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Abst rac t  

Each of t h e  w r i t e r s  i n  t h i s  s tudy view t h e  tlproblem of contact"  i n  

te rms  of man's s e p a r a t i o n  from t h e  elemental  p roces ses  of t h e  e a r t h ,  t h e  

ground of h i s  experience.  Before men can make con tac t  wi th  t h e  ground, 

t h e y  argue, each of them must g ive  up d l  f i x ~ d  f o m s  of  percept ion  t h a t  

c a t e g o r i z e  exper ience  i n t o  pre-conceived moulds of thought .  The problev., 

t h e y  say  f u r t h e r ,  i s  both a moral and a e s t h e t i c  i s sue .  I n  o t h e r  vnrds,  

each man must exper ience  t h e  g rc ; rd  i n  h i s  o m  p a r t i c u l a r  life, bu t  un- 

l e s s  t h i s  exper ience  i s  ac t l la l ized  i n  an a r t  form it w i l l  remain a ~ o r p h o u s  

and u n i n t e l l i g i b l e .  

With t h e  except ion  of Stevens, t h e s e  w r i t e r s  r e j e c t  a l l  f i x e d  forms 

of percept ion ,  move behind t h e s e  forns ,  and p l ace  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  enphas js  

upon t h e  a c t i v e  p roces s  of e x p r i e n c e ,  Fur ther ,  and aga in  with t h e  ex- 

cep t ion  of Stevens, t h e y  a s s e r t  t h a t  on ly  those  forms t h a t  are orgaqic  

ex t ens ions  of exper ience  can hold on t o ,  concre t ize ,  and r eved l  t h e  n a t u r e  

of t h e  ground as it i s  experienced through t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of t h e  world-- 

and the reby  f f r e c o n c i l e  t h e  people and t h e  s toneso f t  Fmerson f i n d s  t h i s  

form i n  h i s  n o t i o n  of t h e  c o r r e s p o n d e n t i d  symbol, Thoreau when he  d i s -  

covers  t h a t  I'lalden i s  an 0rganj.c work of  art, and Williajrls i n  t h e  ',made 

poem." Although searching  f o r  t h e  sane source, un l ike  t h e  o the r s ,  S tevens  

a c c e p t s  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of t h e  cpisterrlological puzzle--"how do we know t h a t  

we know what we kn~w?~'--and consequently e n t e r s  i n t o  a l i f e - t ime  preoccupa- 

t i o n  ~ 5 t h  t h e  forms of percept ion  r a t h e r  than t h e  content  of h i s  experience,  

never  r e d i z i n f :  t h a t  t h e  ques t ion  i t s e l f  i s  another  f-ixed form of percep- 

t i o n ,  H i s  invo1vemer.t 5.n t h e  "subject-object t f  problem i r o n i c a l l y  d i s t a n c e s  

him from t h e  v e r y  f t r e d i t y f t  hc  d e s i r e s  and seeks. 



Divid.ed i n t o  f i v e  sec t ions ,  t h i s  s tudy discusses  each w r i t e r  i n  t h e  

context  of h j s  own works. Section One in t roduces  t h ?  problem through 

W i l l i a q s '  ---- I n  t h e  Arrerican Graln. Section Two argues t h e  p r i n c i p l e  of 

metamorphosis a s  t h e  b a s i s  of t h e  cor responden t id  symbol i n  Emerson's 

work. Section Three analyzes Thoreau's Wdden a s  a represen ta t ive  work, 

t h e  dramatizat ion of one m a n t  s journey toward an elemental r e l a t i o n  with 

t h e  processes of t h e  ear th .  Section Four, d iv ided i n t o  two p a r t s ,  t u r n s  

t o  t h e  poet ry  of Stevens, t h e  first p a r t  dea l ing  with t h e  epistemological  

assumptions i n  t h e  p o e t i c  world of t h e  Collected Poems, and t h e  secortd, 

The Rock, where Stevens d iscovers  t h e  necessary f i n a l i t y  of h i s  concerns. 

Section Five, a l s o  divided i n t o  t w o  pa r t s ,  concludes t h e  study G t h  an 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of W i l l i a ~ s t  p o s i t i v e  solut ion t o  t h e  problem. The f i r s t  

p a r t  desc r ibes  h i s  t r theory of t h e  p o e q n t h e  second a,pplies t h i s  theory t o  

an a n a l y s i s  of P a t v s o n  V, a poem t h a t  i s  considered a s  a I f f  i e l d  of ac t ion,  " 
t h e  only vplace77 t h e  mind can ac t ive ly  "reconcile th:! people and t h e  

s tones  . 
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Section One: 

Introduction 



William Car los  Williams and t h e  Probiem of Contact 

... The sun had en tered  h i s  head i n  t h e  c o l o r  of  sp rays  
of f laming palm leaves .  They had been walking f o r  an 
hour o r  so  a f t e r  l eav ing  t h e  t r a i n .  They were hot .  She 
had chosen t h e  p l ace  t o  r e s t  and he had pa in t ed  h e r  
r e s t i n g ,  wi th  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  p l ace  she had chosen. 

It had been a l o v e l y  day i n  t h e  air.--!hat p l e a s a n t  
women a r e  t h e s e  g i r l s  of ours! When t h e y  have worn c l o t h e s  
and t a k e  them o f f  it i s  with an e f f e c t  of having performed 
a smal l  duty.  They r e t u r n  t o  t h e  sun wi th  a g e s t u r e  of  
accomplishment. --Here she l a y  i n  t h i s  spot  t oday  n o t  l i k e  
Diana o r  Aphrodite bu t  with b e t t e r  proof t han  t h e y  of 
regard  f o r  t h e  p l ace  she was i n .  She r e s t e d  and he pa in t ed  
her .  

It was t h e  first of summer. Bare a s  was h i s  mind of 
i n t e r e s t  i n  anything save t h e  f u l l n e s s  of h i s  knowledge, 
i n t o  which h e r  simple body en te red  a s  i n t o  t h e  eye of t h e  
sun h imsel f ,  so  he pa in ted  h e r ,  So she c a m  t o  America. 

They saw b i r d s  wi th  r u s t y  b r e a s t s  and c a l l e d  them 
robins .  Thus, from t h e  s t a r t ,  an America of which t h e y  
could have had no i n k l i n g  drove t h e  f i r s t  s e t t l e r s  upon 
t h e i r  p a s t .  They r e t r e a t e d  f o r  warmth and reassurance  t o  
something p rev ious ly  f  m i l i a r .  But a t  a c o s t .  For  what 
t h e y  saw were n o t  robins.  They wore th rushes  only vaguely 
resembling t h e  rosy, d a i n t i e r  English b i rd .  Larger ,  
s t ronge r ,  and i n  t h e  evening of a wilder ,  l o v e l i e r  song, 
a c t u a l l y  h e r e  was sonething t h e  newcomers had never  i n  
t h e i r  l i v e s  be fo re  encountered. Blur. Confusion. 

A poe t  w i tnes s ing  t h e  ch icory  f lower and r e a l i z i n g  i t s  
v i r t u e s  of  form and co lo r  so  cons t ruc t s  h i s  p r a i s e  of  it 
a s  t o  borrow no p a r t i c l e  from r i g h t  o r  l e f t .  He g i v e s  h i s  
poem ove r  t o  t h e  f lower  and i t s  p l a n t  themselves,  t h a t  
t h e y  may b e n e f i t  by those  cool ing  win'ds of t h e  imaginat ion 
which t h u s  r e tu rned  upon w i l l  r e f r e s h  t h c a  a t  t h e i r  t a s k  
of sav ing  t h e  world. But what does it  mean, remarked h i s  
f r i e n d s ?  



Chosen from t h e  l a rge  mass of Williams1 writings, these  th ree  passages 

provide a context f o r  t h e  defensive statement of p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a t  t h e  begin- 

ning of S ~ r i n ~  and A l l  (1923): 

If anything of moment results--so much the  be t t e r .  
And so much t h e  more l i k e l y  w i l l  it be t h a t  no one 
w i l l  want t o  see it. 

There i s  a constant b a r r i e r  between t h e  reader 
and h i s  consciousness of immediate contact with t h e  
world. I f  t he r e  i s  an ocean it i s  here.1 

Consciously and de l ibera te ly ,  Williams intends t o  discover and reveal  an 

nimmediate contact with t he  world.1' He i s  hesi tant  t o  a s s e r t  openly, 

however, because he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  any success would be nisunderstood by 

readers  who lack  t h i s  contact. Much l a t e r  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  i n  Book I of 

Paterson, Willians again declares  t h a t  flDivorce i s / t he  sign of knowledge 

i n  our time1! (P ,  2 8 ) ,  implying t h a t  r e a l  knowledge comes from a marriage 

with t h e  fundamental r e a l i t i e s  of t h e  earth.  



The f i r s t  quoted passage i s  from an a r t i c l e  ca l l ed  "A  Matissew 

o r ig ina l l y  published by Williams i n  Contact, a magazine he and Robert 

McAlmon edi ted i n  t h e  ea r ly  twenties. The t i t l e  i t s e l f  i s  revealing: 

Contact I says t h a t  i t  i s  " interes ted i n  t he  wri t ings  of such individuals  

a s  a r e  capable of pu t t i ng  a sense of contact.. . in to  t h e i r  work,"2 followed, 

in Contact IV, with a s imi la r  statement t h a t  "If Americans a r e  t o  be 

blessed with important work it w i l l  be through i n t e l l i g e n t ,  informed 

contact  with t h e  l o c a l i t y  which alone can infuse  it with reali ty. ' t3 

The quoted passage i s  therefore  i ron ic :  Two foreigners  t o  America, a 

French g i r l  and a French a r t i s t ,  unknowingly reveal  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of 

a country where no man "has seen a woman naked and painted her  a s  if he 

knew anything except t h a t  she was nakedlt (SE, 31), and where no woman 

"is naked except a t  night" (SE, 31). Through the  pa r t i cu l a r i t y  of t h e i r  

momentary experience, both have responded t o  t h e  na tura l  flow of things.  

Nakedly giving hersel f  up t o  t he  s i tuat ion,  t h e  French g i r l  en t e r s  t h e  

na tura l  world ("her curving to rso  and thighs  were c lose  upon t h s  g rass  

and violetst1 (SE, 30) ) ,  although she i s  s t i l l  on ly  Itin t h a t  room on 

F i f t h  Ave.11 (SE, 30). The a r t i s t ,  react ing t o  h i s  ffiodel concretely, 

pa in t s  her  "with i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  place she had chosen," and through h i s  

a r t ,  composes her i n t o  a revela t ion of t he  "place she was in." Williams 

i s  c l ea r  i n  point ing out (". . .he painted her. So she came t o  h e r i c a . " )  

t h a t  she can come t o  America only when she i s  concretized i n  a r t .  When 

she is,  she becomes more re levant  t o  t h i s  pa r t i cu l a r  space and time than 

Diana and Aphrodite mainly because she assunes the  form of a goddess 

herself--Diana and Aphrodite being revela t ions  of t h e  same l i f e  processes 

i n  t h e  Class ica l  t s r l d .  Able t o  touch t h e i r  immediate environment 



sensually, these  two foreigners  reveal  more of t he  e s sen t i a l  America 

experience than t h e  f i r s t  s e t t l e r s  i n  t he  sccond quoted passage. They, 

i n  turn ,  denied contact  with t h e  basic  r e a l i t i e s  of t h e  ea r th  and f a i l e d  

t o  experience t h e  r e a l  America. Confronting a new continent whose 

"pressing r e a l i t y  demanded not only a tremendous bodily devotion but a s  

well...a complete reconstruction of t h e i r  most in t imate  cu l t u r a l  make- 

up, t o  accord with t h e  new conditionst1 (SE, 134), they "re t reated f o r  

warmth and reassurance t o  something previously fa.niliar.11 They i n t e r -  

pre ted t h e  New World according t o  forms of perception brought over from 

t h e  Old. Their language not consonant with t h e  new place, thrushes were 

erroneously ca l led  robins. America, concludes Williams, began i n  

11Confusion.ll The condition t he  f i r s t  s e t t l e r s  created s t i l l  e x i s t s  i n  

t he  present world, a s  t h e  t h i r d  quoted passage indicates .  From the  

"Prologuefl t o  Kora i n  Hell  (1920), it t r ace s  the  movemnt of a poen. 

By r e l a t i n g  t o  t he  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of t h e  chicory flower, t h e  poet can 

a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  l o c a l  in such a way t h a t  the  flower can br ing men i n t o  

contact with t h e i r  surroundings. Divorced from the  processes of t he  

ear th ,  however, h i s  contemporaries a r e  understandably confused with such 

a poem: "But what does it mean, remarked h i s  fr iends?" 

We a r e  back t o  t h e  introductory statement of S p r i n ~  and All: How 

can men who have not  experienced an organic r e l a t i on  t o  t he  processes 

of t h e  ear th  understand Williams' poetry? Willians' a t t a ck  on c r i t i c s  

should be seen i n  t he  l i g h t  of t h i s  very problem. ,?There i s  a fund- 

amental misapprehension," Williams once wrote i n  a l e t t c r ,  

i n  most opinions enmating from men who occupy 
teaching posi t ions  i n  t he  un ive r s i t i e s  and who 
attempt t o  c r i t i c i z e  new work, work created by 

I 



condi t ions  with which they do no t  have an oppor- 
t u n i t y  t o  come inexorably i n t o  contact.  (SL, 127) 

Although many of t h e  i s s u e s  involved i n  our d iscuss ion of Williams 

a r e  contained i n  t h e  t h r e e  quoted passages, they  a r e  subsumed by an even 

l a r g e r  concsrn: t h e  problem of contac t  i n  contemporary America. In  t h e  

American Grain, a work t h a t  in t roduces  u s  t o  t h e  ground of Williams' - 
thought, f o c a l i z e s  t h i s  problem. 

A s  Louis Martz has c o r r e c t l y  pointed out,  t h e  book should not  "be 

regarded prj-mzrily a s  ' h i s t ~ r y ~ " ~ l *  Williams' i n t e r e s t  i n  American h i s t o r y  

i s  always r e l a t e d  t o  t h s  presence of t h e  pas t  i n  t h e  present ,  Through a 

s e r i e s  of essays  on var ious  h i s t o r i c a l  subjects ,  he explores  t h e  American 

p a s t  t o  d iscover  t h e  kind of consciousness preventing contemporary 

Americans from r e l a t i n g  t o  t h e  source of t h c i r  experience, Far  from 

being haphazard s t r u c t u a l l y ,  the  book i s  a conscious attempt t o  f i n d  t h e  

foundation f o r  an au then t i c  cul ture ,  and a s  we w i l l  see, f o r  t h e  funct ion  

of t h e  poem i n  t h a t  c u l t u r e ,  A l e t t e r  from W i l l i a m s  t o  Horace Gregory 

expla ins  t h e  personal  b a s i s  of t h i s  study: 

Of mixed ancestry,  I f e l t  from e a r l i e s t  childhood 
t h a t  America was t h e  only home I could ever 
possib?.y c a l l  my otm, I f e l t  t h a t  it was ex- 
p r e s s l y  founded f o r  me, personal.ly, and t h a t  it 
must be my f i r s t  business i n  l i f e  t o  possess it; 
t h a t  only i n  making it my ovm from t h e  beginning 
t o  my olm day, i n  d e t a i l ,  should I ever have a 
b a s i s  f o r  knowing where I stood. (SL, 185) 

This  d e s i r e  t o  possess t h e  ground of t h e  American experience i n  order  t o  

know where he stood l c d o  Wil.lizns, and us, i n t o  t h e  knerican gra in ,  

t h e r e  t o  uncover t h e  f a l s e  sourccs, m d  discover  t h e  t r u e ,  



Fcllowing some excerpts from Cotton Mather's Wonders of t h e  

Inv i s ib l e  World, t h e  sect ion cal led t t ~ g r e  Sebastien RaslesVt makes u s  

immediately aware t h a t  t h e  pas t  s t i l l  e x i s t s  in' t h e  present. We a r e  i n  

a twentieth century drawing-room i n  Paris ,  a "center of old-world culture" 

(IAG, 105), a s  Williams po in t s  out. Almost a s  quickly we move from the  

drawing-room t o  a discussion between Williams and val&ry Larbaud on t h e  

meaning of America. Like many Europeans, t he  curious wonder of t h e  New 

World alone i n t e r e 7 t s  Larbaud, "not; wishing so much t o  understand i t  a s  

t o  t a s t e ,  perhaps, i t s  freshness--Its freshnessln (IAG, l08),  says 

Williams. I n  t h e  conversation W i l l i a m s  confesses t h a t  Americans a r e  

completely out  of contact  with t h e  ground of t h e i r  experience, t h e  

primal source from which t h e i r  cu l tu re  stcms.5 H i s  appraisa l  of con- 

temporary America t akes  u s  d i r e c t l y  i n t o  t h e  hear t  of In t h e  American 

Grain : 

...It i s  an extraordinary phenomenon t h a t  hericans 
ha.ve l o s t  t h e  sense, .being made up a s  we are,  t h a t  
what we a r e  has i t s  o r ig in  i n  what t he  nation i n  t h e  
pa s t  has been; t h a t  the re  i s  a source in Awrica f o r  
everything we th ink o r  do; t ha t  morals a f ? X t h e  
food and food t h e  bone, and tha t ,  i n  f ine ,  we have 
no conception a t  a l l  of what i s  meant by moral, s ince  
we recognize no ground our ovm--and t ha t  this 
rudeness r e s t s  a l l  upon t he  unstudied character  of 
our beginnings; and t h a t  i f  we w i l l  not pay hesd t o  
our a f f a i r s ,  we a r e  nothing but an unconscious 
porkyard and o i l ho l e  f o r  those, more able, who 1611 
fas ten  themselves upon us....That unless everything 
t h a t  is,  proclaim a ground on which it stand, it 
has no worth; and t h a t  what has been morally, 
a e s the t i c a l l y  worth trhile i n  America has res ted 
upon pecul iar  and discoverable ground. ( IAG, 109) 

This passage i s  cen t ra l  t o  an understanding of both t h e  book and Wi.lliams' 

poetry: t h a t  what i s  ca l led  America i s  a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of man's r e l a t i on  

t o  t he  fundamental processes of t he  ear th ,  t h a t  most Americans do not 



know the  source of t h e i r  experience, t h a t  d i r e c t  contact  with t h e  ground 

of experience i s  a necessary s t a r t i n g  point f o r  an authent ic  cul ture ,  

and what has been morally and ae s the t i c a l l y  worthvhile i n  America has 

been a r e s u l t  of a d i r e c t  contact with t h e  ground. 
> .  

By pound  W i l l i a m s  r e f e r s  t o  those primal elements o r  l i f e  f o r ce s  
I 

inherent  i n  t h e  substance of t he  ea r th  i t s e l f ;  t h a t  source capable of 
' 

I 

possessing t h e  minds of men such a s  Columbus, De Soto, and Raleigh 

before t he  Pur i tans  f i r s t  landed i n  t he  New World. "Upon the  orchidian 

beauty of t h e  new world t he  old rushed inevitablyT1 (I%, 27), begins t he  

section ca l led  "The Destruction of Tenochtitlan,tl t h e  devastat ion of a 

c i t y  t h a t  concretized, by exenplifying, the  r e l a t i o n  of man t o  t h e  

primal elements of t h e  earth:  

S t ree t s ,  public squares, markets, tenples,  palaces, 
t h e  c i t y  spread i t s  dark l i f e  upon t he  ea r th  of a 
new world, rooted there ,  sens i t ive  t o  i t s  r i ches t  
beauty. . . . ( IAG, 32) 

Here b n  t h e i r  t e m p l e g  it was t h a t  t he  t r i be ' s  
deep f e e l i n g  f o r  a r e a l i t y  t h a t  s t e m  back i n t o  
t h e  permanence of remote o r ig in s  had i t s  f i r m  
hold. It was t he  earthward th rus t  of t h e i r  logic ;  
blood and earth;  t he  rea l iza t ion  of t h e i r  primal 
and continuous i d e n t i t y  with t,he ground it s e l f ,  
where everything i s  f ixed  i n  darkness. (IAG, 33-34) 

Tenochtitlan i s  t h e  revela t ion of t he  ground on which it stands. Unlike 

categor ical  forms of knowledge, t he  Itearthward t h ru s t  of t h e i r  logic t t  

penetrated t h a t  primal r e a l i t y  from which dl l i f e  flows. I n  r ea l i z ing  

t h e i r  "primal and continuous i d e n t i t y  with t h e  ground i t se l f , ' !  t h e  

members of t h e  t r i b e  were organical ly  re la ted  t o  t h e  l i f e  processes of 

the  earth.  With i t s  deep "blood and eartht1 consciousness, tho c i t y  was 



another flower of t h e  New World, one more manifestation of t h e  mysterious, 

organic beauty t h a t  l e d  Columbus t o  write,  upon landing, ll., .I walked 

among t h e  t r e e s  which was the  most beaut i ful  th ing which I had ever 

seen" (IAG, 25). The ground a t t rac ted  Colunbus and made him a ??straw i n  

t h e  play of t he  elemental giants1? (IAG, 10). H i s  consequent suffer ing a t  

t h e  hands of h i s  own people makes him the  f i r s t  fore igner  t o  be possessed 

by the  inherent  beauty of h e r i c a :  W i t h  i t s  archaic ~ m i l e , ~ f  W i l l i a m s  

wri tes ,  "America found Columbus i t s  f i r s t  victim11 (IAG, 10) .  In  the  

sect ion "De Soto and t h e  New World," t he  ground appears in t h e  form of 

Whe," t h e  mother-earth-goddess-flower. Upon h i s  death, De Soto i s  

"committed t o  t h e  middle of the  stream1? (IAG, 58), re turning t o  the  

elemental processes of t h e  earth: "Dotm, down, t h i s  s o l i t a r y  sperm, 

down i n t o  t h e  l iqu id ,  t h e  formless, t he  i n sa t i ab l e  be l ly  of sleep1? 

(IAG, 58). Finally,  we have t he  example of Raleigh who wanted t o  become 

the  ground of America by reproducing t h e  "body of the  Queen" (IAG, 61) 

in a vis ionary new land. The s p i r i t  of h i s  unsuccessful search f o r  an 

"Arnericatt i s  s t i l l  being sought i n  Williams' time; America s t i l l  needs 

a poet t o  a r t i c u l a t e  and reveal  her beauty. "Sing, 0 Muse and say," 

wr i tes  Williams, 

the re  i s  a s p i r i t  t h a t  i s  seeking through America 
f o r  Raleigh: i n  t he  earth,  t h e  a i r ,  the  water, up 
and down, f o r  Raleigh, t h a t  l o s t  man: seer who 
f a i l ed ,  p lan te r  who never planted, poet whose 
works a r e  questioned, leader  without connand, 
f avo r i t e  deposed--but one who ye t  gave t i t l e  f o r  
h i s  Queen, h i s  England, t o  a coast he never saw 
but grazed alone with genius. (IAG, 62) 

America, however, can possess only those men who have responded t o  

her v i t a l i t y .  %heu i s  powerful and weak i n  the  sane breath.  In "De Soto 



and t h e  New World," "She" f i rs t  a s s e r t s ,  "1 am strong! I s h a l l  possess 

you" (IAG, 48), but quickly  confesses, "Oh, but  I l i e .  I am weak" 

(IAG, 49). Tenoch t i t l an t s  organic beauty was "so completely removed 

from those  fore ign con tac t s  which harden and protec t ,  t h a t  a t  t h e  very 

breath  of conquest it vanished" (I%, 32). This sane weakness made t h e  

Indians  vulnerable t o  Ponce de Lkon who mut i la ted  and enslaved them, 

although, i r o n i c a l l y ,  America got  her  revenge through t h e  Indians  who 

f i n a l l y  k i l l e d  him. Besides i n h e r i t i n g  t h e  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  of i t s  

sources, t h e  American present  must therefore  a l s o  bear Ponce de  ~ 6 o n t s  

"orgy of blood1l (IAG, 41). We a r e  t h e  slaughterers ,"  says Williamso "It 

i s  t h e  to r tu red  sou l  of our worldv (IAG, w) .  This corresponding power 

and weakness of America revezl  both t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  and a c t u a l i t y  of a 

country b l ind t o  t h e  vory ground t h a t  could provide it with an o r g m i c  

wholeness. Here then i s  t h e  background f o r  t h e  in t roduct ion of t h e  

Pur i tan  t o  America. 

"Tho Pilgrims were seed of Tudor Englandts l u s t y  blossoming," begins 

Williams i n  t h e  sec t ion  Woyage of t h e  Mayflower,lt but  "the flamboyant 

fo rce  of t h a t  zenith,  spent,  became i n  them hard and l i t t l e v t  (IAG, 63). 

Right from t h e  beginning, t h e  P ~ r i t a n s - - ~ ' i f  they were pure," says Williams, 

"it was more s ince  they had nothing i n  them of f u l f i l l m e n t  than because 

of p o s i t i v e  v i r t u e s f f  (IAG, 63)--turned " t h e i r  very emptinessv ( U G ,  63) 

i n s i d e  ou t  on America. The vacuum i n  t h e i r  minds made them look "black 

a t  t h e  worldv (IAC, 65) and prevented them from touching t h e  new place.  

To combat t h e  mst phys ica l i ty  of  t h e  wilderness, they worshipped a 

negative notion of " s p i r i t . "  But t o  t h e i r  o m  loss :  "This s t r e s s  of t h e  

s p i r i t  agains t  t h e  f l e s h  has  produced a race  incapable of flowerv (IAG, 66). 



W i l l i a m s ,  however, does not  condemn them outr ight ly ;  he i s  aware t h a t  

t h e i r  su rv iva l  necess i t a t ed  an escape from t h e  ground--tfpurity?f being 

t h e i r  s t rongest  defense agains t  t h e  t e r r i f y i n g  fo rce  of t h e  New World: 

They must have closed a l l  t h e  world out .  It was t h e  
enormity of t h e i r  t a s k  t h a t  enforced it. Having i n  
themselves nothing of cur ios i ty ,  no wonder, f o r  t h e  
NewWorld...they knew only t o  keep t h e i r  eyes blinded, 
t h e i r  tongues i n  order ly  manner between t h e i r  t ee th ,  
t h e i r  e a r s  stopped by t h e  monotony of t h e i r  hymns and 
t h e i r  f l a s h  covered i n  s t r a i g h t  habi ts .  (IAG, 112) 

"And so they s t r e s s e d  t h e  ' s p i r i t , f 1 1  w r i t e s  Williams, 1'--for what e l s e  

could they do?" (IAG, 65), t h e  s i t u a t i o n  being what it was. But they 

l e f t  t h e  legacy of t h e i r  perversion f o r  f u t u r e  generat ions.  Their "pale 

negative" (I&, 66), t h e  concept of t h e  ftsoul" they imposed upon h e r i c a ,  

destroyed "the p lace  of t h a t  which r e a l l y  they were des t ined t o  continueft 

(IAG, 6 6 ) ,  t h e  f lower  of t h e  New World t h a t  they had t o  negate i n  order  

t o  survive. According t o  Williams, American h i s t o r y  must be re- 

i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  t h i s  l i g h t .  We must see t h e  Pur i t ans  i n  a new and t r u e r  

perspective.  Locked i n  t h e i r  narrow l tdoct r inai re  re l ig ion"  (IAG, ill), 

they categorized t h e  l o c a l  according t o  t h e  "magnificent logic" 

(IAG, 113) of t h e i r  b e l i e f s .  Their  separat ion from t h e  ground i s  revealed 

i n  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e  t o  t h e  Indian, consequently l a b e l l e d  a s  "an unforned 

Puritanlf (IAG, 113), and i n  t h e  "low condition of t h e i r  words themselves, 
-P 

t h e  bad s p e l l i n g  of t h e i r  journal" (IAG, 66). By denying contact  and 

divorcing themselves from the  l o c a l ,  they es tabl ished a mode of con- 

sciousness s t i l l  prevalent  i n  contemporary America. We can see the  de- 

humanizing e f f e c t  of t h e i r  c a t e g o r i z a t i ~ n s - - ~ ~ s p i r i t ~ ~  as  opposed t o  "bodyft 

--in t h e i r  perversion of '?Shelf i n t o  a witch f i g u r e  i n  t h e  excerpts  

W i l l i a m s  quotes from Cotton Matherfs  Wonders of thr: I n v i s l b l c  World 



(IAG, 81-104). Talking with Larbaud, W i l l i a m  argues t h a t  t h e  Pur i tan 

consciousness i s  the  r e a l  irunorality a t  t he  base of t h e  American past ;  

it i s  t h e  locus  of t h e  problem s t i l l  confronting present day America: 

It i s  an immorality t h a t  IS America. Here it began. 
You see t h e  cause. There was no ground t o  bui ld  on, 
with a ground a l l  blossoming about them--under t h e i r  
noses. Their t h e s i s  i s  a possession of t he  incomplete 
--like senseless winds o r  waves o r  the  f i r e  i t s e l f .  
I wish t o  drag t h i s  th ing  out  by i t s e l f  t o  ann ih i la te  
it....it must be done, you do not know America. There 
i s  a ~ p u r ~ i s m t f . . . t h a t  has survived t o  u s  from the  
past .  It i s  an a t rocious  thing, a kind of mermaid with 
a corpse f o r  t a i l .  O r  it remains, a bad breath i n  t h e  
room. This thing,  strange, inhuman, powerful, i s  l i k e  -- 
a r e l i c  of some died out t r i b e  whose p r ac t i s e s  were 
revol t ing.  (IAG, 114-115) 

Our r e s i s t m c e  t o  t h e  wilderness has been too strong. 
It has turned us  anti-American, an t i - l i t e ra tu re .  A s  
a v io l en t  "puritanismff it  breathes s t i l l .  (LAG, 116) 

The Pur i tans  a r e  t h e  source of t he  problem of contact i n  contemporary 

American l i f e ;  Williams has dragged t h i s  cause of divorce out by loca t ing  

it i n  his tory:  An "atrocious thing," it denies t h e  ground of Fmerica and 

prevents Americans from ac tua l iz ing  t h e i r  own nature. Seen i n  i t s  t r u e  

perspective, t h e  kind of consciousness t he  Pur i tans  forced on t o  t h e  

ear th  is, i n  f a c t ,  "anti-American." It i s  a l so  t h e  reason, a s  t h e  example 

of Poe and W i l l i a m s '  own work w i l l  show us, why Americans a r e  so '(anti- 

l i t e ra tu re . "  

Fortunately, the re  i s  a l so  a source f o r  an authent ic  America based 

on a f r u i t f u l  contact with t he  processes of t he  earth.  As t h e  prototype 

of t he  genuine American, P&re Sabastien Rasles i s  t he  t r u e  source from 

which America must be b u i l t  .6 Living with t he  Indians, "&uchinp, them 

every day" (IAG, 120), "Rasles recognized the  New World. It stands out  



i n  a l l  he sayslf (IAG, 130). Compared with t he  "dead ash" of t he  Puri tans,  

h i s  l i f e  i s  a Itliving flame" (IAG, 120). Through a v i t a l  contact with 

h i s  l oca l i t y ,  he experienced t he  processes of the  earth.  Although h i s  

example remains a l l  but unknown i n  present day America, h i s  biography 

s t i l l  reveals  t h e  l a rge  poss ib i l i ty :  

This i s  a moral source not reckoned with, pecu l ia r ly  
w 
sens i t i ve  and daring i n  i t s  close embrace of na t ive  
things.  H i s  sens i t ive  mind. For everything h i s  f i n e  
sense, blossoming, thr iving,  opening, reviving--not 
shu t t ing  out--was tuned. He speaks of h i s  s t rugg les  
with t h e i r  language, i t s  pecul iar  beauties,  ttje ne 
s a i s  quoi d 'e"nerai~ue, '~ he c i t ed  i t s  tempo, t h e  form 
of i t s  genius with gusto, with admiration, with 
generosity. Already t he  flower i s  turning up i t s  
pe ta l s .  It i s  this t o  be moral: t o  be pos i t ive ,  t o  
be pecul iar ,  t o  be sure, generous, brave--to mar=, 
t o  touch--to Rive because one has, not because one 
has nothing. And t o  give t o  him who has, who w i l l  
join,  who w i l l  make, who w i l l  f e r t i l i z e ,  who w i l l  
be l i k e  you yourself: t o  create,  t o  hybridize, t o  
crosspollenize,--not t o  s t e r i l i z e ,  t o  draw back, 
t o  fea r ,  t o  d ry  up, t o  ro t .  (IAG, 121) 

The d i r e c t  a n t i t h e s i s  of t he  Puritan, Rasles accepted t h e  ground; h i s  

l i f e  i s  t h e  floworjng of t h a t  marriage. In  touch with rfnative thingsY1f 

he concretely exemplifies t he  authent ic  American experience. 

Daniel Boone i s  another such source, "a great  voluptuary born t o  

t h e  American sett lements against  t he  niggardliness s f  t h e  damning puri- 

t a n i c a l  &aditionll (IAG, 130), a s  Williams wr i tes  i n  "The Discovery of 

Kentucky.lt Like Rasles, Boone gave himself up t o  t h e  fo rce  of t h e  

wilderness, embracing t h e  New World with "that  wild logic ,  which i n  times 

past  had mastered another wilderness and now, renascent, would master 

t h i s ,  t o  prove it potentw (IAG, 137). While t he  Pur i tans  llclung, one tray 

o r  another, t o  t h c  old" (IAG, 1-36}, Boonets "wild logic11 went beyond the  

"half logiclf of abs t rac t ing  t h e  ea r th  i n t o  categor ical  concepts t h a t  



cause fragmentation and divorce. More than t h e  other  s e t t l e r s ,  he was t h e  

r e a l  American--"a l i n e a l  descendant of Columbuslt (IAG, 137): 

... because of a descent t o  t h e  ground of h i s  de s i r e  was 
Boone's l i f e  important and does it remain s t i l l  loaded 
with power. (IAG, 136) 

F i l l e d  with t h e  wild beauty of t h e  New World t o  over- 
brimming so long a s  he had what he desired,  t o  bathe 
jn, t o  explore always more deeply, t o  see, t o  f e e l ,  t o  
touch--his i n s t i n c t s  were contented. Sensing a 
l i m i t l e s s  fo r tune  which daring could make h i s  own, he 
sought only with primal l u s t  t o  grow close  t o  it, t o  
understand it and t o  be par t  of i t s  mysterious move- 
ments--like an Indian. (IAG, 137) 

There must be a new wedding. But he saw and only he 
saw t h e  prototype of it a l l ,  t he  nat ive  savage. To 
Boone t h e  Indian was his grea tes t  master. Not f o r  
himself surely  t o  be an Indian, though they eagerly 
sought t o  adopt him i n t o  t h e i r  t r i be s ,  but t h e  
reverse:  t o  be himself i n  a new world, Indianlike.  
If t h e  land were t o  be possessed it must be a s  t he  
Indian possessed it. Boone saw the  t r u th  of t h e  Red 
Man, not  an aberrant  type, treacherous and an t i -  
white t o  be feared and exterminated, but a s  a na tura l  
expression of t h e  place, t he  Indian himself a s  
"r ight ,  11 t h e  flower of h i s  world. (IAG, 137-138) 

A s  t h e  f i r s t  passage indicates ,  contact with t he  processes of t h e  ea r th  

i s  not some "ideal" process; ra ther ,  it i s  a re tu rn  t o  t h e  ground of 

human desi rc .7  In  t h e  "mysterious movemcntslt of t he  Nev World's force ,  

Boone discovered something primary t o  h i s  own nature. He saw t h e  

necess i ty  of touchinp, both t h e  ea r th  and t he  Indian, the  f u l l e s t  concre- 

t i z a t i o n  of tho  ground. The d i s t i nc t i on  made between Bcone and t h e  

Indian, however, i s  important. Williams i s  not proposing t h a t  Americans 

should. become Indians, but 1fInclianlike." He i s  not advocating a s inp le  

ttprir&tivismTl f o r  i t s  OPM sake, but t h e  conscious adoption of t he  Indian's  

mode of consci'ousness, which allows an inmediate r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  ground 



of human experience. When such wr i t e r s  a s  W i l l i a m s ,  Enerson, and Thoreau 

argue t he  v a l i d i t y  of "primal  relation^,^^ they a r e  not  implying t h a t  men 

should become "primitives" opposed t o  c iv i l i za t ion .  Charles Olson, who 

i n  many ways continues t h e  work of Williams, c l a r i f i e s  t h i s  matter  i n  h i s  

"Letter t o  Ela ine  Feinstein." H i s  comments bear a d i r e c t  r e l a t i on  t o  

our own discussion: 

I mean of course not  a t  a l l  primitive i n  t h a t  stupid 
use of it a s  opposed t o  c iv i l i zed .  One means i t  now 
a s  'primary,? a s  how one f i n d s  anything, pick i t  up 
a s  one does new--fresh/first .8 

According t o  Olson, and t h i s  app l ies  t o  Williams, t h e  "primitiven i s  not 

opposed t o  c iv i l i z a t i on ,  but  precedes it, being t h e  elemental, primary, 

t h e  "f resh/f irst" experiences of man's r e l a t i o n  t o  the  ea r th  .9 Through 

the  example of Boone, Williams i s  arguing t h a t  l i k e  the  Indian Americans 

should a l so  r e l a t e  t o  t h e  ea r th  primally, and l i k e  the  Indian,  become a 

l tnatural  expression of t h e  place" i n  which they l ive .  

Similarly, M i l l i a m s  i s  not 'at tacking Pur i tanisn  a s  a phenomenon i n  

i t s e l f - i t  was t h e i r  ',tough l i t t l e n e s s w  (IAG, 6 5 ) ,  a s  he mentions, t h a t  

made it possible  f o r  them t o  survive--but t h e  kind of consciousness it 

introduced i n t o  America. A t  o ther  times, a s  i n  "The American Background,11 

an essay t h a t  should be read along with In  t h e  American Grain, he c a l l s  

t h i s  same phenomenon t@Europcan,tl o r  i n  t h e  same breath, t h e  "Old" 

(SE, 134-161). Like t he  term 1T?u-itanisrn," these  two ad jec t ives  also 

descr ibe  t he  mode of perceiving and knowing t h a t  i n s i s t s  upon categorizing 

experience according t o  f ixed forms. Williamsr c r i t i c i sm of contemporary 

science i s  a l so  an a t t ack  upon modes of perception t h a t  abs t r ac t  men from 

t h e  a c t i v i t y  of t h e i r  experience. Since both lfPuritanismv and science 



impose f ixed forms on t o  experience, c lass i fying experience according t o  

f ixed concepts, W i l l i a m s  sees them a s  connected enemies of h i s  asse r t ion  

t h a t  men must r e l a t e  t o  t h e  organic processes of t he  earth:  

By the  s t rength of re l ig ion alone, they surmounted 
a l l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  which science has degraded u s  
again today; a l l  things they explain, with c l a r i t y  
and d i s t i nc t i on .  It i s  firm, it i s  sol id ,  i t  holds 
t he  understanding i n  i t s  t r u e  position, not beneath 
t h e  surface of the  f ac t s ,  where it w i l l  drown, but 
up, f e a r l e s s l y  i n to  a c lea r  a i r ,  l i k e  science a t  i t s  
best,  i n  a ce r ta in  few minds. For our t a s t e ,  it i s  
perhaps a l i t t l e  grotesque, t h i s  explanation--but 
firm. (IAG, 110) 

Approaching knowledge categorically,  t he  understanding works with the  

surface of f a c t s  alone. Assuming t h a t  "knowledgett consis ts  of a detached 

analysis  of things,  it obscures man's elemental r e l a t i ons  and separates 

him from h i s  world. To repeat t h e  phrase already quoted from Paterson: 

"Divorce i s / the  sign of knowledge i n  our time.tt Categorical thinking, 

"the sign of knowledge i n  our time," abs t rac t s  man from h i s  world and 

divorces him from t h e  ear th ,  a condition t h a t  poetry alone can heal. In 

a l e t t e r  t o  Kenneth Burke, Williams dis t inguishes  between philosophical 

and poet ic  knowledge: 

The nascent i n s t i n c t s  are the  f e e l e r s  i n t o  new t e r r i t o r i e s  ... Deductive reasoning i s  i n  the  main useless  t o  us  today 
o r  i f  no t  useless  a t  l e a s t  secondary i n  value. (SL, 252) 

Furthermore, "analysis  i s  merely an a.djunctll t o  t he  "universal a c t i v i t y  

of t h e  mind'( (SL, 252) a s  i t  r e l a t e s  t o  f a c t s  immediately and intimately. 

Deductive reasoning, charac te r i s t i c  of " P ~ r i t a n i s m , ~ ~  science, and most 

forms of academic knowledge, i s  secondary because it begins i n  separation 

and gives  man no e s sen t i a l  knowledge of t h e  source of things. 



I n  "The American Background," t h e  terms "Europe" and ftOldW symbolize 

t h i s  "deductive" approach t o  experience. The American past ,  says W i l l i a m s ,  

embodies *'two cu l t u r a l  elements . .. b a t t l i n g  f o r  suprenacy, one looking 

toward Europe, necessi tous but retrograde in i t s  tendency...and the  o ther  

forward-looking but under a shadow froin the  f i r s t t 7  (SE, 135). He delin- 

e a t e s  t h e  t e rn s  of h i s  argment  with c l ea r  precision: 

Throughout t h e  present chapter, t he  terms na t ive  and 
borrowed, r e l a t ed  and unrelated, primary and second- 
ary, will be used interchangeably t o  designate these  
two opposed spli t-off  s f roa  the  f u l l  cu l t u r a l  force,  
and occasionally, i n  the  saTe vein, true and f a l s e .  
(SE, 135) 

The ad jec t ives  "related," flprir;lary,tr and "true" apply t o  such men a s  

Rasles, Boone, Crock&&, Houston, Jefferson, and Poe, men who "made 

contact with t h e  i n t r i n s i c  elements of an a s  ye t  unrealized mater ia l  of 

which t he  new country was mado" (SE, 140). I n  one way o r  another, a l l  of 

these  men had t o  contend with t he  vtborrowed," Wwelated," ftsecondary," 

and frf&=,ev forces they found dominating t h e i r  society. Their s ens i t i v i t y  

t o  the  r e a l  forces  of America i r on i ca l l y  made them llforeigners--in t h e i r  

Own countrylt (SE, 1 ~ ) .  Based on a negation of contact, America made 

"strangers" (SE, 140) out  of those very men who could have b u i l t  an 

authent ic  culture.  A s  W i l l i a m s  writes: 

They jn themselves had achieved a culture,  an adjustment 
t o  t h e  conditions about them, which was of t he  f i rs t  
order, and which, a t  t h e  saQe time, oddly cut them off  
from the  others.  (SE, 141) 

The r e a l  hep i can  cu l tu re  was so weak t ha t  it was ea s i l y  destroyed by the  

imposition of t he  old. Men l i k e  Boone and Crockett, f o r  instance,  gave 

themselves up t o  t h e i r  l o c a l i t y  but could not cu l t i va t e  t h e i r  i n i t i a l  



responsz i n  language: 

Such men had no way of making t h e i r  rea l i za t ions  
vocal. They themselves became par t  of t h e  
antagonis t ic  wilderness against  which t he  coas ta l  
set t lements were bat t l ing.  Their sadness alone 
survives. Many of them could hardly read. Their  
speech became crude. (SE, l a )  

Even those, l i k e  Poe, Jefferson,  and Whitman, who did  a r t i c u l a t e  t he  r e a l  

ground of'America, did so a t  t he  cost  of becoming s t rangers  t o  t h e i r  own 

sccie ty .  - Up t o  t he  present day, says Williams, Yi"ere has not  ye t  

appeared i n  the  New World any one with suf f ic ien t  s t rength  f o r  t he  open 

asscr t ionf t  (IAG, 154-155) of the  possible,  authentic American culture.  - 
The "open assert ion," f o r  Williams, w i l l  be an a r t  work, more spec i f ica l ly  

a poem, t h a t  concretizes,  by containing and revealing, t h e  authentic 

America. It w i l l  solve t he  problem of contact and Nreconcile t he  people 

and t h e  &ontes." Although Williams' statement t h a t  no one has ye t  been 
/ ' 

ab le  t o  make t he  "open assert ion" i s  debatable, it does c l a r i f y  the  

Concern of such 19th  century American wr i t e r s  a s  IJhitnan, Poe, h e r s o n ,  

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

Cantos, Crane's Tho Bridge, and more recently,  Olson's Maximus Poems show 

how much t h i s  attempt t o  make a poet ic  "assertion" of America's poss- 

i b i l i t i e s  i s  a pa r t  of t h e  t t he r i can  grain." 

By re turning t o  t h o  American past ,  says Wi l l i ams ,  we can affirm the  

successive f a i l u r e s  of Houston, Poe, and Whitman. By r e l a t i n g  t o  t he  

ground themselves, they point t h e  way t o  t he  creat ian of a t r ue  cul ture .  

"It i s  imperative t h a t  vro sink11 (IAG, 214) : t h e  descent t h a t  they  experi- 

enced and could no t  a s s e r t  i s  a necessary f i r s t  step. And so W i l l i a m  

tu rns  d i r e c t l y  t o  t he  exmplc  of Poe, who made the  descent and revealed 

Ita new loca l i tx f t  (IAG, 216) i n  h i s  writ ings.  H i s  work, according t o  



Mlliams,  i s  important t o  contemporary America because it i s  "the f i r s t  

g rea t  burs t  through t o  expression of a re-awakened genius of placet, ( I A G ,  

216) .  Original ly  t h e  conclusion of In the  American Grain--ttAbraham 

Lincolntt was added l a t e r  with t h e  advice of W i l l i a m s ~  publisher (A, 236)- 

the sect ion on Poe introduces t he  i s sue  of the  re la t ion  of a r t  t o  t he  

authent ic  American cul ture .  

I n  an important passage from the  section immediately preceding, 

appropriately ca l led  "Descent ," Willians describes t h e  rtrootedll man, and 

arguing f o r  t h e  necess i ty  of a r t ,  gives us  t he  terms t o  understand t he  

achievement of Poe: 

He wants t o  have t h e  foe t  of h i s  understanding on 
t h e  ground, h i s  ground, the ground, t h e  only ground 
t h a t  he know, t h a t  which 2 under h i s  f e e t .  I 
speak of a e s the t i c  sa t i s fac t ion .  This want, i n  
America, can only be f i l l e d  by knowledge, a poet ic  
knowledge, of t h a t  ground. (IAG, 2 l 3 )  

Like Boone, Poe real ized t h a t  t he  d i f f i c u l t y  of t h e  New World i s  "neither 

mater ia l  nor p o l i t i c a l  but one purely moral and aesthetic" ( I ~ G ,  136), 
_IS_- 

t h e  two important phases of t h e  problem of contact. Men must touch t he  
1 

ground, but unless  t h e i r  experience i s  concretized in a r t ,  it cannot be 

actualized.  To a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  experience of contact, according t o  Will.iams, 

i s  t o  reveal  t h a t  contact. A s  such, a r t  cons t i tu tes  essen t ia l  human know- 

ledge. Boone could not a s se r t  an authent ic  cul ture  because he was unable, 

as mentioned previously, t o  make h i s  tkea l iza t ions  vocal" (SE, 1 ~ ) .  Poe, 

on t h e  other  hand, i s  of major importance t o  the  study of American l i t e r -  

ature.  He i s  the  f i r s t  ~merican t o  a s se r t  t he  function of langmge, 

metaphor, and poe t ic  forin ( the  poem itself) a s  t he  only means t o  concretize 

t h e  ground. '*A new De Soto" (IAG, 220)~  he d i r e c t s  h i s  c r i t i c i sm of 



l i t e r a t u r e  toward t h e  annihi la t ion of "the copied, t he  slavish,  t h e  f a l s e  

l i t e r a t u r e  about him" (IAG, 223), refusing t o  copy, Williams says, 

"because he had t he  sense within him of a l o c a l i t y  of h i s  O W ,  capable of -- 
cul t ivat ion"  (I,&, 225). To Poe, "words were not hung by usage of associ- 

ations** (IAG, 221), but "were figures1* (IAG, 221). H i s  mathematical 

concern over method i s  a struggle t o  f i nd  a poet ic  fom capable of embody- 

ing t h e  "hard, sardonic, t ruculent  mass of t h e  New World" (IAG, 225). He 

responded t o  t h e  Newllorld, gave himself up t o  i t s  forces ,  touched t he  

ground of h i s  experience, and re jected what was not r e l a t ed  t o  h i s  l oca l i t y :  

he turned h i s  back on t h e  "borrowed,** "unrelated," f ' s e c ~ n d a r y , ~  and "false" 

forms of perception t h a t  abst ract  men from t h e i r  experience, "and faced 

inland, t o  o r ig ina l i t y ,  with the  i den t i ca l  gesture of a Boonet* (IAG, 226). 

Yet h i s  achievement goes a l l  but unrecognized. Americans character- 

i z e  him a s  '*a Macabre genius, e s sen t i a l l y  l o s t  upon t h e  grotesque and 

t h e  arabesque" (IAG, 219). They cannot understand him because they have 

not themselves touched t h e  ground of t h e i r  experience. The same kind of 

"puritanis~nf* t h a t  makes them "anti-American" makes them **anti- l i terature.** 

Avoiding contact with t h e  ground, they refuse t o  accept any l i t e r a t u r e  

t h a t  reveals i t - -a r t  becoming another form conparable t o  t h e  "Indian.*' 

The bizarre aspects  of Poets wri t ings  a r e  therefore  t h e  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of 

his Contact with t h e  Anerican loca le  which, a s  k l i l l i a m s  points  out, "p& 

appear eer ie ,  even t o  hjmsolf, by force  of t e r r i f i c  contrast1* ( 1 ,  222) 

to an America so t o t a l l y  divorced from i t s  gro~md. 

The paradox of Poe cen t ra l i zes  t he  problem of t he  a r t i s t  i n  conten- 
S 

Porary America: by becoming a r e a l  American, he, and other / l ike  him, 

renain unrecognized. "Americans have never r e c o ~ i z e d  thexsolves ,*~ says 

W i l l i a m s ,  and continues: 



How can they? It i s  impossible u n t i l  someone invent  
t h e  ori,yinal terms. A s  l ong  a s  we a r e  content t o  be 
c a l l z b y  s&ebodyts e l s e  Lsid terms, we a r e  incap- 
a b l e  of being anything but our o m  dupes. 

Thus Poe must su f fe r  by h i s  o r i g i n a l i t y .  Invent 
t h a t  which i s  new, even if it be made of pine from 
your own yard, and there ' s  none t o  know what you have 
done. It i s  because there 's  no name. This i s  t h e  
csuse of Poets  l ack  of recognition. He was h e r i c a n .  
He was t h e  astounding, inconceivable growth of h i s  
l o c a l i t y .  (IAG, 226) 

Even i n  t h e  opening pages of Williamst S ~ r i n n  and A l l  we a r e  made aware 

t h a t  t h e  "p r ia ina l  ,-- terms', t o  solve  t h e  problem of contact  a r e  lacking i n  

Contemporary America. Poets  example i s  s t i l l  in tense ly  present  as Williams 

himself f i g h t s  t h e  "an t i - l i t e ra tu re f t  s p i r i t  pervading h i s  world. Piis- 

Understanding t h e  b a s i s  of h i s  poems, he argues, c r i t i c s  r eac t  negatively, 

Call ing them "the death of poetry," t h e  "annihi la t ion  of l i f e , "  "anti-  

Poetryfl (SA, 2). Their r eac t ion  i s  q u i t e  normal, i n  t e r n s  of Williamst 

assumptions, because they too, l i k e  t h e  Pur i tans  before them, t r e a t  

e q e r i e n c e  i n  ca tegor ica l  terms and never see beyond t h e  f ixed  forms they 

impose on t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  of t h e  world. He reverses  t h e i r  charges by 

Saying, f t I  i n t e r p r e t  it t o  say: 'You have robbed me. God, I am naked. 

What s h a l l  I do?lt (SA, 2): How can they possibly have t h e  language t o  

understand h i s  poems when they themselves have never experienced a contact  

with t h e  ground of t h e i r  experience? 

Before we can begin t o  discover the  f t t e m s , n  therefore ,  a l l  f o m s  

t h a t  a b s t r a c t  men from t h e  world mst be destroyed. A l a r g e  p a r t  of 

S ~ r i n ~  ?ad A l l  i s  accordingly dovoted t o  an a t t a c k  on what Williams c a l l s  

"crude symbolismft (SA, 20)--comparative s imi les  and t h a t  t t tovocation of 

the  timaget which served u s  f o r  a timew (SA, 20)--those f ixed forms of 

thought t h a t  a r e  based on t h e  assumption t h a t  t h e  world i s  a t  our d i s -  



posal, the re  simply t o  embody "ideas" o r  t o  serve a s  convenient c o ~ p a r a t i v e  

acamples of "ideas." Charles Olson's own concerns once again help u s  t o  

de f ine  Will iams'  thought; read i n  t e r n s  of Williamst c r i t i c i s n  of Itcrude 

symbolism,ll tho f o l l o d n g  statement froin h i s  essay n H ~ a n  Universe" i s  

i l luminating:  

What it comes t o  i s  ourselves, t h a t  we do no t  f i n d  
ways t o  hew t o  experience a s  i t  is, in  our de f i n i t i on  
and expression of it, i n  o ther  words, f ind  ways t o  
s t ay  i n  t h e  human universe, and not  be led t o  p a r t i -  
t i o n  r e a l i t y  a t  any point, i n  any way. For t h i s  i s  
j u s t  what we do do, t h i s  i s  t he  r e a l  i s sue  of what 
has been, and t h e  process, a s  it now.asserts  i t s e l f ,  
can be exposed. It i s  the  function,  comparison, or ,  
i t s  bigger name, s.ynboloa. These a r e  t he  f a l s e  
faces ,  too  much seen, which hide and keep from us  
t he  ac t i ve  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s t a t e s ,  metaphor and per- 
formance. A l l  t h a t  comparison ever does i s  s e t  up a 
s e r i e s  of reference points:  t o  compare i s  t o  take  
one t h ing  and t r y  t o  understand it by marking i t s  
s i m i l a r i t i e s  t o  o r  d i f ferences  from another thing.  
Right he re  i s  t h e  trouble,  t h a t  each th ing i s  not so 
much l i k e  o r  d i f f e r en t  from another thing ( these  
l ikenesses  and di f ferences  a r e  apparent) but t h a t  
such an ana lys i s  only accomplishes a descr ip t ion,  
does no t  come t o  g r ips  with what r e a l l y  matters: 
t h a t  a th ing,  any thing, impinges on u s  by a more 
important f a c t ,  i t s  self-existence, without r e f e r -  
ence t o  any o ther  thing, i n  short ,  the  very 
character  of it which c a l l s  our a t t en t ion  t o  it, 
which wants u s  t o  know more about it, i ts  p a r t i -  
culari ty.10 

According t o  Olson, wc l i v e  i n  a "human universev because a l l  experience 

is t h e  in ter-act ing fo r ce s  of se l f -exis t ing things a s  they impinge cn our 

consciousness "without reference t o  any o ther  thing." Any mode of per- 

ception t h a t  cannot hold experience Ifas it is," removes U S  from the  "l ife1! 

of t he  world. Through s imi les  and r e f e r en t i a l  symbols we attempt t o  

understand Ifone thing11 by del ineat ing " i ts  s i m i l a r i t i e s  t o  o r  d i f ferences  

from another thing." By doing t h i s ,  we approach the  world with the  same 

kind of con3ciousne.s~ a s  t he  Pur i tans  i n  -he American Grain. Separated 



from the  "going-on" of experience, we a r e  divorced from t h e  vthun?an universev 

i n  which we belong. And when t he  fo rce  of experience i s  absent, a s  it i s  

i n  'lcrude symbolism," we have nothing more than a simple copy, re f lec t ion ,  

o r  descriptiorl  of objects .  Williams' l i fe- long c r i t i c i sm of similes i s  

grounded on t h i s  awareness; t h a t  simple comparisons between objects,  ideas,  

and emotions take u s  away from our involvement i n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of 

t h e  world. The It internal  f i re"  of a thing, he says i n  t h e  "Notes in 

t he  "Prologuct1 t o  Kora i n  Hell, he argues fu r the r  t ha t  t h e  simile, even 

though stemming from a de s i r e  t o  know t h e  world, causes more confusion 

than c l a r i t y :  

... t h e  coining of similes i s  a pastime of very low 
order,  depending a s  it  does upon a nearly vegetable 
coincidence. Much more keen i s  t ha t  power which 
discovers i n  th ings  those in imitable  pa r t i c l e s  of 
d i s s imi l a r i t y  t o  a l l  other th ings  which a re  t h e  
pecul iar  perfect ions  o f  t he  t h ing  i n  question. 

But t h i s  loose l inking of one thing with another 
has e f f e c t s  of a des t ruct ive  power l i t t l e  t o  be guessed 
a t :  a l l  manner of things a r e  thrown out of key so t h a t  
it approaches the  irnpossibl-e t o  a r r i ve  a t  an under- 
standing of anything. A l l  i s  confusion, ye t  it cones 
from a hidden des i r e  f o r  t he  dance, a l u s t  s f  the  
imagination, a kill t o  accord two instruments i n  a 
duet. (SE, 16) 

Fi&zu-es, such a s  s imiles  a?d images evoked t o  embody an emotion o r  idea, 

as in  El io t c s  notion of t h e  objective corre la t ive ,  a re  t h e  "fa lse  facesw 

of experience, t o .  repeat  Olson's words. All comparisons begin from a 

reference point ,  a s  i n  representational  a r t  with i t s  concern f o r  perspec- 

t ive ,  and t r y  t o  comprehend experience from a fixed posit ion.  The r e a l  

f a c t s  o r  pa r t i cu l a r s  of experience l1arc t h rom out of key so t ha t  it  



approaches t h e  impossible t o  a r r i v e  a t  an understanding of anything." 

Rather than melt ing p a r t i c u l a r s  i n t o  each o ther ,  says Williams, t h e  a r t i s t  

should t r y  t o  r evea l  those  "inimitable p a r t i c l e s  of d i s s i m i l a r i t y "  in  

th ings ,  those  q u a l i t i e s  that, d i s t ingu i sh  thzm from o the r  th ings .  

Those l t T r a d i t i o n a l i s t s  of Plagiarismf1 (SA, 15) ,  poss ib ly  t h e  main 

f o c a l  po in t  of Williamsf a t t a c k  i n  Spring and d.1, whose attachment 

t o  ttcrude smbolismlt l e a d s  them t o  view a l l  a r t  a s  nothing more than a 

copy. of na ture ,  a f i c t i o n  removed from the  world, a r e  the re fo re  essen- 

t i a l l y  no d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  Puri tans.  Another f a c e  of t h e  ftEuropean,fl 

"Old , " "Puritanft mode of consciousness t h a t  i n s i s t s  upon approaching 

experience through ca tegor ies ,  t h e  "Tradi t ional i  s t 9  a l s o  imp0 se pre- 

determined forms of perception on t o  t h e i r  experience. I n  d i r e c t  

opposi t ion t o  them, Williams o u t l i n e s  h i s  p lan  f o r  act ion:  

What I put  down of value \Jill have t h i s  value: an 
escape from crude symbolism, the  a m i h i l a t i o n  of 
s t r a i n e d  associa t ions ,  complicated r i t u a l i s t i c  
forms designed t o  separa te  t h e  work from " rea l i ty"  
--such a s  rhyme, meter a s  meter and not a s  t h e  
e s s e n t i a l  of  t h e  work, one of i t s  words. (SA, 22)11 

According t o  Williams, a l l  ca tegor ica l  impositions, by d i s t o r t i n g  t h e  

na tu re  of our r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  world, separa te  u s  from r e a l i t y ,  a c t u a l l y  

accomplish t h e  opposi te  of what they s e t  out  t o  do. Making "nature an 

"Tradi t ional i s t s  of Plagiarism," along with a l l  men who a.pproa.ch experi- 

ence with f ixed  forms of thought, l i v e  an lfenergy in v a c u ~ , ~ ~  a s  W i l l i a m  

function of t h e  mind, Enacting t h e  kind of reductio ad absurdurn inherent  

in t h i s  way of thinking,  t h e  poem i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  a s  a movement i n  i t s e l f :  



No t h a t  i s  not  it 
nothing t h a t  I have done 
nothing 
I have done 

i s  made up of 
nothing 
and t h e  diphthong 

toge the r  with 
t h e  f i r s t  person 
s ingu la r  
i n d i c a t i v e  

of t h e  a u x i l i a r y  
verb  
t o  have 

everything 
I have done 
i s  t h e  same 

i f  t o  do 
i s  capable 
of an 
i n f i n i t y  of 
combinations 

involving t h e  
moral 
physica l  
and r e l i g i o u s  

codes 

f o r  everything 
and nothing 
a r e  synonymous 
when 

energy i n  vacuo 
has  t h e  power 
of confusion 

which only t o  
have dono nothing 
can make porfect  



men from t h e  a c t i v i t y  of t h e  world. With a l l  of i t s  negatives--nothing 

t h a t  t h e  poet  has  done i s  made up of nothing--the poem goes on t o  a s s e r t  

t h a t  "To Have Done Nothing" i s  t h e  only way t o  move toward some-thing. 

Poems t h a t  r evea l  thought a s  it a c t s  i n  t h e  w r l d  will seem meaningless, 

e spec ia l ly  i f  approached with f ixed 9 n 0 r a l / ~ h ~ s i c a l / a n d  rel igious/ /codesen 

m e n  we b r ing  pre-determined systems of thought, those frcodesT1 with 

which we th ink  we give  meaning t o  t h e  world, we a c t u a l l y  d i s t o r t  t h e  

P a r t i c u l a r i t y  of things.  Since these  forms f o r c e  ob jec t s  i n t o  r i g i d  

modds and so misshape t h e  nature  of experience, what we consider ftevery- 

thingff i s  r e a l l y  "nothing:lf "energy i n  vacuo.ff Comected t o  no-thing 

(*'no i d e a s  but  i n  thingsff)  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  energy of our thought is 

imprisoned i n  t h e  r e s u l t i n g  vacuum of our minds, Which only to/have 

done n o t h i n d c a n  make perfect." If we can allow our minds t o  flow with 

t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of ob jec t s  a s  they impinge on u s  a s  se l f -ex i s t ing  

things,  ffwithout reference t o  any other  thing," as  Olson previously said,  

our knowledge would l o s e  t h e  ffpower/of confusionff and begin t o  c l a r i f y  

human experience. Williams o f fe r s  t h i s  same advice i n  "The Avenue of 

Poplarslf (SA, 81-82) where t h e  poet ascends and descends a "canopy of 

leaves't simply because he accepts  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of experience a s  it 

happens and moves with t h e  phys ica l i ty  of h i s  world: 

I do not  

seek a path 
I am s t i l l  vrith 

Gypsey l i p s  pressed 
t o  my ova-- 

It i s  t h e  k i s s  
of l eaves  



without being 
poison i v y  

o r  ne t t l e ,  t h e  k i s s  
of oak leaves-- 

He who has  kissed 
a leaf 

need look no further-- 

perception: 

Black winds from the  north 
en te r  black hear ts .  Barred from 
seclusion in l i l i e s  they s t r i k e  
t o  destroy-- 

Beastly humanity 
where t h e  wind breaks it-- 

s t r iden t  voices, heat 
quickened, b u i l t  of waves 

Drunk with goats o r  pavements 

Hate i s  of t he  night and t he  day 
of f lowers and rocks. Nothing 
i s  gained by saying t he  night breeds 
murder--It i s  the  classical. mistake 

Because they have not responded t o  the  elemental processes of t he  

earth,  these  men a r e  "Barred from/seclusion i n  l i l i e s , "  t he  kind of 

int imate re la t ion  t o  pa r t i cu l a r s  t h a t  conld re lease  t h e i r  des i re .  

W e p r i z i n g  t he  night 's  darkness i n  terms of t h e i r  "black hearts ,"  

they becoine a "Beastly humanity.f* We are  reminded of t h e  Pur i tzns  who 

read t h e i r  own emptiness i n t o  t he  wilderness. Like t h e  Puri tans who 

erroneously ca l led  thrusheg robins, contemporary h e r i c a n s  must a l so  



Pay a grea t  p r i ce  f o r  t h e i r  blindness. The pa r t i cu l a r i t y  of n ight  i s  no 

di f ferent  f ron the  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of day, each having i t s  o m  unique 
S 

qua l i t i e s .  I n s i s t i n g  on perceiving with f ixed  f rame/of reference ( " I t  

is t h e  c l a s s i c s1  mistake"), they l o s e  contact  with the  source of t h e i r  

eqe r i ence :  - 

The day 

A l l  t h a t  en t e r s  i n  another person 
a l l  grass,  a l l  blackbirds f l y ing  
a l l  azalea t r e e s  i n  flower 
s a l t  winds-- 

Sold to  them knock blindly together 
s p l i t t i n g  t h e i r  heads open 

That i s  why boxing matches and 
Chinese poem a r e  the  sane-- 

Their mis interpreta t ion of night divorcing them from t h e  pa r t i cu l a r s  

of day, these  men cannot handle the  real f a c t s  of human experience: the  

day, " a l l  t h a t  en t e r s  i n  another person," knocks "blindly together/ 

s p l i t t i n g  t h e i r  heads open." By serving a s  an aborted re lease  of des i re ,  

"Boxing matchcsft i r o n i c a l l y  perform the  same function a s  "Chinese poems,tt 

although the  obvious c p a l i t a t i v e  di f ference between the two c l a r i f i e s  the  

human cos t  of diver ce. When perceived precisely,  without preconception, 

t he  " tdst  of the  wind" contains nonmeaning" but trdashes of cold rain:" 

Pa r t i cu l a r s  i n  a world of par t iculars .  With t h i s  awareness W i l l i a m s  

goes on t o  declare  h i s  independence from outworn associa t ions  t h a t  

d i sassoc ia te  h.im from t h e  world of things: 

Black wind, I have poured my hear t  out  
t o  you u n t i l  I aii s ick  of it-- 

Now I run my hand over you f ee l i ng  



t ho  play of your body--the quiver 
of i t s  strength-- 

No longor w i l l  he i n t e r p r e t  t h e  "Black wind!' i n  terms of h i s  O m  

"subjective'* feel ings .  Instead he gives himself over t o  the  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  

of t h e  Hind as i t  e x i s t s  i n  i t s e l f .  He touches t h e  "playn of i t s  

physicali ty,  '?the @ver/of i t s  strength," and begins t o  experience i t s  

movement a s  it a c t s  in t he  m r l d .  The l a s t  l i n e s  extend the  lesson 

learned from t h e  experience of t he  poem: 

The gr ie f  of t h e  bowmen of Shu 
moves nearer--There i s  
an approach with d i f f i cu l t y  from 
t h e  dead--the winter casing of grief  

How easy t o  s l i p  
i n t o  t h e  old  mode, how hard t o  
c l i n g  f i rmly t o  t he  advance-- 

Possibly t h e  reference to t h e  flbovmsn of Shuv has i t s  source i n  Ezra 

Pound' s t ranscr ip t ion  of t h e  "Song of t he  Bomen of Shu" i n  t he  Cathay 

poerns.l3 The Bomen a r e  g r ie f  str icken,  caught a s  they a r e  between t h e  

de s i r e  t o  re tu rn  home from b a t t l e  and the  awareness t h a t  t h e  Mongols 

must be defeated if t h e i r  country i s  t o  be safe. Perhaps William f e l t  

t ha t  h i s  own b a t t l e  with t h e  ~~Trac l i t i ona l i s t s  of Plagiarismn contained 

sanething of "The g r ie f  of the  bounen of Shu:lt a foreigner i n  h i s  own 

country, he a l so  wants t o  return to the  r e a l  America, but r ea l i z e s  t ha t  

an authent ic  cu l tu re  necess i t a tes  a des t ruct ion of a l l  impositions. One 

l i n e  from Pound's t ranscr ip t ion  reads, !!The enemy i s  swift,  we must be 

careful,'? and could very w e l l  have been in Willia!sr mind a s  he argued 

h i s  theory of t he  revela tory pow. H i s  achievment i n  ''The Black Wind,'' 



from t h e  "old mode" i n t o  t h e  new, t h e  emergence of Kora from " the  

w i n t e r  cas ing  of g r i e f "  i n t o  t h e  sp r ing  of a new consciousness.  But t h e  

b a t t l e  i s  s t i l l  t o  be won: "how hard t o / c l i n g  firm3.y t o  t h e  advance.11 

As mentj.oned previousl.y, Williams i s  ~ o t  yearning f o r  some kind of 

" ideal"  v i s i o n a r y  Amsrica: t h e  problem of contac t  i s  both an a e s t h e t i c  

a?d a moral i s s u e ,  The ground of America, Boone discovered,  i s  t h e  ground 

of human d e s i r e .  Without contac t  America ( o r  a.Y o t h e r  country) cannot 

fl.ower i n t o  a? a u t h e n t i c  cu l tu re ,  Describing t h e  consequences of 

"divorceft ir. t h e  s e c t i o n  ftJacataqua11 from In  t h e  Pmerican Grain, W i l l i a m s  

says  t h a t  it i s  f e a r  t h a t  m&es Americans so  obsessed wi th  wealth,  mater- 

i a l  th ings ,  and mechanical invent ions ,  Fear  t h a t  causes t h e i r  abhorrence 

of s exua l i t y .  Fear  t h a t  causes t h e j r  l a c k  of fl-owering women. "Never 

t o  a l low touch,ft he w r i t e s ,  It laat a r e  we but  poor doorned carcases ,  any 

one of us? Why t h e n  dl t h i s  fury ,  t h i s  m u l t i p l i c i t y  we push between 

ou r se lves  and o u r  des i res? l l  (IAG, 178) A p a r t  of t h e  energy of d e s i r e  

t h a t  could be r e l e a s e d  through a f r u i t f u l  marriage wi th  t h e  processes  

Of t h e  ea r th ,  f o r  i n s t ance ,  i s  dra ined  o f f  through America's a t t r a c t i o n  

t o  t t ~ i o l e n c e f t  (IAG, 177)  both i n  t h e  world and in enter tainment:  

Our brecd knows no b e t t e r  t han  t h e  coayse f i b r e  
of  f o o t b a l l ,  t h e  despair  we have f o r  touching, 
t h e  cheek, t h s  breas t - -dr ives  u s  t o  scream i n  
beaten f r e n z y  a t  t h e  g r e a t  spec t ac l e  of v io lence  
--or t o  applaud coldness  and s k i l l ,  (IAG, 1 8 ~ )  

As W e  havc aJ-ready seen i n  "The Black Winds,It d ivorce  from t h e  source 

Of d e s i r e  r e s u l t s  i n  a "Beastly humanity1' t h a t  va lues  ffBoxine, matchesff 

and "Chinese poemsft equal ly .  " A t  t h e  B a l l  Gameft (SA, 88-90) a l s o  b r ings  



Out t h i s  l o s s  of hwani ty ,  but now i n  a 'tcrowd a t  t h e  b a l l  gamen t h a t  

"is moved uniformlYflby a s p i r i t  of u s e l e ~ s n e s s . ~  A l l  l i n e s  of individual- 

i t y  disappear a s  the  crowd-mob re leases  i ts  des i r e  through t he  vicar ious  

excitement of t h e  baseball  game: 

all t h e  exc i t ing  d e t a i l  
of t h e  chase 

and the  escape, t he  e r r o r  
t h e  f l a s h  of genius- 

dl t o  no end save beauty 
t h e  eternal-- 

Unaware of t he  ground of t h e i r  de~ire--~~We a r e  blind asses,  with o u r  

whole h i s to ry  unread before u s  and helpless  i f  we read itf1 (IAG, 179)-- 

t h e  crowd does not know tha t  t h e  energy they a re  expending useless ly  i s  

t he  r e a l  p o t e n t i a l i t y  of America. Why it 's the New World i t s e l f  i n  

t h e  very blood and ghost of Dantefs Vita Nuova,ff Williams once wrote in 

a l e t t e r ,  and added, ttBlast them a l l  i f  they can't see ittt (SL, l a ) .  

In i t s e l f  d e s i r e  i s  t h e  pos s ib i l i t y  f o r  the  creat ion of beauty. When it 

is not released f r u i t f u l l y  it becomes a dangerous force:  

So i n  d e t a i l  they, t he  crowd, 
a r e  beau t i fu l  

f o r  t h i s  
t o  be warned against  

sa luted and defied-- 
It i s  a l ive ,  venomous 

it smiles grimly 
i t s  words cut-- 

Desire has both a pos i t ive  and negative side.  When i t  leads  to  a flower- 

ing  marriage with t h e  ground of experience, a s  i n  t he  l i f e  of Raslcs, it 



hquis i t ion , t t  and t h e  witch t r i a l s  documented i n  t he  ttCotton Matherts 

Wonders of the  Inv is ib le  Worldt* section of In  the  American Grain. In 

t h i s  context f l i l l iams sees  the  crowd a s  t h e  possible bas i s  of an authentic 

culture:  

It i s  beauty i t s e l f  
t h a t  l i v e s  

day by day i n  them 
idly-- 

This i s  
t he  power of t h e i r  faces. 

I ron ica l ly  enough, t h e  t~venomous~ crowd c a r r i e s  the  power of beauty 

within it. Williams r e a l i z e s  t he  po t en t i a l i t y  of t he  beauty t h a t  

moves ttday by day i n  them/idly:tt The de s i r e  t ha t  has t he  pos s ib i l i t y  

t o  blossom i n t o  beauty i s  na tura l  t o  a l l  men and so it l i v e s  "idly1' i n  

the  crowd. Wsliams can see t h i s  na tura l  fo rce  l i v ing  i n  them a s  

Po ten t ia l i ty :  1tThis i s / the  power of t h e i r  faces.tc This dual  nature of 

men i s  c l a r i f i e d  even f u r t h e r  i n  tlHorned Purplet1 (SA, 71-72): i n  s p i t e  

of t he i r  l t d g a r i t y ,  11 boys, ca l led t1Dirty satyrst t  by Williams, adorn 

"two horned l i l a c  blossorns/in t h e i r  caps" when the  season moves .them: 

They have s to len  them 
broken the  bushes apar t  
with a  curse f o r  the  owner-- 

They stand i n  t h e  doorways 
on t he  business s t r e e t s  Kith a  sneer 
on t h e i r  faces  

adorned with blossoins 
Out of t h e i r  sweet hezds 
dark kisses--rough faces  



In t h e i r  crudeness, "a sneer/on t h e i r  faces,"  these  boys a r e  another 

example of "The pure products of Americaw t h a t  go "crazyn i n  t he  poem 

"To Elsieyy (SA, 64-67), Williams' open condemnation of t he  moral 

devastat ion of America. The country i s  characterized by i t s  ndeaf-mutes," 

nthieves,n "devil-may-care men,yl and "young s la t ternsy!  who wander about 

aimlessly t r y ing  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e i r  des i re .  With "imaginations which 

have n ~ / / ~ e a s a n t  t r a d i t i o n s  t o  give them/character," they  r eac t  t o  t h e i r  

world tywithout/emotion/save numbed terror."  Ignorant of t h e i r  sources, 

they tfcannot e x ~ r e s s "  t h e i r  l a r l d ,  except t o  reveal  t h e i r  divorced 

Condition through t h e  concretizat ion of ftsome Elsie" who embodies t he  

broken consciousness of America: 

voluptuous water 
expressing tn t h broken 

bra in  t h e  t r u t h  about us-- 
her  g r ea t  
ungainly h ips  and flopping b reas t s  

addrosscd t o  cheap 
jewelry 
and r i c h  young men with f i n e  eyes 

With her  "ungainly h ip s  and floppping breasts ,"  E l s i e  revea l s  the  moral 

decay of a country t h a t  l acks  t he  poetry  t o  c rea te  a meaningful marriage 

w i th  t h e   voluptuous^ earth.  I n  t h i s  desola te  atmosphere t he  very 

Processes of the  ea r th  t h a t  could provide a wholeness become "an 

excrement of some sky//and we degraded prisonersy1 of our om i n a b i l i t y  

t o  touch the  source of our desire.  Not t o t a l l y  l o s t ,  however, the  

Pos s ib i l i t y  f o r  an authent ic  cu l tu re  needs t o  be fought openly: 

... t h e  imagination s t r a i n s  
a f t e r  deer  - 



going by f i e l d s  of goldenrod i n  

t h e  s t i f l i n g  heat  of September 
Somehow 
it seems t o  dest roy u s  

It i s  only  in i s o l a t e  f l ecks  that  
some th ing  
i s  given of f  

No one 
t o  witness 
and adjust ,  no one t o  d r ive  t he  car  

emphasize t h e  desperation he f e e l s  throughout Spring and All--the lack of 

"poetic knowledge" of t he  ground inevi tably  r e s u l t s  i n  an America of 

a s i e s .  It i s  not  surprising,  therefore,  t h a t  he urgently advocates the 

dest ruct ion of t h e  world i n  i ts  opening pages. ftTomorrow,ff he writes,  

"we t h e  people of t he  United S ta tes  a r e  going t o  Europe armed t o  k i l l  

every man, woman and ch i ld  in the  area  west of t he  Carpathian Mountains 

( a l so  ea s t )  sparing none... .F i r s t  we s h a l l  k i l l  them and then they, us" 

s A ,  4) .  This g ian t  "self  inflicted holocaustw (SA, 6) w i l l  be carr ied 

Out not  i n  hate but f o r  love. The value of human experience i s  involved: 

unless a l l  of t he  o ld  forms of perception a r e  destroyed, d o n g  with a l l  

"crude spbolism," men \Ji l l  never be able  t o  re lease  t h e i r  de s i r e  through 

t he  creat ion of an authent ic  culture,  t h e  "newTt world t h a t  k r i l l  replace 

the  ftold.ft Only ~ d t h  t h e  break-down and destruction of o ld  forms of 

Order can men be f reed t o  r e l a t e  to  the  ground of t h e i r  desire--and 

the  imagination be allowed t o  carry  out the  execution of the old  mode of 

consciousness: 

The ima.gination, intoxicated by prohibitions, r i s e s  



t o  drunken he igh t s  t o  des t roy  t h e  world, Let it 
rage, l e t  it k i l l o  The imagination i s  supreme. (SA, 5) 

Nothing should remain except "the lower vertebrates,"  says Williams, "the 

mollusks, i n s e c t s  and plants" (SA, 5-6). Only then can t h e  world be 

made new. The corpse of a suic ide  vict im thrown up on t h e  shore of a 

lake becomes t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  renewal: "You seem a cathedral ,"  

says W i l l i a m s ,  "celebrant  of t h e  spring which sh ive r s  f o r  me among t h e  

long black t r e e s t t  (SA, 8). 

"It is  spring,  " Williams continues, and q u a l i f i e s ,  "That i s  t o  say, 

In t h a t  co lossa l  surge toward t h e  f i n i t e  and t h e  
capable l i f e  has  now arr ived f o r  t h e  second time 
a t  t h a t  exact  moment when i n  t h e  ages pas t  t h e  
d e s t r u c t i o n  of the  species  Homo sq5.ens occured bid. 
Now a t  l a s t  t h e  process of miraculous ve r i s imi l i tude ,  
t h a t  g r a t i n g  copying which evolut ion has followed, 
r epea t ing  move f o r  move every move t h a t  it made i n  
t h e  past-- is  approaching t h e  end, 

Suddenly it i s  a t  an end. THE W O G D  I S  MEW. 

By t h e  road t o  t h e  contagious hosp i t a l  
under t h e  surge of t h e  blue 
mott led clouds driven from t h e  
northeast--a cold wind, Beyond, t h e  
waste of broad, muddy f i e l d s  
brown with d r i e d  weeds, s tanding and f a l l e n  

patches of s t  anding water 
t h e  s c a t t e r i n g  of t a l l  t r e e s  

A l l  along t h e  road t h e  reddish 
purpl ish ,  forked, upstanding, t w i g p ~  
s t u f f  of bushes and small t r e e s  
with dead, brown leaves  under them 
l e a f l e s s  vines-- 



Lif e lo s s  in appearance, sluggish 
dazed spring approaches-- 

They en t e r  t h e  new world naked, 
cold, uncertain of a l l  
save t h a t  they enter .  All about them 
t h e  cold, f ami l i a r  wind-- 

Now t h e  grass,  tomorrow 
t h e  s t i f f  c u r l  of wildcarrot leaf 
One by one ob jec t s  a r e  defined-- 
It quickens: c l a r i t y ,  out l ine  of leaf 

But now t h e  s t a rk  digni ty  of 
e n t r a n c e - S t i l l ,  the  profound change 
has come upon them: rooted, they 
g r i p  down and begin t o  awaken (SA, 11-13) 

The revolution t h a t  Williams proposes, however, i s  not an end 

r e su l t  of man developing i n  time a s  much as  it i s  a movement i n  con- 

sciousness ' t h a t  produces such an effect.  When we allow our minds t o  

open up t o  t he  source o f -  our experience, we w i l l  always experience the 

lue-processes  of t h e  ea r th  a s  something a l together  NEW, especia l ly  

if. we have never touched tho ground before. "The b i r t h  of the  imagination,It 

Williams says in the  ~tProloguofl t o  Kora in Hell,  "is l i k e  waking from a 

nightmare" (sE, 18). Because each man must make contact with t h e  

elemental processes of t he  ea r th  through h i s  o m  pa r t i cu l a r  experiences, 

the  revela t ion of '(spring and all" t ha t  it implies w 5 l l  always appear 

t o  resu1.t l inear ly .  Williams' comment t ha t  "only t h e  imagination i s  

undeceived" (SA, 10) ind ica tes  t h a t  he i s  aware t h a t  beneath the 

Par t i cu la r s  of every age 1'EVOLUTION HAS FBPEATED ITSELF FROM THE 

 BEGINNING^^ (SA, 8). Life i s  continuous and always has and w i l l  be 

revealed i n  t h e  "eternal mornant i n  which we alone l ive"  (SA, 3 )  a s  

long a s  we continue t o  touch the ground of our experience. ltSpring and 



--the way men must approach t h e i r  experience i n  o rde r  t o  know something 

of t h e i r  sources.  A s  Williams himself moves through t h e  t e r r a i n  in t h e  

Poem and watches t h e  f i rs t  s i g n s  of spr ing,  he can n o t e  " the stark 

d i g n i t y  of/entrance" o n l y  because he has  responded t o  t h e  processes  of 

t h e  e a r t h .  A s  h i s  thought  opens j.n terms of and throu,.;h t h e  f i r s t  

Process  of sp r inz ,  he too ,  a long with t h e  o b j e c t s  of na tu re ,  begins t o  

"gr ip  down and begin t o  awaken." 

Before we r e t u r n  t o  Williams i n  t h e  l a s t  sec t ion  of t h i s  study, we 

w i l l  exp lo re  how t h e  problem of contac t  i s  t r e a t e d  i n  t h e  works of tm 

n i n e t e e n t h  century  w r i t e r s ,  Emmson and Thoreau, and one twen t i e th  

century  poe t ,  Wallace Stevens,  Nearly a century  before In t h e  Americm 

w n  - was publ i shed ,  Fmerson opened h i s  essay  vl?aturell wi th  t h e  now 

well-known ques t ion :  Why should we n o t  a l s o  enjoy an o r i g i n a l  r e l a t i o n  

t o  t h e  universe?tt  In  terms o f t e n  ve ry  s i m i l a r  t o  Williams, Emerson a t t a c k s  

t h e  fldivorce" ha  s e e s  i n  -- h i s  contemporary world, and through h i s  e s says  

t r i e s  t o  make men aware of t h e i r  e lemental  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  universe.  

Af t e r  Fmerson, we w i l l  move t o  a cons idera t ion  of Walden a s  a represe t+  

t a t i v e  work. Through i t s  n a r r a t i v e  world, Thoreau l i v e s  o u t  t h e  problem 

and l e a r n s  how t o  a c t  wi th  t h e  processes  of na ture ,  a t  t h e  same time 

t h a t  he d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  he  h a s  c rea ted  a work of art t h a t  ho lds  on t o  

and r e v e a l s  h i s  e w e r i  enceo Returning t o  t h e  twent ie th  century,  we 

w i l l  then  s tudy  t h i s  problem a s  it man i fe s t s  i t s e l f  i n  t h e  p o e t i c  world 



of Wallace Stevens? Collected Poems. Although Stevens was searching f o r  

t h e  same source a s  Williams, Emerson, and Thoreau, unl ike  t h e  o t k r s ,  he 

accepted t h e  v a l i d i t y  of t h e  epistemological puzzle--"how do we know 

t h a t  we know what we know?"--and consequent1.y entered i n t o  a l i fe- t ime 

preoccupation with t h e  forms of perception r a t h e r  than t h e  content of 

his experiences. A s  t h e  f i n a l  sect ion of t h e  Collected Poems, The Rock, 

ind ica tes ,  h i s  involvement i n  t h e  ttsubject-objecttt problem i r o n i c a l l y  

distanced him from t h a t  very r e a l i t y  he sought. In t h e  f i n a l  sect ion,  

therefore ,  we  w i l l  r e t u r n  t o  Williams and h i s  proposal t h a t  !?the poemH 

is t h e  only form of  knowledge capable of revealing t h e  na tu re  of t h e  

ground. 



Section Two: 

Elemental Relations 



Metamorphosis a s  V i t a l  P r inc ip le  in Emerson 

The n a t u r e  of th ings  i s  flowing, a metamorphosis. 

(Let  t h e r e  be an entrance opened f o r  me i n t o  
r e a l i t i e s ;  I have horn t h e  f o o l ' s  cap too long.' 

Poetry, i f  perfected,  i s  t h e  only ve r i ty ;  i s  t h e  
speech of man a f t e r  t h e  r e a l ,  and no t  a f t e r  t h e  
apparent . 

... na tu re  i s  t h e  o p ~ s i t e  of t h e  soul,  answering 
t o  it p a r t  f o r  p a r t .  One i s  s e a l  and one i s  p r i n t .  
Its beauty i s  t h e  beauty of h i s  ov.n mind. Nature 
then becomes t o  him t h e  measure of h i s  at tainments.  
So much of na ture  a s  he i s  ignorant  of ,  so much of 
h i s  own mind does he n o t  y e t  possess. And, i n  f i n e ,  
t h e  ancient  precept ,  "Know thysel f  , I t  and t h e  modern 
precept ,  "Study nature," become a t  l a s t  one maxim. 

Once you saw phoenixes: they a r e  gone; t h e  vnrld i s  
n o t  t h e r e f o r e  disenchanted. The vesse l s  on tihich you 
read sacred emblems t u r n  o a t  t o  be conmn pot tery ;  
but t h e  sense of the  p i c t u r e s  i s  sacred, and you may 
s t i l l  read them t rans fe r red  t o  the  wal ls  of t h e  world. 



Although we would be un jus t i f i ed  i n  saying t h a t  Emerson's thought i s  

a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of t h e  s h i f t  i n  consciousness provided by Romanticism, we 

should never the less  be aware t h a t  h i s  antagonism toward eighteenth 
'2 

century mechanistic thought i s  a p a r t  of a l a r g e r  h i s t o r i c a l  change i n  

a t t i t u d e s . l  One c r i t i c  of American l i t e r a t u r e ,  Richard P. Adms, f o r  

ins tance ,  has been espec ia l ly  concerned with t h e  gan i fes t a t ion  of  

European and English Romanticism in t h e  America of  t h e  1830's and 1840's. 

Many of h i s  conclusions stem from Morse Peckhants shor t  but i n f o r n a t i v e  

essay, Toward a Theory of Rornant ic i~m,~ a study of t h e  l t speci f ic  h i s t o r -  

i c a l  movement i n  a r t  and ideas  which occurred i n  Europe and America i n  

t h e  l a t e  e ighteenth  and e a r l y  nineteenth c e n t u r i e ~ , ~ ~ 2  I n  b r i e f ,  Peckham 

a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h e  nsh i f t  i n  European thought was a s h i f t  from conceiving 
- 

t h e  cosnos as a s t a t i c  mechanism t o  conceiving it a s  a dynanic organi- 

cism.tf3 The Neo-Classic perception of t h e  universe, bes t  understood a s  

a s t a t i c  machine, no longer explained t h e  whole of contemporary human 

experience. - This  - system collapsed i n  the  l a t e  eighteenth century "of i t s  



own i n t c r n a l  inconsis tencies ,"  says Peckham, because 

a l l  i t s  impl ica t ions  had been worked out; they 
stood f o r t h  i n  a l l  t h e i r  naked inconsistency. 
It became impossible t o  accept a theodicy based 
upon it. More and more, th inkers  began search- 
ing f o r  a new system of explainin the  nature  
of r e a l i t y  and t h e  d u t i e s  of men. 5 

More i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  product of t h i s  s h i f t  than i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  roots ,  

Peckham uses  t h e  Romantic metaphor of t h e  t r e e  t o  explain t h e  impl ica t ions  

of dynamic organicism. Like a t r e e ,  t h e  universe i s  a l i v e  and cont inual ly  

growing and changing organical ly.  Each p a r t  of t h e  universe i s  both 

unique and i n t e r - r e l a t e d  with every o the r  par t .  Change i s  pos i t ive  

because composition and decomposition a r e  both a p a r t  of t h e  cosmos. I n  

"Romanticism and t h e  American Renaissance," Adams proposes t h a t  t h i s  

same s h i f t  occurs i n  American l i t e r a t u r e ,  concretized s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n  

&by-Dick, Walden, and tfSong of Myself," t h r e e  works t h a t  deal  with t h e  

r e j e c t i o n  of s t a t i c  mechanism and acceptance of dynamic organicism. 

Within t h i s  context  Adams concludes t h a t  American thought i n  t h e  1830's 

and 1840ts, a t  l e a s t  i n  genera l i t i e s ,  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  English and European 

Romanticism: 

... t h e  independent, se l f -sus ta in ing American 
l i t e r a t u r e  which arose during t h e  middle years  
of t h e  nineteenth century was not so much t h e  
r e s u l t  of American writers '  r e j ec t ion  of 
European models and devotion t o  nat ive  themes 
a s  it was of t h e i r  somewhat belated re jec t ion  
of s t a t i c  mechanism and adoption of dynamic 
organicism, in k;hich they were g rea t ly  aided 
and encouraged by the exanple of such 
Europeans a s  Goethe, Wordsworth, Coleridge, 
and Carlyle.  4a 

We do not  have t o  look very f a r  i n t o  Emerson work t o  r e a l i z 5  t h a t  h i s  



thought encompasses t h i s  organic view of t h e  universe. In  "Nature," f o r  

instance,  he says t h a t  "Nature i s  not f ixed  but fluid,rf o r  i n  trCircles,n 

t h a t  t h e  "universe i s  f l u i d  and vo la t i l e"  i n  such a way t h a t  Ifpermanence 

is but a word of degrees.?f5 In  f a c t  we might go so f a r  a s  t o  say tha t  

Rnerson's thought begins on the  premise of dynamic organicism and moves 

from t h a t  point. 6 / 

Against t h i s  background, Fherson a t t acks  not only " s t a t i c  mechanism," 

but a l l  modes of knowledge t h a t  prevent man from actual iz ing h i s  f fo r ig ina l  

r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  universe." More specif ical ly ,  he c r i t i c i z e s  the whole 

r a t i ona l  approach t o  human experience t h a t  sees materialism and ideal-  

ism a s  t h e  two exclusive diametr ical ly  opposed forms of knowledge- In 

t h e  section Wontaigne; or ,  tho Skepticv from Representative Ken, he 

discusses these  two s ides  of tho ra t iona l  mind, "This head and t h i s  t a i l f t  

(ECW, I V ,  150) of thought, commenting t ha t  

Each man i s  born with a predisposit ion t o  one o r  the  
o ther  of these s ides  of nature; and i t  will eas i l y  
happen t h a t  men w i l l  be found devoted t o  ene o r  t he  
other. (ECW, IV,lSo) 

The ma te r i a l i s t  i s  concerned with n d i f  f erenceU (ECW, I V , ~ ~ O ) ,  "facts  and 

surfacesf' (ECW, I V , ~ ~ O ) ,  while t h e  i d e a l i s t ,  searching f o r  "identity1I 

03%, IV,153), too conveniently disposes of substance. A s  a representa t ive  

of t h e  skept ical  mind, Montaigne r ea l i z e s  t h a t  e i t he r  s ide  of t he  argument 

i s  l imited by what i t  denies: 

The abs t r ac t i on i s t  and the  ma te r i a l i s t  thus mutually 
exasperatj-ng each othor...there a r i s e s  a t h i rd  par ty  
t o  occupy t he  middle ground between these two, the  
skeptic,  namely. (Ecw, I~,154-155) 



Even though t h e  skeptic sees the  dilemma, he does not move beyond the  

problem t o  a ground t h a t  overcomes it. Rather than affirining a posi t ion 

t h a t  balances t he  tw poles of thought, he accepts t h e  unsolvable s i tua-  

t i o n  a s  t he  s t a t e  of things. ''1 never affirm nor deny," he says. "1 

stand here t o  t r y  t h e  case" ( E C W , I V , ~ ~ ~ ) .  Wanting a solution t h a t  w i l l  

subsume both materialism and idealism, Einerson c r i t i c i z e s  the  skeptic 

f o r  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  resolve the  conf l i c t .  "The philosophy we want," 

says Emerson, "is one of f luxions  and r n ~ b i l i t y , ~ '  and continues: 

The Spartan and Stoic  schemes a r e  too s t a rk  and sti l l  
f o r  our occasion. A theory of Saint  John, and of 
non-resistance, seems, on the  other hand, too t h i n  
and ae r i a l .  We want some coat vmven of e l a s t i c  s tee l ,  
s t ou t  a s  t h e  first and limber a s  t he  second. We want 
a ship in these  billows we inhabit .  An anguler, 
dogmatic house would be rent  t o  chips and sp l i n t e r s  
i n  t h i s  storm of many elements. No, it must be 
t i g h t ,  and f i t  t o  the  form of man, t o  l i v e  a t  a l l ;  a s  
a s h e l l  must d i c t a t e  t he  archi tecture  of a house 
founded on t he  sea. (ECW, IV,160) 

For Emerson, therefore,  mater ia l isn  i s  too s t a t i c  ( '(stark and s t i l l l l )  

and idealism too abs t rac t  ("thin and aerialt1)--a philosophy t h a t  can 

account f o r  t h e  whole of human experience a s  i t  occurs i n  the  world must 

be f l u i d  and e l a s t i c  a s  experience. ''In t h i s  storm of many elements,'t 

l i f e  i s  a dynamic r e l a t i on  t o  the  f a c t s  of experience, mater ia l isn  ar.d A 

idealism are  both too "dopat ic l l  t o  reveal the  'continuous a c t i v i t y  of 
,- 

man i n  the  cosmos. 

The philosophy tha t  Emerson proposes must therefore  be an extension 

of experience, f i t t i n g  t he  "form of mantt i n  the  same way t fas  a s h e l l  must 

d i c t a t e  t he  a rch i tec tu re  of a house founded on t he  sea.rt This philosophy 

i s  fu r the r  c l a r i f i e d  i n  t he  following important passage from "Naturetl 



where Emerson a t t a c k s  mechanistic materialism s p e c i f i c a l l y  and exposes 

t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  of t h e  dominant mode of knowledge i n  h i s  contemporary world: 

A t  present ,  man app l i es  t o  nature but hal f  his fo rce ,  
H e  works on t h e  world with h i s  understanding alone. 
He l i v e s  i n  it and masters it by a penny-wisdom; 
and he t h a t  works most i n  it i s  but a half-man, and 
whi l s t  h i s  arms a r e  strong and h i s  d iges t ion good, 
h i s  mind i s  imbruted, and he i s  a s e l f i s h  savage. 
H i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  nature, h i s  power over it, i s  
through t h e  understanding, a s  by rranure; t h e  economic 
use  of f i r e ,  wind, water, and t h e  mariner's needle; 
steam, coal,  chemical agr icul ture ;  t h e  r e p a i r s  of 
t h e  human body by the  d e n t i s t  and t h e  surgeon. 
This i s  such a resumption of power a s  i f  a banished 
king should buy h i s  t e r r i t o r i e s  inch by inch, 
ins tead  of vau l t ing  a t  once i n t o  h i s  throne. Mean- 
time, i n  t h e  th ick  of darkness, the re  a r e  not  
wanting gleams of a b e t t e r  light--occasional 
examples of t h e  ac t ion of man upon nature with h i s  
e n t i r e  force--with reason a s  well a s  understanding. 
(ECW, 1,721 

Since . - t h e  understanding can provide only a surface knowledge of things,  

it cannot give man any e s s e n t i a l  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  h i s  o r  primal 

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  universe.  By not  going beyond t h e  d a t a  of t h e  senses, 

mechanistic material ism sees  man a s  determined by t h e  laws of cause and 

e f fec t .  The world contains no o the r  r e a l i t y  than t h e  f a c e  value of 

mater ia l  things.  Even though mechanistic materialism may develop s t rong 

arms and equally s t rong diges t ive  sys tem,  by concerning it s e l f  with 

man's bodily nature  alone, it  divorces him from t h e  universe. The under- 

stand-ing used exclus ively  prevents man from completing h i s  organic 

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  universe,  a r e l a t i o n  grounded i n  human des i re .  In "The 

Transcendentalist," Krnerson argues t h a t  t h e  Transcendental is t 's  c r i t i -  

cism of soc ie ty  i s  not  based on negation but on t h e  fu l f i l lmen t  of man's 

r e a l  nature. "Their quar re l  with every man they meet i s  not  with h i s  



kind,l* says Emerson, "but with h i s  degrees. There i s  not enough of him-- 

t h a t  i s  t h e  only fau l t "  (ECW, I, 344). I n  Eherson' s organic philosophy, 

"gleams of a b e t t e r  light--occasional~examples of the  action of man upon 

nature with h i s  e n t i r e  force," t he  i n t u i t i v e  processes of Reason w i l l  

accomodate outmoded forms of knowledge by completing t h e i r  one-sided view 

of r e a l i t y .  

I n  o ther  words, t h e  "new philosophy,lt a s  Emerson c a l l s  h i s  posit ion 

i n  vExperiencel' (ECW,III ,~~),  w i l l  a l so  subsume the  i d e a l i s t ' s  r e jec t ion  

of matter  a s  a f a c t  of experience, Although we might argue t h a t  Emerson 

is c loser  t o  idealism than t o  materialism, it i s  important t o  widerstand 

h i s  modification of t h e  notion t ha t  t h e  material  world i s  a shadow of 

ideas. Emerson refuses  t o  deny subs tan t ia l i ty  t o  a world whose physical 

r e a l i t y  i s  so immediate. "1 have no h o s t i l i t y  t o  nature," he says, 

but a child 's  love t o  it. I expand and l i v e  i n  
t h e  warm day l i k e  corn and melons. Let us  speak 
her  f a i r .  I do not wish t o  f l i n g  stones a t  my 
beau t i fu l  mother, n w s o i l  my gent le  nest .  
(Ecw, I, 59). 

h p e r i e n c e  e x i s t s  i n  a physical  world, and any mode of knowing t h a t  denies 

"the exis tence of mattern (ECW, I, 63), wri tes  Emerson, "makes nature . 
foreign t o  me, and does not  account f o r  t h a t  consanguinity which we 

acknowledge t o  it" (ECW, I, 63). Perhaps Emerson f e l t  more sympathetic 

toward idealism because it a t  l e a s t  recognizes a r e a l i t y  other  than t he  

physical. More correctly,  however, Emerson saw the  whole philosophical 

argument over t he  subs t an t i a l i t y  o r  i d e a l i t y  of nature a s  an e5dle3s 

c i r cu l a r  question, a f u t i l e  attempt of the  r a t i ona l  mind t o  comprehend 
- 

an organic universe t h a t  refuses t o  be c l a s s i f i ed  according t o  l og i ca l  



categories of thought. I n  place of t h e  t r ad i t i ona l  problem of howledge, 

he says: 

I only wish t o  ind ica te  t he  t r ue  posi t ion of nature 
in regard t o  man, wherein t o  es tabl ish  man a l l  r i g h t  
education tends; a s  the  ground which t o  a t t a i n  i s  
t h e  ob jec t  of human l i f e ,  t h a t  is, of man's con- 
nection with nature. (ECW, I, 59) 

"The t r u e  pos i t ion  of nature i n  regard t o  man" and %ants connection 

with' nature:" two phrases t h a t  cen t ra l i ze  the  concerns of Emerson's 

essays. He was aware t h a t  ra t iona l  forms of knowledge could not reveal  

man's organic r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  universe a s  t h a t  re la t ion  occurs i n  the  

a c t i v i t y  of experience. A s  we have already seen i n  our discussion of 

Williams, t h i s  kind of thinking by way of categories begins in separation 

and ends i n  separation,  thereby los ing  hold of those connections between 

man and nature  t h a t  make up t h e  f ab r i c  of human experience. Concerned 

bas ica l ly  with man's t'original't o r  elemental re la t ion  t o  t h e  life 

processes of t he  cosnos, Emerson therefore  wants t o  f i nd  a process where- 

by t he  f l u i d i t y  and dynamism of human experience can be revealed in a l l  

of i t s  vi ta l i ty-- logical  questions of t h e  existence o r  non-existence of 

matter, then, being inconsequential t o  the  r e a l i t y  of primal experiences: 

In  my u t t e r  impotence t o  t e s t  the  authent ic i ty  of 
t he  repor t  of my senses, t o  know whether the  
impressions they make on me correspond with out- 
lying objects ,  what d i f ference does it make, 
whether Orion i s  up there  i n  heaven, o r  some 
god pa in t s  t h e  image i n  t h e  firmament of t he  
soul? The re la t ion  of p a r t s  and t h e  end of t he  
whole remaining the  same, what i s  the  difference,  
whether land and sea i n t e r ac t ,  and worlds 
revolve and interminsle without n u ~ b e r  o r  end-- 
deep yawning under deep, and galaxy balancing 
galaxy, through absolute s p a c e - o r  whether, 



without r e l a t i o n s  of time and space, t he  same 
appearances a r e  inscribed i n  the  constant f a i t h  
of man ( i t a l i c s  mine)? (~CW,1,47-48) 

Realizing t h a t  t h i s  ra t iona l ,  philosophical question cannot be answered 

with any l o g i c a l  ce r ta in ty ,  Emerson argues t ha t  i n  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of experi- 

ence nature  ranains substant ia l ,  and a s  long a s  we remain in experience, 

"SO long," he writes,  

a s  t h e  ac t i ve  powers predominate over t he  re f lec -  
t i ve ,  we r e s i s t  with indignation any h in t  t h a t  
nature  i s  more short-lived o r  mutable than s p i r i t .  
(EcW, I,48-49) 

Rather than accepting t he  va l i d i t y  of t h e  t r ad i t i ona l  epistemological 

Question, he moves back behind t he  question and places t he  strongest  

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

por tant  work of c r i t i c i sm  called Symbolism and American Li tera ture ,  i s  

there fore  qu i t e  cor rec t  i n  asser t ing t h a t  Emerson solves t he  epistemo- 

l o g i c a l  problems posed by materialism and idealism by subsuming these 

two modes of howledge i n  the  a c t  of perceiving. He thereby disassoci- 

a t e s  himself from the  h i s t o r i c a l  problems of knowledge: 

While t h e  contemporary psychologir t e x t s  invar iably  
l a i d  down t h e  proposition t ha t  "a11 existence, a s  
f a r  as human knowledge extends, i s  e i t he r  material ,  
o r  inmaterial ;  corporeal, o r  ~ p i r i t u a l , ' ~  in 
Emerson's rephrasing these  a l t e rna t ives  become 
tltwo modes of thinking," which, since they a r e  
both na tura l ,  a r e  possibly reconcilable.7 

Emerson' s71 transformation of dualism i n t o  ways of thinking, says 

Feidelson, could solve t h e  "inherited problem of methodf1 by assuming a 

"realm h%cre method and content were one.& With Enerson, knowledge 



.. 
changes from ltobjective ce r ta in ty  t o  organic experiencelt and t he  llinternal 

transmutation of thoroughly r e a l i s t i c  f0rms.~t9 Before we can appreciate 

t h e  f u l l  impl icat ions  of Emersonrs notion of symbolic thought, a process 

t h a t  transmutes t h e  ob jec t s  of organic experience i n t o  language and gives 

man an immediate knowledge of h i s  r e l a t i on  t o  t he  universe, we should, 

however, understand t h e  nature of h i s  v is ion of the  cosmos and manrs 

posi t ion i n  it. 

Sheared of a l l  i t s  de t a i l ,  the  Ehersonian universe cons i s t s  of two 

basic  elements: Unity and Variety. t"I'wo cardinal  f a c t s  l i e  forever  a t  

t h e  base" of t h e  world, he says i n  Representative Men, %he one and t he  

\ 
two.--1. ,Unity, o r  Iden t i ty ;  and, 2., Variety, It and he continues: 

- .  - - 

we un i t e  a l l  things by perceiving the  law which 
pervades them; by perceiving the  super f ic ia l  
d i f fe rences  and the  profound resemblances,,.. 
t h i s  very perception of i d e n t i t y  o r  oneness, 
recognizes t he  di f ference of things. .&enoss 
and o t h e r n e e .  It i s  - iposs ible  t o  speak o r  
t o  th ink  without embracing both. (ECW, N, 47-8) 

-7.. ,k -. . 

According t o  h e r s o n ,  - \ t t~ therness ,~ i / the  ___ __ m r l d  of ob jec t s  i n  nature, i s  a 

pa r t  of ttoneness," t he  cen t ra l  i d e n t i t y  of a l l  th ings  i n  a source. I n  

terminology t h a t  could 1ead.t.o a l l  kinds of misunderstandings i f  not 

delineated c lea r ly ,  Emerson i s  bringing out a process th'at can only b3 

explained by t h e  term metamorphosis. And the  fu r the r  we enter  i n t o  

h e r s o n ' s  universe we f i n d  t ha t  beneath the  surface of cha rac t e r i s t i c  

terms such a s  " sp i r i t , "  tlReason,tt " I n s t i n ~ t , ~ ~  ttOver-soul,tt V a t ~ r e , ~ ~  t o  

l i s t  only a few, l i e s  t h e  v i t a l  p r inc ip le  of metanorphosis, qu i t e  possibly 
-. - - J 

t he  roo t  process of a l l  aspects of Enersonfs thought, In b r ie f ,  meta- - 
rnorphosis, t h a t  process of changing from one s t a t e  o r  condition t o  another, 

- -- - 



explains p rec i se ly  how 'Ioneness and othernesstt a r e  re la ted.  "The nature  

of th ings  i s  flowing,I~ says Emerson, "a metamorphosis" (ECW,VIII,~~). 

Although the  manifold forms of nature  a r e  continually changing organically,  

the re  i s  never theless  a primal source f o r  a l l  things. For Emerson, accord- 

ingly,  a l l  th ings  a r e  d i f fe ren t  and ye t  one because a l l  th ings  a r e  t h e  

metamorphosis of t h e  Unity a t  t h e  base of nature. I n  terms of t h e  prin- 

c ip l e  of metamorphosis, Unity o r  Ident i ty ,  "the law which pervades" a l l  

things, inheres  i n  ob jec t s  a s  a pa r t  of t h e i r  physical  nature--objects 
S 

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

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

c a l l s  t h i s  same source natura naturans: 

t he  quick cause before which all forms f l e e  a s  t he  
driven snows; i t s e l f  secret ,  i t s  works driven before 
it i n  f locks  and multitudes, ( a s  the  ancients 
represented nature by Proteus, a shepherd,) and i n  
undescribable variety.  It publishes i t s e l f  i n  
creatures..  . . (ECW, 111,179) 

Natura naturans, t h e  "secrottt cause and source of a l l  things, i s  Protean 

because it only "publishes i t s e l f  i n  creaturesw of nature t h a t  a r e  

constantly changing forms. Unknowable except through a concrete form, the  

I1undescribable va r i e ty '  of a l l  th ings  contain 'it a s  a pa r t  of t h e i r  

physical nature. When we experience t h i s  metamorphosis i n  t he  process of 

nature, we en te r  t he  mystery of a l l  creation, and "stand before t h e  

secret  of t h e  world,tI a s  Enerson says, %here where Being passes i n t o  

Appearance and Unity i n t o  Varietyt1 (ECW,111,14). F Q ~  Emerson, therefore,  

-4 ' 
,'l tIThere is, a t  t h e  surface, i n f i n i t e  var ie ty  of things; a t  the  centre  the re  
' r. -- - -- 

\ i s  s impl ic i ty  of cause" (ECW,II,~~+). Composing and decomposing, passing 
___. - - - - -  - - .  

from one s t a t e  i n t o  another, the  physical manifestations of t he  source 



of a l l  things,  nature  "is a mutable cloud which i s  always and never t h e  

samett (ECW, 11,13)--never the  same because each object  has i t s  o m  par t i c -  

u l a r i t y ,  always t he  same because a l l  th ings  a r e  meta~orphoses of t h e  

inherent  Unity. Every object  i n  nature has t h i s  dual  qual i ty .  "Cause 

and e f f ec t  a r e  two s ides  of one face" ( E C W , I I , ~ ~ ~ ) .  Potent ia l ly ,  every 
L - 

object  can reveal  t h i s  " l a ~ q  of un i ty  (ECW,VIII,~) through i t s  concrete 
- 

part iculari ty--a point  t h a t  w i l l  assume great  importance i n  our discussion 

of t he  nature  of symbolism. "The secret  cords o r  laws," wri tes  Emerson, 

''show t h e i r  well-known v i r t u e  through every variety..  ." (ECW,VIII, 5) .  

h e r s o n  a t t a cks  materialism precise ly  because it does not  recognize a 

source f o r  par t i cu la r s ;  in Wqeriencet?  he c a l l s  it a ''sty of sensualismtt 

( E C W , I I I , ~ ~ )  where man l i v e s  i n  an i l l u so ry  "chain of physical necessi tyw 

(w, III ,54) .  In t he  metamorphic Emersonian universe, Vxery  th ing i s  

medial!! (ECW, 11, 304). No mater ia l  f a c t  i s  f i n a l  i n  i t s e l f .  Variety i s  ; 
t he  physical  manifestation of unity.l0 

\ 

Like t h e  ob jec t s  of nature, man i s  himself a metamorphosis of t he  

source, himself a concretization of t h e  ' tsecrettl  cause, t he  proposal put  

f o r t h  i n  "The Over-Soul:" 

Man i s  a stream whose source i s  hidden. Our being 
i s  descending i n t o  u s  from we know not whence. The 
most exact ca lcula tor  has no prescience t h a t  some- 
what incalculable  may not balk t he  very next 
moment. I am constrained every moaent t o  acknow- 
ledge a higher o r ig in  f o r  events than the  trill I 
c a l l  mine. (Em, 11,268) 

He describes t h i s  source metaphorically a s  t he  Over-Soul: "that  Unity, t h a t  
\-- - -  -. 

Over-Soul, within which every man's par t i cu la r  being i s  contained and made -- -__ - 
one with a l l  other..  ." (EW, 11,268) : 



We l i v e  i n  succession, i n  d iv is ion ,  in p a r t s ,  i n  
p a r t i c l e s .  Meantime within man i s  t h e  soul  of t h e  
whole; t h e  wise s i lence;  t h e  universa l  beauty, t o  
which every p a r t  and p a r t i c l e  i s  equally r e l a 6 d ;  
t h e  e t e r n a l  One. (ECW, 11,268) 

Man a l s o  l i v e s  i n  Variety a t  t h e  same time t h a t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of h i s  

life a r e  grounded i n  Unity, "the e t e r n a l  One.ll The most well-known of 

b e r s o n t s  terms, t h e  metaphor Wirer-Soulft i s  perhaps an unfortunate 

desc r ip t ion  of  t h e  source because it suggests, e spec ia l ly  when taken 

l i t e r a l l y ,  a cause t h a t  exists ou t s ide  of and "overrt t h e  world. But it 

must be understood i n  t h e  context  of metamorphosis: a s  t h e  %ecretll 

cause inheres  i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l i t y  of objec ts ,  so t h e  Over-Soul inhe res  i n  

t h e  p h y s i c a l i t y  of uant s l i f e .  A s  t h e  "secret  of naturew (ECE~,  11,270), 

it r e f e r s  t o  t h e  process of Unity a s  i t  passes through man.l1 Elsewhere 

i n  t h e  same essay t h a t  source i s  c a l l e d  t h e  "Highest Law" (EcW,11,270), 

t h e  llSupreme Mind" (ECW, 11,276), t h e  ffcommon nature" synomous with "God" 

(ECW, 11,277), and t h e  "Divine mindv (EcW, 11,281). I n  w I n t e l l e c t "  he 

c a l l s  it t h e  "holy ghost" ( E C W , I I , ~ ~ ~ ) ,  and i n  "Historyw t h e  "universal  

mindtr (EcW, II ,3) .  Sometimes he even suggests t h a t  i t  i s  something 
- - .  

akin t o  pure energy. I n  Wxperience,ff f o r  instance,  he approaches i t  a s  

t h e  "powerlf opposed t o  "formf1 o r  Variety,  and even more s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n  

frPoetry and Imagination,ll sees  it  simply a s  a force  behind all things:  

. . . n o t h i x s L a n d s  ---- sf .XU.3-  Nature bu& &eat&; t h a t  
t h e  c rea t ion  i s  on wheels, i n  t r a n s i t ,  always 
passing i n t o  something e l s e ,  streaming i n t o  
something higher; t h a t  mat ter  i s  not what it 
appears;--that chtmistry can blow i t  a l l  i n t o  
gas. Faraday, the  most exact  of na tu ra l  
philosophers, taught t h a t  when we should 
a r r i v e  a t  t h e  monads, o r  primordial elements 
( t h e  supposed l i t t l e  cubes o r  p r i s m  of which 



a l l  matter  was b u i l t  up), we should not f i nd  
cubes o r  prisms, o r  atoms, a t  a l l ,  but 
spherules of fo rce  ( i t a l i c s  mine). (JXd,v111,4) 

Like 'Wnity," "natura naturans," and "Being," a l l  of these  terms a r e  

various at tempts t o  explain what we might c a l l  t he  "energy of being" t h a t  

is the  source and cause of a l l  things, man included.12 It i s  t h i s  energy 

of being t h a t  i s  a t  t h e  base of t he  metamorphic Emersonim universe, and 

which can only be known by i t s  concretization i n  mater ia l  f a c t . l 3  , 

I f  "there i s  one mind common t o  all individual  men," a s  Eherson 

says i n  "History," and "every man i s  an i n l e t  t o  t he  same and t o  a l l  t he  

samew (ECW, I I , 3 ) ,  each man contains t he  en t i r e  universe within him: 

Of t he  universal mind each individual man i s  one 
more incarnation.  kll i t s  proper t ies  consis t  i n  
him. Each new f a c t  i n  h i s  pr ivate  experience 
f l a s h e s  a l i g h t  on what great  bodies of men have 
done, and the  c r i s e s  of h i s  l i f e  r e f e r  t o  
na t iona l  c r i ses .  (EcW, 11,4) 

Zf we understand t he  %miversal.mindl~ a s  the  energy of being, we can see 

how a man can en te r  t he  whole h i s t o ry  of humanity by v i r t u e  of h i s  par- 

t i c u l a r i t y .  A l l  Itprivate experience1' i n  t h i s  context i s  one more 

metamorphosis of t he  ground of experience, one more par t i cu la r  incarnating 

t h e  energy of being. Each man i s  po ten t ia l ly  the  whole of hunan experience 

past  and present.  And since he is, a s  Emerson says, Ifthe whole encyclo- 

paedia of facts', (ECW,II, 3), h e  has the  capacity t o  reveal  the  whole of 

human h i s to ry  Iff roa  individual  experience" (EW, 11,4) When Emerson 

a s s e r t s  t h a t  men must experience an "original re la t ion  t o  t h e  universe, 1' 

he i s  simply asking them t o  ac t  w i t h  the  energy of being t h a t  already 

e x i s t s  h t t h in  them. The pr inciple  of metamorphosis shows t ha t  man i s  not 



i s o l a t e d  from h i s  world. When he r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  cosmos organical ly,  he 

discovers t h a t  he has  elemental a f f i n i t i e s  with t h e  process of things:  

H i s  power c o n s i s t s  i n  t h e  multitude of h i s  
a f f i n i t i e s ,  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  l i f e  i s  
in ter twined with the  whole chain of organic 
and inorganic  being. (EcW, II ,36) 

Through these  organic  re la t ions ,  he cen t ra l i zes  t h e  universe i n  h i s  

p a r t i c u l a r  being: 

A man i s  a cent re  f o r  nature, running out  threads  of 
r e l a t i o n  through every thing, f l u i d  and so l id ,  
ma te r i a l  and elemental. The e a r t h  r o l l s ;  every 
clod and stone comes t o  t h e  meridian: %-every 
organ, function,  acid, c rys ta l ,  grain of dus t ,  has  l'ts r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  brain.  ( E W , I V , ~ )  ---- - 

According t o  h e r s o n ,  a ray of r e l a t i o n  goes out  from man t o  every 

object  of nature,  and as long a s  he denies t h e  energy of being, he 

remains a "broken giant" (~cW,II , j l ) - -a  king banished from h i s  r i g h t f u l  

kingdom : 

It i s  t h e  universa l  na ture  which gives worth t o  
p a r t i c u l a r  men and things.  Human l i f e ,  a s  
containing t h i s ,  i s  mysterious and inviolable ,  
and we hedge it round with pena l t i e s  and laws. 
A l l  laws de r ive  hence t h e i r  u l t imate  reason; 
a l l  express more o r  l e s s  d i s t i n c t l y  some 
command of t h i s  supreme, i l l i m i t a b l e  essence. 
(ECW, 1 1 , 5 4 1  

By assuming t h a t  o b j e c t s  of nature  a r e  f i n a l  i n  themselves, material ism 

a c t s  on t h e  cosmos with t h e  ca tegor ica l  understanding alone, and f a i l s  

t o  come i n t o  contact  with the  *!universal naturett t h a t  subsunes a l l  

tfpal.ticular men and things." It fo rces  organic experience i n t o  precon- 

ceived r a t i o n a l  ca tegor ies  t h a t  imprison, lfwith p e n a l t i e s  and 



t h e  very source knowledge of which would enable men t o  complete t h e i r  

v is ion of t h e  world. 

For h e r s o n ,  t he  energy of being cannot be known through any imposed 

form of knowledge. Nen must f i r s t  experience t h e i r  primal re la t ion  t o  

t he  elemental processes of the  cosmos, Emerson pra i ses  t he  Greeks 

because t h e i r  world reveals  t h i s  process. Signif icant ly ,  he c a l l s  t h e i r  

world %he primeval world--the Fore-Worldft (EcW, II,23)--like W i l l i a m s  he 

i s  completely aware t h a t  elemental experiences a r e  not  a regression t o  

t h e  primitive but a movement toward the  primary, t he  f irst  experiences 

of men. Making these  qual i f ica t ions ,  he describes t he  Greek s t a t e  i n  

a manner reminiscent of Williams' view of Tenochtitlan, another example 

of a cul ture  organical ly  re la ted  t o  t h e  ground of human experience: 

The Grecian s t a t e  i s  the  e ra  of the  bodily nature,  
t he  perfect ion of the  senses,--of the  s p i r i t u a l  
nature  unfolded i n  s t r i c t  uni ty  with t he  body. 
(Ecw, 11,241 

The cos t ly  charm of t h e  ancient tragedy, and 
indeed of all t he  old l i t e r a t u r e ,  i s  t h a t  
t he  persons speak simply--speak a s  persons who 
have great goad sense  without knowing it, - 
before yot the  r e f l ec t i ve  habit  has become the  
predominant hab i t  of t h e  mind. @r admiration 
of the  antique i s  not admiration of t h e  old, I 
but of t h e  natural .  The Creeks a r e  not A J  - 1  4 ; 
re f lec t ive ,  -rfect i n  t h e i r  senses.. . 
( I t a l i c s  mine). (ECW, 11,25) 

The Greek world i s  organically re la ted  t o  t he  elemental process of things. 
-.. 

The kind of imbalance t h a t  materialism and idealism impose on experience 

i s  absent from this world, a world i n  which the  energy of being unfolds 

"in s t r i c t  un i ty  with t h e  body." The l t ref lect ive  habit" of the  mind, i n  

turn,  introduces t h e  ra t iona l  mode of knowledge which leads  t o  naats 



separation from the  universe. A s  oppcsed t o  categorical  knowledge, the  

Greek experience i s  not "antique" but %atural" t o  man, t he  p o s s i b i l i t y  

of any cu l tu re  t h a t  allows the  energy of being t o  flow through it. By 

enter ing t he  Greek world and making it present t o  contemporary experience, 

says Emerson, he can once again f e e l  h i s  v i t a l  r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  universe. 

Since t he  universe has not  changed since the  Greeks, t h e  elemental re la-  

t i o n s  they experienced s t i l l  remain the  f r u i t f u l  poss ib i l i ty .  "The Greek 

had, it seems, t he  same fellow-beings a s  I," says Eherson. "The sun 

and moon, water and f i r e ,  met h i s  hear t  precise ly  a s  they meet minetf 

(Ecw, 11,26). 

I For Emerson accordingly, tho "ref lect ive  habit" of t he  mind i s  the  

"foolt s captt (EW, 1 ~ , 2 0 )  t h a t  prevents man from r e l a t i ng  t o  t h e  ground 

of human desi re .  The universe does not change, but t he  mind of man 

does--rational categor ies  d i s t o r t  h i s  vision of t h e  World by d i s t o r t i ng  

t he  nature  of human experience. "The ruin  o r  the  blank t h a t  we see when 

we look at  nature," says Eherson, "is i n  our ovm eye. The axis of vision 

i s  not coincident with t h e  a x i s  of things, and so they appear not trans- - .- 

parent but opaque" (ECW,1,73). Rational modes of knowledge prevent man 

from receiving t h e  flow of things i n  t h e  continuous a c t i v i t y  of human 

experience--the opacity of things i s  an i l l u s i o n  created by t he  r a t i ona l  
<-- 

mind. According t o  h e r s o n ,  therefore, man's f a l l  was not i n t o  a knowl- - -- 

edge of ev i l ,  but i n to  t h e  h - e f l e c t i v e ~ ~  approach t o  experience. In 

"Experience, f l  f o r  i n s t ~ q c e ,  he writes: 

It i s  very unhappy, but too l a t e  t o  be helped, 
t h e  discovery we have made t ha t  we exis t .  
That discovery i s  called the  F a l l  of Nan. 
Ever afterwards we suspect our instruments. 
We have- learned t ha t  we do not see d i rec t ly ,  b P 

' 
_- - -  - / '\ 



but mediately, and t ha t  we have no means - - -  .- - . 
of correct ing these colored and d i s to r t i ng  
lenses  which we are, o r  computing t he  .-- .-& 

amount of t h e i r  er rors .  Perhaps these 
subject-lenses have a creat ive  power; 

C 

perhaps t he r e  a re  no objects. Once we '> ' ' ' "  a 
\ Xvsd i n  what we saw; now, the  rapacious- 

ness  of  t h i s  new power, which threatens 
t o  absorb a l l  things, engages us. 
(Ecw, 111~75-76) 

When we know r a t i ona l l y  t ha t  we ex i s t ,  we begin t o  believe t h a t  t h e  

universe i s  separate  from us. Feeling isola ted from the  world, we soon - 
come t o  suspect both t h e  knowledge we have and t he  methods we use t o  

acquire it. Suspecting our ttinstnunents," we attempt t o  come t o  terms 

with what appears t o  be an a l i en  universe by s e t t i n g  up the  epistemologi- 

cal puzzle: "how do we h o w  t h a t  we know what we know?" The puzzle 

i t s e l f  then becomes a prison mainly because i t  i s  ---- a f i c t i o n  - of t he  mind, 

a r a t i ona l  construct  imposed upon the  a c t i v i t y  of experience. But we 

nevertheless f a l s e l y  begin t o  think t h a t  we can only see "mediately," 

t h a t  our methods of knowing forever keep us from a d i r e c t  knowledge of 

objects  outs ide  of ourselves. A s  the  c l a s s i ca l  epistemological questions 

r i s e  l i k e  spectres  t o  haunt our rlinds, we become "strangers i n  natureu 

( ~ ~ ~ , 1 1 , 3 4 0 ) ,  t he  very world t h a t  holds the  roo ts  of our experience. Is 

the  locus of r e a l i t y  in the  se l f  ( the  nsubject-lensesfl)? - Do ob jec t s  have 

a mater ia l  existence outside of our perception of them? Unknowingly w e  

have s e t  up a d u a l i s t i c  universe and completed our f a l l  out of experience.15 

"The rapaciousness of t h i s  new power, which threatens  t o  absorb al.1 

things,  engages us," says Emerson, rea l i z ing  t he  enormous hold r a t i ona l  

thought has on h i s  contemporaries. Because men do not see beyond the  - - 

epistemological problem, they no longer l i v e  i n  what they see. Ernerson 
-.-. . - -. - - - -- - 



' 3 1 

i s  aware t h a t  t h e  problem of knowledge does not e x i s t  i n  t h e  cosmos. 

The energy of being i s  j u s t  a s  r e a l  now a s  it was i n  t h e  world of t h e  

Greeks. Only our v i s ion  has changed. The "blank11 t h a t  we see e x i s t s  - - -  

i n  our  i n a b i l i t y  t o  r e l a t e  t o  t h e  elemental, processes t h a t  surround us. 

Before r a t i o n a l  thought, wr i tes  Enerson, quoting h i s  "Orphic poet" 

(ECW, 1,72), man "'was permeated and dissolved by s p i r i t .  He f i l l e d  

na tu re  with h i s  overflowing current'" ( E C W , I , ~ ~ ) .  Materialism and 

ideal ism upset  t h e  balance: "'he no longer f i l l s  t h e  ve ins  and ve in le t s ;  
-.- - - 

he i s  shrunk t o  a drop'" ( E C W , I , ~ ~ ) .  But i f  t h e  mind i s  responsible f o r  

t h e  divorce, t h i s  same mind can overcome r a t i o n a l  thinking. Even i n  h i s  

f a l l e n  s t a t e ,  man sometimes f l f s t a r t s  i n  h i s  slumber, and wonders a t  

himself and h i s  house, and muses s t rangely  a t  t h e  resemblance betwixt 

him and it'" (~~W,1,72)--tthis house" being t h e  whole mate r i a l  universe 

which provides t h e  connection between himself and t h e  ground of h i s  

experience. In  these  moments he senses an innate  process within him 

capable of re- in tegra t ing himself with t h e  cosmos: 

(He perceives  t h a t  i f  h i s  law i s  sti l l  paramount, 
i f  s t i l l  he have elemental power, i f  h i s  word i s  
s t e r l i n g  y e t  i n  nature,  it i s  not conscious power, 
it i s  no t  i n f e r i o r  but superior  t o  h i s  w i l l . 2  
i s  i n s t i n c t .  (ECW, I,72) 

--. . 

"memental power:lf a s  c l e a r  a descr ip t ion a s  any of t h e  energy of being 
'--_ _- 

as it manifests i t s e l f  i n  the  p a r t i c u l a r  l i f e  of a man. This power i s  

super ior  .- t o  man's w i l l  because it a l s o  belongs t o  t h e  elemental processes 
- 

of t h e  cosmos of which p a r t i c u l a r  men a r e  metamorphoses. iind t h i s  same 

"elemental power," what Emerson here c a l l s  I n s t i n c t ,  i s  ca l l ed  Reason 

elsewhere. I n  ltNature,tt f o r  instance,  a f t e r  s t a t i n g  t h e  existence of a 



%miversa1 soul  within o r  behindlt manss l i f e ,  he says, V h i s  un ive r sa l  soul  

he c a l l s  Reason" (~Cii,1,27). Describing t h i s  capacity i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  

Understanding, Emerson argues t h a t  when "the eye of Reasonv i s  added t o  ' 

t h e  understar.ding, %o o u t l i n e  and surface  a r e  a t  once added grace and 

expressionTt (ECW, I, 49-50) ; he c l a r i f i e s  fu r the r :  

If t h e  Reason be stimulated t o  more earnes t  v is ion ,  
o u t l i n e s  and surfaces  become transparent ,  and a r e  
no longer  seen; causes and s p i r i t s  a r e  seen through 
them. (ECW, I, 50) 

A t  o t h e r  t imes t h i s  same process of seeing i n t o  t h e  source of th ings  i s  

grounded i n  t h e  I n t e l l e c t :  "We only open our senses, c l e a r  away a s  we can 

a l l  obs t ruc t ion  from t h e  f a c t ,  and su f fe r  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  t o  seeTT 

(ECW, 11,238). For Eherson, therefore,  such terms 

and t t In te l l ec t "  r e f e r  t o  t h e  i n t u i t i v e  process of 
. 

sane energy of being a s  t h e  universe. "Trust the  

a s  " Ins t inc t ,  "Reason, fl 

a mind t h a t  holds the  

i n s t i n c t  t o  t h e  end," 

exhor ts  Emerson, tfthough you can render no reason. It i s  vain  t o  hurry 

it. By t r u s t i n g  it t o  t h e  end, it s h a l l  r ipen i n t o  t r u t h  and you s h a l l  

know why you believe" (EcN, 11,330). In t h e  Emersonian universe,  then, 

t h i s  trelemental powerw i s  t h e  very condition of aU experience and 

consequently t h e  ground of s e l f - t r u s t  and se l f - re l iance:  

What i s  t h e  a b o r i m a . 1  -- - S e l f ,  -.- on which a un ive r sa l  
. r e l i a n c e  may be grounded? What i s  t h e  na tu re  and 

power of  t h a t  science-baffling s t a r ,  without 
para l lax ,  without ca lculable  elements, which 
shoots  a r a y  of beauty even i n t o  t r i v i a l  and im- 
pure ac t ions ,  i f  t h e  l e a s t  mark of independence 
appear? The inquiry  l eads  u s  t o  t h a t  source, a t  
once t h e  essence of genius, of v i r tue ,  and of  
l i f e ,  which we c a l l  Spontane' by _or Inshin&. + We 
denote t h i s  primary ms on a s  In tu i t ion ,  whi l s t  
a l l  l a t e r  teachings a r e  t u i t i o n s .  In t h a t  deep 
force ,  t h e  l a s t  f a c t  behind ___ _-- which--analysis - - 



we know not how, in the  soul, i s  not diverse from 
things,  from space, from l i g h t ,  from time, from 
man, but one with them and proceeds obviously 
from t h e  same source whence t h e i r  l i f e  and being 
proceed. ( ECW, 1If3-64) 

The "aboriginal  Self" i s  the  ground of human experience, t he  source of 

th ings  a s  manifest i n  man. It i s  t h i s  "deep force" t h a t  "proceeds 

obviously from the  same source" a s  t h e  r e s t  of creation t h a t  allows every 

par6icular  mind t o  a c t  with the  energy of being behind o r  within concrete 

f a c t s  of experience. "Spontaneity o r  Instinct,!' then, r e f e r s  t o  both the  

capacity and process of experiencing t h e  "co.mon origin" of things; t he  

"sense of being" perceived in things  i s  a pa r t  of t he  e n e r a  of being 

t h a t  contains %hei r  l i f e  and being." Since t h i s  l'science-baffling s tar , l t  

t h e  source of "primary wisdom,lt cannot be known r a t i ona l l y  ( i t  i s  With-  

out  calsulable  elements") it can only  be actualized in experience. l'How 

can we speak of t he  act ion of the  mind under any divisions,  a s  of i t s  

knowledge, of i t s  e th ics ,  of i t s  works, and so forth," wr i tes  Emerson, 

"since it melts  w i l l  i n t o  perception, knowledge i n t o  actf1 (Em, 11,325). 

Since a l l  ltprimary'l howledge must reveal  man's "originalt t  o r  

elemental r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  processes of t h e  universe, Eherson tu rns  t o  a 

mode of thought t h a t  contains experience by being an extension of it. 

Once again t he  Greek world, precisely because it concretized i t s  re la t ion  

t o  t h e  universe through i t s  mythology, i s  important t o  Emerson. "The 

beau t i fu l  f ab l e s  of t h e  Greeks," he writes,  "being propor creat ions  of 

t h e  imagination and not of the  fancy, a r e  universal  ve r i t i e s "  (ECW,II,~O). 16 

In ffNat.ure,f' accordingly, Emerson says t h a t  the  "Imagination may be 

defined t o  be t h e  use which the  Reason makes of the  mater ia l  World11 



(ECW,I,~~). We have entered a very important p a r t  of t h e  h e r s o n i a n  

Universe. To Emerson f'primarytt o r  v i t a l  thought i s  the  process of Reason 

as i t  r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  f a c t s  of t h e  universe. A miniature of t h e  metamor- 

phic universe, man publ ishes  himself througn h i s  thought. "A deep ins ight ,"  

says Emerson, W2.l always, l i k e  Nature, u l t imate  i t s  thought i n  a thingw 

E C W , V I I I , )  . A s  t h e  energy of being passing through man, Reason comes 

t o  know t h e  universe by metvnorphosing ob jec t s  t o  t h e  l e v e l  of language. 

In t h e  Ernersonian universe, therefore,  language and thought a r e  both 

symbolic, symbols being t h e  metamorphosis of th ings  i n t o  words t h a t  reveal  

t h e  ground of human experience. ~ c c o ~ d i n g  t o  h e r s o n ,  then, t h e  Greek, 

myths a r e  t r u t h s  ( % n i v e r s a l  ve r i t i e s t f )  of human experience because they 

reveal  t h e  "universal  nature't through metamorphic symbols. 

AS mentioned previously, every f a c t  in t h e  h e r s o n i a n  universe has 

both i t s  surface  o r  secondary meaning and i t s  primary o r  elemental mean- - 
i n g  a s  a metamorphosis of t h e  energy of being. When an object  i s  meta- 

morphosed i n t o  a symbol, therefore ,  every object  i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  a 

correspondential  symbol capable of revealing t h e  ground of experience. 
- 

md Plato,  who was aware of t h e  energy of being-he ca l l ed  it, says 

Emerson, t h e  "super-essential" (ECI.J, N, 61) and t h e  "Ineff ablew (ECW,  IV, 62) 

--still asse r t ed  t h a t  "things a r e  knowable,!' i f  not r a t i o n a l l y  a t  l e a s t  

symbolically: 

. . . be ing  f r o z o n e ,  tJhings correspond. There i s  
a s z e ;  and t h e  correspondence of heaven t o  
ear-of matter  t o  mind, of the  p a r t  t o  t h e  
whoI3, i s  our guide. (ECW, 1v,61) 

Since matter  corresponds t o  mind, and each object  corresponds t o  

i t s  source (%"nolelf), man cu l  ac tua l i ze  h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  universe only 



when he transmutes h i s  experience i n t o  symbolic language. Nature, t o  

h e r s o n ,  i s  a "temple whose walls  a r e  covered with emblems, p ic tu res  and 

commandments of t h e  Deity" (ECW, I I I , ~ ~ )  -every "appearance i n  nature can 

only be described by presenting t h a t  natural appearance a s  i t s  picturew 

( E C W , I , ~ ~ ) .  Nature provides not only the  method but t h e  means t o  knowledge. / 

"Nature i s  t h e  incarnation of a thought.. ." (ECW,III,l%), o r  put  differ-  
- 

ently,  !!The world i s  mind precipitated. .  ." (EcW, 111,196) : pa r t i cu l a r  

f a c t s  of experience a r e  t h e  f ab r i c  of rnants thought and t he  mind knows 

i t s e l f  and t h e  universe by first turning i t s e l f  ins ide  out. Since nature 

concretizes thought, it i s  t he  basis  of the  correspondential symbol: 

Nature o f f e r s  a l l  her creatures t o  him &he p o e g  a s  
a picture-language. Being used a s  a type, a second 
wonderful value appears in the  object ,  f a r  be t t e r  
than i t s  old  value.. . .Things admit of being used a s  
symbols because nature i s  a symbol, i n  t he  whole, 
and i n  every par t .  (EcW, III,13) 

. . .nature i s  t h e  ~ o s $ t e - p f  the  soul, answering t o  
it p a r t  f o r  psrt. One -- i s -seal  and one i s  pr int .  
Its beauty i s  the- $_eauty of h i s  own mind, Naxiire 
then becones t o  him the  measure of h i s  attainments. 
So much of nature  a s  he i s  ignorant of, so much of 
h i s  own mind does he not yet  possess. And, in 
f i ne ,  t h e  ancient  precept, "Know shyself ,"  and the  
modern precept, "Study nature," become a t  l a s t  one 
maxim. (EM, 1,87r ' 

When t h e  eye of Reason responds, every c l ea r ly  perceived object  meta- 

morphosed i n t o  a symbol can reveal  i t s  correspondential meaning. The 

pa r t i cu l a r s  o r  a r c s  of t h e  c i r c l e  a re  t he  only way of apprehending the  

whole c i r c l e  o r  source of  experience: 

...Nature i t s e l f  i s  a vas t  trope, and a l l  part-  
i c u l a r  natures a r e  tropes. A s  t h e  bird a l i gh t s  
on the  bough, then plunges i n t o  t he  a i r  again, 



so t h e  thoughts of God pause but f o r  a moment 
i n  any forin. A l l  thinking i s  analogizing, 
and it i s  t h e  use of l i f e  t o  l e a rn  metonymy. 
The endless passing of one element i n to  new 
forms, t h e  incessv l t  metamorphosis, explains 
t h e  rank which the  imagination holds i n  our 
ca tdogue  of mental powers. The imagination 
i s  t h e  reader of these forms. The poet 
accounts all productions and changes i n  
Nature a s  t he  nouns of language, uses them 
representa t ively ,  too well pleased with t h e i r  
u l t e r i o r  t o  value much t h e i r  primary meaning. 
( E C W , V I I I , ~ ~ ) ~ ~  

In a constant ly  changing cosmos--in the  ff incessant metamorphosisff of 

forms from t h e  energy of being, . things . .- a re  continually composing and 

decomposing--the -.- process of symbols i s  the  only way of seeing through the  

forms of objects .  By transmuting objects  i n t o  revelatory symbols a s  - 

those ob jec t s  a r e  ac t ive ly  experienced, t he  imagination sees through 

t h e i r  mate r ia l  surface and uncovers t he  process of the  cosmos, and i t s  

'fendless passing of one element i n t o  new forms.ft To t h e  poet, ob jec t s  

of nature  a r e  t he  "nouns of language" which he uses  t o  read the  meaning 

of human experience. And every object  i s  a po ten t ia l  symbol; Emerson 

advocates t he  ega l i t a r i an  eye. When perceived elementally and meta- 

morphosed i n t o  a symbol, every th ing can reveal  t h e  whole sense of 

creat ion,  Men should therefore  imnerse themselves i n  experience: 

Life i s  our dict ionary.  Years a r e  well  spent in 
country labors;  in town; i n  the  ins igh t  i n t o  
t r ade  and rnmufactures; i n  frank intercourse with 
many men and women; i n  science; i n  a r t ;  t o  t he  
one end of mastering i n  a l l  t h e i r  f a c t s  a 
language by which t o  i l l u s t r a t e  aqd embody our 
perceptions. (ECN, 1,981~~ 

Emerson advises t he  Scholar t o  "enbrace the commontt ( ~ ~ , I , 1 1 1 ) ,  the  

famil iar ,  and so reveal  symbolically the  ffsubline presence of t he  highest 



s p i r i t u a l  cause lurking,  a s  always i t  does lurk ,  i n  these  suburbs and 

extremit ies  of naturef1 (Em, 1,111) . 
Even though words such a s  fftrope," "analogizing," "representatively," 

and ffpicture-language" suggest t h a t  symbols a r e  both r e f e r en t i a l  and 

p h ~ t o g r a p h i c a l l y ~ t a t i c ,  we should now rea l ize  t h a t  t h e  very opposite i s  

t h e  case. For Emerson, symbols must never be f ixed but continually f lu id .  

Growing out  of organic experience, they can only mean i n  terms of t h a t  - 
experience. Rather than being re fe ren t ia l ,  when used properly, they a r e  

a means t o  ac tua l ize  experience. Distinguishing between t he  poet and the  

mystic, Emerson argues t h a t  t h e  metamorphic symbol i s  not a simple one- 

to-one r e l a t i on  between t h e  mind and nature: 

Here i s  the  di f ference betwixt t h e  poet and the  
mystic, t h a t  t h e  l a s t  n a i l s  a symbol t o  one 
sense, which was a t r ue  sense f o r  a moment, but 
soon becomes old  and f a l s e .  For a l l  symbols 
a r e  f luxional ;  a l l  language i s  vehicular and 
t r ans i t i ve ,  and i s  good, a s  f e r r i e s  and horses 
are,  f o r  conveyance, not a s  f a r m  and houses 
are ,  f o r  homestead. (EW, 111~34) 

The symbcd i s  an organic extension of t he  ac t ive  process of experiencing 

t h e  cosmos. It concretizes the  f l ux  of momentary experience and reveals  

t he  presence of t he  energy of being. When a f ixed ffideaff i s  nailed t o  a 

symbol, it becomes an enclosed, s t a t i c  category (tfhomesteadff) a s  de t r i -  

mental t o  experience a s  any r a t i ona l  framework of thought. Equated with 

a universal  meaning i n  a one-to-one re la t ion,  it  becomes "stark and solid,gf 

says Eherson, and i s  tkothing but an excess of the organ of language" 

(ECW, 111,35) . 
Even though Svredenborg recognized the  correspondences between 

material  and e lenental  f a c t s ,  he unfortunately narrowed h i s  symbols u n t i l  
- 
they became merely representative of theological ideas.  What could have 



been "the poem of t h e  world" i n  h i s  philosophy was "defeated by t h e  

exclus ively  theologic  d i r e c t i o n  which h i s  i n q u i r i e s  tooktt ( E C W , N , ~ ~ O ) .  

By ass igning a "theologic notion" t o  "each n a t u r a l  object!' (ECW, Iv, la), 

Swedenborg's nys t ic ism became a f ixed sys ten  of symbols reduced t o  t h e  

l e v e l  of s t a t i c  s igns.  H i s  ca tegor iza t ion  separated him from t h e  con- 

t inuous  a c t i v i t y  of  t h e  cosmos. "He has no sympathyrt ( E C W , I V , ~ ~ ~ ) ,  says - 

h e r s o n .  H i s  t%heological  cramp" (ECW, IV, 137) prevented him from 

receiv ing t h e  energy of being i n  experience and " f a t a l l y  narrowed-his  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of nature" ( E C W , I V , ~ ~ ~ ) .  The constant metamorphoses of 

t h i n g s  demands tha.t symbols be a s  f l u i d  a s  experience: 

The s l ippery  Proteus i s  not  so e a s i l y  caught. In 
nature ,  each ind iv idua l  symbol p lays  innumerable 
p a r t s ,  a s  each p a r t i c l e  of matter  c i r c u l a t e s  i n  
t u r n  through every system. The c e n t r a l  i d e n t i t y  
enables any one symbol t o  express successively a l l  
t h e  q u a l i t i e s  and shades of r e a l  being. (E~W,Iv,121) 

When a symbol i s  an extension of the  *!originaltf r e l a t ion ,  i t  revea l s  the  

"shades of  r e a l  being," catches the  "s l ippery  Proteus," and r a i s e s  experi- 

ence t o  t h e  l e v e l  of p o e t i c  knowledge. A s  long a s  it remains a means 

r a t h e r  than an end-in-itself--the process demands t h a t  new symbols be 

con t inua l ly  created--i t  i s  t h e  only way of apprehending t h e  ground of 

human e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . 1 9  In  an informative passage from Eherson' s Angle of 

Vision, Shennan Paul e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e s  Emerson's divergence from t h e  

s t a t i c  symbolism of Swedenborg: 

Not content  t o  l i m i t  correspondences t o  a 
mechanical doc t r ine  of symbol-naking, Emerson 
appropriated t h e  word and adjusted it t o  
cover t h e  metaphysical and psychological 
needs of r e l a t edness  i n  a universe of evolu- 
t iona ry  f l u x .  For him it was an instrument 



of s p i r i t u a l  explorat ion,  no t  of dogna. Eherson, 
in a way, viewed s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h  pragmatically, 
as something discovered i n  an a c t i v i t y ,  in 
process. H i s  theory of t h e  moment and therefore  
of  symbolism recognized t h e  fragmentary, per- 
spec t ive  grasp of t r u t h  and t h e  necess i ty  of 
con t inua l ly  t ak ing  new pos i t ions  and s ights .  
For t h i s  reason he repudiated Swedenborg' s 
app l i ca t ion  of correspondence a s  a s t a t i c  
one-to-one re l a t ionsh ip  .2O 

The completed process  of generat ing correspondential symbols i s  

ther 'efore two-fold: f i rs t  a man must r e l a t e  t o  t h e  energy of being by 

rece iv ing  concrete p a r t i c u l a r s  i n  experience, and then metamorphose 

t h e s e  o b j e c t s  i n t o  r eve la to ry  symbols. Symbolic thought, says Emerson i n  

"The Poet," 

which expresses i t s e l f  by what i s  ca l led  Imagination, 
i s  a very  high s o r t  of seeing, which does-not come 
by study, but  by t h e  i n t e l l e c t  being where and what 
it sees; by shar ing  t h e  path o r  c i r c u i t  of th ings  
through f%s, and so making them t rans luc id  t o  
o thers .  ... (~C~,111 ,26)"  . , , .  

1 1  I 7 ,I"" ' -  I 1  
i 

This  two-fold process  of t h e  i n t e l l e c t  Emerson des ignates  a s  l t i n t e l l e c t  

recept ivef t  and Hint e l l e c t  constructive" (EcW, 11,334) i n  t h e  essay ca l led  

l l In te l l ec t . "  In  o rde r  t o  perceive correspondences a man must place him- 

s e l f  a t  t h e  llaxis of things" ( E C W , I , ~ ~ )  and allow the  f low of h i s  i n t e l l e c t  

f u l l  r e in .  When t h e  eye sees  only p a r t i c u l a r s ,  the  world. appears opaque. 
* - --. 

But when the  energy of being i s  experienced through t h e  p a r t i c u l a r ,  the  

same world suddenly becomes transparent .  I n  one of Emerson's best-  

known passages from 11Nature,ll t h i s  moment of revela t ion  i s  described: 

Standing on t h e  bare ground-ny head bathed by 
t h e  b l i t h e  a i r  and u p l i f t e d  i n t o  i n f i n i t e  
space--all mean egotism vanishes. I bccone a 
t ransparent  eyeball;  I am nothing; I see a l l :  



t h e  cur ren t s  of t h e  Universal Being c i r c u l a t e  
through me; I am p a r t  o r  pa rce l  of God. (ECW,I,~O) 

Unless we understand t h i s  passage in t h e  context of metamorphosis, we w i l l  

m i s s  Emerson's thought. Possibly t h e  metap'lor of t h e  %ransparent eye- 

bal l"  suggests  t h a t  Emerson i s  dissolving h i s  whole being i n t o  some 

vague "Universal Being," a s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t y  t h a t  transcends mate r i a l  

th ings .  I n  f a c t ,  however, he i s  "Standing on t h e  bare ground," and 

rece ives  t h e  forms of na tu re  in t h e  a c t i v i t y  of experience. '  Transparancy 

i s  only  achieved when he a c t u a l l y  f e e l s  t h e  energy of being, t h e  

"Universal Being,lt flow through him because of h i s  r e c e p t i v i t y  t o  t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r s  of experience. " A l l  mean egotism vanishes" because he 

suddenly knows t h a t  a l l  men a s  p a r t i c u l a r  metamorphoses of t h e i r  source 

ca r ry  t h e  f o r c e  of t h e  cosinos within them. Being llwhere and what it 

sees," t h e  i n t e l l e c t  a c t u a l l y  shares "the path o r  c i r c u i t  of th ings  

through forms" o r  p a r t i c u l a r s  of experience, and with poe t i c  symbols 

makes t h e  energy of being--"the d ivine  aura which breathes through formsr1 

[Ecw, III,26) --lttranslucid t o   other^!^ 

In a manner remarkably s imi lar  t o  Wi l l i am,  Emerson sees  t h e  whole 

i s s u e  of symbo1.i~ thought not only as an a e s t h e t i c  but a moral concern. 

And so t h e  Poet, t h e  t r u e  Wamer o r  Langua.ge-Makerrr (ECW,II,21), Exersonfs 
. . 

represen ta t ive  man of symbolic thought, i s  a " l ibe ra t ing  godr1 (ECT:~, I I I ,~O)  
- 

because he  r e s t o r e s  man's r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  source of h i s  experience. '!This 

perceptionr1 of t h e  source inherent  i n  a l l  th ings  "has a t  once i t s  moral 

sequencer1 (ECW, VIII, 39), says Emerson i n  TIPoetry and Imagination, '1 

mainly because it  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  completion of man's bas ic  nature.  

Revelatory symbols r e s t o r e  man t o  a cosmos t h a t  i s  r i g h t f u l l y  h i s :  



If t h e  imagination i n t o x i c a t e s  t h e  poet, it i s  
not  i n a c t i v e  i n  o ther  men. The metamorphosis 
e x c i t e s  i n  t h e  beholder an emotion of joy. The 
use of symbols has  a c e r t a i n  power of emancipa- 
t i o n  and exh i l a ra t ion  f o r  a l l  men. We seem t o  
be touched by a wand which makes u s  dance and 
run about happily, l i k e  children.  We a r e  l i k e  
persons who come out  of a cave o r  c e l l a r  i n t o  
t h e  open air. This  i s  t h e  e f f e c t  on u s  of t ropes ,  
f ab les ,  o r a c l e s  and a l l  poe t i c  forms. (EcW, I I I , ~ o ) ~ ~  

Symbols have t h i s  power t o  ftemancipate" because they f r e e  men t o  flow with 

t h e  process of t h e  cosmos. AS both a process of symbols and a representa-  

t i v e  a r t  form, poet ry  is . ther .efore a way of bringing men i n t o  contact with 

t h e  energy of being: - - 

Poetry i s  t h e  perpetual  endeavor t o  express t h e  
s p i r i t  of t h e  thing,  t o  pass t h e  brute  body and ', 

search t h e  l i f e  and reason which causes it t o  
exist;--to see  t h a t  t h e  ob jec t  i s  always flowing , 
away, w h i l s t  t h e  s p i r i t  o r  necess i ty  which causes 
it subs i s t s .  ( E C W , V I I I , ~ ~ )  

I n  t h e  Ehersonian cosmos, t h e  poet i s  t h e  "centred mindtt (ECW,I I I ,~~) ,  

l i v i n g  c e n t r a l l y  a t  t h e  "axis of things," through making t h e  various 

m u l t i p l i c i t y  of f a c t s  t ransparent:  

... t h e  poet t u r n s  t h e  world t o  g lass ,  and shows 
u s  a l l  t h i n g s  i n  t h e i r  r i g h t  s e r i e s  and procession. 
For through t h a t  b e t t e r  perception he stands one 
s t e p  nea re r  t o  things,  and sees  the  flowing o r  
metamorphosis; perceives t h a t  thought i s  multiform; 
t h a t  wi th in  t h e  forin of every crea ture  i s  a fo rce  
impell ing it t o  ascend i n t o  a higher form; and 
fol lowing 14 th  h i s  eyes t h e  l i f e ,  uses t h e  forms 
which express t h a t  l i f e ,  and so h i s  speech f lows 
w i t k .  t h e  flowing of nature. (EM, I I I , z o - ~ ~ ) ~ ~  

According t o  Emerson, therefore,  the  metamorphic symbol can reveal  

man's "original"  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  cosnos. AS another mode of thought, 



d i s t i n c t  from r a t i o n a l  thought, it can subsume the  epistemological 

problems posed by materialisin and idealism. Grounded i n  experience a s  

it occurs i n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of t he  world, it i s  t h e  bas i s  of what 

Emerson c a l l s  t h e  h e w  philosophy" t h a t  can overcome the  problem of contact 
t r  I 

I - 
1 ,  .>. , . ; J ,  t . ". ,--- 

by solving t h e  n l o g i c a l ~ ~  r idd les  of existence, and so allow h i s  contem- 

porar ies  t o  come out  of t h e i r  caves "into the  open air." He once again 

affirms symbolic thought i n  the  following passage from "History" which 

appropriately cen t r a l i z e s  the  whole force of h i s  thought a t  t he  same time 

t h a t  it draws our discussion t o  a close: 

Ah! brother, s top the  ebb of thy soul,--ebbing 
downward i n t o  t h e  forms i n t o  whose hab i t s  thou 
has t  now f o r  many years  s l i d .  AS near and 
proper t o  u s  i s  a lso  t h a t  o ld  fab le  of the  
Sphinx, who was said t o  s i t  i n  the  road-side 
and put r i dd l e s  t o  every passenger. If t h e  man 
could not answer, she swallowed him alive.  If 
he could solve t he  r iddle ,  the  Sphinx was s la in .  
What i s  our l i f e  but an endless f l i g h t  of winged 
f a c t s  o r  events? I n  splendid var ie ty  these  
changes come, a l l  put t ing questions t o  t he  human 
s p i r i t .  Those men who cannot answer by a supe- 
r i o r  wisdom these  f a c t s  o r  questions of time, 
serve them. Facts encumber them, tyrannize 
over them, and make t he  men of routine, the  men 
of sense, i n  whom a l i t e r a l  obedience t o  f a c t s  
has extinguished every spark of t ha t  l i g h t  by 
which man i s  t r u l y  man. But i f  the  man i s  t r u e  
t o  h i s  b e t t e r  i n s t i n c t s  o r  sentiments, and 
s f u s e s  t h e  doninion of f ac t s ,  a s  one t h a t  comes 
of a higher race; remains f a s t  by the  s o i l  and 
sees  t h e  pr inciple ,  then the  f a c t s  f a l l  ap t ly  
and supple i n t o  t h e i r  places; they know t h e i r  
master, and t he  meanest of them g lo r i f i e s  him. 
(ECW, II,32-33) 

According t o  Enerson, therefore,  t he  problem of contact can be solved 

only when men experience an elemental re la t ion  t o  t h e  cosmos and ac tua l ize  

t h a t  experience i n  correspondential s,vnbols. Through poetic knowledge of 

t he  energy of being they can res to re  t he  balance upset by ra t iona l  thought 



and its categor iza t ion of t h e  world i n t o  ? ? n a t e r i a l i m P  and %dealism," 

and begin t o  see  through the  "endless f l i g h t  of winged f a c t s  o r  events." 

Once they r e a l i z e  t h a t  f a c t s  a r e  metamorphoses of t h e  energy of being, 

and dynamic symbols, t h e  metamorphoses of f a c t s ,  they w i l l  recognize "the 

pr inciple"  appearing through a l l  p a r t i c u l a r  ob jec t s  of creation--and there- 

by work o u t  t h e  r i d d l e  of t h e  Sphinx t h a t  now prevents them-from assuming 

t h e i r  r i g h t f u l  pos i t ion  i n  t h e  cosmos. 

With Emerson's thought i n  mind, then, l e t  u s  now t u r n  t o  an e m -  

i n a t i o n  of Thoreau's Walden, t h e  dramatization of one man's journey 

toward "elemental r e l a t i o n s  .?I 



Section Three: 

A Representative Work 



A Search f o r  t h e  "True Clothing11 of Experience: The In te rna l  Drarna of 

Walden 

To s e t  about l i v i n g  a t r u e  l i f e  i s  t o  go a 
journey t o  a d i s t a n t  country, gradually t o  
f i n d  ourselves surrounded by new scenes and 
men; and a s  long a s  t he  old a r e  around me, 
I know t h a t  I am not i n  any t r u e  sense l i v i n g  
a new o r  b e t t e r  l i f e .  The outward i s  only 
t he  outs ide  of t h a t  which i s  within. Ken a r e  
not  concealed under habi ts ,  but a r e  revealed 
by them; they a r e  t h e i r  t r u e  clothes. I care 
not  how curious a reason they may give f o r  
t h e i r  abiding by them. Circumstances a re  not 
r i g i d  and unyielding but our hab i t s  a re  r ig id .  



A s  Williams' I n  t h e  American Grain has shown, t h e  problem of contact  

i n  America conta ins  a fundamental paradox: those  who experience t h e  source 

of America become s t r angers  i n  t h e i r  own country. Referr ing s p e c i f i c a l l y  

t o  t h e  work of Poe a s  an ins tance ,  Williams says, "Invent t h a t  which i s  

new, even i f  it be made of pine from your opm yard, kind there ' s  none t o  

know what you have done,ftl Divorced from t he  ground, Americans cannot 

recognize what i s  an authent ic  r eve la t ion  of t h e i r  experience. Poe 

remains a fo re igner  t o  them, not  because he r e j ec ted  t h e  world, but f o r  

being himself "the astounding, inconceivable growth of h i s  local i ty."* 

Read i n  t h e  context  of Williams' ana lys i s  of the  American p s s t ,  t h e  

quoted passage g ives  u s  some ind ica t ion  of Thoreauts achievement i n  

Walden, Aside f r o n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t  t h a t  Thoreau l e f t  Concord t o  

l i v e  a t  Walden Pond i n  1845, h i s  r e a l  journey t akes  p lace  i n  t h e  a r t i s -  

t i c  world of Walden, t h e  "dis tant  country1t tha.t i r o n i c a l l y  t u r n s  out  t o  

be t h e  au then t i c  America. Concord i s  t h e  fore ign country, t h e  "old" 



scene wi th  i t s  "r igid" and "unyielding" p a t t e r n s  of  experience. It i s  

d ivorced  from t h e  "new scenes  and men," t h e  r e a l  h e r i c a ,  because it i s  

imprisoned i n  o b s e l e t e  forms of know5.ng and. perceiving.  I n  t h e  course of 

w r i t i n g  Walden, Thoreau uncovers t h e  r e a l  source of Concord and undergoes 

a t r ans fo rma t ion  t h a t  r e c o n c i l e s  him t o  h i s  world. Our exp lo ra t ion  of 

h i s  major work w i l l  concern i t s e l f  wi th  h i s  search f o r  t h e  " t r u e  clothing" 

of experience.  

- For tuna te ly ,  c r i t i c i s m  such a s  Sherman Paul 's  The Shores of h e r i c a ,  

and more r ecen t ly ,  Char les  R. Anderson's The Magic C i r c l e  of  Walden, no t  

t o  mention J .  Lyndon Shanleyts  important m a l y s i s  of  t h e  success ive  

v e r s i o n s  of  Walden i n  The Makinp: of Walden, has  shohn s u b s t a n t i a l l y  t h a t  

Walden i s  a h ~ r k  of a r t  and must be read  a s  such. I n  h i s  i n t e n s i v e  book- 

l e n g t h  s tudy  of Thoreaut s major work, Anderson argues convincingly t h a t  

i t  should be t r e a t e d  "as  if it were a poem.~~3 Why no t  t r y  a n  e n t i r e l y  

new approach," he says,  'rand read l!alden as a poem--the t ransformat ion  

o f  a v i s i o n  i n t o  words, designed so a s  t o  conta in  and r e v e a l  i t ? n 4  

Reviewing how it h a s  bzen d iscussed  i n  t h e  past--Thoreau i s  a n a t u r G i s t  

and Walden i s  h i s  s ta tement ,  o r  he  i s  a c r i t i c  of c i v i l i z a t i o n  and advo- 

c a t e s  a simple r e t u r n  t o  na ture ,  o r  e l s e  Walden i s  a l i t e r a l  autobiography 

of h i s  l i f e  a t  Walden Pond from 1845-1847-Anderson i s  q u i t e  c o r r e c t  i n  

a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  i t s  chief  va lue  r e s t s  i n  i t s  being a "created work of art.115 

Our d i scuss ion  of  Malden begins from Anderson's premise, and an impor- 

tat statement  by Richard P o i r i e r  i n  A World Else;here,  a s tudy of t h e  

p l a c e  of s t y l e  i n  American f i c t i o n .  I n  h i s  book P o i r i e r  proposes t h a t  t h e  

n a r r a t i v e  world of a work of a r t  has  i t s  o m  s p a t i a l  and teniporal bound- 

a r i e s  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h  it from t h e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  rooted world it  appears  



t o  r ep re sen t .  Although h i s  comments a r e  d i r e c t e d  toward works of f i c t i o n  

i n  genera l ,  t h e y  a r e  u se fu l  f o r  an understanding of  Walden: 

I n  l i t e r a t u r e  environment i s  u s u a l l y  d iscussed  i n  
te rms  of  place,  o r  a s o c i a l  c l a s s ,  o r  a h i s t o r i c a l  
s i t u a t i o n .  Th i s  i s  a convenience too  p l easan t  t o  
g i v e  upo But it i s  on ly  a convenience and i t  
n e c e s s a r i l y  confuses what t h e  books t r u l y  o f f e r .  
As I u s e  t h e  word "environment,'' i t  means n o t  t h e  
p l a c e s  named i n  a novel,  l i k e  Chicago, l e t  u s  say. 
Environment r e f e r s  i n s t e a d  t o  t h e  p l aces  f i l l e d  in  
a book, f i l l e d  with words t h a t  might indeed pretend 
t o  d e s c r i b e  Chicago, bu t  which i n  f a c t  s e t  a bound- 
a r y  on a wholly imaginary c i t y  in which t h e  comrnu- 
n i t y  of  language shared by readers ,  charac te rs ,  and 
au tho r  n e c e s s a r i l y  l i m i t s  t h e  p o s s i b l e  shapes t h a t  
ac t ion ,  persons,  and language i t s e l f  can assume. 
Nor does  environment i n  a book mean, except in a 
most s u p e r f i c i a l  sense, a t ime when events  occur,  
be i t  1966 o r  1914, A s  I use  t h e  word "environ- 
ment" wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  a   articular work, I mean 
t h e  p ropor t ions  of t ime t h a t  a w r i t e r  f e e l s  he can 
g ive  t o  some a s  a g a i n s t  o t h e r  k inds  of events.  I n  
t h i s  sense, environr?.ent i s  r e a l l y  a d e r i v a t i v e  of 
such t e c h n i c a l  accomplishments a s  pacing and 
i n t e n s i t y ,  t h e  weight of  language a t  some p o i n t s  
r a t h e r  than  a t  others .6  

If t h e  nenvironrnentlt o r  %orldvf of a work of a r t ,  t h e  space where t h e  

a c t i o n  occurs ,  can e x i s t  i n  t h e  language of t h e  work alone,  a s  P o i r i e r  

says,  t hen  t h e  "world" of Walden Pond and Thoreau's l i f e  t h e r e  a r e  both 

enclosed i n  t h e  language of Walden. Temporally a l s o  we should study 

Thoreauts  account according t o  t h e  "proport ions of timen t h a t  he l l f e e l s  

he can g i v e  t o  some a s  a g a i n s t  o t h e r  kinds of events." F ina l ly ,  i f  a 

work of a r t  h a s  i t s  elm space-time boundaries,  we must d i s t i n g u i s h  between 

t h e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  rooted Thoreau and t h e  llT'floreaufl t h a t  l i v e s  i n  t h e  a r t i s -  

t i c  world of Walden. Anderson d e l i n c a t e s  t h i s  po in t  c l e a r l y :  

There was a r e a l  person named Henry David Thoreau, 
t o  be sure,  who was born and died i n  Concord, 



Massachuset ts  (l817-1862), who l i v e d  a lone  i n  
t h e  woods f o r  two yea r s  a t  Walden Pond (1845- 
1847), and wrote  an account of h i s  experiences 
t h e r e  which he  l a t e r  publ ished (1854). But 
t h e  f l e s h  and blood man and t h e  a c t u a l  p l ace  
a r e  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  s tuden t s  of  l i t e r a t u r e  o d y  
as p o i n t s  from which t o  measure t h e  author 's  
imagina t ive  project ion--his  mythical  world of  
Walden and t h e  f i c t i v e  "1" who se rves  a s  both 
t h e  n a r r a t o r  and t h e  sub jec t  of t h a t  book.? 

The f i c t i v e  t'Thoreau" of Walden i s  t h e r e f o r e  confined t o  t h e  a r t i s t i c  

world i n  which he l i v e s .  Poss ib ly  Thoreau was aware of t h e  boundaries  

of h i s  n a r r a t i v e  when he wrote t h a t  he would r e t a i n  t h e  " f i r s t  persontt 

because it i s  t r u e r  t o  experience: 

I n  most books, t h e  2, o r  f i r s t  person, i s  omitted; 
i n  t h i s  it w i l l  be r e t a ined ;  t h a t ,  i n  r e spec t  t o  
egotism, i s  t h e  main d i f fe rence .  We comonly do 
not  remember t h a t  it is, a f t e r  a l l ,  always t h a t  
f i r s t  person t h a t  i s  speaking. I should not  t a l k  
so much about myself i f  t h e r e  were any body e l s e  
whom I knew a s  well .  Unfortunately,  I am confined 
t o  t h i s  theme by t h e  n a r r o m e s s  of  my experience.* 

By Thoreauts  own admittance, everything we can know about t h e  world of 

Walden i s  determined by h i s  own language. We must s ee  t h i s  world through 

h i s  eyes.  For t h i s  same reason, we can draw a f u r t h e r  conclusion t h a t  

Anderson ignores .  A s  both t h e  n a r r a t o r  and subjec t  of t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  

eve ry th ing  t h a t  Thoreau says  i s  of  n e c e s s i t y  a r e v e l a t i o n  c f  h i s  o m  L- 

s t a t e  of  consciousness.  And a s  r eade r s  we can measure h i s  s ta tements ,  

assuming t h a t  what and how a person speaks d i s c l o s e s  as.much about him- 

s e l f  a s  t h e  s s b j e c t  he i s  d iscuss ing ,  again; t  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  he ho lds  

toward them. When we do, a s  we w i l l  see,  we f i n d  t h a t  t h e  f i c t i v e  

tlThoreau" a c t u a l l y  changes h i s  s tance  a s  he w r i t e s  h i s  n a r r a t i v e .  The 

Thoreau o f  l 'Conclusionf~ i s  a d i f f e r e n t  person from t h e  Thoreau of  



~Economy.~  I n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t s  of Walden, t h e r e  i s  a dichotomy between 
I 

h i s  statement of i n t e n t i o n s  and t h e  a t t i t u d e s  he holds toward those - 

I 
statements. This s p l i t  i s  resolved only i n  t h e  l a t t e r  ha l f  of t h e  narra- 

t i v e .  Before we make any judgments on h i s  a t t i tudes ,  however, we should 

look b r i e f l y  a t  h i s  own s ta ted  reasons f o r  leaving Concord and going t o  

l i v e  a t  Walden 

tfI perceive t h a t  we inhab i t an t s  of New England l i v e  t h i s  mean l i f e  

t h a t  we do because our  v i s ion  does not  penet ra te  the  surface of things," 

he  says, and continues, W e  th ink  t h a t  is which appears t o  be" (65). Here 

then I s  h i s  fundamental motive f o r  going t o  Walden: by reducing t h e  

problems of l i v i n g  t o  t h e  bares t  e s s e n t i a l s ,  he will confront r e a l i t y ,  

those  elemental f o r c e s  of nature  beneath t h e  ffsurface of things."10 H i s  

contemporaries i n  Concord a r e  divorced from t h e i r  primal r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  

_ processes of nature  mainly because t h e i r  v is ion does not  move beyond the  

L surface  appearances of things.  Unable t o  d is t inguish  between appearance 

and r e a l i t y ,  they allow themselves t o  be control led by a mechanistic 

society.  ftThe t o o l s  of t h e i r  tools" (25), such men a r e  bantshed from t h e i r  

r i g h t f u l  thrones. "Better  i f  they had been born in t h e  open pas ture  and 

suckled by a wolf," says Thoreau, *%hat they might have seen with c l e a r e r  

eyes what f i e l d  they were ca l led  t o  l a b o r  in" (2). Most df "Economy1! i s  

accordingly a c r i t i c i s n  of the  kind of mater ia l  super f lu i t i e s ,  l fpos i t ive  

hinderances t o  t h e  e levat ion of mankindv (9),  t h a t  smother t h e  % i t a l  

heat" (8) of human experience, and prevent men from contact ing t h e  source 

of t h e i r  experience i n  nature.  In Concord, those n e c e s s i t i e s  of l i f e  

( ~ o o d ,  Shel ter ,  Clothing, and ~ u e l )  t h a t  should be secured only i n  order 

t o  f fen te r t a in  t h e  t r u e  problem of l i f e  with freedomff (8) have assumed 



absolute author i ty .  Abstracted from t h e i r  primal r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  processes 

d. of nature, Concordians l i v e  enslaved t o  out-worn t rad i t ions ,  conventions, 

and values. Fashion, f o r  instance, "spins and weaves and cu t s  with f u l l  

authorityt1 (1;); Ifthe head monkey i n  Par i s  puts on a t r a v e l l e r t s  cap," 

says Thoreau, 'rand a l l  t h e  monkeys i n  America do the  samew (17). Men 

lead  l i v e s  of "quiet desperation" (5) because they a r e  not aware of t h e i r  

elemental r e l a t i on  t o  nature. Their rlgames and amusementsl1 (5) a r e  aborted 

at tempts t o  a l l e v i a t e  the  1~unconscious despairw (5)  t h a t  r e s u l t s  from 

divorce-a process t h a t  W i l l i a m s  sees st i l l  occurring i n  present day 

America. "They make s h i f t  t o  l i v e  merely by conformity, p r ac t i c a l l y  a s  

t h e i r  f a the r s  did,lt says Thoreau, "and a r e  i n  no sense t he  progenitors of 

a nobler race of men" (9). '!There a r e  nowadays professors of philosophy, 

but not  philosophers" (9).  Even works of a r t ,  t he  very power t o  l i b e r a t e  

them, r e f l e c t  t h i s  servitude t o  pas t  forms of experience: 

The best  works of a r t  a re  t h e  expression of man's 
struggle t o  f r e e  himself from t h i s  condition, but 
t he  e f f ec t  of our ~ r t  i s  merely t o  make t h i s  low 
s t a t e  comfortable and t h a t  higher s t a t e  t o  be 
forgot ten.  (25) 

In  choosing t o  l i v e  i n  external  forms, they th ink t h a t  there  "is no 

choice l e f t "  (5) t o  them, says Thoreau, never once rea l iz ing  t h a t  l l i t  i s  

never too l a t e  t o  give up our prejudicesr1 (5).  It i s  always possible f o r  

men t o  r e l a t e  t o  t h e  processes of nature. The e s sen t i a l  t r u t h s  of l i f e  

a r e  not  remote, "in the  ou t sk i r t s  of the  system, behind the  f a r t he s t  s t a r ,  

before Adam and a f t e r  t h e  l a s t  manv (65), but present in a l l  times and 

places-nore  spec i f ica l ly  i n  the  here and now of organic experience. So 

t h a t  every man can be fl' supplied with a new and pure flametll ( 4 6 ) ,  a 



r i t u a l  burning of t h e  pas t ,  analogous t o  t h e  busk ceremonies of t h e  

Mucclasse Indians (46), i s  now necessary; a l l  pre-conceived forms of 

perception must be c a s t  off a s  t h e  "snake c a s t s  i t s  slough, and t h e  ca t -  

e r p i l l a r  i t s  wormy coat,  by an i n t e r n a l  indust ry  and expansiontt (15-16). 

Thoreau t h e r e f o r e  proposes t h a t  men c l e a r  away a l l  e x t e r n a l i t i e s  and 

confront  t h e  primary f a c t s  of experience, reduce %he problem of perception," 

t o  use  Sherman Paul 's  words, "to i t s  simplest terms-man and nature:tt11 

Let u s  s e t t l e  ourselves, and work and wedge our  
f e e t  downward through t h e  mud and slush of 
opinion, and prejudice,  and t r a d i t i o n ,  and 
delusion,  and appearance, t h a t  a l luvion which 
covers t h e  globe, through P a r i s  and London, 
through New York and Boston and Concord, through 
church and s t a t e ,  through poet ry  and philosophy 
and r e l i g i o n ,  till we come t o  a hard bottom and 
rocks i n  place,  which we can c a l l  r e a l i t y ,  and 
say, This  is, and no mistake; and then begin, 
having a po in t  d'appui, below f r e s h e t  and f r o s t  
and f i r e ,  a p lace  where you might found a wal l  
o r  a s t a t e ,  o r  s e t  a lamppost safe ly ,  o r  per- 
haps a gauge, not  a Nilometer, but  a Realometer, 
t h a t  f u t u r e  ages might know how deep a f r e s h e t  
of shams and appearances had gathered from time 
t o  time. (66) 

Thoreau argues t h a t  our l i f e  should grow from t h e  r o o t s  of our ex- 

perience, what he c a l l s  elsewhere ffNature he r se l f f f  ( l l ) ,  t h e  c a p i t a l i z a t i o n  

denoting those elemental l i f e  f o r c e s  t h a t  subsume t h e  surface  physical  

f a c t s  of things.  Here i s  the  point  dtappui,  t h e  bed-rock of r e a l i t y ,  t h a t  

l i e s  a t  t h e  base of a l l  man's forms, from h i s  cu l tu re  of c i t i e s  t o  h i s  

poe t ry  and philosophy, and f i n a l l y  t o  h i s  re l ig ions .  The r e a l  gauge of 

our  l i v e s ,  therefore ,  should be the  lfRealometertt t h a t  measures how c lose  

o r  how f a r  away we a r c  from our primal r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  processes of nature.  

When men grow f r o n  t h e  source of t h e i r  experience, forms l i k e  c lo thes  and 



houses would be organic, not decorations imposed from without. "True 

clothingtt would not only contain but reveal  t h e i r  organic r e l a t i cn  t o  

nature. Even "kings and queens who wear a s u i t  but once, though made by 

some t a i l o r  o r  dressmaker t o  t h e i r  majesties, cannot know the  comfort of 

wearing a s u i t  t h a t  f i t s t t  (14), says Thoreau, a s  long a s  they a r e  divorced 

from nature. She l te r s  a r e  another kind of clothing: "...let our houses 

first be l i ned  with beauty, where they come i n  contact with our l i ve s ,  

l i k e  t he  tenement of t he  she l l f i sh ,  and not overlaid with ittt (27) .12 

- We should be aware, however, t h a t  Thoreau, l i k e  W i l l i a m s  and EBnerson, 

i s  not simply advocating a re tu rn  t o  primitivism. "It would be some ad- 

vantage t o  l i v e  a primitive and f r o n t i e r  l i f e ,  though in the  midst of an 

outward c i v i l i z a t i o n , t ~  he comments, "if only t o  l e a rn  what a r e  the  gross 

necessaries of l i f e  and what methods have been taken t o  obtain thent1 ( 7 ) .  

A re turn t o  nature  i s  not a re jec t ion  of c iv i l i za t ion ;  rather,  i t  i s  an 

attempt t o  recover what l i e s  a t  t he  base of c iv i l i za t ion .  What we 

normally th ink of derogatively a s  the  "primitivett l i f e ,  Thoreau would c a l l  

the  "primarytf l i f e ,  t ha t  is,  l i f e  l ived  according t o  f i r s t  pr inciples .  

Only when we encounter t he  processes of nature face-to-face can we replant  

our l i f e  organically,  says Thoreau, i n  a passage comparing hunan growth 

t o  t h a t  of vegetation: 

The s o i l ,  it appears, i s  suited t o  t he  seed, f o r  
it has sent  i t s  rad ic le  domward, and it may now 
send i t s  shoot upward a l so  with confidence. Why 
has ma? rooted himself thus f irmly i n  the  earth, 
but t h a t  he may r i s e  i n  the  same proportion i n t o  
t he  heavens above?--for the  nobler p lan t s  a r e  
valued f o r  t h e  f r u i t  they bear a t  l a s t  i n  the  
a i r  and l ight . .  , . (10) 

Like  seeds, we should root ourselves ttfirmly i n  t h e  eartht! i n  order t h a t  



we can "shoot upward...with confidence." The passage ind ica tes  qu i te  

c l ea r ly  t h a t  Thoreau does not see nature a s  an end; "nobler plants," he 

says, Itare valued f o r  t h e  f r u i t  they bear." Nature i s  the  means t o  come 

i n t o  contact with t h e  primary o r  f i r s t  elements of human experience. By 

moving t o  Walden Pond, therefore, Thoreau has one basic motive: t o  build 

his l i f e  from ground pr inciples .  

Prais ing h i s  pos i t ive  e f fo r t s  t o  discover h i s  r e l a t i on  t o  nature, 

most readers of Walden accept h i s  reasons unquestioningly. Sympathetic 

with Thoreaufs discontent  with Concord and i t s  values, they of ten f a i l  t o  

no t ice  any discrepancy i n  h i s  statements. And yet  when we examine the  

tone of his argument, some inconsistencies become f a i r l y  apparent. He 

argues, f o r  instance,  t h a t  self-reform i s  t he  only way t o  r e f o m  society-- 

I t I f ,  then, we would indeed r e s to r e  rnankM by t r u l y  Indian, botanic, 

magnetic, o r  na tura l  means, l e t  u s  f i r s t  be a s  s inple  and we l l  a s  Nature 

ourselves. . .I' (53) --and c r i t i c i z e s  the  factory system very much i n  t he  

manner of t h e  reformer he b e l i t t l e s :  

I cannot believe t ha t  our factory system i s  t h e  
bes t  mode by which men may get  clothing. The 
condition of t he  operatives i s  becoming every 
day more l i k e  t h a t  of the  English; and it can- 
not  be wondered a t ,  since, a s  f a r  a s  I have 
heard o r  observed, t he  pr inciple  object  is,  not 
t h a t  mankind may be well and honestly clad, bu t  
unquestionably, t ha t  the  corporations may be 
enriched. (17-18) 

Paul Schwiberf s 'VThoreauf s Developncnt i n  Walden" i s  important f o r  

recognizing t h i s  dichotomy between statement and a t t i t u d e  i n  the  ea r ly  

sections of Walden. H i s  response t o  t h e  tone of Thoreaufs corments i n  

"Economy" i s  informative: 



... why so harsh a tone? Why so argumentative a 
rebel l ion? He seems t o  a t t ack  h i s  neighbor's 
way of l i f e  and t o  defend h i s  own a t  l e a s t  a s  
much a s  he celebrates  it. Perhaps he i s  not so 
sure  of himself a s  he would l i k e  t o  be....In 
t h e  long f i r s t  chapter of Walden, Thoreau breaks 
i do l s ,  teaches, and asse r t s ,  but t o  use h i s  own 
d i s t i n c t i o n  he sounds more l i k e  a professor than 
a phi lo  sopher . l3 

According t o  Schwaber, Thoreau i s  ',more a t  peace with himself1' a t  the  end 

of t h e  book; t h i s  moral development const i tu tes  the  cen t ra l  drama of 

walden.14 H i s  argument i s  l imited,  however, because he f a i l s  t o  d i s t i n -  

guish between t h e  "flesh aqd blood" Thoreau and t he  f i c t i v e  "Thoreauft 

of Walden: t he  book i s  the  h i s t m i c a 1  Thoreauts !Ispiri tual  autobidgraphy 

f o r  t he  years  1845 t o  18541, ref lected i n  the  moral development evident in 

t h e  l a t t e r  hal f  of t he  drama.15 By placing the  onus of development out- 

s i de  of t he  a r t i s t i c a l l y  enclosed world of Walden, Schwaber does not bring 

out Thoreauts changing aes the t ic  stance toward nature and h i s  consequent 

moral growth a s  they both occur i n  the  in te rna l  a c t i v i t y  of the  narra t ive .  
\ 

The r e a l  drama, contained i n  t h e  ac tua l  texture  of t h e  language, takes  

place i n  t h e  a r t i s t i c  world of Walden. Thoreau f i n d s  t h e  source of t h e  

"true clothing" of h i s  experience only when he l e a rns  how t o  respond t o  . 

t he  processes of nature through the  narra t ive  world of Walden. 

Once we s top prais ing Thoreauts statement of e s sen t i a l s  i n  llEconomy,lt 

we wonder why t h i s  introductory section i s  so inordinately long. If he 

has experienced t he  "spring of springsft (28), and from h i s  corrnents he 

implies t h a t  he has, we wonder why he takes such pains t o  c r i t i c i z e  a 

society t h a t  he has apparently rejected.  Walden was t o  answer questions 

h i s  neighbors asked him concerning h i s  l i f e  i n  the  woods. "1 should not 

o.btrude rny a f f a i r s  so much on t h e  not ice  of my readers,', he says a t  t he  



beginning of Wconomy," 

i f  very pa r t i cu l a r  inqu i r ies  had not been made 
by m y  townsmen concerning my mode of l i f e . .  . . 
Some have asked what I got t o  eat;  i f  I did  
not f e e l  lonesome; i f  I was not afra id;  and the  
l i k e .  (1) 

Rather than answering d i rec t ly ,  he devotes a l a rge  amount of space t o  a  

general c r i t i c i sm  of society.  Instead of describing t h e  kind of she l te r  

he b u i l t  by t he  pond, f o r  instance, he discusses, a t  surprisingly great  

lengths, t he  nature  of she l t e r s  i n  general. A s  we examine t h i s  one 

argument of f'Economy'1 closely, we discover an i n t e r e s t i ng  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

process; t he  movement of the  language shows t ha t  Thoreau i s  d i rec t ing  h i s  

statements more t o  himself than t o  the  people of Concord. Only n o w  i s  he 

working out h i s  position. 

F i r s t ,  he introduces h i s  subject by locat ing t he  need f o r  she l t e r s  

i n  man's h is tory:  once man was "bare and out of doorsft (18), but through 

necess i ty  ftsome enterpr is ing mortal crept  i n t o  a hollow i n  a  rock f o r  

shelterf!  (18). Every chi ld  repeats t h i s  pa r t  of mants his tory:  "Every 

chi ld  begins t he  world again," says Thoreau, and lt...plays house, a s  well 

a s  horse, having an i n s t i n c t  f o r  itff (18). But c iv i l i z ed  man has forgotten 

t h e  Ifopen a i r "  (19). H i s  premise constructed, Thoreau then goes on t o  

dis t inguish t he  necessary she l t e r  (using the  Penobscot Indians a s  h i s  

example) from t h e  superfluous she l t e r  of the  c iv i l i zed  man. H i s  prose 

takes on t he  qua l i ty  of a  debate. F i r s t  a conclusive statement i s  made: 

I do not mean t o  i n s i s t  here on t he  disadvantage 
of h i r ing  compared with owning, but it  i s  evident 
t h a t  t he  savage o m s  h i s  she l te r  because it costs  
so l i t t l e ,  t:hile the  c iv i l i zed  man h i r e s  h i s  
conmmly becmse he cannot afford t o  o m  it; nor 
can he, i n  the  long run, any be t t e r  afford t o  hi re .  
(20) 



Then ob jec t ions  a r e  r a i s e d  and repudiated: 

But, answers one, by merely paying t h i s  t a x  t h e  
poor c i v i l i z e d  man secures an abode which i s  a 
palace  compared with t h e  savagefs....But how 
happens it t h a t  he who i s  s a i d  t o  enjoy t h e s e  
t h i n g s  i s  so commonly a poor c i v i l i z e d  man, 
while t h e  sava e, who has  them not,  i s  r i c h  
a s  a savage? f20) 

Furthermore : 

Lf it i s  asse r tod  t h a t  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  a r e a l  
advance i n  t h e  condition of man,--and I t h i n k  
i t  is,  though only t h e  wise improve t h e i r  
advantages,--it must be shown t h a t  it  has 
produced b e t t e r  dwellings without making them 
more cost ly. .  . . (20) 

This  p a r t  of Thoreau's argument, and we can now see  t h a t  it i s  s t ruc tu red  

as an argument, concludes with a r h e t o r i c a l  quest ion t h a t  exposes t h e  

imprisoning e f f e c t s  of o\&ng a house i n  a c i v i l i z e d  society:  'Would t h e  

savage have been wise t o  exchvlge h i s  wigwan  f o r  a palace on these  terms?" 

(21) 

Now s a t i s f i e d  t h a t  t h e  savage owns a much more valuable s h e l t e r  than 

t h e  c i v i l i z e d  man, Thoreau proceeds t o  elaborate t h e  consequences of man's 

d e s i r e  t o  OVM a house. The d e s i r e  i s  usual ly  never r ea l i zed  in Concord; 

inqu i r ing  a t  t h e  assessors ,  Thoreau says, he learned "that  they cannot a t  

once name a dozen i n  the  t o m  who own t h e i r  farms f r e e  and clear1' (21). 

Then, a s  h i s  d iscuss ion becomes more generalized, he equates t h e  poor 

condition of soc ie ty  with the  d e s i r e  t o  possess ma te r i a l  corforts .  The 

farmer, he says, who s e t s  h i s  t r a p s  i n  order  t o  "catch comfort and in-  

dependence," g e t s  ' this o m  l e g  i n t o  itw (22) because he ,  and o t h e r s  l i k e  

him, a r e  " a l l  poor in respect  t o  a thousand savage comforts, though sur- 

rounded by lwiuries ' f  (22). With Chapman's wards, he in t roduces  the  moral 



'The f a l s e  socie ty  of men-- 
--for ea r th ly  greatness 

A l l  heavenly comforts r a r e f i e s  t o  a i r .  (22) 

The civKLi zed man* s pursui ts ,  then, Ifare no worthier than t he  savageT st? 

(23); h i s  consumption of tvpross necessaries and comfortsw (23) simply 

r e f l e c t s  h i s  low moral condition, Materialism i s  t he  real cause of 

poverty i n  a socie ty  of abundance. v... I see i n  my da i l y  walks," says 
\ 

Thoreau, "human beings l i v i n g  in s t i e s "  (23)--%he luxury of one c l a s s  

, i s  counterbalanced by t h e  indigence of anothert? (23). After another 

s e r i e s  of r he to r i ca l  questions--for e m p l e ,  "Sha l l  we always study t o  

obta in  more of these  things,  and not sometimes t o  be content with less?lt 

(24)--he moves toward an almost inevi table  question-statement: "How, 

then, could I have a furnished house?" (24), answering himself with a 

moral assert ion:  

I would r a the r  s i t  on a pumpkin and have it a l l  t o  
myself, than be crotcded on a velvet  cushion. I 
would r a the r  r i d e  on ear th  i n  an ox c a r t  with a f r e e  
c i rcula t ion,  than go t o  heaven i n  t h e  fancy car  of 
an excursion t r a i n  and breathe a malaria a l l  t h e  
way* (25) 

klh2.t began a s  a simple description of she l te r s  has turned i n to  a 

moral condemnation of materialism. With rhe tor ica l  questions, hypothetical 

objections, and u l w e r s ,  Thoreaufs argument has drawn the  inevi table  con- 

clusion: it i s  moral @ t o  opm property. He appears t o  be s a t i s f i e d  i n  

pr&fing t h a t  t he  "c ivi l ized man i s  &impl9 a more experienced and wiser 

savage" (27). A s  much a s  we want t o  sympathize with Thoreau, we a r e  

constantly rminded t h a t  t he  whole argunent i s  hypothetically constructed 



i and control led by him. We wonder why he argues so vehemently, especidl ly  

since he implies t h a t  he i s  qu i te  f r e e  of Concord. From the  s t ruc ture  of 

t he  argument we f e e l  t h a t  he i s  benefi t ing more than we. No one i s  op- 

Posing him. We ge t  t h e  f ee l i ng  t h a t  h i s  posi t ion i s  directed more t o  hb.- 

se l f  than t o  t h e  reader. When he discovers t h a t  it i s  unthinkable t ha t  

he should buy a house, he i s  a di f ferent  man from when he first began 

t a l k i n g  about she l te r s ,  This one unnecessarily lengthy pa r t  of ttEconomytl 

reveals  t h a t  Thoreau i s  only now working out h i s  values, making diversions 

from t h e  nar ra t ive  i n  order t o  va l ida te  h i s  motives f o r  going t o  t he  woods. 

"But t o  has te  t o  my 0x11 experimenttt (39), he says, almost appearing t o  be 

aware of h i s  need t o  diverge. 

In Where I Lived, and What I Lived for,"  t h i s  same kind of i n t e l -  

l e c t u a l  process i s  operat ing a s  Thoreau plays what could be construed a s  

a harmless, imaginative game of buying and sel l ing.  The following passages 

show t h e  same kind of self-persuasion: 

In imagination I have bought a l l  t he  farms i n  
succession, f o r  a l l  were t o  be bought, and I 
knew t h e i r  pr ice .  I walked over each farmer's 
premises, t a s t ed  h i s  wild apples, discoursed 
on husbandry with him, took h i s  farm a t  h i s  
pr ice ,  mortgaging it t o  him i n  my mind; even 
put a higher p r i ce  on it,--took every th ing 
but a deed t o  it,--took h i s  hnrd f o r  h i s  deed, 
f o r  I dear ly  love t o  talk,--cultivated it, and 
him too t o  some extent, I t r u s t ,  and withdrew 
when I had enjoyed i t  long enough, leaving him 
t o  ca r ry  it on. (54-55) 

My inagination carr ied me so f a r  ",at I even 
had t he  r e fu sa l  of several  farms,--the re fusa l  
was a l l  I wanted,--but I never got ny f i nge r s  
burned by actual  possession. (55) 

With apparent freedom, Thoreau says t ha t  he can come 2nd go a t  h i s  o m  



l e i s u r e  because he does not  bel ieve i n  the  "premisest1 of ownership. On 

t h e  surface  these  passages seem t o  be a control led s a t i r e  of a world t o  

which he i s  immune. Yet t h e  tone of Thoreauts comment suggest t h a t  t h i s  

7 game of buying and s e l l i n g ,  i n d i r e c t l y  has a purgative function. m y ,  

f o r  instance,  does he en.ioy playing t h i s  kind of i n t e l l e c t u a l  game? m y  

does he  say t h a t  %he re fusa l  was a l l  I wanted?" Lf he i s  f ree ,  why does 

he  have t o  a c t  ou t  t h i s  process of disowning himself? Once again we 

should look a t  Thoreauts r e fusa l  t o  own i n  t h e  context of a hypothetical ly 

constructed debate i n  which he controls  both s ides  of t h e  argument. This 

kind of llgmev playing i s  self-sat isfying because it proves t o  himself 

t h a t  he i s  f r e e  of Concord and i t s  materialism. 

Although Thoreau exhorts  u s  t o  Wive f r e e  and uncommittedtT (56), these  

two ltargumentslf in t imate  t h a t  h i s  own freedom r e s t s  on l e s s  than sturdy 

ground. It i s  a negative freedom t h a t  r e s u l t s  from exclusion--that is,  

h i s  l i f e  in t h e  woods seems t o  depend upon a re jec t ion  of Concord more than 

an af f i rmat ion of a wholly i n t e r n a l  l i f e .  Even while he was i n  socie ty  he 

remained detached from a l l  human a c t i v i t y :  

... I went on...for a long time, I may say it 
without boasting, f a i t h f u l l y  minding my 
business, till it' became more and more evident 
t h a t  my townsmen m u l d  not a f t e r  a l l  admit me 
i n t o  t h e  l i s t  of t o m  of f i ce r s ,  nor make my 
place a sinecure with a moderate allowance. 
My accounts, which I can swear t o  have kept 
f a i t h f u l l y ,  I have, indeed, never got  audited, 
s t i l l  l e s s  accepted, still l e s s  paid and 
s e t t l e d .  (12) 

He is,  however, ca re fu l  i n  qualifying: "However, I have not  s e t  my hear t  

on that1! (12). But t h e  inconsistency remains: hc says t h a t  he did not  

have h i s  "heart" s e t  on a pos i t ion  in society;  ye t  the  f a c t  t h a t  he kept 



h i s  l~accountstt f a i t h f u l l y  shows t h a t  he l ived prepared t o  accept a 

posit ion.  We never f i nd  out exactly what Thoreau f e l t  he had t o  o f fe r  

society; h i s  t~accounts,1~ he says, were never naudited." Unable t o  f ind 

h i s  l tr ightfult l  employment, he th inks  of himself a s  t h e  Indian who wove 

baskets t h a t  no one wanted t o  buy: 

I too  had woven a kind of basket of a de l i c a t e  
texture ,  but  I had not made it worth any oneTs 
while t o  buy them. Yet not t h e  l ess ,  i n  my case, 
did I think it worth my while t o  weave them, and 
ins tead of studying how t o  make it worth menTs 
while t o  buy my baskets, I studied ra ther  how t o  
avoid t h e  necessi ty of s e l l i ng  them. (12) 

With no p o s s i b i l i t y  of ever being accepted i n  society, there  i s  t he  l a rge  

pos s ib i l i t y  t h a t  Thorezurs move t o  t he  mods was i t s e l f  an ac t  of "quiet 

1 desperation:" 

Finding t h a t  my fellow-citizens were not l i k e l y  t o  
o f f e r  me any room i n  t he  court house, o r  m y  curacy 
o r  l i v i n g  any where else,  but I must s h i f t  f o r  
myself, I turned my face more exclusively than ever 
t o  t h e  woods, where I was be t t e r  known. (12) 

If we follow the  language of Thorem i n  the  ear ly  p a r t s  of t he  

nar ra t ive  closely, we can detect  a d i s t a s t e  f o r  human socie ty  i n  t he  tone 

of h i s  comments. He d i s t r u s t s  re la t ions  with other men, and tends t o  

view a l l  contact with men a s  a th rea t  t o  h i s  supposed freedom. The f i sh -  

ermen who came t o  Malden Pond, f o r  instance, "soon retreated.. .and l e f t  

' the world t o  darkness and t o  me,?" he says, "and the  black kernel of t he  

night was never profaned by any human neighborhoodvf ( i t a l i c s  mine) (88). 

The Hollowell farm a t t r a c t s  him because of i t s  remoteness f r o 3  human 

society:  



The r e a l  a t t r a c t i o n s  of  the  Hollowell farm, t o  me, 
were; i t s  complete ret irement,  being about two 
miles from t h e  v i l l age ,  ha l f  a mile from t h e  near- 
e s t  neighbor, and separated from the  highway by a 
broad f i e l d ;  i t s  bounding on t h e  r i v e r ,  which t h e  
owner sa id  protec ted  it by i t s  fogs  from f r o s t s  
i n  t h e  spring,  though t h a t  was nothing t o  me; t h e  
gray  co lo r  and ruinous s t a t e  of t h e  house and 
barn, and t h e  d i l ap ida ted  fences, which put  such 
an i n t e r v a l  between me and the  l a s t  occupant.... 
To ecjoy these  advantages I was read t o  ca r ry  it 
on L tha t  is, buy and fix up t h e  farm f ... and do 
a l l  t hose  t h i n g s  which had no o the r  motive o r  
excuse bu t  t h a t  I might pay f o r  it and be E- 
molested i n  my possession of i t ( i t a 1 i c s  mine). ( 5 6 )  

The i t a l i c i z e d  words 

t h r e a t s  t o  himself .  

p r e c i s e l y  because he 

seem t o  suggest t h a t  Thoreau sees  humn beings a s  

He i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  i s o l a t e d  Hollowell farm 

would l i k e  t o  avoid any contact  with men. In  f a c t ,  

he ca tegor izes  t h e  whole v i l l a g e  i n t o  a composite, des t ruc t ive  force  

designed t o  molest  any v i s i t o r .  "Every t r a v e l l e r w  t o  t h e  v i l l age ,  h e  

says, th inking of h i s  own sojourns there ,  "had t o  run t h e  gaunt le t ,  and 

every man, woman, and c h i l d  might g e t  a l i c k  a t  himtt (113). H i s  exag- 

ge ra t ion  c a r r i e s  an overtone of f e a r  of being touched by people; only 

through h i s  wits, he explains fu r the r ,  was he ab le  t o  endure a passage 

through t h e  v i l l a g e  and "so e s c a ~ e ( d )  t o  t h e  woods againv ( i t a l i c s  mine)( l l3) .  

According t o  t h e  tone of Thoreau's argument i n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t s  of the  

na r ra t ive ,  he i s  f a r  from having experienced a d i r e c t  r e l a t i o n  t o  na ture  

when he  l eaves  Concord t o  l i v e  a t  Walden Pond. Although he proposes t h a t  

should men "fee l  t h e  influence of t h e  spring of spr ings  arousing them, 

they  would of necess i ty  r i s e  t o  a higher and more e t h e r e z l  l i f e "  (28), he 

g ives  u s  no concre te  evidence t h a t  he has achieved t h e  "spring of s p r i n ~ s t f  

in h i s  own experience. A n  of ten  quoted (and o f t en  quickly glossed over) 

passage from tWhere I Lived, and I h a t  I Lived forT1 he lps  u s  t o  understhnd 



Thoreau's s t ance  toward t h e  physical  world, and t h e  consequent foundation 

f r o m  which he a s s e r t s  h i s  independence i n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t s  of Walden: 

Time i s  but  t h e  stream I go a-fishing in .  I dr ink  
a t  it; but  while I dr ink  I see t h s  sandy bottom 
and d e t e c t  how shallow it is. Its t h i n  current  
s l i d e s  away, bu t  e t e r n i t y  remains. I would dr ink  
deeper; f i s h  i n  t h e  sky, whose bottom i s  pebbly 
wi th  s t a r s .  I cannot count one. I know not  t h e  
f irst  l e t t e r  of t h e  alphabet.  I have always been 
r e g r e t t i n g  t h a t  I was not  a s  wise a s  t h e  day I 
was born. The i n t e l l e c t  i s  a cleaver;  it d i sce rns  
and r i f t s  i t s  way i n t o  t h e  sec re t  of things.  I do 
no t  wish t o  be any more busy with my hands than i s  
necessary. Ny head i s  hands and f e e t .  I f e e l  a l l  
m y  b e s t  f a c u l t i e s  concentrated i n  it. My i n s t i n c t  
t e l l s  me t h a t  my head i s  an organ f o r  burrowing, 
a s  some c r e a t u r e s  use t h e i r  snout and fore-paws, 
and with it I would mine and burrow my way through 
t h e s e  h i l l s .  I th ink  t h a t  t h e  r i c h e s t  vein i s  
somewhere hereabouts; so by t h e  d iv in ing  rod and 
t h i n  r i s i n g  vapors I judge; and here I w i l l  begin 
t o  mine. (66) 

All t h i n g s  pass  away "but e t e r n i t y  reinains:" Thoreau f i s h e s  i n  t h e  stream 

of time, d r i n k s  i t s  water, and says t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a Gsurce beneath t h e  

surface  appearances of th ings .  He r e g r e t s  t h a t  he i s  "not a s  wise a s  t h e  

day I was born" because then he enjoyed a d i r e c t  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  under- 

l y i n g  processes of nature.  A s  he matured, h i s  v i s ion  moved f u r t h e r  and 

f u r t h e r  away from e te rn i ty>  No longer l i v i n g  i n  what he sees, he wants 

t o  recover h i s  primal r e l a t i o n  t o  e t e r n i t y  and once again experience an 

,"originaltf r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  processes of nature.  The sane mind t h a t  

caused t h e  separa t ion  can r e s t o r e  t h e  balance. Like b e r s o n ,  Thoreau 

sees  t h e  i n t u i t i v e  process of t h e  i n t e l l e c t  a s  t h e  f o r c e  capable of 

pene t ra t ing  t h e  "sandy bottcmlt of t h e  s t r ean  of time.16 As a ffclesverff  

t h a t  "rifts i t s  way i n t o  t h e  sec re t  of things," it i s  t h e  most powerful 

"divining rodft man possesses. With it  Thoreau bel ieves he can Itfish i n  



t h e  sky, whose bo t tok  i s  pebbly with s t a r s . f f  A l l  of t h e s e  s ta tements  

of i n t e n t i o n ,  however, a r e  d i r e c t e d  toward t h e  f u t u r e .  There i s  no 

i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  Thoreau have revealed l f e t e rn i ty"  i n  h i s  own experience* 

A s  he says,  he would count t h e  s t a r s , '  bu t  does not  know If the first 

l e t t e r  of  t h e  alphabet.11 Even though h i s  i n s t i n c t  t e l l s  him t h a t  t h e  

i n t u i t i v e  i n t e l l e c t  can p e n e t r a t e  t h e  " sec re t  of things,"  h i s  experi-  

ence o f  t h i s  p roces s  i s  y e t  t o  come. He t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e  " r i c h e s t  vein 

i s  somewhere hereabouts;ff  on ly  now does he begin "to mineft f o r  t h e  

source  of t h ings .  Furthermore, words such a s  f fc leaver ,w "discerns," 

"rifts," and ffburrowing" suggest t h a t  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  i s  a c a l c u l a t i n g  

capac i ty .  These a r e  words we would normally use  t o  desc r ibe  t h e  

ana . ly t i ca l  understanding.  This  apparent  confusion may n o t  have l a r g e  

imp l i ca t ions  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  but  as subsequent experi-  

ences f o r c e  Thoreau t o  s e e  t h a t  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  works n o t  by ffburrowingn 

but  by r ece iv ing  and transmuting t h i n g s  i n t o  r eve l a to ry  symbols, i t  

becomes extremely important .  . 

Poss ib ly  t h e  confusion r e s u l t s  from t h e  na tu re  of Thoreauts  b e l i e f  

i n  " e t e r n i t y e f f  H i s  f a i t h  i n  a t ranscendenta l  r e a l i t y  t ends  t o  be more 

a d o c t r i n e  than  an achieved experience. Even h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of h i s  

l i f e  i n  t h e  woods r e f l e c t s  a somewhat e a s y  accepta.nce of Transcendcntal- 
\ 

i s t  theory :  

Both p l ace  and time were changed, and I dwelt n e a r e r  
t o  t hose  p a r t s  of t h e  universe  and t o  those  e r a s  i n  
h i s t o r y  which had most a t t r a c t e d  me. Where I l i v e d  
was a s  f a r  o f f  a s  many a region viewed n i g h t l y  by 
astronomers....If it were worth t h e  while t o  s e t t l e  
i n  t hose  p a r t s  near  t o  t h e  P le i ades  o r  t h e  Hyadcs ... 
then  I was r e a l l y  t he re ,  o r  a t  an equal  remoteness 

I from t h e  l i f e  which I had l e f t  behind....Such was 
t h a t  p a r t  of c r e a t i o n  where I squatted:-- 



'There was a shepherd t h a t  d i d  l i v e ,  
And he ld  h i s  thoughts  as high 

A s  were t h e  mounts whereon h i s  f l o c k s  
Did hour ly  f eed  him by. ( 5 9 )  

Claiming tha5  he  i n h a b i t s  t h e  uhiverse,  Thoreau g i v e s  u s  no i n d i c a t i o n  

t h a t  he has  achieved transcendence. I n t e r e s t i n p l y  enough, he r e l a t e s  

his f l i g h t ,  and it does  appear t o  be a f l i g h t ,  t o  t h e  world he has  

r e j ec t ed .  E t e r n i t y  i s  much b e t t e r  t o  l i v e  i n  than  Concord: he v i sua l -  

l i z e s  himself  as a myst ic  shepherd whose thoughts  a r e  con t inua l ly  e leva ted  

above a l l  e a r t h l y  concerns,  But t h e  very  l a r g e  space between Concord and 

e t e r n i t y  s t i l l  remains, We f i n d  it d i f f i c u l t  t o  be l i eve  h i s  a s s e r t i o n s  

becau.se h i s  worship of t h e  universe  moves more from b e l i e f  t o  experience 

than  from exper ience  t o  b e l i e f .  A s  a r e s u l t ,  he t e n d s  t o  b r ing  e x t e r n a l  

forms of pe rcep t ion  t o  h i s  experience, I n  h i s  re ference  t o  t h e  world of 

t h e  Greeks, , f o r  ins tance ,  he seems t o  impose r a t h e r  than d iscover  meaning 

i n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of his own world, a process  t h a t  i s  apparent i n  h i s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  rnosquitols hum which he compares t o  HomerTs poetry:  

It was IIomerTs requiem; i t s e l f  an I l i a d  and Odyssey 
i n  t h e  air, s ing ing  i t s  own wrath and wanderings. 
There was something cosmical about it, (60) 

I n  t h i s  i n s t ance ,  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of Thor3auts percept ion i s  from a pre-  

conceived form t o  an experience, from ~~Homer ls  requiem" t o  t h e  mosquitots  

I hum, although he does  seem t o  hcad f o r  an experience, as t h e  phrase  llsome- 

t h i n g  cosmica l r~  i n d i c a t e s .  Although he may very  we l l  be a s i n c e r e  b e l i e v e r  

in  T r w s c e n d e n t d i s t  t h e o r y  i n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t s  of t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  he s t i l l  

has  n o t  moved behind thosc  forms of percept ions  t h a t  he b r ings  t o  h i s  experi-  

t o  a d i r e c t  confronta t ion  wi th  t h e  f a c t s  of na ture ,  I n  a r e a l  sense, he 

has, t o  use  h i s  ovn metaphor, b u i l t  a kind of c a s t l e  i n  t h e  air without  



a s o l i d  e x p e r i e n t i a l  foundation t o  support it. 

When we see  him a s  a be l i eve r  i n  Transcendentalism more through 

doc t r ine  than experience, the  sec t ions  "Readingtt and "Soundstt become 

much more rnea2ingful. "Reading" immediately fol lows t h e  quoted passage 

on t h e  i n t e l l e c t ,  and i n  l a r g e  p a r t  i s  a p ra i se  of t h e  i n t e l l e c t t  s 

capacity t o  r evea l  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  t r u t h s  of l i f e .  "For what a r e  t h e  

c l a s s i c s , t t  says Thoreau, "but t h e  noblest  recorded thoughts of man?" 

(68) Every au then t i c  book i s  t h e  f r u i t  of the  au thorTs  t tor ig inal t l  

r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  cosmos: "The scholar  of the  f i r s t  age received i n t o  him 

t h e  world around; brooded thereon; gave it t h e  new arrangement of h i s  

Own mind," w r i t e s  h e r s o n  i n  "The ~rnerican S ~ h o l a r , ~ ~  "and u t t e red  it 

again? It came i n t o  him l i f e ;  it went out  from him t ru th t t  (ECW,I,~~). 17 

And so Thoreau says accordingly, "A wr i t ten  word i s  the  choicest of 

r e l i c s . .  . .It i s  t h e  work of a r t  nea res t  t o  l i f e  i t s e l f t t  (69). Since 

books can l i b e r a t e  us, we should read crea t ive ly ,  t t in  t h e  t r u e  s p i r i t "  

(69), says Thoreau. The quest ions t h a t  puzzle men have been experienced 

by a l l  wise men, and a l l  have given answers according t o  t h e i r  l i v e s .  If 

we can once l e a r n  t o  rece ive  t h e  t t l i fen of a l l  t r u e  books, says Thoreau, 

"we s h a l l  l e a r n  l i b e r a l i t y l f  (73). 

A s  s tatements of doct r ine ,  ThoreauTs comments on books and r e a d i ~ g  

have v a l i d i t y .  Yet when they a r e  used t o  expire r a t h e r  than insp i re ,  

books can be a s  imprisoning a s  any f ixed  concept. They should be 

approached, caut ions  Emerson, only "when the  i n t e r v a l s  of darkness come" 

(ECw,1,91) and na tu re  cannot be read d i r e c t l y .  They a r e  meaningless t o  

men who have not  experienced a d i r e c t  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  fo rces  of t h e  

universe--a pos i t ion  t h a t  Thoreau has not ye t  a t t a ined  i n  Walden. 



we exar rhe  t h e  tone  of h i s  comments c lose ly ,  we f i n d  t h a t  he va lues  

books f o r  t h e i r  d i d a c t i c  q u a l i t i e s .  The d u l l  i n t e l l e c t ,  he says, has  no 

" s k i l l  i n  e x t r a c t i n g  o r  i n s e r t i n g  t h e  moral" (71) from g r e a t  books. A t  

o t h e r  t imes, h i s  approach t o  reading  sounds narrowly vacademic:u 

There i s  i n  t h i s  town, with a very few exceptions, 
no t a s t e  f o r  t h e  b e s t  o r  f o r  very good books even 
i n  Eng l i sh  l i t e r a t u r e ,  whose words all can read  
and s p e l l .  (71)  

This  same a t t i t u d e  p o s s i b l y  exp la ins  why he ends t h e  chapter  i n  t h e  tone  

of  a reformer: 

We spend more on almost any a r t i c l e  of bod i ly  
a l iment  o r  a i lment  than  on o u r  mental a l iment .  
It i s  t ime we had uncommon schools,  t h a t  we d i d  
n o t  l e a v e  off o u r  educat ion when we begin t o  be 
men and women. It i s  t ime t h a t  v i l l a g e s  were 
u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  and t h e i r  e l d e r  i n h a b i t a n t s  t h e  
f e l l o w s  of u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  wi th  le isure-- i f  t hey  
a r e  indeed so we l l  off--to pursue l i b e r a l  
s t u d i e s  t h e  r e s t  of t h e i r  l i v e s .  (73) 

I n  flSoundstt he  t u r n s  l o g i c a l l y  t o  t h e  language of na tu re  Itwhich a lone  

i s  copious and standard" (75) .  Wha t  i s  a course o f  h i s t o r y ,  o r  philosophy, 

admirable r o u t i n e  of l i f e , "  he  argues,  "compared with t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  of 

looking  a t  what i s  t o  be seen?tf (75) We should pay c l o s e  a t t e n t i o n  t o  

t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  f a c t s  of t h e  n a t u r a l  world, Thoreau implies ,  a s  he s i t s  i n  

t h e  t t ~ ~ m y  doorway from sunr i se  till noon, r a p t  i n  a revery,  amidst t h e  

p ines  and h i c k o r i e s  and sumachs, i n  undisturbed s o l i t u d e  and s t i l l n e s s f f  

(75). I n  a  med i t a t i ve  rappor t  with nature,  one of i t s  au then t i c  in- 

hab i t an t s ,  Thoreau says  t h a t  h e  grew " l ike  corn i n  t h e  nightvt  (75) .  When 

we examine "Sounds" c lose ly ,  however, we f ind  t h a t  Thoreau i s  doing 



nothing more than s t a t i n g  a sympathetic union with nature,  while f a l l i n g  

t o  show u s  t h a t  he has achieved t h i s  balance i n  experience. Looking Up 

from h i s .  book, f o r  instance,  he watches a c a t t l e - t r a i n  pass and imagines 

a pas to ra l  val-ley going by. Then he reminisces nos ta lg ica l ly :  "SO i s  

Your pas to ra l  l i f e  whirled pas t  and away" (82). Other passages a l s o  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Thoreau l i v e s ,  not  i n  t h e  present,  but i n  some wished-for 

Past.  As t h e  n o i s e  of t h e  t r a i n  recedes, he quickly assiunes a mood of 

meditat ive r e v e r i e  and r e f l e c t s  on h i s  world: 

Now t h a t  t h e  ca r s  a r e  gone by and a l l  t h e  r e s t l e s s  
world with them, and t h e  f i s h e s  i n  t h e  pond no 
longer  f e e l  t h e i r  rumbling, I an  more alone than 
ever. For t h e  r e s t  of t h e  afternoon, perhaps, my 
meditat ions a r e  in ter rupted only by the  f a i n t  
r a t t l e  of a carr iage  o r  team along t h e  d i s t a n t  
highway. ( 83) 

In h i s  own world, away from t h e  " r e s t l e s s  world!' of men, t h e  sound of cows 

takes  on a mythological s ignif icance:  

A t  evening, t h e  d i s t a n t  lowing of some .cow i n  the  
horizon beyond the  woods sounded sweet and melo- 
dious, and a t  f i rs t  I would mistake it f o r  t h e  
vo ices  of ce r t a in  mins t re ls  by whom I was some- 
t imes serenaded, who might ,be s t raying over h i l l  
and dale .  (83) 

We should take  no te  of the  w a d s  he uses  t o  describe t h e  cows: "sweet and 

melodious, %instrels, 11 "serenaded, 11 and "straying over h i l l  and d a l e  . f l  

Not seeing "what i s  t o  be seen," Thoreau i s  imposing h i s  sub jec t iv i ty  on 

t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of nature and constructing an i d y l l i c  world elsewhere 

detached from a l l  human a c t i v i t y .  Even the  owl's screech i s  given a 

decidedly " l i t e r a r y w  qual i ty :  "Their dismal scream i s  t r u l y  Ben Jonsonian. 

Wise midnight hags!" (84) They a r e  singing sor,e melancholic lament: 



I 

I .  
"Oh-o-0-0-0 th2-t I never had been bor-r-r-r-n!" (84) Frogs become "the 

s turdy s p i r i t s  of ancient  winebibbers and wassai lers ,  s t i l l  unrepentant, 

I t r y i n g  t o  s ing  a catch i n  t h e i r  Stygian lake" (85). This kind of descrip-  

t i o n  i s  ha rd ly  t h e  language of a man intent .  on l ea rn ing  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  

of na ture .  Rather, it r e f l e c t s  a nos ta lg ic  d e s i r e  f o r  some world out  of 

an imagined p a s t .  '(1 have a s  i t  were," says Thoreau somewhat smugly i n  

"Solitude," "my own sun and moon and s t a r s ,  and a l i t t l e  world a l l  t o  

m . p ~ l f "  (87) . H i s  s o l i p s i s t i c  world of qu ie t ,  uninterrupted meditation, 

however, only  appears t o  be a so lu t ion  t o  t h e  problems of t h e  l l r e s t l e s s  

worldI1 beyond. The primary f a c t s  of experience have y e t  t o  be confronted* 

A s  we have seen, two simultaneous movements a r e  operat ing i n  t h e  

n a r r a t i v e  of t h e  e a r l y  p a r t s  of Walden. xccording t o  Thoreau, he moved 

t o  Walden Pond t o  re-new h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  nature.  By examining t h e  tone 

of h i s  language, however, we have discovered t h a t  he does not  see  "what 

i s  t o  be seen," a s  he implies--his pos i t ion  of apparent independence i s  

based upon a negation of Concord and not  on any au then t i ca l ly  experienced 

.. b e l i e f s .  He says t h a t  he l e f t  Concord t o  confront t h e  e s s e n t i a l  f a c t s  of 

l i f e  de l ibe ra te ly ,  but h i s  a t t i t u d e s  suggest t h a t  h i s  move i s  a l s o  an a c t  

of "quiet  desperation." H i s  consequent acceptance of Transcendental is t  

theory  a s  a mode of experiencing i s  a s  l imi ted  a s  t h e  c r a s s  materialism 

of Concord. Both inpose ex te rnz l  forms of perceptions on t o  experience 

and prevent  men from responding t o  the  p a r t i c u l a r s  of na ture .  We should 

be aware, hovever, t h a t  h i s  decision t o  re-build h i s  l i f e  a t  h'alden Pond 

i s  a c r u c i a l  s tep.  Vhether he understands t h e  f u l l  i ~ p l i c a t i o n s  of h i s  

a c t i o n s  o r  not ,  Thoreau has  taken Fhersonts  advice t o  "Build therefore  

your o m  world" ( E C I . J , I , ~ ~ ) :  i n  ttWhere I Lived, and What I Lived for ,"  he 



says, "at a c e r t a i n  season of o u r  l i f e  we a r e  accustomed t o  cons ider  every 

Spot as t h e  p o s s i b l e  s i t e  of a house?! (54). Even though he has  b u i l t  h i s  

world f o r  t h e  wrong reasons,  once he i s  out  i n  na ture ,  he can, i r o n i c a l l y ,  

grow in terms  of  it. A s  Richard P o i r i e r  szys  i n  A World Elsewhere, bui ld-  

ing a house s t i m u l a t e s  wh i l e  it conc re t i ze s  ou r  connection t o  na ture :  

The bu i ld ing  o f  a house i s  an ex tens ion  and an 
expansion of  t h e  s e l f ,  an a c t  by which t h e  se l f  
posses ses  an environment otherwise possessed by 
na tu re .  By an a c t  of bu i ld ing . . . i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  
t o  j o i n  f o r c e s  with t h e  powers of n a t u r e  it- 
s e l f ,  t o  make i t s  s t y l e  your style.18 

Bui ld ing  a world around Walden Pond, Thoreau cannot he lp  but  r e a c t  t o  

it. He i m p l i e s  as much as he t a l k s  about  t h e  r e l a t i o n  of  h i s  cabin t o  

himself :  

With t h i s  more s u b s t a n t i a l  s h e l t e r  about me, I 
had made some progress  toward s e t t l i n g  i n  t h e  
world. Th i s  frame, so s l i g h t l y  clad,  was a 
s o r t  o f  c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n  around me, and r eac t ed  
on t h e  b u i l d e r .  (57)- 

Thi s  world, however, i s  n o t  confined t o  t h e  boundaries of h i s  cabin, but 

i n c l u d e s  t h e  whole a r e a  around, t h e  woods, animals, p l z n t s ,  and Walden 

Pond i t s e l f .  In '!The Bean-Field," "The Ponds,t1 and "Baker Farm," Thoreau 

a c t u a l l y  does begin t o  l e a r n  t h e  r e a l  language of na tu re  a.s he perce ives  

t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of n a t u r e  as o b j e c t s  i n  na ture .  The movement of h i s  

experience a l s o  changes d i r e c t i o n .  I n  h i s  assumed Transcendenta l i s t  

s t ance  he envisioned himself i n h a b i t i n g  a remote sphere of  t h e  universe;  

now h i s  thought moves downward i n t o  t h e  processes  of n a t u r e  i t s e l f .  

Rather  t h m  t r y i n g  t o  !?transcendtt t h e  world, he now rtdescends" t o  t h e  

ground of h i s  experience 2nd moves t h r o u d  nature.  Like Milliaras i n  



In t h e  American Grain, Thoreau r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  descent  i s  t h e  only  way 

of touching  t h e  source of himself and Concord, t h e  only  way of  r econc i l i ng  

himself wi th  t h e  l i f e  processes  of t h e  ea r th .  We should now t u r n  t o  t h i s  
I 

movement i n  t h e  l a t t e r  ha l f  of Walden and t r a c e  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of Thoreau'c 

experience a s  he responds t o  t h e  f ?c rys t a l l i za t ion"  around him utd d i scove r s  

t h e  source o f  h i s  %rue clothing."  

Thoreau's l a b o r s  i n  "The Rean-Field'? y i e l d  p r o f i t s  he could n o t  have 

foreseen.  W h a t  was t h e  meaning of t h i s  so s teady  and se l f - respec t ing ,  

t h i s  small Herculean l abo r ,  I knew not1? (103), he confesses.  S t i l l  he 

came %o lovevt  h i s  rows of  beans because they  seemed t o  a t t a c h  him Itto 

t h e  earth1'  (103-104). '?But why should I. r a i s e  them?" he quest ions,  and 

answers, "only heaven knows" (104). Knotring beans, however, i s  a way t o  

l e a r n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of na ture .  "1 was determined t o  know beansrt (108), 

he comments, h a l f  aware t h a t  t h i s  knowledge of t h e  e a r t h  would probebly 

serve  him w e l l  one day: "some must work i n  f i e l d s  i f  on ly  f o r  t h e  sake of 

t r o p e s  and expression,  t o  s e rve  a parable-maker one dayTt (108)--a pre- 

monition of  t h i n g s  t o  come. In ?!The Pondsvt he cont inues t o  accumulate 

more f a c t s  a s  he "ranbled s t i l l  f a r t h e r  westward than I h a b i t u a l l y  dwelll? 

(116),  moving c l o s e r  and c l o s e r  t o  t h e  hnr ld  he has  b u i l t .  Nature's 

s u b s t a n t i a l i t y  becomes more inmediate. No longer  being a b l e  t o  s u s t a i n  

h i s  drearily f l i g h t  i n t o  1?cosnological themes i n  o t h e r  spheresr! (117) a s  

/ he had i n  Ilkhere I Lived, and What I Lived for"  and llSounds,lf he i s  

forced i n t o  recogniz ing  na tu re ' s  p h y s i c a l i t y  while  he f i s h e s :  

It was very queer,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  dark  nights . . . to  
f e e l  t h i s  f a i n t  j e rk ,  which cane t o  i n t e r r u p t  
your dreams and l i n k  you t o  Nature again. (117) 

H i s  new c l a r i t y  of percept ion becomes apparent a s  he d e s c r i b e s  Walden Pond 



Kith exacting pa r t i cu l a r i t y :  

Viewed from a h i l l - top  it r e f l e c t s  t h e  color of 
t h e  sky, but near a t  hand it i s  of a yellowish 
t i n t  next t h e  shore where you can see the  sand, 
then a l i g h t  green, which gradual7.y deepens t o  
a uniform dark green i n  the  body of the  pond. 
In some l i g h t s ,  viewed even from a hil l- top,  
i t  i s  of a vivid  green next t he  shore. (118) 

t 

AS lhoreau perceives i t s  symmetrical beauty, Walden pond, f o r  t he  f i r s t  

time, assumes a cen t r a l  importance i n  t he  narra t ive:  

. . .Walden i s  a perfect  f o r e s t  mirror, s e t  
round with stones a s  precious t o  my eye a s  i f  
fewer o r  ra re r .  Nothing so f a i r ,  so pure, and 
a t  t h e  same time so large ,  a s  a lake, per- 
chance, l i e s  on the  surface of the  earth.  Sky 
water. (126) 

Even though Thoreau does not r e a l i z e  the  ult imate implications of t h e  

Pond a s  a correspondential symbol of h i s  own nature, he docs sense i t s  

importance t o  himself: it i s  the  "ea r th f s  eye," he says, "looking i n t o  

which the  beholder measures the  depth of h i s  own naturew (125). For the  

present ,  he confines himself t o  an in tense  invest igat ion of Waldents 

r e l a t i on  t o  surrounding ponds such a s  White Pond, Sandy Pond, F l i n t s ?  

Pond, and Goose Pond, but even more importantly, it-s r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  

ea r th  and sky: / 

A f i e l d  of water betrays the  s p i r i t  t h a t  i s  i n  
t he  a i r .  It i s  continually receiving new l i f e  
and motion from above. It i s  intermediate i n  
i t s  nature between land and sky. On land only 
t he  g rass  and t r e e s  wave, but the  water i t s e l f  
i s  r ippled by the  wind. I see where the breeze 
dashes a ross  it by the  s t reaks  o r  f l ake s  of 
l i g h t .  't i s  remarkable t ha t  we can look down 
on i t s  surface. We sha l l ,  perhaps, look down 
thus  on the  surface of a i r  a t  length, and mark 
where a s t i l l  sub t le r  s p i r i t  sweeps over it. (126-127) 



of Walden's physica l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  i t s  p u r i t y  and depth, be t ray  

t h a t  r fsubt ler  s p i r i t "  t h a t  fisveeps over it." A l i n k  between t h e  ea r th  

a d  sky, i t  concre t i zes  t h e  l i f e  of nature--a f a c t  t h a t  All  become h- 

por tan t  a s  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  develops. In sharp cont ras t  t o  WaldenTs 1egendp.r~ 

o r i g i n s  (122), F l i n t s *  Pond was named a f t e r  an Wnclean and stupid farmert' 

(131) who loved %he r e f l e c t i n g  surface of a  dollarTt  (131) more than t h e  

p u r i t y  of h i s  pond. He never r e a l l y  saw h i s  pond because he was too busy 

appropr ia t ing  i t s  beauty f o r  economic gain. The example of F l i n t s T  Pond 

h e l p s  Thoreau t o  d e l i n e a t e  t h e  t r u e  and f a l s e  meaning of nature.  Nen do 

n o t  respond t o  na tu re  bec2use of a  blank i n  t h e i r  otm vis ion .  After S O  

many yea r s  o f  knowing Walden, he f i n d s  t h a t  it has maintained i t s  p u r i t y -  

H i s  eye-sight alone has  been clouded by time and age: 

. . .it i s  i t s e l f  unchulged, t h e  same water which my 
youthful  eyes f e l l  on; a l l  t h e  change i s  i n  me 
( i t a l i c s  mine). It has  no t  zcquired one permanent 
wrinkle a f t e r  a l l  i t s  r ipp les .  It i s  pe ren ia l ly  
young, and I may stand and see a swallow d i p  ap- 
pa ren t ly  t o  p ick  an i n s e c t  from i t s  surface a s  of 
yore. It s t ruck me again to-night, a s  if I had 
no t  seen it almost d a i l y  f o r  more than twenty 
years,--Why, here  i s  Walden, the  sane woodland 
lake t h a t  I discovered so many years  ago; where a 
f o r e s t  was cut  down l a s t  winter  another i s  spring- 
i n g  up by i t s  shore a s  l u s t i l y  a s  ever; t h e  same 
thought i s  well ing up t o  i t s  surface t h a t  was 
then; it i s  t h e  same l i q u i d  joy and happiness t o  
i t s e l f  and i t s  Maker, ay, and i t  be t o  me. (129) 

This  passage i s  important f o r  showing t h e  kind of changes Thoreau i s  

undergoing a s  he l e a r n s  more about Walden Pond, Because it moves with 

t h e  rhythms of na ture ,  i t  renains  "perenial ly young.1t Over t h e  yea r s  

outward circumstances have changed, a  f o r e s t  has been f e l l e d ,  a d  y e t  it 

sti l l  conta ins  i t s  e s s e n t i a l  p u r i t y  and depth. A l l  t h e  change has been 



h Thoreauf s mind. He now begins t o  see t h e  t a s k  before him. A change 

perception could remove the  blank i n  h i s  own vis ion and possibly r e s t o r e  

t h e  i n t i m a c y  he  once f e l t  f o r  Walden. With a new s tance  toward Walden, i t  

might, in t h e  fu ture ,  become WGodfs Droptf (130), t h e  medicinal means of 

marrying him t o  t h e  processes of nature.  

"Baker Farmtf accordingly introduces a new element i n t o  the  narra t ive .  

NOW searching o u t  what i s  not  obvious i n  nature, Thoreau s t a r t s  t o  f e e l  

an i n s t i n c t i v e  urge t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  nature 's  ppocesses: 

... 2s I ran  dobm the  h i l l  toward t h e  reddening west ... Prom I know not what quarter ,  my Good Genius 
seemed t o  say,-+ f i s h  and hunt f a r  and wide day 
by day,--farther and wider....Let t h e  noon f ind 
t h e e  by o the r  lakes,  znd t h e  night  overteke thee  
every where a t  home. There a r e  no l a r g e r  f i e l d s  
than these,  no worthier gm,es than may here be 
played. Grow wild according t o  t h y  nature , l ike  
these  sedges 2nd b r a e s ,  which w i l l  never become 
English hay. (138) 

I n s t i n c t  i s  h i s  trGood Genius" t h a t  presses  him t o  I tf ish and huntu in 

nature ,  teaching him t h e  f a c t s  of experience so well t h a t  he 

, ac tua l ly  becomes a p a r t  of t h e  th ings  of nature: "Grow wild according t o  

thy nature." For t h e  f irst  time Thoreau sees  t h a t  man himself i s  a p a r t  

of n a t u r e f s  processes, Growing Wild11 i s  consonant with h i s  ttnaturelt  

because he, l i k e  t h e  p l a n t s  and animals around him, a l s o  has h i s  r o o t s  

i n  t h e  ea r th .  This passage l eads  i n t o  t h e  beginning of "Higher Laws" 

when Thoreau i s  re tu rn ing  from a f i sh ing  excursion and i s  seized by an 

i n s t i n c t u a l  d e s i r e  t o  devour a modchuck, not f o r  hunger but "savage 

delight" (140). 'fChce o r  twice,ff he says, 

... while I l i v e d  a t  t h e  pond, I found myself ranging 
t h e  woods, l i k e  a half-starved hound, with a strange 
abaridonnent, seeking some kind of venison which I 



might devour, and no morsel could have been too 
savage f o r  me. (140) 

This incident  makes Thoreau s t a rk ly  aware of h i s  physicdl re la t ion  t o  

nature, a f a c t  he had never considered i n  k . i s  former Trmsccndentalist  

.stance. Now he knows in experience t h a t  man has a dual  nature: 

I found i n  myself, and s t i l l  f ind,  an i n s t i n c t  
toward a higher, or, a s  it i s  named, s p i r i t u a l  
life, a s  do most men, and another toward a 
pr imit ive  rank and savage one, and I reverence 
then both. (140) 

experiencing t h e  raw processes of nature i n  himself, he begins t o  

understand t he  function of nature a s  a means and not an e~d - in - i t s e l f*  

Fishing and hunting a re  necessary stages in a mants growth, but they a r e  

only preliminary and must be recognized a s  such. A man "goes t h i t he r  a t  

first a s  a hunter and f i sher ,  l t  says Thoreau with t h i s  new knowledge, 

u n t i l  a t  l a s t ,  if he has t he  seeds of a be t t e r  
l i f e  in him, he dis t inguishes  h i s  proper objects,  
a s  a poet o r  na tu r a l i s t  it may be, and leaves the  
gun and f ish-pole behind. (141-142) 

TO complete h i s  whole nature, Thoreau begins t o  see t h a t  he must purify 

h i s  senses and a l ign  them with h i s  i n t e l l e c t :  t o  quote Emerson's words, 

"the sublime vis ion comes t o  t he  pure and simple soul i n  a clean and 

chaste body" (ECXII,III,~E). If a man i s  t o  reveal h i s  primal re la t ion  t o  

nature  in correspondential symbols and thereby l i b e r a t e  himself, he must 

control  h i s  s m s e s  t o  work i n  harmony with %he i n t u i t i v e  power of the  

i n t e l l e c t :  

Every man i s  t he  builder of a temple, called h i s  
body, t o  t he  god he worships, a f t e r  a s t y l e  purely 



h i s  own, nor can he get  of$ by hammering marble 
ins tead.  We a r e  a l l  sculptors and painters,  
and our  mater ia l  i s  our o m  f lesh  and blood and 
bones. Any nobleness begins a t  once t o  r e f i ne  
a man's features ,  any meanness o r  sensual i ty  t o  
imbrute them. (147) 

As Thoreaut s doc t r ina i re  Transcendentalist stance breaks down, he modifies 

his r e j ec t i on  of materialism. He rea l izes  now t h a t  man i s  both a physical 

creature ,  a f a c t  he had previously ignored, and a builder of temples o r  

a r t i s t i c  forms t h a t  both contain and reveal  h i s  connection with nature- 

He accepts materialism, not a s  a .  end, but a means t o  build a h-orld organ- 

i c a l l y  re la ted  t o  ea r th  processes--each man finding h i s  own "templeft i n  

h i s  pa r t i cu l a r  experience, "after a s t y l e  purely h i s  o ~ m o w  The i n t e l l e c t  

i s  t h e  sculptor t h a t  works with the  physical world t o  build a human world 

t h a t  r e s to r e s  t h e  balance between man and nature. This whole process i s  

concretized v iv id ly  in t he  example of John Farmer who has jus t  come i n  

f r o m  a Ithard day? s mrk,tt and bathing, s i t s  down t o  lfrecreate h i s  in-  

t e l l e c t u d .  man" (147). In a passage t h a t  concludes "Higher Laws,'! he 

l i s t e n s  t o  t h e  sound of a f l u t e  t h a t  "harmonized with h i s  moodtt (148): 

... t h e  notes  of the f l u t e  came home to  h i s  e a r s  
out  of a di f ferent  sphere from tha t  he worked in ,  
and suggested work f o r  cer ta in  f acu l t i e s  which 
slumbered i n  him. They gently did away with t h e  
s t r e e t ,  and the  vi l lage,  and the  s t a t e  i n  which 
he l ived.  A voice said t o  him,-Jdhy do you s tay  
here and l i v e  t h i s  mean moiling l i f e ,  when a 
glor ious  existence i s  possible f o r  you? Those 
same s t a r s  th inkle  over other  f i e l d s  than these,  
-But how t o  come out of t h i s  condition and 
ac tua l l y  migrate th i ther?  A l l  t h e t  he could 
th ink of was t o  pract ise  some new auster i ty ,  t o  
let his mind descend'into h i s  body and redeem 
it, and t r e a t  himself with ever increasing 
respect .  (148) 



f a c t s  a r e  the' i n t e l l e c t ' s  means t o  reveal  mants primal r e l a t i on  

t o  t h e  processes of nature.  Unlike "Poor John Field" who f o o l i s N y  th inks  

he can " l ive  by some der iva t ive  old country mode in t h i s  pr imi t ive  new 

country'? (139), John Farmer (a  disguise  f o r  ~ho reau )  knows t h a t  the re  

are o the r  f i e l d s  than t h e  s t r i c t l y  mater ia l  one i n  which he laborso Through 

John Farmer, Thoreau now sees h i s  contemporaries a s  "broken giants," t o  

use Emersonfs phrase, who accept a "mean moiling l i f e f f  when a t tglorious 

existence" i s  s t i l l  possible.  To %fi&-ate th i therT? i n t o  h i s  r i gh t fu l  

kingdom, he now knows t h a t  he must allow h i s  i n t e l l e c t  t o  "descend i n t o  

h i s  body and redeem it." 

Some readers  of Walden have puzzled over t he  humourous dialogue 

t h a t  opens "Brute Neighbors," t h e  section immediately follordng "Higher 

Laws." The conversation between the  Poet and Hermit appears t o  bear no 

d i r e c t  r e l a t i on  t o  t h e  main d i rec t ion  of the  narrat ive.  But read i n  terms 

of t h e  changes Thoreau i s  present ly  undergoing, t h i s  pa.storal drama po in t s  

t o  a f u r t h e r  development. With . the new perspective t h a t  experience has 

brought him, Thoreau can smile a t  h i s  former pretense of being a nedi- 

t a t i v e  Hermit l i v i n g  i n  the  rc-;lote spheres of the  galaxy. As a shallow 

Transcendentalist,  t h e  Hermit i s  a parody of Thoreauts stance t o  t h e  world 

in t h e  ea r ly  p a r t s  of Walden. AS t h e  Poet leaves t o  catch some worms t o  

go f ishing,  he t r i e s  t o  resume h i s  meditative mood in a soliloquy t h a t  

s a t i r i c a l l y  echoes Thoreau in "Sounds:" 

Let me see; where was I? Methinks I t m s  near ly  in 
t h i s  frame of mind; t h e  world l a y  about a t  t h i s  
angle. Shal l  I go t o  heaven o r  a-fishing? If I 
should soon bring t h i s  meditation t o  an end, m u l d  
another so sweet occasion be l i k e l y  t o  offer?  I 
was a s  near being resolved i n t o  t he  essence of 
th ings  a s  ever I was in my l i f e .  I f e a r  my thoughts 



will not  come back t o  me. If it would do any 
good, I would whis t le  f o r  them. When they make u s  
an o f f e r ,  i s  it wise t o  say, We w i l l  th ink of i t ?  
Ny thoughts have l e f t  no track,  and I cannot f ind  
t h e  path again. What was it I was thinking of? 
It was a very  hazy day. I- w i l l  j u s t  t r y  these  
sentences of Con-fut-see; they mgy f e t c h  t h a t  
state about again. (149) 

This Hermit who wonders "what t h e  world i s  doing nogt  (148) a s  he l i v e s  

i s o l a t e d  in t h e  woods, debates whether he should go "to heaven o r  a- 

f ishing,n t h e  one l ead ing  him out  of nature and the  o the r  m nature. 

It i s  t h e  Poet, Thoreau in t h e  l a t t e r  ha l f  of Walden, who l i v e s  in t h e  

world and f i s h e s  f o r  be l i e f  i n  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of human experience. "It i s  

t h e  only  t r a d e  I have learned,tt he t e l l s  t h e  HeAnnit (149). So Thoreau 

laughs a t  t h i s  Hermit who wonders whether he should go f i s h i n g  ard leave 

h i s  meditat ion on t h e  "essence of things." W i l l  another such occasion 

present  i t s e l f ?  he asks  himself. The monologue becomes ludicrous  once 

we imagine t h e  Herinit whis t l ing  f o r  t ranscendental  thoughts. He has even 

forgot ten  what he was th inking about. Even t h e  empty r i t u a l  of quoting 

Confucius cannot r e s t o r e  t h e  mood. So he simply takes  a memo t h a t  "there 

never i s  but one opportunity of a kind" (149) and nonchalantly goes f i sh -  

i n g  with t h e  Poet. A s  t h e  Hermit merges i n t o  t h e  Poet, Thoreau f i n a l l y  

d i sca rds  h i s  assumed Transcendentdlj.st stance completely and moves tohard 

t h e  arena of experience wlnere t r u e  f i s h i n g  can take place. 

Why do p rec i se ly  these  objects  which we behold make a world?" (150) 

he asks  himself i n  "Brute Neiehbors,lt perceiving nature i n  terms of him- 

s e l f  f o r  t h e  first time. Aninals "are a l l  beas ts  of burden,lt he says, 

'?...made t o  ca r ry  some port ion of our thoughtst1 (150). The eyes of the  

young par t r idge  "suggest not  merely t h e  pur i ty  of infancy, but a wisdom 



c l a r i f i e d  by experience" (150)--an int imation of t h e  kind of knowledge 

Thoreau seeks a t  lrlalden Pond. He describes a b a t t l e  between a n t s  and i s  

reminded of mants h o s t i l i t y  t o  man: 

...I f e l t  f o r  t h e  r e s t  of t h a t  day a s  i f  I had 
had my f e e l i n g s  excited and harrowed by w i t -  
ness ing t h e  struggle,  t h e  f e r o c i t y  and carnage, 
of a human b a t t l e  before my door. (154) 

Prying i n t o  hidden crevices, he discovers the  o t t e r  who tlgrows t o  be four  

f e e t  long, a s  b i g  a s  a small boy, perhaps without any human being g e t t i n g  

a glimpse of him'* (151). But it i s  t h e  loon incident  a t  t h e  end of t h i s  

sec t ion t h a t  draws together Thoreauts new a t t i t u d e  and r e l a t i o n  t o  nature,  

and p o i n t s  t o  t h e  f i n a l  movement of Walden. 

The loon appzars in t h e  fall t o  ffmoult and bathe i n  t h e  pond" (1551, 

says Thoreau, and we a r e  once again reminded t h a t  he too  came t o  t h e  

pond t o  moult and discover his t r u e  r e l a t i o n  t o  nature. lt...O ne very 

calm October afternoon,t1 he hears  t h e  tlwild laught* of t h i s  s trange bi rd  

t h a t  "had time and a b i l i t y  t o  v i s i t  t h e  bottom of t h e  pond in i t s  deep- 

est part '? (156). In a playful  game of wits--he pursues it only t o  mis- 

ca lcu la te  %he d i r e c t i o n  he would take** (156)--~horeau attempts t o  catch 

t h i s  b i r d  t h a t  challenges his in te l l igence  a s  i t  surfaces and dives: 

While he w2s th inking one thing i n  h i 3  brain, I was 
endeavoring t o  divine h i s  thought i n  mine. It was 
a p r e t t y  game, played on t h e  smooth surface of t h e  
pond, a man agains t  a loon. Suddenly your adver- 
sary's checker disappears beneath t h e  board, and 
t h e  problem i s  t o  place yours nearest  t o  where h i s  
w i l l  appear again. (156) 

The gaqe, however, has  an underlying tone of seriousness a s  Thoreau senses 

t h a t  t h e  loon has come out  of nature bearing some kind of message. He 



wonders why he  h a s  been chosen f o r  th2s  contest:  *But why, a f t e r  display- 

i n g  so  much cunning, did he invar iab ly  betray himself t h e  moment he came 

UP by t h a t  loud laugh?fl (157) m d  ye t  each time he f a i l s  t o  f ind  i t s  

Posit ion,  t h o  loon l e t s  ou t  a "derconiac lavghtertl  (157) almost a s  if "he 

laughed i n  de r i s ion  of my effor ts ,n  says Thoreau, lrconfident of h i s  o m  

resourcesTt (157). Then t h e  chase comes t o  a sudden climax a s  t h i s  s trange 

bi rd  l e t s  ou t  a howl "as i f  c d l i n g  on the  god of loons t o  z i d  him" (157): 

... immediately the re  came a wind from t h e  e a s t  and 
r ipp led  t h e  surface, and, f i l l e d  the  whole a i r  with 
misty ra in ,  and I was impressed a s  i f  i t  were t h e  
prayer  of t h e  loon answered, and h i s  god was angry 
with me; and I l e f t  him disappearing f a r  a-day on 
t h e  turiultuous surf ace. (157) 

H i s  conscious e f f o r t  t o  ca lcu la te  the  loon's movements takes  us  back t o  

t h e  passage quoted from t h e  conclusion of Where I Lived, and What I 

Lived for." There he had s t a ted  t h a t  h i s  i n t e l l e c t  would be a c l e a - ~ e r  

r i f t i n g  i t s  way i n t o  t h e  "secret  of thingsw (66). The lmguage t h a t  he 

used t o  descr ibe  t h i s  "divining rod" (66) then suggested a process akin 

to t h e  a n a l y t i c a l  underst2nding; in h i s  b a t t l e  with the  loon it i s  sig-  

n i f i c a n t  t h a t  he t r i e s  "to divine" the  b i rd ' s  thought. H i s  consequent 

f a i l u r e  t o  ca lcu la te  t h e  loon's ac t ions  shows t h a t  t h i s  c r e a t u r e - o f  nature 

cannot be caught so eas i ly .  It i s  exeinplary i n  t h a t  it knows "h i s  course 

as sure ly  under water a s  on t h e  surface" (156), navigating i t s  movement 

according t o  t h e  rhythms of nature. When it dives  t o  t h e  bottoa of t h e  

pond, says Thoreau, "no w i t  could divine whore i n  t h e  deep pond, beneath 

t h e  smooth surface, he might be speeding h i s  way l i k e  a f i sh"  ( i t a l i c s  

mine) (156). A s  a messenger, t h i s  same bird shows t h a t  t h e  ' 'secret of 

things" cannot be divined simply by burrowing through nature  ana ly t i ca l ly .  



As n o r e a u  s tops  chasing t h e  b i rd ,  therefore,  he s t o p s  t r y i n g  t o  c d c d a t e  

h i s  way through Ah'ings, and begins t o  receive nature  openly. With t h i s  

inc ident ,  sumner comes t o  an end. 

The next t h r e e  sec t ions ,  "House-Varming, l1 "Former Inhabitants;  and 

Winter Vis i tors ,"  and W i n t e r  malsvf  t r a c e  Thoreau' s l i f e  through autumn 

i n t o  winter.  He e n t e r s  a s t a t e  of r e a l  so l i tude  f o r  t h e  first time. "TO 

go in<o soli tude,"  Emerson wr i t e s  i n  flNature,tl 

a man needs t o  r e t i r e  a s  much from h i s  chamber a s  
from society.  I am not s o l i t a r y  whilst  I read 
and w r i t e  though nobody i s  with me. But if a man 
would be alone, l e t  him look a t  t h e  s t a r s .  (ECW,I,~) 

Sol i tude  i s  no t  simply t h e  c ~ n d i t i o n  of being alone. For Fmerson, a d  f o r  

Thoreau i n  Walden, it concerns t h e  naked confrontation of the  processes of 

nature.  We go i n t o  so l i tude  only &en we shed a l l  pre-conceived forms of 

perception and experience an lforiginal" r e la t ion  t o  c lenonta l  processes. 

Alone, we begin from primary experience and build our world from f i rs t  

p r inc ip les .  In  ltHousc-Warming, 11 Thoreau builds a chimney, p l a s t e r s  h i s  

house, and begins t o  inhab i t  h i s  cabin f o r  t h e  first time: "1 now first 

began t o  inhab i t  my house...when I began t o  use it f o r  warmth a s  well  a s  

shel ter t1  (161). Turning more and more inward--"I withdrew y e t  f a r t h e r  

i n t o  my she l l ,  and endeavored t o  keep a br ight  f i r e  both within my house 

and within my breast"  (165)-a f i r e  h i s  only companion, he not  only r e c a l l s  

with owls, foxes, squ i r re l s ,  jays, chicadees, partr idges,  wild mice, and 

rabb i t s .  Both h i s  previous cynicism toward people and h i s  detachment from 

human soc ie ty  disappear a s  he wai ts  i n  vain f o r  the  " v i s i t o r  who never 

comeslf (179). No longer reac t ing  t o  men a s  ca tegor ica l  members of a 



I 

composite socie ty ,  he t r e a t s  a young man whose family and farm have been 

destroyed i n  a f i r e  with sympathy and compassion: 

hear ing  a low moaning. . .I drew near i n  the  dark, 
and discovered the  only survivor of the  family 
t h a t  I know, t h e  h e i r  of both i t s  v i r t u e s  and 
i ts  vices . .  . .He gazed i n t o  t h e  c e l l a r  from dL1 
s i d e s  and p o i n t s  of view by turns, always l y i n g  
down t o  it, a s  if t h e r e  was some t reasure ,  
which he remembered, concealed between t h e  
stones,  where the re  was absolute ly  nothing but  
a heap of  b r i cks  and ashes. The house being 
gone, he  looked a t  what t h e r e  was l e f t .  He 
was soothed by t h e  sympathy which my mere 
presence implied.. . . (173) 

Although no t r a n s i t i o n  i s  provided, somewhere between. W i n t e r  Animalstt 

and "The Pond i n  Winter" Thoreau has c l e a r l y  undergone a g rea t  change. 

H i s  winter  of  s o l i t u d e  is followed by a transformational awakening in one 

of t h e  most important climaxes of the  drama of Walden: 

After  a s t i l l  winter  n ight  I awoke ~ 6 t h  t h e  
impression t h a t  some quest ion had been put  t o  me, 
which I had been endeavoring i n  vain t o  answer i n  
my sleep,  a s  what--hop{--when--where? But t h e r e  
was dawning Nature, i n  whom a l l  c rea tures  l i v e ,  
looking i n  a t  my broad windows with serene and 
s a t i s f i e d  face ,  and no quest ion on her l i p s .  I 
awoke t o  an answered question, t o  Nature and day- 
l i g h t .  The snow ly ing  deep on t h e  ea r th  dot ted  
with young pines,  and the  very slope of t h e  h i l l  on 
which my house i s  placed, seemed t o  say, Forward! 

- Nature p u t s  no question and answers none which we 
mortals  ask. She has long ago taken her resolu t ion .  
"0 Prince, our eyes contemplate with admiration and 
t ransmit  t o  t h e  soul t h e  m n d e r f u l  and varied spec- 
t a c l e  of t h i s  universe. The night  v e i l s  without 
doubt a p a r t  of  t h i s  g lor ious  creat ion;  but day 
comes t o  revea l  t o  u s  t h i s  g rea t  work, which extends 
from e a r t h  even i n t o  t h e  p l a i n s  of' the  ether." 

Then t o  my morning work. F i r s t  I take  an axe 
and p a i l  and go i n  search of  water, i f  t h a t  be n o t  
a dream. After a cold and snowy night  it needed a 
d iv in ing rod t o  f ind  it. Every winter t h e  l i q u i d  
and trembling surface of the  pond, which was so 



s e n s i t i v e  t o  every breath, and re f l ec ted  every 
l i g h t  and shadow, becomes so l id  t o  the  depth of 
a f o o t  o r  a f o o t  and a ha l f ,  so t h a t  it w i l l  
support t h e  heavies t  teams, and perchance t h e  
snow covers it t o  an equal depth, and it i s  not  
t o  be d is t inguished from any l e v e l  f i e l d .  Like 
t h e  marmots i n  t h e  surrounding h i l l s ,  it c loses  
i t s  eye-l ids and becomes dormant f o r  th ree  months 
o r  more. Standing on t h e  snow-covered p la in ,  a s  
i f  in a pas tu re  amid the  h i l l s ,  I cut my way 
first through a foot  of snow, and then a f o o t  of 
i c e ,  and open a window under my f e e t ,  where, 
h e e l i n g  t o  drink,  I look down i n t o  the  q u i e t  
p a r l o r  of  t h e  f i shes ,  pervaded by a softened 
l i g h t  a s  through a window of ground glass,  with 
i t s  b r i g h t  sanded f l o o r  t h e  same a s  i n  summer; 
t h e r e  a pe renn ia l  waveless se ren i ty  re igns  a s  i n  
t h e  amber t w i l i g h t  sky, corresponding t o  t h e  cool 
and even temperament of the  inhabitants .  Heaven 
i s  under our  f e e t  a s  well  a s  over our heads, (187) 

It would help  u s  t o  r e c a l l  a passage from "The Villagett where Thoreau had 

argued t h a t  we must l o s e  ourselves t o  f i n d  our t r u e  r e l a t i o n  t o  nature, 

no t  r e a l i z i n g  then t h a t  t h i s  necess i ty  a l s o  applied t o  himself: 

... not  till we a r e  completely l o s t ,  o r  turned 
around,--for a man needs only t o  be turned 
round once with h i s  eyes shut  i n  t h i s  world t o  
be lost , --do we appreciate t h e  vastness and 
strangeness of  Nature. Every man has t o  l e a r n  
t h e  p o i n t s  of compass again a s  o f t en  a s  he 
awakes, whether from s leep  o r  any abstract ion.  
Not till we a r e  l o s t ,  i n  o the r  words, not till 
we have l o s t  t h e  world, do we begin t o  f ind  
ourselves,  and r e a l i z e  where we a r e  and t h e  
i n f i n i t e  ex ten t  of our r e l a t ions .  (114-115) 

To l o s e  t h e  world, we must r e j e c t  a l l  pre-conceived modes of perceiving 

na tu re  and be alone with the  fundamental f a c t s  of our existence.  Al l  

imposed forms of perception,  what Thoreau c a l l s  a "sleepn o r  t tabstract ion,"  

prevent u s  from apprecia t ing  the  %astness and strangenessn of crea t ion .  

When we l o s e  the  world of abstracted forms, and r e l a t e  t o  na tu re  elemen- 



t a l l y ,  we l e a r n  t h e  "points of compass again"--that is, discover our 

organic connection with a l l  aspects  of nature. Alone with the  processes 

of nature,  we experience "where we a r e  and the  i n f i n i t e  extent  of our 

relationsvv--and r e a l i z e  i r o n i c a l l y  t h a t  t h e  g r o u d  of  our  e q e r i e n c e  i s  

p o t e n t i a l l y  wherever we stand. The long, quoted passage should be seen 

as t h e  inl lediate e f f e c t  of both los ing  t h e  world and making a descent t o  

the ground of na tu re  and human experience. The quest ions put  t o  Thoreau 

in h i s  vtsleep71--life abstracted from t h e  processes of nature-concerning 

t h e  "wfiat-ho+s--when--where?t~ of human existence have no r a t i o n a l  ..answers. 

Formerly Thoreau had been t ry ing  t o  burrow h i s  way through t h e  essen t i a l  
S 

question/of l i f e  ana ly t i ca l ly ,  looking f o r  l o g i c a l  answers t o  quest ions 

t h a t  can only  be solved i n  experience. Awakening a f t e r  a llstill winter  

night," he l e a r n s  t h a t  nature does no t  ask questions and deiand answers, 

but simply is. When we experience an organic r e l a t i o n  t o  n%ture, all 

quest ions  and answers d issolve  i n t o  t h e  e te rna l  Now--we are when we flow 

with t h e  processes of nature. By r e l a t i n g  t o  th ings  through t h e  recep- 

t i v e  i n t e l l e c t ,  Thoreau has cleansed t h e  mediate v is ion of n ight  and now 

e n t e r s  h i s  r i g h t f u l  ?'daylightt? hone, "the wonderful and varied spectac le  

of t h i s  universe.?? Transformed, he begins h i s  "morning work." No longer 

simply going through an empty morning-water r i t u a l ,  he now t akes  h i s  axe 

and p a i l  and goes pragmatically "in search of water." Once again we 

encounter t h e  h a g e  of t h e  "divining rod.?? With h i s  new stance toward 

nature,  howsver, he now has no t rouble  cu t t ing  through snow and i c e .  

Opening a window i n t o  t h e  pond, he looks below t h e  surface of klalden, and 

watches a Itquiet p a r l o r  of the  f ishes" who move i n  t h e  "waveless serenity" 

of t h e  water. "Heaven i s  under our f e e t  a s  well a s  over our heads," he 



concludes, r e a l i z ing  t h a t  we can only know our re la t ions  by descending 

t o  t h e  source of our  experience, moving through, ra ther  than over nature. 

To ac tua l ize  t h i s  "glorious creationt! i n  h i s  own experience, Thoreau 

' 
discovers t h a t  he must descend t o  t h e  ground of h i s  des i re ,  l i k e  those 

"wild menn (187) who come t o  f i s h  a t  t h e  pond. Comparable t o  t h e  Indian 

in k f i l l i a m s t  In  t h e  American Grain, they l t inst inetively follow other 

fashions and t r u s t  o ther  au thor i t i es  than t h e i r  townsmenn (187). Un- 

consciously i n  contact with the  processes of nature, these  men a r e  them- 

se lves  ob jec t s  of nature. 1Ws l i f e  i t s e l f  passes deeper i n  Nature than 

t h e  s tudies  of t h e  na tu r a l i s t  penetrate," says Thoreau re fe r r ing  t o  one 

of these  na tura l  men, "himself a subject f o r  the  na tu r a l i s tw  (188). 

This man i s  so attuned t o  na tura l  rhythms t h a t  he can f i nd  f i s h  where 

we ord inar i ly  could not; looking i n t o  h i s  pa i l ,  says Thoreau, i s  l i k e  

looking i n t o  a "summer pond, a s  if he kept summer locked up a t  home, o r  

knew where she had retreated" (188). Both he and Williamst Indian a re  

both revela t ions  of nature: "Such a man has some r i gh t  t o  f i sh ,  and I 

love  t o  see Nature ca r r ied  out i n  him1? (188). But Thoreau, l i k e  %one 

with t he  Indian, does not  want t o  become one of these Ifwild men." Rather, 

he wants t o  assume, consciously and deliberately,  t h e i r  stance toward nature. 

Those fffabulous fishes" (188), t he  pickeral of Walden, a re  a minia- 

t u r e  of the  metamorphic process in nature. "Like flowers and precious 

stones, a s  i f  they were t he  pearls ,  t he  animalized nuclei  o r  c ry s t a l s  of 

t h e  Walden watert? (188), they concretize the  essen t ia l  element of Walden: 

?They, of course, a r e  Walden a l l  over and a l l  through; a r e  themselves 

small Waldens i n  t he  animal kingdom, Waldenses1l (188-189). This same 

pr inciple  holds t r ue  f o r  Walden i t s e l f  which, i n  turn,  i s  a metm.orphosis 



of nature. I n  our  discussion of "The Pondstl we had noted how the  pond, 

a s  t h e  in te rned ia ry  of ea r th  and sky, held the  l i f e  of nature i n  i t s  

concrete pa r t i cu l z r i t y .  Now, i n  "The Pond in Winter,* Thoreau begins to 

r e a l i z e  t h a t  it i s  a prototype of nature, e microcosmic container of t he  

fo rces  of creation.  With t h i s  sense of Walden's ul t imate significance, 

he decides t o  sound out  t h e  "long l o s t  bottom of Waldentl (189) del ibera te ly .  

Since both he and Walden a r e  rooted in nature, t he  pond i s  po ten t ia l ly  a 

correspondential symbol capable of revealing h i s  primal re la t ions .  Search- 

ing f o r  i t s  bottom, therefore, i s  a search f o r  the  source of h i s  own 

experience. The two processes a r e  synomous. Most men believe the  pond 

to be bottomless Tfwithout t ak ing . the  trouble t o  sound itw (189) .  But it 

does have a bot tcn  in s p i t e  of i t s  being remarkably deep, 107 f e e t  by 

Thoreauts measurenent. Tfie depth of the  pond i s  revealing: 

irkat if all ponds were shallow? Would it not reac t  
on t he  minds of men? I am thankful t h a t  t h i s  pond 
was made deep and pure f o r  a symbol. (189) 

Then measuring t h e  tm d i m e t e r s  of the  pond, Thoreau f i nds  t o  h i s  amaze- 

ment t h a t  it i s  per fec t ly  symmetrical: %he l i n e  of greates t  length i n t e r -  

sected the  l i n e  of g rea tes t  breadth exactly a t  t h e  point  of g rea tes t  

depthtt (191). Waldent s harmonious order shows t h a t  everything in nature 

i s  ordered. The whole of nature, the  c i r c l e  o f  creation,  t o  r e c a l l  

Emerson, can be known only through i t s  par t iculars ,  o r  i t s  angles of 

vision: Walden i s  one of those par t iculars ,  and Thoreauts exact perception, 

one of t h e  angles of vision:  

Now we know only a few laws, and our r e s u l t  i s  
v i t i a t e d ,  not, of course, by any confusion o r  
i r r e g u l a r i t y  in Nature, but by our ignorance 



of e s s e n t i a l  elements in t h e  calculation..,. 
The p a r t i c u l a r  laws a r e  a s  our points  of view, 
as, t o  t h e  t r a v e l l e r ,  a mountain ou t l ine  v a r i e s  
with every s tep ,  and it has  an i n f i n i t e  nmber  
of p r o f i l e s ,  though absolutely but one f o m .  (192) 

% extension, these  same techniques of measuring can be applied t o  man: 

...draw l imes  through t h e  length and breadth of 
the aggregate of a man's p a r t i c u l a r  d a i l y  be- 
haviors  and waves of l i f e  i n t o  h i s  coves a d  
inlets, and where they i n t e r s e c t  w i l l  be t h e  
height  o r  depth of h i s  character.  (192) 

In a passage t o  be quoted a t  length,  Thoreau goes on t o  extend t h e  cor- 

respondential  symbol of t h e  pond t o  include the  process of man's thought, 

and prepares u s  f o r  t h e  f i n a l  revelatory movement of ftSpring:" 

.. . there i s  a ba r  across t h e  entrance of our every 
cove, o r  p z r t i c u l a r  inc l ina t ion ;  each i s  our harbor 
f o r  a season, i n  which we a r e  detained and p a r t s a l l y  
landlocked. These inc l ina t ions  a r e  not whimsical 
usually, but  t h e i r  f o m ,  s ize ,  and d i rec t ion  are 
determined by t h e  promontories of t h e  shore, t h e  
ancient  axes of elevation. When t h i s  bar i s  grad- 
uaUy increased by s t o n s ,  t ides ,  o r  currents, o r  
t h e r e  i s  a subsidence of t h e  waters, so t h a t  it 
reaches t o  t h e  surface, t h a t  which was a t  first 
but an i n c l i n a t i o n  i n  t h e  shore i n  which a thought 
was harbored becomes an individual  lake, cut  of f  
from t h e  ocean, wherein the  thought secures i t s  
own conditions, changes, perhaps, from s a l t  t o  
f resh ,  becomes a sweet sea, dead sea, o r  a marsh. 
A t  t h e  advent of each individual  i n t o  t h i s  l i f e ,  
may we n o t  suppose t h a t  such a bar has r i s e n  t o  
t h e  surface somehere? It i s  t rue ,  we a r e  such 
poor navigators  t h a t  our thoughts, f o r  t h e  most 
p a r t ,  s tand off and on upon a harborless coast,  
are conversant only with t h s  b ights  of the  bays 
of poesy, o r  s t e e r  f o r  the  public p o r t s  of entry, 
and go i n t o  t h e  dry docks of science, where they 
merely r e f i t  f o r  t h i s  world, and no natura l  cur- 
r e n t s  concur t o  individual ize  them. (192-193) 

Kot only Walden Pond, but Thoreau i s  himself t h a t  tlsweet sea,Ir By breaking 



off from a l l  imposed forms of perception, h i s  thought has become an 

"individual l ake  ," It has secured I t i t  s own conditionst* by par t i cu la r iz ing  

i t s e l f  i n  experience. He i s  now aware t h a t  it could jus t  a s  e a s i l y  have 

turned i n t o  a "dead sea, o r  a marsh" had he not learned how t o  navigate 

it according t o  "natural  currentst1 t h a t  brought him in to  t he  harbor of 

h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  nature,  With t h i s  ins ight ,  he accomplishes h i s  f i n d  

transformation i n  ttSpring" as he l i v e s  out  h i s  elemental r e l a t i ons  and 

discovers, i n  exper ient ia l  f a c t ,  the  source of the  **true clothingtt of h i s  

l i f e  i n  t h e  mods.  

With t h e  approach of spring and the  warm rays of t h e  sun, Walden 

begins t o  rlboomll (199). Unlike other ponds, i t  "indicates be t t e r  than 

any water hereabouts t h e  absolute progress of the  season, being l e a s t  

affected by t rans ien t  changes of temperature" (197-198). A s  t he  tmpera- 

t u r e  changes i ts  surface, it thunders i t s  new conditions, It i s  rooted 

i n  t he  processes of t he  earth:  tt...though I may perceive no difference 

in t he  weather,'* says Thoreau, "it doesft (199), drawing a conclusion t ha t  

an t i c ipa t e s  h i s  own posi t ion in the  thaw t o  come: 

Who would have suspected so l a rge  and cold and 
thick-skinned a th ing t o  be so sensi t ive?  Yet 
it has i t s  law t o  which i t  thunders obedience 
when it should a s  surely as the  buds expand i n  
the  spring. (199) 

NOH tflooking a t  what i s  t o  be seen1? (751, 2 stance he had not a t ta ined 

i n  ttSounds,fl Thoreau i s  "on the  a l e r t  f o r  t he  f i r s t  sim of spring, 

t o  hear the  chance note of some arr iv ing bird, 
o r  t he  s t r iped  squir re l ' s  chirp, f o r  h i s  s to res  
must be now near ly  exhausted, o r  see the  wood- 
chuck venture out  of h i s  winter quarters. (199) 



If Thoreau had previously proposed t ha t  he would allow h i s  i n t e l l e c t  

t o  ndescend i n t o  h i s  body and redeem it" (148), he now ac tua l i zes  h i s  

Proposal in experience, We would miss the  importance of nSpringlt if we 

f a i l e d  t o  recagnize t he  movement of Thorear. a s  he himself transforms 

through experiencing t h e  organic l i f e  processes of nature. A p a r t  of 

na tu r a l  processes, he now concretizes h i s  elementdl r e l a t i ons  a s  he i s  

born i n t o  the  world of spring. "Spring" i s  an achieved experience. This 

wfiole process begins a s  he watches t he  f r o s t  r i s i ng  out  of t he  ground of 

t h e  tlcuttt on t h e  ra i l road :  

. Few phenomena gave me more del ight  than t o  
observe t he  f o m s  which thawing sand znd c lay  
assume i n  flowing down the  s ides  of a deep cut  
on t h e  r a i l r oad  throu h which I passed on my 
way t o  t h e  v i l l age .  $201) 

A s  he d e t a i l s  t h i s  a c t i v i t y ,  he begins t o  experience i t s  movement: 

Innumerable l i t t l e  streams overlap and i n t e r l a ce  
one with another, exhibit ing a so r t  of hybrid 
product, which obeys hal f  way the  law of cur- 
r en t s ,  and half way t h a t  of vegetation. As it 
flows it takes  the  f o m s  of sappy leaves  o r  
vines, making heaps of pulpy sprays a foot  o r  
more i n  depth, and resembling, a s  you look down 
on them, t he  lac inated lobed and imbricated 
t ha l l u se s  of some l ichens;  o r  you a r e  reminded 
of coral ,  of leopards' paws o r  b i rds t  f e e t ,  of 
bra ins  o r  lungs o r  bowels, and excrenents of 
a l l  kinds. It i s  a t r u l y  grotesaue vegetation, 
whose f o m s  and color we see imitated i n  bronze, 
a s o r t  of a r ch i t e c tu r a l  fo l iage  more ancient and 
t yp i ca l  than acanthus, chiccory, ivy, vine, o r  
any vegetable leaves....When the  flowing mass 
reaches t he  d ra in  a t  t he  foo t  of the  bank it 
spreads out  f l a t t e r  i n t o  strands, the  separate 
streams los ing  t h e i r  seini-cylindrical f o m  and 
gradually becoming more f l a t  and broad, run- 
ning together as they a r e  more moist, till they 
form an almost f l a t  a, stil l  variously and 
beau t i fu l ly  shaded, but i n  which you can t r a ce  



t h e  o r i g i n a l  forms of vegetation; till a t  
length,  i n  t h e  water i t s e l f ,  they a r e  con- 
ver ted  i n t o  banks, l i k e  those formed off t h e  
mouths of r i v e r s ,  and t h e  fonns of vegetat ion 
a r e  l o s t  in t h e  r i p p l e  marks on the  bottom. 
(201-202) 

Thf s p a r t i c u l a r  h i l l s i d e  re-enacts t h e  o r i g i n a l  creat ion.  As Thoreau 

stands i n  t h e  midst of t h e  thaw, t h e  sand flowing l t l ike lavan (201) down 

t h e  slope reminds him of the  elemental source of all things. He sees  t h e  

beginning forms of vegetation, and an t i c ipa tes  t h e  crea t ion of na tu ra l  

objec ts .  As such, t h i s  process precedes plants ,  animals, and men. Being 

t h e  f l u i d  source of creat ion,  i t s  "archi tec tura l  foliage1' i s  more "ancient 

and typical t t  than f lowers and leaves.  Even more important, however, is 

t h e  way Thoreau sees  i n t o  the  h i l l s i d e  and reads i t s  correspondentidl 

meaning. By standing before t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  h i l l s i d e ,  pa r t i c ipa t ing  i n  

t h e  movement of t h e  sand in t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  spring, he experiences t h e  

o r i g i n  of a l l  c rea ted  things. This Itsand folizgett comes a l i v e  so quickly  

t h a t  he concludes: 

... I am af fec ted  a s  i f  in a pecul iar  sense I stood 
i n  t h e  labora tory  of t h e  Artist who made t h e  world 
and me,--had come t o  where he was s t i l l  a t  work, 
spor t ing  on t h i s  bank, and with excess of energy 
strewing h i s  f resh  designs about. (202) 

H i s  experience makes him f e e l  much c loser  t o  the  " v i t a l s  of the  globe" 

(202), the  source t h a t  precedes and y e t  v l t i c i p a t e s  a l l  created things,  

man included. 

tfYou f i n d  thus  i n  t h e  very sands an ant ic ipat ion of t h e  vegetable 

leaf"  (~)2), he says, a s  he  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  a l l  f a c t s  of nature a r e  meta- 

morphoses of t h e  source. He agrees wi th  Goethe t h a t  t h e  l e a f  i s  t h e  



fundamental u n i t  of nature, every th ing e l s e  being an extension of it: 

"No wonder t h a t  t h e  ea r th  expresses i t s e l f  outwardly in leaves, it so 

labors  with t h e  idea  inwardly" (202). With some entymological va r ia t ions  

of t h e  word "lobe" (202), he extends the  i r p l i c a t i ons  of t h i s  ins ight  t o  

include animals, r ea l i z ing  t h a t  a l l  of creation i s  a constant metamorphosis, 
' 

one pa r t  of nature  continually passing i n to  another and o ther  par ts .  "The 

very globe continually transcends and t r ans l a t e s  i t s e l f , "  he concludes, 

"and becomes winged in  i t s  orbitt1 ( 202) . 
Returning t o  t h e  streams of sand on t he  h i l l s ide ,  he begins t o  see 

human growth a s  i t s e l f  a revelat ion of t h i s  same metamorphic pr inciple  i n  

nature: 

You see here perchance how blood vessels a re  formed, 
If you look c losely  you observe t ha t  f i r s t  the re  
pushes forward from the  thawing mass a stream of 
softened sand with a drop-like point, l i k e  t he  b a l l  
of t h e  f inger ,  feel ing i ts  way slowly and blindly 
downward. . . . (202-203) 

H e  t r a c e s  t he  formation of a r t e r i e s  and envisions the  s t ruc ture  of bones 

and t h e  "fleshy f i b r e  o r  c e l l u l a r  t issue" (203), concluding s ignif icant ly:  

"What i s  man but a mass of thawing clay?" (203) Through the  example of 

t h i s  one h i l l s i de ,  he has experienced the  whole of nature up t o  and in- 

cluding man. "Thus it seemed tha t  t h i s  one h i l l s i d e  i l l u s t r a t e d  the  

p r inc ip le  of a l l  t he  operations of Nature," he concludes, and coriments 

fu r ther :  

The Maker of t h i s  earth but patented a l e a f ,  What 
Champollion will decipher t h i s  hieroglyphic f o r  us, 
t ha t  we may turn  over a new leaf  a t  l e s t ?  (203) 

He, of course, i s  t h a t  Champollion i n  "Spring." This f i r s t  movement, 



then, reaches a momentary balance with Thoreau discovering i n  experience 

t h a t  %here i s  nothing inorganiclt (204). This spring thaw on t he  h i l l s i d e  

has purged him of "winter fumes and indigestions" (203) , making, it Pas- 

s i b l e  f o r  him t o  pa r t i c ipa t e  i n  the  l i f e  processes of nature. "The 

ear th  i s  not a mere fragment of dead history," he comments, with t h e  know- 

ledge gained from h i s  experience, 

stratum upon stratum l i k e  the  leaves of a book, t o  
be studied by geologis ts  and antiquaries chiefly, 
but l i v i n g  poetry l i k e  the  leaves of a t ree ,  which 
precede flowers and fruit,--not a f o s s i l  earth, 
but  a l i v i n g  earth;  compared wi th  whose great  
c en t r a l  l i f e  a l l  animal and vegetable l i f e  i s  
merely paras i t i c .  (204) 

The processes of nature  a r e  the  "great centra l  l i fev1 of a l l  things, the  

ground of p lants ,  animals, and men, and the  source of vhich they a r e  t he  

metamorphoses. 

After winter 's decomposition, Thoreau moves i n to  the  f i r s t  s igns of 

spring proper. He watches the  ."first tender signs of t he  in fan t  year j u s t  

peeping for th"  (204) i n  t h e  vegetation, l i s t e n s  t o  t h e  red-squirrels 

"chuckling and chirruping" (205) under h i s  house, and heralds "the f i r s t  

sparrow of springlc whose singing was "heard over t he  p a r t i a l l y  bare and 

moist f ie lds . .  .as if the  l a s t  f l akes  of winter t inkled a s  they f e l l n  (205). 

A s  spring ac tua l ly  arr ives ,  the  ltgrass flames up on the  h i l l s i d e s  l i k e  a 

spring f i r e .  . .It 

as i f  t he  ear th  sent f o r th  an inward heat t o  greet  
t h e  returning sun; not yellow but green i s  the  
color of i t s  flame;--the symbol of perpetual youth, 
t h e  grass-blade, l i k e  a long green ribbon, streams 
from the  sod i n to  the  summer, checked indeed by t he  
f r o s t ,  but vlon pushing on again, l i f t i n g  i t s  spear 
of l a s t  year's hay with the  f resh  l i f e  below. (205) 



Life and death, conposition and decomposition, a r e  both a p a r t  of the  

underlying process of nature.  After each winter, spring f o l h w s  t o  show 

t h a t  we l i v e  in a " l iv ing  earth" t h a t  i s  constantly changing organically. 

A3 a correspoxdential  symbol of the  "inward heatv of nature, and by ex- 

tension,  of man, t h e  "grass-blade" revea l s  t h e  power of t h e  "fresh l i f e  

below" t h e  surface of th ings .  "So our human l i f e  but d i e s  down t o  i t s  

says Thoreeu, '*and sti l l  puts  fo r th  i t s  green blade t o  e terni ty t t  

(205). Every th ing  i n  nature  obeys t h i s  lzw of creation; l i f e  and death 

are a p a r t  of t h e  n a t u r a l  cycle of t h e  earth.  When Thoreau sees the  

"v-tiLture feeding on t h e  carrion," o r  t h e  dead carcass of a horse, he no 

longer  despai rs ,  but  af f i rms t h e  "inviolable health of Nature" t h a t  

n e c e s s i t a t e s  t h i s  s i tuat ion.(210).  When we see i n t o  t h e  c y c l i c a l  nature 

of creat ion,  we can understand the  "universal innocencev (210) of l i f e  

and death processes, and p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h i s  na tu ra l  movement. 

After descr ib ing how Walden i s  melting apaceft (205), Thoreau then 

sums up h i s  experience with a short  but conclusive statement: Walden was 

dead and i s  a l i v e  again" (206). We have moved wLth Thoreau from the  first 

s igns  of thaw on t h e  h i l l s i d e  t o  t h e  b i r t h  and growth of grass.  Opening 

in terms of t h e  movement from winter t o  spring, Thoreau suddenly experiences 

a moment of r eve la t ion  a s  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  he too has been transformed from 

"storm and winter  t o  serene and mild weather, from dark and sluggish hours 

t o  b r igh t  and e l a s t i c  onest, (206). H i s  o m  metamorphosis i n t o  a f r u i t f u l  

marriage with t h e  processes of nature i s  t h e  climax t o  an achieved ex- 

perience : 

Suddenly an i n f l u x  of l i g h t  f i l l e d  my house, though 
t h e  evening was a t  hand, and the  clouds of winter  
s t i l l  overhung it, and the eaves were d r i p p h g  with 



s l ee ty  rain. I looked out t h e  window, and lo! 
where yesterday was cold gray i c e  there  l a y  t he  
t ransparent  pond already calm and f u l l  of hope 
as in a summer evening, r e f l ec t i ng  a sunmer 
evening skg i n  i t s  bosom, though none was vis-  
i b l e  overhead, a s  if  it had inte l l igence with 
soms remote horizon. I heard a mbin  in the  
distance,  t h e  f i r s t  I had heard f o r  many a 
thousand years,  methought, whose note 1 sha l l  
not  f o rge t  f o r  many a thousand more,-the 
same sweet and powerful song a s  of yore.. . .I 
knew t h a t  i t  would not r a in  any more....As it 
grew darker, I was s t a r t l ed  by t he  honking of 
geese f l y i n g  low over the woods, l i k e  weary 
t r a v e l l e r s  ge t t ing  i n  l a t e  from southern lakes,  
and indulging a t  l a s t  in unrestrained complaint 
and mutual consolation. Standing a t  my door, I 
could hear  t he  rush of t h e i r  wings; when, driv- 
ing toward my house, they suddenly spied my 
l i g h t ,  and with hushed clamor wheeled and s e t t l ed  
i n  t h e  pond. So I came in ,  and shut the  door, 
and passed my f i r s t  spring night in the woods. (206) 

Thoreau' s achieved contact  with t he  processes of nature have prepared him 

f o r  t h i s  sudden "influx of l ight"  t h a t  f i l l s  h i s  cabin. The landscape of 

both h'alden Pond and h i s  mind i s  transformed in to  a rtsummer evening skyff 

even though "none w a s  v i s i b l e  overhead." H i s  marriage t o  the  source of 

h i s  experience a l t e r s  t h e  physical surface of things and makes the  pond 

tttransparent,n almost a s  if it "had intel l igence," he says, "with some 

remote horizon." AS t h e  inv i s ib le  forces  of creation reveal  themselves 

i n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of h i s  experience, Thoreau enters  the  thought of men 

i n  other  ages and places: the robin's song, being a revela t ion of the  source 

of a l l  experience, i s  both ancient and contemporary, t he  pos s ib i l i t y  of a l l  

men, past ,  present,  and future.  "1 knew tha t  i t  w ~ u l d  not ra in  my more," 

says Thoreau very calmly, now knowing t ha t  not only t he  pond but; a l l  th ings  

have a bottom t h a t  can be measured i n  exper ient ia l  f a c t .  I'he passage 

s e t t l e s  t o  a qu ie t  conclusion a s  the  geese "l ike weary t ravel lers"  f ind  



a haven in t h e  l i g h t  surrounding Thoreauts cabin. Their movement reveals  

h i s  own movement toward t h a t  "home" he had been searching f o r  when he first 

shut t h e  door, and passed my first spring night  i n  t h e  ~ o d s . "  He has  

found t h e  ground from d i c h  t h e  "true clothingw of h i s  experience grows. 

The r e s t  of l*Springfl amplif ies Thoreaufs new found freedom. Although 

each season has  i t s  o m  inherent  beauty i n  t h e  "equilibrium of Naturev (207), 

he now sees  spr ing a s  "the crea t ion of Cosmos out  of Chaos and t h e  rea l i za -  

t i o n  of t h e  Golden Age11 (207)--a time when all men can come i n t o  contact 

With t h e  r o o t  source of th ings  and r e c o n k l e  themselves with the  ground of 

t h e i r  experience. By seeing i n t o  t h e  correspondential nature of Walden 

Pond, Thoreau now understands the  "primitive nature  of manw (2081, and 

t h e  a l t e r n a t e  necess i ty  f o r  a l l  human forms t o  be organical ly  r e l a t e d  t o  

t h e  processes of  nature. When t h e  i n t e l l e c t  t h a t  c rea tes  these  forms works 

in accordance with mants pr imi t ive  nature, it can regain the  Wolden Age.', 

The kind of freedom poss ib le  f a r  a l l  men i s  caught i n  t h e  image of t h e  

hawk t h a t  Thoreau sees  "soaring l i k e  a r ipp le  and tuabl ing a rod o r  two 

t h e  "undersides of i t s  wings11 gleaming "l ike t h e  pear ly  ins ide  of a shel l , "  

he f o l l o w  t h e  movement of i t s  rhythmical f l i g h t ,  noting I t s  se l f - re l i ance  

i n  t h e  ? , f i e l d s  of a i r u  (209): 

..,mounting again and again with i t s  strange chuckle, 
it repeatcd i t s  f r e e  and beaut i fu l  f a l l ,  turning over 
and over l i k e  a k i t e ,  and then recovering from i t s  
l o f t y  twnSling, a s  if it had never s e t  i t s  foo t  on 
t e r r a  f i rm. It appeared t o  have no con;panion i n  t h e  
universe,--sporting the re  alone,--and t o  need none 
but t h e  morning and t h e  e the r  with which it played. (209) 



Like t h e  hawk t h a t  was born i n  a t'crevice of a cragt1 and now f l i e s  

f r e e  i n  t h e  wind, Thoreau was - born in h i s  descent t o  t h e  ground of nature  

and now i s  f r e e  t o  build h i s  world from basic pr inciples .  But both of 

them a r e  " l i k e  ki tes."  They can f l y  only because they have grown from 

and a r e  s t i l l  t i e d  t o  t t terra firma." J u s t  a s  t h e  f r i c t i o n  of a i r  i s  

necessary f o r  f l ight - - in  a completely pure atmosphere it would be im- 

Possible--Thoreau now r e a l i z e s  t h a t  h i s  l i b e r a t i o n  from out-moded forms 

of perception grows from h i s  primal connection t o  nature. It i s  t h i s  kind 

of self-rel iance t h a t  each man c a r r i e s  within him. Thoreau's p a r t i c u l a r  

example i s  an exemplification of t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  open t o  a l l  men. Like 

Williams and Emerson, Thoreau a l s o  recognizes t h a t  t h e  problem of contact 

i s  both an a e s t h e t i c  and a moral issue.  Only when men r e l a t e  t o  t h e  

processes of na tu re  i n  t h e i r  o m  p a r t i c u l a r  experience can they build zn 

authent ic  society.  They hold t h e  "Golden Aget! within them--it i s  a con- 

t i n u a l  p o s s i b i l i t y :  

We should be blessed if we l i v e d  i n  the  present  
always, and took advantage of every accident 
t h a t  b e f e l l  us, l i k e  t h e  grass  which confesses 
t h e  influence of t h e  s l i g h t e s t  dew t h a t  falls 
on it; and d i d  not spend our time i n  atoning 
f o r  t h e  neglect  of pas t  opportunit ies ,  which we 
ca l l  doing our duty. We l o i t e r  i n  winter while 
it i s  already spring. In a pleasant  spring 
morning a l l  men's s i n s  a re  forgiven.. ..Through 
our own recovered innocence we discern t h e  
innocence of our neighbors. You may have knom 
your neighbor yesterday f o r  a t h i e f ,  a drunk- 
ard, o r  a sensual is t ,  and merely p i t i e d  o r  
despised him, and despaired of the  wwld; but 
t h e  sun shines br ight  and warn t h i s  f i r s t  
spr ing morning, recreat ing t h e  world, and you 
meet him a t  some serene work, and see how h i s  
exhausted and debauched veins expand with still 
joy and b l e s s  t h e  new day, f e e l  the  spring in-  
f luence  with t h e  innocence of infancy, and a l l  
h i s  f a u l t s  a r e  forgotten.  There i s  not  only 



an atmosphere of good w i l l  about him, but even 
a savor of holiness groping f o r  expression, 
b l indly  and ineffectual ly  perhaps, l i k e  a new- 
born i n s t i n c t ,  and f o r  a short  hour the  south 
h i l l - s ide  echoes t o  no vulgar j e s t .  (207-208) 

Thoreau's own moral transformation i s  apparent in  t h i s  passage. When he 

came t o  Walden Pond, he had been one of those despairers of the  world. 

But through h i s  experience, he has achieved the  "spring of springsft and 

actual ized h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  nature. Now he sees t h i s  same pos s ib i l i t y  i n  

h i s  "neighbors," t h e  people of Concord. He now approaches them with a 

d i f fe ren t  kind of message: "spring" i s  a s t e t e  of mind and can be recov- 

ered in organic exqxrience a s  h i s  own l i f e  has shown. Now seeing the  

p o s s i b i l i t y  within men a s  i t  gropes "for expression," he becomes aware of 

t h e  Wmocence of infancy?? l i v ing  blindly i n  t h e i r  l ives .  

lConclusion,~l therefore, i s  both a statement of a c tua l i t i e s  and pos- 

s i b i l i t i e s .  Having concretized h i s  own primal re la t ion  t o  nature, Thoreau 

now turns  t o  h i s  contemporaries and i nv i t e s  them t o  a c c o ~ p l i s h  the  same 

in t h e i r  o m  l i ve s .  "Explore thyself ,  fl  he says (213) : a l l  men should be 

Columbuses, explorers of the  "private sea, the  Atlantic and Pacif ic  Ocean" 

(212) of t h e i r  experience. Their search lz r i l l  y ie ld  r e s u l t s  because "there 

i s  a so l id  bottom everywherett (219)-~horeau now speaks from experience, 

having sounded out the  bottom of Walden. No matter how thick the  "bogs 

and quicksands of society'f (219) smother man's re la t ion  t o  the  pmcesses 

of nature, he can s t i l l  achieve t he  "spring of springs," a s  t he  fable  of 

t he  "beautiful  bug" (221) reveals : 

Every one has heard the  s to ry  which has gone t he  
rounds of New England, of a strong and beaut i ful  
bug which cane out of t he  dry leaf of an old t ab l e  
of apple-tree wood, vhich had stood i n  a farrier's 



kitchen f o r  s i x ty  years, f i r s t  i n  Connecticut, 
and afterward i n  Massachusetts, -from an egg 
deposited in the  l i v ing  t r e e  many years ear- 
l i e r  still, a s  appeared by counting the  annual 
l a y e r s  beyond it; which was heard gnawing out 
f o r  several  weeks, hatched perchance by t he  
heat  of an urn....Who knows what beaut i ful  and 
winged l i f e ,  whose egg has been buried f o r  ages 
under many concentric l ayers  of woodenness in 
t h e  dead dry l i f e  of society...rnay unexpectedly 
come f o r t h  from m i d s t  society 's  nost t r i v i a l  
and handselled furni ture ,  t o  enjoy i t s  perfect  
summer l i f e  a t  l a s t !  (221) 

Living beneath the  *lconcentric l ayers  of woodenness i n  the  dead dry 

l i f e  of sacietyv before s e t t l i n g  a t  Walden Pond, Thoreau i s  t h a t  "beautiful 

bug', t h a t  has "come forth" from Concord's woodwork t o  achieve h i s  "perfect 

suJ-nmer l i f e  a t  las t ."  In  t he  introductory remarks t o  t h i s  study of Walden, 

we had noted how Thoreau's journey out of Concord semed l i k e  a voyage t o  

a foreign country. Having followed h i s  development throughout the  nar- 

ra t ive ,  however, the  process now becomes much clearer.  Like Pbe i n  

Williamst In  t h e  American Grain, Thoreau has learned tha t  t he  American 

society, of which Concord i s  a miniature version, i s  i t s e l f  the  foreign 

country. Abstracted from the  processes of nature, l i v ing  i n  the  %ud and 

slush of opinion" (66), it remains divorced from the  r e a l  source of h e r i c a .  

By leaving Concord h t h  l i t e r a l l y  and metaphorically, Thoreau has found the  

authentic roo ts  of h e r i c a .  The source of both h i s  and Concord's ex- 

perience, he being a prototype of a l l  men, ex i s t s  beneath the  abst ract ions  

of Concord. Going t o  Walden i s  therefore not a journey t o  a l td is tant  

countryt, but t o  the  r e a l  America. 

Only by discovering how t o  respond t o  nature could Thoreau uncover 

h i s  elemental r e l a t i on  t o  natural  processes. He had t o  l ea rn  how t o  

acquire the  "spring of springs." We have according1.y traced h i s  growth 



in terms of h i s  n a r r a t i v e  account of h i s  experiences. H i s  transformation 

has been accomplished i n  t h e  very language of Walden. It i s  i n  the  space- 

time world of h i s  n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  he h a s  made h i s  discoveries.  In other  

words, and t h i s  po in t  has  only been implied throughout our exploration, 

Thoreau l e a r n s  h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  nature only in and t h r o u ~ h  t h e  a r t i s t i c  

world of Walden. Only i n  t h i s  world does he change h i s  s tance toward 

experience and d iscover  how t o  ?*live" i n  accordance with n a t u r a l  laws. 

m a t  began a s  a simple account of l i f e  i n  t h e  woods, by t h e  end of t h e  

n a r r a t i v e ,  has become a work of a r t .  Walden, a s  a f in i shed  product, both 

conta ins  and revea l s  Thoreau's experience. I f  t h e  processes o f  na ture  

a r e  t h e  source of t h e  ' I tme clothingtl of experience, Walden i s  t h a t  "true 

clothing,"  t h e  organic form t h a t  concret izes one man's p a r t i c u l a r  experience 

world i t s e l f  hidden beneath t h e  external ized forms of Concord. Perhaps 

Thoreau was aware of t h i s  metamorphosis of h i s  experience i n t o  a work of 

a r t  a s  he r e l a t e d  t h e  f a b l e  of the  a r t i s t  of Kouroo: 

There was an a r t i s t  i n  the  c i t y  of Kouroo who 
was disposed t o  s t r i v e  a f t e r  perfect ion.  One 
day i t  came i n t o  h i s  mind t o  make a s taff .  
Having considered t h a t  i n  an imperfect work 
time i s  an ingredient ,  but i n t o  a perfec t  work 
time does no t  enter ,  he sa id  t o  himself, It 
s h a l l  be perfec t  i n  a l l  respects ,  though I 
should do nothing e l s e  i n  my l i f e .  He pro- 
ceeded i n s t a n t l y  t o  the  f o r e s t  f o r  wood, being 
resolved t h a t  it should not  be made of un- 
s u i t a b l e  mater ia l ;  and a s  he searched f o r  and 
re j ec ted  s t i c k  a f t e r  s t ick ,  h i s  f r i e n d s  grad- 
ual!.~ deser ted  him, f o r  they grew old  i n  t h e i r  
works and died,  but he grew no t  o lder  by a 
moment. H i s  s ingleness of purpose and reso- 
l u t i o n ,  and h i s  elevated p ie ty ,  endowed him, 
without h i s  knowledge, with perennial  youth. 
A s  he  made no conpro;ilise with Time, Time kept 
out  of h i s  w2y, and only sighed a t  a d is tance  



because he could not overcome him. Before he 
had found a stock i n  a l l  respects  s u i t a b l e  t h e  
c i t y  of Kouroo was a hoary ruin, and he s a t  on 
one of i t s  mounds t o  peel  t h e  s t i ck .  Before he 
had g5ven it t h e  proper shape the  dynasty of 
t h e  Candahars was a t  an end, and with t h e  point  
of t h e  s t i c k  he wrote t h e  name of t h e  l a s t  of 
t h a t  race  i n  t h e  sand, and then resumed h i s  
work. By t h e  time he had smoothed and polished 
t h e  s taf f  Kalpa was no longer the  pole-star; 
and e r e  he had put  on the  f e r u l e  and t h e  head 
adorned with precious stones, Brahma had awoke 
and slumbered many times. But why do I s tay  
t o  mention these  things? When t h e  f in i sh ing  
s t roke  was put  t o  h i s  work, it  suddenly ex- 
panded before t h e  eyes of t h e  astonished a r t -  
i s t  i n t o  t h e  f a i r e s t  of a l l  creat ions of 
Brahma. He had made a new system i n  making a 
s t a f f ,  a world with f u l l  and f a i r  proportions; 
in which, though the  o ld  c i t i e s  and dynast ies 
had passed away, f a i r e r  and more g lor ious  ones 
had taken t h e i r  places. And now he saw by the  
heap of shavings s t i l l  f resh  a t  h i s  f e e t ,  t h a t ,  
f o r  him and h i s  work, t h e  former l apse  of time 
had been an i l l u s i o n ,  and t h a t  no more time had 
elapsed than i s  required f o r  a s ingle  s c i n t i l -  
l a t i o n  from t h e  brain of Brahma t o  f a l l  on 2nd 
inflame t h e  t i n d e r  of a mortal brain. The 
mate r i a l  was pure, and h i s  a r t  was pure; how 
could t h e  r e s u l t  be o ther  than wonderful? (216-217) 

A s  a work of a r t ,  Walden i s  t h a t  perfect  "staff" 

mate r i a l  of Thoreau's experience. Like t h e  a r t i s t  of 

Walden Pond t o  f i n d  t h e  authentic mater ia l  with which 

hewn from the  "pure" 

Kouroo, he went t o  

t o  weave t h e  '%rue 

clothingw of h i s  experience, in t h e  course of h i s  s t a y  learning what was 

wunsuitable.tf What b e t t e r  clothing i s  the re  than Walden i t s e l f ?  Williams 

had asser ted  t h a t  sa lva t ion  i s  aes thet ic :  a t r u e  work of a r t  reconci les  

"the people and t h e  stones" because it concret izes and revea l s  human ex- 

perience. Walden holds on t o  Thoreauts pa r t i cu la r  experience i n  a l l  of 

i t s  f l u i d i t y .  Recording one man's journey t o  the  r o o t s  of America, i t  i s  

representa t ive  of t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  open t o  dl men: i n  h i s  own soli tude,  



Thoreau was ab le  t o  make "a new system i n  making a s t a f f ,  a world with 

f u l l  and fair proportionst' capable of becoming a model f o r  a l l  men. 

Because Walden, a s  an 0rganj.c work of a r t ,  i s  grounded in t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  

space and t i ~ e  of one man's experience, it i s  removed from t h e  1imitat io; is  

of space aqd time. I n  t h e  a r t i s t i c  world of the  narra t ive ,  Thoreauts 

experience i s  perenniaUy present .  A s  long a s  men respond t o  i t s  language 

and experience i t s  drama, i t  w i l l  always remain contemporary. 

With h i s  beau t i fu l  wand, -- Walden, Thoreau decides t o  re turn  t o  Concord. 

He e n t e r s  t h e  world of men t o  o f fe r  them the  diadem t h a t  can reconci le  

them t o  t h e  processes of na ture  and r e s t o r e  them t o  t h e i r  r i g h t f u l  king- 

dom, He a l s o  r e a l i z e s ,  however, t h a t  f o r  himself one work of a r t  i s  not  

an end. Walden i s  only one beginning of ma.y beginnings, Had he s t w e d  

a.?d made t h i s  "new s,vstemft a permanent mode of l i f e ,  he would have f a l l e n  

i n t o  a s  r i g i d  a forin as t h a t  which forced him t o  leave Concord i n  the  first 

place,  ',It i s  remarkable," he says, Ifhow e a s i l y  and insens ib ly  we fall 

i n t o  a p a r t i c u l a r  route,  and make a beaten t r ack  f o r  ourselvesrt (213). 

Used a s  an end i n  i t s e l f ,  '/Jal.den would a l so  becoxe an empty form abs t rac t -  

ed from e q ~ c r i e n c e .  ItPerhaps i t  seemed t o  me t h a t  I had several  more 

l i v e s  t o  l i v e , f f  says Thoreail, "and could not spare any more time f o r  t h a t  

onen (213), A s  l i f e  i s  a continuous s e r i e s  of e q e r i e n c e s ,  Thoreau r e t u r n s  

t o  Concord t o  f i n d  o the r  Waldensfl t o  shzpe i n t o  revela tory  l ' s ta f fs r l  of 

a r t .  If t h e  material. of h i s  subsequent experiences i s  pure, and the  a r t  

i s  pure, "how could the  r e s u l t  be o the r  than w c ~ d e r f u l ? ~ ~  
" 

Along with Ecerson, Thoreau i n  Waldcn r e a l i z e s  t h a t  only those art 

forms t h a t  a r e  organic extensions of experience c m  ccncre t ize  and reveal  



the a c t i v e  process of coming i n t o  contact with elemental processes. A s  

r e t u r n  t o  t h e  twent ie th  century t o  inves t iga te  t h e  poetry of Wallace 

Stevens, we should bear i n  mind t h e  s t rong emphasis both of them place 

On experience, an a r e a  t h a t  moves behind ( o r  before) such r a t i o n d  

ca tegor ies  a s  "materialism" and llidealism." I n  h i s  own l i f e t i m e  search 

f o r  a r e a l i t y  t h a t  subsumes a l l  things,  Stevens a l s o  r e j e c t s  those 

Pre-conceived forms of perception t h a t  d i s t o r t  the  na ture  of t h e  world. 

Rather than affirming experience, however, he attempts t o  ge t  nearer  

t o  r e a l i t y  by engaging i n  those very problems of knowledge t h a t  Emerson 

warns u s  agains t .  As t h e  poe t i c  world of t h e  Collected Poems w i l l  show 

us, he entered t h e  realm of epistemology and the  llsubject-objectlf 

Problem it presents ,  a t tacking a l l  m p t y  forms while i r o n i c a l l y  accept- 

i n g  another--the epistemological question i tself-equally as l imi t ing .  



Section Four: 

An End of the Imagination 



He b h e  peed f i n d s  t h a t  a s  between these  two 
sources: t h e  imagination and r e a l i t y ,  t h e  imag- 
i n a t i o n  i s  f a l s e ,  whatever e l s e  may be sa id  of 
it, and r e a l i t y  i s  t rue ;  and being concerned 
t h a t  poetry should be a th ing of v i t a l  and v i r -  
i l e  importance, he cormits himself t o  r e a l i t y ,  
which then becomes h i s  inescapable and ever- 
present  d i f f i c u l t y  and inamorata. 

After  t h e  l eaves  have fa l l en ,  we re tu rn  
To a p l a i n  sense of things. It i s  a s  if 
We had come t o  an end of the  imagination, 
Inanimate in an i n e r t  savoir.  

It i s  d i f f i c u l t  even t o  choose t h e  adjec t ive  
.For t h i s  blank cold, t h i s  sadness without cause. 
The g rea t  s t r u c t u r e  has become a minor house. 
No turban walks across  the  lessened f loors .  

The greenhouse never so badly needed paint .  
The chimney i s  f i f t y  years  old and s l a n t s  t o  one side.  
A f a n t a s t i c  e f f o r t  has f a i l ed ,  a r e p e t i t i o n  
In a r epe t i t iousness  of men and f l i e s .  

Yet  t h e  absence of t h e  imagination had 
I t s e l f  t o  be imagined. The g rea t  pond, 
The p la in  sense of it ,  without r e f l ec t ions ,  leaves, 
Mud, water l i k e  d i r t y  glass,  expressing s i lence  

O f  a s o r t ,  s i l e n c e  of a r a t  come out  t o  see, 
The g rea t  pond and i t s  waste of t h e  l i l i e s ,  a l l  t h i s  
Had t o  be imagined a s  an inev i t ab le  knowledge, 
Required, as a necess i ty  requires.  ("The Plain Sense of ~ h i n g s " )  



Possibly no o t h e r  poet  i n  t h e  twentieth century has received a s  

ca re fu l  and sympathetic a c r i t i c a l  treatment a s  Wallace Stevens. Yet, a s  

l a t e  a s  1964, Joseph N. Ridden,  discussing the  main l i n e s  of Stevens 

c r i t i c i s m  in ttThc Contours of Stevens Criticism, tt could say t h a t  "the 

l a t e r  Stevens remains an enj .qa  of sor ts ." l  H i s  ccrnment i s  s t i l l  re- 

veal ing.  A s  if t o  fol low Stevenst comment t h a t  ttpoetry i s  a process of 

t h e  pe r sona l i ty  of t h e  poet,tt2 c r i t i c s  have read through t h e  Collected 

Poems (1954) with almost r e l i g i o u s  patience, through meticulous in- - 
ves t iga t ion  of individual  poems, t ry ing  t o  de l ineate  t h a t  enigmatic 

personal i ty .  As we too e n t e r  Stevenst Itplanet on the  Tablew (CP, 532) 

and explore t h e  ttfluent mundolt (CP, 4011) of the  Collected Poems, espe- 

c i a l l y  the  f i n a l  sec t ion  The Rock (1954), we seen t o  f ind  ourselves i n  a  

world of cont radic t ions .  Statement of ten  c o n f l i c t s  with statement, Stevens 

o f t en  s h i f t i n g  ground, sometimes appearing t o  bel ieve one thing,  then 

b l a t a n t l y  den*g t h a t  same bel ief .  We almost turn  with r e l i e f  t o  J. H i l l i s  

N i l l e r t s  assessment of Stevens c r i t i c i s m  and the  problems i t  e n t a i l s :  



It i s  impossible t o  f ind  a s ingle  sys tenat ic  theory 
of poet ry  and l i f e  i n  Stevens. I f  the  poet swerves 
t h i s  way and t h a t  seeking f i x i t y  and escape from 
contradict ion,  tho  c r i t i c  must f ind  a way t o  account 
f o r  t h i s  vac i l l a t ion .  3 

Along with H i l l e r ,  Riddel l  and Roy Harvey Pearce explore t h i s  vac i l l a t ion  

studying Stevens' pos i t ion  in The Rock, h i s  final stateiient on t h e  

general  a l l  th ree  argue t h a t  t h e  l a t e r  Stevens becomes aware of major 

contradic t ions  in h i s  thought. I n  t h e  poet ic  world of t h e  Collected 

hems, r e a l i t y  i s  both ac tual ized and evaded by t h e  same imaginative 

Process. Even though t h e i r  s tudies  present three  d i f f e r e n t  p o r t r a i t s ,  

they a l l  a s s e r t  t h a t  Stevens, confronted with the  dichotomy inherent  i n  

h i s  assumptions i n  The Rock, moves toward another kind of of 

t h e  poe t i c  process.4 By so doing, however, they tend t o  pos i t  solut ions 

t o  contradic t ions  i n  Stevenst thought and extend it i n t o  realms i n  which 

he d id  not  move. The poems of The Rock a r e  anything but aff irmative* 

After  a l i f e t i m e  search f o r  a v iable  bel ief  based on t h e  poe t i c  process, 

t h e  l a t e r  Stevens, a s  even the  '!Plain Sense of Thingsf1 indicates ,  rea l -  

i z e s  t h a t  h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  do so has been and will always be inevi table .  

"The Pla in  Sense of Thingsff seems autobiographical because of i t s  

sense of necessary f i n a l i t y :  the  leaves  have f a l l e n  ( f o r  the  f i n a l  time?) 

and Stevens moves away from the "Credences of Sumerv (CP, 372) t o  an 

autumnal awareness. A s  tho seasons appear t o  assume t h e i r  f i n a l  cycle, 

he r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  "plain sense of things." After the  i l l u s o r y  c o n s t r u c t i ~ n  

of metaphors about, he now f e e l s  a s  i f  he "had come t o  an end of t h e  h a g -  

ina t ion,  /~nanirnate i n  an i n e r t  savoir.  1'5 The qual i fy ing Ifas ifff ind ica tes  

t h a t  even a knowledge t h a t  the  imagination can do nothing t o  chznge the  



l a rge  f a c t  of t he  wholly external  and ind i f fe ren t  world i s  i t s e l f  an 

imaginative act .  After years  of metaphors coming and going, creating and 

destroying i n  t he  rhythm of seasons, the  uncontrollable and unknowable 

a l i en  r e a l i t y  s t i l l  remains: "It i s  d i f f i c u l t  even t o  choose the  adjective/ 

For t h i s  blank cold, t h i s  sadness without cause." Stevenst asser t ion i n  

"An Ordinary Evening i n  New Haven11 t h a t  We see/Nothing beyond r ea l i t yn  

(CP, 465) now becomes an impossibil i ty.  The "great structurew tha t  poetry 

seemed t o  provide i s  only a ttminor house" without any ult imate meaning. 

There i s  no pos s ib i l i t y  f o r  any kind of bel ief :  "No turban walks across 

t he  lessened floors.tt Years of imaginative ac t i v i t y  have not changed a 

thing. Time has continued i t s  necessary motion. The greenhouse needs 

paint .  The f i f t y  year old chimney now "s lants  t o  one side." The quotid- 

i an  world continues i t s  changeless inconstancy. "A f an t a s t i c  e f fo r t  has 

fai led." I n  a col loquial  sense, the  word t ~ f a n t a s t i c ~  could simply re fe r  

t o  a momentous effor t .  Used nore s t r i c t l y ,  a s  Stevens consis tent ly  does, 

it, o r  i t s  var iant ,  usual ly  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  process of the  imagination. I n  

"Anatomy of Monotonyft (CP, 107), f o r  instance, a s  men anthropomorphize 

t he  sun, o thers  come "Twinning our phantasy and our device," ttPhantasylc 

and tfdevice,tl i n  t h i s  context, describe the  d i s to r t ing  metaphoric process 

of t he  imagination. Elsewhere, i n  "The Course of a Par t icularv  (OP, 9 6 ) ,  

Stevens contemplates leaves  t ha t  have no human meaning and hypo t he t i c a l l y  

perceives them "In t h e  absence of fantasia,"  a s  things-in-themselves 

p r io r  t o  metaphor, In another poem, What We See i s  What We Thinkl, (CP, 459), 

noon becomes t h e  moxent the  mind passes i n to  a metaphoric perception of 

things: 



A t  twelve, t h e  dis integrat ion of afternoon 
Began, t h e  re turn t o  phantomerei, i f  not 
To phantoms. 

In t h e  "Plain Sense of Things," then, the  "fantast ic effor t t t  t h a t  has 

f a i l ed  i s  Stevens' attempt t o  es tabl ish  a belief  through the  metaphoric 

Process of t h e  imagination. 

Before we can understand t he  f u l l  implications of the  l a s t  two stanzas 

of t he  poem, however, one important point needs emphasis. In h i s  l e t t e r s  

and essays, Stevens of ten discusses t he  interdependence of the  hag ina t i on  

and r ea l i t y .  Writing t o  Ronald Lane Latimer, f o r  instance, h e  says t ha t  

t h e  various sect ions  of "The Pian with the  Blue Guitar" (CP, 165-1841 "deal 

With t h e  r e l a t i on  o r  balance between imagined things and r ea l  things which 

. . .is a constant source of trouble t o  met1 (LWS, 316). He makes a similar  

statement i n  t h e  essay "The Noble Rider and the  Sound of Wolds:" 

It i s  not only t ha t  the  imagination adheres t o  
r ea l i t y ,  but, also,  t ha t  r e a l i t y  adheres t o  t h e  
imagination and t h a t - t h e  interdependence i s  
essen t ia l .  (NA,  33) 

Within t he  boundaries of these and o ther  re la ted comments, c r i t i c s  have 

explained h i s  poet ic  world i n  the  context of the  Romantic synthesis of 

subject  and object. Roy Harvey Pearce, f o r  example, argues t ha t  Stevenst 

"concern f o r  t he  subject-object problem is...continuous from tha t  of h i s  

Romantic forebears.tt6 Although he has much i n  common with t he  Ronantics, 

a too hasty comparison often excludes important differences. b. close 

invest igat ion of t he  Collected Poems indicates  t ha t  h i s  r e a l  des i re  was 

not so much t o  reconcile the  subject-self with the  object - real i ty  but  t o  

separate them. In  h i s  l a t e r  poetry especial ly,  he discovers t ha t  per- 

ception i s  t he  n e c e s s a q  interdependence of the subject  with the  object .  



He then wanted t o  separate them t o  know the  object  p r i o r  t o  the  in te r -  

vention of t h e  subject ,  These objects-in-themselves, wholly e X t e ~ l 2 l  t o  

t he  perceiving se l f ,  he called tlreality.tt In "The Course of a Particular" 

(OP, 961, a poem t h a t  Samuel French Morse says "should have appeared i n  

the findl sect ion of t h e  Collected Poemstt had Stevens not misplaced it 

(OP, l od i ) ,  t h i s  de s i r e  t o  dis t inguish r e a l i t y  from the  se l f  i s  c la r i f i ed :  

The leaves  cry...One holds off and merely hears the cry. 
It i s  a busy cry, concerning someone else.  
And though one says t ha t  one i s  par t  of everything, 

There i s  a conf l ic t ,  there  i s  a res is tance involved; 
And being p a r t  i s  an exert ion t ha t  declines: 
One f e e l s  t he  l i f e  of t ha t  which gives l i f e  a s  it is. 

In t h i s  poem Stevens f i g h t s  h i s  des i re  t o  become a "part of everythinget' 

Because t h e  crying of the  leaves belongs t o  a r e a l i t y  outside of the  

human world, it concerns ttsomeone else." "Being par tw would therefore 

be exert ion t h a t  declj.nes.'t Were he not t o  r e s i s t  the  temptation t o  

iden t i fy  with t he  crying, he would not gat  a sense "of t ha t  which gives 

l i f e  a s  it is," t h a t  r e a l i t y  o r  things-in-themselves p r io r  t o  t he  human 

metaphors about it, 

I n  Stevens' Poetr r  of Thoupht, Frank Doggett i s  qu i te  correct  i n  

arguing t h a t  Stevens usually looks upon "reali tyt t  a s  undetermined base 

on which a mind constructs i t s  personal sense of the  bmrld."? This r e a l i t y  

"forces i t s e l f  upon our consciousness and refuses t o  be managed and master- 

ed," says Stevens i n  tQn Poetic Truth," and argues fu r ther  t ha t  poetry has 

llto mediate f o r  us  a r e a l i t y  not ourselves" (OP, 238). I n  another pas- 

sage from t h i s  sane essay he expands the  terns  of h i s  discussion: 

..,poetry has t o  do with r e a l i t y  i n  t ha t  concrete 
and individual  aspect of it which the  mind can 



neve r  t a c k l e  a l t o g e t h e r  on i t s  own terms, wi th  
m a t t e r  t h a t  i s  fo re ign  and a l i e n  i n  a way i n  
which a b s t r a c t  systems, i d e a s  i n  which we d e t e c t  
an i n h e r e n t  p a t t e r n ,  a s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  belongs t o  
t h e  i d e a s  thanselves,  can never  be. . . . i ts  
b o e t r y t g f  unction.. , is  p rec i se ly  t h i s  contac t  
w i th  r e a l i t y  as it impinges on us  from t h e  out- 
s ide ,  t h e  sense  t h a t  we can touch and f e e l  a 
. so l id  r e a l i t y  which does no t  wholly d i s so lve  
i t s e l f  i n t o  t h e  conceptions o f  ou r  own minds. 
It i s  t h e  ind iv idua l  and p a r t i c u l a r  t h a t  does 
t h i s .  And t h e  h9nder and mystery o f  art,  a s  
indeed of  r e l i g i o n  i n  t h e  l a s t  r e s o r t ,  i s  t h e  
r e v e l a t i o n  of something %holly otherf '  by which 
t h e  i n e x p r e s s i b l e  l o n e l i n e s s  of th inking  is  
broken and enriched. (OP, 236-237) 

According t o  Stevens, r e a l i t y  i s  t h a t  % h o l l y  other" t h a t  l i v e s  out- 

s i d e  of tk mind's percept ion  of it. It i s  d i s t i n c t  from those  

"abs t r ac t  systemsff t h a t  t h e  mind imposes upon things.  Rat ional  ideas ,  

Stevens imp l i e s ,  a r e  a s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  mind and belong, no t  t o  r e a l i t y ,  

bu t  t o  t h e  mind, The func t ion  of poetry,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, ''is pre- 

c i s e l y  t h i s  con tac t  with r e a i t y  a s  i t  impinges on u s  from the outside." 

A s  a s tatement  of i n t e n t i o n s ,  t h i s  passage i s  f a i r l y  s t raightforward,  

and sounds s u r p r i s i n g l y  l i k e  Williams's d e s i r e  t o  catch t h e  movement of 

o b j e c t s  as t h e y  en la rge  h i s  consciousness.8 But Stevens was to go fur -  

t h e r ,  as t h e  quoted passage a t  t h e  beginning of t h i s  d i scuss ion  

i n d i c a t e s .  He went on t o  be l i eve  t h a t  t h e  imagination, t he  process  

through which p o e t r y  works, i s  a s  f a l s e  a s  r a t i o n a l  i deas ,  being of t h e  

same f i c t i v e  o r d e r ,  Th i s  s i t u a t i o n  c rea ted  impossible problems: I f  

poe t ry  i s  t h e  o n l y  process  capable of revea l ing  r e a l i t y ,  and i t  t o o  i s  

f a l s e ,  r e a l i t y  Ifthen becones h i s  inescapable and ever-present d i f f i c u l t y  

and inamorata.11 How can he g e t  a t  t h e  tlwholly o ther t t  o b j e c t  of h i s  

d e s i r e ,  when a l l  he  has  a t  h i s  d i sposa l  i s  t h e  resources  of  h i s  mind? 



As We w i l l  see, t h i s  quest ion l e d  Stevens on a search f o r  t h a t  l f ~ h ~ l l y  

Other1' some-thing he ca l l ed  r e a l i t y ,  and ended i n  h i s  own divorce from 

t h e  very  source he  sought. 

AS t h e  end of  a voyage tha t  f a i l ed ,  t h e  l a s t  two stanzas of "'l'''e 

Sense of  Things" describe t h e  necessary f i n a l i t y  of S te~enS '  Con- 

cerns. A t  t h e  end of h i s  l i f e  he discovers t h a t  s ince  & notion of 

r e a l i t y  i s  i t s e l f  a product of t h e  imagination, h i s  awareness of f a i l u r e  

is i n e v i t a b l e  knowledge: "Yet t h e  absence of the  imagination h a d b t s e l f  

t o  be imagined.t? Stevens can no longer move i n  any d i rec t ion .  According 

t o  h i s  assumptions, if t h e  b a g i n a t i o n  inevi tably  d i s t o r t s  r e a l i t y ,  

r e a l i t y  can only be grasped i n  t h e  absence of the  imagination. Yet t h e  

h a g i n a t i o n  i s  h i s  only way of knowing anything about the  world. The 

contradic t ion  i s  impossible t o  resolve.  There i s  nothing more t o  Say o r  

do. Even t h e  process of hypothetical ly envisioning t h e  world in t h e  

absence of t h e  ima,gination i s  an imaginative ac t .  The desola te  image of 

t h e  pond only  i n d i c a t e s  more enphat ica l ly  how f a r  away r e a l i t y  remains 

even in t h e  ' tplainest" perception. According t o  Stevens, all f t f an tas t i c  

e f fo r t "  i s  i n e v i t a b l y  f u t i l e .  " A l l  t h i s / ~ a d  t o  be imagined a s  in- 

ev i t ab le  knowledge,lf he says, "Required, a s  a necess i ty  requires." 

TO understand t h i s  f i n a l  pos i t ion  Stevens reached i n  The Rock, we 

must e n t e r  and explore t h e  poe t i c  world t h a t  precedes t h i s  l a s t  sect ion,  

study i t s  assumptions and hypotheses and t r y  t o  l o c a t e  the  source of h i s  

problem. We w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  h i s  world has f a i r l y  well-defined epis te-  

mological boundaries. A discussion of naked epistemological concepts, 

however, i s  not  meant t o  l i m i t  h i s  poetry, but t o  understand i t s  bas ic  

substmce.  Fortunately,  o r  unfortunately, epistemology i s  the  major 

concern of t h e  Collected Poems. 
* 



' h e  P o e t i c  World of t h e  Collected Poems. 

"Sea Surface  F u l l  of Cloudsll (CP, 98-102), from Stevensf first volume 

of Poems, Harmonium - (1923), proposes t h e  kind of epis temological  world 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of t h o  Collected Poems. Regarding t h i s  poem Stevens wr i tes :  

"1 remember t h a t  when I wrote t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  poem I was doing a g r e a t  

dea l  of t h e o r i z i n g  about poe+,ry," and adds in h i s  enigmatic way, Itbut 

a c t u a l l y  I have n o t  t h e  f a i n t e s t  recoll .ection of what theory  prompted t h a t  

P a r t i c u l a r  poem" (INS, 390) . Theorizing, f o r  Stevens, usually m a n s  a 

d i scuss ion  of t h e  jna@nat ion- rea l i ty  r e l a t i onsh ip ,  Ridde3.1 i s  q u i t e  cor- 

r e c t  i n  desc r ib ing  t h e  poem as 11a.n epis temological  exercise ,"  a "revela- 

t i o n  of t h e  p roces s  of perception," each sec t ion  developing llaccording 

t o  an i n n e r  law of percept ion,"  and each l ead ing  t o  a llmomentary COnpO- 

~ u r e . ' ~ 9  I n  t h i s  ep is temologica l  drama t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  elements: t h e  poet- 

subject-self-perceiver ,  t h e  sea-object-thing-perceived, and t h e  process  

of t h e  imaginat ion,  Fur ther ,  each sec t ion  g ives  u s  one in s t ance  of t h e  

way t h e  s e l f  r e l a t e s  t o  what it perceives.  I n  sec t ion  I, f o r  ins taqce ,  

t h e  poe t  Itoff Tehuantepecft i n  November r e a c t s  t o  t h e  sea: 

I n  t h a t  November o f f  Tehuantepec, 
The s lopping  of t h e  sea  grew s t i l l  one n igh t  
And i n  t h e  morning summer hued t h e  deck 
And made one t h i n k  of ro sy  chocolate  
And g i l t  umbrellas. 



m e  perception recorded here i s  momentary, t he  potent ia l  m.mber of Per- 

ceptions being indeterminate. A s  the  poet-self responds t o  t h e  sea, the  

sea appears t o  grow sti l l :  

Paradisal  green 
Gave suavi ty  t o  t h e  perplexed machine 

O f  ocean, which l i k e  limpid water lay.  

?Y ordering t h e  sea i n  perception, t he  poet has apparently transformed 

what seemed chaotic and disorder ly  i n to  something h m d y  meaningf d, 

t h i s  semblance of universa l  harmony: 

Who, then, i n  t h a t  ambrosial l a t i t u d e  
kt of t h e  l i g h t  evolved the  moving blooms, 

Who, then, evolved t he  sea-blooms from the  clouds 
Diffusing balm i n  t ha t  Pacif ic calm? 
Cte/tait  mon enfant, mon bijou, rnon b e .  

The l a s t  two stanzas doscribe the  f i n a l  composure reached through the  

ordering process of the  imagination: 

The sea-clouds whitened f a r  below the  calm 
And moved, a s  blooms move, i n  the  swimming green 
And in  i ts  watery radiance, while t he  hue 

Of heaven in an antique r d l e c t i o n  rol led  
Round those f l o t i l l a s .  Pad sometines the  sea 
Poured b r i l l i a n t  iris on the  gl is tening blue. 

In t h i s  first sect.ion, then, the  imagination appears t o  have metanor- 

phosed the  sea i n t o  something humanly meaningful. Semblances of the old 

re l ig ious  f ee l i ng  of universal  harmony a r e  suggested by the  sea-clouds 

ing i n  an "antique reflect ion" around them. There i s  obvious i rony 



implied i n  t h i s  sanewhat easy harnessing of t h e  b a c h i n e / / ~ f  oceanvv which 

sti l l  e x i s t s  a s  a f o r e b ~ d i n g  r e a l i t y  behind the i l l u s i o n  of order. Sec- 

t i o n  I, however, does introduce us  to Stevens* a t t i t ude  t o  the  epistemo- 

l og i ca l  process of perception. 

Even though it m a d  be presumptous t o  say t ha t  he was influenced 

by t h e  philosophical  wri t ings  of Kant, the Cri t ique of Pure Reason does 

help u s  t o  f i nd  t h e  terms t o  understand Stevens* poet ic  world, i t s  

assumptions and boundaries .lo I n  t h e  "Transcendental Aesthetic" Kant 

argues t h a t  t h e  perceiving mind i s  not  simply a passive receptor of sen- . 

sa t ions ,  but an ac t i ve  ordering agent. Space and time, he says, "are 

two pure f o m s  of sensible  in tu i t ion , "  both belonging t o  the  "subjective 

Consti tut ion of our mi.nd.ttll According t o  Kant, space and time a r e  the  

condit ions of perception. Anything perceived involves the  necessary 

i n t e r ac t i on  of t he  object  exis t ing outside t he  se l f  and the self  t ha t  

provides t h e  space-time context of t h e  perception. Perception w i l l  there- 

f o r e  always be grounded i n  a pa r t i cu l a r  time and space. When Kant pro- 

poses t h a t  space and t ime a re  forms of the  mind, however, he i s  not  

implying t h a t  they have a formal, substantive existence i n  t he  mind. 

They a r c  simply t he  necessary condition of the  pos s ib i l i t y  of perception. 

If we t u rn  t o  sect ion I1 with t h e  perspective provided by Kant, we 

can begin t o  understand the space-time boundaries of the poet's perceptual 

f i e l d .  Once again t h e  time i s  November and he i s  "off Tehuantepec.ft 

H i s  perceptual  f i e l d  i s  thus limited. Although the  th ree  elements ( t he  

poet, sea, anti imagination) a r e  involved i n  the  drama, t h e  newly formed 

perceptual  world i s  d i f fe ren t  from section I--since space, time, and 

phenomena a r e  constantly changing posit ions,  the  po ten t ia l  number of 

tth.orldsrt i s  i n f i n i t e .  A s  the "slopping of the  sea grew s t i l l  one night," 



and "jelly yellow streaked the deck," t h e  poet th inks  of ttchop-house 

chocolate/~nd sham umbrellas. tt  Unlike the first section, he now r eac t s  

"in s i n i s t e r  f l a t n e s s  lay." In both cases, however, and t h i s  i s  a con- 

s tan t  underlying all of the  sections, the  mind-imagination has been res- 

ponsible f o r  t h e  perceptual scene: 

Who, then, beheld the r i s i n g  of the clouds 
That s t rode subnerged i n  t ha t  malevolent sheen, 

Who saw the  mortal massives of the blooms 
Of water moving on t he  wa te r f l oo r?  
c t 6 t a i t  mon f r h e  du c i e l ,  ma vie ,  mon or. 

If t h s  imagination could i n s t i l l  the  sea with a re l ig ious  calm i n  section 

1, it can a l so  conjure up a sense of i t s  s i n i s t e r  t e r ro r .  AS the  poet 

becomes aware of t h i s  aspect of perception, the  scene begins t o  sh i f t :  

"And the  macabre of t he  water-gloons/~n an enormous undulation fled.  

Realizing t h a t  h i s  perceptual. world i s  determined by h i s  imagining self-- 

t h e  sea is, he discovers, only ; sea-he can understand the  nature of h i s  

f e a r  of t h e  external  world. 

Section II shows us  that  each section of "Sea Surfaces F u l l  of Cloudstt 

is a miniature world, a space-time continuum with c lea r ly  definable char- 

a c t e r i s t i c s .  I n  t h e  Biomaphia L i te ra r ia ,  Coleridge c l a r i f i e s  t h i s  very 

process as he dis t inguishes  between the  primary and secondary hag ina t ion .  

The primary imagination, being t he  "l iving Power and prime Agent of all 

human perception, "12 perfoms the saae function a s  KantTs Sensibility.13 

Agreeing with Kant t ha t  all knowing o r  perceiving "res ts  upon the coindi- 

dence of an object  with a sub j e ~ t , ~ l l 4  Coleridge introduces the  secondary 

imagination, a higher p l a s t i c  power t ha t  m r k s  through the  same kind of 



P ~ W ? S S  a s  t h e  primary imagination, d i f fer ing only in degree and mode 

of operation: 

The secondary Imagination I consider a s  an echo of 
t h e  former, co-existing with the  conscious w i l l ,  
y e t  s t i l l  a s  i den t i ca l  with t he  primary in the  
kind of i t s  agency, and differing only i n  degree, - 
and i n  t he  mode of i t s  operation. It dissolves, 
diffuses,  d i s s ipa t e s  i n  order t o  recreate; o r  
where t h i s  process i s  rendered impossible, yet  it 
s t ruggles  t o  i dea l i z e  and unify. It i s  essen t id l ly  
v i t a l ,  even as a l l  objects (as objects)  a re  essen- - 
t i a l l y  f ixed and dead.l5 

According t o  Coleridge, t h e  secondary imagination extends the  percep- 

t i ons  of t h e  primary hag ina t i on ,  dissolving, diffusing o r  d i s s ipa t ing  

these perceptions with t h e  in tent ion of unifying them in to  2 whole. 

' t ion of resemblances: 

In metaphor (and t h i s  word i s  used a s  a symbol f o r  the  
s ing le  aspect of poetry Kith which we a r e  now concerned 
--that i s  t o  say, the  creation of resemblance by the 
imagination, even though metamorphosis might be a bet- 
t e r  word)--in metaphor, the  resemblances may be, first, 
between two o r  more p a r t s  of rea l i ty ;  second, between 
something r e a l  and something imagined. ..and, th i rd ,  
between two imagined things.. . . (NA, 72) 

According t o  Stevens, metaphor has t o  do with these resemblances be- 

tween things, e i t h e r  r e a  o r  imagined. The "act iv i ty  of the  imagination" 

(NA, 72) i s  stimulated i n  terms of our sense of rea l i ty ;  i n  other words, 

the  more we a r e  sens i t ive  t o  r ea l i t y ,  the  quicker we draw resemblances, 

thus  making - our  sense of rea l i ty :  flk sense of r e a l i t y  i n  excess of the 

nornal sense of '  r e a l i t y  creates  a r e a l i t y  of i t s  (NA, 79). The 



Poet of '!Sea Surfaceslt t h u s  looks a t  t h e  sea  but simultaneously th inks  of 

rosy chocolate and g i l t  umbrellas. These i m a ~ i n e d  th ings  compared t o  t h e  

redl sea  g ive  t h e  poet his sense of t h e  sea. In Stevens' poet ic  m r l d ,  

resemblances +,hat 3 cad u s  t o  construct  an flour-world, separate f ram 

the  o t h e r  lrour-worlds" of o ther  men, i s  p a r t  of t h e  na tu ra l  process of 

t h e  imagination, It i s  in t h i s  context t h a t  Stevens r e f e r s  t o  t h e  nobil- 

i t y  of t h e  imagination a s  a llviolence f ron  within t h a t  p ro tec t s  US from 

a violence without ,  It i s  t h e  imagination pressing back against  the  

Pressure of reality11 (NA, 36). To confront t h e  pressure of r e a l i t y ,  

t h e  mind draws reseinSlances, and j.n so  doing, cons t ructs  a sub.iective 

(although ~bJ_ectivel.p based) flworldlt within a world. Rather than d i s -  

tancing r c a l i t y ,  Stevens says, t h i s  process ltenhances the  sense of 

r e a l i t y ,  he ightens  it, i n t e n s i f i e s  itt1 (NA, 77) : 

I f  resemblance i s  described as a p a r t i d  s i m i l a r i t y  
between two d i  s s jmi la r  things,  it complements and 
rei-nforces t h a t  which t h e  ,two d i s s imi la r  t h i n  s have 
i n  common, It makes .it br i l l iant , .  (NA, 77) 1% 

This process of resanbl-ances, f o r  Stevens, i s  both t h e  process of poetry 

and t h e  way we come t o  know the  vorld,  We see t h e  world around u s  

through our  eyes, but vre do not have a sense of the  world u n t i l  the  mind- 

imagination, he says, flbegets i n  resemblaqce a s  the  pa in te r  makes h i s  

representat ion;  t h a t  i s  t o  say, as t h e  pa in ter  makes h i s  world w i t h i n  a 

w ~ r l d . ~ ~ ~ ~  (MA, 76)--this tlworld" within a world ca l led  t h e  Supreze Fict ion.  

Section I11 of "Sea Surfaces,t1 therefore,  i s  another i n  an endless 

number of perceptual  f i e l d s .  S t i l l  Itoff Tehuantepec," &nd s t i l l  i n  the  

midst of t h e  flslopping of the  sea," t h e  poet 's perceptual  l1worldI~ 

a s s w e s  a p a t t e r n  d i f fe ren t  from the  two previous sec t ions  a s  he begins 



understand t h e  na tu re  of t h e  imaginative process: 

And a p a l e  s i l v e r  pa t te rned  on t h e  deck 

And made one t h i n k  of porce la in  chocolate  
And p ied  umbrellas. An uncer ta in  green, 
pi-ano-pol-ished, he ld  t h e  t ranced  machine 

Of ocean, as a pre lude  holds  and holds. 

T h i s  s e c t i o n  g i v e s  u s  a c l e a r  example of t h e  way t h e  secondary imagin- 

a t i on ,  as def ined  by Coleridge, cons t ruc t s  a world through resemblances. 

Now t h e  poe t  i s  consciously aware of t h e  process  by which t h e  "tranced 

a r t i f i c i a l ,  beauty: 

SO deeply sunken were they  ~ z h e  cl-0ud.J t h a t  t h e  shrouds, 
The shroxding shadows, made t h e  p e t a l s  black 
U n t i l  t h e  r o l l i n g  heaven made them blue, 

A b lue  beyond t h e  r a iny  hyacinth 
And smi t ing  t h e  crevasses  of t h e  l e a v e s  
Deluged t h e  ocean with a sapphire  blue. 

Th i s  atmosphere i n  which "sapphire blue" somehow e l imina te s  t h e  fore-  

boding shrouds of shadows surrounding t h e  clouds i s  t h e  work of t he  

imagination f u s i n g  thp, "imagined" and t h e  +-ealU i n t o  a u n i f i e d  flworld." 

A similar process  i s  ope ra t ing  i n  s ec t ion  I of "Six S i g n i f i c a n t  Land- 



8ca~es 'p (CP, 73) where an old Inan s i t t i n g  "In t h e  shadow of a pine t ree /  

In Chinaft seems t o  become the world, and the world seems t o  become him* 

Outside of t h e  act ion,  t h e  poet observes the formation of t h i s  pa r t i cu la r  

" ~ r l d  : '1 

He sees  larkspur,  
Blue and vhi te ,  
A t  t h e  edge of the shadow, 
Move i n  t h e  wind. 
His beard moves i n  t he  wind. 
The. pine t r e e  moves in the  wind. 
Thus water flows 
Over weeds. 

As the old man begins t o  perceive, ordinary causal r e l a t i ons  appear t o  

disappear: a c t i v i t y  happens a s  if t h e  objects  a c t  and re-act m~ tua l l y .  

As he responds t o  the  external  world, he begins t o  create  t he  space and 

of h i s  experience. His beard, therefore, moves i n  the wind a s  the  

through resemblances is wifid and continuous. For t he  poet outside 

understands the  imaginative process, however, t h i s  ltworldfl i s  only 

one landscape of many possible landscapes* 

Although only i nd i r ec t l y  implied up t o  t h i s  point,  Stevensf poet ic  

world contains a very l a r g e  dilemma, precise ly  because of the  dua l  na- 

t u r e  of the  k a g i n a t i o n .  Without i t s  processss we could have no know- 

ledge of real i ty--that  is, the  mind provides the  space-time context of 

only through t he  IIworld" we construct through resmblances.  "In t h e  way 



Thus t h e  theory  of descr ip t ion  matters  most. 
It i s  t h e  theory  of t h e  word f o r  those 

For whom t h e  word i s  the  making of t h e  world, 
The buzzing world and l i s p i n g  firmament . 

Within t h i s  context  Stevens could a s s e r t  t h a t  t h e  "theory of descript ion" 

is t h e  perceptual  process t h a t  ac tua l i zes  the  human experience of r e a l i t y .  

A s  he cites i n  t h e  'tAdagia:" 

Poet ry  has t o  be something more than a conception 
of t h e  mind. It has t o  be a revela t ion  of nature. 
Conceptions a r e  a r t i f i c i a l .  Perceptions a r e  essen- 
t i a l .  (OP, 164) 

If t h i s  "theory of descriptionfr were t h e  whole of Stevenst s tance to- 

ward perception, he would have had no f u r t h e r  problems. But a l t e r n a t e l y  

he argued, and words such a s  "buzzing" and "l ispingft  from the  quoted pas- 

sage i n d i c a t e  h i s  h e s i t a t i o n  t o  a s s e r t  t h e  n o b i l i t y  of t h e  imagination, 

t h a t  perception i s  allrays a d i s t o r t i o n  of r e a l i t y .  "It i s  easy t o  sup- 

p ~ s e , ~ f  w r i t e s  Stevens i n  an important passage from "The Figure of t h e  



Youth a s  V i r i l e  Poet," 

t h a t  few people r e a l i z e  on tha t  occasion, vrhich comes 
t o  a l l  of us, when we look a t  the  blue sky f o r  the  
first time, t h a t  i s  t o  say: not  merely see it, but 
l o c k  a t  i t  and experience it and f o r  the  first time 
have a sense t h a t  we l i v e  i n  the  center  of a physical 
poetry, a geography t h a t  would be i n t o l e r a b l e  except 
f o r  t h e  non-geography t h a t  e x i s t s  there--few people 
r e a l i z e  t h a t  they a r e  lookjng a t  t h e  world of t h e i r  
own thoughts  and the  world of t h e i r  own feel ings.  
(NA, 65-66) 

C l e a r l y  Stevens i s  dj.stinguishing between touching t h e  surface of th ings  

and experiencing t h e  fo rce  of things-as-thincs, r e a l i t y ,  This "geography,1t 

he says, would be i n t o l e r a b l e  if it were not f o r  the  llnon-geographyll 

few men r e a l i z e  t h a t  hat they a r e  seeing i s  not  t h e  "geographyw but t h e  

blances always distances re&ity,  t h e  ~oe t -pe rce ive r  i s  d w a y  s c0nf ined 

t o  t h e  surface of t h e  sea--hence the  irony behind each successive ordcr- 

i n g  of t h e  sea ,  Behind each ha,@atively constructed space- the  w r l d ,  

t h e  l a r g e  f a c t  of t h e  sea-in-itself rem&ns uz~changed~ The world appar- 

e n t l y  crea ted  out  of metaphors i s  a f i c t ion ,  a d i s t o r t i o n  of r e a l i t y :  "the 

more t h m  ratjondl.  d i s t o r t i o n o / ~ h e  f i c t i o n  t h ~ t  r e s u l t s  frorn f e e l i n g 1  

(Wotes  Toward a Supreme Fict ion,"  CP, 40610 

Stevens' notion of r e a l i t y ,  a s  some-thj.n.7 wholly external  t o  hurnvl 

perceptj.on, stems from h i s  primary a s s u ~ p t i o n  t h a t  t h e  mind carmot know 



anything o t h e r  t h a n  what it cons t ruc ts ,  From t h i s  no t ion  t h a t  t h e  mind 

is l i m i t e d  t o  appearances o r  seemings, a r i s e s  t h e  hypothesis,  r e a l i t y .  

r e a l i t y ,  we must p o s i t  as a neces s i ty  a r e a l i t y  t h a t  subsumes appearances, 

Only a hypo the t i ca l  base, a l o g i c a l  n e c e s s i t y  more than  a proof of t he  

existence of a r e a l i t y  beneath appearances: 

Unless, ,  ,we a r e  t o  cove cons t an t ly  i n  a c i r c l e ,  t h e  
word appearance must be recognized a s  a l r e d y  ind ica t -  
ing a r e l a t i o n  t o  sonething, t h e  immediate representa-  
t i o n  of which is, indeed, sens ib le ,  but which, even 
a p a r t  from t h e  cops t i t u t ion  of our  s e n s i b i l i t y  (upon 
which t h e  form of our  i n t u i t i o n  i s  grounded), must 
be something i n  i t s e l f ,  t h a t  i s  an objec t  independent 
of s e n s i b i l i t y .  

There t h u s  r e s u l t s  t h e  concept of nournenon. 
17 

In S t e v e ~ l s t  p o e t i c  world, cannot be known except through our  

' t~m-l-dsTr confined t o  t h e  surf ace of things.  Real-ity then hypotheti-  

c a l l y  becomes one of t h e  poss ib le  f i c t i o n s  of percept ions.  I n  o the r  

words, we sense t h e  ex i s t ence  of a r e a l i t y  beneath appearanccs m d  con- 

Accordjng t o  St,evenst assumptions, then, we l i v e  i n  a %orld" separ- 

(CP, 66), Our pe rcep t ions  of t h e  world, being d i s t o r t i o n s  of thiqgs,  

are then  b4thout a 1fplace;Ir "seqmlng i s  desc r ip t ion  ~d thout  p l a c e , / ~ h e  



Viritf  s universe" (CP, 343). 

Description i s  
Composed of a s ight  ind i f fe ren t  t o  t he  eye. 

It Is an expectation, a desire,  
A palm t h a t  r i s e s  up beyond the  sea, 

A l i t t l e  d i f fe ren t  from r ea l i t y :  
The di f ference t ha t  we make in what we see. (CP, 343-3441 

... i s  not 
The th ing  described, nor f a l s e  facsimile. 

It i s  an a r t i f i c i a l  thing t ha t  exis ts ,  
In  i t s  own seeming, p la in ly  vis ible .  (CP, W )  

It i s  because our perceptions a re  ? ? a r t i f i c i a l  thingstt t h a t  we a r e  forced 

thought." Yet ins ide  t h i s  foyer, assuming and desir ing a r e d l i t y  beyond 

appearances, we seen t o  sense "An innocence of an absoluteeW But we a r e  

vict ims of a "false happiness,?' says Stevens, 

since we know tha t  we use 
Only t h e  eye a s  faculty,  t ha t  the  mind 
1s t h e  eye, and t ha t  t h i s  landscape of the  mind 

Is a landscape only of the  eye; and t ha t  
We a r e  ignorant men incapable 
Of the l e a s t ,  minor, v i t a l  metaphor, content, 
A t  l a s t ,  there,  when it turns  out t o  be here. (CP, 305) 

Nevertheless, t he  de s i r e  t o  possess a landscape beyond the mind and the  

constant awareness t h a t  t h i s  des i re  cannot be f u l f i l l e d  ex i s t  simultm- 

eously i n  Stevensf warld and help us t o  understand some of the  d i l e m a s  

h i s  poetry presents. In  "The Elan on the  Dump1' (CP, 201), f o r  instance, 



d e s i r e  and a c t u a l i t y  remain in an unresolved ( o r  unresolvablc) contradic- 

tion. Contemplatine t h e  metaphoric process, s i t t i n g  on t h e  dump with t h e  

dead metaphors of men, t h e  poet r e a l i z e s  t h a t  a l l  metaphors a r e  poten- 

tia~ dead metaphors. He therefore  r e j e c t s  t h e  images: 

between the  th ings  
That a r e  on t h e  dump (azaleas  and so on) 
And those  t h a t  v r i l l  be (azaleas  and SO on), 
One feels t h e  purifying change. One r e j e c t s  
The t r ash .  

l i b e r a t e d ,  he th inks  t h a t  he perceives "As a man (not l i k e  an . 
h a g e  of a man.)lf And y e t  i n  s p i t e  of the  c l a r i t y  with which he per- 

the v i t a l i t y  of h i s  own metaphors: 

Could it a f t e r  all 
Be merely oneself,  a s  superior  a s  the  ear 
TO a crow's voice? Did the  nightingale t o r t u r e  the  ear ,  
Pack the hea r t  and scra tch  t h e  mind? 

kt t h e r e  a r e  no a n m r s ;  only t h e  question: Where was it one first heard 

O f  t h e  t ru th?  The the.91 The drama ends with t h e  beginning, "The thet1-- 

things-in-themselves, noumena, t h a t  which e x i s t s  a s  t h e  ground of appear- 

ances, reality-and t h e  constant s h i f t i n g  of metaphors t ry ing but f a i l -  

i n g  t o  concre t ize  it. 

"The the,?# r e a l i t y ,  i s  therefore  the  primary locus  of Stevenst 

thought, t h e  hypothetical  cent re  of h i s  poetic harld. Often in p o r t r a i t s  

of Stevens a s  t h e  tlConnoisseur of Chaosw (cP, 2151, o r  Vine Lates t  Freed 

Man" (CP, m4), the  poet of t h e  ea r th ly  paradise of tlSunday Morningw 

(CP, 6 6 ) ,  we p r a i s e  him f o r  h i s  acceptance of disorder and near ly  com- 

p l e t e l y  neglect  h i s  d e s i r e  t o  f i n d  some kind of absolute, a cent re  from 



I 

I which a v iab le  be l ie f  can be constructed. He confesses t h i s  concern 

q u i t e  e x p l i c i t l y  i n  a l e t t e r  t o  S i s t e r  Bernetta Quinn: 

...I don't want t o  turn  t o  stone under your very eyes 
by saying "This i s  the  center t ha t  I seek and t h i s  
alone.lf Your mind i s  too much l i k e  my own f o r  it t o  
seem t o  be an evasion on my par t  t o  say merely t h a t  
I do seek a center  and expect t o  go on seeking it. I 
don't say t h a t  I sha l l  not f i nd  it o r  t h a t  I do not 
expect t o  find it. It i s  t h e  great  necess i ty  even 
wi thout  spec i f i c  iden t i f i ca t ion .  (LwS, 584) 

Even though t h e  poet of ItSunday Morning" says t h a t  "Death i s  t he  mother 

of beauty" (CP, 68), the  woman (an a l t e r  ego of the  ~ o e t ? )  s t i l l  f e e l s  

t h e  "'need of some imperishable bliss"' (CP, 68). To emphasize t he  ccn- 

t i n u a l  flux of t he  ftpcrishing earth," t h e  poet compares ea r th  t o  a hypo- 

t h e t i c a l  heaven i n  stanza VI, asking if  %here i s  no change of death i n  

paradiset' (CP, 69). On earth, he cmtinues ,  r i ve r s  "seek f o r  s e a s / ~ h e ~  

never find" (CP, 69) ; shores "never touch with i n a r t i c u l a t e  pangft (CP, 69). 

Beneath t h e  apparent rea l i za t ion  and acceptance of the impossibi l i ty  of 

an absolute i n  t h i s  poem, there  l i e s  an urgent sense of an imperishable 

need f o r  a centre,  a point  of s t a s i s  where the '9nalady of the quotidiantf 

w i l l  cease i t s  incessant meaningless repet i t ions .  The celebration of a 

possible ea r th ly  paradise ("a r ing  of men/Shall chant i n  orgy on a summer 

morn/~heir  boisterous devotion t o  the  sunv (cP, 69-70))is an affirmation 

qua l i f i ed  by an ind i rec t ,  desperate des i re  to f i nd  sonic means t o  account 

f o r  the  "hbiguous undulationstt (CP, 70) of t h e  pidgeons a s  they sink 

Like Ludwig Richter i n  the  poem Whaos i n  Motion and Not i n  Motion" 

(CP, 357), Stevens experienced the  dis integrat ion of t h e  old metaphors 

f o r  explaining t he  universe and was l e f t  with t he  old desi res .  Knowing 



I 
I "desire without an object  of desire,'t he was, a s  i s  implied i n  "Sail ing 

1 After Lunch" (CP, 120), "A most inappropriate mar& a nost  unpropitious 

place." t t f i 1  mind and violence and nothing f e l t "  (CP, 358), he became 

aware of t h e  l a r g e  chasm between de s i r e  and ac tua l i ty :  

The romantic should be here. 
The romantic should be there. 
It ought t o  be ovs rphere .  
But t h e  romantic must never remain, 

Mon Dieu, and must never again return.  (CP, 120) 

In  Stevens' poe t i c  world the  9-omanticft can never re turn  now because no 

metaphor of t he  world can concretize h i s  de s i r e  f o r  a centre. A s  he says 

i n  'SSad S t r a i n s  of a Gay Waltz" (CP, 121), "There comes a time when the 

wiLtz/Is no longer a mode of desire:" the  old  metaphors f o r  ac tua l i z ing  

man's d e s i r e  a r e  no longer re levv l t  t o  the  disorder  of contemporary exper- , 

ience- 

There i s  order i n  ne i the r  sea nor sun. 
The shapes have l o s t  t h e i r  g l is tening.  
There a r e  these  sudden mobs of men, 

These sudden clouds of faces  and arms, 
An immense suppression, freed,  
These voices crying without knowing f o r  what. 

Freed from the  %unense suppression" of the  old.metaphors, men f i nd  them- 

selves crying f o r  some object  of de s i r e  "without knowing f o r   bat.^^ 

Even i f  Stevens could say i n  "Poems i n  Our Climatett (CP, 193) t h a t  the  

world i s  simplif ied when perceived i n  i t s  nakedness, "frosh i n  a world 

of white, I' he q u a l i f i e s  by adding, $tone wauld want more, one would need 

more. tt 

Professor EucaJ_yptus i n  "An Ordinary Evening i n  New Haven" says 

t h a t  "'The s e a r c h / ~ o r  r e a l i t y  i s  as momentous a s / ~ h e  search f o r  godftl 



1 (CP, 481). We might re-word h i s  statement and say t h a t  f o r  Stevens the  
I 

I 
search f o r  r e a l i t y  did  becone a search f o r  some centre t o  replace the  

I 
"search f o r  god.'t I n  h i s  poetic world r e a l i t y  i s  a locus  f o r  a knowledge 

of t h e  source of things:  

Where i s  t h a t  swnmer warm enough t o  walk 
Among t h e  l asc iv ious  poisons, clean of them, 
And i n  what covert may we, naked, be 
Beyond t h e  knowledge of nakedness, a s  pa r t  
Of r e a l i t y ,  beyond the  knowledge of what 
Is rea l ,  p a r t  of a land beyond the  mind? (CP, 252) 

This passage from "Extracts from Addresses t o  the  Academy of Fine Arts1' 

poses t h e  question t h a t  has a cen t ra l  importance in Stevensq world: 

Where, in the  l ~ l a s c i v i o u s  poisons" of our own experiences i n  t h i s  quot- 

idian world, can we f ind t ha t  r e a l i t y  "beyond the  mind?" We should be 

aware, however, t h a t  nothing i s  s ta ted  i n  t h i s  passage, not  even t he  

existence of r ea l i t y .  I n  Stevens? world r e a l i t y  remains a hypothetical 

p o s s i b i l i t y  and e x i s t s  only a s  po ten t ia l i ty ,  not ac tua l i ty .  The "neutral  

centre1' t h a t  he seeks i n  "Landscape with Boat" (cP, 24l) i s  l imi ted t o  

t h e  realm of p o s s i b i l i t y  alone: 

i t s  place had t o  be supposed, 
I t s e l f  had t o  be supposed, a thing supposed 
In  a place supposed, a th ing t ha t  he reached 
In a place  t h a t  he reached, by re jec t ing  what ho saw 
And denying what he heard. 

Furthermore: 

It was h i s  nature t o  suppose, 
To receive what o thers  had supposed, without 
Accepting, He received what he denied. 
But a s  t r u t h  t o  be accepted, he supposed 
A t r u t h  beyond a l l  t ru ths .  



1 When t h e  ttlecturer/Gn This Beautiful World of Ours" i n  "The Ultimate Poem 

I i s  Abstract" (cP, 429) o f f e r s  comforting metaphors t o  argue t h e  inherent  

order  of t he  world, he only reveals  t he  l imi ta t ions  of h i s  metaphors. H i s  

answer i s  based on an accepted question. I n  a world str ipped of precon- 

ceived order,  Stevens implies, t h e  question i s  the  mador question. I n  

o ther  words, does r s a l i t y  i t s e l f  ex i s t ,  and i f  so, how can we approach 

i t ?  What i s  t he r e  t o  do but keep on asking questions: 

It i s  an i n t e l l e c t  
Of windings round and dodges t o  and fro,  
Writhings in wrong obliques and distances,  
Not an i n t e l l e c t  i n  which we a r e  f l e e t .  

It i s  t h i s  kind of i n t e l l e c t ,  constantly t ry ing  "d f i nd  r e a l i t y  by posi- 

t i n g  t h o  poss ib le  r a t he r  than t h e  actual ,  t h a t  character izes  Stevens i n  

t he  Collected Po-. By "re ject ing what he saw/And de-g what he heard," 

he supposed "as t r u t h  t o  be accepted'? a %ruth beyond al l  truths:'! rea l -  

i t y  a s  t he  poss ible  source and end of a l l  things. 

Thesettwindingsfl of h i s  i n t e l l e c t  a s  i t  attempts over and over t o  

confront a poss ib le  r e a l i t y  reveal  themselves i n  the  language of Stevens' 

poems. Often they a r e  a s e r i e s  of hypothetical s i tua t ions  leading t o  

hypothetical  conclusions, p o s s i b i l i t i e s  ra the r  than ac tua l i t i e s .  In 

an important a r t i c l e  ca l l ed  "The Qual i f ied  Assertions of Wallace Stevens," 

Helen Hennessy Vendler i s  q u i t e  correct  i n  pointing out the  qua l i f i ca -  

t i ons  i n  t he  language of Stevens' poems. Stevens, she argues, r z r e l y  

asse r t s ;  r a the r ,  h i s  t en t a t i ve  statements are  hypothetical  ' 'interpre- 

t a t i o n s  of t he  world.. . interesting t o  en te r ta in  but of questionable 

solidity.'?19 By manipulating the language of h i s  poems, he o f ten  moves 

from the probable t o  t h e  poss ible  t o  the actual ,  even within t he  space 



1 a s  Miss Vendler so  p rec i se ly  i l l u s t r a t e s :  
I 

There might be, too, a change immenser than 
A poet 's  metaphors i n  hbich being would 

Come true, a po in t  i n  t h e  f i r e  of music where 
Dazzle y i e l d s  t o  a c l a r i t y  and we observe, 

And observing i s  completing and we a re  content, 
In a world t h a t  shr inks  t o  an immediate whole, 

That we do not  need t o  understand, complete 
Without s e c r e t  ar rangemnts  of it i n  t h e  mind. (CP, 34.l) 

After s e t t i n g  up t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of observing r e a l i t y ,  he moves toward 

t h e  p robab i l i ty :  "observing i s  completing and we are content/In a 

world t h a t  shr inks  t o  an immediate whole." The stanza concludes with 

what appears t o  be an a c t u a l  experience: l~complete/Kithout sec re t  

arrangements of i t  i n  t h e  mind." But t h i s  kind of movement can be mis- 

leading,  says Miss Vcndler, i f  we "tend t o  forgot  t h a t  these  present  

tenses  a r e  shorthand f o r  condit ionals ,  t h a t  they depend on the  p r i n c i p l e  

verbs which a m  conditional.lt20 The fo rce  of the argument i n  t h e  quoted 

stanza i s  rooted in t h e  qua l i f i ca t ion  1916.ght.~f Nothing i s  s t a ted .  

Stevens' conclusions a r e  s t i l l  only hypotheses . Through modal a u x i l i a r i e s  

such a s  may, might, must, could, should, and would, through ques t ions  

(Where was i t  one first heard of the  t ru th?  The the." (CP, 213)), through 

i n f i n i t i v e s  used a s  complenents t o  imply a f u t u r e  not  ye t  achieved ("I 

can bui ld  towers of my own/~here t o  behold, t h e r e  t o  proclaim11 (CP, 263)), 

and through recourse t o  "seems," %f 9 lf and lras i f , I t  Stevens reveals  t h a t  

he i s  a poet ,  not  of t h e  ac tual ,  but of %hat ought t o  be.lQl Readers 

who accept h i s  s t a texen t s  a s  a c t u a l i t i e s  f a i l  t o  understand t h e  Itsup- 

posingtf na tu re  of h i s  i n t e l l e c t :  
* 



The constra int ,  the  sadness, the attempts a t  se l f -  
conviction, t h e  enforced nobil i ty--al l  of these a r e  
missing from c r i t i c a l  p o r t r a i t s  of Stevens i n  the  
ind ica t ive  mood. 22 

1 Because of t h e  tfqualif ied assertions1* i n  h i s  language, Miss Vendler proposes . 

t h a t  we see  Stevens a s  a ttnormative o r  op ta t ive  poet, forsaking the  

repor t ive  tenses, present and past ,  in  favor of a l l  t he  s h i f t i n g  moods 

of d e s i r e  .1Q3 

The phrase "sh i f t ing  moods of desire" i s  an accurate summation of 

many tendencies in t h e  assumptions of StevensT l a t e r  poetry, especia l ly  

"An Ordinary Evening i n  New Haven," a foca l  point  and end of those sa l i en t  

a t t i t udes ,  be l ie f s ,  and doubts t ha t  immediately precede The Rock. In  a 

l e t t e r  commenting on t h e  poem, Stevcns confesses t ha t  h i s  search f o r  

r e a l i t y  s t i l l  e x i s t s  a s  a v i t a l  poss ib i l i ty :  I 

... here m y  i n t e r e s t  i s  t o  t r y  t o  ge t  a s  close t o  t he  
ordinary, t h e  commonplace and the ugly a s  it i s  possible 
f o r  a poet t o  get. It i s  not a question of grim r e a l i t y  
but of p la in  r ea l i t y .  - The object  i s  of course t o  purge 
oneself of anything f a l s e .  (LwS, 636) 

To Stevcns '(plain real i ty ' (  i s  the world p r io r  t o  human metaphors about 

it. Although he views a l l  perception a s  a d i s to r t ion  of r e a l i t y ,  he 

st i l l  attempts, more through des i re  than anything, t o  f ind  a possible 

way of apprehending r e a l i t y .  This des i re  i s  s ta ted exp l i c i t l y  i n  section 

IX, t he  thematic centre  of the poem: 

We keep coming back and coming back 
To t h e  rea l :  t o  the hote l  ins tead of the hymns 
That f a l l  upon it out of the wind. We seek 

The poem of pure r ea l i t y ,  untouched 
By t rope o r  deviation, s t r a igh t  t o  t he  mrd, 
Stra ight  t o  t he  t ransf ixing object ,  t o  t he  object  



A t  t h e  exacting point a t  which it i s  i t s e l f ,  
Transfixing by being purely what it is, 
A view of New Haven, say, through t he  ce r ta in  eye, 

The eye made c l ea r  of uncertainty, with t he  s igh t  
O f  simple seeing, without re f lec t ion .  We seek 
Nothing beyond rea l i ty .  (CP, 471) 

Once again Stevens first s e t s  up t he  poss ib i l i ty :  t he  perception of real -  

i t y ,  the  object-in-i tself  (%he hote l  ins tead of the  hymnstf) i s  being 

sought. The "poem of pure real i ty , t t  t h a t  is, t he  poem t h a t  can grasp 

what l i e s  beyond o r  beneath the  appearances of things, i s  therefore  a 

d e s i r e  and not an ac tua l i ty .  Although the  poet i n  section i rea l i z e s  

t h a t  all perception i s  necessar i ly  metaphorical (ltThe eye's p la in  ver- 

sion i s  a th ing apart"), t ha t  h i s  attempts t o  speak r e a l i t y  i s  an endless 

'land ye t ,  and yet ,  and yet,ft  a tfnever-ending meditation," he does not 

despair  because t he  mere asking of questions and posi t ing p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

i s  a g ian t  i n  i t s e l f .  Up t o  the  wri t ing of t h i s  poem, however, although 

he knows t h a t  h i s  perceptions a re  grounded in r e a l i t y  ("Of what i s  t h i s  

house composed if not of t he  sun"), he has not  been able  t o  touch ob- 

jects-in-themselves except through appearances o r  see.nings: 

These houses, these  d i f f i c u l t  objects,  d i l ap ida te  
Appearances of what appearances, 
Words, l i ne s ,  not  meanings, not coxununications, 

Dark th ings  without a double, a f t e r  a l l  (CP, 465) 

--unless, of course, "a second giant  k i l l s  the  first.!' If he could become 

t h a t  second giant  and wr i te  a pocm of r ea l i t y  purely seen i n  Ita recent 

imagining of real i ty , t t  he could provide a new belief  f o r  men: 

Much l i k e  a new resenblance o f  the  sun, 

A l a rge r  poem f o r  a l a rger  audience. 
Down-pouring, up-springing and inevitable,  



The thir ty-one sect ions  of t he  poem, therefore,  move between t h i s  

I des i r e  f o r  a cen t r a l  belief  based upon a pure contact with r e a l i t y  and 

I t h e  a c t u a l i t y  of a world perceptually l imited.  The poet-Stevens moves 
I 
I Within these  poles  and l i v e s  within a world ~f supposition, hypothesis, 

and poss ib i l i ty .  The s t ruc ture  of the  poem grows from t h i s  o s c i l l a t i n g  

movement between des i r e  and ac tua l i ty ,  the  tension c l imact ical ly  resol-  

ved when t h e  poet, i n  t h e  final section, pos i t s  one more possible way 

of aiproaching r e a l i t y  .24 

Section iii argues, o r  appears t o  a t  first glance, t h a t  since "the 

point  of v i s ion  and des i r e  a r e  t h e  same," des i re  i s  more s tab le  than 

ac tua l i ty .  It would then follow tha t  t h e  des i re  f o r  love, "The des i r e  

f o r  i t s  c e l e s t i a l  ease i n  t h e  heart , / f ihich nothing can f r u s t r a t e J t t  i s  

more secure than ac tua l  love which i s  so changeable when possessed. But 

t h e  l o g i c  i s  consis tent  only within i t s  premises. a though  vis ion and 

des i r e  a r e  t h e  same, both do not necessari ly r e l a t e  t o  what i s  actual .  

In exper ien t ia l  f a c t ,  t he  poet discovers, des i re  in i t s e l f  wcannot/Pos- 

sess" anything. Here i s  the  r e a l  crux, t he  r e a l  loss :  

It i s  desi re ,  s e t  deep i n  t he  eye, 
Behind a l l  ac tual  seeing, i n  the  ac tua l  scene, 
In  t h e  s t r e e t ,  i n  a room, on a carpet o r  a wall, 

Always i n  emptiness t h a t  would be f i l l e d .  

Desire, and there fore  vision, e x i s t s  i n  a vacuum. Our "hero of midnight," 

t h e  possible poet of r ea l i t y ,  l i v e s  i n  a world t ha t  has not been concre- 

t i z ed  i n  experience. 

Yet t h e  d e s i r e  e x i s t s  making i t  impossible f o r  men t o  accept t h e  

simple "plainness of p la in  things," a s  section i v  po in t s  out. Faced with 

t h e  blank plainness of things, men have a natural  propensity t o  mjrthologize: 



They only know a savage assuzgement c r i e s  
With a savage voice; and i n  t h a t  cry they hear 
Themselves transposed, muted and comforted 

. t 
In  a savage and sub t l e  and simple harmony, 
A matching and mating of surprised accords, 
A responding t o  a d iv ine r  opposite. 

Mature i s  humanized in t h i s  process ("lewd spring comes from wintert  s 

chast i ty")  and death, t h e  u l t imate  blank, i s  both distanced and explained 

away through comfortably humanized, metaphorical garments: 

So, a f t e r  summer, in t h e  autumn a i r ,  
Comes t h e  cold volume of forgotten ghosts, 

But soothingly, with pleasant  instruments, 
So t h a t  t h i s  cold, a c h i l d r e n f s  t a l e  of i c e ,  
Seems l i k e  a sheen of heat  romanticized. 

flSeemsH i s  t h e  important qual i fy ing word: behind o r  beneath t h e  comfort- 

ing i l l u s i o n s ,  " t h i s  cold," t h e  unknown blankness of t h e  universe, s t i l l  

l i e s  hidden. 

To most men, a s  sec t ion v c l a r i f i e s ,  the  metamorphosing process i s  

not  only q u i t e  na tu ra l ,  but almost inevi table ,  d i s i l l u s i o n  being t h e i r  

f i n a l  i l l u s i o n :  

Rea l i ty  a s  a th ing  seen by t h e  mind, 

Not t h a t  which i s  but t h a t  which i s  apprehended, 
A mirror,  a l a k e  of r e f l e c t i o n s  i n  a Mom, 
A glassy  ocean ly ing  a t  t h e  door, 

A g r e a t  town hanging pendent i n  a shade, 
An enormous nat ion happy i n  a s ty le ,  
Everything a s  unreal  as r e a l  can be, 

I n  t h e  inexqu is i t e  eye. 

Like those Danes i n  Denmark (cP, 1~_1), men elude themelves  i n t o  th inking 



t h a t  t h e  world they have constructed i s  a revela t ion of r e a l i t y .  B c t  t he  

poet knows t h a t  t h e  eye, by nature, i s  inexquisi te:  t o  know anything men 

must be self-conscious, but  self-consciousness separates them from r e a l i t y .  

Not caused by any catas t rophic  f a l l ,  t h i s  separation i s  inherent  in t h e  

very nature  of t he  s e l f  t h a t  became 'tdivided i n  t he  l e i s u r e  of blue day." 

A s  Stevens says i n  1tNotes Toward a Supreme Fiction," " ~ d a m / ~ n  Eden was t he  

f a t h e r  of ~ e s c a r t e s / ~ n d  Eve made a i r  t h e  mirror of herse l fn  (CP, 3 3 3 ) .  

Accarding t o  t h e  poet-Stevens, self-consciousness divides  t he  s e l f  against  

i t s e l f :  

One pa r t  
Held f a s t  tenaciously  i n  common ear th  

And one from cen t r a l  ear th  t o  cen t ra l  sky 
- And i n  moonlit extensions of them i n  t he  mind 

Searchcd out  such majesty a s  it could f ind.  

One p a r t  of t h e  se l f  wants t o  possess t he  physically actual ,  and t h e  other,  

t h e  ac tua l  r e a l i t y  t h a t  seems t o  subsume a l l  appearances. The r e a l  prob- 

lem s t i l l  remains: How t o  bring a c t u a l i t y  i n t o  l i n e  with des i re?  

To ac tua l i z e  de s i r e  i n  exper ient ia l  f a c t ,  t h e  poet, a s  a f i r s t  premise, 

wants t o  avoid t h e  i l l u s i o n s  of t he  "impoverished architects11 ( t h e  "hier- 

ophant Omega11 of sect ion v i  who i s  compared t o  t he  Waked Alpha") who only 

"appear t o  behuch  r icher ,  more fecund, sport ive and al ive," i n  sect ion 

v i i ,  because they move about within t h e  confines of t h e i r  l imi ted world: 

'$The ob jec t s  t i n g l e  and t he  specta tor  moves/'dith t he  ~ b j e c t s . ~ !  According 

t o  t h e  poet, 9'Roality i s  t h e  beginning not t h e  end.lt Only through con- 

s t a n t  beginnings (lfAlpha continues t o  begin") can he even hope t o  move 

toward "credible day again. '1 

H i s  own t'Ijove of t h e  r e a l / / ~ s  sof t ,"  he says i n  section v i i i ,  and 



thus r e i t e r a t e s  h i s  reason f o r  searching ItNothing beyond rea l i ty . "  I f  

he can des t roy  a l l  dead metaphors he should hypothet ical ly  be ab le  t o  

approach a knowledge of r e a l i t y .  Since it i s  so easy t o  f a l l  prey t o  

perceiving th ings  i n  terms of a former perception, h i s  search f o r  r e a l i t y  

must cons i s t  of continual  beginnings (x). Men who a r e  imprisoned i n  dead 

metaphors do no t  see  New Haven when they look a t  it, but something re-  

membered i n  such a phrase a s  Itthe l i o n  of Judatl (xi): 

The f a c t  t akes  up t h e  
s t reng th  

O f  t h e  phrase. It contrives the  self-same evocations 
And Juda becomes Now Haven o r  e l s e  must. 

But t h e  llAlphall poet destroys these  tlprofoundest formstt with ltwafts of 

wakening." 

H i s  apparent freedom from imposed forins of perceiving, however, does 

not l ead  t o  an affirmation.  He i s  s t i l l  l e f t  with an un fu l f i l l ed  d e s i r e  

f o r  some kind of permanence: 

Free from t h e i r  majesty and ye t  i n  need 
Of majesty, of an inv inc ib le  clou, 
A minimum of making i n  the  mind, 

A v e r i t y  of t h e  most veracious men, 
The propounding of four  seasons and twelve months. 
The b r i l l i a n c y  a t  t h e  cen t r a l  of t he  ear th .  

Although he can apparently perceive what i s  actual--"A view of New Haven, 

say, through t h e  ce r t a in  eye" (ix)--he s t i l l  de s i r e s  somzthing more. The 

process of c lea r ing  away the  old "majestyll of dead metaphors has opened 

up another pos s ib i l i t y .  A s  tho "br i l l iancy a t  t h e  cen t ra l  of t h e  earth," 

r e a l i t y  becomes t he  hypothetical  l tveri tyl l  t o  conplete h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  

world. 



A s  one poss ible  way of apprehending r e a l i t y ,  t h e  poet, i n  sect ion 

x i i ,  argues t h a t  the  process of poetry may be able  t o  reveal  a sense of 

t h a t  wholly o the r  source of things. Because poetry i s  t h e  process of 

perception, it "is t h e  c ry  of i t s  occas ion , /~a r t  of t h e  r e s  i t s e l f  and not 

about it." Only i n  t h e  immediate moment of perception, he implies, i s  

r e a l i t y  not  d i s t o r t ed  by t he  imagination: "the reverberation/Of a windy 

night  a s  it is." Living a ~ d  experiencing i n  t he  continuous moment  here 

i s  no/tomorrow f o r  him"), t he  poet, a s  a representa t ive  '?alphaH man, some- 

how apprehends r e a l i t y  i n  i t s  e s sen t i a l  puri ty:  

The mobile and immobile f l i cke r ing  
In  t h e  area  between i s  and was a r e  leaves,  
Leaves burnished i n  autumnal burnished t r e e s  

And leaves  i n  whirl ings i n  the  gut ters ,  whirl ings 
Around and avmy, resembling t h e  presence of 
thought, 
Resembling t h e  presences of thought, a s  i f ,  

In  t h e  end, i n  t he  whole psychology, t he  s e l f ,  
The town, t he  weather, i n  a casual l i t t e r ,  
Together, sa id  w r d s  of t he  world a r e  t h e  l i f e  of t h e  

world. 

The a c t i v i t y  of a poem moves i n  t he  area between is, t he  ground of r ea l i t y ,  

and w a s ,  metaphors about r ea l i t y .  Language-in t he  quoted passage words 

a r e  whirl ing leaves-allows the  hypothetical poet t o  sense an i den t i f i c a t i on  

of h i s  thought t o  t h e  ltpresences of thoughtv1 i n  things. The qual i fying 

"as i f , l1  however, i nd i ca t e s  t h a t  he cannot a s s e r t  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of t h i s  

process. And so poetry only appears t o  reveal  r ea l i t y ,  i t s  a c t i v i t y  only 

llresembling t h e  presence of thought." I n  t h e  poet-Stevens' e,xperience t he  

words of t he  world do not  r e a l l y  contain t h e  l i f e  of t h e  world, poetry 

only seeming t o  reveal  a sense of r ea l i t y .  



Yet t h e  "d i f f i cu l t y  t h a t  we preciicatew ( x i i i )  t h e  supposition t h a t  

t he r e  must be a way of apprehending a wholly external  r e a l i t y ,  i s  s t i l l  

maintained by t h e  poet i n  sections xiii, e v ,  and xv. I n  xiv,  f o r  instance,  

Professor Eucalyptus of New Haven, unlike t h e  "dry eucalyptus" who seeks 

God i n  a world beyond, looks f o r  r e a l i t y  "In New Haven with an eye t h a t  

does not  look/J3cyond t h e  object." "He seeks/God i n  t h e  object  i t s e l f . "  

For t h e  time being he accepts t h e  l im i t a t i ons  of language: "It i s  a choice 

of t h e  commodious adjective/For what he sees, it  comes i n  t h e  end t o  that." 

But he a l so  h i n t s  t h a t  t h e  process of speaking o r  describing real i ty--  

t h e  word %ink-tonk" a s  tall< about r a in  i s  not  simply a subst i tu te-- is  a 

preliminary t o  a c l ea r e r  perception of r e a l i t y  i n  t he  future:  "It i s  of 

t h e  essence not  y e t  wel l  p e r ~ e i v e d . ? ~  I n  sectionxv, therefore,  he i s  s t i l l  

concerned with t h a t  poss ible  r e a l i t y  subsuming a l l  things: 

The hibernal  dark t h a t  hung 
In primavera, t h e  shadow of bare rock, 

Becomcs t h e  rock of autum, g l i t t e r i n g ,  
Ponderable source of each imponderable, 
The weight we l i f t  with the  f i nge r  of a dream, 

The heaviness we l igh ten  by l i g h t  w i l l ,  
By t he  hand of des i re ,  f a i n t ,  sensi t ive ,  t h e  s o f t  
Touch and t rouble  of t h e  touch of t h e  ac tua l  hand. 

The hibernal  o r  wintry darkness shadowing t h e  spring, a time when t he  

awareness of t h e  "bare rock" beneath t h e  surface of th ings  i s  distanced 

by lush  growth, becomes t h e  g l i t t e r i n g  rock of autumn, a time when vege- 

t a t i o n  d i e s  i n  b r i l l i a n t  colours. The transforming seasonal metaphors, 

however, a r e  only appearances of sh i f t i ng  objects .  They a r e  t he  knowable 

o r  ponderable seeinings of what i s  e s sen t i a l l y  imponderable o r  unkriowable, 

t he  bare rock of r e a l i t y  sensed only a dark shadow-an image t h a t  w i l l  



assume a cen t r a l  importance i n  the  f i n a l  sect ion of the  Collected Poems, 

The Rock. He r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  metaphoric process i s  man's na tura l  way 

of overcoming t h e  a l i e n  q u a l i t y  of r e a l i t y ,  We l i f t  t h e  weight of t h e  

"bare rock11 with t h e  ?'hand of desire,lt t h e  fo r ce  responsible f o r  t he  ap- 

parent  transformation of r e a l i t y  i n t o  something humanly knowable. Else- 

where Stevens says t h a t  t l h o e t r d  i s  an i l lumination of a surface,  t h e  

movement of a s e l f  i n  t h e  rock" (NA, v i i i ) ,  therefore  implying t h a t  meta- 

phors a r e  confined t o  t h e  surface of r ea l i t y .  They forever  remain meta- 

phors about r e a l i t y ,  a s  sect ion x v i i  explains: "A blank under l ies  the  

trials of device,  he dominant blank, t h e  unapproachable .ll 

The very awareness of a sense of an unapproachable r e a l i t y  a s  a 

poss ible  s t rangth  a t  a poss ible  centre  prevents t he  poet, in section 

x v i i i ,  from l i v i n g  i n  t h e  continual moment alone: 

It i s  t h e  window t h a t  makes i t  d i f f i c u l t  
To say good-by t o  the  past  and t o  l i v e  and t o  be 
I n  t h e  present s t a t e  of things.. . .  

It i s  looking out 
Of t h e  window and walking i n  t he  s t r e e t  and seeing, 

As i f  t h e  eyes were t h e  present o r  p a r t  of it, 
As i f  t h e  e a r s  heard any shocking sound, 
As i f  l i f e  and death were ever physical. 

Self-consciousness i s  a kind of window o r  p ic tu re  frame t h a t  makes t he  

poet aware of h i s  separation f r o m  t he  external  world. Because of t h i s  

d iv id ing  l i n e  bctween t h e  se l f  and r e a l i t y ,  he can only hypothetically 

look out  of t h e  window and walk i n  t h e  strect--what appears t o  be an 

immediate perception of r e a l i t y  i s  a metaphor t h a t  e x i s t s  only i n  t he  

mind. Our seeing, hearing, l i v i n g  and dying a re  not rea1l.y a p a r t  of t h e  

ex te rna l  world. The i l l u s o r y  transparency of t he  window-the imagination 



allows us  t o  imagine ourselves being a p a r t  of t he  world--is brought out  

c l e a r l y  i n  t h e  r epe t i t i on  of t h e  qual i fying "as i f ."  

Understandably, then, the  poet again re turns  t o  t h e  i l l u s o r y  nature  

of perception i n  sec t ions  xix, xx, and xxi. In  xix, f o r  instance,  t he  

imagination d i s t o r t s  ob jec t s  t h a t  come under i t s  influence: 

Tho moon rose  i n  t he  mind and each th ing t he r e  
Picked up i t s  r a d i a l  aspect i n  t h e  night, 
P ros t ra te  below t h e  singleness of i t s  w i l l .  

That which was public green turned pr iva te  gray. 

Objects perceived and so drawn i n t o  t h e  mind a r e  shaped according t o  the  

w i l l  o r  de s i r e  of t h e  Itradial aspect" of t h e  moon--in t h i s  pa r t i cu l a r  

ins tance,  an image of t h e  imagination. Although it now comes from the  

individual  mind ("private graytt),  i n  t h e  pas t  it was supplied by 

. . .a personage, 
A man who was t he  axis of h i s  time, 

An image t h a t  begot i t s  in fan t ines .  

Through t h e  same imaginative process t h a t  an individual  const ructs  h i s  

"world,lt a whole nat ion can be formed around the  image of a man who cen- 

t r a l i z e s  t h e  space and time of an age. With t h i s  awareness t he  poet then 

considers the  " rad ia l  aspoct" of New Haven. Wondering about i t s  f i r s t  

metaphoric perceptions, '%he t r ansc r ip t s  of i t  when it was blue,'t he t r i e s  

t o  comprehend a hypothet ical ly  pure New Haven--theoretically t he  f i r s t  

imaginative t r a n s c r i p t s  would contain t h e  c s e n t i a l  New Haven. Yet he 

real i -zes  t h a t  l i f e  i n  t h e  o r ig ina l  t r a n s c r i p t s  would s t i l l  be a meta- 

phor ical  room, a pure sphere cut off from the  changing but necessary 

impure shapes of cl.ouds i n  t he  external  world: 



In t h i s  chamber the  pure sphere escapes t he  impure, 

Because t h e  th inker  himself escapes. And ye t  
To have evaded clouds and men leaves him 
A naked being with a naked w i l l  

And everything t o  make. 

To l i v e  exclusively i n  a metaphoric world i s  t o  escape r e a l i t y ,  t h e  

source t h e  poet de s i r e s  and wills; away from the  r e a l  he would only 

"Inhabit t he  hypnosis of t h a t  sphere." 

And yet :  t h e  sense of t h e  'land yetv  ind ica tes  how t h e  poet-Stevens 

moves from one hypothesis toward i t s  inev i tab le  conclusion i n t o  another 

hypothesis, and so on, a s  he t r i e s  t o  l oca t e  and know r e a l i t y :  even i f  

"he may notf1 evade h i s  de s i r e  f o r  r e a l i t y ,  he would s t i l l  be subject  t o  

t h e  W i l l  of necess i ty ,  t he  w i l l  of w i l l s , ' I  "Rornan~a,~( a s  he says i n  xxi. 

In  a somewhat c i r c u l a r  manner we have returned t o  concl.usions reached a s  

ea r ly  a s  sect ion v. A s  t h e  poet goes from section t o  sect ion i n  "This 

endless ly  e laborat ing pomtl ( m i i i )  , he s e t s  up p o s s i b i l i t y  a f t e r  poss- 

i b i l i t y  a s  he t r i e s  t o  f i nd  a ba s i s  f o r  some kind of affirmation.  And 

so sect ions  xxii t o  xxix  continue i n  t h e  same t en t a t i ve  manner and add 

nothing d r a s t i c a l l y  new t o  t h e  movement of t he  poem. Section xxii re- 

s t a t e s  t h e  necess i ty  t o  search f o r  r e a l i t y ,  a process t h a t  i s  "as mom- 

entous a s / ~ h e  search f o r  god.'" Section h i i  argues t h a t  metaphors 

( ~ ~ b r m s  of f arewellfl) inev i tab ly  d i s t o r t  even t h e  most naked perceptions; 

sec t ion  xxiv t he  poss ib i . l i ty  of perceiving r e a l i t y  purely; sect ion xxv 

t h e  permanency of t h e  poe t ic  process; sect ion xxvi. t he  sense of a l iv ing ,  

though not perceived renl i - ty  behind appearances; section xxvi i  the  hypo- 

t h e t i c a l  !'Ruler of Reality" who can go beyond the  rneta.phors ('%he regal ia , /  

The a t t r ibu t ions f ' )  about r e a l i t y ;  sect ion x x v i i i  a roalizati .on t h a t  t he  



metaphoric process ("the i n t r i c a t e  evasions of as") t h a t  const ructs  "The 

heavens, t he  he l l s ,  t h e  worlds, t h e  longed-for lands" i s  a pa r t  of both 

poetry and l i f e ;  sect ion ~x another example of nen i n t e rp re t i ng  a new 

world i n  terms of an already conceived, metaphoric space-time world. 

Final ly ,  a f t e r  t a l k ing  f o r  twenty-nine sect ions  on t h e  imagination 

and i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o  r e a l i t y ,  t h e  poet-Stevens once again attempts t o  

perceive t h e  "plainnessl  of a world emptied of a l l  human metaphors about 

it. We should read sect ion xxx a s  a continuation of t he  f i r s t  twenty- 

nine sections.  Up t o  t h i s  point ,  the  poet has been t ry ing  t o  approach 

a knowledge of r e a l i t y  by pos i t ing  various hypothetical  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  

The two major l i n e s  of argument present throughout t h e  poem, however, 

contain a se r ious  dilemma: if  t he r e  must be a r e a l i t y  wholly ex te rna l  

t o  tho  mind, and i f  t h e  metaphors actual iz ing t h i s  r e a l i t y  inevi tably  

d i s t o r t  it, then r e a l i t y  i s  both conceived and deceived by t he  same imag- 

i na t i ve  process, which, i n  turn ,  i s  the  only power men possess f o r  knowing 

t h e  world. How thcn can t h e  poet-Stevens ever know r ea l i t y?  Within t h e  

boundaries of h i s  poet ic  world, no solution t o  t h i s  d i l e m a  i s  possible.  

A s  we read what appears t o  be an affirmation i n  t h e  l a s t  two sections,  

therefore,  we should be aware of t he  very l a rge  qua l i f i ca t ions  they imply. 

A s  t h e  "si lence of summertt i s  blown away by t h e  winds of autumn, ro- 

b ins  have disappeared and squ i r r e l s  "Huddle together in t h e  knowledge of 

squirrels ."  I n  Stovens* seasonal cycle, summer i s  t he  time when men 

construct  metaphors around nature;  i n  autumn they re tu rn  t o  t h e  "plain 

sense of things" and an awareness of a r e a l i t y  p r i o r  t o  t h e  metaphors 

about it: 

Tho barrenness t h a t  appears i s  an exposing. 
It i s  no t  p a r t  of what i s  absent,, a h a l t  



For f a r e w e l l s ,  a sad hanging on f o r  remembrances. 
and 

It i s  a coming on/a coming f o r t h .  
The p i n e s  t h a t  were f a n s  and f r ag rances  emerge, 
Staked s o l i d l y  i n  a gus ty  g rapp l ing  wi th  rocks.  

The g l a s s  of t h e  a i r  becomes an element-- 
It was something imagined t h a t  has  been washed away. 
A c l e a r n e s s  h a s  re turned .  It s t ands  r e s to red .  

It i s  n o t  an empty c l ea rnes s ,  a bot tomless  s i g h t .  
It i s  a v i s i b i l i t y  of thought ,  
In which hundreds of eyes,  i n  one mind, s e e  a t  once. 

The poe t  says,  and i t  i s  important  f o r  u s  t o  keep i n  mind t h a t  he a rgues  

r a t h e r  than  p r e s e n t s , ' t h a t  he r e t u r n s  t o  a sense of  a r e a l i t y  under ly ing  

t h e  lleyeT s p l a i n  vers ion ,"  t h e  l o c u s  of t h e  "never-ending meditat ion,"  

t h e  search  f o r  t h e  ground o f  t h i n g s  t h a t  began i n  s e c t i o n  i. In  autumn 

he once aga in  f e e l s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  nakedness of t h i n g s  wholly e x t e r n a l  t o  

h imsel f .  When t h e  metaphors of  summer s l i d e  away, a r e a l i t y  i n d i f f e r e n t  

t o  men s t i l l  remains.  A t  t h i s  t h o  t h e  pond no longe r  r e f l e c t s  t h e  sky, 

which i s  t o  s ay  t h a t  t h e  e a r t h  no l o n g e r  r e f l e c t s  himself .  Th i s  lfbarren- 

noss," however, i s  n o t  a n o s t a l g i c  l ook  backward t o  what has  been bu t  "a 

coming on and a coming f o r t h , "  a necessary  s t age  i n  purg ing  t h e  mind o f  

a l l  d i s t o r t i n g  metaphors. The pas s ing  o f  summer i s  n o t  a l l h a l t / ~ o r  f a r e -  

* well " bu t  a movement toward a c l e a r e r  percept ion  o f  r e a l i t y :  "It was 

something imagined t h a t  has  been washed away. /~ c l e a r n e s s  has  returned." 

Th i s  "plain11 pe rcep t ion  i n  which t h e  e a r t h  apparent ly  "s tands  r e s t o r ~ d , ~ ~  

t h i s  V i s i b i l i t y  of  thought," i s  n o t  an "empty c l e a r n e s ~ . ~ f  Through it, 

t h e  poe t  says,  he can see  r e a l i t y  a s  i f  "hundreds of eyes,  i n  one mind, 

s e e  a t  once.11 

A s  an  argument, however, t h i s  s e c t i o n  i s  more hypo the t i ca l  than  

a c t u a l .  I f  i t  were e x p e r i e n t i a l l y  t r u e ,  Stevens would be c o n t r a d i c t i n g  



himself :  he now t e l l s  u s  t h a t  he i s  i n  con tac t  with r e a l i t y  when t h e  

p rev ious  s e c t i o n s  argued t h e  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  of  doing so. If we s e e  it a s  

one more h y p o t h e t i c a l  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  it w i l l  be more c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  t h e  

r e s t  o f  t h e  poem, a t  t h e  same t ime t h a t  it w i l l  exp la in  t h e  q u a l i f i e d  

a f f i rma t ion  of  t h e  f i n a l  s ec t ion .  

In subs tance ,  s e c t i o n  xxxi r e p e a t s  t h e  argument of s e c t i o n  x x v i i i :  

t h e  search  f o r  r e a l i t y  through t h e  process  of  p o e t r y  i s  t h e  on ly  mean- 

i n g f u l  way o f  approaching a knowledge of r e a l i t y :  

The l e s s  l e g i b l e  meanings of  sounds, t h e  l i t t l e  r e d s  
Not o f t e n  r e a l i z e d ,  t h e  l i g h t e r  words 
I n  t h e  heavy drum of speech, t h e  i n n e r  men 

Behind t h e  o u t e r  s h i e l d s ,  t h e  s h e e t s  of music 
I n  t h e  s t r o k e s  of  thunder,  dead candles  a t  t h e  

window 
When day comes, f i re-foams i n  t h e  motions of t h e  

sea ,  

F l i c k i n g s  from f i n i k i n  t o  f i n e  f i n i k i n  
And t h e  gene ra l  f i d g e t  f r o 3  b u s t s  of  Constant ine 
To photographs of t h e  l a t e  p re s iden t ,  Mr. Blank, 

These a r e  t h e  edgings and inch ings  of f i n a l  form, 
The swarming a c t i v i t i e s  of t h e  formulae 
O f  s ta tement ,  d i r e c t l y  and i n d i r e c t l y  g e t t i n g  at. . . .  

According t o  t h e  poe t ,  t h e  p roces s  of poe t ry  provides  t h e  p e r i p h e r a l  de- 

t a i l . ~  t h a t  suggest  ( o r  evoke) something of t h e  hidden q u a l i t y  of r e a l i t y .  

These i n t i m a t i o n s  of  r e a l i t y  i n  t h e  " l e s s  l e g i b l e  meanings of  sounds," 

t h e  l ' l i t t l e  reds" i n  t h e  g e n e r a l i t y  of  colour ,  t h e  nuances of meaning i n  

t h e  "heavy drum of speech," a sense of  t h e  i n n e r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  behind t h e  

masks of men, t h e  b i t s  and p i eces  of harmonious music i n  t h e  " s t r o k e s  of  

thunder," t h e  reminder of n i g h t  when day l igh t  appears ,  and t h e  f e e l  of 

t h e  sea  through t h e  movement of foan  on waves--these W l i c k i n g s  from f i n -  

i k i n  t o  f i n e  f i n i k i n , "  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  process  of a r t  from t h e  monumental 



%usts  of Constantine" t o  the  near ly  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  llphotographs of t h e  

l a t e  pres ident ,  M r .  Blank." Within t h e  context of t h i s  argument, t h e  

"edgings and inchings  of f i n a l  formv belong t o  t h e  poem t h a t  moves i n  

t h e  a r e a  between and was, an area  t h a t  n e i t h e r  g e t s  a t  r e a l i t y  d i r e c t -  

l y  nor d i s t o r t s  it by embodying it i n  a " f ina l  form." A s  t h e  ltformulae 

of ~ t a t e r n e n t , ~ ~  t h e  poet  says, poetry can get  a t  b i t s  and pieces  of r e a l i t y .  

And y e t  we cannot he lp  but  th ink  about sec t ion xxi where t h i s  same poet  

s t a t e d  than men could not  evade t h e  " w i l l  of necessi ty,"  Romanza. Nor 

can we f o r g e t  t h e  statement i n  sec t ion x, "d i s i l lus ion  a s  t h e  l a s t  i l l u -  

s i o n , / ~ e a l i t ~  a s  a t h i n g  seen by t h e  mind." These negatives s t i l l  hover 

i n  t h e  background of t h e  p o o t q s  apparent aff irmation.  They a l s o  go a 

long way toxard c l a r i f y i n g  t h e  unstated q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  of t h e  l a s t  two 

stanzas: 

Like an evening evoking t h e  spectrum of v i o l e t ,  
A philosopher p r a c t i s i n g  sca les  on h i s  piano, 
A woman wr i t ing  a note  and t e a r i n g  it up. 

It i s  n o t  i n  t h e  premise t h a t  r e a l i t y  
Is a so l id .  It may be a shade t h a t  t r a v e r s e s  
A dus t ,  a f o r c e  t h a t  t r averses  a shade. 

With t h e  poss ib le  exception of t h e  %pectrum of violet,11 t h e  images pre- 

sented a s  analogies  f o r  t h e  "fonnulae/~f  statement" a r e  not  only t r a n s i t o r y  

but e s s e n t i a l l y  empty a c t i v i t i e s .  Never achieving a f u l l  composition, t h e  

philosopher only p r a c t i s e s  l lscales on h i s  piano.1( The woman only w r i t e s  

"a note," presumably f o r  a complete l e t t e r ,  and t e a r s  it up. Both seek 

r e a l i t y  ( tho  f u l l  composition and t h e  complete l e t t o r )  through an a c t i v i t y  

t h a t  does no t  l e a d  them anywhere. Further, t h i s  apparent af f i rmat ion of 

t h e  p o e t i c  process  depends upon another hypothetical  p o s s i b i l i t y :  r e a l i t y  

i s  not  necessa r i ly  a llsolidll behind o r  beneath th ings;  it m s  be a llshadell 



o r  a "force" t h a t  moves over o r  through things.  It i s  important t o  note  

t h a t  t h e  poet  does no t  a s s e r t  t h a t  r e a l i t y  a "shade" o r  a wforce.ll He 

simply says t h a t  i t  rnx be. Even i n  t h e  l a s t  sentence of t h e  poem we a r e  

st i l l  i n  t h e  realm of hypothesis.  

( i i )  The Poems of  The Rock 

AS we have a l ready seen from our d iscuss ion of "The P la in  Sense of 

Things," even t h e  p l a i n e s t  perception i s  a d i s t o r t i o n  of r e a l i t y .  Not 

only i n  t h i s  poem, but  i n  t h e  poems of The Rock i n  general,  r e a l i t y  i s  

so f i n a l l y  d i s t a n t  because Stevens has no way of approaching a knowledge 

of it. "A f a n t a s t i c  e f f o r t "  has f a i l e d  a s  t h e  poet i n  The Rock comes t o  

ltan end of t h e  i m a g i n a t i ~ n . ' ~  Despite t h e  appearance of af f i rmat ion  i n  t h e  

l a s t  two sec t ion  of " A n  Ordinary Evening i n  New Haven," the re fo re ,  r e a l i t y  

i s  s t i l l  a s  f a r  away a s  it was i n  the  opening l i n e s  of t h e  poem. I n  t h i s  

f i n a l  sec t ion  of t h e  Collected Poems, the  tone  of Stevenst comments t a k e s  

on an aura  of f i n a l i t y .  Tho poem "The Green Plant1* (cP, 506) i s  one ex- 

ample : 

The ef fe te  vocabulary of summer 
No longer  says anything. 
Tho brown a t  t h e  bottom of red 
The orange f a r  dovm i n  yellow, 



Are f a l s i f i c a t i o n s  from a sun 
In  a mirror,  without heat, 
In a constant secondariness, 
A turning down toward f i n a l i t y .  

Agreeing with Riddell  t h a t  The Rock i s  "a ca re fu l ly  planned farewell,wa5 

we watch a s  Stevens discovers t ha t  h i s  t a l k  about the  metaphoric process 

has not  brought r e a l i t y  any closer.  The vocabulary of summer, "a shape 

t h a t  has  passed," can no longer speak the  language of r e a l i t y  i n  October, 

The once meaningful browns and o r a g e s  culled from the  reds  and yellows 

of summer a r e  now seen a s  " f a l s i f i c a t i ons  from a sun1, distanced because 

mirrored i n  perceptual  forms. Because a l l  perception i s  f i c t i v e  i n  

Stevens' poet ic  world, no matter how o r  what we see we remain "In a con- 

s t a n t  secondarinessfl from r ea l i t y ,  the  green plant  t h a t  

...g l a r e s ,  a s  you look 
A t  t h e  legend of t he  maroon and o l i ve  fo r e s t ,  
Glares, outs ide  of the  legend, with the  barba.r- 

ous green 
Of  t h e  harsh r e a l i t y  of which i t  i s  par t .  

Real i ty  stands outs ide  of t he  "legend of t h e  maroon and o l i v e  fo res t , "  

t h e  metaphoric space-time continuum of any form of perception. Remote 

from t h e  poe t t s  legends about r ea l i t y ,  t h e  green p lan t  "glaresw and 

makes r e a l i t y  appear harsh and a l ien.  

This same kind of f a i l u r e  i s  recorded i n  "Madame La Fleurietl (CP, 507) 

where t h e  "glass of t he  earth" i s  t he  metaphoric perception of the  earth.  

Reali ty,  i n  t he  form of a woman, devours t h i s  "cr isp  knowledgcv because 

it i s  so removed from the  poet's des i re :  '!It was a laleuage he spoke, 

because he must, ye t  d id  not know./~t was a page he had found i n  the  

handbook of heartbreak." A s  i n  "The Green Plant," r e a l i t y  i s  t he  cause 

of t he  poet 's  g r i e f .  Recalling t ha t  Stevens regarded t h e  a c t i v i t y  of t he  



imagination a s  t h e  "violence from within t h a t  p ro tec t s  u s  from a violence 

without,t) a f o r c e  t h a t  presses  "back agains t  the  pressure of r e a l i t y "  (NA, 

36), we can understand t h e  t e r r o r  the  poet f e e l s  a s  death, "the g rea t  

weightings of / the  end, " approaches: 

The black fuga tos  a r e  strumming t he  blacknesses of black... 
The t h i ck  s t r i n g s  s t u t t e r  t h e  f i n i a l  gu t tu ra l s .  
He does no t  l i e  t he r e  remembering t h e  blue-jay, say t he  jay, 
H i s  g r i e f  i s  t h a t  h i s  mother should feed on him, himself and 

what he saw, 
In t h a t  d i s t a n t  chamber, a bearded queen, wicked i n  he r  dead 

l i g h t .  

A s  h i s  l i f e  comes t o  an end, the  poet-Stevens r ea l i z e s  t h a t  h i s  search f o r  

a knowledge of r e a l i t y  i s  the  r e s u l t  of t h e  v io len t  ind i f fe rence  of rea l -  

i t y .  After  a l i f e t i m e  of imaginative a c t i v i t y ,  it s t i l l  remains i n  a 

"d i s tan t  chamber,1f In  t h i s  sense, h i s  tlmotherT' has fed  on 1lhimself and/ 

what he saw." A s  a ',bearded queen," t h e  masculine q u a l i t y  reveal ing her  

harshness, she seems "wicked i n  her  dead/l ight  .1126 

Our previous discuss ion of Stevens' concept of r e a l i t y  mentioned how 

he had looked upon it a s  a some-thiL t h a t  subsumes appearances. This 

concept, however, depends upon p r i o r  epistemological assumptions. I f  we 

assume, a s  Stevens did ,  t h a t  a l l  perception l e ads  t o  a metaphorical space- 

time %orldtt separa te  from what i s  perceived, we are l e f t  w i t h  a l o a i c a l  

h ia tus .  I f  we perceive only appearances because our v i s ion  i s  l imi ted t o  

t h e  ltsubject," who provides t h e  space and time of perception, the re  must 

of necess5t.y e x i s t  a r e a l i t y  o ther  than what we perceive. I n  an import- 

ant  passage from Stevensos P0etz.y of Thought, Frank Doggett explains how 

t h e  kind of stance Stevens held toward perception l eads  t o  a notion of a 

poss ib le  r e a l i t y  a s  $he base of a l l  appearances: 



. . . t h i s  p lace  l y e a l i t d  t h a t  i s  no t  our oi,m becomes 
what it i s  only  through t h e  human conception of it. 
Remember t h a t  t h e  r e a l  world i s  a l s o  % h i s  invented 
world" and t h a t  it i s  composed i n  t h a t  it i s  conceiv- 
ed. The world i n  which we l i v e  then, i s  an a l i e n  
world and a t  t h e  same time has  i t s  only known exis-  
tence  i n  human r e a l i z a t i o n .  Here we have t h e  paradox 
t h a t  has  given r i s e  t o  so many of t h e  f i c t i o n s  of 
philosophy. One of these  f i c t i o n s  i s  t h e  idea  of t h e  
poss ib le .  A s  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  r e a l i t y  would have a s o r t  
of exis tence  a p a r t  from o r  a n t e r i o r  t o  existence,  even 
i f  it i s  an exis tence  t h a t  i s  no more than potent ia l .27  

While Kant saw t h i s  notion of r e a l i t y  a s  a l o g i c a l  necess i ty ,  Stevens 

saw i t  a s  hypo the t i ca l ly  actual.28 Because i t  depends upon t h e  asswnp- 

t i o n  t h a t  perception i s  an Itinvented world,11 a s  t h e  cen t re  he seeks, 

it must always remain a s  p o s s i b i l i t y  and hypothesis.  He cannot move 

beyond t h e  assumptions i t  contains--unless, of course, he r e j e c t s  them 

a l toge the r .  29 

By engaging i n  t h e  "subject-object11 problem of knowledge, then, 

Stevens became more concerned with t h e  forms of perception than with 

t h e i r  content .  Once he assumed t h a t  he was l i m i t e d  t o  a "subjective" 

space-time world, and thereby accepted t h e  v a l i d i t y  of t h e  epistemologi- 

ca l  ques t ion ("how do we know t h a t  we know what we know?"), he began t o  

m i s t r u s t  t h e  forms of h i s  o m  perceptions.  Through h i s  cont inual  t a l k  

about t h e  f o r n s  of perception he became what Andrew E. Curry desc r ibes  

him as ,  a ftpoet of t h e  epistemological  puazle.l~3•‹ Never r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  

t h e  puzzle i s  i t s e l f  a f i c t i o n a l  construct  of t h e  mind, another form 

t h a t  d i s t o r t s  t h e  na tu re  of experience, he a c t u a l l y  d is tanced himself 

31 
from t h e  very world he sought t o  reveal .  Exactly where t h i s  t r a n s i -  

t i o n  t o  an inc lus ive  concern with form occurs i n  Stevens' work i s  d i f f -  

i c u l t  t o  determine, although t h e  chmge i s  apparent a s  e a r l y  a s  11The Men 

d - t h  t h e  Blue Guitar" (CP, 165-181+). The poem opens i n  a s t y l e  t h a t  was 



t o  become cha rac t e r i s t i c  of the  l a t e r  Stevens: 

The man bent over h i s  gui tar ,  
A shearsman of sor t s .  The day was green. 

They said,  l1You have a blue gu i ta r ,  
You do not p lay  th ings  a s  they are.'' 

The man repl ied,  "Things a s  they a r e  
Are changed upon t h e  blue guitar." 

And they sa id  then, "But play, you must, 
A tune beyond us, ye t  ourselves, 

A tuns upon t h e  blue gu i t a r  
O f  th ings  exact ly  a s  they are." 

I cannot br ing a world qu i t e  round, 
Although I patch i t  a s  I can. 

I s ing a hero's head, l a rge  eye 
And bearded bronze, but not  a man, 

Although I patch him a s  I can 
And reach through him almost t o  man. 

I f  t o  serenade almost t o  man 
Is t o  miss, by t h a t ,  th ings  a s  they are,  

Say t h a t  it i s  t h e  serenade 
Of  a  man t h a t  plays a blue gu i ta r .  

Although the  poet accepts t h e  impossibi l i ty  of perceiving "things a s  they 

are'? d.irectly (111 patch it a s  I can1!), Stevens himself was t o  attempt a 

solut ion t o  t h i s  problem t h e  r e s t  of h i s  l i f e .  

Stevens once commented i n  a l e t t e r  t h a t  %he des i r e  t o  combine t he  

two things ,  poetry and r e a l i t y ,  i s  a constant dosireft (LWS, 760) .  By 

accepting t h e  v a l i d i t y  of the  epistemologica-1 puzzle, he constantly 

questioned h i s  perceptions and of ten re jec ted  t h e  t r u t h  of h i s  experi- 

ences, a s  he does i n  t h e  second pa r t  of "Two I l l u s t r a t i o n s  That the  World 



i s  What You Make of It" (CP, 5l4-515), !'The World i s  Larger i n  Swnmer:ll 

He l e f t  h a l f  a shoulder and hal f  a head 
To recognize him i n  a f t e r  time, 

These marbles l a y  weathering i n  t h e  g r a s s  
When t h e  summer was over, when t h e  change 

Of  summer and of tho sun, t h e  l i f e  
Of sumrner and of t h e  sun, were gone. 

He had sa id  t h a t  everything possessed 
The power t o  transform i t s e l f ,  o r  e l s e ,  

And what meant more, t o  be transformed. 
He discovered t h e  co lo r s  of t h e  moon 

I n  a s i n g l e  spruce, when, suddenly, 
The t r e e  stood dazzl ing i n  t h e  a i r  

And blue broke on him from t h e  sun, 
A bullj.oned. blue, a b lue  abulge, 

Like dayl ight ,  with timet s be l l i sh ings ,  
And sensuous summer stood ful l -height .  

The master of t h e  spruce, himself,  
Becarnc transformed. But h i s  mastery 

Lef t  only t h e  fragnenhs found i n  t h e  grass,  
From h i s  p r o j e c t ,  a s  f i n a l l y  magnified. 

This  sec t ion  opens with an awareness t h a t  a l l  forms, both of a r t  and 

percept ion (in Stevenst world t h e  two a r e  synomous), a r e  meaningless 

immediately a f t e r  they  a r e  constructed. I n  autumn, a f t e r  Whe l i f e / 0 f  

summer and t h e  sun," a time when men can be l i eve  i n  t h e  t r u t h  of t h e i r  

perceptions,  t h e  forms of summer lllay weathering i n  t h e  grass." Stevenst 

d e s c r i p t i o n  of swnmer, however, does i n d i c a t e  t h a t  he f e l t  t h e  f o r c e  of 

r e a l i t y .  Having given himself up t o  t h e  sensual  r ichness  of t h e  world, 

he became lltransformedtl a s  he experienced t h e  v i t a l i t y  of nature .  '!The 

t r e e  stood dazzl ing i n  t h e  a i r , f f  h e  says, "And blue bi-oke on him from 

t h e  sun," But a s  t ime passes,  he sees  Ithis masteryll a s  an i l l u s i o n ,  the  



ttfragments found i n  t h e  grass" a reminder t h a t  a l l  forms eventual ly  d ie .  

"Final ly  magnified," t h e  forms constructed i n  summer when t h e  world seem- 

ed l a r g e r  show t h e  poet  t h a t  they  u l t ima te ly  d i s t o r t  t h e  n a t u r e  of  r e a l i t y .  

His experience of summer i s  f i n a l l y  an i l l u s i o n  t h a t  must be discarded.  

A s i m i l a r  process  occurs  i n  nThe Hermitage a t  t h e  CenterT1 (CP, 505) 

as t h e  poet-Stevens responds t o  t h e  no i se  of "The l eaves  on t h e  macadmtt 

and experiences t h e  c loseness  of na ture  t o  what he des i res .  Assuming 

the ' form of a woman, t h e  des i red ,  Wleek i n  a na tu ra l  nakedness,It l i e s  

on t h e  s o f t  g r a s s  and l i s t e n s  t o  t h e  l i v e  c h a t t e r  ( t%intinnabulau) of 

b i rds .  Although he experiences t h e  f o r c e  of things,  he never the less  

argues t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a "Hermitage a t  t h e  Centeroft  He compares t h e  move- 

ment of t h e  des i red  t o  a f i c t i o n a l  legend belonging not  t o  t h e  present  

but  t o  a metaphorical ly dead pas t :  "Like t a l e s  t h a t  were t o l d  t h e  day 

before  yesterday." A s  t h e  des i red  l i s t e n s  t o  t h e  b i r d s  "ca l led  up by 

more than t h e  sun,It he says  t h a t  t h e  I'iiind sways l i k e  a g r e a t  t h i n g  

to t t e r ing . "  Before t h e  song of t h e  b i r d s  can become a concre t ized  re-  

v e l a t o r y  agent of  a r e a l i t y  underlying appearances ( l ~ ~ h e i r  i n t e l l i g i b l e  

twi.ttering/For u n i n t e l l i g i b l e  thoughtff) ,  everything i s  suddenly t tdissolved 

and gone." I n  Stevenst  poe t i c  world, experience becomes a d i s t o r t i n g  

metaphor so qu ick ly  t h a t  t h e  two processes a r e  synononous: 

And y e t  t h i s  end and t h i s  beginning a r e  one, 
And one l a s t  look a t  t h e  ducks i s  a look 
A t  l u c e n t  chi ldren  round her  i n  a r ing .  

Because t h e  experience of and f a r e w e l l  t o  r e a l i t y  occur simultaneously, 

Stevens cannot accept  the  t r u t h  of h i s  own perceptions.  I n  sec t ion  x v i i i  

of "An Ordinary Evening i n  New Haven" he had sa id  t h a t  "the window" would 



not  allow him "To say good-by t o  tho  p a s t  and t o  l i v e  and t o  b e / h  the  

present  s t a t e  of things:"  because self-consciousness l e a d s  t o  an awareness 

of change and death,  he found t h a t  he could not  l i v e  i n  t h e  complete moment 

and accept  t h s  t r u t h  of h i s  momentary experiences. H i s  assumptions pre- 

vented him from ever  singing a nSong of Fixed Accord" (CP, 519), a s  t h e  

dove i n  t h e  poem of t h a t  t i t l e :  

Rou-cou spoke t h e  dove, 
Like t h e  sooth l o r d  of sorrow, 
Of sooth love  and sorrow, 
And a hail-bow, hail-bow, 
To t h i s  morrow. 

She l a y  upon the  roof,  
A l i t t l e  wet of wing and woe, 
And she rou-ed thel,e, 
S o f t l y  she piped among t h e  suns 
~ n d  t h e i r  ordinary  g la re ,  

The sun of  f i v e ,  the  sun of six, 
Their  ordinar iness ,  
And t h e  o rd ina r iness  of seven, 
Which she accepted, 
Like a f i x e d  heaven, 

Not subject  t o  change.. . 
Day' s i n v i s i b l e  beginner, 
The l o r d  of love  and of sooth sorrow, 
Lay on t h e  roof 
And made much within her.  

Unlike t h e  poet,  t h e  dove accepts  t h e  momentary a s  a 'Ifixed heaven;" un- 

aware of chango, h e r  song, sung i n  t h e  o rd ina r iness  of t h e  sun, i s  s t i l l  

a 1lFixed Ac~ord .~ t  The c r u c i a l  l i n e  "Not subject  t o  changew suggests t h a t  

t h e  awareness of change makes t h e  poet subject  t o  it. I n  her  "rouV-ing 

t h e  b i r d  i s  "Day's i n v i s i b l e  beginner," and her song "made much within 

her"--a condit ion t h a t  t h e  poet cannot achieve because t h e  window of 

s e l f  -consciousness mediates h i s  v is ion of tho  world. Possib1.y Stevens' 



concern wi th  change and dea th  made i t  impossible  f o r  him t o  accep t  t h o  

metaphoric  p roces s  as a r e v e l a t i o n  of t h e  under ly ing  f o r c e  of t h ings .  

H i s  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  a l l  t h i n g s  change and pass ,  t h a t  a metaphor d i e s  

i n s t a n t l y  a f t e r  be ing  born, seems t o  have f o r c e d  him away from " th ings  a s  

t hey  are." He i m p l i e s  as much i n  Y'he Poem That Took t h e  P lace  of a 

MountainH (CP, 5 l 2 ) ,  a p o s s i b l e  sequel  t o  "How t o  Live. What t o  dot1 

(CP, 125-126), where two men i n  search of  a c e n t r a l  b e l i e f  l e a v e  " the 

flame-freaked s u n / ~ o  seek a sun of f u l l e r  f i r e : "  

There was n e i t h e r  vo ice  nor c r e s t e d  image, 
No c h o r i s t e r ,  n o r  p r i e s t .  There was 
Only t h e  h e i g h t  of  t h e  rock 
And t h e  t w o  of t hen  s tanding  s t i l l  t o  r e s t .  

There was t h e  co ld  wind and t h e  sound 
It made, away from t h e  muck of t h e  land  
That t h e y  had l e f t ,  he ro i c  sound 
Joyous and j u b i l a n t  and sure.  

Away from t h e  ltmuck of  t h e  land,"  t h e  p l a c e  of  t h e  "cres ted  image,tt t h e  

l t cho r i s t e r ,  and " p r i e s t ,  11 a l l  elements t h a t  surround "the rock1' wi th  corn- 

f o r t h g  metaphors, t h e  two men f e e l  c leansed  as they  s tand  be fo re  what 

appears  t o  be naked and primary r e a l i t y .  I n  "The Poem That Took t h e  P lace  

of a Mountah," S tevens  confesses  t h a t  t h e  mountain of p o s s i b l e  r e a l i t y  

has  been d i s p l a c e d  by "The poem." And he l i v e s  on " the  oxygen" of t h e  

poem r a t h e r  t han  t h e  mountain, even though t h e  poem has  turned  i n t o  a 

dead metaphor: "Even when t h e  book l a y  turned  i n  t h e  d u s t  of h i s  tab le ."  

Stevens sugges t s  t h a t  h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  a cent re ,  an a b s o l u t e  t o  s o l i d i f y  t h e  

cons tan t  change and dea th  of t h ings ,  has  i r o n i c a l l y  l e d  him away from 

Whings  a s  t h e y  are:" 

It reminded him how he had needed 
A p l a c e  t o  go t o  i n  h i s  o m  d i r e c t i o n ,  



HOW he had recoinposcd t h e  p ines ,  
S h i f t e d  t h e  rocks  and picked h i s  way among clouds, 

For  t h e  out look  t h a t  would be r i g h t ,  
Where hc  wou1.d be complete i n  ar~ unexplained completion: 

The e x a c t  rock where h i s  inexac tnesses  
Would d i scove r ,  a t  last, t h e  view toward which t h e y  had edged, 

Where he could l i e  and, gazing down at t h e  sea,  
Recognize h i s  unique and s o l i t a r y  home, 

Up t o  t h i s  p o i n t  we have been accept ing  StevensT n o t i o n  of metaphor 

wi thout  b r ing ing  o u t  how i t  t o o  i s  l i m i t e d  by t h e  ep is temologica l  as- 

sumptions he b r i n e s  t o  h i s  experience. We can understand h i s  h e s i t a t i o n  

and i n a b i l i t y  t o  accept  t h e  v a l i d i t y  of metaphors as f a c t s  of human ex- 

pe r i ence  by making a d i s t i n c t i o n  between metaphors as deco ra t ion  and 

r e v e l a t i o n .  The former i s  based upon t h e  hypothes is  t h a t  r e a l i t y  can 

never  be known i n  and f o r  i t s e l f ;  t h e  l a t t e r ,  t h a t  metaphors, i f  d:namicaUy 

r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  a c t i v e  process  of cxpericr?cj.ng, can r e v e a l  t h e  n a t u r e  of 

r e a l i t y ,  Because S tevens  looked upon metaphors as f W ~ t i o n s , ~  t h e y  could 

be no morc than  d e c o r a t i o n s  t h a t  cover  t h e  "rock of r e a l i t y "  without  re -  

v e a l i n g  it. I n  what appears  t o  be a grandeur  of metaphors i n  "To an Old 

Phi losopher  i n  Rome1' (CP, 508-511), t h e  dying Santayana l i e s  i n  Rome a d  

t r i e s  t o  make dea th  palatab1.e: 

It i s  a kind of t o t a l  grandeur  a t  t h e  cnd 
With eve ry  v i s i b l e  t h i n g  c ~ l a r g e d  and y e t  
No more than  a bed, a c h a i r  awl movj-ng nuns, 
The immenssst t h e a t r e ,  t h e  p i l . l a red  porch, 
The book an.d cmdl-e i n  your ambered room, 

T o t a l  grand.cur of a t o t a l  ed i f i -ce ,  
Chosen by an i n q u i s i t o r  of s t ; r u c t ~ i r e s  
For h i m s d f .  He s tops  upon t h i s  th reshold ,  
As if t h e  des ign  of all. h i s  vords  t a k s s  fonn  
Aqd f r a n e  from thi-nking and i s  r e a l i z e d ,  



Santayanar s room i s  ltenlargcdll by t h e  metaphors surrounding him. llAn 

i n q u i s i t o r  of s tructurest1 himself,  he now chooses h i s  own, almost seem- 

ing t o  cons t ruct  t h e  11tota.l ed i f i ceu  of a b e l i e f .  But t h e  important 

q u a l i f y i n g  l f A s  if', des t roys  t h e  "Total grandeur1* of h i s  "world." "The 

design of h i s  words" does not  t ake  llform/And frame from thinkingw and 

i s  n o t  "realized.'t H i s  metaphors a r e  f i n a l l y  only decora t ions ,  comfort- 

i n g  i l l u s i o n s  t h a t  make men th ink  t h e r e  i s  an order  poss ib le  i n  t h e  

quot id ian  world. 

I n  terms of Stevens' epistemological  assumptions, the re fo re ,  meta- 

phors do nothing but  cover t h e  rock of  r e a l i t y  with f i c t i v e  garments. 

Rather than moving outward i n t o  t h e  world, they  f o r c e  men i n t o  a t o t a l l y  

"subjectivell  world. I n  1lPrologues t o  What i s  Possible" (CP, 5 l5 ) ,  pro- 

bably more p r o f i t a b l y  read a s  a prologue t o  what i s  impossible, Stevens 

desc r ibes  t h e  "enclosurell t h a t  decora t ive  metaphors cons t ruct .  I n  sec t ion  

I, t h e  voyage metaphor becomes an "ease of mind" of t h e  poet  who moves 

both met;aphorically and hypothc.ti.cally toward a c l e a r e r  perception of 

t h a t  r e a l i t y  subsuming appearances: 

He belonged t o  t h e  far - fore ign depar ture  of h i s  v e s s e l  and was 
p a r t  of i t ,  

P a r t  of t h e  speculum of f i r e  on i t s  prow, i t s  symbol, whatever 
it was, 

P a r t  of t h e  g lass - l ike  s i d e s  on which it gl ided over t h e  s a l t -  
s t a ined  water, 

A s  he t r a v e l l e d  alone, l i k e  a man lu red  on by a s y l l a b l e  without 
any meaning. 

A s y l l a b l e  of which he f e l t ,  with an appointed sureness,  
That it contained t h e  meaning i n t o  which hc wanted t o  enter ,  
A meaning which, as he entered  it, would s h a t t e r  t h e  boat and 

l e a v e  t h e  oarsmen q u i e t  
A s  a t  a  po in t  of c e n t r a l  a r r i v a l ,  an i n s t a n t  moment, much o r  

l i t t l e ,  
Removed from any shore, from any man o r  woman, and need- 

i n g  none. 

We should note  t h a t  i n  t h i s  journey t h e  "point of c e n t r a l  a r r iva l1 '  i s  only  



a h y p o t h e t i c a l  p o s s i b i l i t y :  t h e  poe t  i s  l u r e d  on by a " sy l l ab l e f1  t h a t  he 

f e e l s  w i l l  become a ha rb inge r  of  meaning. Immediately a f t e r  p r o j e c t i n g  

t h e  metaphor, he d i s c u s s e s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f u r t h e r  i n  s e c t i o n  11. Then 
.u 

he  in t roduces  t h e  q u a l i f y i n g  assumption t h a t  prevents  him from a c t u a l i z i n s  

h i s  hypothesis :  

The metaphor s t i r r e d  h i s  f e a r ,  The o b j e c t  wi th  which he was 
compared 

Was beyond h i s  recognizing.  By t h i s  he knew t h a t  l i k e n e s s  of  
him extended 

Only a l i t t l e  way, and no t  beyond, u n l e s s  between himself  
And t h i n g s  beyond resemblance t h e r e  was t h i s  and t h a t  i n -  

tended t o  be recognized, 
The t h i s  and t h a t  i n  t h e  encl.osures of hypotheses 
On which men specula ted  i n  summer when they  were ha l f  

a s l eep .  

The metaphor stirs t h e  poe t ' s  f e a r  a s  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  voyage-object 

of  p o s s i b l e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  "Was beyond h i s  r e ~ o g n i z i n g : ~ '  accord ing  t o  h i s  

p e r c e p t u a l  framework, " l i keness  of/hirn extended/Gnly a l i t t l e  way." Iden- 

t i f i c a t i o n  ( f t th ings  beyond resemblancett) can t h e r e f o r e  o n l y  e x i s t  wi th in  

t h e  realm of p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  "The t h i s  and t h a t  i n  t h e  enc losu res  of 

hypotheses." We a r e  back once aga in  i n  t h e  epistemological puzzle: 

s i n c e  we i .nhabi t  a space-time continuum of o u r  own percept ions ,  we a r e  

c u t  o f f  from r e a l i t y .  S ince  we can on ly  t h i n k  about r e a l i t y  through con- 

j e c t u r e s ,  we live i n  a ltworldft of t h e  mind, what t h e  poe t  r e f e r s  t o  a s  
S 

t h e  "enclosures  of  hyp~these!~t  Divorced from contac t  wi th  what i s  r e a l ,  

o u r  "speculat ions" a r e  confined t o  a realm i n  which we a r e  "half  asleep." 

Following d i r e c t l y  a f t e r  t h c  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  first two s t a n z a s  of 

s e c t i o n  11, t h e  l a s t  s t a n z a  does no t  a f f i rm  t h e  process  of t h e  imaginat ion,  

bu t  r a t h e r  p r e s e n t s  one more hypothesis :  . 

What s e l f ,  f o r  example, d i d  he conta in  t h a t  had n o t  y e t  been 



loosed, 
Snar l ing  in  him f o r  discovery a s  h i s  a t t e n t i o n s  spread, 
A s  i f  a l l  h i s  he red i t a ry  l i g h t s  were suddenly increased 
By an access  of color ,  a new and unobserved, s l i g h t  d i the r ing ,  
The smal les t  lamp, which added i t s  puissant  f l i c k ,  t o  which he 

gave 
A name and p r i v i l e g e  over t h e  ordinary  of h i s  commonplace-- 

A f l i c k  which added t o  what was r e a l  and i t s  vocabulary, 
The way some f i rs t  t h i n g  coming i n t o  Northern t r e e s  
Adds t o  them t h e  whole vocabulary of t h e  South, 
The way t h e  e a r l i e s t  s ing le  l i g h t  i n  t h e  evening sky, i n  spring,  
Creates a f r e s h  universe out  of nothingness by adding i t s e l f ,  
The way a look o r  a touch revea l s  i t s  unexpected magnitudes. 

The imagination i s  t h e  "puissant flick11 t h a t  adds t o  "what was r e a l  and 

i t s  vocabularyT1 through t h e  prccess of resemblances. In  so doing, i t  

c o n s t r u c t s  meta.phors t h a t  seem t o  make f r e s h  universe out  of nothing- 

ness" and almost appear t o  bring the  wholeness and warmth of the  South 

" in to  Northern t rees ."  But i n  adding colours  t o  th ings ,  t h e  imagination, 

i n  StevensT poe t i c  world, works through decora t ive  and n o t  r eve la to ry  met- 

aphors. I ts  f l i c k e r i n g  "lamp" only l i g h t s  t h e  surface of r e a l i t y  with 

human p ro jec t ions .  

The c e n t r a l  poem of t h e  l a s t  sec t ion ,  !!The Rock,!' he lps  u s  t o  t i e  

a l l  t h e  apparent l o o s e  ends and con t rad ic t ions  together .  Read i n  terms 

of t h e  assumptions t h a t  under l i e  StevensT poe t i c  world, it g ives  u s  a 

f a i r l y  c l e a r  statement of t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  movement of h i s  thought through- 

ou t  t h e  Collected Poems. The first sect ion,  tlSeventy Years Later ,"  looks  

backward, and i n  so doing, c l a r i f i e s  StevensT f i n a l  s tance  toward t h e  world: 

It i s  an i l l u s i o n  t h a t  we were ever a l i v e ,  
Lived i n  t h e  houses of mothers, arranged ourse lves  
By our  o m  motions i n  a freedom of a i r .  

Regard t h e  freedom of seventy years  ago. 
It i s  no longer  a i r .  Tho houses s t i l l  stand,  
Though they a r e  r i g i d  i n  r i g i d  emptiness. 



Even o u r  shadows, t h e i r  shadows, no longe r  re -  
main. 

The l i v e s  t h e s e  l i v e d  i n  t h e  mind a r e  a t  an end. 
They never  were...The sounds of t h e  g u i t a r  

Were n o t  and a r e  not .  Absurd. The words spoken 
Were n o t  and a r e  not .  It i s  not  t o  be bel ieved.  

W e  l i v e  i n  t h e  mind,tt s ays  Stevens i n  t h e  ltAdagia,lt meaning t h a t  we l i v e  

i n  o u r  metaphoric  pe rcep t ions  of  a world e x t e r n a l  t o  ourse lves .  Logica l ly ,  

then,  S tevens  can s t a t e  t h a t  h i s  " l i f e n  h a s  been an i l l u s i o n ,  echoing t h e  

phrase  t t d i s i l l u s i o n  a s  t h e  l a s t  i l l u s i o n , / ~ e a l i t ~  a s  a t h i n g  soen by t h e  

mind" from "An Ordinary Evening," In h i s  p o e t i c  world we cannot even be 

c e r t a i n  t h a t  "we were eve r  al ive.fr  Fur ther ,  i f  ou r  pe rcep t ions  a r e  i l l u -  

sory,  all memories of  t h e  p a s t  were not  and a r e  not:  "The l i v e s  t h e s e  l i v e d  

i n  t h e  mind a r e  a t  an e n d . / ~ h e y  never  were." Likewise, "The sounds of t h e  

gui ta r /Were  n o t  and a r e  not ;"  t h e  words t h a t  he had used t o  exp la in  r e a l i t y  

"Were n o t  and a r e  not." If Stevens confesses  i n  "The P l a i n  Sense of Thingsu 

(CP, 502) t h a t  "A f a n t a s t i c  e f f o r t  has  fail.ed,lf he he re  s ays  t h a t  t h e  

poems he h a s  w r i t t e n  a r e  ttAbsurd" because they  a r e  so f i n a l l y  i l l u s o r y .  

Yet t h e  humanization of  na ture ,  t o  Stevens,  i s  a p a r t  of man's a t -  

tempt t o  f i n d  some "absolu te  foyern  (OP, 112) where t h e  i n d i f f e r e n c e  of 

r e a l i t y  w i l l  become humanly meaningful: 

The meet ing a t  noon a t  t h e  edge of t h e  f i e l d  seems 
l i k e  

h invent ion ,  an embrace between one despe ra t e  
c lod  

And ano thc r  i n  a f a n t a s t i c  consciousness,  
I n  a queer  a s s e r t i o n  of humanity: 

A theorem proposed betwem t h e  two-- 
Two f i g u r e s  i n  a n a t u r e  of t h e  sun, 
I n  t h e  s u n t s  dcs ign  of  i t s  own happiness,  
A s  i f  no th ingness  contained a mdtier, 
A v i t a l  assumption, an impermanence 
I n  i t s  pemanent. .  cold.. . . 



These l i n e s  b r ing  ou t  Stevens' i n a b i l i i y  t o  accept t h e  t r u t h  of  experience. 

The "meeting a t  noon a t  t h e  edge of t h e  f i e l d , "  t h e  consummation of l o v e  

f o r  two people--but f o r  Stevens probably the  experienced marriage of t h e  

imagination of reality--seems l i k e  an invented const ruct  r e s u l t i n g  from 

t h e  human n e c e s s i t y  ("a queer a s s e r t i o n  of humanityn) t o  make r e a l i t y  mean- 

i n g f u l  through decora t ive  metaphors ("a f a n t a s t i c  consc iousness~~)  . When 

men experience t h e  warmth of t h e  sun and f e e l  p a r t  of n a t u r a l  processes, 

they  propose theorems t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s  no t  to-  

t a l l y  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  human des i re ,  and so 1ive"As i f  nothingness contained 

a m8tier" ( i t a l i c s  mine). Within t h i s  realm of hypothetical  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  

they  t r y  t o  f i n d  a " v i t a l  assumption," some proposi t ion t o  convince them 

t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s  not  simply a "permanent  cold.^^ According t o  Stevens, 

the re fo re ,  t h e  i l l u s o r y  process of metaphors r e s u l t s  from t h e  necess i ty  

men f e e l  t o  counteract  t h e  ind i f fe rence  of a wholly ex te rna l  world: 

...an i l l u s i o n  so des i red  

That t h e  green l eaves  came and covered t h e  high 
rock, 

That t h e  l i l a c s  came and bloomed, l i k e  a b l indness  
cleaned, 

Ejcclaiming b r igh t  s ight ,  a s  it was s a t i s f i e d ,  

I n  a b i r t h  of s igh t .  The blooming and t h e  musk 
Were being a l i v e ,  an incessant  being a l i v e ,  
A p a r t i c u l a r  of being, t h a t  gross  universe. 

The i l l u s o r y  " v i t a l  assumptionI1 i s  so des i red  t h a t  men cover the  bar- 

renness of t h e  rock with human metaphors, thereby appearinp, t o  r e s t o r e  a 

s a t i s f y i n g  "br ight  s ight"  t o  t h e i r  perceptions.  Q u i t e  not iceably  t h e  tone  

of t h e  l a s t  l i n e s  changes a s  Stevens seems t o  s h i f t  h i s  pos i t ion:  t h e  il- 

l u s i o n  moves away and he implies an a s s e r t i o n  of a knowledge of being. But 

t h i s  apparcnt " b i r t h  of sight" i s  s t i l l  qua l i f i ed  by t h e  content of t h e  



l i n e s  preceding. Stevens almost wants t o  accept t h e  v a l i d i t y  of h i s  ex- 

periences and l i v e  immediately i n  " that  gross universe" of h i s  perceptions. 

The epistemological puzzle, however, hovers i n  t he  background and qua l i f i e s  

what might be construed a s  an affirmation c f  t he  poet ic  process. 

Possibly aware of h i s  attempt t o  accept experience, Stevens opens 

sect ion 11, Y h e  Poem a s  Icon," with a statement about t he  metaphoric 

process of poetry: 

It i s  not enough t o  cover t he  rock with leaves. 
We must be cured of i t  by a cure of the  ground 
O r  a cure of ourselves, t h a t  i s  equal t o  a cure 

Of t h e  ground, a cure beyond forgetfulness.  

It i s  not enough simply "to cover t he  rock with leaves," says Stevens. 

We must go fu r the r  and cure ourselves of t he  de s i r e  f o r  covering the  rock 

of r e a l i t y  with decorative metaphors, e i t h e r  by curing t h e  llgroundll of 

our perceptions o r  by curing ourselves, which could then lead t o  a "cure// 

Of t h e  ground.ff This cure must be f i n a l ,  "beyond f o r g e t f u l n e ~ s . ~ ~  No soon- 

e r  making t h i s  statement of in tent ion,  Stevens once again s h i f t s  h i s  stance: 

And ye t  t h e  leaves,  i f  they broke i n t o  bud, 
If they broke i n t o  bloom, i f  they bore f r u i t ,  

And i f  we a t e  t h e  inc ip ien t  colorings 
Of t h e i r  f r e sh  c u l l s  might be a cure of the  ground. 

Now he says t h a t  i f  we were t o  pa r t i c ipa t e  i n  the  f r u i t i o n  of i l l u s o r y  

metaphors, those Ifleavest1 t h a t  cover t h e  rock, we would sense such an 

overwhelming completeness t ha t  t h e  experience i t s e l f  might be a "cure of 

t he  ground." The poem then begins t o  p ra i se  the  metaphoric process of 

poetry: 



The f i c t i o n  of t h e  leaves  i s  the  icon 

Of t h e  poem, the  f igura t ion  of blessedness, 
And t h e  icon i s  the  man. The pearled chaplet  of 

spring, 
The magnum wreath of summer, time's autumn 

snood 

Its copy of t he  sun, these  cover t he  rock. 
These leaves  a r e  t he  poem, the  icon and the  man. 
These a r e  a cure of t he  ground and of ourselves, 

In t h e  predicate  t h a t  the re  i s  nothing e lse .  ( i t a l i c s  mine) 

The qua l i f i c a t i on  i n  the  f i n a l  l i n e  of t he  quoted passage makes a l l  t he  

difference.  I n  e f f e c t  Steveils i s  saying t ha t  although a l l  metaphors a r e  

i l l u s o r y  and we should t r y  t o  "curev ourselves of t h e  de s i r e  f o r  a human- 

ized universe, we  should accept them a s  t he  only poss ible  Itcure" ava i lab le  

t o  us. A s  f i c t i o n a l  a s  they are,  decorative metaphors a t  l e a s t  give men 

a semblance of wholeness, and as such, s a t i s f y  t he  "desire t o  be a t  t h e  

end of distances:" 

The body quickened and t he  mind i n  root .  
They bloom a s  a man loves, a s  he l i v e s  i n  love. 
They bear t h e i r  f r u i t  so t h a t  t h e  year i s  known, 

A s  i f  i t s  understanding was brown skin, 
The honey i n  i t s  pulp, t he  f i n a l  found, 
The plenty  of the  year and of the  world. 

Once again t h e  q u a l i f y b g  "As  i f "  ind ica tes  t h a t  Stevens i s  s t i l l  aware 

t h a t  t he  " f ic t ion  of t he  leaves" i s  a desired i l l u s ion ;  although i t  ap- 

pears t o  be a "figuration of b l e s s e d n e s ~ , ~ ~  the  metaphoric proce-ss i s  s t i l l  

f i n a l l y  a f i c t i o n ,  only a f'copy of the  sun," not a revela t ion of the  sun 

i t s e l f .  In  l i n e  with the  changes i n  stance t h a t  Stevens i s  undergoing 

almost unconsciously, section I1 concludes k i t h  an asse r t ion  t h a t  contra- 

d i c t s  tho opening l i ne s :  



I n  t h i s  p l en ty ,  t h e  poem makes meanings of t h e  
rock, 

O f  such mixed motion and such imagery 
That i t s  bar renness  bscomes a thousand t h i n g s  

And so exists no more. Th i s  i s  t h e  cure  
Of l e a v e s  and of t h e  ground and cf ourse lves .  
H i s  words a r e  both t h e  icon  and t h e  man. 

What i s  l a r g e l y  uns t a t ed ,  however, i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  t tbarrennesstf of 

t h e  rock  s t i l l  does  e x i s t .  The "thousand things" t h a t  make "meanings of  

the/rockfl a r e  s t i l l  on ly  deco ra t ions  of r e a l i t y  t h a t  do n o t  r e v e a l  it. 

The appearance of l tplenty,"  a s  we l l  a s  t h e  a r e  o n l y  meaningful 

"In t h e  p r e d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  noth ing  else ."  

T h i s  d e c o r a t i v e  a s p e c t  of t h e  metaphoric  process  i n  Stevens'  p o e t i c  

world i s  c l a r i f i e d  even f u r t h e r  i n  t h e  l a s t  s e c t i o n  of t h e  poem, "Forms 

of t h e  Rock i n  a Night-Hymn." Once aga in ,  a s  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of Stevens, 

we a r e  n o t  presented  wi th  t h e  a c t u a l  ttForms of t h e  Rock" bu t  with d iscus-  

s i o n  about  t h e  forms, The s u b j e c t - ~ a t t e r  of  t h e  l a s t  s e c t i o n  concerns 

t h e  n a t u r e  of pe rcep tua l  forms and t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  r e a l i t y :  

The rock i s  t h e  gray  p a r t i c u l a r  of  man's l i f e ,  
The s t o n e  from which he r i s e s ,  up--and--ho, 
The s t e p  t o  t h e  b l ezke r  dep ths  of  h i s  descents. . .  

The rock  i s  t h e  s t e r n  p a r t i c u l a r  of t h e  a i r ,  
The m i r r o r  of t h e  p l a n e t s ,  one by one, 
But through man's eye, t h e i r  s i l e n t  rhapsodis t ,  

Turquoise t h e  rock, at odious  evening b r i g h t  
With redness  t h a t  s t i c k s  f a s t  t o  e v i l  dreams; 
The d i f f i c u l t  r i g h t n e s s  of ha l f - r i s en  day. 

A s  "The s tone  from vhich he t h e  rock of r e a l i t y  i s  t h e  source of 

men's pe rcep t ions  of t h e  world. I n  i t s e l f ,  a s  " the  s t e r n  p a r t i c u l a r  of 

t h e  air," o r  "The mi r ro r  of t h e  planets , ' I  it docs n o t  conta in  t h e  human- 

i z e d  pe rcep t ions  of  it. But ltthrough man's eye,It t h e  " s i l e n t  rhapsod i s t , "  



it t a k e s  on human meaning; a s  Stevens says  i n  "One of t h e  I n h a b i t a n t s  of 

t h o  West" (CP, 503) : 

So much g u i l t  l i e s  bur ied  
Beneath t h e  innocence 
of autumn days,  

The g u i l t ,  i n  t h i s  contex t ,  i s  a human p ro j ec t ion .  Men make "meanings of 

the/rockv by p a i n t i n g  it d i f f e r e n t  colours,  cons t ruc t ing  t h e i r  n o t i o n s  of 

heaven and h e l l ,  good and e v i l ,  around t h e  p r o j e c t i o n s  of t h e i r  own de- 

s i r e s  and f e a r s :  "at odious evening bright/With redness  t h a t  s t i c k s  f a s t  

t o  e v i l  dreamsOf1 The fragment, "The d i f f i c u l t  r i g h t n e s s  of ha l f - r i s en  

day," can t h e r e f o r e  be seen a s  another  s ta tement  of  t h e  impossible  s t ance  

t h a t  Stevens t r i e d  t o  maintain hypothe t ica l ly .  It concerns t h e  pe rcep t ion  

of r e a l i t y  be fo re  it i s  d i s t o r t e d  by human metaphors, I n  I W a t  We See i s  

What We Think" (CP, 459), noon becomes t h a t  p o i n t  i n  t h e  day when meta- 

phors  s e t  i n :  

A t  twelve,  t h e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  of a f te rnoon 
Began, t h e  r e t u r n  t o  phantornerei, i f  n o t  
To phan tom,  T i l l  then, i t  had been t h e  o t h e r  way. 

Only i n  t h a t  h y p o t h e t i c a l  i n s t a n t  before  noon, a  t ime when t h e  v i o l e t  t r e e s  

stood Itas green  a s  ever  t hey  would be," can r e a l i t y  be perceived a s  nalted- 

ly a s  p o s s i b l e ,  But i n  The Rock, and e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  f i n a l  l i n e s  of "The 

Rock,II S tevens  r e a l i z e s  t h a t  i t  i s  v i r t u d l y  impossible,  at l e a s t  w i th in  

t h e  con f ines  of h i s  p o e t i c  world, t o  experience t h i s  " d i f f i c u l t  r i g h t n e s s o l f  

The "ha l f - r i sen  day" e x i s t s  w5thj.n t h a t  impossible  space between experi-  , 

ence and percept ion:  

The rock i s  t h e  h a b i t a t i o n  of t h e  whole, 
Its s t r e n g t h  and measure, t h a t  which i s  near ,  



poin t  A 
In a perspect ive  t h a t  begins again 

A t  B: t h e  o r i g i n  of t h e  mango's r ind .  

A s  t h e  base of appearances, the  rock i s  ''point Alt i n  a perception t h a t  

begins f o r  man a t  B. Although r e a l i t y  i s  tho  ground of all metaphors, it 

can never be inown i n  i t s e l f :  men inev i t ab ly  perceive not  t h e  mango but  

the  "mango's rind," Yet it i s  t h i s  unknowable source t h a t  they seek i n  

order  t o  f i n d  sone hov~ledge of order and wholeness: 

It i s  t h e  rock where! t r a n q u i l  must adduce 
Its t r a n q u i l  s d f ,  t h e  main of th ings ,  t h e  mind, 

The s t a r t i n g  point  of t h e  hunlan and t h e  end, 
That i n  b*ich space i t s e l f  i s  contained, t h e  gate  
To t h e  enclosure, day, t h e  th ings  il-lumjned 

By day, n igh t  and t h a t  which night  i.3 lumines, 
Night and i t s  midntght-minting fragrances,  
Night's hymn of t h e  rock, a s  i n  a v iv id  sleep. 

In Stevens' poet ic  world, s ince  perception i s  "the g a t e / ~ o  t h e  en- 

closure," we can never move outs ide  of t h e  nsubject ive" space and time 

ttworldfl of our minds, "The s t a r t i n g  point  of t h e  human and t h e  end." In 

"Prologues t o  What i s  Possible," he had ca l led  t h e  end r e s u l t  of t h i s  

process %he enclosures of hypothosesOt1 Jf we axe enclosed i n  a' so l ip-  

s i s t i c  ' b r ~ r l d ; ~  "Space i t s e l f  j s contained" i n  t h e  mindo The sane app l i es  

t o  our percept ions  of t h e  d a i l y  cycle: "the th ings  i l l u m i n e d / ~ ~  day" and 

t h a t  W 5 c h  n igh t  i l . l m i n e s  ," Within t h i s  wholly Ifsub j ective" enclosure, 

t h e  lamp of t h e  imagination appears t o  i l l w i n a t e  th ingso  The kind of 

l i g h t  it sheds, however, only decorates t h e  world without reveal ing it. 

The"midni&t-mintin5 fragranceslf  of t h e  n ight  ,are metaphoric decorations, 

and "Night's h p s ~  of t h e  rock" i s  sung ''as i n  a v iv id  Tne s leep  



i s  v i v i d  on ly  because t h e  decora t ive  metaphors make t h e  barrenness of t h e  

seem t o  d isappear ,  In  '*Long and Sluggish Lines1' (CP, 522), Stevens c a l l s  - 
t h i s  same process  a "wakefulness i n s i d e  a sleep." The sleep-dream image 

q u a l i f i e s  t h e  kind of "hymn of t h e  rock" he i s  descr ib ing,  Because t h e  

decora t ive  metaphors seem meaningful, we th ink t h a t  t h e  world i s  i l lumin- 

ated. But our  v i s i o n  i s  l imi ted  t o  t h e  mz!in,~s of our  own minds, m d  i n  

t h a t  sense, i s  a p a r t  of a dream world d i s t a n t  from r e a l i t y ,  

. ' In  "The Rockn and t h e  poems of The Rock in general ,  therefore ,  Stevens 

found himself i n  t h e  enclosure of h i s  own metaphors. Real iz ing  t h a t  per- 

cept ion  i s  always a d i s t o r t i o n  of t h e  world, he came t o  accept  t h e  decor- 

a t i v e  aspect  of metaphors a s  t h c  only kind of meaning ava i l ab le  t o  him, 

". . ,a purpose, empty/~erhaps, absurd perhaps, but a t  l e a s t  a purpose," a s  

he says  i n  "Note on B I ~ o n l i g h t ~ ~  (CP, 531). If a knowledgo beyond t h e  mind 

i s  denied t o  him, then, he has no o the r  choice but t o  r e s ign  himself t o  

h i s  s o l i p s i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n ,  "In t h e  p red ica te  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  nothing else." 

But t h e  l fpredica te , l l  and t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  a qua l f i ca t ion  behind StevensT 

acceptance, impl ies  t h a t  he never the less  d e s i r e s  so much more. Even though 

he may say t h a t  t h e  imaginative process, with a l l  of i t s  absurd i t i e s ,  i s  

a Itcure" of s o r t s ,  he s t i l l  d e s i r e s  a llcure beyond f o r g e t f u l n e s s , ~ ~  a "curclt 

t h a t  moves t o  t h e  ground of h i s  perceptions.  This  t ens ion  between d e s i r e  

and a c t u a l i t y  exp la ins  t h e  "unstated theme" (CP, 357) of such a poem a s  

"Final  Soli loquy of t h e  I n t e r i o r  Paramourv (CP, 524), where Stevens ap- 

pea r s  t o  af f i rm t h e  process  of t h e  imagination i n  s p i t e  of t h e  ob- 

j ec t iveness  of things71 (CP, 53 l ) ,  

The t i t l e  might be read a s  a summary statement of a poet who r e a l i z e s  

t h a t  t h e  "worldlt he i n h a b i t s  i s  an imaginative construct .  In t h e  opening 

stanza,  " the f irst  l i g h t  of evening," t h o  process of t h e  imaginztion, coY,es 



on i n  a room and !Ifor small. reasonn we think t h a t  "The world imagined i s  

the  ul t imate  goodoft What i s  l a rge ly  unstated about t he  ttsmall reasonft i s  

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we have nothing e l s e  but a world of decorative metaphors. 

The apparent d f i rma t ion  t h a t  t h e  tth'orld imagined i s  the  ul t imate  good1' 

c a r r i e s  with it an implied de s i r e  f o r  much more, In t h e  ttenclosureft t h i s  

kind of r e l a t i o n  t h e  imagination has with r e a l i t y  i s  "the intiensest ren- 

dezvousft ava i lab le  t o  us, Knowing t ha t  we must forever remain an ttIn- 

t e r i o r  Para?lour," and s t i l l  des i r ing  more, t h e  poet-Stevens says t h a t  we 

should accept t h e  i l l u s o r y  l i g h t  of t h e  imagination a s  t h e  only kind of 

l i g h t  we can possess: 

It i s  i n  t h a t  thought t h a t  we co l l ec t  ourselves, 
Out of all the  indifferences,  i n t o  one thing: 

Within a s ing le  thing, a s ing le  shawl 
Wrapped t i g h t l y  round us, s ince we a r e  poor, a 

warmth, 
A l ight- ,  a power, t h e  miraculous influence,  

Tho metaphoric process i s  a "miraculous influence" only i n  

it gives  u s  what appears t o  be a semblance of wholeness an1 

t he  

d or( 

sense t h a t  

i e r ,  a shawl 

t o  wrap around u s  ("since we are t o  p ro tcc t  us  from the  indif ference 

of r e a l i t y ,  Within t he  t'enclosedft space- tho %mrldll of our otm perceptions, 

a desperat.e "worldft because there  i s  nothing e lse ,  we ac tua l ly  f e e l  ltthe 

obscuri ty of an order, a who lo/^ knowledce, t h a t  which arranged t he  rendcz- 

vous,ft The qualifying,  unspoken statements, however, a r e  a l l  brought out 

i n  t h e  f i n a l  two stanzas of tho poem: 

Within i t s  v i t a l  boundary, i n  t he  mind. 
We say God md t h e  imagination are one,,. 
How high t he  highest  candle l i g h t s  t h e  dark. 

Out .of t h i s  same l i g h t ,  out of t he  cen t ra l  mind, 



We make a dwe l l ine  i n  t h e  evening air, 
I n  which be ing  t h e r e  t o g e t h e r  i s  enough. 

The "obscu r i ty  of  an order"  e x i s t s  on ly  W i t h i n  i t s  v i t a l  boundary, i n  

t h e  mind.*' K 3  a r e  s t i l l  i n  t h e  ep is temologica l  puzzle ,  H i s  ltworld" 

seems t t v i t a l l t  on ly  because t h e  inlagination l i g h t s  up t h e  world wi th  human 

meaning; t h e  "boundary," never the less ,  i s  a space l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  mind. 

The equat ion  of God and t h e  imaginat ion i s  t h e r c f o r e  ve ry  tenuous. Frank 

Lentricch5.a, Jr, i s  q u i t e  he lpfu l  i n  po in t ing  o u t  t h a t  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between swing  s t r&ght forwardly  t h a t  "God and t h e  imagj-nation a r e  onet1 

r a t h e r  t han  q u a l i f y i n g  t h e  s tatement  by saying W e  say  Cod and t h e  imag- 

i n a t i o n  a r e  one" i s  important f o r  understanding what i s  no t  s t a t e d  i n  

t h e  poem,~2 Refe r r ing  t o  t h e  same process  of t h e  imaginat ion i n  "St, 

Armorert s Church from t h e  OutsideTt and t h e r e  confessing, !,Final f o r  him, 

t h e  acceptance of m c h  prose" (CP, 530), Stevens h e s i t a q t l y  accep t s  t h e  

forms of h i s  pe rcep t ion  as t h e  t lul t imate goodw on ly  because h i s  r e a l  de- 

s i r e  f o r  something more i s  f i n a l l y  so impossible  t o  a t t a i n ,  The image of 

t h e  "highest  ca?dlerl inmedia te ly  r e c a l . 1 ~  u s  t o  an e a r l i e r  poem, W a l l c y  

Candle" (CP, 51),  f ron  Harmon3 urn: --- --- 

My c a r d l e  burned a1 one i n  an jmnense vaUey ,  
Beams of t h e  huge n i g h t  converged upon it, 
U n t i l  t h e  wind blew, 
Then b e a m  of t h e  huge n i g h t  
Converged upon i t s  image, 
U n t i l  t h e  h5nd blew, 

In Stevens t  p n e t i c  vmr! d ,  t h e  1-i.ght. t h e  imagj n a t i o n  b r ings  i s  ul t i .mately 

i l l u s o r y ,  In  t h e  1-ast  l i n e s  of t h e  ttFinal Sol i loquy of: t h e  I n t e r i o r  Para- 

mour,tt t h e  darhness i s  still. omj.nously prcsent .  We almost f e e l  a s  i f  

Stevens f o r c e s  an a f f i m . a t i o n  t h ~ t  has been c o n t i n u a l l y  undernincd throughout 



t h e  poem: "being there  togethertt i n  t h i s  t%orld imagined" i s  enough only 

because what i s  r e a l l y  desired,  a knowledge of t h a t  r e a l i t y  wholly exter- 

nal t o  h i s  perceptions of it, i s  denied him. 

In t h e  poem t h a t  c loses  t he  Collected Poems, !'Not Ideas About t h e  

Thing But t h e  Thing I t s d f t l  (CP, 534), Stevens i s  so d i s t a n t  from the  

world t h a t  he has t o  convince himself t h a t  t h e  b i rd r s  cry he hears  i s  

r e a l l y  coming f r o n  t h e  outside:  it i s  a ttscrawny cry," he says, t h a t  

Weemed l i k e  a sound i n  h i s  mind.tl Even though he fee1.s t h e  presence 

of t he  sun i n  t h i s  l a s t  poem, h i s  epistenological  assumptions s t i l l  pre- 

vent him from experiencing it d i rec t ly .  By t h e  end of t h e  poem, it i s  

t l S t i l l  f a r  away." S ign i f ican t ly  enough, he says t ha t  h i s  perception i s  

t l l i k e / ~  new knowledge of rea l i ty , "  not t h a t  it a new knowledge of 

r e a l i t y ,  The dis tance between h i s  perception and t h e  world i s  s t i l l  very 

real. As we en te r  W i l l i a m s r  world in t h e  next and final section,  we w i l l  

become immediately aware of t he  absence of t h i s  d is tanceo I f  Stevens 

sought t o  gain a knotdedgc of r e a l i t y  by engaging i n  t h e  'lsubjcct-objecttt 

problem, Willims learned ea r ly  i n  l i f e  t h a t  such categories only remove 

men from the  a c t i v i t y  of t h e  world. Unlike Stevens, Williavs moves back 

behind t h e  problem and achieves XI imnediatc contact with t h e  concrete 

p a r t i c u l m s  of t h e  hwrld, Their d i f f e r en t  stances l ed  t o  two d i f f e r en t  

attitudes t o  poe t ic  knowledge: While StevensT concern with perception l ed  

him t o  see poetry as a f i c t i o n  removed f ron  r ea l i t y ,  Wi.lLimsT concern 



with experience l e d  him t o  affirm a r t ,  and more spec i f ica l ly  poetry, a s  

t h e  only  form of knowledge t h a t  can "reconcile the  people and t h e  stones.1t 

It is  t o  t h i s  movement i n  Williamsf thought t h a t  we s h a l l  now turn,  con- 

cluding our  study with a poss ible  "plan f o r  action1' t o  solve tho problem 

of contact, not  through r a t i ona l  categories such as "subj ectll and "object , ? I  

but through a poe t ic  knowledge of the  ground. 



Section Five 

To Make a Start . . 



William Car los  Wil l iams and "The Poemft a s  a f tPlan f o r  Actionu 

The i n e v i t a b l e  f l u x  o f  t h e  see ing  eye toward measuring 
i t s e l f  by t h e  world it  i n h a b i t s  can on ly  r e s u l t  i n  him- 
s e l f  c rush ing  humi l ia t ion  un le s s  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  r a i s e  
t o  some approximate co-extension with t h e  universe .  
T h i s  i s  p o s s i b l e  by a i d  of t h e  imaginat ion.  Only 
through t h e  agency of t h i s  f o r c e  can a man f e e l  himself 
moved l a r g e l y  with sympathetic p u l s e s  a t  work-- 

A work of t h e  imaginat ion which f a i l s  t o  r e l e a s e  
t h e  senses  i n  accordance with t h i s  major requisj-te-- 
t h e  sympathies, t h e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i n  i t s  s e l e c t i v e  
world, f a i l s  a t  t h e  e luc ida t ion ,  t h e  a l l x v i a t i o n  which 
is-- 

Be p a t i e n t  t h a t  I address  you i n  a  poem, 
t h e r e  i s  no o t h e r  

f i t  medium. 
The mind 

l i v e s  t h e r e .  It i s  unce r t a in ,  
can t r i c k  u s  and l e a v e  u s  

agonized. But f o r  resources  
what can equal  i t ?  

There i s  nothing.  Wo 
should bc l o s t  

without  i t s  wings t o  
f l y  o f f  upon. 

The mind i s  t h e  cause of ou r  d i s t r e s s e s  
but  of  i t  we can bu i ld  anew. 

Oh something more than  
it f l i e s  o f f  t o :  

a woman's world, 
of crossed s t i c k s ,  s topping 

thought .  A new world 
i s  o n l y  a  new mind. 

And t h e  mind and t h e  poem 
a r e  a l l  ap iece .  



Ranging from Spring and A l l  (1923) t o  The Desert  Music and Other 

Poems (1951~) ,l t h e  two quotcd passages  g ive  u s  some i n d i c a t i o n  of t h e  

s i n g u l a r i t y  of Willimst l i f e t i m e  concerns: t h e  power of " the poemn t o  

reveal. himan experience.  I n  t h e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  sec t ion  of  t h i s  study, we 

had been i n t e r e s t e d  b a s i c a l l y  i n  t h e  problem of con tac t  and only  in -  

d i r e c t l y  i n  Wil l iamst  p o s i t i v e  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problem, t h e  main focus  

of t h i s  l a s t  s ec t ion .  When he a rgues  t h a t  men must achieve  a  ttco- 

ex tens ion  wi th  t h e  universe , f f  he i s  proposing t h a t  t h e y  should, l i k e  

Columbus, De Soto, Rasles ,  Boone, Houston, Whitman, and Poe from I n  t h e  

American Gr-, exper ience  a  contac t  wi th  t h e  ground.2 The descent ,  

however, must be fol lowed by an ascent ,  t h e  cons t ruc t ion  of " the  poemt1 

t h a t  w i l l  both c o n c r e t i z e  and r e v e a l  t h e  na tu re  of t h a t  ground. The 

h i a t u s  l e f t  i n  t h e  f i rs t  quoted passage might t h e r e f o r e  be f i l l e d  with 

t h e  word l la r t , l t  and maybe more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  " the poem.tt The same mind 

t h a t  approaches t h e  world with f jxcd  forms of percept ion ,  what Willims 

c a l l s  l lpuritanisml'  i n  I n t h e  Amcrican Grain, can change i t s  s tance  toward 



t h e  world and t tbui ld anew.lf Rather  t han  bu i ld ing  a s t a t i c  world of f i x e d  

ca t egor i e s ,  wonan's world/of c rossed  s t i c k s ,  s t ~ ~ ~ i n g / t h o u g h t , ~ ~  it 

w i l l  search  f o r  t h o s e  forms t h a t  a r e  an organic  ex tens ion  of mnTs ex- 

p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  ground. "A new world/ is  on ly  a new mind," Williams says  

i n  t h e  second quoted passage, adding f u r t h e r ,  "And t h e  mind and t h e  poem 

a r e  a l l  ap iece ,"  Unlike Stevens, Williams affirrns I t the poemt1 as t h e  

o n l y  form capable o f  housing t h e  a c t i v e  process  of  exper ienc ing  t h e  

ground. To understand p r e c i s e l y  how he thought  it could become a "plan 

f o r  ac t ion , l t  t he re fo re ,  we should e n t e r  h i s  thought and exp lo re  t h e  main 

l i n e s  of  what he r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  h i s  " theory of t h e  poern.t*3 

(i) The IITheor-y of t h e  Poem11 as Entrance 

Williams? well-known i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  l ~ l o c a l l t  i s  grounded i n  h i s  a t t i -  

t u d e  t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  and i t s  power t o  r e v e a l  t h e  t funiversal l f  p rocesses  

of t h e  e a r t h .  When he a rgues  f o r  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  ' t p l a ~ e , ~ ~  he i s  n o t  

proposing t h a t  p o e t s  become n a t u r a l i s t s  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  American scene i n  

and f o r  i t s e l f .  Although he once s a i d  t h a t  '"simply phys i ca l  and ex- 

t e r n a l  r e a l i s n '  h2s an iniportant  p l ace  i n  America still" (SL, 146) ,  h i s  

no t ion  of t h e  f l local t l  i s  a completely d i f f e r e n t  ma t t e r ,  Wri t ing  t o  Ezra 

Pound, f o r  i n s t ance ,  he q u a l i f i e s  h i s  p o s i t i o n  unmistakably: 

Fe r  t h e  l u v  of God snnp ou t  of  it! I ' m  no more 
sen t imen ta l  about  %urikalf t han  L i  Po was about  



China o r  Shakespeare about Yingland o r  any damned 
Frog about P a r i s .  I know a s  well  a s  you do t h a t  
t h e r e t s  nothing sacred about any land. But I a l s o  
know ( a s  you do a l so )  t h a t  there ' s  no taboo ef- 
f e c t i v e  a g a i n s t  any land, and where I l i v e  i s  no 
more a "province" than I make it. (SL, 139-140) 

Against local i sm f o r  i t s  own sake, Williams says t h a t  a l l  au then t i c  poet ry  

must grow out  of a lvSpirit  of placen (CEP, 395); each country (which in-  

c ludes  a l l  t h e  poe t s  of  t h a t  country) must reveal  i t s  u n i v e r s a l  r e l a t i o n  

t o  t h e  e a r t h  through i t s  p a r t i c u l a r  f ace ,  i t s  physica l  and l i n g u i s t i c  world: 

From t h e  shapes of men's l i v e s  imparted by t h e  p laces  
where t h e y  have experience, good wr i t ing  springs.... 
One has  t o  l e a r n  what t h e  meaning of t h e  l o c a l  is,  f o r  
u n i v e r s a l  purposes. The l o c a l  i s  t h e  only t h i n g  t h a t  
i s  un ive r sa l .  Vide Juan G r i s ,  "The only way t o  re-  
semble t h e  c l a s s i c s  i s  t o  have no p a r t  i n  what we do 
come of them but  t o  have i t  our own." The c l a s s i c s  
i s  t h e  l o c a l  f u l l y  r ea l i zed ,  words marked by a place. 
(SE, 132) 

According t o  Willims, we should borrow nothing from t h e  c l a s s i c s  except 

t h e  example they  s e t  i n  being themselves "the l o c a l  f u l l y  realized.f1 Even 

though manfs primary r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  processes of t h e  e a r t h  i s  conimon t o  

a l l  p l aces  and time, he can only a c t u a l i z e  t h i s  r e l a t i o n  through t h e  p a r t i -  

c u l a r i t i e s  of h i s  world. T h e  f low must o r i g i n a t e  from t h e  l o c a l  t o  t h e  

genera l  a s  a r i v e r  t o  t h e  sea.. . ,11 w r i t e s  Williams (SL, 225) ; E l i o t  s 

statement t h a t  llplace i s  only place" i s  "The F a t a l  Blunderf1 bccause " the  

only  t h i n g  t h a t  i s  un ive r sa l  i s  place.1?4 It i s  only because we l i v e  i n  

one p lace  t h a t  w e  can r e l a t e  t o  men i n  o t h e r  p laces  and times. W e  l i v e  

i n  one p lace  a t  a time,tl says Williams, "but f a r  from being bound by it,  

only through i t  do we r e a l i z e  our  frecd0rn.~~5 

H i s  view of t h e  11local,lt however, depends upon h i s  very l a r g e  view 

of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  and i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  ground. He t e l l s  u s  i n  t h e  



Autobiography t h a t  t he  face  of t h e  ground llis a pa r t i cu l a r  face," and so 

... i s  l i k e l y  t o  appear under the  most unlikely 
disguises .  You cannot recognize it from pas t  
appearances--in f a c t  it i s  always a new face .  
(A ,  362) 

In  Williams' poe t ic  world, both men and objects  a r e  metamorphoses of t h e  

ground, a point  S i s t e r  M. Bernetta Quinn makes i n  her  discussion of 

~ i l l i a m s ; ~  it consequently cannot be known except a s  it appears i n  a "new 

face," t h e  sensual r e a l i t y  of concrete par t iculars .  Paterson says t h a t  

he does not re tu rn  "to t h e  same/ground year by yearw because ?'the ground 

has undergone/a sub t le  transformation, i t s  i d e n t i t y  al tered" (P, 29). In  

ac tua l  f a c t ,  t h e  ground i n  i t s e l f  has remained t he  same; what has changed 

i s  the  pa r t i cu l a r  revela t ion of it.? To gain a sense of the  ground, there- 

fo re ,  Paterson has t o  l e a rn  how t o  respond t o  t h e  pa r t i cu l a r s  i n  h i s  l o c a l  

world. A s  Williams says, commenting on Paterson, t h e  llpoet's business'? i s  

not t o  t a l k  in vague categor ies  but t o  wri te  par- 
t i cu l a r l y ,  a s  a physician works, upon a pa t ien t ,  
upon t h e  th ing  before him, i n  the  pa r t i cu l a r  t o  
discover the  unj.versa1. ( A, 391)8 

One of t h e  head-notes t o  Paterson t ha t  reads, "by mul t ip l icat ion a 

reduction t o  onef1 (P, l o ) ,  means t ha t  only by experiencing t he  pa r t i cu l a r s  

t h a t  make up experience ( l~mul t i p l i c a t i . on~~)  can men get  a sense of the  

ground (llone") they l i v e  on. Aside from i t s  more over t  attempt t o  f i nd  

"the redeeming language1? t o  marry men t o  t h e  earth,  Paterson i s  l a rge ly  

a study of those llfaces" o r  pa r t i cu l a r s  t ha t  metamorphose the  ground, t he  

lack of knowledge of which divorces men from the  source of t h e i r  experi- 

ence and makes them i n t o  vautomatonslt 



Who because they 
n e i t h e r  know t h e i r  sources nor  t h e  s i l l s  of t h e i r  
disappointments walk ou t s ide  t h e i r  bodies a imless ly  

f o r  t h e  most p a r t ,  
locked and fo rgo t  i n  t h e i r  desires--unroused. (P, 14)  

A s  in "The Wandererr! (CEP, 3-12) and t h e  sec t ion  "De Soto and t h e  New 

World'l from I n  t h e  American Grain (IAG, 45-58), t h e  "She," t h e  meta- 

morphosis of t h e  ground, appears throughout Paterson in a m u l t i p l i c i t y  of 

p a r t i c u l a r  f a c e s ,  In  a l a t e r  poem, "For Eleanor and B i l l  Monahan," 

Williams i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  l i f e  processes of t h e  ground a s  t h e  !!female pr in-  

c i p l e  of t h e  worldw (PB, 8 6 ) ,  t h e  r i c h  maternal source of a l l  th ings .  And 

so i n  Book I of Paterson,  he d e l i n e a t e s  t h e  elemental cha rac te r  of t h e  

city-man Paterson by saying t h a t  t h e  1!low mountainw (P, 17) stretchj-ng 

aga ins t  t h e  c i t y  i s  both t h e  counterpart  and source of Paterson. O r  more 

d i r e c t l y  i n  Book 11, he wri tes ,  "The scenevs t h e  Park/upon t h e  rock,/ 

female t o  t h e  c i ty"  (P, 57), t h e  ground upon which Paterson " i n s t r u c t s  

h i s  t h ~ u ~ h t s / ( c o n c r e t e l ~ ) ~ ~  (P, 57). A l l  of t h e  ltfe;nininelt elements of 
I 

Paterson,  which inc ludes  both men and women ('11 confess/to being/half man 

and half/~qomanrl (PB, 84) ,  says W i l l i a m s  i n  !Tor Eleanor and B i l l  Konahan"), 

p l an t s ,  animals, and even man-made obJects, such a s  t h e  g l a s s  from !!an o ld  

bo t t l e"  i n  Book 111 (P, 142), ca r ry  t h e  l i f e  f o r c e  of t h e  ground i n  t h e i r  

p a r t i c u l a r i t y .  Through p a r t i c u l a r s  such 8 s  t h i s ,  men can make contac t  1 6 t h  

t h e  source of t h e i r  exper ie~lce  and marry t h e  !lfemale p r i n c i p l e  of t h e  

A man l i k e  a c i t y  and a woman l i k e  a f lower 
--who a r e  i n  love.  Two women. Three women. 
Innumerable women, each l i k e  a flower. 

But 
only  one man--like a c i t y .  (P, 15) 



Since each p a r t i c u l a r  c o n c r e t i z e s  t h e  processes  of t h e  e a r t h ,  each i s  

l i k e  a Ifwomantf l i k e  a "flower" t h a t  a man, each i n  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  ex- 

per ience ,  l oves .  "The f i rs t  wife" of t h e  African ch ief  (P, 22-23), t h e  

Vwo halfgrown g i r l s  h a i l i n g  hallowed Easter1, (P, 29),  " the  young colored 

woman', who d e s i r e s  a baby (P, k k ) ,  t h e  p e a r l  found in Notch Creek (P, 1 7 ) ,  

t h e  enormous bas s  d iscovered  and captured (P, 19-20), t h e  beauty of t h e  

falls (P, 26)--all  of t h e s e  p a r t i c u l a r s  i n  Book I a r e  "A wonder! A wonder! 

(P, 1 9 )  because,each i n  i t s  own concre te  p h y s i c a l i t y  d i s c l o s e s  sonc th ing  

of t h e  n a t u r e  of t h a t  ground it ccn ta ins .  Th i s  t lflower w i th in  a f lower,"  

t h i s  "wondcrll t h a t  esca.pes t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  of r a t i o n a l  forms o f  howledge  

(P, 33 ) )  i s  recognized by Williams throughout h i s  work. A s  we have al- 

ready seen  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s ec t ion ,  Columbus saw it a s  a "beau t i fu l  thing" 

t h a t  inhered  i n  t h e  American e a r t h  (IAG, 26).  I n  Book I11 of Pa terson  it 

i s  t h e  I fBeaut i fu l  Thing" t h a t  Pa terson  wants  t o  marry, i n  Book I V ,  !'THE 

GIST o r  ' I t the  r a d i a n t  g i s t t l t  (P, 218) t h a t  Curie  found i n  uranium and t h a t  

Pa terson  s e e s  sh in ing  through t h e  d ivo rce  i n  h i s  world. Willians a l s o  

s e e s  it i n  h i s  p a t i e n t s  a s  t h e y  t r y  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s ,  c a l l i n g  

it i n  t h e  Au tob iog raph~  a ' ? ra re  elementt1 ( A ,  360) o r  a " r a re  presenceT1 

(A, 362).  O r  a s  he t a l k s  about t h e  poem Paterson,  he d e s c r i b e s  it a s  a 

" sec re t  and sacred  presencef1 ( A ,  390) t h a t  p o e t s  must t r y  t o  r evea l .  

The p roces s  of exper ienc ing  t h i s  " sec re t  and sacred presence,'I how- 

ever ,  i s  no t  a s t a t i . c  a c t  of g iv ing  meanini: t o  ob jec t s ,  bu t  an a c t i v e  in-  

volvement i n  t h e  movement of  o b j e c t s  a s  s e l f - e x i s t i n g  th ings .  In  one 

i s o l a t e d  i n c i d e n t  fron Paterson ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  on ly  when Pa terson  actu,ally 

s e e s  and so exqxxiences t h e  i n t r i n s i c  movement of a branch can he g e t  a - 
sense of  t h e  impor tmce  of p a r t i c u l a r s :  



--and watch, wraptt one branch 
of t h e  t r e e  a t  t h e  f a l l t s  edge, one 
mott led branch, withheld, 
among t h e  gyra te  branches 
of t h e  waist- thick sycunore, 
sway l e s s ,  among t h e  r e s t ,  separate,  slowly 
with g i r a f f i s h  awkwardness, s l i g h t l y  
on a long ax i s ,  so s l i g h t l y  
a s  hardly  t o  be noticed,  i n  i t s e l f  t h e  tempest: (P, 31-32) 

A s  t h e  branch separa tes  from t h e  Wais t - th ick  sycamoren and assumes i t s  

own p a r t i c u l a r i t y ,  it withholds i t s e l f  from t h e  th ings  around it. Being 

i t s e l f  a  concret;ion of t h e  ground, it contains t h e  lttempest,lt and a s  such, 

i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  '!first wife1' of the  African chief ;  both revea l  t h e  "thick 

l i g h t n i n g s  t h a t  s t a b  a t / the  mystery of a  man,ll each i n  i t s  own l tg i ra f f i sh  

awkwardnessT? (P,  32). Only by t h i s  kind of a c t i v e  stance 'io t h e  world 

("watch, wrapt!lT) can Paterson begin t o  understand %-hence/I draw my 

breatht '  (P, 33), t h e  r i c h  source t h a t  makes a l l  things, man included, a  

l'first wif e/and a first beauty" (P, 33). 

Unlike Stevens, who cont inual ly  mis t rus ted  h i s  experiences, Williams 

cont inual ly  a s s e r t s  t h a t  experience i s  t h e  only way of knowing t h e  nature  

of t h e  world. Williams, consequently, was never plagued by t h e  epis te-  

mological problems Stevens' poet ry  contains. Whether t h e  locus  of r e a l i t y  

e x i s t s  i n  t h e  lTsubjectlT o r  t h e  l1objectfl never became a dilemma f o r  him 

because h i s  not ion of descent ,  a  process whereby men a c t i v e l y  experience 

t h e  na tu re  of t h e  ground through a d i r e c t  contact  with t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  

t h a t  concre t ize  it, moves back behind the  l o g i c a l  problem of knowledge t o  

an a rea  whcre such ca tegor ies  do not  apply. I n  an important l e t t e r  t o  

Marianne Noore, he e x ~ l e i n s  her  coment t h a t  h i s  poems have an "inner 

security,ll  and i n  doing so, c l a r i f i e s  exact ly  what he means when he pro- 

poses t h a t  men must achieve a l~co-extension with t h e  universe" and ex- 

perience t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of ob jec t s  a s  se l f -ex i s t ing  th ings:  



It i s  something which occurred once when I was about 
twenty, a sudden res ignat ion  t o  e ~ s t e n c e ,  a despa i r  
--if you wish t o  c a l l  it t h a t ,  but a despai r  which 
made everything a un i ty  and a t  t h e  same time a p a r t  
of myself. I suppose it might be c a l l e d  a s o r t  of 
nameless r e l i g i o u s  ewer ience .  I resigned, I gave 
up, ... I won't fo l low causes. I can't. The reason 
i s  t h a t  it seems so much more important t o  me t h a t  
I am. Where s h a l l  one go? m a t  s h a l l  one do? 
Things have no names f o r  me and places  have no s ig-  
n i f i cance .  A s  a reward f o r  t h i s  anonymity I f e e l  a s  
much a p a r t  of th ings  a s  t r e e s  and stones. Heaven 
seems f r a n k l y  impossible. I am damned a s  I succeed. 
I have no p a r t i c u l a r  ho e save t o  r epa i r ,  t o  rescue, 
t o  complete. (SL, 147)Yo 

Before we comment on t h i s  jmportant passage, we might consider  along with 

it a statement made by Charles Olson i n  h i s  essay on "Projec t ive  Verse," 

p a r t s  of which Williams included i n  t h e  Autob ioqrwh~ (A, 329-332). The 

fol lowing sec t ion ,  f o r  some reason n o t  quoted i n  tho  A u t o b l o ~ r a p h ~ ,  g ives  

u s  t h e  tenns  t o  approach an understanding of Williamst "sudden res igna t ion  

t o  existence:  " 

What seems t o  me a more v a l i d  fo rxu la t ion  
"objectivismfl a s  opposed t o  "sub jectivismll f% 
presen t  use  i s  % b j e c t i s m , ~  a word t o  be taken t o  
s tand f o r  t h e  kind of r e l a t i o n  of man t o  experi- 
ence which a poet might s t a t e  a s  t h e  necess i ty  of 
a l i n e  o r  a vmrk t o  be a s  wood is ,  t o  be a s  c lean  
a s  wood i s  a s  it i s sues  from t h e  hand of na ture ,  t o  
be as  sha,ped a s  wood can be when a man has  had h i s  
hand t o  it. Objectism i s  t h e  g e t t i n g  r i d  of t h e  
l y r i c a l  in t e r fe rence  of t h e  individual  a s  ego, of 
t h e  "subjectv and h i s  soul ,  t h a t  pecu l i a r  presump- 
t i o n  by which western man has interposed himself 
between what he i s  a s  a c rea tu re  of na ture  (with 
c e r t a i n  i n s t r u c t i o n s  t o  c a r l y  out)  and those  o the r  
c r e a t i o n s  of na ture  which we may, with no derog- 
a t i o n ,  c a l l  objec ts .  For a man i s  himself an 
ob jec t ,  whatever he may t ake  t o  be h i s  advantages, 
the.more l i k e l y  t o  recognize himself a s  such t h e  
g r e a t e r  h i s  e d v ~ x t a g e s ,  part5.cul.arly a t  t h a t  no- 
ment he achieves an h u n ~ i l i t a s  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  m.&e 
him of use.11 



According t o  Olson, dnat  we c a l l  "experiencew i s  a continuous ac t ion ,  

man, another p a r t i c u l a r  ob jec t  ~ & t h  t h e  o the r  p a r t i c u l a r  objec ts ,  l i v i n g  

in a "'UNIVERSE of discourse.  ? t * l 2  Objectism (no t  object ivism, which as- 

sumes, along with subjecti.vism, t h a t  man i s  separa te  from h i s  world) d i s -  

poses of t h e  not ion  of a flsubjccttl  accomodating t h e  h a r l d  t o  i t s  f i x e d  

pos i t ion .  Once we overcome t h e  t t l y r i c a l  in t e r fe rence  of t h e  ind iv idua l  

a s  ego," says Olson, we can begin t o  g e t  a sense of experience a s  it occurs. 

In Williams? "sudden res igna t ion  t o  existence," a descent  t o  t h e  ground of 

h i s  experience, he accomplishes a vco-extension 16th t h e  universe" and 

experiences an 1~anonymity~~ t h a t  makes him f e e l  a "par t  of things.t '  But 

he does not  mel t  i n t o  t h e  world emphatically; each ob jec t  s t i l l  remains 

a sepa ra te  u n i t  d i s t i n c t  from a l l  o t h e r  separa te  u n i t s .  When he says, 

the re fo re ,  t h a t  men should be moved by "sympathetic  p u l s e ~ , ~ t  he i s  no t  

advocating a simple identj.fication, a l o s s  of what we c a l l  t h e  llself ' l  in-  

t o  t h e  f l u x  of  th ings .  J. H i l l i s  Mi l l e r  i s  q u i t e  co r rec t  i n  po in t ing  out  

t h a t  %here i s  no gradual  approach of subjec t  and ob jec t  which l e a d s  t o  

t h e i r  merger i n  an e c s t a t i c  unionv i n  Williams' poetry. l3 I n  t h e  "sudden 

res ignat ionn recorded i n  t h e  l e t t e r ,  a l l  th ings ,  inc luding man, remain 

sepa.rate u n i t s .  A s  p a r t i c u l a r  llobjectstl  ourselves,  then, we l i v e  i n  a 

world of p a r t i c u l a r  l 'objectsu and cannot be d issolved i n t o  th ings ,  j u s t  

a s  t h i n g s  cannot be d issolved i n t o  ourselves.  The despai r  t h a t  FJillims 

f e e l s  i s  a pre lude  t o  a new consciousness of  h i s  world, a s tance bes t  

described i n  OlsonTs t e m  Objectism. By giv ing himself up t o  wexistence,"  

he knows f o r  the  f irst  time t h a t  he i s  a l i v e ,  a p a r t  of t h e  movement of 

t h i n g s  i n  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of t h e  world. Because "things have no n m e s n  a d  

Itplaces have no s igni f icance ,"  he can, paradoxical ly,  begin t o  touch t h e  

p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of " t r e e s  and stones." The descent  recorded i n  t h i s  l e t t e r  



i s  s imi la r  t o  t h e  experiences of Rasles, Boone, Houston, Whitman, and 

Poe. It a l so  c l a r i f i e s  most of Williams' work from "The Wanderer" (1914) 

(CEP, 3-12), a baptism i n  the  Passaic River by the  goddess "Shew ( t h e  

metamorphosis of t h e  l i f e  processes of t he  zarth),  h i s  f i r s t  Itclear mar- 

l riago" (CEP, 12) with the  ground, t o  Kora i n  Hell (1920), a descent t o  

t h e  underground with Persephone, t o  Paterson I V  (1951), '!The Run t o  t he  

~ e a . ~ ~ ' ~  I n  these  moments of descent, experience simply i s .  There i s  no 

where t o  go, and nothing t o  do--nothing except repair ,  rescue, and com- 

p le te ,  t h a t  is ,  order,  a r t i cu l a t e ,  and reveal  t ha t  a c t i v i t y  i n  poetry. 

Assuming with Williams t ha t  pa r t i cu l a r  objects  concretize t he  ground, 

I Olson's notion of Objectisn then becomes the  stance toward experience t ha t  

allows u s  t o  touch things-as-things, gives us "The Right of Wayft (S.4, 47), 

t o  use William' own words, i n t o  the  l i f e  of t he  world. What we c a l l  

" l i fe t f  o r  exyerience i s  a movement through a constantly changing a c t i v i t y  

of pa r t i cu l a r  forces .  The function of poetry, if it i s  t o  give value t o  

experience, i s  t o  move &I the  world and ho1.d on t o  these  fo rces  a s  they 

impinge on our consciousness. According t o  W i l l i a m ,  t he  imagination i s  

!'an ac tua l  fo rce  comparable t o  e l e c t r i c i t y  o r  steamtt (SA, 49), the  force  

of nature  ac t ing  through man. Poets, therefore,  a r e  not t o  place spec i f ic  

lt...values on t he  word being used, according t o  presupposed  measure^,^' 

Williams argues i n  S p r i n ~  and A l l ,  

but t o  wr i te  down tha t  which happens a t  t h a t  time-- 

To per fec t  t he  a b i l i t y  t o  record a t  t h e  nomerit 
when t h e  consciousness i s  enlarged by the  s p p a t h i e s  
and t h e  un i t y  of understanding which tho imagina.tion 
gives, t o  p r ac t i s e  s k i l l  i n  recording the  fo rce  mov- 
ing, then t o  know it, i n  the  largeness of i t s  pro- 
porti.ons-- (SA, l+8) 



According t o  W i l l i m s ,  we can experience the  nature  of t h e  ground orJy 

by flowing with the  pa r t i cu l a r s  t ha t  concretize it. We must the re fore  

become involved i n  our experience a s  i t  occurs, imi ta te  t he  processes of 

nature  and "become t h e  instrument of nature--the helpless  instrumentn 

(sE, 303), learning t o  wr i te  down "that  which happens a t  t h a t  time." As 

W i l l i a m s  begins t o  re-enact h i s  t r i p  t o  a Mexican border town i n  "The 

Desert Music," f o r  instance,  he r ea l i z e s  t h a t  he cannot make h i s  ex- 

perkences "present" unless  he himself becomes ??nature-in action" (SE, 306) : 

--to place myself ( i n  
my nature) beside nature 

--to imi ta te  
nature  ( f o r  t o  copy nature would be a 

shameful th ing)  

I l a y  myself down: (PB, 110) 

Since experience i s  a constant " g ~ i n g - o n , ~  poetry must concretize t h a t  

moment when t h e  poet achieves a wco-extension with t h e  universem and h i s  

 consciousness i s  enlarged by t he  sympathies." The poem, "the w i t y  of 

understanding which the  imagination gives," i s  then both a record and a 

revela t ion of t he  "force movingv i n  experience. The short  poem "The Right 

of Wayft (SA, 47-48) should be read in t h i s  context: 

I n  passing with my mind 
on nothing i n  t he  tior1.d 

but t h e  r i g h t  of way 
I enjoy on the  road by 

v i r t u e  of the  law-- 
I saw 

an e lde r ly  man tho 
smiled and 1ool:ed away 



t o  t h e  nor th  p a s t  a house-- 
a woman i n  blue 

who was laughing and 
l ean ing  f o m a r d  t o  look up 

i n t o  t h e  man's ha l f  
aver ted  f a c e  

and a boy of e igh t  who was 
looking a t  t h e  middle of 

t h e  man's b e l l y  
a t  a watchchain-- 

The supreme importance 
of t h i s  nameless spectac le  

sped me by them 
without a word-- 

Why bother where I went? 
f o r  I went spinning on t h e  

f o u r  wheels of my c a r  
along t h e  wet road u n t i l  

I saw a g i r l  with one l e g  
over t h e  r a i l  of a balcony 

Driving down an ordinary s t r e e t  with %othingW on h i s  mind, Williams 

flows with t h e  movement of h i s  experience. The pun on the  "r ight  of wayt1 

sign and "the law" suggests t h a t  h i s  s tance toward experience i s  'Ithe law" 

t h a t  g ives  him a " r igh t  of waytt i n t o  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of t h e  world. Like 

Olson, Milliams approaches experience with a concern f o r  t h i s  "going-on:" 

t h e  i n s t a n t s  of man in t h e  m r l d ,  "f iguring it out ,  and ac t ing,  so.ft15 

A s  he moves from p a r t i c u l a r  t o  p a r t i c u l a r ,  no t l subject l~  i n t e r f e r e s  t o  

shape t h e  ob jec t s  of h i s  experience according t o  a f ixed  point  of view. 

A t  t h e  same time, each person i n  t h e  poem experiences t h e  in ter -ac t ion of 

p a r t i c u l a r  forces :  t h e  man smiling and looking t o  t h e  north,  t h e  mrnan 

laughing and leaning forward t o  look i n t o  t h e  man's face ,  and t h e  boy 



looking a t  the  watchchain on the  man's bel ly .  This 'tnameless spectacle't 

i s  of wsuprcie importance" becwse it i s  a l l  experience. For Williams, 

and f o r  Olson, t he  concept of a flselftt opposed t o  t he  "not-self1' i s  a 

l i m i t i n g  categor izat ion t h a t  ab s t r ac t s  man from the  locus  of h i s  ees tcncc :  

in t h e  world: involved. By doing then, Williams becomes a p a r t  

I 

of t h e  a c t i v i t y  of experience. Why bother where I went?ff he says, echo- 

ing h i s  previous comnent i n  the  passage describing h i s  ttsudden res ignat ion 

t o  ejdstence," What  s h a l l  one do?" He f i n d s  t h a t  he can do nothing but 

continue dr iv ing,  "spinning on the//four wheels of my carn u n t i l  he sees  

'la g i r l  with one leg/over the  r a i l  of a balcony," t h i s  new pa r t i cu l a r  

f o r ce  stopping and holding him a s  he concludes the  movenlcnt of the  poen. 

The stance t h a t  t h i s  poem implies, however, i s  subsumed by the  l a rge  

f a c t  t h a t  it i s  a poem, experience ordered, held, and revealed. Although 

men must experience a sympathetic rapport with the  pa r t i cu l a r s  of t h e i r  

world, unless  t h i s  experience i s  concretized i n  a poem, i t  w i l l  remain 

amorphous and un in t e l l i g ib l e .  "In t h e  composition," says W i l l i a m  i n  

Spring and A l l ,  

t h e  a r t i s t  does exact ly  what every eye must do with 
l i f e ,  f i x  the  pa r t i cu l a r  with the  un iversa l i ty  of h i s  
own personality--Taught by the  largeness of h i s  i m -  
agination t o  f e e l  every form which he sees moving 
within himself, he must prove the  t r u t h  of t h i s  by 
expression. (SA, 27) 

I n  t h i s  context, ttexpressiontl r e f e r s  t o  the  %lade poem," t o  use Wi l l ims t  

phrase from "The Desert; Flusicft (PB, 110), t h a t  reveals  experience end holds 

on t o  t h e  pa r t i cu l a r .  When a rnan makes a poem," Williams wr i t es  i n  h i s  

"Author's Introduction" t o  The Wed=, 



makes it, mind you, he t a k e s  words a s  he f i n d s  tha  
i n t e r r e l a t e d  about him and composes them--without 
d i s t o r t i o n  which would mar t h e i r  exac t  s i g n i f i c a n c e s  
--into an i n t e n s e  express ion  of h i s  pe rcep t ions  and 
a r d o r s  t h a t  t h e y  may c o n s t i t u t e  a r e v e l a t i o n  i n  t h e  
speech t h a t  he uses .  (SE, 257) 

Without t h e  poem T h e  Right  of Way,?? the re fo re ,  n e i t h e r  Williams no r  t h e  

people in t h e  poem, t h e  man, woman, and boy, t h e  g i r l  wi th  h e r  l e g  thrown 

over  t h e  balcony, could have been revealed i n  t h e  moment of experiencing.  

When W i l l i a m s  a rgues  t h a t  a u t h e n t i c  a r t  i s  llexperience dynamized i n t o  

r e a l i t y 1 ?  (SA, 68) he  means t h a t  experience,  i n  i t s e l f ,  simply "happensn 

wi thout  o r d e r  o r  plan--the p a r t i c u l a r s  conc re t i z ing  t h e  ground a r e  zdn- 

s t a n t l y  changing and i n t e r - a c t i n g  wi th  each o the r .  S i s t e r  M. Berne t t a  

I Qui-nnfs  comment t h a t  " to  w r i t e  a  poem j.s i n  i t s e l f  t o  e f f e c t  a  meta- 
l 

morphosisl? i s  meaningful i n  t h i s  context .16 If t h e  descent  i s  Williunst 

s t a n c e  toward t h e  world, t h e  a scen t  i s  t h e  "made poexrt t h a t  metmorphoses 

t h e  cons tan t  '?going-on" of experience j.nto an o b j e c t  of knowledge. "The 

o b j e c t i v e  i s  n o t  t o  .copy na ture ,"  Williams w r i t e s  i n  t h e  Autobiography, 

d e l i n e a t i n g  h i s  a t t i t u d e  t o  t h e  Wade poemf1 even more e x p l i c i t l y ,  

and never  was, bu t  t o  i m i t a t e  na tu re ,  which involved 
a c t i v e  invent ion ,  t h e  a c t i v e  work of t h e  imaginat ion .... It i s  NOT t o  hold t h e  m i r r o r  up t o  n a t u r e  t h a t  
t h e  a r t i s t  performs h i s  work. It i s  t o  make, o u t  of  
t h e  imaginat ion,  something n o t  a t  a l l  a  copy of  na- 
t u r e ,  b u t  something q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t ,  a  new th ing ,  
u n l i k e  any t h i n g  e l s e  i n  na tu re ,  a  t h i n g  advanced 
and a p a r t  from it. 

To i m i t a t e  na tu re  i nvo lves  t h e  verb  t o  do. To 
copy i s  merely t o  r e f l e c t  something d r e a d y  t h e r e ,  
i n e r t l y .  . . .But by i m i t a t i o n  we en large  n a t u r e  it- 
s e l f ,  we become na tu re  o r  wc discover  i n  ou r se lves  
n a t u r e t s  a c t i v e  p a r t .  This  i s  e n t i c i n g  t o  ou r  minds, 
it e n l a r g e s  t h e  concept of a r t ,  d i g n i f i e s  it t o  a  
p l a c e  n o t  y e t  f u l l y  r e a l i z e d .  (A, 241) 

To Willims, t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  poem conc re t i ze s ,  by metamorphosing m m t s  



novcment through t h e  world i n t o  an ob jec t  of knowledge. Far  from being 

minetic ,  it has  t h e  "power TO ESCAPE ILLUSION and stand between m a  and 

n a t u r e  as s a i n t s  once stood between man and t h e  sky" (SA, 38). The as- 

sumption t h a t  a r t  i s  a copy of na ture  r e s t s  upon a f d s e  hypothesis: i n  

experience men a r e  not  separa te  from t h e i r  m r l d .  "There i s  o n l y , , i l -  

l u s i o n 9 ' i n  a r t , "  Williams argues, "where ignorance of t h e  bystander con- 

f u s e s  imagination and i t s  works with cruder processes" (SA, 29). I t s e l f  

a p a r t  of t h e  f o r c e  of nature,  the  imagination works i n  t h z  world, d i r e c t l y  

and immediately. ftOnly through the  imagination i s  t h e  advance of i n t e l -  

l i g e n c e  possible,"  says Williais, "to keep beside growing understandingt1 

- - (SA, 28). H i s  well-known phrase "no i d e a s  but  i n  thingst t  r e f e r s  t o  t h i s  

%miversa1 a c t i v i t y  of  t h e  mind" (sL, 252), t h e  imagination working ac- 

t i v e l y  in t h e  w r l d .  The kind of movement t h a t  Williamsq "new mind" can 

accomplish i s  both discovered and c l a r i f i e d  i n  t h e  shor t  poem "To Waken 

an Old Lady" (CEP, 209). Beginning with an abs t rac t ion ,  Itold age," t h e  

poem apparent ly  begins t o  descr ibe  what old age i s  through an image, an 

. o b j e c t i v e  c o r r e l a t i v e  of t h e  %dea.lt As Williams al lows himself t o  fo l low 

t h e  exact  movement of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  however, h i s  thought p a r t i c i p a t e s  

i n  t h e  a c t i v i t y  and a c t u a l l y  changes d i rec t ion :  

Old age i s  
a f l i g h t  of small 
cheeping b i r d s  
skimling 
bare  t r e c s  
above a snow glaze.  
Gaining and f a i l i n g  
they  a r e  buffe ted  
by a dark wind-- 
But winat? 
On harsh w e d s t a l k s  
t h e  f l o c k  has r e s t ed ,  
t h e  snow 



i s  covered w i t h  broken 
seedhusks 
and t h e  wind tempered 
by a s h r i l l  
p i p i n g  of p l en ty .  

The f i r s t  h a l f  of t h e  poem, up t o  "But what?" i s  f a i r l y  c l e a r .  Af te r  

say ing  "Old age is," Williams exp la ins  t h e  a b s t r a c t i o n  through t h e  h a g e  
I 

of weak, Ifcheeping b i rds"  f l y i n g  over  'tbare t r ee s , "  and '?buff eted/bjr a 

d a r k  wind." A s  an o b j e c t i v e  c o r r e l a t i v e  of "old age," t h e  image of t h e  

b i rds '  f l i g h t  sugges t s  t h e  poverty and t e r r o r  of  o l d  age. A t  t h e  tempor- 

a r y  break,  "But what?" however, t h e  movement of t h e  poern changes. ?!ow 

involved  i n  t h e  movement of t h e  b i r d s ,  a s  b i r d s ,  and n o t  as an o b j e c t i v e  

c o r r e l a t i v e  of t h e  a b s t r a c t i o n  Itold age," Williams fo l lows  them a s  t hey  

come t o  r e s t  on "harsh weedstalks" where t h e  snow i s  Itcovered wi th  broken/ 

seecihusks." But more i n p o r t a n t l y ,  as he changes h i s  s tance ,  t h e  "cheep- 

i n g  b i rds"  grow i n  s t a t u r e ,  They r e s t  on t h e  weedstalks,  no longe r  %uf- 

f e t e d "  by an ominous "dark wind." I n  t h e  snow t h e  "seedhasks" r e v e a l  no t  

pove r ty  bu t  f r u i t i o n :  t h e  b i r d s  a r e  co,mforted by t h e  wind's ~ s h r i l l / ~ i ~ i n ~  

of plenty."  The a c t u a l  b i r d s  have t ransformed Willims' thought .  The 

"idea" of o l d  age, Wil l iams d iscovers ,  l i v e s  i n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  noveme2t 

o f  t h e  birds--9-10 i d e a s  b u t  i n  things."  Through t h e  a c t i o n  of t h e  poem, 

t h e  b i rds-as -b i rds  have shorn F!ill.iams t h a t  o l d  age i s  t h e  f r u i t i o n  of t h e  

l i f e  procoss,  a t ime t o  r e s t  and a s s e s s  t h e  f r u i t s  of t h e  seeds  p lan ted .  

A s  even t h i s  s h o r t  poem shows, i n  1IJillims' p o e t i c  world, no "idea" i s  

v i t a l  u n l e s s  grounded i.n t h e  p a r t i c u 1 a . r ~  of t h e  world. 17 

Adopting E i n s t e i n ' s  "discoireries i n  t h e  r e l a t i v i t y  of  ou r  mcasure- 

rnents of phys i ca l  mat te r t1  (SL, 332) ,  Williams t h e r e f o r e  s e e s  experience 

a s  a cof i s tan t ly  cha?girg e c t i v i t y  of 1Irelative1'  fo rces .  poe t s  n u s t  



l e a r n  hcw t o  flow with t h e s e  fo rces  and record t h e i r  movemeni;~ W i t h o u t  

d i s t o r t i o n , f l  never a t t e n p t i n g  t o  shape t h i n g s  according t o  a f i x e d  point  

of reference.19 "Measure?' i s  William' word f b r  descr ib ing t h e  way "the 

poemt1 draws t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of the  world together  and "composesll (what hc 
/ 

c a l l s  "ac t ive  invention,  t h e  a c t i v e  work of t h e  imaginationt1 ( A ,  241) i n  

t h e  passage previous ly  quoted) those p a r t i c u l a r s  i n t o  a r e v e l a t i o n  of 

experience a s  it occurs. I n  a l e t t e r  t o  John C.  Thir lwall ,  Willims ex- 

p l a i n s  t h i s  process: 

The f irst  t h i n g  you l e a r n  when you begin t o  l e a r n  
anything about t h i s  e a r t h  i s  t h a t  you a r e  e t e r n a l l y  
barred save f o r  t h e  repor t  of your senses from know- 
i n g  anything about it. Measure serves  f o r  u s  a s  t h e  
key: we can measure between 0b.i ec t s :  theref  o r e ,  we - 
know t h a t  they  exlist. Poetry began with measure, it - 
began with t h e  dance, whose d i v i s i o n s  tvs have a l l  but 
f o r g o t t e n  but  a r e  s t i l l  knovn a s  measures ( i t a l i c s  
mine). (SL, 331) . 

Through ttrr~easureft a poet can o rde r  t h e  f o r c e  of p a r t i c u l a r s  a s  they im- 

pinge on h i s  consciousness. Wil l ians  discovered i n  h i s  nres ignat ion  t o  

existe;lceTf t h a t  h i s  n1ai.n funct ion  a s  a por t  i s  t o  r evea l  'texi.stencen a s  

it is .  He p r a i s e s  Byron Vazakas because he f ldoesntt  s e l e c t  h i s  material"  

with t h e  i n t e n t i o n  of shaping i t  i n t o  a pre-determincd form. What  i s  

t h e r e  t o  se lec t? l f  Wil l iam zdds, "It &.w2O Resigned t o  t h e  t l l i f e v  of t h e  

world, a poet can do nothing but  %ieasure between objcc ts f t  i n  such a way 

t h a t  h i s  poems revea l  sol~lething of h i s  experience of t h e  ground. When he  

succecds i n  thi .s  ltind of m e ~ s t ~ r i n g ,  he begins t o  achievc thaZ Itdance" of 

t h e  inag lna t ion  t h a t  \!Fllj.ans c a l l s  "the pocnv--vhich i s  the re fo re  why 

so much d.epcnds 
upon 



a r e d  wheel 
barrow 

bes ide  t h e  wh i t e  
chickens. (SAY 74) 

The whole va lue  of human experience depends upon t h e  exac t  measuring of 

a p a r t i c u l a r  llred wheel/barrow//glazed wi th  rain/waterfl as it e x i s t s  Itre- 

l a t e d "  t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  %hite/chickensn i n  t h e  %ade poemfT t h e t  r e v e a l s  

them a s  experience.  

By measuring t h e  poe t ' s  r e l a t i v e  movement through t h e  world " the  paemfr 

I 
1 
I 

then  becomes an o rgaz i c  ex tens ion  of  t h e  on-going f l o w  of experience.  

From t h i s  b a s i s ,  Williams a t t a c k s  those  out-moded f o m s  (e.g. t h e  sonnet) 

I t h a t  shape experience according t o  pre-conceived p a t t e r n s  of f i x e d  order .  

1 I "1 was e a r l y  i n  l i f e  s i c k  t o  my very  p i t  with o r d e r  t h a t  c u t s  o f f  t h e  

c r a b t s  f e e l e r s  t o  make it f i t  i n t o  t h e  box," w r i t e s  I . l i l l ims  (SE, 188) .  

For t h e  sane reason hc p r a i s e s  Whitrnm f o r  breaking "through t h e  deadness 

of  copied formstf (SE, 218). O r  i n  llShoot i t  Jimmyft (SA, 63) he adv i se s  

p o e t s  t o  "Get t h e  rhytlm//'i'hat shee t  s t u f f / ? s  a l o t  a cheese." Only by 

g iv ing  up f i x e d  fon:ls t h a t  d i s t o r t  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of experience and l e a r n -  

i n g  how t o  measure t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  movement through t h e  world can they  

begin t o  r e a l i z e  what i t  means t o  in a p a r t i c u l a r  t ime and p lace :  

Without imaginat ion l i f e  cannot go on, f o r  we a r e  
l e f t  s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  empty cas ings  where t r u t h  
l i v e d  yes t e rday  whi le  t h e  c r e a t u r e  i t s e l f  has  
escaped behind us. (SE, 213) 

The "creatureT? r e f e r r e d  t o  i n  Wi l l i ans l  s t a t e n e n t  i s  t h e  ground a s  

it appears  through p a r t i c u l a r s ,  t h a t  "sacred presence" t h a t  a poet. must 

c o n c r e t i z e  and reveal i n  h i s  pcems i f  he i s  t o  c a l l  himself a poe t .  

Wi l l i~ns?  "theory of  t h e  poein,ft t h e m f o r e ,  has  very  l a r g e  impl.ications.  



A s  t h e  only object  of knowledge t ha t  can hold on t o  our experience of 

t he  gromd, it i s  h i s  answer t o  t h e  problem of contact he sees i n  h i s  

world. But t h e  theory i t s e l f ,  especia l ly  when discussed a s  boldly a s  

Williams of ten did,  may appear deceptively simple. In  actual  f a c t ,  t h e  

process of descending t o  t he  ground and ascending t o  ?%he poem" may be 

an enornously d i f f i c u l t  t a sk  t o  achieve. One of WilliamsT major poems, 
I 

f"Rie Desert Music,ll has t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  a s  i t s  substance: t h e  poem i s  a t  

once a concrete exmple  of h i s  l%heorylt and a conscious attempt on 

I Williamst p a r t  t o  j u s t i f y  h i s  function a s  a poet. The drama of t h e  poem 

1 
therefore  moves on two leve l s ,  Williams-as-poet re-enacting past  ex- 

periences and Williams-as-poet moving through t h e  world t ry ing  t o  affirm 

h i s  r o l e  a s  a poet. 

A f a i r l y  lengthy but extremely important passage from the  poem takes 

I u s  immediately i n t o  i t s  action a t  t h e  same time t h a t  it helps u s  t o  draw 

many strands of our discussion together; proposing t h a t  t h e  "made poemff 
I 

i s  the  only concretion t h a t  can give value t o  experience, W i l l i a m s  gives 

I us  t he  terms t o  approach a reading of t he  poem: 

How s h a l l  we get  said what must be said? 

Only t he  poem. 

Only tho counted poem, t o  an exact measure: 
t o  imi ta te ,  not t o  copy nature, not . 
t o  copy nature 

@, pros t ra te ,  t o  copy nature - 
but a dance! t o  dance 

two and tmo w i t h  him-- 
sequestered there  asleep, 

r i g h t  end up! 

A music 
supersedes h i s  composure, hallooing t o  us  
across  a great  distance . . 



wakens t h e  dance 
who blows upon h i s  benumbed fingers! 

Only t h e  poem 
on ly  t h e  made poem, t o  g e t  sa id  what must 
be sa id ,  not  t o  copy nature ,  s t i c k s  
i n  9ur t h r o a t s  . 
The law? The law gives  u s  nothing 
but  a corpse, wrapped i n  a d i r t y  mantle. 
The law i s  based on murder and confinement, 
long delayed, 
but t h i s ,  following t h e  insensate  music, 
i s  based on t h e  dance: 

an agony of se l f - rea l i za t ion  
bound i n t o  a whole 
by t h a t  which surrounds u s  . 

I cannot escape 

I cannot vomit it up 

Only t h e  poen! 

Only t h e  made poem, t h e  verb c a l l s  i t  
i n t o  being. (PB, 108-110) 

The ltdancell of t h e  poem begins around t h e  l'forrn/propped no t ion less  

--on t h e  bridge/between Juarez and El Paso" (PB, 106). Having the  poten- 

t i a l i t y  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  na tu re  of t h e  ground, i f  Williams can l e a r n  t o  move 

with it, it i s  "Egg-shaped11 (PB, 108) a t  t h e  same time t h a t  it i s  shape- 

less. Although t h i s  form w i l l  l a t e r  become an e x m p l i f i c a t i o n  of poe t i c  

form, f o r  t h e  t h e  being it rcnains  one of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of t h e  world 

t h a t  W i l l i a m s  must dance with ac t ively ,  "not, - prostrate,  t o  copy nature/ 

but  a dmce! t o  dance/i;wo and two with him11 (PB, 109). Ordy when he 

achieves t h e  c'escent can he begin t o  hear t h e  nrnusicll of exis tence  t h a t  

each t h i n g  ho1.d~ within i t s  ovz concrete p a r t i c u 1 a r i . t ~ .  We should r e c a l l  

t h a t  vilcn \ l i l l iams e x p r i e n c c d  a 'tsudden res ignat ion t o  existence,"  he 

discovcrcd t h a t  he i s  a l i v e ,  a p a r t  of the  f a b r i c  of a l l  l i v i n g  things.  



In t h i s  exper-ience he found t h a t  he could do nothing but record and a t -  

tempt t o  revea l  a sense of existence, t h e  Ifwhat must/bs said" i n  "The 

Desert Music." Unlike t h e  law t h a t  works only with t h e  surface of f a c t s ,  

t h e  "made poem" i s  concerned with t h e  ff inser .sate musictf of l i f e  processes, 

t h e  n a t u r e  of which can be known only when t h e  poet noves through t h e  

divorced w r l d  (9nurde1- and confinementff) and achieves t h e  measured dance 

of %hat which surrounds us" and w i l l  no t  leave  u s  alone: 111 cannot escape// 

I car?not vomit it up.n Since he cannot do anything but make t h e  poem 
I 

which r e v e a l s  t h e  m s i c  of existence, he must cont inual ly  res ign  himself 

t o  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of h i s  world no matter  how agonizing t h e  process may sorne- 

I t imes be. 

In "The Desert Music" Williams does manage t o  res ign himself t o  t h e  

fo rce  of existence,  in s p i t e  of t h e  almost overwhelming divorce he sees  

i n  h i s  world. I n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t s  of t h e  ac t ion,  sensing t h e  t e r r o r  and 

I v io lence  l a t e n t  i n  t h e  Mexican border to:m, he f i n d s  himself unable t o  

move with t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of t h a t  world. When some children approach him 

t o  beg f o r  pennies, he p u l l s  away f o r  f e a r  of contact: 

. i n s t i n c t i v e l y  
one has  a l ready d r a m  onefs  naked 
wrist away from those obscene f i n g e r s  (PR, 112) 

It is  only l a t e r  when he e n t e r s  a s m a l l  bar  and moves with t h e  dance of 

a s t r i p p e r  t h a t  he begins t o  re-discover a sense of t h e  music t h a t  sur- 

rounds a l l  th ings .  This "rmrn-out t rooper  from/the Stateslf (PB, 114) i n  

he r  a b i l i t y  t o  hold on t o  "another tunen (PB, 115) while she performs i n  

t h e  %iivorccdft atmosphere of t h e  bar, becomes an example of t h e  possi- 

b i l i t i e s  open t o  Willia~s: 



There i s  ano the r  m ~ s i c .  The br ight-colored candy 
of h e r  nakedness l i f t s  he r  unexpectedly 
t o  pa r t ake  of  i t s  tune  . 

Andromeda of t h o s e  rocks, 
t h e  v i r g i n  of h e r  mind those  u n e a r t h l y  
greens  and r e d s  

i n  h e r  mockery of 
she becomes unaccountably v i r t u o u s  

though she i n  no 
way p r e t e n d s  it . (PB, 116) 

v i r t u e  

Williams' exper ience  i n  t h e  b a r  l e a d s  him t o  ques t ion  h i s  a u t h e n t i c i  

as a poet :  

I n  t h e  s t r e e t  it h i t  
me i n  t h e  f a c e  as we s t a r t e d  t o  walk again. Or 
am I merely p lay ing  t h e  poet?  Do I merely i nven t  
it o u t  of whole c lo th?  I thought . 

What i n  t h e  form of an o ld  whore i n  
a cheap Mexican j o i n t  i n  Juarez ,  h e r  ba re  
can waggling c r a z i l y  can be 
so  r e f r e s h i n g  t o  me, r a i s e  t o  my e a r  
so  sweet a tune ,  b u i l t  of such slime? (PB, 116)  

A s  he  cont inues  h i s  journey wi th  t h i s  ques t ion  i n  mind, t h e  "changeless,  

endless / inescapable  and i n s i s t e n t  musicf~  keeps f o r c i n g  i t s e l f  upon him, 

even as he sits in  a r e s t a u r a n t  and c h a t s  about p o e t r y  with h i s  f r i e n d s .  

Returning t o  t h e  br idge ,  he suddenly r e a l i z e s  h i s  f u n c t i o n  a s  a poet :  

W h a t ' s  that?/0h,  come o n . / / ~ u t  what' s %?//the music! t h c / r n u s i ~ ! ~ ~  

(PR, 119) There in "the p r o j e c t i n g  angle  of  t h e  b r idge  flange1' s i ts  t h i s  

same shapeless  form; bu t  now because he can a c t  wi th  it, he h e a r s  t h e  

% ~ s i . c ~ ~  t h a t  surrounds and p r o t e c t s  it: 

. , . shapeless  o r  r a t h e r  re turned  
t o  i t s  o r i g i n a l  shape, armless ,  l e g l e s s ,  
headless ,  packed l i k e  t h e  p i t  of a f r u i t  i n t o  
t h a t  obscure  corner--or 
a f i s h  t o  s t i h  a g a i n s t  t h e  stream--or 
a c h i l d  i n  t h e  womb prepared t o  i m i t a t e  l i f e ,  



warding i t s  l i f e  aga ins t  
a b i r t h  of awful pronise.  The music 
guards  it, a mucus, a f i l m  t h a t  surrounds it, 
a benumbing i n k  t h a t  s t a i n s  t h e  
s e a  o f  o u r  minds--to hold u s  off--shed 
o f  a shape c l o s e  as i t  can g e t  t o  no shape, 
a music! a p r o t e c t i n g  music . (PB, 119-120) 

The enclosure  t h a t  Williams i s  desc r ib ing  ( s h q e l e s s  and y e t  r e tu rned  t o  

i t s  o r i g i n a l  shape) r e f e r s  no t  on ly  t o  a l l  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  which a r e  them- 

s e l v e s  metamorphoses of t h e  ground, b u t  t o  "the poem" which must be ano the r  

o b j e c t  of n a t u r e ,  "shed of  a shape c l o s e  a s  i t  can g e t  t o  no shape.I1 Like 

every o t h e r  o b j e c t  i n  na ture ,  p ro t ec t ed  by t h e  llmucusv o r  "filrnlt t h a t  sur-  

rounds it, t h e  n e a r l y  shapeless  form t h a t  g ives  i t  se l f - ex i s t ence  and so 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y  and so  l i f e ,  "the poem" rnust a c t  through na tu re  and g ive  

o r d e r  t o  experience.  But it does n o t  impose an empty form--rather  t h e  

form, i t s e l f  an act i .ve p r i n c i p l e ,  must grow from t h e  experience. Only i n  

t h i s  way can man's experience of t h e  ground be held,  concre t ized ,  and re -  

vealed,  and so  saved from being l o s t  i n  t h e  "sea of ou r  minds." The "made 

poemr1 i s  t h e r e f o r e  a l t p ro t ec t ing  m ~ s i c , ~ t  t h e  on ly  form t h a t  can g i v e  u s  a 

sense  of ex i s t ence .  I n  t h i s  m~mcnt  of  r eve l a t ion ,  Williams suddenly d i s -  

covers  h i s  r ea son  f o r  be ing  a poe t :  n o t  on ly  has  he achieved t h e  descent  

i n  t h e  a c t i o n  of t h e  poem, bu t  he has  accomplished, as a poet ,  t h e  meas- 

ured  dance which i s  %he poem:" 

I am a post! I 
am. I am. I am a poet ,  I reaffirnied, a shmed  (PB, 120) 

A s  h e  re-aff i rms,  t h e  t v a  noveaents  of t h e  poem, Williams-as-poet re -  

enac t ing  h i s  experience and Williams-as-poet searching  f o r  h i s  j u s t i f i -  

c a t i o n  t o  be a poe t ,  corm t o g e t h e r  a s  another  "dancef1 of t h e  irnagination 

begins t o  form around h i s  experience: 



Now t h e  music v o l l e y s  through a s  i n  
a l o n e l y  moment I hea r  it .  Now it i s  a l l  
about  me. The dance! The verb  de taches  i t s e l f  
seeking  t o  become a r t i c u l a t e  . (PB, 120)  

1 VChe Deser t  Musicfl comes t o  a q u i e t  c l o s e  wi th  Williams p r a i s i n g  

1 'Ithe wonders o f  t h e  b r a i n  tha t /hea r s  t h a t  musicff and i t s  I t sk i l l  some- 
I 

t imes  t o  r eco rd  it" (PB, 120) .  Through t h e  a c t i o n  of t h e  poem William 

has  been a b l e  t o  r ed i scove r  and r e a s s e r t  t h a t  'Itheory of  t h e  poemlf he had 

! been developing a s  f a r  back a s  i n  "The Wanderer." The measured dance t h a t  
I 

I forms a t  t h e  end a s  "The ve rb  de t aches  i t s e l f / s e e k i n g  t o  become a r t i c u l a t e , "  

I n o t  o n l y  c l o s e s  t h e  poem b u t  b r i n g s  u s  t o  t h e  kind of  movement Pa terson  V 

proposes,  achieves,  and sus t a ins .  In  many ways t h i s  p re sen t  a s s e r t i o n  of  

t h e  primacy of  t h e  mind's a c t i o n  a l lows  f o r  moves t h a t  Paterson makes i n  

Book V t h a t  he  could n o t  f u l l y  a c t u a l i z e  i n  Books I - I V .  There, h i s  ina-  

b i l i t y  t o  p e n e t r a t e  t h e  d ivorce  i n  t h e  world c o n t i n u a l l y  prevented h im  

from s u s t a i n i n g  t h e  measured dance of  " the  I n  "The Desert  Music,fl 

howevor, Wil.liams proves  t h a t  he can record t h e  music of  ex i s t ence  i n  s p i t e  

of  t h e  s t a g n a t i n g  "dcser t l l  of t h e  m r l d .  Unlike Pa terson  i n  Rooks I - I V ,  

he  d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  t h e  f e r t i l i t y  o r  i n f e r t i l i t y  of t h e  d e s e r t  depends upon 



t h e  k i c d  of mind a poe t  b r ings  t o  h i s  experience. '!The mind always t r i e s  

t o  break o u t  of confinement," Willims t e l l s  John C. T h i r l w a l l  i n  a  l e t t e r  

d a t e d  January 13, 1955: 

It has  t r i e d  every s o r t  of i n t e r e s t  which p r e s e n t s  
i t s e l f ,  even t o  a f l i g h t  t o  t h e  moon. But t h e  on ly  
t h i n g  which w i l l  f i n a l l y  i n t e r e s t  i t  must be i t s  
ohn i n t r i n s i c  na ture .  In  i t s e l f  i t  must f i n d  de- 
v i c e s  which w i l l  per,nit it t o  survive--physical 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  t o  another  p l a n e t  w i l l  n o t  help,  f o r  
i t  w i l l  be t h e  same mind which has  no t  been r e l i e v -  
ed by movement. (SL, 330-331) 

It i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  l i b e r a t i n g  movement of mind t h a t  Willianls achieves  

in Paterson  V, a  poem t h a t  f u l l y  exempl i f ies  what Williams means when he 

says  t h a t  " the poem" can be a  "plan f o r  ac t ion , "  a way of  r e c o n c i l i n g  " the  

1 people and t h e  stoncs.!t2' The d i s c o v e r i e s  Williams made i n  "The Desert  

Music" a r e  t h e r e f o r e  a  kind of pre lude  t o  h i s  l a t e r  accomplishment i n  t h i s  

poem. Discuss ing  t h e  b iog raph ica l  background of t h e  e a r l i e r  poem, Sherman 

Paul  goes so f a r  a s  t o  argue t h a t ,  w r i t t e n  a t  a  t ime when Williams'  fa i l -  

i n g  h e a l t h  made him l o s e  some f a i t h  i n  t h e  power of poe t ry  t o  a f f i r m  l i f e ,  

it was t h e  descen t  making t h e  ascent  of such a poem a s  Paterson V poss ib l e :  

On t h e  succes s fu l  composition of t h i s  he s taked 
h i s  s u r v i v a l  a s  a poet .  I ts  success  confirmed 
h i s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  r e sou rces  of t h e  s e l f  and i n  
i t s  renewal by a r t ,  and i t  made p o s s i b l e  t h e  re -  
sp lendent  c r e a t i o n  of  t h e  l a s t  y e a r s  of h i s  l i f e .  23 

I n  ou r  s i n g u l a r  concern t o  g e t  a t  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  b a s i s  of  \ i i l l i ams t  

poems, we have, however, descr ibed  p o e t i c  form a s  an organic  ex tens ion  of 

experience wi thout  c l a r i f y i n g  h i s  i nves t i . ga t ions  i n t o  s t r u c u t r e  t h a t  began 

i n  t h e  early f o r t i e s  and cont inued u n t i l  t h e  end of h i s  l i f e ,  a  per iod  tha.t  

i nc ludes  l 'aterson I - I V ,  "The Desert  K ~ s i c , ~ !  Paterson V,  and h i s  l a s t  major 



poem, "Asphodel, That Greeny Flower." Although he had always been i n t e r -  

e s t ed  i n  s t r u c t u r e ,  on ly  i n  t h e  f o r t i e s  d id  he begin t o  search f o r  a method 

t h a t  could hold and con ta in  a  much l a r g e r  movement of  thought than  such 

poems a s  "The Right of Way," "To Waken an Old Lady," and "The Red Wheel- 

barrow." These s h o r t  poems t h a t  we have a l r eady  d iscussed  a r e  charac te r -  

i s t i c  of Wil l iamst  e a r l i e r  work i n  t h a t  they  a r e  w r i t t e n  around a  s i n g l e  

event.  "By 1941," says  Linda Wagner, who d i s c u s s e s  t h i s  development i n  

t h e  Poems of W i l l i a m  Car los  Williems, n W i l l i a m  had decided t h a t  s p e c i f i c  

s t r u c t u r a l  t echniques  were essent ia l . . . "  i f  he was t o  draw l a r g e r  elements 

of h i s  world i n t o  h i s  poems.24 Poss ib ly  he f e l t  t h a t  h i s  b a t t l e  over  "the 

poem" a s  an o rgan ic  ex tens ion  of experience had more o r  l e s s  been won by 

t h i s  time; i f  h i s  o m  p o e t r y  was t o  become a f u l l - s c a l e  "plan f o r  action11 

he had t o  m k e  s p e c i f i c  exp lo ra t ions  i n t o  s t r u c u t r e  t h a t  would r e f i n e  h i s  

poems and extend them i n t o  l a r g e r  a r e a s  of  thought.  He imp l i e s  a s  much 

in  a l e t t e r  w r i t t e n  t o  Louis  Plartz i n  1951: 

We a r e  through with t h e  crude l t f i gh t l l  we have had 
t o  wage. Our p o s i t i o n  i s  now es t ab l i shed ,  t h e  ap- 
proach must be more an invers ion  upon ourse lves ,  
we must now f o r g e t  t h e  ex t e rna l  enemy, we must 
more ques t ion  ourselves--a t h i n g  we d idn ' t  have 
t ime f o r  f  o r n e r l y  . ( SL, 299) 

A s  i f  t o  a n t i c i p a t e  h5.s l a t e r  experiments, Willims wrote t o  Kay Boyle 

i n  1932 d e s c r i b i n g  what was then  only  a gene ra l  o u t l i n e  of  t h e  kind of  

s t r u c t u r a l  innovat ion  he a c t u a l i z e d  i n  t h e  f o r t i e s  and f i f t i e s :  

There is,  you see ,  i n  our  minds t f le  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 
a technique which may be used. It must be l a r g e  
enough, f r e e  enough, e l a s t i c  enough, new enough y e t  
f i r m  enough t o  hold t h e  ncw well ,  without  s p i l l i n g .  
(SL, 133)  



Sixteen  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  i n  1948, g i v i n q  a t a l k  a t  t h e  Univers i ty  of Washing- 

t o n ,  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t s  of Pa terson  behind him, Willims could be much more 

s p e c i f i c .  111 propose sweepin? c h a n ~ e s  from t o p  t o  bottom of t h e  p o e t i c  

s t r u c t u r e , "  he says  i n  t h e  l e c t u r e ,  arguing t h a t  i t  i s  time p o e t s  gave up 

a l l  out-moded s t r u c t u r a l  t echniques  t h a t  d i s t o r t  contemporary experience 

and begin cons ider ing  If the poein" a s  a n f i e l d  of ac t ion ,  a t  what p i t c h  t h e  

b a t t l e  i s  today  and what may come of itn (SE, 280). F i n a l l y ,  i n  1958, 

another  t e n  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  he publ ished Paterson V and demonstrated, n o t  

i n  theo ry  but  i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  u n l e s s  " the poemf1 becomes a " f i e l d  of ac t ionf1  

poe t s  w i l l  n o t  be ab l e  t o  g ive  va lue  t o  human experience.  I n  Paterson R 

Williams accomplishes a s t r u c t u r a l  mode " la rge  enough, f r e e  enough, e l a s -  

t i c  enough.new enouzh y e t  f i r m  enough t o  hold t h e  new wel l ,  without  s p i l -  

l i n g  ." 
Along with t h e s e  s t r u c t u r a l  innovat ions,  which we w i l l  r e t u r n  t o  

s h o r t l y ,  Paterson V i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  W i l l i a m s  a l s o  modified and extended 

o t h e r  a r e a s  of  h i s  " theory of t h e  poem." H i s  search f o r  a s t r u c t u r a l  mode 

t h a t  could hold l a r g e r  a r e a s  of human expcrience brought with it a much 

broader  sense o f  t h e  loca l -pa r t i cu l a r ,  a long with a wider range of sub- 

ject-matter  and a more s p e c i f i c  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  ground wi th  t h e  

f o r c e  of  l ove  i n  t h e  m r l d .  

When Williams was concerned with t h e  l o c a l - p a r t i c u l a r  and i t s  r e l a -  

t i o n  t o  "placeTT i n  t h e  p o e m  w r i t t e n  before  1940, he eras mainly i n t e r e s t e d  

i n  ca t ch ing  t h e  nlovment of t tobjects l l  a s  t hey  a f f e c t e d  h i s  consciousness .  

With Patel-so11 I-IV, "The Desert  Music,I1 and Fa terson  V ,  he began t o  r e a l i z e  

more f u l l y  t h m  eve r  be fo re  t h a t  t h e  l o c a l - p a r t i c u l a r  i s  no t  n e c e s s a r i l y  

confined t o  a s p e c i f i c  geogrzphical  time and p l ace  but  i s  sitnply one more 

f a c t  i n  t h e  whole range of humin experience p a s t  and p re sen t .  Poss ib ly  



t he  descent t o  memory he recorded i n  V h e  Descentf1 and published i n  both 

P a t o r s o n 2  and t h e  Desert Xusic and Other Poems showed him t h a t  each 

time t he  mind a c t s  i n  t h e  world it brings t o  i t s  experience and makes 

"presentf? t h e  aemory of pas t  exporiences. The world of memory therefore 

i s  a l so  a p a r t  of t he  present and adds t o  experience a s  any other  f ac t :  

Memory i s  a kind 
of accom?lishmcnt, 

a s o r t  of renewal 
even 

an i n i t i a t i o n ,  since t h e  spaces i t  opens are new places  
inhabited by hordes 

heretofore unrealized, 
of new kinds- 

s ince  t h e i r  movements 
a r e  toward new object ives  

(even though formerly they were abandoned). (PB, 73) 

Memory i s  an f~accomplishmcntr~ precise ly  because it i s  not a re tu rn  t o  the  

past .  All  pas t  experiences made llpresentu a re  %ew 'placesff because they 

are  placed i n  another context, and Ittheir movements/are toward new objec- 

t ivcse1? In  Paterson V, a s  Williams r e c a l l s  f r i ends  he once knew, a r t  works 

he once saw, and books he once read, he i s  ac tua l ly  opening areas  of 

thought "heretofore unrea1.ized.fl As he grew i n t o  old age he did  not  turn  

"to t h e  realms of imagination and memoryff and so llcompensateff f o r  h i s  

weakening physical  strength,  a s  Linda Wagner argues; ra ther  he extended 

h i s  earlier concerns i n t o  an area  t ha t  would include the  t ho l e  range of 

human experience, t h e  frt?m worldsr1 he descr ibes  i n  ~tSha~Iows:~~ 

by far  thc  

one of which we share with t h e  
rose  i n  bloom 

and one, 
greclt er, 
with t he  past, 

t he  world of memory, 



t h e  s i l l y  world of h i s t o r y ,  
t h e  world 

of t h e  imagination, (PB, 151) 

Williams' descen t  i n t o  memory, t he re fo re ,  i s  n o t  simply a r e t u r n  t o  t h e  

p a s t  bu t  a movement toward a  realm of thought t h a t  both inc ludes  and ex- 

t ends  t h e  l o c a l - p a r t i c u l a r .  

A s  Wil l iams broadened h i s  thought t o  inc lude  " the world/of t h e  imaq- 

h a t i o n "  h i s  subject- inat ter  a l s o  changed. It appears  a s  i f  h i s  new concern 

wi th  t h e  whole of human experience allowed him t o  move f u r t h e r  thaq  h i s  

prev ious  i n t e r e s t  i n  t'place'f and i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  American c u l t u r e  

could--at l e a s t  i n  terms of w r i t i n g  a poem t h a t  g a t h e r s  l a r g e  a r e a s  of 

thought.  By rea l i . z ing  t h a t  "placef1 i s  only  one p a r t  of t h e  whole world 

of human exper ience  p a s t  and present ,  he can begin t o  l i v e  i n  t h e  hag- 

i n a t i v o  worlds  of o t h e r  artists and poets .  And through t h e  medium of h i s  

poems he can begin t o  ga the r  t oge the r  p o e t s  such as Sappho, Chaucer, and 

Allen Ginsberg, artists such as Klee, Gris, and Breughel, and w r i t e r s  

such as Lorca, Ger t rude  S te in ,  a d  Soupault .  Af te r  so many y e a r s  of t r y -  

i n g  t o  d e l i n e a t e  t h e  "new," Williams d i scove r s  i n  Pat,erson V t h a t  a f i f -  

t e e n t h  century  t a p e s t r y  i n  a museum can teach  him something about t h e  

s t ruc tu ra l .  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of h i s  o m  poems, Poss ib ly  he had t h i s  %ew 

aWakenin,q" i n  mind when he confessed t o  Louis Kar tz  t h a t  he had tended t o  

i gnore  t h e  achievements of t h e  p a s t  t o  h i s  o m  disadvantage:  

We have been looking  f o r  t o o  big,  t oo  spec t acu la r  
a d ivergence  from t h e  o ld .  The "new neasure1' i s  
much more p a r t i c x h - ,  much more r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  re- 
mote p a s t  than  I, f o r  one, bel ieved,  (SL, 299) 

All of t h i s  new and wider conten t  i s  brought i n t o  P a t e r s o d  t o  make 

up t h e  " f i e l d  of ac t ionf1  t h a t  t h e  poen achieves.  Morc important  t h m  t h i s  



content,  t he re fo re ,  i s  t h e  way it i s  measured and made "present" i n  t h e  

poem. According t o  Willia~s, what a  poet says i s  never a s  important a s  

how he says it: s t ruc tu re ,  he argues i n  llThe Poem as a F ie ld  of Action," 

I t i s  p r e c i s e l y  where we come i n t o  contact  with r ea l i tyT1  (SE, 283), adding 

f u r t h e r  t h a t  "the only  r e a l i t y  t h a t  we can know i s  MEASURE? (SE, 283). 

A s  we have a l ready seen, measure i s  W i l l i a m t  term f o r  t h e  process of order- 

i n g  t h e  ac t ion  of experience i n t o  t h e  dance of t h e  imagination. A s  a 

'?f ield of act ion,"  therefore ,  Paterson V i s  a kind of l!placefl where t h e  

%dnd/livosw (PB, 75), a World" through which it composes t h e  f a c t s  of 

human experience i n t o  a r eve la t ion  of themselves. 

Discussing Byron Vazakast work, Williams descr ibes  t h o  kind of w r i t i n g  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of Paterson V: 

This  combination of order  ~ 5 t h  discovery, with 
explorz t ion  and revela t ion ,  t h e  v igor  of sensual  
s t i r r~ula t ion ,  i s  of t h e  essence of a r t .  It br ings  
r e l i e f .  Nothing but invention,  formal invent ion  
us ing always a new sensual  f a c e t  f o r  i t s  r e c  rd- 
ings,  can bring t h a t  r e l i e f . .  , and pleasure,  22 

By measuring t h e  f a c t s  of experience i n  t h e  a c t  of  w r i t i n g  t h e  poem, Williams 

explores  a t  t h e  sane time t h a t  he d iscovers  and revea l s  something of t h e  na- 

t u r e  of t h e  world, Working i n  t h e  "f ield,"  t h e  mind ac tu ,d ly  does i t s  

th ink ing  wi th in  and through t h e  var ious  f o r c e s  t h o  poem--each f a c t  of 

experience being a p a r t i c u l a r  f o r c e ,  "The poet does not.. .permit himself , I t  

says  Willims i n  t h e  Autobio,yraphy, 

to go beyond t h e  thought t o  be discovered i n  t h e  
context  of t h a t  which he i s  deal ing:  no i d e a s  but  
i n  th ings ,  The poet t h i n k s  with h i s  poem, i n  t h a t  
l i e s  h i s  thought, and t h a t  i n  i t s e l f  i s  t h e  pro- 
fowldi ty ,  (A, 390-391) 



Charles Olson c a l l s  t h i s  kind of writ ing llcoinposition by f ie ld1 '  in h i s  

e s s w  on "Projective ~erse. lr27 I n  thinking by way of t h e  measured dance 

of t h e  poem, t he  ltfield of actionll where various f a c t s  of experience in te r -  

ac t ,  Williams encloses h i s  experience and so manages t o  d i sc lose  t h e  natrxe 

of t h e  world--the two processes depending upon each other.28 

Crit icism of t h i s  kind of poen can therefore  be very d i f f i c u l t .  Lf 

we approach Paterson V looking f o r  a f ixed s t ruc tu r a l  form, f o r  instance, 

tho poem will probably appear t o  be meanin&ess, And i f  we were t o  look 

f o r  meaning i n  the  u s u d  sense we would s t i l l  be l o s t .  Since t h e  poem i s  

an ac t ive  process, more pa r t i cu l a r l y  a measured dance, t he  form of t h e  

poem i s  detonnined by t he  s t ructure  ( the  term W i l l i a m  uses i s  ltopen for-  

mation" (SE, 212)), and whatever rncmin~, it contains i s  subsumed by the  

l a rgc  frtct t h z t  it i s  a dance; and t he  daqce, a s  an affirmation of t he  

mind, j u s t i f i e s  i t s e l f .  A s  Will.ims szys i n  h i s  l~P.uthor's lntroductionll 

t o  The Wed~e: 

It i s n ' t  what hc b h e  p e g  th& counts a s  a 
work of art, i t 's  what he makes, with such inten- 
s i t y  of perception t ha t  it l i v e s  with an i n t r i n s i c  
rnovcment of i t s  own t o  ver i fy  i t s  authent ic i ty ,  (SE, 257) 

One possible  a id  we might keop i n  mind a s  we rear1 through Patsrson V, 

therefore,  i s  Williarnsf explmat ion of h i s  use of t h e  word  c contra punt ally^^ 

(P, 278) a t  t h e  end of t he  poen, The "beat" o r  action of t he  poem, he 

says,  lrgoes according t o  t h e  imageOtr29 This clue gives us  a method f o r  

approaching a discussion of both Paterson V rs content and s t ruc tu r a l  form, 

I f  we can folloir  the  movement of the  very c losely  and watch how 

various pa r t i cu l z r s  a r e  contrgpuntally juxtaposed against each other,  we 

may be able t o  gct  sene sense of t he  poerxr s " f i e ld  of action," tho "in- 



t r i n s i c  movementft t h a t  v e r i f i e s  "its authentici ty."  If we can explore 

i t s  a c t i v e  landscape we w i l l  see f u r t h e r  t h a t  W i l l i a m  f u s e s  content aqd 

s t r u c t u r e  so t i g h t l y  t h a t  t h e  two v i r t u a l l y  j u s t i f y  each o the r  and so 

prove t h e  valtm of t h e  poem. 

Section I opens with Paterson a s  an o ld  man re turning t o  t h e  old 

scenes, t h e  opening l i n e s  catching t h e  movement of his thought a s  it be- 

g i n s  t h e  dance of t h e  poem: 

In o ld  age 
t h e  mind 

c a s t s  off 
r e b e l l i o u s l y  

an eagle  
from its crag30 

Paterson once again e n t e r s  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of h i s  world--%he angle of a 

forehead/or f zr less/makes him rexernber,. P-"with a mile  of recogai- 

t ion" because it i s  another spring and another time f o r  t h e  mind t o  touch 

t h e  bare  but concrete phys ica l i ty  of a world t h a t  has remained a l i v e  

throughout t h e  years: 

It i s  e a r l y  . . . 
t h e  song of t h e  fox  sparrow 

reawakening t h e  world 
of Paterson 

--its rocks and s t r e a m  
frail tho  it i s  

from t h e i r  long ~ h n t e r  s leep 

His mind thro1.n off  i t s  crag rebel.liously, he looks out  of h i s  window, 

"sees t h e  b i r d s  s t i l l  therev and i s  reassured by the  l i f e  processes trork- 

i n g  t h r o ~ g h  t h e  warld: Ifthe rocl;s/the bare rocks/spe&tft because he does 

not  seek a be l i e f  t h a t  w i l l  remove him from contact with t h e  phys ica l i ty  

of things:  !'Not prophecyt NOT prophecyS/but t h e  th ing i t s e l f  S t1  



After t h i s  i n i t i a l  process of moving i n t o  t h e  a c t i v i t y  of t h e  world, 

t h e  mind re leased t o  begin i t s  movement, t h e r e  fol lows t h e  "first phase" 

of t h e  many phases o r  "faces" of love a s  i t  i s  r e v e a l d  i n  such p a r t i c u l a r s  

as birds ,  flowers, ar.d women, dl concret ions t h a t  ~etamorphose  t h e  e le-  

mental processes of t h e  ground, what Williams c a l l s  ';the female p r inc ip le  

of t h e  world'( (PB, 86), The lmdscape o r  "fieldtf of t h e  poem begins t o  

grow as Paterson r e c a l l s  Lorcats  The Love of Don Perlimplin; a t  t h e  sane 

time he i s  reminded of man's perenial. d e s i r e  t o  possess love  i n  a l l  i t s  

pur i ty :  

t h e  young g i r l  
no more than a ch i ld  

leads her  aged bridegroom 
innocently enough 

t o  h i s  dohnf all-- 

Already t h e  image of Paterson begins t o  reverberate as we th ink of him as 

o ld  m,?xl being drawn t o  t h e  world of sp r ine  and Itthe song of t h e  fox- 

sparro~il" a s  i t  reawakens h i s  world, The sane f o r c e s  ac t ing  through t h e  

physica l  t;orld move through J u l i e t ,  Beatr ice,  and t h e  g i r l  with %he wed- 

d ing  n i g h t t s  promiscuityTf i n  her  mind because she i s  de temined  "not t o  

be l e f t  out  of t h e  party,  as a moral gesture," 

Through t h e  reference  t o  Lorcats  p lay  and i t s  juxtaposi t ion  t o  

Pa te r son t s  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  world, \ i i l l iams manages t o  s e t  up t h e  kind of 

r e l a t i o n  men h a w  t o  t h e  flfemdo principleTt inherent  i n  t h e  .rgour,d, It 

i s  t h e  f o r c e  of love  rricrving through t h e  "young g i r l f f  t h a t  moves t h e  "aged 

bridegroonlt t o  d e s i r e  her. I n  "Tho OrchestralT (PB, 80) ,  where Williams 

desc r ibes  t h e  ttassembled order1! of a poem through t h e  exsmple of t h e  or- 

ches t ra ,  he i s  more s p e c i f i c  abut t h e  ground t h a t  needs t o  be concretized: 



Love i s  t h a t  corrunon tone 
s h a l l  r a i s e  h i s  f i e r y  head 

and sound h i s  note. 

In Paterson V,  love i s  the  %onet' t h a t  a l l  pa r t i cu l a r s  hold i n  "corn- 

mon,ft each i n  i t s  own concrete individual i ty .  In s p i t e  of t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  

t o  allow t h e  fo rce  of love  re lease  through them, therefore ,  t he  %bore" 

and t h e  "virgin" a r e  t w o  "faces" of t h e  same ground: 

The moral 

proclaimed by t he  whorehouso 
could not be be t t e r  proclaimed 

by t h e  v i rg in ,  a p r ice  on h e r  hesd, 
her maidenhead! 

Following t h i s  statement, we a r e  presented with two ac t ive  images, one of 

t h e  Unicorn and t h e  o ther  of Paterson, both placed d i r e c t l y  against  each 

o the r  without coment: 

The Unicorn 
t he  white one-horned beast  

thrashes  about 
roo t  t oo t  a toot1  

f ace l e s s  among t h e  stars 
ca l l i ng  

f o r  i t s  own murder 

Paterson, from the  a i r  
above t he  low r a g e  of i t s  h i l l s  

across t he  r i v e r  
on a rock-ridge 

has returned t o  t he  old  scenes 
t o  witness 

The image of the  Unicorn came t o  Will?amst a t t en t ion  in a v i s i t  t o  

The C lo i s t e r s  i n  New York where The Hnnt of t he  Unicorn, a s e r i e s  of six 

Franco-Flemish (about 3.500) t a p e s t r i e s  and a fragment of another, are 

housed. Although no mention i s  made of t he  t a p e s t r i e s  a t  t h i s  point  i n  



t h e  poem, Pa te r son t s  posi t ion on a rfrock-ridgew suggests t h a t  he i s  over- 

looking t h e  Hudson River from the  h i l l  upon which The C lo i s t e r s  stand. 

Even more importantly, however, the  txo images are t t i O  more phases of t h e  

force  of love  in t h e  world, Resigning himself t o  existence ( l l faceless  

among the s tarsf l ) ,  t h e  Unicorn thrashes about as he searches f o r  a v i rg in  

t o  l ead  him t o  h i s  W o i ; n  nurder,ll a l l  according t o  his own nature.31 In 

t h i s  respect  he beccms another face  of the  "aged bridegroom" i n  Lorcats 

play: both a r e  l e d  t o  t h e i r  ovn dovnfall (l5nnocently enoughcf) because 

of t h e i r  weakness before t h e  f a c e  of a v i rg in ,  The d i r e c t  juxtaposit ion 

of t h e  image of Paterson irmnediately connects him with both t h e  Unicorn 

and t h e  "aged bridegroom," A kind of "aged bridegroozfl himself, Patcrson 

r e tu rn s  t o  "the o ld  scenes/to witnessf1 =ld possibly  touch t h e  force  of 

love through t he  p a r t i c u l a r s  t h ~ t  netanorphose it, A l l  of these  men zre  

ac t ive  f ace s  of t h e  masculine counterpart t o  t he  feminine p r i nc ip l e  of 

t h e  ear th ,  making i t s  appearance through t he  pure "virginw and t h e  m u r e  

but s t i l l  reve la to ry  wvirgin-whose" complex st 2t  cd previously, Without 

comment, \ ? i l l i a~s  moves from these  tm images t o  a d i r e c t  question md 

its answer, both of ~ . h i c h  draw the  world of art i n t o  t h e  " f i e ld  of action:ll 

What has  happened 
s ince  Soupa.ult gave him t ho  novcl 

t h e  Dadaist novcl 
t o  t r aqs la te -  

The Last N i ~ h t  s of Paris .  -- 
What has happened t o  P a r i s  

s ince  t h a t  time? 
and t o  myself ll? 

A WORLD OF ART 
THAT THROUGH WE YEARS HAS 

SURVIVED! 

--the musem becme r e a l  
The Cloist,ers- 

on i t s  rock 

cas t ing  i t s  ahadow- 

! 



The "WORLD OF &T" i s  t h e  only form t h a t  has survived time. The actual  

presence of Lorca's p lay  and the  memory of Soupault's novel proves t o  

W i l l i a m s  t h a t  t h e  world of the  imagination has llSURVIVED!lt i n  s p i t e  of 

t h e  changes t h a t  have taken place i n  Pa r i s  and himself. This conclusion 

suddenly makes a museum containing f i v e  hundred year o ld  art works come 

immediately alive--and l e ads  Williuns-Paterson t o  chant an affirmation of 

t h e  absolute r e a l i t y  of art. 

The image of t he  Hunt of the  Unicorn t a p e s t r i e s  displayed i n  The 

Clo i s t e r s  i s  poss ibly  t h e  most important thread running through t he  

%qorldfl of t h e  poem, Unless we understand t he  various func t ions  it as- 

sumes as e i t h e r  a p a t  of t he  content o r  t he  form (o r  both a t  t h e  same 

time), we w i l l  not  be able  t o  comprehend the  way it keeps re-appearing t o  

help  Willims measure h i s  experience. F i r s t ,  t h e  t a p e s t r i e s  a r e  themselves 

a 9neasuredt' record of t he  fo rce  of love in the  world, a "f ield" of ac- 

t i v e  pa r t i cu l a r s  llfrom frame t o  frame without perspectivef* (P, 274), a s  

Will~iams says i n  sect ion 1110 AS such they exemplify the  kind of move- 

ment t h a t  Willims i s  hi-nself attempting t o  compose. Further, they a r e  

a l i v i n g  example, poss ibly  more so than Lorcats play md Soupaultt s novel, 

if only because thcy a r e  f i v e  hundred years  old, of a WORLD OF ART11 t h a t  

has  managed t o  lVSURVIVEn t h e  passage of time. It i s  prec i se ly  because 

t h e i r  world i s  an ac t i ve  f i e l d  of pa r t i cu l a r s  t ha t  they s t i l l  reveal  t h e  

na tu re  of the  ground of love so many years  l a t e r .  In  t h e i r  "world" all 

t h e  var ious  par t i cu la r s ,  the  lllady with t h e  t a i l  of her  dress/on her  armt! 

(P, 250), t he  t he  enormous va r i e t y  of flowers, even t he  action of 

"a r abb i t ' s  runp escaping/through the  th icket l l  (P, 251) a r e  all  a l i ve  md 



present because they a r e  held and concretized through t h e  measured dance 

of t he  a r t i s t i c  process, Finally, they are  one of t he  pa r t i cu l a r s  of 

W i l l i a m s '  "field.11 A s  such they are another f a c t  of Williamt experience, 

along with t h e  l e t t e r s  from friends,  memories of art works experienced 

years  before, memories of artists and t h e i r  attempts t o  achieve a s imilar  

end, even a l l  t he  elements of "divorce1' i n  t he  world: in other  words, a s  

a p a r t  of t he  f ab r i c  of t h s  poem, they too a re  made "presentll i n  lclillianst 

world, Possibly t h a t  i s  t h e i r  final value. They can, even i f  f i v e  hun- 

dred. years  old, s t i l l  become a par t  of the  experience of men in the  pres- 

ent  age, A s  we t r a c e  t h e i r  movement, therefore,  we should be aware of 

the various functions they serve i n  helping Williams compose t he  measured 

dance of h i s  tlworldotl 

After a l e t t e r  from ll$osien t ha t  reveals t h e  f ace  of love through 

the  warm f r iendship  possiblc i n  a humn community and the  memories of 

flowers, the  poem returns  t o  t h e  ttvirgin-whore" complex, juxtaposing 

against  it an image of Audubon and h i s  vision of t h e  Unicorn: 

The whore and t he  vi rgin ,  an iden t i ty :  
-through i t s  d isguises  

thrash about--but w i l l  not succeed i n  breaking f r e e  : 
an i d e n t i t y  

Audubon ( AU-du-ban) , ( the  l o s t  ~ ~ u ~ h i n )  
l e f t  t h e  boat 

downstream ' 

below the  fa l ls  of the  Ohio a t  Louisville 
t o  follow 

a trail through t h e  woods 
across th ree  s t a t e s  

northward of Kentucky . 
He saw buff d o  

and more 
a horned beast among the  t r e e s  

i n  t h e  ~~~~~~~~ght 
following s m a l l  b i rds  

t h e  chicadee 
i n  a f i e l d  cro:dcd with mall  flowers 



. i t s  neck 
c i r c l e d  by a crovm1 

from a rega l  t a p e s t r y  of s t a r s 1  
l y i n g  wounded on h i s  b e l l y  

l e g s  folded under him 
t h e  bearded head held 

r e g a l l y  a l o f t  . 
If we can hold on t o  t h e  movement of the  images, we can ge t  a sense 

of t h e  a c t i v e  process t h a t  i s  going on i n  t h i s  poem as Williams measures 

pa r t i cu la r s ,  one agains t  t h e  o the ro  I n  t h i s  way, he too, a s  t h e  tapes- 

t r i e s  have shown him, can compose a poem t o  revea l  t h e  nature  of t h e  

ground. Through i t s  disguises ,  theref  ore, "The whore and t h e  v i rg in"  

are both d i f f e r e n t  f aces  of love, a point  t h a t  had been implied e a r l i e r ,  

Also thrashing about (an echo of t h e  Vnicorn thrashing about " faceless  

among t h e  s t a r s f f ) ,  they do not  succeed i n  "breaking f r e e f t  because they 

have not  re leased themselves t o  t h e  ground, But the. artist who can receive  

t h e  l i f c  processes of t h e  ground (which i s  p rec i se ly  Williams? achievenent 

in !!The Desert Music") experiences t h e  tzidenti tyl l  t h a t  subsumes both t h e  

t'whore and t h e  virgin." The inmediate juxtaposi.tioning of t h e  inage of 

Audubon, a 19th  century American n a t u r a l i s t  who t r a v e l l e d  across Anerica 

s t u d y h g  and pa in t ing  b i r d s  (an echo of Paterson and t h e  b i r d s  i n  t h e  

opening l i n e s  of t h e  poem), r evea l s  hirn a s  another p a r t i c u l a r  f ake  of t h e  

masculine f o r c e  of art. Moving across "three s:i;atestt searching f o r  son+ 

th ing  - l o s t  ( a  contrapuntal  reninder of both t h e  Unicorn a d  Pa te r sonfs  

search f o r  love) ,  a Icind of " los t  D a ~ p h i n , ~ ~  he sees  buffalo but "much more:" 

t h e  image of ':a horned beast; among t h e  t r ees t t  appears t o  him, once 5gaj.n 

l ink ing  him up v i t h  

a b i l i t y  t o  a c t  trit,h 

t h e  Unicorn znd Paterson who ,also r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  Itold 

himself. H i s  v is ion,  we d i  scovex., comes f ron h i s  

t h e  "identitylt  of t h e  ground; l i k e  t h e  Unicorn, he too 



i s  "following s m a l l  birds/ the chicadee." Yet t h e  Unicorn, and it i s  im- 

por tant  t h a t  we r e a l i z e  t h a t  Williams i s  not  shaping h i s  content t o  f i t  

a pre-datemined mould, i s  s t i l l  a p a r t  of t he  t apes t r i es ,  t h e  seventh t o  

be more exacto  The beast  in cap t iv i ty  w i t h  Itits neck/circled by a crohn, " 
t h i s  t apes t ry  dep i c t s  t h e  c o n s m a t i o n  of h i s  marriage with the  v i rg in  of 

love. Lying wounded but  s t i l l  heroic ( h i s  head i s  oheld/regally aloftt ') , 
h i s  power comes from h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  be possessed by t h e  f a c e  of love, 

Aware of this process of thinking and wri t ing through t h e  contrapuntal 

movement of ac t ive  images, Williams r a i s e s  a question t h a t  c l a r i f i e s  what 

i s  lthappening" i n  t h e  poem thus  f a r :  

What but  ind i rec t ion  
w i l l  ge t  t o  t he  end of t he  sphere? 

Here 

i s  no t  there ,  
and w i l l  never be. 

In a poem as a "f ie ld  of action,'? t he  acti.ve process of ordering 

t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of t he  poem i n t o  a measured dance i s  end in i t s e l f -  

t h e  morning of such a poem i s  the  dance i t s e l f ,  t h e  movment from image 

t o  image a s  f a c t s  a r e  drawn i n t o  t h e  '%:orldt? of t h e  poem. The technique 

t h a t  Williams i s  using, therefore,  can bes t  be described as a process of 

%ndirection." In other  words, t he  individual  f a c t s  of t h e  poem a r e  

juxtaposed agains t  each other  tcithout coxment, presented d i r e c t l y  without 

t r an s i t i ons ,  Like t h e  t ape s t r i e s ,  WillimsT poem moves from d e t a i l  t o  

d e t a i l  i n  such a way t h a t  t h e  surface  of h i s  poem i s  f l a t  m d  Without  

perspectivett (P, 274)0 Only by wri t ing i n  t h i s  kind of "ficld,Vt says 

Willims, can he remain i n  the  a c t i v i t y  of a "presenttr m r l d ,  t he  a c t i ve  

"Heret' that; can never be a %hereTc as long a s  h i 3  thought rcnains i n  t h i s  



constant ly  moving "field:" Itno i d e a s  but  i n  things." 

After  t h i s  torment on s t r u c t u r a l  technique, more images a rc  presented 

as t h e  Unicorn i s  measured agains t  both "the artistv and "Death," an ele-  

ment i n  t h e  drama t h a t  has  only been implied thus  far: 

The Unicorn 
has  no match 

or  mate t h e  artist 
has  no peer . 

Death 
has no peer: 

wandering in  tho woods, 
a f i e l d  croxded with s m a l l  f lowers  

i n  which t h e  wounded beast  l i e s  dobm t o  r e s t  . 
The images change context as we discover that; "Death!' also wanders "in 

t h e  woodstt where t h e  Wounded beast" r e s t s ,  Although t h e  artist i s  t h e  

most capable person t o  concret ize t h e  force  of love through h i s  9 par- 

t i c u l a r  experience (he  has  no rlmatev i n  t h i s  sense), he i s  wounded i n  more 

ways than  one. Possessed by t h e  fo rce  of love, being mortal, he i s  u l t i -  

mately at t h e  mercy of death: - 

We s h a l l  no t  g e t  t o  t h e  bottom: 
death  i s  a hole  
i n  ~.*ich ws a r e  all buried 
Gent i l e  and Jev. 

And yet ,  although lThe f lower d i e s  down/and r o t s  away,'( Willims has 

t h e  proof t h a t  a r t  can survive t h e  ravages of t h e ,  t h i s  knowledge pre- 

venting him from giving i n  t o  t h e  f e a r  of h i s  own impending death: 

... t h e r e  i s  a hole 
i n  tho  botton of t h e  bag. 

It i s  t h o  imagination 
which cannot be fathomed. 
It i s  through this hole  
ws escape . 



from a sense of death; q u i t e  t h e  opposite,  t h e  imagination moves beyond ' 

death i n  t h e  sense t h a t  it makes those ttworldtl through which we can d- 

firm t h e  f o r c e  of love  in t h e  world, By ma;dng u s  aware of existence-in- 

i t s e l f ,  we have a power t o  confront our f e a r  of dying: 

So through art alone, male and female, a f i e l d  of 
flowors, a t apes t ry ,  spr ing  f lowers unequaled 
i n  lovel iness .  

Through t h i s  hole 
at  t h e  bottom of t h e  cavern 
of death, t h e  imagination 
escapes i n t a c t .  

he bears  a c o l l a r  round his neck 
hid  i n  t h e  b r i s t l i n g  ha i r .  

and female," t h e  imagination and t h e  f o r c e  of love, what W i l l i a m s  

l a t e r  a f f i r n s  i n  tlAsphode1, That Greeny Flo~ver , '~  where he says t h a t  

If a man d i e  
it i s  becauss death 

has first 
possessed h i s  imagination. (PB, 179) 

A s  an artist and a ftmaleft counterpart  t o  t h e  l l fcnaleft  ear th ,  Paterson 

d iscovers  t h a t  only through t h e  ac t ive  "f ieldf1 of t h e  poem, which i s  then 

a I tf ield of/flowers, a tzpes t ry ,"  can he concre.tize and reve,d the  na tu re  

of love  and s o  escape death  l t in t ac t ,n  Once again we should watch t h e  move- 

ment of images, a s  t h e  " f i e l d  of flowers" r e c a l l s  u s  t o  t h e  Unicorn t a -  

p e s t r i e s  and the  "spring f lowers  unequded/in lovelinessfl  t h e  l e t t e r  from 

f1Josie" t h a t  reminds Paterson t h a t  those  f lowers planted yea r s  before 

have been re-appcari-ng evcry spring and a r e  now boun t i fu l ly  th r iv ing ,  

Further ,  t h e  quick f l a s h  t o  t h e  Unicorn echoes past  images while it informs 



us  how tho artist  overcomes death. In h i s  physical i ty  ( l lbr is t l ingf l ) ,  t h e  

wounded beast wears a "col lar  round h i s  neck,(! a concrete sign t h a t  he has 

triumphed only because he has been possessed by love, not  death. 

We are then d i r e c t l y  presented w i t h  a l e t t e r  from A.G, (Allen  insb bar^) 

to W i l l i a m s  thanking him f o r  t h e  introduction t o  Hot.$ which i s  jus t  about 

t o  be published, Although ws should see t h e  l e t t e r  primarily a s  another 

f a c t  in t h e  "field" of t h e  poem, i t s  content s ign i f ican t ly  r e v e d s  another 

face  of love. Ginsberg's poem i t s e l f  i s  an open condemnation of a world 

which murders those very people who can l i b e r a t e  it from i t s  perverted 

desi res- i ts  first l i n e  begins, have seen the  best  minds of my genera- 

t i o n  destroyed by madness, ,,,n32 He t e l l s  W i l l i a m s  in t h e  l e t t e r  t h a t  he 
1 

w i l l  soon re tu rn  t o  Paterson t o  "splash i n  the  Passaic again only with a 

body so naked and happy City H a l l  w i l l  have t o  c a l l  out  t h e  Riot Squad." 

W i t y  H a l l 1 1  and i t s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  "thrashH around in t h e  p h y s i c d i t y  of 

tho world gi ins berg i s  a contrapuntal reappearance of t h e  Unicorn image) 

i s  one more f ace  of t h e  Tbirgin-whorell complex, a lifc-denying force  t h a t  

works against  t h e  pure "virginTt of love* But t he  artist, Ginsberg a lso  

t e l l s  Willianls, nust  move through t h e  ltdesertu of t he  modern wasteland, 

incorporate it i n t o  h i s  poems, and s t i l l  a f f i m  the  fcminine p r inc ip le  of 

t h e  earth:  "1 mean t o  say Paterson i s  not  a t ask  l i k e  Milton going do-m 

t o  he l l ,  i t 's  a flower t o  t he  mind tooon  The l e t t e r  appropriately ends 

with an i nv i t a t i on  t o  read ~~~ ENCLOSED SUTIFLO?ER SUTRA,It a poem tha t  

does i n  f a c t  confront t h e  devastat ing e f f e c t s  of ltdivorccfl and s t i l l  affirm 

t h e  "~unflower"33 of t h e  human s p i r i t  t h a t  can rad ia te  t h e  fo rce  of pure 

love. Ginsberg's own work, therefore,  i s  ono more proof of the  v d i d i t y  

of art: 



--the v i r g i n  and the  whore, which 
most endures? t h e  m r l d  
of t h e  imagination most endures: 

Pol lockts  blobs of paint  squeezed out 
with design! 

pure from t h e  tube. Nothing e l s e  
i s  r e a l  . 

After a reference t o  t he  paint ings  of Pollock, another pa r t i cu l a r  

t h a t  explains N i l l i a m s t  techniques at t h e  same time t h a t  it f0m.s a p a r t  

of t h e  measured dance, Patcrson tu rns  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  reader and urges 

him t o  r e l e a se  himself t o  t h e  movement of the  world: 

WALK i n  t h e  world 
(you can't scc  anything 

from a ca r  window, s t i l l  l e s s  
from a plane, o r  from t h e  moon!? Come 
off of i t . )  

--a present ,  a lIpresentfl 
world, across  th ree  s t a t e s  (Ben Shahn saw it 
among i t s  rails and wires, 
and noted it dmn)  walkcd across th ree  s t a t e s  
f o r  i t  l 

a sec re t  world, 
a sphere, a snake with its t a i l  in 
i t s  mouth 

r o l l s  backward i n t o  the  pas t  

Once again t h e  movenent of tho  images i nd i ca t e  t h e  kind of ac t ion Williams 

i s  achieving i n  t h e  poem. We begm with Paterson "from the  airft leaving 

t h e  Itrock-ridge" t o  re tu rn  t o  t h e  particul,ars of t he  world. This f lnatura l f f  

process of f l o idng  with th ings  i s  a kind of walking t h a t  Pa'cerson had at- 

tenpted i n  Book 11, Unless we WALX i n  t he  ~ o r l d , ~ t  therefore ,  we vill 

never ge t  a sense of a "present, a ' p r e ~ c n t ~ / k ; o r l d : ~ ~  t h e  two d i f f e r e n t  

rneanbgs of ltpresentl' t e l l  us  t h a t  being a p a r t  of t he  rrpresentft o r  i m -  

mediate world a l s o  opens the  lfpresenceW of t he  g r o ~ x l .  'I'he i n q e  of walk- 

i n g  ttacross th ree  s t a t e s f t  r e c a l l s  us  t o  Audubon and h i s  v is ion of the  



Unicorn--Ben S h a h  i s  then another f a c e  of t h e  a r t i s t  who can move through 

t h e  ' t r a i l s  and wireso ( a  reminder of Ginsbergts l e t t e r ) ,  experience t h e  

f o r c e  of love, and no te  I t i t  dot.m" i n  h i s  art. The l tsecrct  worldlf i s  there-  

f o r e  t h e  world of art t h a t  can hold, concr&ize, and r e v e a l  the  ground 

through the p a r t i c u l m s  t h a t  contain it, even more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e  "field" 

t h a t  is now being constructed by Williams, as t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  of t h e  image 

of t h e  sphere suggests: What but ind i rec t ion /wi l l  ge t  u s  t.o t h e  end of 

the sphere?" The world of t h e  imagination i s  "a snake With i t s  t a i l  i n /  

its mouth" because t h e  f t f ie ld  of ac t ionf t  it presen t s  it &ways ftpresent,lt 

s ince  t h e  pa ; r t iculars  it' measures are always act ive.  Only through art can 

men t t ro l l  backward i n t o  t h e  past," and klilliams i s  doing j u s t  t h a t  through- 

ou t  t h e  poem, a7d make t h e  pas t  p e r e n i d l y  present ,  what bJillims a l s o  ac- 

cornplishes through t h e  measured dance, 

The images t h a t  compl.ete t h e  movement of sec t ion  1. extend t h e  "f ield" 

of t h e  poem even f u r t h e r ,  More and more p a r t i c u l a r s  are drawn i n t o  t h e  

dance a s  Williams continues t o  measure d e t a i l  agains t  d e t a i l .  A l e t t e r  

from G,S. ( ~ a r y  snyder) descr ib ing t h e  f ace  of t h e  pure ltvirginlt of love  

through t h e  whores of a mall Mexicvl t0r.m--I1 see a smooth faced g i r l  

agains t  a door, all vhitc: . . snow, t h e  v i rg in ,  0 bride"--and t h e  

almost obsessive d e s i r e  men have t o  possess t h e  fo rce  of love  even in t h e  

midst  of devas ta t ing  divorce: 

.., making love  t o  a whore i s  funny but it i s  n o t  
funny as h e r  blood beneath f l e s h ,  he r  f i n g e r s  fra- 
g i l e  touch yours i n  rhythm no t  f u m y  but  heat  and 
passion b r i g h t  and white, br ighter -vhi te  than l i g h t s  
of t h e  whorehouses, than t h e  g i n  f i z z  white,  ~ h i t e  
and deep a s  b i r t h ,  dsrper than death ( i t d i  c s  mine). 

The l e t t e r  i s  follorced by the  d i r e c t  p resc rka t io :~  of "A lady" and he r  



cousin "the King,tl taken f ron  t h e  t apes t r i e s ,  through ind i rec t ion  reveal- 

i n g  t h a t  what G.S. discovers i n  t h e  contemporary world i s  present  i n  t h e  

f i f t e e n t h  century, alive i n  a work of art: "cyclamen, columbine, i f  t h e  

&,/with which these  f lowers have been/put down is  t o  be trusted." This 

ins tance  of a f r u i t f u l  marriage with t h e  ground i s  placed agains t  a modern 

ins tance  of divorce: l o s i n g  her pur i ty ,  GmBo "turned whore and got  s y p h i l i s , ~ ~  

one of t h e  most f r igh ten ing  physical  manifestat ions of the  human cos t  in-  

volved. ". ,it was no joke a s  Gauguin found out,l1 says W i l l i a m s ,  "when 

his bra ins  began t o  r o t  awqvov Although t h e  physical  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  can 

be controll.ed today, t h e  mental "syphil is lf  t h a t  pe rver t s  t h e  f o r c e  of love 

i s  still dangerously present:  

youtd th ink  t h e  brain 
td  be graf ted  

on a b e t t e r  root  

Section 11 resumes t h e  moveme~t begun i n  I a s  more f a c t s  of expcri- 

ence a r e  mgasured i n t o  t h e  dmce  of t h e  po?m, Williams' t r a n s l a t i o n  of 

Sapphots poem, f o r  instance,  i s  h i s  attempt t o  " r o l l  backward i n t o  t h e  

past!' t o  r e t r i e v e  i t  f o r  t h e  present: her  own l i f e  and poetry are another 

example of t h e  l~male-femalell r e l a t i o n  involved i n  art, Othcr p a r t i c u l a r s  

e n t e r  t h e  "f ield" a s  t h e  images of sec t ion I reappear i n  d i f f e r e n t  f a c e s  

and d i f f e r e n t  contexbs, all. s t i l l  presented through %ndi rec t ion,  fl t o  use 

Williams' t e r n ,  Ezra Pound's L e t t e r  condeinning usury a s  the  roo t  cause 

of fldivorceff i n  t h e  contemporary world reveals  t h e  rlvirgin-whore" complex 

on a na t iona l  l eve l .  Despite h i s  temporal. a i s t a n c e  from Sappho, both 
1~ 

share t h e  s m e  ground; but more important{ both are made "prescntlf i n  t h e  

poein. The s m ~ e  appl ies  t o  the  womiin f ron  Will ims-Paterson's   l lo call^ 



world, through her d i s g u i s e s  becoming another  f a c e  of  Sappho. In h e r  

de te rmina t ion  t o  be masculine t h i s  anonymous woman t h a t  Pa terson  s e e s  

o n l y  momentarily ( " h d  she was s t i l l  d i s c l o s e s  h e r  e s s e n t i a l  

uomanness, a l though t h e  f lowers  "pinned f l a t  t o  he r / r i gh t / / b reas t~ l  are 

far from n a t u r a l .  Although l e sb i an ,  she neve r the l e s s  shows Paterson t h a t  

t h e  f ~ v i r g i n l l  of l o v e  l i v e s  wi th in  her.  A s  a modern concre t ion  of t h e  

Unicorn, t he re fo re ,  he  s e a x h e s  f o r  h e r  through t h e  s t r e e t s  of Paterson: 

~ ~ , . , I  have sought you/dai ly without success,11 he says, and i f  he manages 

t o  f i n d  h e r  one day he \Jill ask he r  a llthousand  question^,^^ bu t  most i m -  

p o r t a n t l y ,  "your NJWE!" 

The "searchlf i t s e l f  i s  t h e  a c t i v e  p r i n c i p l e  underlying t h e  at tempt  

of artists t o  achieve t h e  movement of t h e  measured d a c e ,  Kezz Mezzrow, 

Ger t rude  S te in ,  Paul  Klee, &er, Leonardo, Bosch, Freud, Picasso,  and 

Juan Gris, n o t  t o  mention a t t l e t t e r  from a fr iend,I1 apparent ly  a f e 1 l . o ~  

artist of Paterson,  who has  '?s lept  l i k e  a babyq1 because one of h i s  art 

p i e c e s  has  been succes s fu l  i n  ca tch ing  t h e  f o r c e  of  l o v e  i n  t h e  vmrld-- 

a l l  of t h e s e  artists u e  . t r y i n g  t o  l l imi ta te , l t  t o  u se  W i l l i a m s t  own term, 

t h e  p roces s  of na tu re  i n  t h e i r  o m  work: 

S a t y r s  dance! 
all t h e  dcfor in i t ies  t a k e  wing 

Centaurs 
l e a d i n g  t o  t h e  r o u t  of t h e  vocables  ' 

of Gertrude Stein--but 
you cannot be 

an artist 
by mere i n e p t i t u d e  

The dream 
i s  i n  pursui t !  

When asked about t h e  image of t h e  s a t y r s ,  Willims s a i d  t h a t  t hey  

"are  understood a s  ac t ion ,  a dance," and added further, 1 1 1  alwqrs t h i n k  

of t h e  Ind ians  To Wj?-l.j.ams, as our  d i scuss ion  of I n  t h e  P.r:crice 



Grain has shown, t h e  "Indianff represents  t h e  kind of consciousness t h a t  

a c t s  with t h e  movement of t h e  ground through t h e  p a r t i c u l m s  t h a t  concre- 

t i z e  it. Directed t o  t h e  process of art, then, t h e  dance of t h e  s a t y r s  

i n d i c a t e s  that, art must i t s e l f  "imitateff t h ~  force  of na tu re  by re-enact- 

i n g  t h e  artist's physica l  dance through t h e  m r l d .  When he moves with 

t h e  processes of na ture ,  "all t h e  deformi t ies  take  wing" a s  he pene t ra te s  

t h e  "divorce" and experiences t h e  nmusi.cll of existence t h a t  surrounds him, 

as Williams had done i n   he Desert Music," In t h i s  a c t i v i t y ,  however, 

he does not  simply ass ign  19neaningf1 t o  f a c t s ,  but a c t u a l l y  draws t h e  f a c t s -  

as- fac ts  i n t o  a " f i e l d  of t h a t  "plecen where t h e  mind constant ly  

searches  f o r  a sense of t h e  ground: "The d r e m / i s  i n  p u r s u i t  ," Explain- 

i n g  h i s  poe t i c s  t o  an interviewer,  theref  ore, \ i i l l i m s  says t h a t  a poem 

"is a complete l i t t l e  universe, I t  a V i c l d f f  of p a r t i c u l a r  f o r c e s  t h a t  i s  
he 

complete unto itsclf--which i s  p rec i se ly  why/statcs f u r t h e r  t h a t  "in poetry, . 

you're l i s t e n i n g  t o  two th ings  

. , youtre  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  sense, t h e  corimon 
sense of what it says. But it says more. That i s  
t h e  d i f f  i c ~ d t y .  

The ffmore, fl of course, i s  t h e  dance i t s e l f ,  t h e  ac t ive  movement of t h e  poem 

a s  a f f f i e l d  of action," a "universe" where t h e  mind brea thes  and encloses 

e q e r l e n c e ,  and so d i s c l o s e s  t h e  na ture  of t h e  world, 

The  measured dance t h e  pocn affirms, however, i s  no t  simply an ~ e s t h e -  

t i c  i s sue .  The a c t  of ordering experience i n t o  a revelation of i t s e l f  g ives  

men a sense of t h e  ground of t h e i r  des i re ,  t h a t  pure ''virgin" of love  t h a t  

sometimes breaks through t h e  d i sgu i ses  of t h e  world. Life 

a heavy r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  on the  a r t i s t ,  Even i n  t h e  f a c e  of 

ifyine, r e a l i t y  of Wivorcerr  i n  t h e  w r l d ,  he must, as %he 

the re fo re  p laces  

t h e  o f t en  t e r r -  

~ e w / i n  t h e  p i t /  



among h i s  f e l l .ows ,~~  rerna3.n f a i t h f u l  t o  h i s  art, sometimes comforting h i s  

f r i e n d s  even a s  they a re  being slaughtered: 

he had no t  ye t  been h i t  
but smiled 

comforting h i s  companions . 
comforting 

his companions 

As sect ion I11 continues t h e  measured dance, Williams-P~terson be- 

gins t o  understand t h e  sacredness of his task  a s  a poet,, More h t e n s e l y  

than i n  t h e  previous tw sections,  he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  process of measur- 

i n g  c q e r i e n c e  i s  a r e l i g i o u s  exerc ise  involving t h e  d e s i r e  of all men i n  

all times and places. I n  h i s  devotion t o  love, Pe te r  Rreughel, a s  one 

ins tance  of ma?y poss ib le  instances,  i s  a contemporary of Patarson, His 

paj-nting of t h e  Na t iv i ty  shows him t o  be another f a c e  of t h e  Unicorn, one 

more man possessed by t h e  tfvirginv of love. Throu.gh t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  

of - h i s  0t.m m r l d  h e  was able t o  experience t h e  metamorphosis of love 

through t h e  womb of t h e  ear th ,  tho  b i r t h  of Christ  through t h e  w o ~ b  of 

t h e  Virgino Awwe of t h e  "divorceu--his paint ing shows a group of "Armed 

men,/savaeely armed menn completely bewil.dcred as they look upon a scene 

beyond t h e i r  conprehension--he managed t o  pa in t  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  t ~ r n u s i c ~ ~  of 

existence:  

Pe te r  Brueghel t h e  artist saw it 
from t h e  two sides: t h e  
imagination m u s t  be served-- 
and he served d.ispassi.onately 

Breughelts paint ing,  therefore,  becomes one more a'finztion of "the 

imaginat5on/and love," t h e  l t l i ~ h t u  (PB, 180) t h a t  i s  a poss ib le  "plan f o r  

ac t ionH i n  t h e  contemporary world, With t h e  powcr of art a s  h i s  "Deep 



gone, still manages t o  remain i n  t h e  world, " l iving and writing/answer- 

i n g  l e t t e r s / and  tending h i s  f l o ~ e r / ~ a r d e n , ~ ~  a t  t h e  same t ime  f1trying/to 

ge t  t h e  young/to f oreshorten/their  e r r o r s  i n  the  use of words., . Even 

as he approaches "death he i s  possessed by many poems." Me s t i l l  re- 

sponds t o  t h e  v i t a l i t y  of life processes and s t i l l  f e e l s  the  absolute 

presence of love  i n  t h e  world, Watching "A f l i g h t  of birds" seeking 

o u t ' n e s t s  i n  t h e  mating season, he i s  calmed by t h e i r  presence, These 

a c t u a l  birds,  i n  turn ,  r e c a l l  h i m  t o  a 1Wth  centuryw art work a s  all 

d i s t ance  between p a s t  and present d isappears  i n  t h e  ac t ion of t h e  p e n ,  

Almost as quickly  t h e  image of t h e  Unicorn reappears, only t h i s  t i n e  

moving d i r e c t l y  toward Paterson himself, re-entering t h e  Itfield of action" 

t o  become absolute ly  ftprescntl' i n  t h e  poem: 

Now I cone t o  t h e  small f lowers  
t h a t  c l u s t e r  about t h e  f e e t  

of my beloved 

-the hunt of 
t h e  Unicorn and 

t h e  god of love  
of v i r g i n  b i r t h  

The mind i s  t h e  demon 
d r i v e s  us , ~ 3 . 1 ,  
would you p r e f e r  it t o  
t u r n  vegetable and 

wear no beard? 

-shaJ.l vc speak of love 
seen only i n  a mirror  

-no r e p l i c ; ~ ?  
r e f l e c t i n g  on]-y her inpalpable s p i r i t ?  

which i s  she whom I see 
and not  touch her f l e s h ?  

The Unicorn roams t h e  forest of all t r u e  
lover ' s  minds. They hunt it down. Bow wow! sing hey t h e  
green holly! 



--every married man c a r r i e s  i n  h i s  head 
t h e  beloved and sacred image 

of a v i rg in  
whom he  has  whored , 

but t h e  l i v i n g  f i c t i o n  
a t a p e s t r y  

silk and wool shot  with s i l v e r  threads 
a milk-white, one-horned beas t  

I, Paterson, t h e  King-self 
saw t h e  lady 

through the rough woods.. . 
In the ac t ion  of t h i s  passage ~ a t e r s o n  moves from h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  

world and t h e  "small flowersf1 surro:mding t h e  ltf6et/of my belovedoff In 

t h e  next  i n s t a n t  he e n t e r s  t h e  "world1' of t h e  t a p e s t r i e s ,  then r e a l i z i n g  

t h a t  each man searches  f o r  t h e  Unicorn i n  h i s  o m  mind and w a ~ t s  t o  pos- 

s e s s  t h e  "god of love/of v i r g i n  birth." Not u n t i l  t h e  mind manages t o  

hold on t o  t h e  fo rce  of love  as it moves through t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of t h e  

world w j l l  it be ab le  t o  r e s t :  t h e  search f o r  a concrete revela t ion of 

love  d r i v e s  each man i n t o  Itthe hunt." But it i s  f i n a l l y  Itthe l i v i n g  

f i c t ion /a  tapestry,"  t h e  world of t h e  imagination, t h a t  can give men a 

sense of t h e  "beloved and sacred image" they seek. 

When Williams first made a descent  t o  t h e  ground i n  "The Waiderer" 

he could not  have foreseen t h e  f u l l  impli.cations of h i s  experience, Now 

nearing t h e  end of h i s  l i f e ,  he r e c a l l s  t h a t  e a r l i e r  poem and draws i t  

i n t o  t h e  tff ield" of t h e  poem: 

Itthe r i v e r  has returned t o  i t s  beginnings" 
and backward 

(and forward) 
it t o r t u r e s  i t s e l f  within me 

u n t i l  t ime has been washed f i n a l l y  under: 
and "1 knew a l l  ( o r  enough 

it becam me . 



As "the r i ve r "  r e t u rn s  f t to  i t s   beginning^,^^ Williams comes f u l l  c i r c l e  i n  

Paterson V. The descent he now discovers i s  not  only t o  the  ground of 

America but t o  t h e  whole of human experience. When he affirms tho "I, 

Paterson, t h e  King-self," therefore,  he once again a s s e r t s  t he  value of 

t h e  measured dance he has accomplished i n  h i s  poem. Only because he has 

been able t o  enclose hi& pa r t i cu l a r  experience i n  the  ac t ive  llworldtt of 

t h e  poem, can he reveal  something of the  nature of love i n  t he  m r l d .  It 

i s  then t h e  "I,lf t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of each m u l T s  experience a s  it occurs 

i n  t he  world, t h a t  r evea l s  t he  un iversa l i ty  of h i s  l i f e :  

Paterson 
keep your pecker up 

whatever t h e  de t a i l 1  
Anywhere i s  everywhere 

Despite t h e i r  temporal and s p a t i a l  d is tance  from Paterson, t he  t a p e s t r i e s  
because 

we a l i ve  and lfpresenttf precisely/thc faces  of love a r e  the re  held i n  all 

of t h e i r  concrete pa r t i cu l a r i t y ,  constantly in ter-act ing i n  the  measured 

dance of t h e i r  world, With t h i s  hoxledge,  Paterson ac tua l ly  en t e r s  t h e i r  

"fie1.d" and begins measuring i t s  measured dance, drawing d e t a i l  a f t e r  de- 

tail i n t o  t h e  "~l;orldlt of h i s  poem: have t o ld  you, t h i s / i s  a f i c t i o n ,  

pay ati;ention," Only through t h i s  kind of meas7wing can he get a sense 

of t he  ground a s  it appears through t he  f a c t s  of human experience--which, 

i n  turn, i s  why 

The measure intervenes,  t o  measure i s  2-1 1:s bow, 
a choice mong the measures . 

t h e  measured dance 
llunless t he  scent of a rose 

s t a r t l e  US a?&" 

Equally l.aughablc 
i s  t o  assume t o  know nothing, a 



chess  Zame 
massively, "mater ia l ly ,  compounded 1 

Yo hot t a  hot 

We know noth ing  and can know t h i n g  . 
but  

t h e  dance, t o  dance t o  a measure 
contrapunt  a l l y ,  

S a t y r i c a l l y ,  t h e  t r a g i c  f o o t  . 
Without t h e  measured dance, then, men cannot g e t  a sense of t h e  

f o r c e  of l o v e  a s  i t  moves i n  t h e i r  world. The las t  l i n 5  of t h e  peen, how- 

ever ,  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  WilliamsT a f f ima t . i on  of "the poemrf as a " f i e l d  of 

ac t ion"  i s  no easy  optimism, We must l e a r n  " to  dance t o  a measure/con- 

trapuntally,/~at~rically," no t  simply t o  r e v e l  i n  l i f e ,  but  t o  meet 

dea th  d i r e c t l y .  W i l l i a m s '  measure i s  s a t y r i c  and " t r ag i cg f  at t h e  same 

time: o n l y  by knod3-s t h a t  we a r e  r e d - l y  d - i v e ,  which i s  e x a c t l y  what 

Itthe poemlf accomplishes, can we have a deep enough sense of l i f e  pro- 

ce s ses  t o  t a l k  a g g n s t  dea th ,  "1 drag it out/and keep on t z l k i n , d f o r  

I dare n o t  stopu (PB, 154) ,  s a p  Williams i n  "Asphodel, That Greeny 

F1ower.f' To s t o p  t a l k i n g  would mean t o  s top  aff i n i . n g  t h e  f o r c e  of l ove  

through t h e  measured dance of t h e  poem. When asked what fo l lows  t h e  

completed movement of Pa terson  V, Williams answered very  simply: ffGo 

on repeating it. A t  t h e  end--the l a s t  p a r t ,  t h e  dmce.1135 A s  a?? llopen 

formationtf (SE, 212), Pa terson  V i s  only  one moveriient i n  a cont inuous 

s e r i e s  of movements t h a t  K i l l i ams  must complete a s  l ong  as he l i v e s .  

v.. .Whatever my l i f e  has  been," he once sa id  i n  a l e t t e r ,  l r i t  h a s  been 

s i n g l e  i n  purpose, simple i n  design and cons t an t ly  d i r ec t ed  t o  t h e  one 

end of d i scovery ,  i f  poss ib l e ,  o f  sane purpose i n  being a l i v e "  (SL, 238), 

Williams, t he re fo rc ,  a s s e r t c d  t h o  measured dance of " the pocnll a s  t h e  only  

way t h a t  men, a long ~ c i t h  t h e  lfwise menv i n  "The Gi f t "  (PB, 61),  could corns 



t o  t h e  f e e t  of I f the god of love/of v i r g i n  b i r t h , "  t h e  r i c h  ground t h a t  

con ta ins  t h e i r  d e s i r e  and g ives  them a l?purposc i n  being alive:ll  

What i s  dea th ,  
bes ide  t h i s ?  

Nothing, The wise men 
came with g i f t s  

and bowed down 
t o  worship 
t h i s  pe r f ec t ion .  (PB, 62) 

Conclusion 

With Will . j .amst  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  "the poemv i s  t h e  only  '!plan f o r  

actj.on" t o  so lve  t h e  problem of contac t  our  s tudy  cones t o  an end, Like 

b e r s o n ,  and Thoreau i n  hkWr,jLd:2, hc  a l s o  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  men g e t  a sense of 

t h e  ground of t h e i r  d e s i r e  only t:hm they  g ive  up a l l  f i x e d  forms of per- 

cept ion  aqd begin t o  a c t  ~ d t h  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of t h e i r  world. With t h e  

exception of Stsvcns,  a11 t h r c c  succeeded i n  moving back behind t h o s e  

forms of percept ion  t h a t  .impose ca t egor i e s  on t h e  world, thereby-  p l a c i n p  

t h e  s t r o n g e s t  emphasis ullon t h e  a c t i v e  process  of experience, They a l l  

r e a l i z e d ,  aga in  with t h e  except ion of Stcvens, whose ep is temologica l  

preoccupat ions abs t r ac t ed  him from t h e  world, t h a t  c n l y  t h o s s  forms t h a t  

are an o r g m i c  extension of experience can hold on t o ,  concrc t izc ,  and 

r e v e a l  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  ground. Fmerson found h i s  so lu t ion  i n  t h e  tor- 

respondentia?.  symbol, T h ~ r e a u  i n  \ldclen a s  a w w k  of zrt, and Willivfis 

t h e  "made poemon 

Because of t h e  e x p l o ~ i i t o r y  na ture  of t h i s  study, each w r i t e r ,  as far 



as poss ib l e ,  has  been t r e a t e d  wholly within t h e  context  of h i s  own work. 

The l o o s e  s t r u c t u r e  allowed f o r  an i n t e n s e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of each w r i t e r ' s  

p a r t i c u l a r  concern with t h e  ground. In  t h i s  way, t h i s  s tudy  h a s  t r i e d ,  

at l e a s t  at t h i s  t ime, t o  avoid making l a r g e r  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  t h a t  might 

have enclosed each of t h e s e  - m i t e r s  i n t o  a l e s s  meaningful framework. 



Notes 

Section One 

lThe  fo l loh ing  textis of Williams' work, each accornphnied by i t s  ap- 
propriate abbreviation f o r  purposes of c i t a t i o n ,  are used i n  t h i s  d i s -  
cussion and the  d iscuss ion of William i n  Section Five: The A u t o b i o ~ r a ~ h g  
of William Carlos Williams (New York, 1967): A; The Collected E a r l i e r  
Poems of William- Carl-os W i l l i s  (New York, 1951): CEP; The Col1ec:;ed 
Later Poems of W i l l i m  Carlos Milliams (Norfolk, Connecticut, 1963) : CLP; 
In  thexerican Grain (New York, 1956): IAG; Kora i n  Hell: Improv~sa t ions  
San Francisco, 1967): KH; Paterson (New York, 1 9 6 3 r ~ ;  P i c t u r e s  from 

i r u e g h e l  - and Other Poems (New York, 1962): PB; The Selected Essavs of 
W i l l i a m  Carlos Williams ( ~ e w  York, 1954): ST; The Selected L e t t e r s  of 
W i l l i a m  Carlos Wi l l i ams ,  edo John C o  Thi r lwal l  (~evr  York, 1957) : SL; 
SprinR and A l l  (Dijon, France, 1923): SA, The f i r s t  f o u r  c i t a t i o n s  a e  
froin t h e  fo l lovr in ,~  t e x t s  respectively:  SE, 30; SE, 134; SE, 17; SA, 1, 

'contact, I - I V ,  1920-1923, ed . Williarn Carlos Williams and Robert 
McAlmon, p. 1. 

3 ~ o n t n c t ,  I - I V ,  p. 18. 

&Louis L. f.lartz, the  Road t o  P a t e r s o : ~ , ~ ~  The Poen of t h e  Kind ( ~ e w  
York, 1966), p. 13h0 Aside frorn Martz's c r i t i c i s m  of Williams, In  t h e  
AmoricGn Grain has been slow t o  be recognized a s  an h p o r t a n t  ground of 
W i l l i a m s ?  thought. Vivienne Kocht s I.J4l.i2m C ~ , F ~ O S  h5 Uims ( ~ o r f  o lk ,  
Connecticut, 1950) provides no more than a sununary statement of i t s  con- 
t e n t ;  I , h d a  Wclshimcr WagnerT s _The Pocms of 'I . l i l l im Carlos WiLLims: A 
Crit ical .  _ _ _  Study .,.- ( ~ i d d l e t o v n ,  1963) only mentions it b r i e f l y ;  and Alan 
Ostrom's The Poet ic  World of William Carlos Kllizm_s does no t  reco 

7- 

it a t  all. Walter Scot t  Peterson's book, An b ~ r o a c h  t o  Paterson gi:e 
Haven, 1967), however, uses  i t  as t h e  bas i s  of a study of Paterson. Also 
published rccerltly, J m e s  Guimond' s Thc Art of Willir-~m Carlos ';lilliams: 
A Discovwy a n d - P o s ~ ~ s s i ~ n  of America (Urbana, 1968) has it running through- 
out  its study of k / i l l i m s '  thought. 

5 ~ h o  term  contact," a s  it  i s  uacd throughout t h i s  study, r e f e r s  t o  
t h e  a c t  of touching, no t  t h e  surface of p h y s i c d  f a c t s  alone, but  t h e  
l i f e  processes of t h e  ear th .  

concept of an "ideal" America would have mile W i l l i a a s  shudder. 
For him t h e r e  i s  only a t r u e  md f a l s e  one. In  h i s  a r t i c l e ,  "Doctor 
W i l l i c ? ~ z s '  h e r i c a r l  Grainf: ( ~ c n n c i s ~ e e  Studies  i n  L i t e r a t u r e  VIII, ed, 
Richard Bealc Ilavis, pp, 1-16), Benjmin T. Spencer's ana lys i s  of t h e  
t h r e e  kzcr.icas i n  I n  t h e  k m - i c a n  G r a i , ~ - - ~ ~ a  kind of P la ton ic  i d e a  of 
America h i s t o r i c d . l y  expressed i n  the  hncr i cm dreaq; a covert  America 
i n t u i t e d  by poe t s  l i k e  f o e  and Pihitnim; and f j - n d l y  an e r 3 s t e n t j . d  h e r -  
i c a ,  vulgar  and recalcitrant i n  i t s  tenpora l  pursui t s f f  (P,  6)---fails t o  
br ing  out  t h i s  important e i thc r /o r  aspect  of Mll izms '  view of h . e r i c a o  



7see previous note. 

8 ~ h a r l e s  Olson, -- Hmnarl ---. Universe and Other Essws ,  ed. Donald Allen 
(yew York, 1967), p. 96, Possibly my use of Charles Olson should be 
explain&. Aside from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Olson i s  indebted t o  W i l l i a m s t  
explora t ions  i n  poet ics ,  h i s  ovm works o f t en  c l a r i f y  and de f ine  Will ianst  
thought, and 50 he lp  u s  t o  understand Willimst poetry. I n  t h e  Poems of 
William Carlo-s Wil l ians ,  Linda Wagner j u s t i f i a b l y  s t a t e s  t h a t  i f  t h e  
~ t e m ~ i n o l o g y  i s  lacking" t o  comprehend Williamst poems, "it must be 
invented" (p. 7). Since Olaonts own concerns help u s  t o  f i n d  some of 
t h e  ttterminoloe;y~l t o  understand Williamst poems, I have decided t o  quote 
from h i s  work where appropriate,  Rather than t r y i n g  t o  explain Williams 
in ou tnoded  ca tegor ies ,  a s  A. Kingsley Weatherhead i n  The EXe:e of t h e  
Image ( ~ e a t t l e ,  Washington, 1967) has done, by at tempting t o  read b o t h  
William arid Marianne Moore a s  advocates of Coleridgean tlfancy" r a t h e r  
than Himagination,fl I have throughout t h i s  study approached Willia~s on 
his own terns. 

SThe misunderstanding of t h i s  term 11pr imi t i~ i~21 t1  of ten  shows up i n  
c r i t i c i s m  of Williams and other  Amxican poets. Joseph E. S la te ,  i n  an 
o themdse  i n t e r e s t i n g  a r t i c l e  on t h e  r e l a t i o n  of Williams t o  Hart Crane 
i n  t h e i r  use of h i s to ry ,  i s  one instance.  In  W j l l h n  Carlos Williams, 
Hart Crane, and t h e  'Vir tue of History"(  e ex as St&ies In Litel-ature 
m d  Lanpuas ,  -. VI (Winter 1965), 486-511), he descr ibes  Wiilliainst connec- 
t i o n  t o  Whitman i n  t h e  following s ta tcnent :  "o .  .Wj.llia?ns p r a i s e s  \ !h i tma  
f o r  m&ing t h e  descent,  s inking doxm through an overlying f a l s e  l a y e r  t o  
t h e  l and  itself by r e j e c t i n g  w!w!-iat o r d i n a r i l y  passes  f o r  c u l t u r e  t o  become 
a pr imi t ive ,  The s p i r i t  of Whitmants p r i n i - t i v i m  nust  be preserved by 
r e spec t ing  t h e  meinory of h i s  ttbarbaric yarrpeft But t h e  yawp i t s e l f  i s  par t  
of h i s to ry ,  a p r i m i t i v i s t i c  a t t i t u d e  toward i d e a s  and techniques which 
has no place i n  t h e  age of El-iot" (p .  497). S l a t e  continues: Whit;;lants 
method i s  antiquated,  but  h i s  s p i r i t  i s  a s  au then t i ca l ly  American a s  t h z t  
of t h e  Indians,  our f i r s t  pr imi t ives  who a l s o  knew nothing" ( P .  497). 
Aside from making a h igh ly  debatable statement on E l io t ,  he f a i l s  t o  sce 
t h a t  t h e  elemental, primary, o r  "prirnitive,I1 a s  bhit.rnan, Crane, and Willims 
used t h e  term, was not  opposed t o  cul ture ,  but r a t h e r  subsumed it i n  being 
p r i o r ,  

l 0char l e s  Olson, I~uinanUnivarse and Other Easavs, pp. 5-6, 

l lThis statcment i s  t h e  bas i s  f o r  t h e  l a s t  sec t ion  of t h i s  s tudy which 
w i l l  d i s c u s s  Will. imst "theory of t h e  p ~ e n . ~ ~  

1 2 ~ h e  t i t l e s  of t h e  poems discussed f ron  Spring and All. a r e  from t h e  
Collected E a r l i e r  Poms,  I have adopted any c h a ~ g e s ,  usua3.ly t y p o g r q h i -  
cal ,  t h a t  trlilliams male f o r  t h e  l a t e r  colk?ct iono Sometjmcs, as i n  t h e  
case of ' t i s t ?  f o r  lli~istl i n  l i n e  10 of "The Black I I i n d ~ , ~ ~  t h e  change i s  
s i g n i f i c a n t  . 



Sec t ion  Two 

'General1 I agree  w i t h  Rene Ysl lek t  s argument i n  Confrontat ions (New 
Je r sey ,  1965 3 t h a t  Emerson1 r e l a t i o n  t o  Coleridge and European Ronanticisn 
should be seen, n o t  i n  terms of d i r e c t  inf luence,  bu t  i n  terms of a common 
antagonism toward mechanist ic  philosophy. To quote Wellek: "Emerson. . .was 
l ook ing  among t h e  Germans f o r  support f o r  h i s  f a i t h ,  He found i t  t h e r e ,  
and t h a t  i s  why he  p ra i sed  them, though mostly from a d i s t ance .  He was 
n o t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  processes  of t h e i r  thinking.  He was merely i n t e r -  
e s t e d  i n  t h e i r  r e s u l t s ,  which seemed t o  him a confirmation of  a world-view 
which con t r ad ic t ed  and r e fu t ed  t h e  mater ia l i sm of t h e  e igh teen th  century" 
(p. 21010 

2 ~ o r s e  Peckham, TI'oward a Theory of  R~manticism,~ '  Rornanticim: P o i n t s  
of Vi.ew, ed. Robert Fo Gleckner and Gerald E. Enscoe ( ~ e w  Jersey ,  1964), 
P o  2120 

h o r s e  Peckham, p o  215. 

4 ~ o r s e  Peckham, po 216. 

kafichard Po  Adams, ffRornanticisn and t h e  Amer ica  Rena iosmce ,~ t  P n e r i c m  
L i t e r a t u r e ,  XXIII (1952), po 432. Anyone i n t e r e s t e d  i n  Adamst approach t o  
American l i t e r a t u r e  might consul t  t h e  fol lowing a r t i c l e s  w r i t t e n  by him: 
"American Renaissance: An Fpistemol-ogical P rob lm,  tt Fmerson Soc ie ty  @-la?- 
t e r l x ,  No. 35, I1 (1964), ppo 2-7; l%nerson a ~ d  t h e  Organic 1-ietapho~," 
I n t e y ~ r e t a t i o n s  of  Aper icm L i t e r a t u r e ,  edo Char1.c~ Feidelson,  J r ,  and 
Paul  Broktkorb, Jr, (New York, 19.591, pp. 137-152; %'h i tman:  A B r i e $  Re- 
valuat ion, l t  Tulane S$udj.es jLc Engl i sh ,  Volo 5 (1955), pp. 111-149, 

5 ~ 1  c i t a t i o n s  f r o n  Emerson's w r i t i n g s  are from ~ h e & g g l e t e  Works of 
R d p h  Wddo -- h e r s o n ,  ed. FAward Waldo Emerson, Centenary Edi t ion ,  1 2  
Volumes ( ~ o s t o n ,  1903) which i s  abbrevia ted  a s  ECW and fol lowed by t h e  
volume and page number, In consecut ive order, t h e  c i t a t i o n s  t h u s  far 
a r e  from EC!*I, V I I I ,  71, Em?, I V ,  20, ECW, VIII, 20, ECFI, I, 87, and ECW, 
IV, 34. 

 he main d i r e c t i o n  of  my study of b e r s o n  is toward a c l a r i f i c a t i o n  
of s o m  terms t h a t  have tended t o  d i s t o r t  t h e  na tu re  of h i s  thought.  l a e n  
some of t h e  b a r r i e r s  a r e  renoved, Emcrsonts h i s t o r i c a l  and t h e o r e t i c a l  d i s -  
t ance  f r o n  Wil l iams i s  n o t  so l a r g e  as sometimes supposed. 

7charles Feidelson,  Jr,, a m b o l i  m and American__li_&erature (chicago,  
l953) ,  pp. 115-116, I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  FeidelsonT s v e r y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  d i s -  
cuss ion  of symbolism, t h e  foll.owing works on h e r s o n  have helped t o ~ r d  
c l a r i f y i n g  h i s  thought:  V iv iv l  C, Hopkins, S p i r e s  of Form: A Stud-vof 
Emerson? s Aes the t i c  T h c o ~  ( ~ ~ c w  York, 1-9651, especj  a l l y  Chzyter I c a l l e d  
'?The Crea t ive  Process; S h c m m  Paul, f i e r s@nt  3 An$e of-yi s ion  ( ~ m b r i d ~ e ,  
Massachusetts,  1965)~ by f a r  t h e  most he lp fu l  work of c r i t i c i s m  a v a i l a b l e  
on Fmerson; Jonathaq Bishop, -- Fmerson OR t h c  Sold (~arnbrid.ge, Massachusetts,  
1964) 



%h&es Feidolson, Jr., p. n 6 .  

9 ~ h a r l e s  Feidelson, Jr., p. 1.1'7. 

l%etamorphosis i s  a l s o  a p a r t  of t h e  process of na tu re  within i t s e l f .  
Emerson affirms Goethe's notion t h a t  a leaf  i s  t h e  bas ic  u n i t  of botany, 
and t h a t  a p u t  of any aspect of nature contains t h e  whole: "Thus Goethe 
suggested t h e  l ead ing  i d e a  of modern botany, t h a t  a l e a f  o r  t h e  eye of a 
leaf  i s  t h e  u n i t  of botany, and t h a t  every p a r t  of a p l a n t  i s  only a 
transformed leaf  t o  meet a new condition; and, by varying t h e  conditions, 
a l e a f  may be converted i n t o  any other  organ, and any o the r  organ i n t o  a 
leaf. I n  l i k e  manner, i n  osteology, he assumed t h a t  one ve r tebra  of t h e  
spine might be considered a s  the  un i ty  of t h e  skeleton: t h e  head was only 
t h e  uttermost ver tebrae  transformed" (ECW, I V ,  275) . 

Illn t h i s  respect  I d i f f e r  g r e a t l y  from Bishop who sees  t h e  Over-Soul 
in terms of t h e  Soul a s  t h e  ftordering" mind: "Here i s  an opportunity t o  
r e f i n e  again on t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  of t h e  Soul a s  mind," says Bishop a f t e r  
d iscuss ing t h e  c lass i fy ing  a c t i v i t y  of the  s c i e n t i f i c  mind, and continues, 
llIf t h e  word ' c l a ss i f i . ca t ion t  works f o r  h e r s o n  a s  a kind of eightecnth- 
century shorthand f o r  those i n t e l l e c t u a l  systems through which one organ- 
i z e s  one's knowledge of t h e  universe, t h e  Oversoul is h e r s o n ' s  pecu l i a r  
n i c h a q e  f o r  any p o t e n t i a l  wielder of such a systen. It i s  oneself i n  
t h e  a c t  of knowing some s t a t e  of a f f a i r s  by way of a systen; when we 
cl&sify, we - a r e  t h e  Oversoul" (~merson  on the  Soul, pp, 56-57). Although 
I can sympathize ~ 5 t h  Bishop's attempt t o  c la r i fy  t h e  meaning of t h e  t e rn ,  
I th ink  t h a t  he has l imi ted  t h e  implicat ions of it by ignoring t h e  de- 
pendency of t h e  mind i t s e l f  on the  Unity o r  source t h a t  subsumes t h e  
universe and all th ings  (man included) i n  it. 

12E;rnerson uses  so many d i f f e r e n t  terms t o  describe t h i s  "source," t h e  
ground of all th ings ,  t h a t  t h i s  notion of an Itenergy of being,lt a necess- 
ary c r i t i c a l  t o o l  under t h e  circumstances, w i l l  he lp  u s  i n  our discussion,  

l 3 ~ s  we begin t o  see through some of Emersonts terms, we f i n d  t h a t  t h e  
"enerey of being" bears  s t r i k i n g  resemblances t o  ' d i l l i a rns~  concept of t h e  
ground i n  In t h e  ~ m e r i c a n  Grain. 

14J,ike WiLlims, Emerson was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  making t h e  pas t  present  t o  
contemporary experience. Recmse each man i s  an incarnat ion of t h e  l'uni- 
v e r s a  mind," all present  experience contains pas t  experience. In  ffHistorytl 
Emerson writes:  "All inquiry  i n t o  a l t i q u i t y ,  dl c u r i o s i t y  respect ing t h e  
Pyraqlids, t h e  excavated c i t i e s ,  Stonehenge, t h e  Ohio Circ les ,  Mexico, Mem- 
phis--is t h e  d e s i r e  t o  do away with t h i s  wild, savage, and preposterous 
There o r  Then, arld introduce i n  i t s  place t h e  Here and t h e  Now'! ( E C I J , I I , ~ ~ ) .  

15~ompme t h i s  praccss t o  tho  poetry of Wallace Stevens a s  discussed 
i n  Section Four of t h i s  studyo 

161n Itpoetry and Imagination , I f  Emerson makes t h e  fol lowing inpor t  ant  
d i s t i n c t i o n  between imagination and fancy: l l h a s i n a t i o n  respects  t h e  cause 
It i s  t h e  v i s ion  of an i n s p i r e d  so3d  reading argumnts  and affi~-ir,ations 
i n  a l l  Nature of t h a t  which i t  i s  driven t o  say. But a s  soon as t h i s  soul  



i s  re leased a l i t t l e  f r o n  i t s  passion, and a t  l e i s u r e  p lays  with t h e  
resemblances and types, f o r  amusement, and not f o r  i t s  moral end, we 
c a l l  i t s  ac t ion  Fancyfl (ECW,VIII,~~). Fancy, therefore ,  i s  concerned 
only with t h e  surface  of things,  while the  imagination sees  i n t o  man's 
primal r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  energy of being. 

l 7 ~ o r  a f u l l e r  d iscuss ion of t h e  a r c  and t h e  c i r c l e ,  see the  chapter  
"The k c  of t h e  Circle11 . i n  Sherman P a d ' s  &ersonrs h ~ l e  of Vision (pp. 
103-131 . 

181n t h e  R e i m  of  Wonder (cambridge, 1965), Tony Tanner makes t h e  
following important statement on the  implicat ions of Emerson's i n t e r e s t  
in t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of experience: 11.. .h i s  influence helped t o  make ava i l -  
ab le  whole a r e a s  of contenporary American l i f e  which had h i the r too  been 
considered all but  i n e l i g i b l e  f o r  se r ious  treztment,.,,He himself chooses 
t h e  simplest of o b j e c t s  a s  c a r r i e r s  of sublime revela t ions .  H i s  prose 
of ten  seen3 t o  c r e a t e  a s t i l l - l i f e  of t h e  radiance of th ings  seen. Emerson 
succeeded i n  v iv i fy ing  t h e  'common, the  fami l iar ,  t h o  low': he d ign i f i ed  
t h e  d e t a i l s  of ' t he  earnes t  experience of t h e  common d . He invokes a 
new respect  f o r  contingent,  mundane par t iculars"  (p. 33. It i s  i n  t h i s  
notion of t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  t h a t  Emerson a c t u a l l y  an t i -  
c i p a t e s  t h ?  work of Williams. See above Section Five, 

19within t h i s  context,  h e r s o n  argues t h a t  each cu l tu re  and each age 
must def ine  i t s  "original t t  r e l a t i o ?  t o  t h e  universe j.n symbols r e l evan t  
t o  t h e  p resen t  e x p e r i e ~ c e  of t h a t  cu l tu re  and age. Man l i v e s  i n  a par- 
t i c u l a r  time and p lace  and can only p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of hwrmnity 
by f inding a language consonant with h i s  experience, "The t e s t  o r  measure 
of poe t i c  genius i s  t h e  power t o  read t h e  poetry of af fa i rs , - to  f u s e  t h e  
circumstance of to-day," w r i t e s  fSmcrson i n  t e r n s  t h a t  Williams would have 
approved, Ifnot t o  f u s e  Scot t ' s  antique supers t i t ions ,  o r  Shakespeare's, 
but t o  convert those  of t h e  nineteenth century and of t h e  e x i s t i n g  n a t i o n s  
i n t o  un ive r sa l  symbols. 'Tis easy t o  repain t  t h e  mythology of t h e  Greeks, 
o r  of t h e  Cathol ic  Church, the  fe.idal cas t l e ,  t he  crusade, t h e  martyrdoms 
of mediaeval Europe; but t o  point  out  where t h e  same c r e a t i v e  f o r c e  i s  now 
working i n  our  own houses and publ ic  assemblies; t o  convert the  v iv id  
energies  a c t i n g  at t h i s  hour i n  New York trnd Chicago and Sar  Francisco, 
i n t o  univel-sdl symbols, r equ i res  a s u b t i l e  and commanding (ECW, 
V I I I ,  34) . 

21~n t h i s  d iscuss ion of Fmcrson I have purposefully l imi ted  myself t o  
t h e  b a s i s  of t h e  co r responden t id  symbol i n  the  metamorphic universe,  The 
a c t u a l  process of perce iv inf  correspondenti'al symbols i s  s tudied  thorough- 
l y  by Hopkins, Paul,  and Bishop i n  t h e i r  work on Emerson. 

22cf. ECY,II,31.?-: "In corman hours, soc ie ty  sits cold a?d statuesque. 
We all stazd wait ing,  empty,--kno::ing, possibly, t h a t  we can be f u l l ,  sur- 
rounded by mighty symbols which a r e  not  symbols t o  us, but  prose and 
t r i v i a l  toys. Then coineth the  god which converts t h e  s t a t u e s  i n t o  f i e r y  
men, and by a f l a s h  of h i s  eye burns up the  v e i l  which shrouded all things,  



and t h e  meaning of t h e  v e r y  fu rn i tu re ,  of cup and saucer,  of c h a i r  and 
clock and t e s t e r ,  i s  mani fes t ,  The f a c t s  which loomed so l a r g e  i n  t h e  
f o g s  of yesterday,--property,  climate,  breeding, personal  beauty and t h e  
l i k e ,  have s t r a n g e l y  changed t h e i r  proport ions.  A l l  t h a t  we reckoned 
s e t t l e d  shakes and r a t t l e s ;  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  c i t i e s ,  c l imates ,  r e l i g i o n s ,  
l e a v e  t h e i r  foundat ions  and dance before  our  eyes." 

2 3 ~ i k e  o r g m i c  experience, t h e  poe t f  s speech should f l o w  "with t h e  
f lowing of nat,i:re,ft Although Emerson i s  n o t  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  
p o e t i c  s t r u c t u r e  a s  Williams, h i s  no t ion  of t h e  met=orphic symbol in- 
p l i e s  t h a t  p o e t i c  form i s  an extension of experience. "Not i m i t a t i o n  
but  c r e a t i o n  i s  t h e  aim" ( ~ ~ ! i , I I , 3 5 1 ) ,  he says  i n  "kt"--a work of art 
should be another  product  of na ture ,  another  o b j e c t  i n  a world of ob- 
j e c t s :  "It i s  n o t  metres ,  but  a metre-naking argument t h a t  makes a 
poem--a thought so  pas s iona te  and a l i v e  t h a t  l i k e  t h f  s p i r i t  of a p l a n t  
o r  an animal it h a s  an a r c h i t e c t u r e  of i t s  own, and adorns n a t u r e  wi th  
a new thing!' (ECW, 111,9-10). I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, Williams' "theory 
of t h e  poem" i s  b u i l t  around j u s t  such a statement.  ( s e e  above Sec t ion  
~ i v e !  

Sec t ion  Three 

h l l i a m  c a r l o s  Williams, &I t h e  h o r i c a n  Grain, p. 226, See my d i s -  
cuss ion  of In t h e  American Grain i n  Sect ion h e  of t h i s  study. 

2Williarn c a r l o s  W i l l i a m s ,  p. 226. 

3charlcs R. Anderson, --- Thc Ma~,j.c C i r c l e  of Walden ( ~ e w  York, Chicago, 
Sari Francisco,  l W ) ,  p. vij.0 

k h a r l e s  R o  Anderson, p. 11;. 

k h a r l e s  R, Anderson, p, 10, 

6 ~ i c h a r d  P o i r i c r ,  A World-$1.~0~1r'fle~a: The Place  of Styl?.-i.n&Ameri~a;l 
L i t e r a t n r e  (Mew York, 19661, pp. 13-14, In o rde r  t o  posscs s  t h e  n a t u r a l  ----. 
part of Pmerica smothered by conventions, P o i r i e r  argues,  h e r i c a n  f i c t i o n  
m i t e r s  r e v e a l  an a t tcmpt  t o  b u i l d  an a r t i s t i c  "world elscwhcre" t h a t  w i l l  
house t h e i r  t r u e  s e l v e s ,  In doing so, t hey  r e j e c t  t h e  e x i s t i n g  b io logi -  
c a l ,  h i s t o r i c d ,  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and l i t e r a r y  environment, The pecu- 
l i a r i t y  of Ancrican l i t e r a t u r e ,  according t o  P o i r i c r ,  i s  lxss a r e s u l t  of 
t h e  environment i n  which t h e  writer f i n d s  h i m e l f  thrill t h c  e n v i r o m e n t  
he s t r u g g l e s  t o  c r e a t e  i n  order  t o  s u s t a i n  h i s  hero, It i s  l e s s  a con- 
cern  f o r  c r i t i c i z i n g  t h e  l~r--.allr world than a d e s i r e  t o  d i s p l a c e  it. The 
flworld elsexhere' '  p rovides  both an escape froin an apparent ly  oppress ive  
world and an a r t i s t i c  t ime and p l ace  t o  house t h e  w i t e r r s  t r u e  s e l f ,  
P o i r i e r  i n c l u d e s  Wa1dc.n i n  h i s  study. Although I found h i s  approach t o  
American f i c t i o n  i n f  o rna t ive ,  my d iscuss ion  of Waldcn moves i n  an oppos i te  
d i r e c t i o n ,  I w i l l  a t t e z p t  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  WaJ.dcn i s  no t  a "world e l se -  



where" but  t h e  world i t s e l f  hidden beneath t h e  abs t rac t ions  of Concord, 
t h a t  t h e  world of man's experience can only be kno-m when it i s  concre- 
t i z e d  and revealed i n  an art form, The flworldfl of Walden i s  no t  an 
escape from Concord, but  a discovery of i t s  authent ic  roots .  

7 ~ h a r l e s  Ro Anderson, pp. 3-40 

8~11 subsequent c i t a t i o n  from Waldcn i s  from Q l d e n  and C i v i l  D i s -  
obedience, ed. Owen Thomas (New York, 1966). This  passase i s  from page 1. 
The in t roduc to ry  passage from ThoreauTs Journals  i s  from Apuroaches t o  
Wdden, ed. Laur ia t  Lane, J ro  (San Francisco, 1964), p. 13.  -. 

91n t h i s  d iscuss ion t h e  name ffThoreaul' r e f e r s  t o  t h a t  f i c t i v e  n a r r a t o r  
and sub jec t  who l i v e s  wholly i n  t h e  a r t i s t i c  world of Walden. 

l 0 ~ s  i n  our  d iscuss ions  of Wi l l i ams  and Emerson, a d i s t i n c t i o n  nust  
be kept  between mate r i a l  f a c t s  and those f o r c e s  of na ture  beneath t h e  
"surface of things." A s  we have seen, both Williams and Emerson were 
concerned, n o t  with na tu re  i t s e l f ,  but  t h e  processes t h a t  subsume it. 
The same app l i e s  t o  ThoreauTs sense of h i s  term "Naturetf i n  Walden. 

12see my comment on h e r s o n ' s  fforganic philosophyll on pages 44-15 f o r  
a similar view of forms t h a t  a r e  an organic extension of content  r a t h e r  
than a r t i f i c i a l  imposit ionso 

13paU' Schrraber ftThoreauT s Developinent i n  Wilden," Cr i t ic ism,  Vol. V, 
NO. I. (Winter 19631, pp- 68-69. 

Schwaber, p. 64. 

16see below pagss 58-60. 

17see Sectj.on Two, no te  5 f o r  my c i t a t i o n  procedure regarding Emerson's 
works. 

18 Richard Po i r io r ,  A Wor1.d El.sewhere-, po 1.5, 

' 9 ~ e e  my coxmnts  on P o i r i e r  i n  note  6. 

Sect ion Four 

L~oseph N. a d d e l l ,  "The Contours of Stevens Criticism,tt T _ h G c t  of the  
Mj.nd, ed. Roy Harvey P e a c e  and J, H i l l i s  Mi l l e r  ( ~ a l t i r n o r e ,  1965), p. 241+. 
7 



2 Accompanied by t h o  appropr ia te  abbreviat ion,  t h e  f o l l o ~ c i n g  t e x t s  of 
S tevens  w i l l  be  used f o r  c i t a t i o n s  i n  t h i s  d i scuss ion:  The Mecessaq  
Angle: Essays on R e a l i t y  and t h e  I m a ~ i n a t i o ~  ( ~ e w  York, 1951): NA; The 
Collected Poems of Wall ace Stevens ( ~ e w  York, 1961) : CP; ODUS Posthumous 
I ~ e w  York, 195'7): -Ope The f irst  t h r e e  quota t ions  a r e  from t h e  fo l lowing  
t e x t s  r e spec t ive ly :  OP, 241; CP, 502; NA, 450 

3 ~ ,  H i l l i s  Miller, Poets  of R c a l i t  J (cambridge, Nassachuset ts ,  1965),  
p* 2590 

hathough d i f f e r i n g  considerably i n  arguxent, t h e i r  c r i t i c i s m  i n d i c a t e s  
t h e  kind of problems and complications Stevens' p o e t r y  presents .  I n  P o e t s  
of Real.ity ('!l"!all.ace Stevens,It 217-284), M i l l e r  says  that; Stevens moves 
tolqard t h e  noth ingness  underlying all appearances as he becomes aware of 
t h e  i n  h i s  pos i t i on ,  What seems t o  be a d e f e a t ,  however, 
i s  t'the s u p r m e  v i c t o r y ,  f o r  t h e  noth ing  i s  not  nothing,  It is. It i s  
being" (p ,  279) , Stevens? l a t e r  poetry,  according t o  Mi l l e r ,  i s  !la re- 
ve l a t ion  of being" 277). He exp la ins  Stevensr c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  i r l  t h e  
fol lotf ing s ta tement :  "The paradoxical  appearmce of  being i n  t h e  f o m  of 
noth ing  cause t h e  ambiguity of h i s  poctrytl  (F. 279)0 Roy Harvey Pearce, 
s ee ing  t h e  problem i n  a soxewhat d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t ,  s ays  t h a t  Stevens' a t -  
tempt t o  achieve a d i a l e c t i c a l  conpromise between t h e  imaginat ion m d  
r e d i t y ,  t h e  Romantic so lu t ion  t o  t h e  subject-object  problen,  f a i l e d  be- 
cause he  t r i e d  t o  f i n d  a r a t i o n a l  so lu t ion  t o  a problem e s s e n t i a l l y  unsolv- 
ab le .  I n  "The Last  Lesson of t h e  Masterft (The Act of t h e  Iliind -- ( ~ a l t i n o r e ,  
1965), fip. l 2 l - l 42 ) ,  Pearce wr i t e s :  '!Seeking a f t e r  t h e  c u r s  was i t s e l f  a 
kind of disease-an unnecessary c ~ n p l i c a t i o n ~ ~  139).  The l a t e r  Stevens 
t h e r e f o r e  d i scove r s  t h a t  r e a l i t y  should be approached i n t u i t i v e l y  and n o t  
a n d f i i c d l y .  Moving toward a new beginning, Stevens achieves  a ncw 
"appreciat ion" of r e a l i t y  and so once aga in  affirms t h e  pl-ocess of poetry:  
',In t h e  seeking i t s e l f  lay t h e  source of support.  The r e v e l a t i o n  i n  t h e  
las t  poems b e a r c e f  s argument i s  bascd l a r g e l y  on a few posthumous poerng 
i s  f l i c k e r i n g  but surolf ( p o  14.2) F ina l ly ,  Riddel l  i n  t h e  C&irvojras 
_E?re  aton on Rouge, 1.965) skvs t h a t  t h e  l a t e r  Stevens accep t s  t h e  ep i s t e -  
mological  imposs ib i l . i ty  of knowing r e a l i t y  and y e t  a f f i rms  t h e  processes  
of t h e  mind t h a t  make r e a l i t y  poss ib le :  "The a c t  r a t h e r  than  t h e  end of 
medi ta t ion  becomes t h e  mode of being f o r  a poet  conte t o  t h e  end of h i s  
q u e s t  f o r  r e a l i t y ' f  (p ,  247). Both M i l l e r  and Pearce see  t h e  l a t e r  Stevens 
moving o u t  of t h e  world of t h e  mind; according t o  Riddell., he  d i scove r s  
t h a t  t h e  "ground of b d n g  i s  i n  h i s  mindff ( p Q  2 5 0 ) ~  Assuming t h a t  t h e  

.- t h r e e  processes ,  t h a t  of w r i t i n g  a poem, of c r e a t i n z  t h c  world of t h e  s e l f ,  
and of kn0 td .n~  r e a l i t y  a r e  inextrj .c&bly t i e d  toge the r ,  Ri.d.del.1 a rgues  t h a t  
r e a l i t y ,  i n  t h e  l a t e r  poe t ry  of Stevcns, i s  contained 5.n t h e  space-time 
m a t r i x  of t h e  mind 2.50)~ Poet ry  i s  t h e r e f o r e  " the form o r  forms by 
which we s e c  r e a l i t y ,  f o r n s  of our  otm making--icons i n  which i s  c o ~ l t a i n e d  
not  t h e  world but  t h o  xo r ld  of t h e  s e l f ,  The i con  o r  poem i s  t h e  ul.tim&e 
symbol f o r  t h e  rnarr i .qo of mind ard r e a l i t y ,  s e l f  arld t s r l d l '  ( p ,  249). 
Equattng being and k x w i n g ,  t h e  l a t e r  Stevens, according t o  FSddell, affirms 
t h e  cont inuous c r c a t i o n  of t h e  world. and tho  s e l f  i n  poetry:  Itto & j.n t h e  
a c t  o f  t h e  mind" 273), 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, all t h r e e  c r i t i c s  argue t h a t  t h e  l a t e r  S tevens  
becomes aware of  major c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  i n  h i s  thought,  Even though t h e  



d i r e c t i o n  of t h e i r  s t u d i e s  d i f f e r ,  they  a l l  say t h a t  he once again e f f i r n s  
t h e  process  of poetry i n  h i s  l a t e r  poetry. Ky o m  discussion at tempts t o  
show t h a t  he d i d  not  solve the  problems inhcrent  i n  h i s  epistemological 
assumptions. H i s  l a t e r  poetry shows the  necessary f i n a l i t y  of t h e  p r -  
ceptual  i s s u e s  i n  t h e  Collected Poem. His preoccupation with epistemology, 
r a t h e r  than solv ing his perceptual  problems, a c t u a l l y  distanced him from 
the r e a l i t y  he  sought. 

I n  a more recen t  study of Stevens, James Baird argues t h a t  Stevens' 
poet ry  5s a t o t a l l y  p r i v a t e  world of a se l f  t h a t  has nothing o t h e r  than 
what i t  can c r e a t e  f o r  i t s e l f .  Called the  Dome and the  Rock, B a i r d f s  
s tudy sees  Stevens' Col.lected Poems a s  a Grand Poem, a kind of Done of 
t h e  self  b u i l t  over the  Rock of r e a l i t y .  Baird, h o t ~ v e r ,  l i m i t s  h i s  
sense of r e a l i t y  t o  t h e  surface  of th ings ,  In  doing so, he completely 
ignores  Stevens' search f o r  a ground outs ide  of t h e  s e l f ,  which, i n  turn ,  
i s  t h e  b a s i s  of my study. 

51 have adopted. Stevens' a t t i t u d e  toward "metaphoroft My subsequent 
d i s t i n c t i o n  between lVevclatory metaphor" and I1decorative mstzphor" w i l l  
atteinpt t o  show how Stevenst notion i s  l imi ted  by the  epistemological  

- assumptions he  br ings  t o  h i s  experience, 

6 ~ o y  Harvey Pearce, "The Last Lesson of t h e  Eiaster," p, 129. 

7Frank Doggett, S tevensfs  @ t r y  of Thou~ht  ( ~ a l t i m o r e ,  1966), p. 200, 
Stevens' sense of " rea l i ty f1  a s  a base of perception bears  s t r i k i n g  simi- 
l a r i t i e s  t o  t h e  w r i t e r s  already di.scuss&d i n  t h i s  studyo It became f o r  
him t h e  source of all things,  t h e  cent re  of a poss ib le  be l i e f .  A s  t h a t  
which subsumes objec ts ,  it i s  s i n i l a r  t o  Wi.Uiamst notion of a "ground," 
t o  p~h&, I c a l l e d  Emerson's "energy of being," and t o  Thoreau's "Nature" 
in Walden. Ikilli ans, EBnerson, and Thorcau, however, all rea l i zed  t h a t  
r a t i o n a l  ca tegor ies  such a s  f?subject iveu and '1objectiveff d is tanced a 
" rea l i ty"  t h a t  could only be h o l m  through a d i r e c t  experience of p a r t i -  
culars, 

8 ~ e e  above pp. 208 ff 

''1 t h i n k  t h a t  an understanding of K v l t  can c l a r i f y  both Stevens m d  
many of t h e  epistemological  problems plaguing modern thought. blith K a t  
t h e  o u t l j n e s  are no t  so blurred by h i s t o r i c a l  biases,  and so t h e  i s s u e s  
seem much c l e a r e r ,  Be l l a  K O  14ilmed i n  Kmt and Current Ph i l~soph ic ;2?  
I s sues  ( ~ e w  York, 1961) goes so far a s  t o  claim t h a t  when t h e  l f e s s c r ~ t j a l  
Kantian s t r u c t u r e  i s  divested of i t s  obselc te  nonphilosophical back- 
ground and r e s t a t e d  i n  modern terms, many  preseqt  p h i l o s o p h i c d  and 
epistemological  i s s u e s  can be c l a r i f i ed1r  ( p .  233). Sne adds: "A c l a r i -  
f i c a t i o n  of Kant i n  modem terms i s  a t  t h e  sane time a c l a r i f i c a t i o n  
of all h i s  d i r e c t  modern successorslf (P. 233) Although Stevens could 
no t  be considered a ~ ~ s u c c e s s o r v  t o  k n t ,  his involvement in modern 
epistemological problcns can be und.crsto3d i n  Kantt s terms, 



12Samuel Taylor Coleridge, B i o ~ r a n h i a  L j t e r a r i a  Volume I, ed. J .  
Shawcross (London, 1 9 6 ~ ) ~  p o  2020 

13~egarding Kant's i n f luence  on Coleridge, Rene !'lellck i n  IflmanueS 
Kant in E n ~ l a n d  1'793-1838 (pr ince ton ,  1931) makes t h e  fo l lowin2  s t a t e -  
ment: Whe Kmtian  d o c t r i n e  of t h e  i d e a l i t y  of space and t ime i s  adopted: 
s e n s i b i l i t y  i s  de f ined  as t h e  ' r e c i p i e n t  p rope r ty  of t h e  soul ,  from t h e  
o r i g i n a l  c o n s t i t u t i o n  of which we perce ive  and imagine a l l  t h i n g s  under 
t h e  f o m s  of space and t imeft  (P,  107) 

1 4 ~ a m e l  Taylor  Coleridge, p o 17b0 

15samuel Taylor  Coleridge, p o 202. 

16williams v~ould c a l l  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of f~resemblancesfl  a proposa l  f o r  
'(crude symbolism" mainly because it ignores  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  of t h i n g s  as 
s e l f - e x i s t i n g  ob j e c t s .  ( s e e  below pages 21-24) 

''unlike Kant, Stevens saw t h e  th ing - in - i t s e l f  a s  more than  a l o g i c a l  
n e c e s s i t y o  He saw it as h y p o t h e t i c d l y  a c t u d ,  n o t  realizing t h a t  t h e  
terms of i t s  ex i s t ence  depend upon t h e  assumption t h a t  we a r e  l i m i t e d  t o  
a world of  appearances,  

19Helen Hennessy Vendler, "The Q u a l i f i e d  Asser t ions  of Wallace Stevens," 
The Act of t h e  Mind, p, 2-63, Miss Vendler ts  d i scuss ion  i s  one of t h e  b e s t  
a v a i l a b l e  on t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  probl.ems of reading  Stevenst  poetry.  Her s tudy  
of h i s  language has  helped me t o  c l a r i f y  sorne of h5.s thought. Ny deb t  t o  
h e r  a r t i c l e  should be obvious throul:hout t h i s  d i scuss ion .  

2 0 ~ e l e n  Henncssy Vondler, p.' 165. 

 elen en Hernessy Vendler, p. 168. 

2 2 ~ e l e n  Hennessy Vendler, p. 166. 

2 3 ~ e l e n  Hcnnessy Vendler, po  168. 

2 4 ~ o t h  R idde l l ' s  d i scuss ion  i n  t h e  g$_rvoya.nt Eye and Ronald Sukenickqs 
in Wdlace Steveos: ------ h s i n q  t h e  Obscure ( ~ e w  York, 1967) have helped me i n  
m y  i n i t i a l .  i n q u i r y  i n t o  t h i s  poem, 

2 6 ~ t  i s  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h a t  c r i t i c s  such a s  Mi l l e r ,  Pcarce, and Riddel l  
s e e  Stevens m o v i ~ g  belrond t h c  epistxmologicdl. d i l c m a  i n  which h e  found 
himself.  They a l l  argue t h a t  h e  became aware of t h i s  contradiction-t ,hat 
r e a l i t y  i s  both a c t u d i z c d  and dis tanced  by t h e  szqe imagina t ive  process-- 
i n  h i s  thouj!lt,ard made adjustments t o  overcone t h e  problern (see  no te  4 
below). But t h e  poems of Thr: Rock show t h a t  Stevc::s never  d id  so lve  t h e s e  
problevts and never  would i n  t h e  &ns he l a i d  doln f o r  h k s e l f .  



28cf. Kant, Cr i t ique  of Pure Reason, p. 272: "We are unable t o  compre- 
hend how such noumena can be possible,  and t h e  donain t h a t  l i e s  out  be- 
yond t h e  sphere of appearances i s  f o r  u s  empty. That i s  t o  say, we have 
an understanding which problematic all^ extends f u r t h e r ,  but we have no 
i n t u i t i o n ,  through which o b j e c t s  outs ide  t h e  f i e l d  of s e n s i b i l i t y  can be 
given,..." 

2 9 ~ n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, S i s t e r  W, Bernetta  Quinn, without having t h e  
h i s t o r i c a l  perspect ive  t o  fo l low through on her  now accurate i n t i n a t i o n ,  
senses t h i s  major problem i n  Stevens? thought, In  The Metamor~hic Tra- 
d i t i o n  i n  Modem Poetry (New York, 1966), f i r s t  published i n  1955, she 
P 

makes t h e  fo l lowins  generalized statement: "Set against  t h e  imaginztion 
as shap5.ng s p i r i t  i s  t h e  d e s i r e  of Stevens, expressed with equal vivid- 
ness, t o  f a c e  t h i n g s  a s  they are. It may be t h a t  these  two contradic tory  
views a r e  merely another ins tance  of t h c  opposi tes  which f u s e  i n t o  a 
third and pe r fec t  singular--but on t h e  o ther  hand t h e i r  incompat ib i l i ty  
may c o n s t i t u t e  a c r u c i a l  l ack  of c l a r i t y  i n  h i s  aes thet ic , . . ,Subt le  a s  
Stevenst s proposi t ions  a r e  and admirable a s  i s  the  i n t r l  cacy with whi ch 
he has devised them i n  over a quar t e r  of a century, t h e r e  appear t o  be 
bas ic  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  h i s  pos i t ion ,  which suggest t h a t  t h e  cen te r  which 
he seeks i s  s t i l l  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  tensev (pp. 83-84), 

joAndrerr E. Curry, W a l l a c e  Stevens: Poet of t h e  Epistenological  
P U Z Z A . ~ , ~ ~  m, 1 (Spring lW+), PP. 25-30. 

3 l ~ e e  below pages 56-57 f o r  Emerson's a t t a c k  on r a t i o n a l  thought a s  
t h e  "Fal l  of >Ian." 

32~rank Lentr icchia,  Jr., ffWkllace Stevens: The I ron ic  Eye," Yale 
Review, LVI ( Spring 1967), pp. 336-353. Lentr icchia  makes t h e  following --- 
informative conclusion about t h e  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  i n  t h i s  l i n e  of t h e  poem: 
11.. ,he -. d.id m&e t h e  quai-ification, and i n  so doing generated an image i n  
the  pocm of no t  a w s i o n a t e  -- humanist, but of the  man who has had humanism 
t h r u s t  upon him and who knows too  well t h e  d i f fe rences  between what man 
c r e a t e s  and what God might have createdft  (p ,  352). 

Sect ion Five 

l ~ h e  c i t a t i o n  ~~~~~~~~e. f o r  Williamsr work i s  erglained i n  Section 
one, note  1, The f irst  two passages a r e  from SA, 26-27 and PB, 75-76, 

2 ~ e e  my discuss ion of In t h e  American Grain i n  Section one. 

31n a stateinclnt t h a t  could very be d i rec ted  t o  a l l  crii; ics,  
Williams d i scusses  h i s  " ro le  a s  a theor i s t : "  'l..OI t h i n k  t h a t  only by 
an understanding of my Ittheory of the  pocn" will you be able t o  recon- 
c i l e  m y  pa ten t .  f a i l u r c s  with whatever I have done t h a t  seems 1;arth- 
whilelt (SL, 286). 



hillim Carlos Willims, "The Fa ta l  Blunder, " Quar ter ly  Review of 
L i t e r a t u r e  I1 (19441, P O  1250 --, 

%iillim Carlos Williams, p, 126. 

6 ~ i s t e r  M, Bernet ta  Quinn, f t l ~ i l l i a m  Carlos William: A Testament of 
Perpetual  Change, It The EIetamorphic Tradit ion i n  Modern Poetrx, pp. 89-106. 

 h his not ion  of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  a s  a metamorphosis of t h e  ground i s  an 
a r e a  of thoughtwhere Williams and h e r s o n  mee t .  ( see  below pages 50-51) 

8 ~ i l l i a m s '  argument f o r  the  c l e a r  perception of t h i n g s  stems from h i s  
assumption t h a t  t h e  l i f e  processes of t h e  e a r t h  only appear t o  men through 
t h e  "face" of t h e  particul-ar.  "The t r u e  value i s  t h a t  p e c u l i a r i t y  which 
g ives  an ob jec t  a charac ter  by i t s e l f , I 1  he says i n  t h e  llProloguell t o  Kora 
i n  Hell ,  and adds f u r t h e r ,  "The assoc ia t iona l  o r  sentimental  value i s  
p- 

f a l s e "  (SE, 11).  In  t h e  poem llGo~d Night" (CEP, 145), therefore ,  he f e e l s  
ready f o r  bed because he has r e s i s t e d  t h e  temptation t o  sentimental ize 
t h e  c l e a r  p a r t i c u l a r s  of h i s  kitchen. 

%or a discuss ion of t h e  male-female p r inc ip le  i n  Williams' work, see 
James Guimondt s The kt of ?dilliam Car1.os Williams, pp. 203-217. 

l0~ornpare Williams' I1resi(-nat3on t o  existence" t o  h e r s o n '  s " t r amparen t  
eyebjL1" passage ( s e e  below pages 66-67) and Thoreau's passage 02 t h e  ne- 
c e s s i t y  of l o s i n g  t h e  world i n  order  t o  IQearn t h e  p o j n t s  of compass again" 
( see  below pages 110-111). 

Ibchar l e s  Olson, Humm Universe and_ Other Essays, pp. 59-50. 

12char les  Olson, p. 4. 

135, H i l l i s  Mi l ler ,  "Jntroduction, 11 wi11i8a Carlos willj.aJ!lS: A C O ~ . ]  c?cti03 
of C r i t i c a l  E s s a , ,  ed. J. H i l l i s  Mi l l e r  (New Jersey, l966), p, 5, Mil ler '  s 
d iscuss ion of Willians i n  t h e  Poets  of R e a l -  i s  a very he lp fu l  s tudy of 
W i l l i a m s '  thought, 

141 have n o t  chosen t o  d i scuss  t h i s  notion of ~ ~ d e s c e n t l t  thoroughly, a t  
l e a s t  a s  it appears i n  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  works of Williams, because I want t o  
keep o u r  a t t en t io i l  on h i s  "theory of t h e  poemoT1 It is ,  however, t h e  sub- 
j e c t  of Richard A, Macksey's informative a r t i c l e  "'A Certa in ty  of 1hsj.c': 
k J i l l i a r n s r  Changes', ( ~ l l l i a m  Carlos WiUiains: A C01.1ection of C r i t i c d  
E s s a p ,  pp, 132-147). Although Nackseyfs desc r ip t ion  of Wil l ians l  poe t i c  - 
world t ends  t o  be t o o  ca tegor ica l ,  I sympathize with h i s  proposal t h a t  
we read Will ians '  poems i n  terms of a I l t r iadic  cosmology:f1 "He seems t o  
l o c a t e  t h e  personal i ty ,  as it f i n d s  l i f e  i n  t h e  inlaghation,  as flowing 
cease less ly  between t h e  grourld and the  form which s t rugg les  from it, 
This  mobile and v i t a l  f o r c e  with which he i d e n t i f i e s  h i s  e x j  s tence  i s  
reminiscent  of t h e  Grcek model f o r  t h e  dea th less  soul, While t h e  quint-  
e s s e n t i a l  sou l  o r  psyche e x i s t s  i n  t h c  livin:: a s  semen o r  nwrow, i t  
survives  t h e  b o d y i n  t h e  chthonic form of t h e  snake worshipped byv the  
ances tor  c u l t s ,  It is  t h i s  snake, o r  congealed semen, w!~ich can pass '  



from l i f e  t o  death,  or,  i n  coi tus ,  from man t o  woman. The proccss of one 
of continuous dea ths  and b i r t h s  between polar  oppositionstt  137). Ac- 
cording t o  Macksey, t h e  poem c r e a t e s  out  of these  tlpolar oppositions," 
and o r d e r s  t h o  world of experience: "The poem, which in i t s  presenta t ion  
and composition of t h e  f l u x  of p a r t i c u l a r s  i s  a model of the  in i t i a l  
possession, alone romises a momentary s t a y  agains t  t h e  cease less  cycle  
of change" 133 7 . Within t h i s  context,  he  then goes on t o  re-con- 
s t r u c t  Williams' p o e t i c  biography i n  terms of a number of " r i t e s  of 
passagelt (p. 139)--a progressive succession of descents  and ascents ,  
each new b i r t h  r e l eas ing  a new freedom ( ~ p .  139-140). Each " r i t e  of 
passage" i s  a " r i t e  of incorporati.on f n t o  a s t i l l  more in t imate  r e l a t i o n  
b e t w e n  t h e  poet  and t h e  part icul .ars  of h i s  world" (p. 140). The  folio*+ 
ing w r i t e s  of passage" a r e  d i s c u s a ~ d :  ( a )  "The Wanderer," (b) Kora i n  
Hel l  and S p r i n ~  and All,  ( c )  In  t h e  Amr?ri.cm G r a i i i ,  (d) T'nc Wed=, and 
m - f r ~ s ~ h o d e l ,  That Greeriy Flower," Mackseyv s a r t i c l e ,  apparently a p a r t  
of a longer  essay  on the  t t ful l  evolut ion of Williams' work" ( e d i t o r ' s  
note, p. 132),  i s  an inpor tant  cont r ibut ion  t o  William cr i t i c i sm.  

l k h a r l e s  Olson, p. 5 ,  

1 7 ~ o r  tho  sane reason Iiil1.iams says i n  Y'he Rose" (sA, 30-32) t h a t  t h e  
rose, as a conve~i t ional  symbol of love, i s  l ~ o b s o l e t e , ~ ~  Only when it i s  
perceived i n  611 of i t s  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  can it once again become an ob jec t  
of I.ove: "It i s  a t  the  edge of the /peta l  t h a t  love  t;.aitsen 

18cf. SL, 335-336: When Ejns te in  promulgated t h e  theory of r e l a t i v i t y  
he could not  have foreseen i t s  m o r d  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  implicat ion.  He 
could not  have foreseen f o r  a c e r t a i n t y  i t s  inf luence  on t h e  w r i t i n g  of 
poet ryot t  

l y ~ r i n ~ i n ~  out  a d i sagreemnt  with Stevens i n  tho  llProloguelt t o  Kora 
i n  He1.1, Will.iams c l a r i f i e s  the  d i f f e r e n t  s tances  they brought t o  t h e i r  --.. 

experience, In  a l e t t e r  t h a t  i s  quoted, Stevens c r i t i c i z e s  Williams' 
l a c k  of a f i x e d  point  of reference  and explains h i s  own posj-tion: tl . .  .Ky 
i d e a  i s  t h a t  i n  order  t o  car ry  a th ing  t o  t h e  extrcxe necess i ty  t o  cofivey 
it one has t o  s t i c k  t o  it; .,.Given a f ixed  pojnt  of view, r e a l i s t i c ,  
imag i s t i c  o r  what you w i l l ,  everything a d j u s t s  i t s e l f  t o  t h a t  po in t  of 
view,, (SE, 12). Stevens, consequently, saw poetry as a process of 
shapi.n,z, whi1.e Will5.ans sav  it a s  a process of mea-z~rjns. 

2qfj llian Carlos Williams, "Preface,ft Q u a t e r l d v  Rcview of Liter&=, 
11, No, 4 (1.91&), pa 348, 

21~or a d iscuss ion of t h i s  v i c e  of Paterson i n  Books I - I V ,  sce es- 
p e c i a l l y  Chapter seven of Guimond's _The Art of Willim Carlos Wil-ljans. 
For s imf la r  approaches see  the  c r i t i c i s m  of Denbo and b h i t a ~ e r  l i s t e d  
i n  t h e  b i b l i o ~ r a p h y ,  Shernm Paul 's recent  study of k l i J  l iams, The  I h u s i c  
of Survival : A R i  0,[7ra~hy of a Poem by Will-im car1 os Will&= ( ~ r b m ,  - 
1968), a l s o  shares, as a working princjpl-e, t h i s  view of Paterson, 



22~a t , e r soq  - V h a s  no t  received t h e  kind of c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  it i s  
due. In  t h e  f i r s t  book-length s tudy  of Paterson ever  t o  be published, 
Walter  S c o t t  Peterson r e g r e t a b l y  does n o t  d i s c u s s  it sepa ra t e ly ;  he ar- 
gues  t h a t  it seems "more a  poem about,  o r  a product o f ,  t h e  e a r l i e r  books 
than  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t h e  e p i c  i t s e l f n  ( ~ n  Ap~roach  t o  Paterson ( ~ e w  
Haven, l 9 6 l ) ,  p,  11)  , Large ly  from t h e  conclusions of Louis 1-Iartzt s 
ar t ic l . e ,  "The Unicorn i n  Pa t  erson: William Carlos  Williamslt ( ~ i l l i a r n  
Car los  Willi,ms: A Co l l ec t ion  of  C r i t i c a l  Essays, pp. -------- 70-87), P e t e r  son 
t r e a t s  it as v a t  most a  kind of coda t o  t h e  poem., ," (p,  l l ) ,  Martz's 
a r t i c l e ,  a l though a v e r y  h e l p f u l  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  poem, fails t o  s ee  
t h e  a c t u a l  movement of thought  t h a t  Williams accomplishes w i th in  it, 
approaching mj.stakerdy as a kind of "epilogue o r  coda" (p.  71) t o  
Pa terson  I - I V ,  Guirnond and Wagner on ly  g ive  i t  b r i e f  treat,ment i n  t h e i r  
s t u d i e s ,  and then  more f o r  i t s  content  t han  i t s  s t ruc tu re .  My own study 
of Eaterson  V ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  d i s c u s s e s  it a s  f i rs t  a sepa ra t e  porn, and 
second, an exkension of u e r s m  I - I V ,  IF t h i s  poem, Williams d i scove r s  
and a c t u a l i z e s  t h e  " theory of t h e  poem" t h a t  Paterson could not; s u s t a i n  
i n  Books I - I V ,  --- 

23~herman Paul,  The Mus$~of Surv iva l ,  p, 22 . 
2 4 ~ i n d a  blamer, w m m _ s  of I.fi1Iia.n Car los  Wi1I1ims, p o  15. 

25Linda Wagler, pp, 129-1300 

2 6 ~ i l l i a m  Car los  Wil l ians ,  "Preface, " p. 348, 

2 7 ~ h a r l e s  Olson, p o  52, 

2 8 ~  d i s a z r e e  f l - a t l y  wi th  t h e  fo l lowing  s t a t e a c n t  by Roy Harvey Pcarce 
i n  Cont inui ty  --.--. of A ~ e r i c a n  P o c t ~ y  (Nev Jersey ,  1965) arguing t h a t  Williams 
assumes a  s o l i p s i s t i c  p o s i t i o n  i n  Paterson V: We has  pushcd h i s  l i n e  
p e a r c e  i s  d i s c u s s i n g  Pa terson  v7 t o  a p o i n t  where i t  has beconc a  means 
of t r e a t i n g  persons and p l a c e s  s o l e l y  as a s p e c t s  of himself .  The t h i n g  
i t s e l f  t u r n s  ou t  t o  be Wil.liamst t h i n g  and no cne e l s e '  so The d i f f e r e n c e  
i s  between two mear!ings of ' t h ing  i t s e l f t :  t h i n g  i n  S s c l f ;  and t h i n g  i n  
=se l f t r  (p ,  238), 

2 9 ~ t a n l e y  Kochler, "The A r t  of Poe t ry  V I :  Will.iam Car los  
P a r i s  Revicv VIII, No, 32 (~ummcr-~al.1. 1964.), p, 131, Th i s  a r t i c l e ,  - ----9 
da tcd  Apri l ,  1962, i s  an in t e rv i ew with Williams, He d i e d  on Harch k ,  1963, 

3 O ~ i n c e  W n r s o ~  V i s  n e a r l y  t h e  eac3.usive concern of t h i s  d i scuss ion ,  
I have decided t o  omit page nuqbers, unl.ess necessary  f o r  c l a r i t y .  

3'~ames J o  Rorimor, i n  T?_e Clo i s to r s :  Tho Buil-&in% and t h e  Col lac t ion  -- -- 
of Medieval A r t  ( N ~ W  York, 19- book publ ished by t h e  i . k t r o p o l i t m  
Museum of Art, makes t h e  follovring inforinat ive s t a t m o n t  on t h e  content  
of t h e  Unicorn t a p e s t r i e s :  'tin t h e  Kiddle Ages it was be l ieved  t h a t  t h e  
unicorn  could be ca lqh t  on ly  by a v j r g i n ,  It was r e l a t e d  t h a t  t h i s  wi3.d 
and unconquerable animal bccme  t m c  when confronted by a maiden; hc 
would l a y  h i s  head i n  h e r  l a p  and was t h u s  e a s i l y  taken by t h e  hunter ,  



The s t o r y  i s  t o l d  i n  va r ious  vers ions  of t h e  Physio!omis, a zoological  and 
botanica l  encyclopaedia popular in Europe fron t h e  f i f t h  century on, and 
i n  t h e  b e s t i a r i e s  based upon it, In  t h e s e  accounts t h e  unicorn i s  a 
symbol of Chr is t ,  t h e  v i r g i n  i s  t h e  Virgin Mary, t h e  huntsman i s  t h e  
angel Gabriel,  and t h e  s t o r y  of t h e  hunt i s  an a l legory  of the  Incarnation,  
Beginning with Richard de  Fourn iva l f s  Bes t iare  dtamour i n  t h e  t h i r t e e n t h  
century, t h e r e  was an inc reas ing  tendency t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  legend of t h e  
unicorn caught by a maiden as an a l l egory  of cour t ly  lovetl (P.  122). 

32Allen Ginsberg, H o d ,  P a r t s  I and 11, repr in ted  i n  The New American 
Poetry, ed, Donald Mo Allen mew York, 1960), pp. 182-190, 

331t~unflower Sutra,  r ep r in ted .  i n  The New American Poetry, pp o 179-181, 

%Stanley  Kochler, "The Art of Poet ry  V I :  William Carlos W i l l i a m ~ , ~ ~  
P O  131, 

3 5 ~ t a n l c ~  Koohler, p. 130, 
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