another example
of a culture organically related to the ground of human experience:

The Grecian state is the era of the bodily nature,
the perfection of the senses,--of the spiritual

nature unfolded in strict unity with the body.
(ECW, I1,24)

The costly charm of the ancient tragedy, and

indeed of all the old literature, is that

the persons speak simply~-speak as persons vho

have great good sense without knowing it,

before yet the reflective habit has become the

predominant habit of the mind. Our admiration

of the antique is not admiration of the old, / . /
but of the natural. The Greeks are not A}O)&LPC,xﬁr.*—I/f‘ o
reflective, %2 perfect in their senses... :
(Italics mine). (ECW,I1I,25) '

The Greek world is organically related to the elemental process of things.

—

The kind of imbalance that materialism and idealism impose on experience
is absent from this world, a world in which the energy of being unfolds
"in strict unity with the body." The "reflective habit" of the mind, in

turn, introduces the rational mode of knowledge which leads to man's

-
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separation frém the universe. As oppcsed to categorical knowledge, the
Greek experience is not "antique" but '"natural" to man, the possibility
of any culture that allows the energy of being to flow through it. By
entering the Greek world and making it present to contemporary experience,
says Emerson, he can once again feel his vital relation to the universe.
Since the universe has not changed since the Greeks, the elemental rela-
tions they experienced still remain the fruitful possibility. "The Greek
had, it seems, the same fellow-beings as I," says Emerson. "The sun

and moon, water and fire, met his heart precisely as they meet mine!"
(ECW,11,26).

For Emerson accordingly, the "reflective habit' of the mind is the
"fool's cap'" (ECW,IV,20) that prevents man from relating to the ground
of human desire. The universe does not change, but the mind of man
qus--rational categories distort his vision of the world by distorting
the nature of human experience. %"The ruin or the blank that we see when
we look at nature," says Emerson, "is in our own eye. The axis of vision
éf not coinci@ent with the axis of things, and so they appear not trans-
parent but opaque" (ECW,I,73). Rational modes of knowledge prevent man
from receiving the flow of things in the continuous activity of human
experience-—ghe opacity of things is an illusion created by the fational
mind. AccordingAé; Eﬁerson, therefore, man's fall was not into a knowl—
edge of evil, but into the %reflective! approach to experience.' In
"Experience, ! for instance, he writes:

It is very unhappy, but too late to be helped,
the discovery we have made that we exist.
That discovery is called the Fall of Man.

Ever afterwards we suspect our instruments. ,
Wg'hgygmlearngd thatrwe‘do not see directly, \J{r;,
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but mediately, and that we have no means
of correcting these colored and distorting
lenses which we are, or computing the
amount of their errors. Perhaps these
subject——~lenses have a creative power;
perhaps there are no objects. Once we ''" s
Iived in vhat we saw; now, the rapacious-
ness of this new power, which threatens
to absorb all things, engages us.
(ECW,1II,75~76)

g

When we know rationally that we exist, we begin to believe that the
Auniverse is separate from us. Feeling isolated from the world, we soon
come to suspect both the knowledge we have and the methods we use to
acquire it. Suspecting our "instruments," we attempt to come to terms
with what appears to be an alien universe by setting up the epistemologi-
cal puzzle: 'how do we know that we know vhat we know?" The puzzle
itself then becomes a prison mainly because it is a fiction of the mind,
a rational construct imposed upon the activity of experience. But we
nevertheless falsely begin to think that we can only see "mediately,"
that our methods of knowing forever keep us from a direct knowledge of
objects outside of ourselves. As the classical epistemological questions
rise like spectres to haunt our minds, we become "strangers in nature"
(ECW, I1,340), the very world that holds the roots of our experience. Is
the locus of reality in the self (the "subject-lenses")? Do objects have
a material exi;tence outside of our perception of them? Unknowingly we
have set up a dualistic universe and completed our fall out of eiperience.15

"The rapaciousness of this new power, which threatens to absorb all
things, engages us," says Emerson, realizing the enormous hold rational

thought has on his contemporaries. Because men do not see beyond the

epistemological problem, they no longer live in what they see. Emerson
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is aware that the problem of knowledge does not exist in the cosmos.
The energy of being is just as real now as it was in the world of the
Greeks. Only our vision has changed. The "blank™ that we see exists
in our inability t;>relate to the elemental processes that surround us.
Before rational thought, writes Emerson, quoting his "Orphic poet™"
(BCW,1,72), man "twas permeated and dissolved by spirit. He filled
nature with his overflowing currentt" (ECW,I,71). Materialism and
idealism upset the balance: "'he no longer fills the veins and veinlets;
he is shrunk to a drop' (ECW,I,71). But if the mind is responsible for
the divorce, this same mind can overcome rational thinking. Even in his
fallen state, man sometimes "'starts in his slumber, and wonders at
himself and his house, and muses strangely at the resemblance betwixt
him and it'" (ECW,I,72)--"this house" being the whole material universe
which provides the connection between himself and the ground of his
experience. In these moments he senses an innate process within him
capable of re-integrating himself with the cosmos:

'He perceives that if his law is still paramount,

if still he have elemental power, if his word is

sterling yet in nature, it is not conscious power,
it is not inferior but superior to his will. _It

is instinct. (ECW,I,72)

ﬂ@}g@gg}a}'ggg§£;" as clear a description as any of the energy of being
as it manifests itself in the particular life of a man. This pdwer is
sgperio;_ﬁg»man'srwill because it also belongs to the elemental processes
of the cosmos of which particular men are metamorphoses. And this same

"elemental power," what Emerson here calls Instinct, is called Reason

elsewhere. In "Nature,'" for instance, after stating the existence of a
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"universal soul within or behind'" man®s life, he says, "This universal soul
he calls Reason" (ECW,I1,27). Describing this capacity in relation to the
Understanding, Emerson argues that when "the eye of Reason" is added to
the.understanding, "to outline and surface are at once added grace and

expression" (ECW,I,49-50); he clarifies further:

If the Reason be stimulated to more earnest vision,
outlines and surfaces become transparent, and are
no longer seen; causes and spirits are seen through
them. (ECW,I,50)

At other times this same process of seeing into the sourcé of things is
grounded in the Intellect: "We only open our senses, clear away as we can
all obstruction from the fact, and suffer the intellect to see
(ECcw,1I,238). ‘For Emerson, therefore, such terms as "Instinct," "Reason,"

and "Intellect" refer to the intuitive process of a mind that holds the

‘same eﬁergy of being as the universe. "Trust the instinct to the end,”
exhorts Emerson, M"though you can render no reason. It is vain to hurry.
it. By trusting it to the end, it shall ripen into truth and you shall
know vwhy you believe" (ECW,II,330). In the Emersonian universe, then,
this M"elemental power® is the very condition of all experience and

consequently the ground of self-trust and self-reliance:

What is the aboriginal Self, on which a universal
reliance may be grounded? What is the nature and
power of that science-baffling star, without
parallax, without calculable elements, which
shoots a ray of beauty even into trivial and im-
pure actions, if the least mark of independence
appear? The inquiry leads us to that source, at
once the essence of genius, of virtue, and of
life, which we call §gg§§§ggity\gg_;g§hinnh, Ve
denote this primary wisdom as Intuition, whilst
all later teachings are tuitions. In that deep
force, the last fact behind which analysis
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cannot go, all things find their common origin. '
For the sense of being which in calm hours rises,
we know not how, in the soul, is not diverse from
things, from space, from light, from time, from
man, but one with them and proceeds obviously
from the same source whence their life and being

proceed. (ECW,II63-64)

The "aboriginal Self® is the ground of Human experience, the source of
things as manifest in man. It is this ﬁdeep force' that Yproceeds
obviously from the same source' as the rest of creation that allows every
particular mind to act with the energy of being behind or within concrete
facts of experience. "Spontaneity or Instinct," then, refers to both the
capacity and process of experiencing the '"common origin® of things; the
"sense of being" perceived in things is a part of the energy of being
that contains M"their life and being." Since this "science~baffling star,"
the source of "primary wisdom," cannot be known rationally (it is "with-
out calsulable eleﬁents") it can only be actualized in experience. "How
can we speak of the action of the mind under any divisions, as of its
knowledge, of its ethics, of its works, and so forth," writes Emerson,
"since it melts will into perception, knowledge into act® (ECW,1I,325).

Since all “primary" knowledge must reveal man's "original" or
elemental relation to the processes of the universe, Emerson turns to a
mode of thought that contains experience by being an extension of it.
Once again the Greek world, precisely because it concretized its relation
to the universe through its mythology, is important to Emerson. "The
beautiful fables of the Greeks,! he writes, "being proper creations of
the imagination and not of the fancy, are universal verities" (ECW,II,BO).]'6
In "Nature," accordingly, Emerson says that the "Imagination may be

defined to be the use which the Reason makes of the material VWorld®
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(ECW,1,52). We have entered a very important part of the Emersonian
universe. To Emerson "primary" or vital thought is the process of Reason
as it relates to the facts of the universe. A miniature of the metamor-
phic universe, man publishes himself through his thought. ™A deep insight,ﬁ
says Emerson, "will always, like Nature, ultimate its thought in a thing"
(ECW,VIII,17). As the energy of being passing through man, Reason comes
to know the universe by metamorphosing objects to the level of language.
In the Emersonian universe, therefore, language and thought are both
symbolic, symbols being the metamorphosis of things into words that reveal
the ground of human experience. According to Emerson, then, the Greek:
myths are truths ("universal verities") of human experience because they
reveal the "universal nature" through metamorphic symbols.

As mentioned previously, every fact in the Emersonian universe has
both its surface or secondary meaning and its primary or elemental mean-

\1

ing as a metamorphosis of the energy of being. When an object is meta- -
|

morphosed into a symbol, therefore, every object is potentially a |
correspondential symbol capable of revealing the ground of experience.

And Plato, who was aware of the energy of being--he called it, says
Emerson, the "super-essential® (ECW,IV,61) and the "Ineffable" (ECW,IV,62)

--still asserted that "things are knowable," if not rationally at least

symbolically:

«+.being from one, things correspond. There is
a scale; and the correspondence of heaven to
earih; of matter to mind, of the part to the
whola, is our guide. (ECW,IV,61)

Since matter corresponds to mind, and each object (r'partn) corresponds to

its source ("whole"), man can actualize his relation to the universe only




when he transmutes his experience into symbolic language. Nature, to

Emerson, is a "temple whose walls are covered with emblems, pictures and
commandments of the Deity" (ECW,III,17)--every "appearance in nature can

only be described by presenting that natural appearance as its picture"
(ECW,1,26). Nature provides not only the method but the means to knowledge. ./
"Nature is the incarnation of a thought..." (ECW,I1I1,196), or put differ-
ently, "The world is mind precipitated..." (ECW,111,196): particular

facts of experience are the fabric of man's thought and the mind knows

itself and the universe by first turning itself inside out. Since nature

concretizes thought, it is the basis of the correspondential symbol:

Nature offers all her creatures to him [Ehe poe§7 as
a picture-language. Being used as a type, a second
wonderful value appears in the object, far better
than its old value....Things admit of being used as
symbols because nature is a symbol, in the whole,
and in every part. (ECW,III,13)

.s.onature is the opposite of the soul, answering to
it part for part. One is seal and one is print.
Its beauty is the beanty of his own mind, Nature
then becomes to him the measure of his attainments.
So much of nature as he is ignorant of, so much of
his own mind does he not yet possess. 4nd, in
fine, the ancient precept, "Know thyself," and the
modern precept, "Study nature," become at last one
maxim. (ECW,I,87)

When the eye of Reason responds, every clearly perceived object meta-
morphosed into a symbol can reveal its correspondential meaning. The

particulars or arcs of the circle are the only way of apprehending the
vhole circle or source of experience:
«ooNature itself is a vast trope, and all part-

icular natures are tropes. As the bird alights
on the bough, then plunges into the air again,
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so0 the thoughts of God pause but for a moment
in any form. All thinking is analogizing,
and it is the use of life to learn metonymy.
The endless passing of one element into new
forms, the incessant metamorphosis, explains
the rank whic