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Preface

If the preface as a genre is obliged to indicate some fundamental unity in
the chapters that follow it, this is not a preface. Most of the essays
gathered here are fairly recent, but the earliest goes back to 1952. They
are brought together here by the accident that all are on twentieth-
century works. Each essay is the result of a specific occasion in time and
place, an occasion whose history could be recovered if there were reason
to do so. Each essay entered history at a specific moment. Each is the
memorial record of a discrete event of reading, not a stage in some
predetermined itinerary fulfilling a single “‘research project.” Gathered
together they produce a strange topography of isolated local sites, with
no clearly marked paths leading from one to the others. You can’t get
there from here. Each essay in its separation, disparity, or insularity
seems for the moment to occupy the whole field of an intermittent but
continuously renewed questioning of literature. Each goes as far as it can
in that interrogation with its given work or works. The effort begins
again from scratch in the next essay with new materials that seem for the
moment to stretch out to the whole horizon all around, as if that one
poem or story were all there were of literature.

Nevertheless, reviewing these old readings now, in a repetition that is
more like new acts of reading than like distant memories of old ones, I
can identify some features of the non-totalizable topography of this
collection. One is indicated in what I have already said. An irresistible
penchant for “close-reading” of individual texts has gone on winning out
over any conscious commitment to seeking some pervasive unity of
“consciousness’’ or theme in the whole work of an author or some
spurious unity in the spirit of an age. Even the first essay here, though it
addresses the whole work of Lawrence, centers on a reading of one story,
“The Fox.”

Appearances notwithstanding, I do not think this commitment to
close reading is “an inheritance from the New Criticism.” It springs
rather from an initial and persistent fascination with local strangenesses
in literary language. This fascination possessed me before I ever heard of
the New Criticism, much less of Freud, Lacan, and Abraham and Torok.
It was my motivation for turning from physics to literature in about
1946, and it has remained as strong as ever in all the years since. My
conviction was then and remains now that it is only by noticing local
oddnesses in language and following them as far as asking questions

vii



viii Preface

about them will take you that literature can be put to its best use — as a
means of transportation or transport toward something glimpsed deep
down or at the far horizon of each of those local spaces opened by a given
work.

The carrying on of this interrogation is another linguistic act — of
teaching, writing, or lecturing. This new event of language has its
modest chance to enter history on its own when it is published or uttered
in public, thereby making the work effective once more, in the altered
form of citation and “reading.” These may be effective as a means of
moving again toward that place behind or beyond all the places, that
“center on the horizon”! toward which each work in its unique way
beckons.

Rereading these ‘essays I have noticed that in responding to the call to
let reading carry me as far as it would go, I have kept coming back again
and again, sometimes after long intervals, to the same authors: to Kafka,
Stevens, Williams, and Conrad, especially to Hardy. Four of Hardy’s
poems are read here, after an initial general essay, in five pieces that go
from 1967 to 1989. And those five essays are supplementary to a whole
book on Hardy, as well as to two chapters on his novels in another book,
and to a chapter on his poetry in yet another.? This compulsion to return
to different works by the same author, or even, in the case of the recent
essay here on Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, to a work already read in an
earlier essay, seems driven by the categorical imperative that is the
motive force of what I call the “ethics of reading.” Such a demand to
read testifies to two features of “close reading’ as I have lived it as a
vocation:

1. Close reading is the only way to get into any proximity to that
“other” to which the works of any author seem to give access. Hardy’s
poems, for example, for me at least, yield their gnarled sweetness only
when they are questioned one by one in detail. Each question leads to
others, one behind the others, like those reflections of his ancestors the
speaker in Hardy’s “The Pedigree” sees in the mirror, “dwindling
backward each past each . . ./ Generation and generation of my mien,
and build, and brow.” The impossible ideal book on Hardy’s poetry
would consist of separate readings of all his lyrics, nearly a thousand in
all.

2. The effort of reading must be constantly renewed because no one
reading suffices. None ever gets the reader where he or she would like to
go. Each new reading discounts and disqualifies all that preceded, but
each fails to satisfy. As Stevens puts it, the search for what suffices never
reaches its goal. “It can never be satisfied, the mind, never.”’* Neither
poet nor critic ever reaches that palm at the end of the mind Stevens’ last
poem glimpses. The work of reading must always start again from the
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beginning, even in a rereading of a work already read. Close reading
reaches its limit in the constantly renewed experience of its failure to take
you where you think you want to go and ought to go.

Rereading these essays I can see now that in spite of their insularity and
difference, as each follows its own trajectory as far as it can, they are
from early to late guided by a threefold presupposition about the right
questions to ask. The formulation of these in their relation is only
implicit at first but emerges with increasing clarity. This guiding
intuition about literature may be framed by the three words I have used
in my title: “trope,” “parable,” “performative.”

Throughout all the essays there is attention to the tropological
dimension of literary language, to the way figures of speech turn aside
the telling of a story or the presentation of a lyrical theme. This was
what initially fascinated me about literature, the way it does not
straightforwardly say what it means, but always says it in terms of some
other thing, often by way of what seem wildly ungrounded analogies.

The exploration of this turning gradually leads to the recognition that
all works of literature are parabolic, “thrown beside” their real meaning.
They tell one story but call forth something else. Two of the essays here
are explicitly about parable, but other essays too recognize that the
tropological dimension of literature is not local and intermittent, but
pervasive. Each work is one long trope: an ironic catachresis invoking by
indirection ‘“‘something” that can be named in no literal way. *“‘Parable”

'is one name for this large-scale indirection characteristic of literary
language, indeed of language generally.

All parables, finally, are essentially performative, though I would
initially have been able to identify this performative aspect only in terms
of what Kenneth Burke calls “‘symbolic action.” Parables do not merely
name the “something” they point to by indirection or merely give the
reader knowledge of it. They use words to try to make something
happen in relation to the “other” that resonates in the work. They want
to get the reader from here to there. They want to make the reader cross
over into the “something” and dwell there. But the site to which parable
would take the reader is something always other than itself, hence that
experience of perpetual dissatisfaction. As Kafka puts this, “There is a
goal but no way. What we call the way is only wandering.”
Nevertheless, this tropological, parabolic, performative dimension
enables writing and reading to enter history and be effective there, for
better or for worse. Each essay in this book attempts to formulate in its
own terms what it is in a given case the reader might performatively
enter by way of parabolic trope.

To think of literature as performative parable raises the question
of whether a reading, as it works by citation and commentary, only
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describes the performative action of the work or whether the perform-
ative power of literature is carried over into criticism. To say, “The
minister then says, ‘ now pronounce you man and wife,””” does not marry
anybody. And yet it may be that the performative aspect of literary
works is effective in the absence of any freely willing “I,”” and without
the dependence on proper context demanded by the classical theory of
performatives. If so, citation and commentary in the work of reading
may be another performative event. Much hangs on this possibility, not
least the question of what function teaching literature has.

As the last essays here show, the figure of prosopopoeia is a gathering
point for the performative working of parable. My three title motifs
converge on prosopopoeia. The enigmatic and elusive “other” literature
would reach is most often named as a face. Parable, like allegory, always
embodies its riddling wisdom in some story that starts with an act of
personification. To say that prosopopoeia is a speech act giving a name, a
face, and a voice to the absent, the inanimate, or the dead is to confront
an ultimate question. Is it the face of a pre-existent other we encounter
through the transport of literature or is that face only invoked by the
performative spell of the work, charmed into phantasmal existence by
words? It seems the face is already there, but how would one know, for
sure?

Parts of three essays here were incorporated in revised form in later
books. I include them because each has its separate integrity of argumen-
tation and analysis.

J. Hillis Miller
Irvine, California
January 27, 1990

Notes

1. Wallace Stevens, “A Primitive Like an Orb,” 1. 87.

2. In Thomas Hardy: Distance and Desire (1970), Fiction and Repetition (1982), and
The Linguistic Moment (1985), respectively.

3. In The Disappearance of God (1963).

4. “The Well Dressed Man with a Beard,” 1. 17.
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D. H. Lawrence

The Fox and the perspective glass

I

D. H. Lawrence has been dead now for over twenty years, but various
impediments, his reputation for pornography and the unevenness of his
work among them, have kept him from the serious reading he deserves.
Even when his excellence has been praised he has often been misunder-
stood, and he has never been accorded his place as one of the masters of
the short story and the novella. In addition, it has never been widely
enough recognized that his work is one of the best keys to the central
preoccupations of Western literature in our century so far. Motifs which
lie more or less hidden behind much modern literature are overtly
Lawrence’s subject.

I shall begin with a somewhat detailed look at a single work and then
go on to more macroscopic remarks about Lawrence’s work. The essay
will be like one of those road maps with an insert in one corner giving a
much closer view of one part of the area.

Diana Trilling describes The Fox as “‘the most perfectly conceived and
sustained of any of the novelettes.” But it is more than that. Here the
themes that most preoccupied Lawrence throughout his work received
one of their most perfect expressions. The story was written in
Lawrence’s middle period (which came during and just after the first
world war, and was the time of his best novels, The Rainbow and Women
in Love). It is without the didacticism and mythologizing that mar later
works like The Plumed Serpent or The Man Who Died. In The Fox there is
a balance between the two extreme tendencies of Lawrence’s fiction. At
one extreme is the barely fictionalized autobiography of Kangaroo and
Aaron’s Rod, and at the other, symbolic or mythological fables, like The
Man Who Died, in which the realistic first level tends to become wholly
lost in the myth. The strength of the novel as a genre, even in
“symbolic” works like Heart of Darkness or Ulysses, is always its

This essay was published in 1952. Lawrence died in 1930.
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foundation in a story about believable people in a believable world. In
Lawrence’s best work the two extremes are avoided and the “meaning”
rises naturally from the representation of some intense conflict in people
we recognize as of our own earth.

The Fox is the story of two girls, Banford and March, both around
thirty and seemingly destined to be old maids. They have taken a farm
together, “intending to work it all by themselves.” The story seems at
first only a rather aimless description of the two girls and their failure to
make the farm go. But in the midst of the seemingly naturalistic
narrative there are details which later turn out to be of more significance.
We learn that “Banford was a small, thin, delicate thing with spectacles,”
and that ““March was more robust.” “She would be the man about the
place.” This last sentence is the key to the relationship of Banford and
March. For March has consciously dedicated herself to making Banford
happy, as though she were Banford’s husband.

Lawrence conveys this relationship and the resulting inner conflict in
March (of which she herself is not really aware) by a subtle use of one of
the best devices of his fiction: the naive narrator. The teller of The Fox
seems to know even less about the people than we can guess from what
he says. He observes and wonders, but he draws no conclusions. He is
curious, but detached. The words of this seeming innocent convey much
that they do not directly state:

March did most of the outdoor work. When she was out and about, in her
puttees and breeches, her belted coat and her loose cap, she looked almost
like some graceful, loose-balanced young man, for her shoulders were
straight, and her movements easy and confident, even tinged with a little
indifference, or irony. But her face was not a man’s face, ever. The wisps
of her crisp dark hair blew about her as she stooped, her eyes were big and
wide and dark, when she looked up again, strange, startled, shy and
sardonic at once. Her mouth, too, was almost pinched as if in pain and
irony. There was something odd and unexplained about her.

Direct statements of the theme are masked as more or less irrelevant
information about March’s artistic talents:

Both Banford and March disbelieved in living for work alone. They
wanted to read or take a cycle-ride in the evening, or perhaps March
wished to paint curvilinear swans on porcelain, with green background, or
else make a marvellous firescreen by processes of elaborate cabinet work.
For she was a creature of odd whims and unsatisfied tendencies.

The “curvilinear swans” act here as a symbol of that natural feminity
which the “puttees and breeches” are keeping repressed in March. And
the phrase about “odd whims and unsatisfied tendencies” states covertly
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the subject of the story. The description of the failure of March and
Banford to make a go of the farm is really a description of the way they
are destroying one another with their relationship:

Although they were usually the best of friends, because Banford, though
nervous and delicate, was a warm, generous soul, and March, though so
odd and absent in herself, had a strange magnanimity, yet, in the long
solitude, they were apt to become a little irritable with one another, tired
of one another. March had four-fifths of the work to do, and though she
did not mind, there seemed no relief, and it made her eyes flash curiously
sometimes.

The Fox dramatizes the conflict within March in terms of a conflict
between Banford and Henry, a young soldier who appears on the farm.
Henry appears via the major symbol of the story, the fox. There is a real
fox, the “evil . . . greater than any other” who carries off their hens. But
the fox also becomes a symbol of that normal sexual life which March
denies, a denial which reduces her often into an “odd, rapt state, her
mouth rather screwed up.” The symbolization is achieved by having
March encounter the fox, alone:

She lowered her eyes, and suddenly saw the fox. He was looking up at
her. His chin was pressed down, and his eyes were looking up. They met
her eyes. And he knew her. She was spellbound — she knew he knew her.
So he looked into her eyes, and her soul failed her. He knew her, he was
not daunted.

The equation between the fox and Henry is not very subtly made, but
to miss it would be to miss the point of the story, so perhaps Lawrence
intentionally made it hard to miss:

. . . to March he was the fox. Whether it was the thrusting forward of his
head, or the glisten of fine whitish hairs on the ruddy cheekbones, or the
bright, keen eyes, that can never be said: but the boy was to her the fox,
and she could not see him otherwise.

The equation is the crucial clue to Henry’s nature and dramatic function.
He is that recurrent figure in Lawrence’s fiction, the man who has escaped
the inhibitions imposed by civilization. This figure is often a soldier, and
has often ““come through” a nearly fatal illness into a new state of “‘resur-
rection.” (The Man Who Died takes this as its central motif.) No such
sickness is mentioned for Henry, but the connotations of the fox may be
added to what we learn of his character. Like the fox he is the pariah, the
banished one, somehow able to judge civilization and civilized morality
because independent of them. He has a superior natural wisdom of his
own., The dramatic function of this figure throughout Lawrence is to
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awaken the sleeping sexuality of an over-civilized woman.

March is the sleeping beauty of The Fox. A dream she has will show
how Lawrence achieves “poetic’ intensity and compression by express-
ing her awakening in terms of the fox—Henry equation:

She dreamed she heard a singing outside which she could not understand,
a singing that roamed round the house, in the fields, and in the darkness.
It moved her so that she felt she must weep. She went out, and suddenly
she knew it was the fox singing. He was very yellow and bright, like corn.
She went nearer to him, but he ran away and ceased singing. He seemed
near, and she wanted to touch him. She stretched out her hand, but
suddenly he bit her wrist, and at the same instant, as she drew back, the
fox, turning round to bound away, whisked his brush across her face, and
it seemed his brush was on fire, for it seared and burned her mouth with a
great pain. She awoke with the pain of it, and lay trembling as if she were
really seared with a quick brushing kiss, that seemed to burn through her
every fibre.

The rest of the story tells of the bitter conflict of Henry and Banford
for possession of March. Henry persuades March to promise to marry
him, but when he goes back to camp, Banford re-establishes her
domination over March and makes her break the engagement by letter.
Henry then comes in a black rage to the farm and the ““idea” of the story
— that for March either Banford or Henry must cease to exist — is
dramatized in its most extreme terms. Henry finds March chopping
down a tree, while Banford watches. He offers to help, and calculates the
cutting so that the tree falls on Banford.

Once she is dead Henry and March are free to marry. This murder
dramatizes in shocking terms Lawrence’s recurrent motif — the release of
a woman from repression. Banford, the “embodiment” of March’s
repression, is judged and destroyed. Her death is an assertion that she
was already dead-in-life.

The Fox treats Lawrence’s great theme, the conflict between a life
motivated by the mind and the will, and a life which attains what he
called “spontaneous creative fulness of being.” For Lawrence the
outcome of commitment to the first way is death, the self-destruction
represented over and over again in his novels and stories. The outcome
of the other way is the best life possible for man. Lawrence saw
everywhere evidence that modern man is dominated by the first kind of
life and that our entire civilization is destroying itself.

II

If it is true, as William Empson says, that “‘original pieces of thinking
have . . . nearly always been started on metaphor,” it could be said that
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the originality of D. H. Lawrence lies in his exploration of the metaphor
latent in the idea that ‘““all man’s vital experience is sexual.” The
metaphor says ‘“‘human experience is sexual experience.” Expanded, it
says that everything important about human experience can be talked
about in terms of sex.

There are two important notions behind the idea that original thinking
is based on the exploration of a metaphor. One is that certain aspects of
man’s experience will be necessarily left out or distorted beyond
recognition. This is the negative side. A metaphor is the assertion of a
false identity. Man is not simply a sexual creature. Metaphor is thus an
abstraction from the total reality (whatever that may be); it is
characterized by what Whitehead calls “essential omission.” However,
there is a positive side too. The metaphor, if it is a good one, will imply,
as the postulates of Euclidian geometry imply a whole system, important
truths about man’s nature and his relation to the universe. Metaphor is
thus a means of knowledge; it offers a perspective on reality.

An obsolete meaning of ““perspective’” helps us here. In the seventeenth
century “‘perspective” was the common name for a-telescope or for any
system of mirrors and lenses used to play tricks with light and apparent
distance and shape. A metaphor works like a “perspective glass.” It
distorts and omits, but it reveals. If a “perspective,” either metaphorical
or actual, is luckily made, aspects of reality never before known will be
revealed. We remember the telescope and the microscope, and the
importance for Western thought of the metaphor that says a man is like a
civilized society or like the universe (microcosm equals macrocosm).

To sum up, in a metaphor the “real”” nature of an object is distorted or
things are omitted from it, but our omission or distortion of them is
what makes for the fecundity of implications about the object which may
be evolved by developing the metaphor wholeheartedly. Poetry cannot
lay claim to absolute truth, but any piece of thinking in poetry must be
judged by how much experience it brings into consciousness or
systematizes by means of its novel metaphor.

This may be a long preamble to my idea about Lawrence's
contribution to literature. The idea is that Lawrence’s work may be best
understood as the exploration of a single key metaphor, an exploration
which represents an important addition to our consciousness of ourselves
and of the world we live in. Lawrence himself was not unaware of the
contribution he had made. In a letter written near the end of his life he
stated his credo:

I believe in the living extending consciousness of man. I believe the
consciousness of man has now to embrace the emotions and passions of
sex, and the deep effects of human physical contact. This is the
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glimmering edge of our awareness and our field of understanding, in the
endless business of knowing ourselves.

Lawrence probably succeeded better in extending our consciousness in
his earlier novels, The Rainbow and Women in Love, and in the admirable
short stories than when it was so consciously his intention, as in Lady
Chatterly’s Lover. But his own formulation after the fact is a very good
description of what his whole work succeeded in accomplishing.

Lawrence’s accomplishment can perhaps best be shown by coming at
it through a description of recurring motifs in his work. Taken
altogether these suggest a single persistent ‘‘sense of the world,” that is,
a homogeneous body of experience from which his work springs or
a single vision which his oeuvre expresses. A writer's “sense of the
world” is something impossible to paraphrase, although sometimes a
proposition, usually involving the writer’s key metaphor, will seem
adequately to sum it up.

If it is true that even the greatest writer repeats himself, and is in a way
writing the same story over and over or giving a new treatment to the
same inner conflict, the best way to understand the work of a writer is to
isolate these obsessions, and describe whatever slow mutations they may
have undergone. The obsessions may be located in repetitions of
character, scene, and action or dramatic situation. All three in their
interrelation tend to form what may be called a ““myth” or myths. This
myth postulates a certain nature and situation for man and certain
possible outcomes for his actions. For example, for Lawrence there are
two extreme outcomes which sum up the meaning of a character’s life:
(1) death, usually self-destruction and (2) a certain heightened state of
existence, a fulfillment of the highest potentialities of human life.
Paradoxically, these two extreme possibilities of the Lawrence world
tend to overlap and merge, so that the highest fulfillment is, seen another
way, death. The highest fulfillment is certainly isolation, isolation both
from other people and from ‘“‘normal” states of consciousness. In fact, it
tends to abnegate consciousness. It was, again paradoxically, just this
heightened state of unconscious knowledge (located, so Lawrence said, in
the solar plexus) that Lawrence intended his work to bring to his reader’s
consciousness. At least so I understand the credo quoted above.

This likeness-in-unlikeness in the two extreme outcomes may be seen
by comparing two stories written more or less consecutively, The
Woman Who Rode Away and Sun. In the former an American woman in
Mexico leaves her husband and an empty marriage and flees to an
isolated Indian village deep in the mountains where she is eventually
sacrificed in a tribal rite. In the rite she symbolically becomes the bride of
the Indians’ sun god. She has escaped a bourgeois “‘mental” marriage,
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but her sexual fulfillment is also death. Lawrence renders with great
vividness his heroine’s heightened state of consciousness as she is carried
away to be sacrificed. Her death, like Gerald Crich’s in Women in Love, is
unconsciously wished for. In Sun, another lady, also victim of a sterile
modern marriage, finds her fulfillment in lying naked in the Mediterran-
ean sun. She repudiates her husband when he comes from New York in
his grey business suit to take her back to a grey life in a New York
apartment, and at the end of the story she is left presumably to lie naked
forever communing with the sun who is her new husband. Her physical
posture and her state of mind are oddly like that of the heroine of The
Woman Who Rode Away, who is last seen lying on a stone altar in an ice
cave, the priest’s knife poised over her naked body, waiting for the
setting sun to suffuse the cave with light.

Both stories use the motif of travel. Lawrence’s own compulsive
travels are similarly ambiguous, either escape from the deadness of
England into the freedom of Australia or Mexico, or the carrying into
reality of an impulse to wander to the Ultima Thule, to climb out of and
beyond everything, which is a form of the impulse to self-destruction.
The ambiguity makes an important assertion about the limitations of the
human condition. It says that the attaining of wisdom or the bringing
into being of a supremely good state of soul is also the attainment of an
isolation from the unwise and not-good which is like death. Women in
Love, probably the most perfect of Lawrence’s novels, images this
perfectly in the double ending: on the one hand the self-caused death of
Gerald Crich in the blinding whiteness of a snow-covered alp, and on the
other the marriage of Ursula and Birkin and their retreat from the
conventional world into a world of “freedom together” travelling.

What is it that Lawrence’s people are all so anxious to escape from? It is
a state of bondage to another person, usually of the other sex, a state
imaged in Lawrence’s earliest important novel, Sons and Lovers, as
bondage to the mother, and recurrently imaged either as this Oedipal
fixation, or as love which is a transference of this fixation to another
woman, as in Gerald’s love for Gudrun Brangwen in Women in Love
(‘“Mother and substance of all life she was. And he, child and man,
received of her and was made whole . . . Like a child at the breast, he
cleaved intensely to her, and she could not put him away”), or as a
destructive homosexual relation (as in The Prussian O fficer).

The problem which all of Lawrence’s characters face is the problem of
how to escape from the locked room of the mother fixation, from a love
which inevitably destroys the lover. The escape into a relation between
man and woman which avoids the destructiveness of transferred mother-
love is to be attained only with the utmost difficulty. Women in Love is
perhaps Lawrence’s best novel because it dramatizes this escape
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believably in the relation of Ursula and Birkin. The recurrent image
there for this “freedom together” is “star-equilibrium.” The perfect
marriage is a relation in which husband and wife are as free of one
another and yet as related as two stars with their mutually dependent and
stabilizing gravity systems. The escape into “equilibrium” also provides
the special sort of knowledge which obsessed Lawrence, the dark
knowledge of “mystic otherness.” For example, this knowledge is
attained by Birkin and Ursula when their relation finally reaches its
climax:

He knew her darkly, with fulness of dark knowledge. Now she would
know him, and he too would be liberated. He would be night-free, like an
Egyptian, steadfast in perfectly suspended equilibrium, pure mystic
nodality of physical being. They would give each other this star-
equilibrium which alone is freedom.

And then, after the physical consummation which has been so long
held off until the “star-equilibrium” has been attained:

She had her desire of him, she touched, she received the maximum of
unspeakable communication in touch, dark, subtle, positively silent, a
magnificent gift and give again, a perfect acceptance and yielding, a
mystery, the reality of that which can never be known, mystic, sensual
reality that can never be transmuted into mind content, but remains
outside, living body of darkness and silence and subtlety, the mystic body
of reality. She had her desire fulfilled. He had his desire fulfilled. For she
was to him what he was to her, the immemorial magnificence of mystic,
palpable, real otherness.

Perfect sexual experience is, then, the way to an especially profound
sort of knowledge, deriving from ‘“‘communication in touch.” This
passage, besides expressing one of Lawrence’s central ideas, also
exemplifies Lawrence’s characteristic faults. It is over-written and
therefore seems sentimental. It shows that lack of a sense of humor
which T. S. Eliot isolated as one of Lawrence’s chief faults. The faults are
failures to get a meaning precisely and clearly stated. It would be difficult
to say what Lawrence meant by “mystic,” three times repeated in the
paragraph. A sceptic might well ask if Lawrence’s “communication in
touch” is really anything more than an extension of the Biblical pun on
“know’’: i.e. “‘He knew his wife, and she conceived.” A good deal more
can be said for it, though, as will be seen.

Lawrence’s myth is the form of dramatization, recurring as sameness
with difference, of his ‘‘sense of the world.” It is also the dramatization
of his key metaphor. The subject of the myth is man’s sexual experience,
conceiving ‘“‘sexual experience” in an extended sense as the important
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relations of a man to his parents, to other men and women and to his
wife.

All good fiction dramatizes transformations, either changes in an
individual’s personality or increases in knowledge, which come to much
the same thing. Transformation in Lawrence’s stories is imaged as
change in the chief character following sexual experience or the refusal of
sexual experience. The “situation” of man is the Oedipal situation, in
which man is constantly threatened with destruction or nullity, death-in-
life, through love either for the mother or for some woman imaged as
the mother. On the other hand, refusal of sexual experience (which
springs from the Oedipal block) is equally destructive, as is shown by the
excellent story, The Man Who Loved Islands.

One of the frequent permutations of the myth is to change the sex of
the protagonist. The problem then becomes how a woman can avoid
destroying herself and her husband by treating him like her child, or how
she can overcome the frigidity and repression which is bred into modern
civilized women. The deus ex machina is the perfectly adjusted male, like
Henry in The Fox, the man, usually from the lower class, who can
awaken the lady’s thwarted instincts, subdue her self-destructive will
(“Will” is one of the hated words in Lawrence’s vocabulary, like “Love,”
which means destructive “Oedipal” love) and give her that sort of
fulfillment which is for Lawrence the highest value. This male paragon,
who often is somehow in his occupation concerned with animals,
appears even in Lawrence’s early stories, but is of much more importance
in the later ones. Each of them tells substantially the same story: an
overcivilized Andromeda is freed from herself by a peasant Perseus, who
is himself free from civilization because outside it. One may imagine,
without too much malice, that this recurring character was Lawrence’s
idealized image of himself. This ideal man embodies perfectly ““phallic
consciousness,” that awareness of nature and other people and oneself
which replaces the sterile mental consciousness of modern civilized man
with a capacity for vivid experience, experience in which the whole man,
not just the mind, is involved. And Lawrence’s ideal woman may be
deduced from these stories to have been a sort of transformed Frieda (his
wife), a woman who is able to escape from repression into a vital sexual
relation with a man without trying to mother him. Both the perfect man
and the perfect woman are required for any successful male—female
relationship. Some men, like Gerald Crich in Women in Love, bring out
the motherliness in women, and the relation is inevitably a failure. A
man must be able to resist this, as Birkin did, must be able to keep his
own separateness even in marriage. Birkin’s famous stoning of the image
of the moon in the water is a dramatic symbol of this resistance.

A man and a woman in their relationship, judged against the ideal of
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“*star equilibrium,” are the major figures of Lawrence’s myth. There are
also minor recurring figures: the older woman, a kind of mother-ogress,
who destroys or tries to destroy her son or daughter, as the mother in
Mother and Daughter, Hermione in Women in Love, the mother in The
Lovely Lady, the grandmother in The Virgin and the Gipsy, and the
mother of the Priestess of Isis in The Man Who Died. In these stories
Lawrence has given us frightening representations of the power in a
woman of ‘“‘ghastly female will”’ to destroy her husband, her children, or
even her grandchildren, by dominating them, keeping them children.
Lawrence ought to have understood this character, as his mother was
evidently just such a person. Another figure, the dominating father,
appears less often, but he may be glimpsed in the Prussian officer and in
the Australian fascist who gives Kangaroo its title. A Damon and Pythias
relationship is also sometimes important in Lawrence, as in the relation
of Gerald and Birkin in Women in Love or of Jack and Somers in Kangaroo
or of Aaron and Lilly in Aaron’s Rod. 1 believe it may be safely asserted
that the dramatic roles of all the important characters in all of Lawrence’s
work may be understood in terms of these figures and the basic myth
which they enact over and over again in different guises. It is just here, in
his dependence, throughout his writing career, on stories about pecople
caught in or escaping from situations much like his own, that
Lawrence’s chief limitation lies. All writers must work from their own
experience, but some have ‘“myths” which are capable of more
permutations and developments than Lawrence’s. After any extensive
reading of Lawrence one becomes intensely aware of that “‘essential
omission’” which I spoke of as characteristic of the exploration of a single
metaphor.

Lawrence’s ideal relationship was marriage, a marriage which avoids
the Scylla of sterility and repression on one side (like the relation of Lady
Chatterly and her husband) and the Charybdis of a transferred mother-son
relation on the other. This is clearly stated in A Propos Lady Chatterly:

And the Church created marriage by making it a sacrament, a sacrament
of man and woman united in the sex communion, and never to be
separated, except by death . . . Marriage, making one complete body out
of two incomplete ones, and providing for the complex development of
the man’s soul and the woman’s soul in unison, throughout a life-time.

The fruit of such a perfect marriage is the most complete realization of
valuable experience available to man: “While you live your life, you are
in some way an organic whole with all life. But once you start the mental
life you pluck the apple,” says a character in Lady Chatterly’s Lover.
Sexual experience is the source of all real knowledge. “In him, she
touched the centre of reality” says Lawrence of Will and Anna Brangwen
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in The Rainbow. And Mellors explains to Lady Chatterly: ““‘Sex is really
only touch, the closest of all touch. And it’s touch we’re afraid of. We’re
only half-conscious, and half alive. We’ve got to come alive and aware.”

111

It has not, I think, often been recognized that Lawrence’s work merely
re-expressed the key romantic idea in terms of sexual experience. The
romantic epistemology, as found, say, in Keats, Shelley or Wordsworth,
depends on certain tricks played with the word or the idea of ‘“‘sense”
whereby “sense’” as “sense experience” is asserted somehow to lead to
“sense”” as highest knowledge. (Notice how the phrase “sense of the
world” depends on precisely this pun.) All the claims of the romantic
poets for the value of poetry and its maker, the human imagination, also
rest on this pun. Keats’ “O for a Life of Sensations rather than of
Thoughts” is echoed in Wordsworth’s definition of a poet as ‘“a man,
who being possessed of more than usual organic sensibility, [has] also
thought long and deeply,” and in Shelley’s definition of poets as “those
of the most delicate sensibility and the most enlarged imaginations.”
And all three assert that the poet comes back from his journey into
sensibility with new knowledge. Poetic language, said Shelley, “marks
the before unapprehended relations of things and perpetuates their
apprehension.” Poetry *‘is at once the centre and circumference of
knowledge; it is that which comprehends all science, and that to which
all science must be referred.” “What the Imagination seizes as Beauty
must be Truth,” said Keats, and by “Imagination” he meant the intense
activity of the mind on the material of “Sensations.” And an infrequently
quoted passage from Wordsworth’s preface to the second edition of The
Lyrical Ballads puts the whole doctrine succinctly:

Though the eyes and senses of man are, it @s true, [the poet’s] favourite
guides, yet he will follow wheresoever he can find an atmosphere of
sensation in which to move his wings. Poetry is the first and last of all
knowledge.

I am aware that this lumping blurs distinctions. To unblur them would
take a book. But this tradition has dominated Western poetry theory
since then. T. S. Eliot’s praise of the Elizabethan period because then
“the intellect was at the tips of the senses” would have seemed to Keats
based on a valid criterion.

There is nothing at all unorthodox about Lawrence’s key idea. It is
precisely in keeping with that phase of thought which is often said to
begin in poetry with the romantic movement (such things do not begin
so abruptly, of course), and which still persists. In fact it might be said
that the distinct contribution of twentieth-century literature to the
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romantic tradition has been to expound the two meanings of “sense’” in
terms of what is clearly one of the most intense forms of sense
experience. And we must remember here how Lawrence broadened the
definition of sexual experience. “Sex,”” he said, ‘““to me, means the whole
of the relationship between man and woman.” This transformation of
the basic romantic idea has the merit of bringing literature down from a
subjective cloud where the poet, all sensibility, confronts the universe
alone, to the realm of the personal relations of men and women. The
romantic idea is thus transformed from lyric into dramatic.

The new statement of the romantic idea may be worked both ways.
Either experience, which is actually larger than sexual, may be talked
about in terms of sexual experience, as in Lawrence, or experience,
which is basically sexual, may be dramatized as including something
more, as in The Lovesong of |. Alfred Prufrock. Proust’s work and much of
Faulkner’s, to name only two writers, represent explorations of the
twentieth-century permutation of the key romantic idea. Lawrence’s
work is valuable partly because the metaphorical “perspective” which is
used more covertly in other twentieth-century work appears so openly in
Lawrence that it would be hard to miss it as his chief theme. Seen in this
larger context, a context of which Lawrence himself was not wholly
aware, his work seems clearly explicable as a continuation of that
romantic ‘“‘protest on behalf of the organic view of nature, and . . .
against the exclusion of value from the essence of matter of fact” which
Whitehead celebrated in Science and the Modern World. Like the work of
Wordsworth and Shelley, Lawrence’s writing may be taken as an assault
on the ‘“Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness,” the taking of mental
abstractions as realities and the only realities. Whitehead’s description
of Wordsworth applies admirably to Lawrence. Like Wordsworth,
Lawrence ‘“‘opposes to the scientific abstractions his full concrete
experience.” Lawrence was violent in his denunciations of “‘mentality.”
“Man is great,” he said, “according as his relation to the living universe
is vast and vital.”” To “‘mentality”’ he opposes the fullest activity of all
man’s ways of getting in touch with the world outside himself.

Lawrence’s cry for “More life! More vivid life!” finds its echo not only
in Whitehead but in other exponents of this characteristic twentieth-
century theory of value. Lawrence’s explicit doctrine grew from his
fiction and does not contradict its implications. Although Lawrence did
not, so far as I know, read Whitehead, his theory was at times very close
to Whitehead’s notion that “‘value’ resides in “events” (of greater or less
complexity from stones on up to human beings) which “prehend” in
themselves aspects of the whole universe, past, present and future:

The argument is, that between an individual and any external object with
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which he has an affective connection, there exists a definite vital low, as
definite and concrete as the electric current whose polarized circuit sets our
tram-cars running and our lamps shining, or our Marconi wires vibrating.
Whether this object be human, or animal, or plant, or quite inanimate,
there is still a circuit. (Fantasia of the Unconscious)

And this, from a letter of June, 1914, to A. D. McLeod, which might
stand as a summing up of what Lawrence had to say and what he
“proved on our pulses” in his fiction:

I think the only re-sourcing of art, revivifying it, is to make it more the
joint work of man and woman. I think the one thing to do, is for men to
have courage to draw nearer to women, to expose themselves to them,
and be altered by them: and for women to accept and admit men. That is
the start — by bringing themselves together, men and women - revealing
themselves each to the other, gaining great blind knowledge and suffering
and joy, which it will take a big further lapse of civilization to exploit and
work out. Because the source of all living is in the interchange and the
meeting and mingling of these two: man-life and woman-life, man-
knowledge and woman-knowledge, man-being and woman-being.

It is obvious, I think, what is wrong with Lawrence’s doctrine, a
wrongness that perhaps springs from the narrowness of the source of his
creative inspiration of which I spoke above. Lawrence’s personal and
artistic preoccupation with the problems of sexual adjustment seems to
have blinded him to another source of vital experience, which indeed
operates to make sexual experience in man more than the coupling of
beasts. For surely, even though it be admitted that “man’s vital
experience is sexual,” in all Lawrence’s rich meaning of sexual, there still
remains another source both for value, ‘“vivid life,”” and for man’s worst
evil, a source which interposes itself constantly to transform and
combine elements of that rudimentary vital experience. The other source
is simply the fact of mind or imagination in man, that mind which
Lawrence so scorned. Whatever Lawrence may have desired, man cannot
stop possessing mind. It is true, on one hand, to use Whitehead’s words
again, that “the growth of consciousness is the uprise of abstractions.”
(Cf. Lawrence, Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious:

Ideas are the dry, unliving, inscutient plumage which intervenes between
us and the circumambient universe, forming at once an insulator and an
instrument for the subduing of the universe. The mind is the instrument
of instruments; it is not a creative reality. . . . The mind is the dead end of
life.)

But it is also true, on the other hand, that the mind (in its ability to
modify, transform, and interrelate the data of experience by means of its
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‘“‘coadunating imagination”) is the source of man’s most important
enjoyment of “‘vivid life.”” Lawrence in his conscious theory never gave
enough importance to the power of imagination so richly shown by
his own best work. His successful stories are good not because of his
theory or the evidence in them of his own intense experience. They are
good because in them his imagination transformed his experience into
unified symbolic representations of those conscious and unconscious
preoccupations that made up his sense of the world.



Franz Kafka and the
metaphysics of alienation

Had one to name the artist who comes nearest to bearing the same
kind of relation to our age that Dante, Shakespeare and Goethe bore to
theirs, Kafka is the first we would think of.

W. H. Auden

There is a goal, but no way; what we call the way is only wavering.

Kafka

Franz Kafka, from the very beginning of his life, was chained forever in
the place of exile:

It seems to me as if | had not come by myself but had been pushed here as a
child and then chained to this spot; the consciousness of my misfortune
only gradually dawned on me, my misfortune itself was already
complete.!

Outside of the human world, outside of God’s law, he felt condemned to
wander forever in the wilderness outside of Canaan. This wandering is
identical with being chained in one spot, for every place in the desert is
identical with every other place, and they are all equally at an infinite
distance from the goal:

Why did I want to quit the world? Because “he’” would not let me live in
it, in his world. Though indeed I should not judge the matter so precisely,
for I am now a citizen of this other world, whose relationship to the
ordinary one is the relationship of the wilderness to cultivated land (I have
been forty years wandering from Canaan). . .. It is indeed a kind of
Wandering in the Wilderness in reverse that I am undergoing.?

Doubitless it is Kafka’s acute consciousness of his irrevocable alienation,
and the incomparably subtle analysis of it presented in his works, that
earn him his place as the most representative figure in twentieth-century
literature. For our time is, even more than the time of Hélderlin (it is
only an extension of his), the time of distress, the time when the link

15
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between God and man is broken, the time when God is no more present
and is not yet again present, the time when He can only be experienced
negatively, as a terrifying absence.

But the full consciousness of his plight only *“gradually”’ dawns on the
exiled one, and, besides, ““‘the attraction of the human world is so
immense, in an instant it can make one forget everything.””? “I think,”
says Kafka, “‘that I am continually skirting the wilderness and am full of
childish hopes . . . that ‘perhaps I shall keep in Canaan after all.””*
Accordingly, the first act in the Kafkan drama is a frantic attempt to keep
within the ordinary human world. At all costs he must believe that he is a
perfectly normal person, that he is linked by a thousand ties to the tightly
knit circle of the human community, that he has a justified and
meaningful existence there, and that, above all, the established human
world forms for him an avenue of approach to God. For is not the true
way to God through the traditional institutions of the community? And
if one does not belong to God, if one is not within the law, one does not
exist, one is, literally, nothing: ‘““The word ‘sein’ signifies in German both
things: to be and te belong to Him.”>

It is quite clear what Kafka meant by belonging to the human world. It
meant, perhaps most of all in Kafka’s Jewish tradition, being a good son,
and, later, having a wife and children. Thus he writes in his journal:
“The Talmud too says: A man without a woman is no person.”’® And he
expresses again and again his horror of the bachelor’s “ill-luck” and his
painful longing for a wife and children. For children are a sign that one is
in the right with God, that one has a meaningful part in history, in the
temporal fulfillment of God’s law on earth.

But belonging to the human world also meant for Kafka having a job
and a profession. Only these would give one the strength to act
decisively: “For without a center, without a profession, a love, a family,
an income; i.e., without holding one’s own against the world in the big
things . . . one cannot protect oneself from losses that momentarily
destroy one.”” Thus the hero of Amerika, the shy and diffident Karl
Rossmann, becomes aggressive and competent when he thinks he is
established in the community, even at its lowest level:

He marched up to the counter and rapped on it with his knuckles until
someone came; . . . he shouted across high walls of human beings; he
went up to people without hesitation. . . . He did all this not out of
arrogance, nor from any lack of respect for difficulties, but because he felt
himself in a secure position which gave him certain rights.®

To possess all these things — a family, a job, and a secured place in the
general human family — would be, in other words, to enjoy the sense of
wellbeing which K. in The Castle momentarily (and falsely) experiences.
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And it would be to feel, as K. does, that his position allows him an
avenue of approach to the divine power, here present in Klamm, the
Castle official:

Yet I have already a home, a position and real work to do, I have a
promised wife who takes her share of my professional duties when I have
other business, 'm going to marry her and become a member of the
community, and besides my official connection I have also a personal
connection with Klamm, although as yet I haven’t been able to make use
of it. That’s surely quite a lot.®

So, then, a number of Kafka’s stories, especially the early ones, can be
interpreted as continuing that tradition which goes back through
Dickens (whom he consciously imitated in Amerika) to the eighteenth-
century novel. That is, they are stories about people who begin in
estrangement from the human community, and who attempt through a
series of adventures to find a stable place in society, and through that a
meaningful identity. Kafka’s most elaborate version of this traditional
theme is Amerika: no other work expresses more clearly the opposition
between the terrible freedom of having no connection with the human
world and the longed-for security of a permanent place in the social
order. But this same opposition between freedom and status is also
central in other stories —in, for example, ““A Report to an Academy,” the
disquieting story of an ape who, after being captured, escapes from his
cage by finding ‘“‘a special way” out, “the way of humanity””:

With an effort which- up till now has never been repeated, [says the ape]
I managed to reach the cultural level of an average European. . . . There
is an excellent idiom: to fight one’s way through the thick of things: that is
what I have done, I have fought through the thick of things. There was
nothing else for me to do, provided always that freedom was not to be my
choice. 10

It is a choice, then, between “dreadful freedom” outside the human
world and meaningful existence within it. But in Kafka’s later writings
there is a strange transformation of the value of belonging to the human
world. Now, instead of being identified with obedience to God’s law, it
is opposed to it. The choice now seems to be between fulfilling God’s
law in isolation and evading its imperatives through self-immersion in
the human collective. Thus, in a bitterly ironic journal note of 1917,
Kafka asserts that his real aim is not to obey God but to escape into the
human world where he can sin with impunity:

If I closely examine what is my ultimate aim, it turns out that I am not
really striving to be good and to fulfill the demands of a Supreme
Judgment, but rather very much the contrary: I strive to know the whole
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human and animal community, to recognize their basic predilections,
desires, moral ideals, to reduce these to simple rules and as quickly as
possible to trim my behavior to these rules in order that I may find favor in
the whole world’s eyes; and, indeed (this is the inconsistency), so much
favor that in the end I could openly perpetrate the iniquities within me
without alienating the universal love in which I am held — the only sinner
who won’t be roasted.!!

What has happened to bring about this reversal? The answer is that
Kafka has come to recognize that everybody, without exception, is
outside the law. The entire human community is in the desert,
attempting to build an impious tower of Babel to scale heaven, but really
cutting itself off more and more from God and creating a self-enclosed
structure of purely human values and institutions. Kafka’s judgment of
our urban, technological, industrial, bureaucratic world is unequivocal.
Once, long ago, as Kafka says in one of his very last stories, the Word
was close to man, and interpenetrated his world, but now it has
withdrawn altogether, and all mankind is lost:

Even in those days wonders did not openly walk the streets for any one to
seize; but all the same dogs [for ““dogs” we are, of course, to understand:
“men”’] —I cannot put it in any other way — had not yet become so doggish
as to-day, the edifice of dogdom was still loosely put together, the true
Word could still have intervened, planning or replanning the structure,
changing it at will, transforming it into its opposite; the Word was there,
was very near at least, on the tip of everybody’s tongue, any one might
have hit upon it. And what has become of it to-day? To-day one may
pluck out one’s very heart and not find it.!2

To live within the human community is no longer to live in a world
which is transparent to God, but is to “‘hasten in almost guiltless silence
towards death in a world darkened by others.”’1 In other words, the true
reason Kafka is impelled to reject the way to God that lies through the
human world, through a family or a profession or religious observances,
is not, it seems, that he is exiled by that community, but that the
community is itself no longer a way to God. One is lost, but then one
must be lost. For the entire human community is lost, though this is not
generally known. Each of us has taken a wrong turning, and we wander
in endless aberration: “Every person is lost in himself beyond hope of
rescue.”’'* The only difference in Kafka’s case is that he knows he is lost,
and this is his chance. The discovery of alienation is, perhaps, the only
remaining possibility of salvation. For the spiritual state of Kafka’s
heroes is not extraordinary. Rather it is the true state of us all, whether
we know it or not. It is not only Kafka who wanders farther and farther
into the desert, but all of us, together, and yet separated infinitely by our
mutual silence:
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When our first fathers strayed they had doubtless scarcely any notion that
their aberration was to be an endless one, they could still literally see the
cross-roads, it seemed an easy matter to turn back whenever they pleased,
and if they hesitated to turn back it was merely because they wanted to
enjoy a dog’s life for a little while longer; it was not yet a genuine dog’s
life, and already it seemed intoxicatingly beautiful to them . . . and so they
strayed farther.!>

II

The Kafkan man, then, is in exile, and he must wish to be in exile, must
constantly reaffirm and choose his exile as the only possibility left open
to him. Kafka’s stories and his personal writings, in spite of the recurrent
“attraction of the human world,” and in spite of his momentary feelings
that the human world is good and that he belongs to it, are, for the most
part, a long, patient, and exhaustive analysis of what it means to be
outside of everything, even outside of oneself.

To be outside of everything means, first of all, to be unable to reach
and touch anything outside of one’s own narrow limits: “I am divided
from all things by a hollow space,””16 says Kafka, “I am too far away, am
banished.”!” One remains here, and everyone and everything else is out
there, seen coldly across a gap, as a mere phenomenal spectacle.
Moreover, one is also separated from the past and from the future. A
really meaningful human life, of course, possesses its past and its future,
and they eventually form a full circle, a totality of homogeneous
existence supporting one in a fullness of being:

We . . . are held in our past and future. . . . Whatever advantage the future
has in size, the past compensates for in weight, and at the end the two are
indeed no longer distinguishable, earliest youth later becomes distinct, as
the future is, and the end of the future is really already experienced in all
our sighs, and thus becomes the past. So this circle along whose rim we
move almost closes. 8

But the exiled one “has only the moment, the everlasting moment of
torment which is followed by no glimpse of a moment of recovery.”’1®
Kafka’s stories and journals are perfect expressions of this double
isolation in the moment, isolation not only from all past and future
moments, but also from what is seen and experienced in the moment
itself. His heroes are, like Kafka himself, passive and cold, incapable of
the least motion of human warmth which might extend outwards to
embrace the world and other people: “A sad but calm astonishment at
my lack of feeling often grips me”’2%; “It is as if I were made of stone,”’?!
“I have become cold again, and insensible.”’?> And the world seen from
the point of view of cold, detached passivity is a long succession of
disconnected appearances. One ‘‘isolated momentary observation”23
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follows another. Each appears suddenly before the field of vision, swells
up to fill the whole, and is seen vividly in microscopic detail for a
moment: “observations of the moment, mostly only indoors, where
certain people suddenly and hugely bubble up before one’s eyes.”?*
Then, what had absorbed all of one’s attention dissolves, disappears, to
be forgotten and replaced by something else.

To begin to read one of Kafka’s stories is to enter a space where one is
always indoors, where there are always limits to one’s vision. Even if one
is in the midst of a trackless desert, one’s vision is soon stopped by the
indeterminate horizon of sand and sky, or by a thick murk of fog, or by
the dazzling brilliance of sunlight itself. But most often one finds oneself
in a dreamlike interior, a realm of theatrical hallucination. (Kafka was
fascinated by the theater, and many of his own dreams took place in a
theater.) There is nothing behind the insubstantial backdrops of these
stage sets, solid though they seem — nothing but the discarded bric-a-brac
of unused props and ropes, or, as it may be, simply another room just
like the first. The world of Kafka’s stories is a world without depth, a
world of sheer surface, a world of continual'movement, in which one is
condemned to explore, one after another, indefinitely multiplied
chambers which replace one another and which are all the equivalents of
one another. The scene is always changing, but it never really changes. It
is a universe of pure spectacle. And in such a universe all things are traps
which fascinate our attention. The people are as depthless as the walls:
we see their gestures and expressions with extraordinary distinctness, but
the meaning of these gestures and these glances is precisely that they have
no meaning. They are simply there before us. They connect with
nothing before or after, and they contain no significance hidden in their
depths: “Miserable observation,” says Kafka, “which again is certainly
the result of something artificially constructed whose lower end is
swinging in emptiness somewhere.”’?>

The world of Amerika, of The Trial, and The Castle, then, is a labyrinth.
In this labyrinth, one moves constantly from place to place without ever
getting anywhere, or reaching anything conclusive, or even knowing
whether there is a goal to be reached:

The truly terrible paths between freedom and slavery cross each other
with no guide to the way ahead and accompanied by an immediate
obliterating of the paths already traversed. There are a countless number
of such paths, or only one, it cannot be determined, for there is no vantage
ground from which to observe. There am I. I cannot leave.2¢

Thus, not one of Kafka’s longer works is really finished. They could not,
on principle, reach their end, since the very nature of the experience they
describe is to be endless, or, rather, to be the “eternal recapitulation”?” of



Franz Kafka: metaphysics of alienation 21

the same experience. These novels, at best, can only jump over an
infinite number of intermediate stages, and reach, as in the case of The
Trial, their inevitable end. But, most often, that end is never reached: “A
life like this could last forever and still be nothing but a moment. Moses
fails to enter Canaan not because his life is too short but because it is a
human life.”28

In the end, however, Kafka’s universe, for the very reason that it is so
completely without depth, comes to seem very deep indeed. For the least
gesture or glance from another person, the most insignificant detail
observed in an inanimate object, precisely because they can be given no
comforting human meaning, seem to put us in touch immediately with
some unfathomable meaning from beyond the human world. They seem
radiant with an ominous significance which transcends their immediate
reality. The most we can hope is that this meaning has nothing directly
to do with us: “The most appropriate situation for me: To listen to a
conversation between two people who are discussing a matter that
concerns them closely while I have only a remote interest in it which is in
addition completely selfless.””??

But, alas, such is not the case. The conversation does concern me. My
guilt is being decided, and the moment of my execution set. All Kafka’s
stories about persons who wander within the labyrinth of the human
world approach closer and closer to the same ending: the death of the
hero, which is only the fulfillment of a spiritual death that precedes the
beginning of the story. This is the central action of The Trial: Joseph K.’s
slow recognition that he cannot ignore his trial, that he no longer belongs
to the human world, that he is guilty, that his fate is to be executed. To
yield onself to the human world, to leave one’s safe enclosure, is to put
oneself at the mercy of judges who are infinitely powerful and infinitely
merciless, and whether one is “guilty” or “innocent” (that is, whether
one knows or does not know that one is guilty), the end is the same:
“Rossmann and K., the innocent and the guilty, both executed without
distinction in the end, the guilty one with a gentler hand, more pushed
aside than struck down.”30

Only one escape seems to remain: to withdraw altogether from the
human world, to surround oneself with impenetrable walls and to live
safely in complete isolation within one’s own private enclosure: “I'll shut
myself off from everyone to the point of insensibility. Make an enemy of
everyone, speak to no one.”3! “Two tasks on the threshold of life: To
narrow your circle more and more, and constantly to make certain that
you have not hidden yourself somewhere outside it.”*32

The quality of life within the pure circle of complete isolation is
brilliantly dramatized in the story called “The Burrow.” The interior
world too, we discover, is a labyrinth, a labyrinth one has made for
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oneself. But this labyrinth does not even have the multiplicity and
changefulness of the exterior one. Each chamber and each passageway is
exactly like all the others, and reflects back only the absolute blandness
and indeterminacy of one’s own inner life. Where there is nothing but
oneself, there is nothing. In isolation, there is a rapid exhaustion of one’s
forces, an evaporation of the self. In a moment, all thoughts, all
emotions, all one’s powers, are dissipated, and there is nothing left but a
complete void. Kafka’s diaries are full of descriptions of the absolute
inner emptiness resulting from this disastrous withdrawal into one’s own
center: ‘““‘My inner emptiness, an emptiness that replaces everything else
is not even very great.”’33 “Completely indifferent and apathetic. A well
gone dry, water at an unattainable depth and no certainty it is there.
Nothing, nothing.”34 It is as though one had, deliberately or by
inadvertence, stepped off the rim of one’s circle into a bottomless abyss:

This circle indeed belongs to us, but belongs to us only so long as we keep to
it, if we move to the side just once, in any chance forgetting of self, in some
distraction, some fright, some astonishment, some fatigue, we have already
lost it into space, until now we had our noses stuck into the tide of the times,
now we step back, former swimmers, present walkers, and are lost.3®

By enclosing oneself in a narrow circle of isolation, one has indeed
stepped into a place of complete nullity. This nullity is not death, it is
something worse, it is “the eternal torment of dying.”’3¢ Gregor Samsa,
for example, in “The Metamorphosis,” after his horrible transformation
into a cockroach, becomes more and more dry and empty within his
carapace of solitude, but he is liberated, finally, by death. Gregor’s end,
however, like the death at the end of “The Judgment,” or the execution
at the end of The Trial, is as much wish-fulfillment as a possibility in
which Kafka really believes. The true plight of Kafka’s heroes is to be
unable to die, to remain forever, like the hunter Gracchus, hovering
between this world and the world of death, to remain in a prolonged
emptiness which is neither death nor life:

In a certain sense I am alive too. My death ship lost its way; a wrong turn
of the wheel, a moment’s absence of mind on the pilot’s part. . . . I am
forever . . . on the great stair that leads up.to [the other world]. On that
infinitely wide and spacious stair 1 clamber about, sometimes up,
sometimes down, sometimes on the right, sometimes on the left, always
in motion. . . . My ship has no rudder, and it is driven by the wind that
blows in the undermost regions of death.3’

The ultimate fate of Kafka’s heroes, then, and of Kafka himself, is to
reach a frightening state of being neither alive nor dead, in which one can
only live by endlessly falling into the void. The Kafkan man is drawn
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relentlessly toward a supreme moment, a moment as long as eternity
itself, a moment in which he is pure negative consciousness speeding
with infinite acceleration toward an incomprehensible transcendent
power which he can never reach or escape from, however far or fast he
goes:

To die would mean nothing else than to surrender a nothing to the
nothing, but that would be impossible to conceive, for how could a
person, even only as a nothing, consciously surrender himself to the
nothing, and not merely to an empty nothing but rather to a roaring
nothing whose nothingness consists’only in its incomprehensibility.38

I

Again encouragement. Again I catch hold of myself, as one catches
hold of a ball in its fall. Tomorrow, today, I'll begin an extensive
work. . . .3

Now one final possibility remains, and it is literature itself, the rescue of
oneself through writing. Writing, it may be, is the one action which,
depending on nothing outside the self, and deriving from a voluntary
and autonomous exercise of the power to transform things into words,
can stop the endless fall into the abyss. The self will seize the self, as one
catches hold of a ball in mid-air, and give to itself an indestructible
solidity. The crucial importance of Kafka for twentieth-century thought
lies not only in his extreme experience of the loss of selfhood, but also in
his deep exploration of the tangled relations between writing and
salvation. For Kafka, as does the thought of our century in general,
pursues to its end the attempt, begun by the Romantics, to find in
literature itself a means of salvation. Abandoned to utter dereliction by
the collapse of every other hope, Kafka turns to writing as the sole
possibility remaining. And it was no light burden he put upon words: it
was, indeed, a burden no less heavy than the weight of his entire life and
destiny: “I am more and more unable to think, to observe, to determine the truth
of things, to remember, to speak, to share an experience; I am tuming to stone,
this is the truth. . . . If I can’t take refuge in some work, I am lost.”’*? “But
I will write in spite of everything, absolutely; it is my struggle for self-
preservation.’’#! “I am nothing but literature.”*2

Kafka’s notion of the process by which literature would bring him
salvation was precise and definite: the words would not merely be put
down on the paper to exist independently of their creator. They would
be a kind of magical incantation that would replace the inner emptiness
with solidity and firmness: they would summon “life’s splendour”
which “forever lies in wait about each of us in all its fulness, but veiled
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from view, deep down, invisible, far off.”’42 ““The firmness . . . which
the most insignificant writing brings about in me is beyond doubt and
wonderful.”’#* “If you summon it by the right word, by its right name, it
will come. This is the essence of magic, which does not create but
summons.”*> “I have now . . . a great yearning to write all my anxiety
out of me, write it into the depths of the paper just as it comes out of the
depths of me, or write it down in such a way that I could draw what I
had written into me completely.’’4¢

But at first Kafka’s relation to writing remains, precisely, a striving, a
yearning. The transformation of his inner life through writing is
something he believes in but has not experienced. For, though all his
inner forces rushed toward writing, Kafka was, for long months and
years, unable to achieve a definitive experience of the power of words.
What he lacked was time, for writing is “a task that can never succeed
except all at once.”#7 His job, his family, all the connections he had with
the normal world, left him only the night for writing, and the night was
not long enough. Kafka’s early diaries are full of laments over his lack of
time for writing, and full, too, of fragmentary stories, stories which start
off strongly, create their own world in a few powerful sentences, and
then suddenly and abruptly stop, like meteors which glow brightly in
rarefied air, but are burnt up in a moment by the lower atmosphere and
return to darkness. For Kafka cannot remain long enough in the upper
air. He must sink back to his quotidian indigence, and leave his story
behind to dissipate itself into the inarticulate chaos from which it came.
This chaos is within him, and yet painfully separated from him. Only a
complete story could bring the two together and give form and
expression simultaneously both to the chaos of inner forces and to his
consciousness itself: “I really don’t have time for a story, time to expand
myself in every direction in the world, as I should have to do’’;48

I have too little time to draw out of me all the possibilities of my talent.
For that reason it is only disconnected starts that always make an
appearance. . . . If I were ever able to write something large and whole,
well-shaped from beginning to end, then in the end the story would never
be able to detach itself from me and it would be possible for me calmly and
with open eyes, as a blood relation of a healthy story, to hear it read, but as
it is, every little piece of the story runs around homeless and drives me
away from it in the opposite direction.4?

Far from being able to escape out of his own inner emptiness into the
solidity and coherence of a story, Kafka is repulsed by the broken
fragments of incomplete ones, and kept outside in the void, hanging on,
as it were, with both hands. And, worse yet, within this void, he is
conscious of immense unused forces which circle in uncontrollable
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violence, which permit him no rest or sleep, and, far from holding him
together, tear him apart: “Then, already boiling, I went home, I couldn’t
withstand one of my ideas, disordered, pregnant, disheveled, swollen,
amidst my furniture which was rolling about me; overwhelmed by my
pains and worries, taking up as much space as possible.”>°

“The tremendous world I have in my head. But how to free myself
and free it without being torn to pieces.””>! This is indeed the question:
burnt up by “the unhappy sense of a consuming fire inside [him] that [is]
not allowed to break out,”52 tormented by “mysterious powers”33
which have been unleashed within him and are tearing him to pieces, and
prevented by external circumstances from directing them to a single
continuous work, Kafka is driven toward a state even worse than those
times when his mind is a ““thoughtless vacuum.” Indeed, he is driven, as
he often feared, toward madness. In this dangerous condition, he is
sustained only by an unproved conviction that this seeming chaos is
really a harmony, a harmony which, if it were liberated, would not only
fill up all the interior space of his consciousness, but would permit an
expansion of that space toward unheard-of limits: “In the end this uproar
is only a suppressed, restrained harmony, which, left free, would fill me
completely, which would even widen me and yet still fill me.”5* “I have

. experienced states (not many) . . . in which I completely dwelt in
every idea, but also filled every idea, and in which I not only felt myself
at my boundary, but at the boundary of the human in general.”’5>

It is clear now what form Kafka’s stories must take, if they are to be
successful. They must be a perfect continuity, sweeping smoothly from
beginning to end, with no scission or interstice, and they must be an
expression, not of some limited action in the external world, but,
precisely, of the totality of his inner world. In the words of the story, the
emptiness of consciousness and the shapeless storms of unused forces
must come together and fuse in the concrete particularity of narrative or
image. We can see here why it is incorrect to speak of Kafka’s stories as
“symbolic,” as if their mysterious images, descriptions, and actions stood
for something other than themselves. They are not symbolic, but
perfectly literal embodiments of his inner life. They are the very form his
consciousness takes when it has any form at all, when it ceases to be a
hollow shell filled with indeterminate energies careening in the void.

Kafka’s definitive experience of the power of writing came on the
night of September 22, 1912, when he wrote, in a single unbroken flow
of inspiration, the short story called “The Judgment.” That night he
discovered that his literary powers were real, but he also discovered the
true extent of those powers. He discovered that an authentic piece of
writing would not simply give cohesion and firmness to his own narrow
interior space, but would cause that interior space to expand and grow
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until it filled the entire universe. Or, rather, he discovered that the
interior regions of his consciousness could, through the magic of words,
become the entire universe turned inside out. Every person and thing,
without exception, everything real or imaginable, could be transformed
into words and placed there within himself in an immutable form.
Literature was not simply the salvation of his own poor identity; it was
also the salvation of the world itself. It was, necessarily, both at once, for
so long as any particle or fragment of the world remained unchanged
into words, into image, that fragment would remain other than the self
and constitute a deadly threat to it. Writing, in other words, he
discovered to be ‘““‘an assault, on the last earthly frontier,” an assault,
moreover, launched from below, from mankind.”’56

The strange, mysterious, perhaps dangerous, perhaps saving comfort that
there is in writing: it is a leap out of murderer’s row; it is a seeing of what
is really taking place. This occurs by a higher type of observation, a
higher, not a keener type, and the higher it is, and the less within reach of
the “row,” the more independent it becomes, the more obedient to its
own laws of motion, the more incalculable, the more joyful, the more
ascendant its course.5’

Kafka, it seems, has escaped at last, though only by arrogating to
himself almost divine powers. If narrowing oneself concentrically to
even smaller and smaller dimensions provides no escape from the
inexorable power of the world and of God, the other extreme alternative
seems to work. By expanding his inner world ever further and further
outwards until it includes in a new form everything that is, Kafka
liberates himself at last from the annihilating pressures which initially
surround him. He makes of his nothing, everything.

Iv

But what is this “new form”’? What are the characteristics of this realm in
which Kafka places all his hopes? Slowly, bit by bit, in the form that his
writings force themselves to take, and in the recognition of his own inner
experiences while writing, Kafka comes to make the terrifying discovery
that the space of literature is identical with the place of exile where he
first began. At first, seemingly an infinitely complex assembly of
integrated parts, like the machine of execution in the story called “In the
Penal Colony,” the world of words in Kafka undergoes a hideous
process of disintegration in which piece after piece, driven by some
irresistible internal compulsion, bursts out of its place, and rolls
senselessly away, until finally the entire structure is reduced to dispersed
and meaningless fragments.>® This inexorable disaggregation of the
literary construct is proof that, far from escaping the conditions of
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estrangement through writing, Kafka has merely reaffirmed them in
exacerbated form. The central tragedy of his spiritual adventure is thus
the collapse of the attempt to identify literature and salvation, and his
lasting significance as a writer consists in large part in the example that
his career provides of a writer who had the courage to explore that
collapse to the bitter end.

Kafka learned by experience that writing is not a smooth continuous
movement which changes the world altogether and flies off with it to the
free upper air. His experiences within the literary space were exactly like
those he had had in the'desert of exile: an endless wavering which rose up
only to fall back again, which never reached and possessed the goal. He
found writing, like human life itself, to be an interminably prolonged

death:

What will be my fate as a writer is very simple. . . . I waver, continually
fly to the summit of the mountain, but then fall back in a moment. Others
waver too, but in lower regions, with greater strength; if they are in
danger of falling, they are caught up by the kinsman who walks beside
them for that very purpose. But I waver on the heights; it is not death,
alas, but the eternal torments of dying.>?

Kafka recognized in the end that the attempt to reach the goal through
writing “‘is not a task at all, not even an impossible one, it is not even
impossibility itself, it is nothing.”’® This task is even worse than
impossible, because the space of literature is, par excellence, the place of
separation. It is the place of separation, because it is the place where
everything is transformed into image. To make an image of something
makes that thing at once attainable and unattainable. An image makes
what it represents simultaneously present and absent. It makes it
available as image, therefore unavailable. When we reach out to touch it,
it changes again, recedes, and hovers there before us just beyond our
grasp. By the very fact that something is described, is turned into image,
it becomes illusion, and therefore false, separated from the truth. It
becomes the mediate symbol of the goal rather than the goal itself. Far
from giving immutable truth to things, Kafka, this “‘man with the too
great shadow, %! destroys all things he approaches. He destroys them by
transforming them into the shadows of themselves, by transposing them
from the tangibility and closeness of the physical world into the strange
inner world where nothing can ever be possessed: ‘‘For all things outside
the physical world language can be employed only as a sort of
adumbration, but never with even approximate exactitude, since in
accordance with the physical world it treats only of possession and its
connotations.’%2

The realm of literature, then, delivers Kafka over to an endless sterile
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vacillation between the sin of impatience and the sin of laziness.®> On the
one hand, Kafka is driven by impatience, by the desire to reach the goal
immediately. But to do this means to commit the fatal mistake of taking
the mediate for the immediate, of confusing an image of the goal with
the goal itself. No, one is condemned to play out the game to the end,
without any premature renunciation of method, going with infinite
slowness from one stage of the way to the next: “The road is endless,
there is nothing that can be subtracted from it or added to it, and yet
everyone insists on applying his own childish measuring yard. ‘Yes, you
will have to go the length of that measuring yard as well; it will not be
forgiven you.’’%* But, on the other hand, to become absorbed in the
stages of the way is laziness, the negligence which ignores the goal for
something less. For each stage is only a delusive mirroring of the goal.
One must go directly toward the goal without intermediary. But this is
impossible. Between these two requirements Kafka and all his heroes
waver endlessly. He must continuously reject all immanence for the sake
of a transcendence. But what is transcendent remains, by definition, out
of reach, and Kafka’s experience of immanence is not of possession or
closeness, but of distance, lack. Belonging to society, an intimate relation
to another person, writing, all these forms of life reduce themselves in
the end to the same universal mode of existence, and we recognize at last
that Kafka can, by no expedient, whether lawful or unlawful, escape
from the realm of errancy to which he has been condemned.

The fullest expression of the movement by which every step toward
the goal is a step away from it is, however, Kafka’s masterpiece, The
Castle. This novel is Kafka’s fullest expression of his sense of human
existence, and, at the same time, of his experience as a writer. The two
are here identified as the same eternal wandering this side of the goal. K.,
the hero of The Castle, is the most conscious of all Kafka’s heroes. True
to the lot he has chosen, K. rejects every place or advantage he wins in
the village beneath the Castle: Frieda, his room in the inn, his job in the
school; and, when at last he has an interview with a secretary from the
Castle, he falls asleep! He rejects all things he attains, because, by the
very fact that he reaches them, they all become only images of his goal.
K. is driven, always, to go beyond whatever he has, to go beyond even
Klamm, who belongs to the Castle: ““It was not Klamm’s environment in
itself that seemed to him worth striving for, but rather that he, K., he
only and no one else, should attain to Klamm, and should attain to him
not to rest with him, but to go on beyond him, farther yet, into the
Castle.””%> One can see clearly that The Castle, like Kafka’s other novels,
was interminable, or could only end, as Max Brod has told us it was
meant to end, with the death, by utter exhaustion, of the hero (though it
is significant that Kafka never wrote the ending). The rejection of what
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one has reached for the sake of a goal which can never be reached can be
repeated, must be repeated, again and again, forever.

Kafka remains, then, until the end, within an inner space which may
expand indefinitely, or contract to nothing, but always remains the place
of solitude, at the same distance from the unattainable paradise of
possession. His plight is perpetual dying. It is exile in the desert, without
the possibility of ever approaching closer to the goal. His fate might be
defined as that of the Protestant who, having pushed to its extreme point
the rejection of all mediation as idolatry, goes on to reject even the
possibility of a Christ as Mediator: for Kafka believed that the coming of
the Messiah would always remain an event to be expected in the future,
that Christ would always come a day later than any day which might be
named. “The Messiah will only come when he is no longer necessary, he
will only come a day after his arrival, he won’t come on the last day, but
on the last day of all.”’¢¢

Kafka could, in other words, never make the leap from tragic vision to
Christian faith, or even to the point at which the possibility of Christian
faith might be entertained. His closest approach to Christianity is
probably to be found in an important chapter of The Trial, “In the
Cathedral.” In this chapter, a priest tells Joseph K. a parable about what
is involved in reaching (or, perhaps, in never reaching) heaven, and this
parable is the nearest thing to an explanation of his situation that Joseph
K. ever receives. Earlier, he had seen on the cathedral wall a picture of
Christ being lowered into the tomb, with a knight in attendance — that is,
he had seen a representation of the most dreadful moment in the
Christian story, the time when Christ, the God-Man, the Mediator, is
dead, and the link between the fallen human world and the divine world
is broken. This is the time which Holderlin’s poems describe, the hard
time, when the gods are no longer present and are not yet again present
to man. And this is Kafka’s time too. For it is as though not only Joseph
K. but all his characters had been condemned to endure permanently the
terrible time between the death of Christ and his resurrection. This is the
time when, as in the priest’s parable to Joseph K., one stands forever at
the door which is the beginning of the way to the Law, the promised
land, and yet forever put off by the statement that this is indeed one’s
very own door, but that one may not yet enter it.

One may compare Kafka, then, with Pascal, for whom the mystery of
the Incarnation, the joining of, the two worlds through the God-Man,
alone could provide an escape from the contradictions of the two. Only
Christ, the deus absconditus made present and manifest, could, for Pascal,
provide an avenue from the world of divertissement and ambiguity to the
higher realm which is the simultaneous affirmation of the yes and the no.
But for Kafka, obeying to the end the interdiction against idolatry,
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against the acceptance of any manifest Mediator, there was no way out of
the world of endless wandering and contradiction. For Kafka there was a
goal but no way, only endless wavering, and he chose to remain true to
the wavering, to his ‘‘deeper, uneasier skepticism”: with infinite
patience, he pushed on, ever farther and farther into the desert with each
work, until, paradoxically, his work became the falsehood which
testifies to the truth, the wavering that reveals the goal, even though the
goal is never reached. For Kafka God remained “absconditus,” yet, in
making this testimony, he did, in a way, testify to God’s presence. And it
is in this testimony to God in a time when he is absent that Kafka fulfills
Auden’s description of him as the most truly exemplary figure of our
time.
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Wallace Stevens’
poetry of being

We were as Danes in Denmark all day long
And knew each other well, hale-hearted landsmen,
For whom the outlandish was another day

Of the week, queerer than Sunday. We thought alike
And that made brothers of us in 2 home
In which we fed on being brothers, fed

And fattened as on a decorous honeycomb.!

There was once a time when man lived in harmony with his fellows and
his surroundings. This harmony was a unified culture, a single view of
the world. All men thought alike and understood each other perfectly,
like the most intimate of brothers. Since they all shared an interpretation
of the world they did not think of it as one perspective among many
possible ones. Any other interpretation was queer, outlandish, some-
thing wild, ignorant, barbarian. Each man felt at home. He was a Dane
in Denmark, not a Dane in Greece or Patagonia. Just as he possessed his
fellows in the brotherhood of a single culture, so he possessed nature
through their collective interpretation of it. He was a landsman, an
inlander, someone dwelling close to the earth. Since man, society, and
environment made one inextricable unity, as of Danes in Denmark, no
one was aware of himself as a separate mind. Each man was like the bee
in the honeycomb, the dwelling-place which he has exuded from his
own body, and which now forms his food. All self-consciousness was
lost in this reflexive feeding and fattening, and man ‘“lay sticky with
sleep” (CP, 419).

So enduring and beneficent did this order seem that it was impossible
to believe that man himself could have made it. Surely, we thought, our
happy world must be the gift of some supernatural beings, and these
gods must guarantee its rightness and permanence. They seemed outside
of or beyond our world, “speechless, invisible” (CP, 262). They ruled us
and sustained us “‘by / Our merest apprehension of their will” (CP, 262).

33
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Our culture was revelation of the invisible and speech of the speechless
gods.

Suddenly something catastrophic happened, and all our happy order
was destroyed:

A tempest cracked on the theatre. Quickly,
The wind beat in the roof and half the walls.
The ruin stood still in an external world.

It had been real. It was not now. The rip
Of the wind and the glittering were real now,
In the spectacle of a new reality. (CP, 306)

Once the theater is destroyed it can never be rebuilt. The fact that it
can be destroyed proves that even when it existed it was not what it
seemed. It seemed a divine gift, something as solid as the earth itself.
Now man discovers that all along it was a painted scene. The true reality
has always been the wind and the indifferent glittering of an external
world, a world in which man can never feel at home.

When the tempest cracks on the theater the whole thing disintegrates:
“Exit the whole / Shebang™ (CP, 37). Men are no longer brothers, but
strange to one another. The land withdraws to a distance and comes to be
seen as no longer included in man’s interpretations of it. When nature
becomes outlandish the gods disappear. They do not withdraw for a time
to an unattainable distance, as they did for De Quincey or Matthew
Arnold. They vanish altogether, leaving nothing behind. They reveal
themselves to be fictions, aesthetic projections of man’s gratuitous values.
Having seen the gods of one culture disappear, man can never again
believe in any god: ““The death of one god is the death of all”” (CP. 391).2

This evaporation of the gods, leaving a barren man in a barren land, is
the basis of all Stevens’ thought and poetry. The death of the gods
coincides with a radical transformation in the way man sees the world.
What had been a warm home takes on a look of hardness and emptiness,
like the walls, floors, and banisters of a vacant house. Instead of being
intimately possessed by man, things appear to close themselves within
themselves. They become mute, static presences:

To see the gods dispelled in mid-air and dissolve like clouds is one of the
great human experiences. It is not as if they had gone over the horizon to
disappear for a time; nor as if they had been overcome by other gods of
greater power and profounder knowledge. It is simply that they came to
nothing. Since we have always shared all things with them and have
always had a part of their strength and, certainly, all of their knowledge,
we shared likewise this experience of annihilation. It was their annihilation,
not ours, and yet it left us feeling that in a measure, we, too, had been



Wallace Stevens’ poetry of being 35

annihilated. It left us feeling dispossessed and alone in a solitude, like
children without parents, in a home that seemed deserted, in which the
amical rooms and halls had taken on a look of hardness and emptiness.
What was most extraordinary is that they left no mementoes behind, no
thrones, no mystic rings, no texts either of the soil or of the soul. It was as
if they had never inhabited the earth. There was no crying out for their
return. (OP, 206, 207).

There was no crying out for their return because we knew they would
never come back. They would never come back because they had never
been there at all.

In this impoverishing of the world when the gods disappear man
discovers himself, orphaned and dispossessed, a solitary consciousness.
Then are we truly “natives of poverty, children of malheur” (CP, 322).
The moment of self-awareness in Stevens coincides with the moment of
the death of the gods. God is dead, therefore I am. But I am nothing. I
am nothing because I have nothing, nothing but awareness of the
barrenness within and without. When the gods dissolve like clouds they
“come to nothing.” When the gods come to nothing, man is “nothing
himself,”” and, since this is so, he ‘“‘beholds / Nothing that is not there
and the nothing that is” (CP, 10).

After the death of the gods and the discovery of nothingness Stevens is
left in a2 world made of two elements: subject and object, mind and
matter, imagination and reality. Imagination is the inner nothingness,
while reality is the barren external world with which imagination carries
on its endless intercourse. Stevens’ problem is to reconcile the two. But
such a reconciliation turns out to be impossible. This way and that
vibrates his thought, seeking to absorb imagination by reality, to engulf
reality in imagination, or to marry them in metaphor. Nothing will
suffice, and Stevens is driven to search on tirelessly for some escape from
conflict. This endless seeking is the motive and life of his poetry. The
human self, for him, is divided against itself. One part is committed to
the brute substance of earth, things as they are, and the other just as
tenaciously holds to its need for imaginative grandeur. Self-division,
contradiction, perpetual oscillation of thought — these are the constants in
Stevens’ work. Is it possible, as some critics have thought, that he is just
confused? Is it from mere absence of mind that he affirms on one page of
his “Adagia” that reality is the only genius (OP, 177), only to reverse
himself two pages later and declare just as categorically that imagination
is the only genius (OP, 179)?

The critic can develop radically different notions of Stevens’ aims as a
poet, and for each of these it is easy to find apposite passages from the
text. It can be shown that Stevens believes poetry is metaphor, and that
he believes all metaphors are factitious. At times he is unequivocally
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committed to bare reality. At other times he repudiates reality and sings
the praises of imagination. Nor is it just a question of contradictions in
the logical statements of the prose which are reconciled in the poetry. For
each position and for its antithesis there are fully elaborated poems or
parts of poems. It is impossible to find a single one-dimensional theory
of poetry and life in Stevens. His poetry defines a realm in which
everything “is not what it is’’ (OP, 178). Such poetry is not dialectical, if
that means a series of stages which build on one another, each
transcending the last and moving on to a higher stage, in some version of
the Hegelian sequence of thesis, antithesis, synthesis. At the beginning
Stevens is already as far as he ever goes. After the disappearance of the
gods the poet finds himself'in a place where opposites are simultaneously
true. It seems that this situation can be dealt with in poetry only by a
succession of wild swings to one extreme or another, giving first one
limit of the truth, then the other. To escape such oscillation Stevens must
find a way to write poetry that will possess simultaneously both
extremes.

The elaboration of such a mode of poetry is Stevens’ chief contribution
to literature. In the meditative poems of his later years he takes
possession of a new domain. The finished unity of his early poems,
which makes many of them seem like elaborately wrought pieces of
jewelry, is gradually replaced by poems which are open-ended improvis-
ations. Such poems are not a neat enclosure of words forming a complex
organic unity. They begin in the middle of a thought, and their ending is
arbitrary. ‘“The Man with the Blue Guitar” has a special place in Stevens’
canon. It marks his turning to the new style. The reader has the feeling
that the poem has been going on for some time when he hears the first
words, and the last verses are not really an ending. The twanging of the
strings continues interminably. Such a poem could be endless, and
indeed three more ‘‘Stanzas for ‘The Man with the Blue Guitar’” are
given in Opus Posthumous (72, 73). The man with the guitar is described
in “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” as a permanent presence,
someone always there in the mind’s eye, watching the poet, and remind-
ing him of his obligation to a faithful thinking of things as they are (CP,
483).

Life, for Stevens, is a series of states of consciousness with neither start
nor finish. If the poem is to be true to life it must be a constant flowing of
images which come as they come, and are not distorted by the logical
mind in its eagerness for order. “One’s grand flights,” says Stevens,
“one’s Sunday baths, / One’s tootings at the weddings of the soul /
Occur as they occur” (CP, 222). Just as “The Man with the Blue Guitar”
refuses to round itself off formally with beginning, middle, and end, so
the parts which are given do not organize themselves into a whole, or
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even into part of a whole. There is no coherent pattern of symbols and
metaphors, each one referring to all the others. One metaphor or symbol
is introduced, developed for a while, then dropped. Another motif
appears, is developed in its turn, disappears, is replaced by another which
has no connection with the other two, and so on. “The Man with the
Blue Guitar” proceeds in a series of disconnected short flights, each
persisting for only a brief span of time. Each short flight, while it lasts, is
like a “half-arc hanging in mid-air / Composed, appropriate to the
incomplete” (CP, 309).

The same thing is true of Stevens’ other long poems, “Esthetique du
Mal,” or “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction,” or ““An Ordinary Evening
in New Haven.” These poems keep close to the quality of life as it is.
Such poems, like life, proceed in a series of momentary crystallizations
or globulations of thought, followed by dissolution, and then re-
conglomeration in another form. “Thought,” says Stevens, “tends to
collect in pools” (OP, 170). A man’s mental energy tends to organize
itself momentarily in a certain shape, but life flows on, and a new pattern
is called for. The mind has a powerful resistance to doing the same thing
twice, and “originality is an escape from repetition” (OP, 177). “As a
man becomes familiar with his own poetry,” says Stevens, ““it becomes
as obsolete for himself as for anyone else. From this it follows that one of
the motives in writing is renewal” (OP, 220). Stevens always emphasizes
the evanescence of poetry. Poetry is like a snowflake fluttering through
the air and dissolving in the sea. It is radically bound to a time
experienced as a sequence of present moments, each real and valid only
so long as it is present. “Poetry,” says Stevens, “is a finikin thing of air /
That lives uncertainly and not for long” (CP, 155). In the *““Adagia,”
“Poetry is a pheasant disappearing in the brush” (OP, 173). Most
succinctly: “A poem is a meteor” (OP, 158).

This fragmentary quality is evident in Stevens’ titles, both those for
individual poems and those for books. Each poem by itself, like the
whole mass of them together, is a hesitant and uncertain movement
toward a goal which is never reached. He calls a poem ‘Prelude to
Objects,” or ““Asides on the Oboe,” or “Extracts from Addresses to the
Academy of Fine Ideas,” or “Debris of Life and Mind,” or *‘Notes toward
a Supreme Fiction,” or ‘“‘Prologues to What is Possible,” in each case
emphasizing the broken, partial nature of the poem, the way it is a piece
of something larger, or is only an indirect and incomplete movement
toward its object, something preliminary and unfinished. The titles of his
books of poetry suggest the same qualities. The harmonium is a small
key-board organ used in the home. The book of poems called Harmonium
seems to be a series of improvisations on this amateur’s instrument. But
Stevens wanted to call his first book ‘“The Grand Poem: Preliminary
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Minutiae.””3 This title would have been a perfect expression of the nature
of all his poems. “Harmonium” too suggests something of this notion
of tentative fragments. Stevens may have been remembering this, as
well as trying to affirm the unity of his work, when he wanted to call
his collected poems The Whole of Harmonium (OP, xiv). The titles of
his other books are just as tentative: Ideas of Order, Parts of a World,
Transport to Summer (in which one side of the pun gives the idea of
motion in the direction of summer), and The Auroras of Autumn (an apt
phrase to describe poems which are a flickering continuum of light).
Only The Rock suggests something final and stable, but that title was
affixed after Stevens had attained the ultimate immobility of death.
All his poems taken together form a single poem. This poem is a long
series of provisional pools of imagery, each drawn toward a goal which
can never be named directly or embodied in any poem. Man can never
live again in a unified homeland. “We live in a constellation / Of patches
and of pitches, / Not in a single world,” and we are therefore always
“Thinkers without final thoughts / In an always incipient cosmos’’ (OP,
114, 115).

Within the *‘endlessly elaborating poem” (CP, 486) which is life,
the same sequence of events is constantly happening over and over
again. First something happens which “decreates,” which destroys an
earlier imagination of the world. Then man is left face to face with the
bare rock of reality. This happens every year in autumn. When the leaves
have all fallen, “we return / To a plain sense of things,” and “it is as if /
We had come to an end of the imagination” (CP, 502). This clearing
away is experienced not as a loss but as a gain. What is removed was a
fictive covering of the rock, and what is exposed is the real in all its
clarity:

The barrenness that appears is an exposing.
It is not part of what is absent, a halt
For farewells, a sad hanging on for remembrances.

It is a coming on and a coming forth.
The pines that were fans and fragrances emerge,
Staked solidly in a gusty grappling with rocks. (CP, 487)

The autumnal experience of decreation, as of leaves turning brown and
falling, gives man a sense of “cold and earliness and bright origin” (CP,
481). It is as if the poet were like the first man facing an ‘“‘uncreated”
world, with everything still to be imagined.

This experience of coldness and earliness is only the start. The poet is
not satisfied to confront a bare and unimagined world. He wants to
possess it, and it can only be possessed by being imagined well. Man is
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inhabited by a “will to change” (CP, 397) which is just as unappeasable
as his will to see the rock of reality exposed in all its bareness. The
experience of decreation is followed by the reconstruction of a new
imagination of the world. Spring follows winter, the rock is covered
with leaves which are the icon of the poem, and what had been the
simplicity of beginning becomes the ornate complexity of the end. The
poet moves from ‘“‘naked Alpha,” “the infant A standing on infant legs”
to “hierophant Omega,” ‘““twisted, stooping, polymathic Z” (CP, 469).
If the beginning is bare and simple, the end is multiple and encrusted
with color, like an illuminated manuscript, or like a splendid robe of
state, ‘“‘adorned with cryptic stones and sliding shines, . . . / With the
whole spirit sparkling in its cloth, / Generations of the imagination
piled / In the manner of its stitchings, of its thread” (CP, 434).

No sooner has the mind created a new fictive world than this “recent
imagining of reality”” (CP, 465) becomes obsolete in its turn, and must be
rejected. This rejection is the act of decreation, and returns man once
more to unadorned reality. The cycle then begins again: imagining
followed by decreation followed by imagining and so on for as long as
life lasts. In this rhythmic alternation lies our only hope to possess
reality. Each moment is born in newness and freedom, with no
connections to the past. Man must match the ever-renewed freedom of
time with an equally radical freedom on his own part, a willed
disencumbering of himself of all the corpses of the past. This is the sense
in which “all men are murderers” (OP, 168), for “Freedom is like a man
who kills himself / Each night, an incessant butcher, whose knife /
Grows sharp in blood” (CP, 292), and ““All things destroy themselves or
are destroyed” (OP, 46). So Stevens cries: “what good were yesterday’s
devotions?”” (CP, 264). This refusal of the past gives him a possession of
the present moment in all its instantaneous vitality: “I affirm and then at
midnight the great cat / Leaps quickly from the fireside and is gone”
(CP, 264).

The present is the great cat who leaps from the fireside and is gone. It
can never be seized or held and it lasts only for the blink of an eye. But if
life is a series of such moments, how is it possible to justify even the cycle
of decreation followed by a re-imagining of reality? This cycle seems to
move with a slow and stately turning, like the sequence of the seasons
that is so often its image. If the poet pauses long enough to write the
poem of winter it will already be part of the dead past long before he has
finished it, and so for the poems of the other seasons. It seems that the
poet will make sterile vibrations back and forth between one spiritual
season and the other, always a little behind the perpetual flowing of
reality.

There is one way to escape this impasse, and the discovery of this way
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gives its special character to all Stevens’ later poetry. He can move so fast
from one season to another that all the extreme postures of the spirit are
present in a single moment. If he can do this he will never pause long
enough at any extreme for it to freeze into dead fixity, and he will
appease at last his longing to have both imagination and reality at once.
An oscillation rapid enough becomes a blur in which opposites are
touched simultaneously, as alternating current produces a steady beam of
light, and the cycle of decreation and imagining, hopelessly false if the
poet goes through it at leisure, becomes true at last to things as they are if
he moves through it fast enough. Each tick of the clock is ““the starting
point of the human and the end”” (CP, 528). In “this present” there is a
*““dazzle-dazzle of being new / And of becoming,” ““an air of freshness,
clearness, greenness, blueness, / That which is always beginning because
it is part / Of that which is always beginning, over and over” (CP, 530).
The present is always beginning over and over because it has no sooner
begun than it has gone all the way to the end, and has moved so rapidly
that “this end and this beginning are one” (CP, 506). All the possible
elements of experience are always present in every instant of time, and in
every season or weather of the mind: consciousness in its emptiness
detached from reality and seeking it in bare impoverishment, the
1magination covering the rock with leaves, flowers, and fruit, the drying
and falling of the leaves in autumn.

Stevens’ Collected Poems moves in a stately round through the whole
cycle of the seasons, from the gaudy, spring-like poems of Harmonium,
like new buds on the rock, through Transport to Summer and The Auroras
of Autumn, and then back again to winter’s bareness with The Rock.
Every authentic image, from one end of his poetry to the other,
recapitulates this sequence in a breath. In “Notes toward a Supreme
Fiction” Stevens says that a true poem allows the reader to share, for a
moment, the “first idea.” This means having a vision of things in the
radiance of their presence, without any intervening film between man
and the pure sensation of things as they are. To do this, Stevens says, is
to see things in “living changingness” (CP, 380), to go in a moment
from the white candor of the beginning in its original freshness to the
white candor of the end in its multiplicity of imaginative enhancements.
“We move between these points: / From that ever-early candor to its late
plural” (CP, 382).

In ““The Owl in the Sarcophagus” (CP, 431-6) Stevens gives his fullest
dramatization of the way time moves from beginning to end in a
moment. The poem is about “the forms of thought,” that is, about the
universal limits between which human thought moves, and in terms of
which man lives, for ‘“we live in the mind.” If man lives in the mind he
dies there too:
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It is a child that sings itself to sleep,

The mind, among the creatures that it makes,

The people, those by which it lives and dies. (CP, 436)
Man dies in the mind because the mind too is bound by time. This means
that it is defined by the fact that it will one day die. Life dwells within
death, is constantly coming from and returning to death, as its origin,
home, and end. The owl, Minerva, the mind, lives in a sarcophagus, and
the poem describes “‘the mythology of modern death” (CP, 435). It
embodies the forces which determine the mind’s activity, “‘the creatures
that it makes.” These forces are “death’s own supremest images, / The
pure perfections of parental space, / The children of a desire that is the
will, / Even of death, the beings of the mind / In the light-bound space
of the mind, the floreate flare . . .” (CP, 436).

Since the figures of the poem live in the perpetual present of mental
space, they live “‘in an element not the heaviness of time” (CP, 432), that
is, in “a time / That of itself [stands] still, perennial” (CP, 432). The
moment is “less time than place” (CP, 433) because it is outside of time,
though it is the only living part of time.

The figures of the mythology of modern death are three: sleep, peace,
and ‘‘she that says / Good-by in the darkness” (CP, 431). Sleep is the
beginning, the radiant candor of pure mind without any content, mind as
it is when it faces a bare unimagined reality, or mind as it is when it has
completed the work of decreation, and is ready “in an ever-changing,
calmest unity”’ (CP, 433) to begin imagining again: “Sleep realized / Was
the whiteness that is the ultimate intellect, / A diamond jubilance
beyond the fire” (CP, 433).

If sleep is the beginning, peace is the end, ““the brother of sleep,” “the
prince of shither-shade and tinsel lights” (CP, 434). “‘Peace after death” is
the end in the sense that it represents a fulfillment of imagination. Sleep is
prior to life, since ultimate intellect cannot even be called consciousness,
or is consciousness with no content. Peace is the death at the end of life,
the death of a consummation of the imagination. Peace, like sleep, is that
death man touches in every moment as he moves all the way from the
immaculate beginning to its late plural. Peace is “‘that figure stationed at
our end, / Always, in brilliance, fatal, final, formed / Out of our lives to
keep us in our death” (CP, 434).

What of the third figure, “she that says good-by,” who is she? She
broods over the moment of life, the infinitesimally brief flash between
start and finish which is living reality, surrounded on all sides by death.
She dwells in what Stevens calls in another poem ‘‘the mobile and
immobile flickering / In the area between is and was” (CP, 474). This
moment, evanescent as it is, is the only reality, and it is only in the
moment, a moment that changes and evaporates with the utmost
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rapidity, that man can glimpse things as they are. Things exist only in the
time they are moving from is to was, and the third figure is the
embodiment of this presence of the present, a presence which is like that
of a glow in molten iron, such a glow as fades even as we watch it.

How is it possible to write poetry which will match the mobility of the
moment? It would seem that any image or form of words would be too
fixed to move with a time which changes so instantaneously. A poem of
any length would be far too long to be a meteor. It would transform the
living flow of reality into a clumsy machine wholly unable to keep up
with time. Such a poem would be a dead relic of the past long before the
reader had reached the last line.

Stevens gradually develops, as his poetry progresses, a way of
matching the fluidity of time. He comes to write a poetry of flickering
mobility, a poetry in which each phrase moves so rapidly it has
beginning and ending at once. Instead of being fixed and unyielding, a
solid piece of language interacting with other words, each image
recapitulates within itself the coming into being of the moment and its
disappearance. The fluctuation between beginning and ending has
become so rapid that it takes place in a single phrase, or in a “syllable
between life / And death” (CP, 432). Each image in a poem of such
phrases is a meteor. “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven,” for
example, constantly generates itself out of its own annihilation, ending
and beginning again indefatigably. It expresses, in its “flickings from
finikin to fine finikin,” “the edgings and inchings of final form, / The
swarming activities of the formulae / Of statement, directly and
indirectly getting at” (CP, 488).

At first, after the dissolution of the gods, it seemed that Stevens was
left, like post-Cartesian man in general, in a world riven in two, split
irreparably into subject and object, imagination and reality. All his work
seems based on this dualism. Any attempt to escape it by affirming the
priority of one or the other power leads to falsehood. But as his work
progresses, Stevens comes more and more to discover that there is after
all only one realm, always and everywhere the realm of some new
conjunction of imagination and reality. Imagination is still present in
the most absolute commitment of the mind to reality, and reality is still
there in the wildest imaginary fiction. The later Stevens is beyond
metaphysical dualism, and beyond representational thinking. In his late
poems it is no longer a question of some reality which already exists out
there in the world, and of which the poet then makes an image. The
image is inextricably part of the thing, and the most extreme imaginative
“distortion” is still based on reality. There is only one ever-present
existence: consciousness of some reality. Imagination is reality, or, as
Stevens says: “‘poetry and reality are one.”# In another formulation: “‘the
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structure of poetry and the structure of reality are one” (NA, 81). If this
is the case, then there is no real thing which is transformed into various
imaginary aspects. The real thing is already imagined, and “imaginative
transcripts’ are as much a part of reality as anything else is. “What our
eyes behold,” says Stevens, “may well be the text of life but one’s
meditations on the text and the disclosures of these meditations are no
less a part of the structure of reality” (NA, 76). As he puts it in the title of
a very late poem: ‘“Reality is an activity of the most august imagination”
(OP, 110).

This discovery of the identity of all the elements of life means a
redefinition of poetry. Words are not pictures of reality. They are part of
the thing, tangled inextricably with the event they describe. “The poem
is the cry of its occasion, / Part of the res itself and not about it” (CP,
473), and therefore “description is revelation” (CP, 344). Words are the
vortex of the whirlpool, where imagination and reality merge, for
“words of the world are the life of the world” (CP, 474).

This seems to be Stevens’ ultimate position: a resolution of imagi-
nation and reality in a theory of the identity of poetry and life, and the
development of a poetry of flickering mobility to sustain this identity.
But there is one more aspect of his thought, and this is the most difficult
to see or to say.

It begins with an increasing movement toward nothingness in Stevens’
later poetry. Along with the phrases expressing the swarming plenitude
of the moment there is something different. At the same time as its
tensions are resolved, Stevens’ poetry gets more and more disembodied,
more and more a matter of “‘the spirit’s alchemicana,” and less and less
a matter of the solid and tangible, the pears on their dish, the round
peaches with their fuzz and juice. It seems as if the poetry becomes
more and more intangible as the oscillations between imagination and
reality get more and more rapid, until, at the limit, the poem evapor-
ates altogether. At the extreme of speed all solidity disappears. It is as
if the same speed which allows beginning and ending to merge also
releases something else: a glimpse of the nothingness that underlies all
existence.

The word or the idea of nothingness comes back more and more often.
Nothingness appears as early as Harmonium, but there it is associated
with the bareness of winter. Only the snow man, the man who is
“nothing himself,” is free of imagination’s fictions and can behold
“nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.”” Stevens’ later poetry
is continuous with this early intuition of nothing, but the theme of
nothingness gradually becomes more dominant. In the later poetry
nothingness appears to be the source and end of everything, and to
underlie everything as its present reality. Imagination is nothing. Reality
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is nothing. The mind is nothing. Words are nothing. God is nothing.
Perhaps it is the fact that all these things are equivalent to nothing which
makes them all equivalents of one another. All things come together in
the nothing. Stevens speaks of “‘the priest of nothingness who intones”
on the rock of reality (OP, 88). In another poem the wind “intones its
single emptiness” (CP, 294). He tells of a room “emptier than
nothingness” (CP, 286), or of a moon which is “a lustred nothingness”
(CP, 320). He asks for a ““god in the house” who will be so insubstantial
that he will be ““a coolness, / A vermilioned nothingness” (CP, 328), and
speaks of metaphysical presences which are like “beasts that one never
sees, / Moving so that the foot-falls are slight and almost nothing” (CP,
337). Again and again he says that all things, “seen and unseen,” are
“created from nothingness” (CP, 486; OP, 100), or “forced up from
nothing” (CP, 363). The growth of leaves on the rock of reality comes
from nothing, “as if,”” says Stevens, ‘“‘nothingness contained a métier”
(CP, 526). In another poem, the first breath of spring “creates a fresh
universe out of nothingness” (CP, 517).

The rock of reality seems not to be a substantial reality, material and
present before the poet’s eyes. It seems to have come from nothingness.
If it has come from nothingness, its source still defines it, and all things
dwell in the “stale grandeur of annihilation” (CP, 505). As Stevens says
in a striking phrase: “Reality is a vacuum” (OP, 168).

A number of his poems attempt to express the way reality is a vacuum.
In such poems “we breathe / An odor evoking nothing, absolute” (CP,
394, 395). “A Clear Day and No Memories” (OP, 113) describes a
weather in which “‘the air is clear of everything,” ‘“has no knowledge
except of nothingness,”” and “flows over us without meanings” in an
“invisible activity.” “Chocorua to Its Neighbor” (CP, 296-302) is an
extraordinarily disembodied poem, the subject of which is a strange
shadow, “an eminence, / But of nothing” (CP, 300). In “The Auroras of
Autumn” a serpent is present everywhere in the landscape, and yet
present as form disappearing into formlessness:

This is where the serpent lives, the bodiless.
His head is air. . . .

This is where the serpent lives. This is his nest,
These fields, these hills, these tinted distances,
And the pines above and along and beside the sea.

This is form gulping after formlessness,
Skin flashing to wished-for disappearances
And the serpent body flashing without the skin. (CP, 411)

Such poems accomplish a hollowing out or subtilizing of reality. They



Wallace Stevens’ poetry of being 45

give the reader the feeling of what it is like to see reality not as a solid
substance, but as something less tangible than the finest mist. They
attempt to make visible something which is “always too heavy for the
sense / To seize, the obscurest as, the distant was” (CP, 441). They are
based on the presupposition that the center of reality is a nothingness
which is “a nakedness, a point, / Beyond which fact could not progress
as fact / . . . Beyond which thought could not progress as thought”
(CP, 402, 403). If it is true that the underlying substance of reality is a
vacuum, ‘“‘the dominant blank, the unapproachable” (CP, 477), then we
must give up the idea that reality is a solid rock, and see it as a nameless,
evanescent flowing, something hovering on the edge of oblivion. “It
is not in the premise that reality / Is a solid,” says Stevens in the last
words of “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven.” “It may be a shade
that traverses / A dust, a force that traverses a shade (CP, 489).

If reality is a vacuum, imagination is no less empty. It is the “nothing”
of “Imago” (CP, 439), which lifts all things. Man in a world where
reality is nonentity ‘“‘has his poverty and nothing more” (CP, 427). Such
a man is defined as “‘desire,” and is “always in emptiness that would be
filled” (CP, 467).

It seemed that Stevens was moving closer and closer to a full
possession of the plenitude of things, but as the tension between
imagination and reality diminishes there is an unperceived emptying out
of both, until, at the moment they touch, in the brevity of a poem which
includes beginning and ending in a breath, the poet finds himself face to
face with a universal nothing. '

Nevertheless, this apparent defeat is the supreme victory, for the
nothing is not nothing. It is. It is being. Being is the universal power,
visible nowhere in itself, and yet visible everywhere in all things. It is
what all things share through the fact that they are. Being is not a thing
like other things, and therefore can appear to man only as nothing, yet it
is what all things participate in if they are to exist at all. All Stevens’ later
poetry has as its goal the releasing of the evanescent glimpse of being
which is as close as man can come to a possession of the ground of
things. The paradoxical appearance to man of being in the form of
nothing is the true cause of the ambiguity of his poetry. Man’s inability
to see being as being causes the poet to say of it: “It is and it / Is not and,
therefore, is” (CP, 440), and yet in the supreme moments of insight he
can speak directly of it, in lines which are a cry of ecstatic discovery:

It is like a thing of ether that exists
Almost as predicate. But it exists,
It exists, it is visible, it is, it is. (CP, 418)

The nothing is, but it is not merely the nothingness of consciousness.
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Human nature participates in being, but so do all other existences.
Wherever the poet thinks to catch it, it disappears, melting into the
landscape and leaving just the pines and rock and water which are there,
or being absorbed into the mind and taking the mind’s own shape: “If in
the mind, he vanished, taking there / The mind’s own limits, like a
tragic thing / Without existence, existing everywhere” (CP, 298). Being
is released in the flash of time from is to was, just as it is released in the
expansion of perception to occupy space. Being is the presentness of
things present, the radiance of things as they are, and is therefore
“physical if the eye is quick enough” (CP, 301).

In two late poems, ‘“Metaphor as Degeneration” (CP, 444) and “The
River of Rivers in Connecticut’” (CP, 533) Stevens sees being as a river,
hidden behind all the appearances that tell of it, and yet flowing
everywhere, through all space and time, and through all the contents of
space and time. In these two poems he gives his most succinct expression
of his apprehension of being:

It is certain that the river

Is not Swatara. The swarthy water
That flows round the earth and through the skies,
Twisting among the universal spaces,

Is not Swatara. It is being. (CP, 444)

It is not to be seen beneath the appearances
That tell of it. The steeple at Farmington
Stands glistening and Haddam shines and sways.

It is the third commonness with light and air,
A curriculum, a vigor, a local abstraction . . .
Call it, once more, a river, an unnamed flowing,

Spaced-filled, reflecting the seasons, the folk-lore
Of each of the senses; call it, again and again,
The river that flows nowhere, like a sea. (CP, 533)

At the heart of Stevens’ poetry there is a precise metaphysical
experience. Or, rather, this experience is beyond metaphysics, since the
tradition of metaphysics is based on a dualism putting ultimate being in
some transcendent realm, above and beyond what man can see. Being,
for Stevens, is within things as they are, here and now, revealed in the
glistening of the steeple at Farmington, in the flowing of time, in the
presentness of things present, in the interior fons of man.

Stevens’ experience of being is “‘a difficult apperception,” ‘“‘disposed
and re-disposed / By such slight genii in such pale air” (CP, 440). To
speak directly of this apperception, to analyze it, is almost inevitably to
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falsify it, to fix it in some abstraction, and therefore to kill it. Though
man participates in being, he does not confront it directly. It is the center
of which each man is an eccentric particle, for he is always “helplessly at
the edge” (CP, 430). When he tries to grasp it, it disappears. Man can
never possess ‘“‘the bouquet of being’” (OP, 109), that fugitive aroma.
The best we can do is “to realize / That the sense of being changes as we
talk” (OP, 109), and go on talking in the hope that if we are careful to see
that “nothing [is] fixed by a single word” (OP, 114), nothing will be, in
another sense, fixed momentarily in a word, and we shall have another
evanescent insight into being. | ‘
The only passage in Stevens’ prose which speaks directly of his
perception of being, “‘that nobility which is our spiritual height and
depth” (NA, 33, 34), is curiously evasive. It is evasive because its subject
is evasive. There is something there, Stevens says, but it can only be
described negatively, for to define it is to fix it, and it must not be fixed:

I mean that nobility which is our spiritual height and depth; and while I
know how difficult it is to express it, nevertheless I am bound to give a
sense of it. Nothing could be more evasive and inaccessible. Nothing
distorts itself and seeks disguise more quickly. There is a shame of
disclosing it and in its definite presentations a horror of it. But there it is.
The fact that it is there is what makes it possible to invite to the reading
and writing of poetry men of intelligence and desire for life. I am not
thinking of the ethical or the sonorous or at all of the manner of it. The
manner of it is, in fact, its difficulty, which each man must feel each day
differently, for himself. I am not thinking of the solemn, the portentous or
demoded. On the other hand, I am evading a definition. If it is defined, it
will be fixed and it must not be fixed. And in the case of an external thing,
nobility resolves itself into an enormous number of vibrations, move-
ments, changes. To fix it is to put an end to it. (NA, 33, 34)

To fix it is to put an end to it, but in poetry it can be caught unfixed.
The mobile, flickering poetry of Stevens’ later style, poetry which fears
stillness beyond anything, is more than a revelation of the impossibility
of escaping the war of the mind and sky. It is a revelation of being. The
poem names being, the human-like figure which the mind is always
confronting at every extreme, but which it is never able to catch and
immobilize in words. The nothing which makes it impossible ever to
rest, which makes nonsense of any attempt to express things rationally,
and which always drives the poet on to another effort to seize the nothing
by marrying imagination and reality — this nothing turns out to be being.
The poetry of flittering metamorphosis is the only poetry that is
simultaneously true to both imagination and reality, and it is the only
poetry that will catch being. Being is ‘““the dominant blank, the
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unapproachable,” but it is nevertheless the source of everything, all man
sees and all he is. The ultimate tragedy is that being is transformed
instantaneously into nothing, and therefore though the poet has it he has
it as an absence. Only a poetry of iridescent frettings will remain in
touch with it, for “life / Itself is like a poverty in the space of life, / So
that the flapping of the wind . . . / Is something in tatters that [man]
cannot hold” (CP, 298, 299). Being is inherent in human nature, but it is
inherent as a center which can never be embraced. In the process of going

'in a moment through the whole cycle from A to Z something is released,
glimpsed, and annihilated, like those atomic particles which live only a
millionth of a second. This something is being. As soon as it is named, it
disappears, takes the limits of the mind, or melts into the limited
existence of the object. But for a moment it is seen. “It is and it / Is not
and, therefore, is.”

The motive for rapid motion in Stevens’ poetry is not only that speed
reconciles imagination and reality. Speed also makes possible a vision of
being — in the moment of its disappearance. After reading one of Stevens’
poems the reader has the feeling that, after all, nothing has happened, no
change of the world such as science or technology can perform: “And yet
nothing has been changed except what is / Unreal, as if nothing had been
changed at all” (OP, 117). At the end it was there. It is already part of the
past. Poetry is a pheasant disappearing in the brush. So Santayana, in
“To an Old Philosopher in Rome,” lives ““on the threshold of heaven,”
and sees things double, things and the presence of being in things, “The
extreme of the known in the presence of the extreme / Of the unknown”
(CP, 508). To see things transfigured in this way is still to see them just
as they are, in all their barrenness and poverty. This world and the other
are “two alike in the make of the mind” (CP, 508), and the old
philosopher’s ultimate insight, like Stevens’ own, is not at all a vision of
things beyond this world:

It is a kind of total grandeur at the end,

With every visible thing enlarged and yet

No more than a bed, a chair and moving nuns,

The immensest theatre, the pillared porch,

The book and candle in your ambered room . . . (CP, 510)

But merely to see being in things is not enough. Being must be
spoken. The speaking of poetry liberates being in the presence of things.
Through words man participates in being, for words of the world are the
life of the world, and ‘““the word is the making of the world, / The
buzzing world and lisping firmament” (CP, 345). Poetry does not name
something which has already been perceived, or put in words a pre-
existent mental conception. The act of naming brings things together,
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gathers them into one, and makes present the things which are present.
Speaking belongs to being, and in naming things in their presence poetry
releases a glimpse of being.

From De Quincey through Arnold and Browning to Hopkins, Yeats,
and Stevens the absence of God is starting point and basis. Various poets,
Browning or Yeats for example, beginning in this situation are able to
make a recovery of immanence. Perhaps it is Stevens’ way, the
movement from the dissolution of the gods to the difficult apperception
of being, that represents the next step forward in the spiritual history
of man. Stevens may be in the vanguard of a movement ‘““toward the end
of ontology,” as Jean Wahl calls it.> Central in this movement is the idea
that all our spiritual height and depth is available here and now or
nowhere. The last stanza of “A Primitive like an Orb” is one of Stevens’
most eloquent statements of his belief that all the words and all the
experiences of man are part of being, eccentric particles of the giant “at
the center on the horizon,” the giant who can never be fully possessed or
spoken in any words, but who is shared by all. If this is the case, then the
simplest phrase, in all its limitation, is indeed “‘the human end in the
spirit’s greatest reach’ (CP, 508):

That’s it. The lover writes, the believer hears,

The poet mumbles and the painter sees,

Each one, his fated eccentricity,

As a part, but part, but tenacious particle,

Of the skeleton of the ether, the total

Of letters, prophecies, perceptions, clods

Of color, the giant of nothingness, each one

And the giant ever changing, living in change. (CP, 443)

Notes

1. The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens (New York, 1954), p. 419. This volume
will hereafter be cited as CP.

2. See also Wallace Stevens, Opus Posthumous (New York, 1957), p. 165. This
volume will hereafter be cited as OP.

3. Poems by Wallace Stevens, selected, and with an Introduction, by Samuel
French Morse (New York, 1961), p. viii.

4. Wallace Stevens, The Necessary Angel: Essays on Reality and the Imagination
(New York, 1951), p. 81. This volume will hereafter be cited as NA.

5. See Vers la fin de ontologie (Paris, 1956).






Williams’ poetry of
resignation

William Carlos Williams was born in Rutherford, New Jersey, in 1883.
After medical training at the University of Pennsylvania, he spent the
rest of his life, until his retirement in 1951, practicing medicine in
Rutherford. He met Ezra Pound at the University of Pennsylvania, and
later came to know Marianne Moore, Wallace Stevens, Louis Zukofsky,
and other poets and artists. During a long lifetime he published several
dozen books — poems, plays, stories, novels, essays, a book about
American history, an autobiography. The complete body of his
published poetry, with a few unimportant omissions, may be read in
four volumes: The Collected Earlier Poems, The Collected Later Poems,
Paterson, and Pictures from Brueghel. He died in 1963 at the age of seventy-
nine.!

Though Williams’ work received considerable attention during his
lifetime, he has only gradually come to be recognized as one of the most
important of twentieth-century American poets, one deserving a place
beside Pound, Eliot, Frost, and Stevens. His work registers a change in
sensibility that puts him, along with other writers in America and
abroad, beyond the characteristic assumptions of romanticism. Since
these assumptions have for the most part been dominant in Western
literature since the late eighteenth century, full understanding of
Williams’ work has been slow to develop. Though there is a recognizable
kinship between that work and the work of certain other poets, artists,
and philosophers of the twentieth century, Williams’ presuppositions
about poetry and human existence are his own. They are a unique
version of a new tradition. What they are and the way they are implicit in
each of his poems can only be discovered by that immersion in his
writing which must precede interpretation of any part of it.

The difficulties of such interpretation may be suggested by consider-
ation of the ways Williams’ work fails to provide the reader habituated
to romantic or symbolist poetry with the qualities he expects. Like a
late eighteenth-century reader encountering the Lyrical Ballads, many
present-day readers of Williams “will look round for poetry, and will be
induced to inquire by what species of courtesy these attempts can be
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permitted to assume that title.”2 Here is a characteristic text from
“Collected Poems 1934

Young Sycamore

I must tell you

this young tree

whose round and firm trunk
between the wet

pavement and the gutter
(where water

is trickling) rises

bodily

into the air with

one undulant

thrust half its height —
and then

dividing and waning
sending out

young branches on
all sides —

hung with cocoons

it thins

till nothing is left of it
but two

eccentric knotted
twigs

bending forward
hornlike at the top?

Such a poem seems recalcitrant to analysis. The sycamore is not a
symbol. “No symbolism is acceptable,” says the poet (SE, 213). The tree
does not stand for anything, or point to anything beyond itself. Like the
red wheelbarrow, or the sea-trout and butterfish, or the flowering
chicory in other poems by Williams, the young sycamore is itself, means
itself. It is an object in space, separated from other objects in space, with
its own sharp edges, its own innate particularity. The tree stands
“between” the pavement and the gutter, but there is no assertion of an
interchange between the three objects, no flow of an ubiquitous nature-
spirit binding all things together. Things for Williams exist side by side
in the world, and the poet here locates the sycamore by reference to the
things closest to it.

The avoidance of symbolism in Williams’ poetry is related to the
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absence of another quality — the dimension of depth. In romantic poetry,
space frequently leads out to a “behind” or “beyond” which the poet
may reach through objects, or which objects signify at a distance. In the
Christian and Platonic traditions, things of this world in one way or
another stand for things of the other world. Romantic poets inherit or
extend this tradition, as in the thoughts too deep for tears which for
Wordsworth are given by the meanest flower that blows, or as in the
attraction of the “Far—far—away”’ for Tennyson, or as in Yeats’ reaffirm-
ation of the hermetic tradition in “Ribh Denounces Patrick’’: “‘For things
below are copies, the Great Smaragdine Tablet said.” In Williams’ poetry
this kind of depth has disappeared and with it the symbolism appropriate
to it. Objects for him exist within a shallow space, like that created on
the canvases of the American abstract expressionists. ‘“‘Anywhere is
everywhere” (P, 273), and there is no lure of distances which stretch out
beyond what can be immediately seen. Nothing exists but what stands
just before the poet’s wide-awake senses, and ‘“Heaven seems frankly
impossible” (SL, 147).

For this reason there is no need to go anywhere or do anything to
possess the plenitude of existence. Each of Williams’ poems, to borrow
the title of one of them, is ‘“‘the world contracted to a recognizable
image” (PB, 42). The poet has that power of “seeing the thing itself
without forethought or afterthought but with great intensity of
perception’” which he praises in his mother (SE, 5), and all his poems
have the quality which he claims for “Chicory and Daisies”: “A poet
witnessing the chicory flower and realizing its virtues of form and color
so constructs his praise of it as to borrow no particle from right or left.
He gives his poem over to the flower and its plant themselves” (SE, 17).
While a poem lasts nothing exists beyond it — nothing but the chicory, in
one poem, or bits of broken glass on cinders, in another, or the young
sycamore between pavement and gutter in another. Immediacy in space,
and also immediacy in time. The present alone is, and the aim of a poem
must therefore be ““to refine, to clarify, to intensify that eternal moment
in which we alone live” (SA, 3). “Young Sycamore” is written in the
present tense. It records the instant of Williams’ confrontation of the tree.

There can also be for Williams little figurative language, little of that
creation of a “pattern of imagery”” which often unifies poems written in
older traditions. Metaphors compare one thing to another and so blur the
individuality of those things. For Williams the uniqueness of each thing
is more important than any horizontal resonances it may have with other
things:

Although it is a quality of the imagination that it seeks to place together
those things which have a common relationship, yet the coining of similes
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is a pastime of very low order, depending as it does upon a nearly
vegetable coincidence. Much more keen is that power which discovers in
things those inimitable particles of dissimilarity to all other things which
are the peculiar perfections of the thing in question. (SE, 16)

“Young Sycamore’ contains a single figurative word, “hornlike,” and
though this word is of great importance in the poem, spreading its
implications backward to pick up the overtones of words like “bodily”
or “thrust” and suggesting that the sycamore has an animal-like volition
and power (or perhaps, as Wallace Stevens has said, the lithe sinuosity of
a snake), nevertheless the personification is attenuated. The poem is
made chiefly of a long clause which in straightforward language
describes the tree from trunk to topmost twig.

Such poetry provides problems not only for the analytical critic, but
also for a reader concerned about the uses of poetry. Poetry of the
romantic and symbolist traditions is usually dramatic or dialectical in
structure. It often presupposes a double division of existence. The objects
of this world are separated from the supernatural realities they signify,
and the consciousness of the poet is separated both from objects and from
their celestial models. A poetry based on such assumptions will be a
verbal act bringing about a change in man’s relation to the world. In
uniting subject and object it will give the poet momentary possession of
that distant reality the object symbolizes. Such a poetry is the enactment
of a journey which may take the poet and his reader to the very bourne of
heaven. Mallarmé’s work provides a symbolist version of this poetry of
dramatic action. He must avoid at any cost that direct description
Williams so willingly accepts, and write a poetry of indirection in which
the covert naming of things is the annihilation of those things so that
they may be replaced, beyond negation, by an essence which is purely
notional, an aroma “absent from all bouquets.”

Nothing of this sort happens in Williams’ poetry. “Young Sycamore”
does not go anywhere or accomplish any new possession of the tree.
There is no gradual approach of subject and object which leads to their
merger in an ecstatic union. The reader at the end is where he was at the
beginning — standing in imagination before the tree. The sycamore and
the poem about the sycamore are separate things, side by side in the
world in the same way that the tree stands between the pavement and the
gutter without participating in either. Romantic and symbolist poetry is
usually an art of willed transformation. In this it is, like science or
technology, an example of that changing of things into artifacts which
assimilates them into the human world. Williams’ poetry, on the other
hand, is content to let things be. A good poet, he says, “doesn’t select his
material. What is there to select? It is,”*
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No symbolism, no depth, no reference to a world beyond the world,
no pattern of imagery, no dialectical structure, no interaction of subject
and object ~ just description. How can the critic “analyze” such a poem?
What does it mean? Of what use is it? How can the poet justify the
urgency of his first line: “I must tell you’’? If the poem does not make
anything happen, or give the reader something he did not have before, it
seems of no more use than a photograph of the tree.

The answers to these questions can be given only if the reader places
himself within the context of the assumptions which underlie the poem.
Anywhere is everywhere for Williams not because all places are
indifferent, so that one place is as good as another, each one confessing
the same failure of mind, objects, and their meanings to become one.
Quite the opposite is the case. His poetry can give itself to calm descrip-
tion because all objects are already possessed from the beginning, in what
he calls an ‘“‘approximate co-extension with the universe” (SA, 27). The
co-extension need be only approximate because that concentration on a
single object or group of objects so habitual to Williams confirms his
identification with all things. In order to attain that concentration, other
things, for the moment, must be set aside; but they are no less there, no
less latently present in the realm of co-extension the poet has entered. A
primordial union of subject and object is the basic presupposition of
Williams’ poetry.

In assuming such a union his work joins in that return to the facts of
immediate experience which is a widespread tendency in twentieth-
century thought and art. This tendency may be identified in painters
from Cézanne through cubism to abstract expressionism. It may be seen
in poets like René Char, Jorge Guillén, Charles Olson, and Robert
Creeley. It is visible in that transformation of fiction which has, most
recently, generated the French “new novel,” the romans blancs of Alain
Robbe-Grillet or Nathalie Sarraute. It may be found in the linguistic
philosophy of Wittgenstein in the Philosophical Investigations, and in the
tradition of phenomenology from Husserl through Heidegger and
Merleau-Ponty. Williams’ poetry has its own unique structure and
assumptions, but if any milieu is needed for it, this new tradition is the
proper one. Though he understood the connection between his work and
modern painting, and though he admired, for example, the poetry of
Char, the similarities between his writing and other work should not be
thought of in terms of “influences.” The similarities are rather a matter
of independent responses to a new experience of life.

Williams differs from other recent English and American poets in the
timing of his acceptance of the new relation to the world. Yeats, Eliot,
and Stevens, for example, also move beyond dualism, but this
movement fills the whole course of their lives. It is accomplished only in
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their last work — in the explosive poetry of the moment in Yeats’ “High
Talk” or “News for the Delphic Oracle,” or in the poetry of Incarnation
in Eliot’s Four Quartets, or in the fluid improvisations, joining imagin-
ation and reality, of Stevens’ ““An Ordinary Evening in New Haven.”
Williams, however, begins his career with the abandonment of his
separate ego. Only in the unfinished narrative poem written during his
medical studies® and in his first published volume, the Poems of 1909,
does he remain within the romantic tradition. Themes of spatial distance
and of the isolation of the self are dominant there. With his next long
poem, ‘“The Wanderer,” Williams takes the step beyond romanticism.
The poem ends with the protagonist’s plunge into the “filthy Passaic.”
He is swallowed up by “‘the utter depth of its rottenness” until his
separate existence is lost, and he can say, “I knew all — it became me”
(CEP, 12). This “interpenetration, both ways” (P, 12) is assumed in all
Williams’ later poetry. His situation may be defined as ‘‘the mind turned
inside out” into the world (KH, 72), or, alternatively, as the world
turned inside out into the mind, for in the union of poet and river both
his separate ego and the objective world disappear. An important letter
to Marianne Moore describes this union of inner and outer and the
“security’” which resulted from it, It is, he says,

something which occurred once when I was about twenty, a sudden
resignation to existence, a despair — if you wish to call it that, but a despair
which made everything a unit and at the same time a part of myself. I
suppose it might be called a sort of nameless religious experience. I
resigned, I gave up. (SL, 147)

“Young Sycamore,” like the rest of Williams™ mature poetry, is
written on the basis of this act of resignation. In the poem there is neither
subject nor object, but a single realm in which all things are both
subjective and objective at once: the tree, the pavement, the gutter, the
poem, the poet. The reader is included too, the “you” of the first line.
The poet’s address to the reader assimilates him into the realm of
interpenetration in what Williams calls ““a fraternal embrace, the classic
caress of author and reader” (SA, 3). In Williams’ poetry there is no
description of private inner experience. There is also no description of
objects which are external to the poet’s mind. Nothing is external to his
mind. His mind overlaps with things; things overlap with his mind. For
this reason *“Young Sycamore” is without dramatic action and can limit
itself to an itemizing of the parts of the tree. There is no need to do
anything to possess the tree because it is already possessed from the
beginning.

The imaginary space generated by the words of ‘““Young Sycamore” is
not that space of separation, primarily optical, which the reader enters,



Williams’ poetry of resignation 57

for example, in the poetry of Matthew Arnold. The poem creates a space
appropriate to the more intimate senses whereby the body internalizes
the world. Such a space is characterized by intimacy and participation. It
denies the laws of geometrical space, in which each thing is in one place
and is limited by its surfaces. So Williams describes, for example, that
aural space in which each sound permeates the whole world, like the
pervasive tone in ‘“The Desert Music’” which is everywhere at once, “‘as
when Casals struck / and held a deep cello tone” (PB, 119). Or in
“Queen-Ann’s-Lace” he experiences a woman and a field of the white
flower not as metaphors of one another, but as interpenetrating realities.
The poet’s body, for Williams, is the place where subject and object are
joined, and so, in “Young Sycamore,” the tree is described as though its
life were taking place inside his own life. The poem is a characteristic
example of Williams’ minimizing of eyesight and his emphasis on the
more intimate senses, hearing, tasting, smelling, and above all touch,
that factus eruditus (CEP, 63) which it is proper for a physician to have.
The assimilation of the world by the senses makes of the body a
kinesthetic pantomime of the activity of nature. *“A thing known,” says
Williams, “passes out of the mind into the muscles” (KH, 71). “Young
Sycamore” affirms this possession not only in the tactile imagery of
“round and firm trunk” and “bodily,” but also in the pattern of verbs or
verbals which makes up the framework of the poem: “rises,” ‘““undulant/
thrust,” “dividing and waning,” ‘“‘sending out,” ‘“hung,” “thins,”
“knotted,” “bending.”” These words articulate the way the poet lives the
life of the tree.

The sequence of verbal forms also expresses the special way in which
“Young Sycamore” takes place in a single moment. The instant for
Williams is a field of forces in tension. In one sense his poetry is static and
spatial. The red wheelbarrow, the locust tree in flower, the young
sycamore, even all the things named in long poems like Paterson or
“Asphodel, That Greeny Flower,” stand fixed in the span of an instant. It
is therefore appropriate that Book Five of Paterson, for example, should
be organized according to the spatial image of a tapestry. Nevertheless,
there is in every moment a dynamic motion. “Young Sycamore”
exemplifies one of the most important modes of this in Williams’ poetry:
flowering or growth. According to the cosmology of three elements
which underlies Williams’ poetry,® things rise from the “unfathomable
ground / where we walk daily” (CLP, 23), take form in the open, and in
that openness uncover a glimpse of the “hidden flame” (IAG, 204), the
universal beauty each formed thing both reveals and hides. This
revelation takes place only in the process of growing, not in the thing full
grown. For Williams the momentary existence even of a static thing like
a wheelbarrow contains future and past as horizons of the present. In its
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reaching out toward them it reveals the presence of things present, that
“strange phosphorus of the life” (IAG, [vii]). His poetry is not primarily
spatial. Time, for him, is the fundamental dimension of existence. The
dynamic motion of the present creates space, unfolding it in the energy
which brings form out of the ground so that it may, for the moment,
reveal the “radiant gist” (P, 133). Though the young sycamore is all
there in the instant, from trunk to topmost twig, the poet experiences
this stasis as a growth within the moment. It is an “undulant thrust”
taking the tree up out of the dark ground as a bodily presence which
pushes on into the air, “dividing and waning,” until it thins out in the
last two eccentric knotted twigs bending forward with the aggressive
force of horns.

A grammatical peculiarity of the poem may be noted here as a stroke
of genius which makes the poem a perfect imitation of the activity of
nature. When the undulant thrust from trunk to twigs has been followed
to its end the sycamore seems to stand fixed, its energy exhausted, the
vitality which urged it into the air now too far from its source in the dark
earth. But this is not really true. The inexhaustible force of the temporal
thrust of the tree is expressed not only in the cocoons which promise a
renewal of the cycle of growth, but also in the fact that there is no main
verb in the second clause of the long sentence which makes up the poem.
The poem contains so much verbal action that this may not be noticed,
but all these verbs are part of a subordinate clause following “whose.”
Their subject is “trunk” not “tree,” and *‘trunk” is also the apparent
referent of “it” in line eighteen. All the movement in the poem takes
place within the confines of the subordinate clause. The second line, ‘‘this
young tree,”” still hovers incomplete at the end of the poem, reaching out
toward the verb which will complement its substantiality with an
appropriate action. If the subordinate clause is omitted the poem says: ‘I
must tell you / this young tree’” — and then stops. This is undoubtedly
the way the poet wanted it. It makes the poem hold permanently open
that beauty which is revealed in the tree, just as, in one of Williams’ last
poems, “Asphodel, That Greeny Flower,” the moment of the poem is
the endless space of time between a flash of lightning and the sound of
thunder:

The light
for all time shall outspeed
the thunder crack. (PB, 181)

“Young Sycamore” too prolongs indefinitely the moment between
beginning and ending, birth and death. There is, however, a contra-
diction in what I have said so far about the poem. To say the poem
“expresses” Williams’ experience of the temporality of objects is more or
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less the same thing as to say it “pictures” or “‘represents’ or ‘““describes”
this. Such a notion presupposes a quadruple division of existence. The
poet is in one place and looks at a tree which is outside himself. On the
basis of his experience of the tree he makes a poem which mirrors in
language his experience. The reader re-creates the experience through the
mediation of the poem. This is precisely the theory of poetry which
Williams empbhatically denies. Again and again he dismisses the
representational theory of art. Like Charles Olson, he avoids all
“pictorial effects” (ML, 9), all that *“‘evocation’ of the ‘image’ which
served us for a time” (SA, 20). Poetry, for him, is “not a mirror up to
nature” (SA, 91), “‘not a matter of ‘representation’” (SA, 45), “nor is it
description nor an evocation of objects or situations” (SA, 91). The poet
must deny such notions of poetry if his writing is to be true to that union
of subject and object he gains with his plunge into the Passaic. But if the
sycamore is already possessed in the perception of it, of what use is the
poem? And yet Williams says that the aim of poetry is “to repair, to
rescue, to complete” (SL, 147). What can this mean? The answer is
suggested by another passage from the letters: “To copy nature is a
spineless activity; it gives us a sense of our mere existence but hardly
more than that. But to imitate nature involves the verb: we then
ourselves become nature, and so invent an object which is an extension
of the process” (SL, 297). “Young Sycamore” is an object, like the tree
itself, and it grows out of the poet’s identification with nature. Like the
tree again, the poem exists as an activity, not as a passive substance. For
this reason it must be a dynamic thing, primarily verbal.

What it means to think of a poem as a thing rather than as a picture of
something is revealed not only by Williams’ constant poetic practice,
but, most explicitly, in the important prose sections of Spring and All
now available in Immaginations. Words are for Williams part of the already
existing furniture of the world. They are objects, just as the red
wheelbarrow, the bits of green glass, and the sycamore tree are objects.
As a painting is made of paint, or music of sounds, so a poem is “a small
(or large) machine made of words” (SE, 256). Words differ from bits of
green glass or a sycamore not because meanings are inherent in one case
and ascribed in the other. Both a word and a tree have their meanings as
inextricable parts of their substances. But the meaning which is intrinsic
to a word is its power of referring to something beyond itself. Williams
has no fear of the referential power of words. It is an integral part of his
theory of imagination. On the one hand he rejects those poets who “use
unoriented sounds in place of conventional words” (SA, 92). On the
other hand he also rejects the notion that things depend on words. The
thing *“needs no personal support but exists free from human action”
(SA, 91). To think of words as too close to the objects they name would
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be a return to that kind of description in which “words adhere to certain
objects, and have the effect on the sense of oysters, or barnacles” (SA,
90). A further sentence from the prose of Spring and All expresses in
admirably exact language Williams’ way of avoiding these extremes:

The word is not liberated, therefore able to communicate release from the
fixities which destroy it until it is accurately tuned to the fact which giving
it reality, by its own reality establishes its own freedom from the necessity
of a word, thus freeing it and dynamizing it at the same time. (SA, 93)

Here is a concept of poetry which differs both from the classical theory
of art as a mirror up to nature and from the romantic theory of art as a
lamp radiating unifying light. The word is given reality by the fact it
names, but the independence of the fact from the word frees the word to
be a fact in its own right and at the same time ‘“dynamizes” it with
meaning. The word can then carry the facts named in a new form into
the realm of imagination. In this sense poetry rescues and completes. It
lifts things up. “Words occur in liberation by virtue of its processes”
(SA, 90), but as the words are liberated, so also are the facts they name:
*“the same things exist, but in a different condition when energized by
the imagination” (SA, 75). The words of a poem and the facts they name
exist in a tension of attraction and repulsion, of incarnation and
transcendence, which is like the relation of dancer and dance. So John of
Gaunt’s speech in Richard II is ‘‘a dance over the body of his condition
accurately accompanying it” (SA, 91). The poem about the sycamore
creates a new object, something *‘transfused with the same forces which
transfuse the earth” (SA, 50). In doing this it affirms its own reality, and
it also affirms the independent reality of the tree. The tree is free of the
poem, but not free of the poet, for both poem and tree exist with other
things in the space of inwardness entered by the poet in his dive into the
Passaic. This notion of a free play of words above things, different from
them but not detached from them, is expressed concisely in another
sentence from Spring and All: *“As birds’ wings beat the solid air without
which none could fly so words freed by the imagination affirm reality by
their flight” (SA, 91). Bird and air are both real, both equally real, but
the bird cannot fly without the air whose solidity it reveals in its flight.
So the poem about the sycamore both depends on the tree and is free of
it. In its freedom it allows the tree to be itself, at the same time as it
confirms its own independent existence.

Now it is possible to see why Williams makes verbs and verb forms
the axis of ““Young Sycamore.” The poem is not a picture of the tree. It is
an object which has the same kind of life as the tree. It is an extension of
nature’s process. In order to be such an object it must have “‘an intrinsic
movement of its own to verify its authenticity” (SE, 257). The pattern of
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verbs creates this movement. “The poem is made of things — on a field”
(A, 333), but words, like other things, exist primarily as energies,
directed forces. Words are nodes of linguistic power. This power is their
potentiality for combining with other words to form grammatical
structures. When words are placed side by side against the white field of
the page they interact with one another to create a space occupied by
energies in mobile tension.

All Williams’ ways with language go to make words act in this way:
his rhythmical delicacy, that modulation of words according to the
natural measure of breathing which culminates in his development in his
last years of the “variable foot”; the separation of words from “greasy
contexts” so that, as in the poetry of Marianne Moore, each word stands,
“crystal clear with no attachments” (SE, 128); the short lines which slow
the pace, break grammatical units, and place ordinarily unnoticed words
in positions of prominence so that their qualities as centers of linguistic
energy may stand out (as in the seventh line of “Young Sycamore,” three
verbs or verb forms in a row: ““is trickling) rises”); the emphasis on the
syntax of simple sentences, the “grammatical play” of words which
Williams praises in the work of Gertrude Stein (SE, 115). In “Young
Sycamore,” as in Williams’ other poems, each word stands by itself, but
is held within the space of the poem by the tension which relates it in
undulant motion to the other words. As in the writing of Stein and
Laurence Sterne, ‘“The feeling is of words themselves, a curious
immediate quality quite apart from their meaning, much as in music
different notes are dropped, so to speak, into repeated chords one at a
time, one after the other — for themselves alone” (SE, 114). The musical
metaphor is important here. The space of the poem is generated by the
temporal design of the words. In the time structure of the poem as it is
read, as in the tense life of the tree thrusting from trunk to twigs, future
and past are held out as horizons of the present in its disclosure.

Poems are more, however, than objects added to the store of objects
already existing in nature. The words of a poem “affirm reality by their
flight.”” Language is so natural to man and so taken for granted as part of
his being that it is difficult to imagine what the world would be like
without it. Though man is not human if he is completely bereft of
speech, his language may become soiled or corrupted. Then it will no
longer affirm reality, but hide it. It will become part of the *“‘constant
barrier between the reader and his consciousness of immediate contact
with the world” (SA, 1). The theme of the degradation of language runs
all through Williams’ writing, from the prose of Spring and All and The
Great American Novel through the analysis of American civilization in In
the American Grain to the passages on the speech of urban man in Paterson:
“The language, the language / fails them™ (P, 20). Even though man’s



62 Tropes, parables, performatives

language is corrupt, the sycamore will still be there and will still be a
revelation of beauty. The failure of language, however, means necessarily
a failure of man’s power to perceive the tree and share its life. The loss of
a proper language accompanies man’s detachment from the world and
from other people. Authentic speech sustains man’s openness to the
world. It is this sense that ‘“we smell, hear and see with words and words
alone, and . . . with a new language we smell, hear and see afresh” (SE,
266). As Williams puts it in a phrase, the poem alone “focuses the world”
(SE, 242).

Language is the unique power man has to bring beauty out of hiding
and in so doing to lift up, to repair, to rescue, to complete: “Only the
made poem, the verb calls it / into being” (PB, 110). The radiant gist is
present in the young sycamore, not projected there by the poet, but it is
hidden from most people, for the language fails them. The poet’s
language brings into the open the revelation which is going on secretly
everywhere. It uncovers the presence of things present. This presence
inheres in things and in other people, and it also inheres in our speech:

It is actually there, in the life before us, every minute that we are listening,
a rarest element — not in our imaginations but there, there in fact. It is that
essence which is hidden in the very words which are going in at our ears
and from which we must recover underlying meaning as realistically as we
recover metal out of ore. (A, 362).

These sentences define exactly Williams’ aim as a poet: the attempt
through a purification and renewal of language to uncover that rarest
element which dwells obscured in the life before us. This notion of the
function of poetry justifies the urgency of the first line of “Young
Sycamore”: “I must tell you.” Only in proper language does man’s
interpenetration with the world exist, and therefore the poet must speak.
The poem does not make anything happen or transform things in any
way. When it is over the tree still stands tranquilly between the wet
pavement and the gutter. But in letting the sycamore be, the poem
brings it into existence for the reader, through the words, in that caress
of intimacy which the first line affirms.

Notes

1. Since 1966, when this essay was published, some work by Williams referred
to in this essay has been made available in new editions, in particular
Imaginations (New York: New Directions, 1970). The latter reprints both Kora
in Hell (1920) and the original version of Spring and All (1923), in which the
poems are interspersed with prose of great importance for understanding
Williams® theory of the poetic act. Material from this essay was later
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incorporated in revised form in the chapter on Williams in my The Linguistic
Moment (Princeton, New Jersey, 1985).

Wordsworth’s phrasing, in the preface to Lyrical Ballads (The Poetical Works of
William Wordsworth, E. de Selincourt, ed., II [London: Oxford University
Press, 1952], p. 386).

The following texts of Williams’ work have been used in this essay. Each is
accompanied by the abbreviation which will hereafter be employed in
citations. KH — Kora in Hell: Improvisations (San Francisco, 1957); SA — Spring
and All (Dijon, 1923); IAG — In the American Grain (New York, 1956); CEP ~
The Collected Earlier Poems (New York, 1951); A — The Autobiography of
William Carlos Williams (New York, 1951); SE — Selected Essays (New York,
1954); SL — Selected Letters, John C. Thirlwall, ed. (New York, 1957); ML —
Many Loves and Other Plays (New York, 1961); PB — Pictures from Brueghel and
Other Poems (New York, 1962); CLP — The Collected Later Poems (New York,
1963); P — Paterson (New York, 1963). “Young Sycamore” is from CEP.,
p. 332.

Introduction to Byron Vazakas, Transfigured Night (New York, 1946), p. xi.
See the Autobiography, pp. 59, 60, for his description of this poem.

For a description of this elemental cosmology see pp. 328-36 of my essay on
Williams in Poets of Reality: Six Twentieth-Century Writers (Cambridge, Mass.,
1965).






Thomas Hardy

A sketch for a portrait

Nowhere in Hardy’s writings is there a description of an originating act
of the mind in which consciousness separates itself from everything but
itself. The self-consciousness of Hardy and his characters is always
inextricably involved in their awareness of the world. Their minds are
turned habitually outward, and almost every sentence Hardy ever wrote,
whether in his fiction, in his poetry, or in his more private writings, is
objective in the sense that it names something or someone outside
consciousness of which that consciousness is aware. A passage in
Florence Emily Hardy’s Life, however, takes the reader as close to the
intrinsic quality of Hardy’s mind as any words he wrote. This text, like
the rest of the Life, was probably written by Hardy himself, or least had
his approval:

One event of this date or a little later [when Hardy was about six] stood
out, he used to say, more distinctly than any [other]. He was lying on his
back in the sun, thinking how useless he was, and covered his face with his
straw hat. The sun’s rays streamed through the interstices of the straw, the
lining having disappeared. Reflecting on his experiences of the world so
far as he had got, he came to the conclusion that he did not wish to grow
up. Other boys were always talking of when they would be men; he did
not want at all to be a man, or to possess things, but to remain as he was,
in the same spot, and to know no more people than he already knew
(about half a dozen!.)

Though this passage is near Hardy’s “point de départ,” it does not
coincide with the genetic moment. Two events have preceded this scene
and are reflected in it. The first is certain “experiences of the world.” The
nature of Hardy’s experience of life is suggested by a passage at the
opening of_Jude the Obscure which so closely resembles the text in the Life
that it may be called an anticipatory commentary on it. Hardy, like the

The reading of Hardy sketched out in this essay was later elaborated in Thomas
Hardy: Distance and Desire (Cambridge, Mass., 1970).

65
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young Jude, has learned that a man is not born free, but is ushered into
the world in a certain spot in space and time. He has certain ancestors,
and finds himself with a certain role to play in his family, in his
community, in his social class, in his nation, even on the stage of world
history. Hardy has a strong sense of each man’s limitations by physical
and social forces he has not created or chosen. Like the young Jude, who
is shown in the middle of a “vast concave” corn-field which goes “right
up towards the sky all round, where it [is] lost by degrees in the mist that
shut[s] out the actual verge and accentuate[s] the solitude,”? each man
finds himself at the center of an indefinitely receding series of concentric
circles which locate him and define him. This imprisonment is all the
more painful for being so intangible and for being not incompatible with
a sense of isolation. Jude stands alone and in the open, but he is
nonetheless bound by the situation he has inherited. Like the young Pip
in Dickens’ Great Expectations, he is an orphan and has been told by his
foster-mother that he is “useless” and would be better dead.? Like so
many other heroes of nineteenth-century novels, Hardy’s protagonists
find themselves “living in a world which [does] not want them.”*
Though Hardy was not an orphan and seems to have had a fairly happy
childhood, he too, in the passage quoted above, broods over how
“useless” he is. The conventional motifs of the orphan-hero and the
indifferent foster-parent express Hardy’s sense of the way a man’s
situation is not of his making and fits him ill.

Hardy’s response to this experience of life is so instinctive that it is
never recorded, but always precedes any record, though it is repeated
again and again in his own life and in that of his characters. This response
is a movement of passive withdrawal. Like a snail crawling into its shell,
or like a furtive animal creeping into its burrow, Hardy pulls his hat over
his face and looks quietly at what he can see through the interstices of the
straw. Though he has separated himself from the world, he does not turn
away from it to investigate the realms of interior space. Hardy and his
characters are distinguished by the shallowness of their minds. They
have no profound inner depths leading down to the “real self”” or to God.
They remain even in detachment oriented toward the outside world and
reflecting it, mirror-like. But though Hardy remains turned toward the
exterior, looking at it or thinking about it, nevertheless his movement of
retraction separates him from blind engagement and turns everything he
sees into something viewed from the outside. Like Herman Melville’s
Bartleby, Hardy decides he ““would prefer not to” — prefer not to grow
up, prefer not to take responsibility, prefer not to move out of his own
narrow circle, prefer not to possess things, prefer not to know more
people. The young Jude expresses a similar desire to remain on the
periphery of life. He too pulls his hat over his eyes and lies *‘vaguely
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reflecting.” “As you got older,” he thinks, “and felt yourself to be at the
centre of your time, and not at a point in its circumference, as you had
felt when you were little, you were seized with a sort of shuddering, he
perceived. All around you there seemed to be something glaring, garish,
rattling, and the noises and glares hit upon the little cell called your life,
and shook it, and warped it. If he could only prevent himself growing
up! He did not want to be a man.”’ In the same way the speaker in a late
poem by Hardy remembers as a child crouching safely in a thicket of
ferns and asking himself: “Why should I have to grow to man’s estate, /
And this afar-noised World perambulate.”® At the origin of Hardy’s
view of things is a decisive act of will, the will not to seek the kinds of
ownership and fulfillment of desire on which others spend their lives, the
will not to engage himself in the world, the will not to become an
expanding center which moves out from its own vantage point to
dominate an ever-widening expanse. Hardy’s fundamental spiritual
movement is the exact opposite of Nietzsche’s will to power. It is the
will not to will, the will to remain quietly watching on the sidelines.”
Having given up the virile goals which motivate most men, Hardy can
turn back on the world and watch it from a safe distance, see it clearly
with a “full look at the Worst,” and judge it. This way of being related
to the world is the origin of his art. Such an attitude determines the
habitual stance of his narrators: that detachment which sees events from
above them or from a time long after they have happened. Or it might be
better to say that these spatial and temporal distances objectify a
separation which is outside of time and space altogether. So the speaker
in “Wessex Heights” says he seems “where I was before my birth, and
after death may be.””® The tone of voice natural to a spectator who sees
things from such a position imparts its slightly acerb flavor throughout
Hardy’s work as a compound of irony, cold detachment, musing
reminiscent bitterness, an odd kind of sympathy which might be called
“pity at distance,” and, mixed with these, a curious joy, a grim satis-
faction that things have, as was foreseen, come out for the worst in this
worst of all possible worlds. Such a perspective is also possessed by
many of the protagonists in Hardy’s novels, those watchers from a
distance like Gabriel Oak in Far from the Madding Crowd, Christopher
Julian in The Hand of Ethelberta, Diggory Venn in The Return of the
Native, Elizabeth-Jane Henchard in The Mayor of Casterbridge, or Giles
Winterborne in The Woodlanders. The detachment of such characters is
expressed in the recurrent motif of spying in the fiction. Hardy
frequently presents a scene in which one character sees another without
being seen, watches from an upper window or a hill, peeks in a window
from outside at night, or studies covertly a reflection in a mirror. In the
lyric poetry such standing back is habitual. The speaker of the poems is
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“The Dead Man Walking,” to borrow the title of one of them.!® He is
withdrawn from the present, “with no listing or longing to join,”’*! and
concentrates his attention on the ghosts of the past. He sees things from
the perspective of death, and as a consequence is so quiet a watcher, so
effaced, that birds, animals, and forlorn strangers pay no attention to
him, knowing that his vision is as distant as the stars.'2 This detachment
is most elaborately dramatized in the choruses of spirits in The Dynasts.
These spirits, says Hardy, “are not supposed to be more than the best
human intelligence of their time in a sort of quintessential form.” From
this generalization he excludes the Chorus of Pities. They are “merely
Humanity, with all its weaknesses.”13 The careful attention to details of
optical placement in The Dynasts, which John Wain, quite rightly, has
associated with cinematic technique,!* is more than a matter of vivid
presentation. It is an extension of the implicit point of view in the novels
and in the lyric poems. It has a thematic as well as technical meaning.
The Choruses in The Dynasts are able to see the whole expanse of history
at a glance. When they focus on a particular event they see it in the
context of this all-encompassing panoramic vision:

We'll close up Time, as a bird its van,
We'll traverse Space, as spirits can,
Link pulses severed by leagues and years,
Bring cradles into touch with biers;

So that the far-off Consequence appears
Prompt at the heel of foregone Cause.!>

From the point of view of such separation the world is no longer so
close that one can only be aware of its dangerous energy, its glare and
garish rattling. A man who is engaged in life is blind to all but what lies
immediately before his eyes. Only the man who is disengaged can see the
whole. In Desperate Remedies, Aeneas Manston, himself caught up in a
crucial moment of decision, obtains, as a reflex of his absorption, its
reverse. It is one of those times, so important in Hardy’s fiction, when
the perspective of the character approaches, if only for an instant, the
perspective of the narrator:

There exists, as it were, an outer chamber to the mind, in which, when a
man is occupied centrally with the most momentous question of his life,
casual and trifling thoughts are just allowed to wander softly for an
interval, before being banished altogether. Thus, amid his concentration
did Manston receive perceptions of the individuals about him in the lively
thoroughfare of the Strand; tall men looking insignificant; little men
looking great and profound; lost women of miserable repute looking as
happy as the days are long; wives, happy by assumption, looking
careworn and miserable. Each and all were alike in this one respect, that
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they followed a solitary trail like the inwoven threads which form a
banner, and all were equally unconscious of the significant whole they
collectively showed forth.1¢

What Manston has for an instant, Hardy has as a permanent
possession. He sees each individual life in the context of the whole cloth
of which it is part. This superimposition of the engaged view and the
detached, wide view pervades his writing, and is the source of its
characteristic ironies. If much of the texture of his work is made up of
careful notation of immediate particulars: the weather, the landscape, a
house or a room, the colors of things, apparently irrelevant details, what
the characters say, think, or do as they seek satisfaction of their desires,
the narrative perspective on these particulars, present in the steady and
cold tone of the language, is a vision so wide that it reduces any particular
to utter insignificance. Such a view reveals the fact that “winning,
equally with losing,” in any of the games of life, is “below the zero of the
true philosopher’s concern.”!”

The nature of the universe seen from this distance is expressed
figuratively in the key images of The Dynasts. The motif of the single
thread in a cloth reappears there when the Spirit of the Years says that the
story of the Napoleonic wars is *“but one flimsy riband” of the “web
Enorm” woven by the Immanent Will through “ceaseless artistries in
Circumstance / Of curious stuff and braid.”!® Along with this image
goes another, that of a monstrous mass in senseless motion. The
writhing of the whole includes in its random movement all men and
women driven by their desires and intentions. Desperate Remedies
anticipates this motif too. In one scene Aeneas Manston looks into a rain-
water-butt and watches as

hundreds of thousands of minute living creatures sported and tumbled in
its depth with every contortion that gaiety could suggest; perfectly happy,
though consisting only of a head, or a tail, or at most a head and a tail, and
all doomed to die within the twenty-four hours.?

Perfect image of man’s life as Hardy sees it! In The Dynasts, published
over thirty years after Desperate Remedies, the same image reappears in
Hardy’s picture of the peoples of the earth, ‘“distressed by events which
they did not cause,” ““writhing, crawling, heaving, and vibrating in their
various cities and nationalities,”’?? or “‘busying themselves like cheese-
mites,” or advancing with a “motion . . . peristaltic and vermicular,”
like a monstrous caterpillar,?! or “like slowworms through grass.””??
The actions of man are controlled by the unconscious motion of the
universe, ‘‘a brain-like network of currents and ejections, twitching,
interpenetrating, entangling, and thrusting hither and thither the human
forms. 23
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Hardy’s conception of human life presupposes a paradoxical form
of dualism. There is only one realm, that of matter in motion, but out
of this ‘“unweeting”’?* movement human consciousness has arisen,
accidentally, from the play of physical causes. Though the detached
clarity of vision which is possible to the human mind has come from
physical nature, it is radically different from its source. It sees nature for
the first time as it is, has for the first time pity for animal and human
suffering, and brings into the universe a desire that events should be
logical or reasonable, a desire that people should get what they deserve.
But of course the world does not correspond to this desire. This is seen as
soon as the desire appears. Knowledge of the injustice woven into the
texture of things does not require extensive experience. The young Jude
musing under his hat perceives already the clash of man’s logic and
nature’s: “Events did not thyme quite as he had thought. Nature’s logic
was too horrid for him to care for. That mercy towards one set of
creatures was cruelty towards another sickened his sense of harmony.”’?
Like little Father Time in Jude the Obscure, Hardy is already as old as the
hills when he is born, foresees the vanity of every wish, and knows that
death is the end of life. To see life clearly is already to be detached from it.

In Hardy’s world there is no supernatural hierarchy of ideals or
commandments, nor is there any law inherent in the physical world
which says it is right to do one thing, wrong to do another, or establishes
any relative worth among things or people. Events happen as they
happen, and have neither value in themselves nor value in relation to any
end beyond them. Worse yet, suffering is certain for man. In place of
God there is the Immanent Will, and this unthinking force is sure to
inflict pain on a man until he is lucky enough to die. Birth itselfis “‘an
ordeal of degrading personal compulsion, whose gratuitousness nothing
in the result seemed to justify.””2¢ Best of all would be not to be born at
all, as Hardy affirms poignantly in “To an Unborn Pauper Child.”?’

Both halves of the term “Immanent Will”” are important. The supreme
power is immanent rather than transcendent. It does not come from
outside the world, but is an energy within nature, part of its substance. It
is identical with the inherent energy of the physical world as seen by
nineteenth-century science: an unconscious force working by regular
laws of matter in motion. Though what happens is ordained by no divine
lawgiver, nevertheless the state of the universe at any one moment leads
inevitably to its state at the next moment. Existence is made up of an
enormous number of simultaneous energies each doing its little bit to
make the whole mechanism move. If a man has enough knowledge he
can predict exactly what will be the state of the universe ten years from
now or ten thousand. All things have been fated from all time.

The term “Will” is equally important. Hardy’s use of this word
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supports Martin Heidegger’s claim that a dualistic metaphysics leads to
the establishment of volition as the supreme category of being.?8 Hardy
recognizes that his nomenclature may seem odd, since what he has in
mind is not conscious willing. Nevertheless he defends “will” in a letter
to Edward Clodd as the most exact word for his meaning: ‘“What you
say about the ‘Will’ is true enough, if you take the word in its ordinary
sense. But in the lack of another word to express precisely what is meant
a secondary sense has gradually arisen, that of effort exercised in a reflex
or unconscious manner. Another word would have been better if one
could have had it, though ‘Power’ would not do, as power can be
suspended or withheld, and the forces of nature cannot.”’?? Though the
Immanent Will is not conscious, it is still will, a blind force sweeping
through the universe, urging things to happen as they do happen, weav-
ing the web of circumstances, shaping things in patterns determined by
its irresistible energy.

Hardy’s vision of things is not too different from Nietzsche’s, but his
response to this vision is radically different. Nietzsche defines man as the
will to power, tells him that in a world of amoral determinism he should
take matters into his own hands, become a center of force organizing the
world in patterns of value. The man of will can turn his life from fated
repetition into willed repetition and so escape into a paradoxical
freedom. Hardy, on the other hand, is more passive and despairing. Like
so many of his countrymen, Dickens for example, he fears the guilt
involved in becoming the autonomous center of his world. Willing
means for Hardy yielding to those emotions which orient a man toward
other people. The longing for power and ownership involves a man in
the swarming activity of the Immanent Will, and so alienates him from
himself, as Napoleon in The Dpynasts, surely a man of will, is an
instrument of impersonal forces working through him. His victory is in
the fact that he comes to see this. The more powerfully a man wills, the
more surely he becomes the puppet of an all-shaping energy, and the
quicker he encompasses his own destruction. As soon as he engages
himself in life he becomes part of a vast streaming movement urging him
on toward death and the failure of his desires.

Safety therefore lies in passivity, in secrecy, effacement, reticence, in
the refusal of emotions and their temptations to involvement. Many of
Hardy’s characters have some inkling of the way they become victims of
an alienating force as soon as they yield to desire. This is suggested by
their extreme fear of engaging themselves in life. They have a “‘field-
mouse fear of the coulter of destiny despite fair promise,”? and rightly,
for only when the world becomes ““a mere painted scene”3! to them, as it
does for Henchard at the end of The Mayor of Casterbridge, will they be
free of the dominion of the Immanent Will. The characteristic action of
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Hardy’s novels is a gradual approach of the protagonist’s attitude toward
that of the narrator, and his work as a whole might therefore be defined
as an attempt to vindicate the attitude of passive, watching detachment,

This justification of withdrawal can only be accomplished by showing
the folly of its opposite. Hardy is fascinated by the theme of fascination,
and novel after novel tells the story of someone who falls in love and then
concentrates his life on attaining possession of the “well-beloved.”’32 The
detached looking or spying which so often constitutes the drama of
Hardy’s scenes makes many of his characters like the narrator himself,
but there is an all-important difference. Hardy’s watchers at a distance,
Gabriel Oak, or Giles Winterborne, or Elizabeth-Jane Henchard, are
usually infatuated with another person. Their watching has a focus. The
person they love has become a center of power, organizing the world and
polarizing circumambient objects through his or her presence. A
constant theme of Hardy’s writing is the way a place, a scene, most often
a house, becomes imbued with a personality and inseparable from it. In
Tess of the d’Urbervilles, to give one example, it seems to Angel Clare that
the dairy-house and its surroundings are permeated with Tess’s presence:

The aged and lichened brick gables breathed forth “Stay!” The windows
smiled, the door coaxed and beckoned, the creeper blushed confederacy.
A personality within it was so far-reaching in her influence as to spread
into and make the bricks, mortar, and whole overhanging sky throb with
a burning sensibility.33

There is, however, a deeper reason why Hardy is so interested in the
theme of fascination. Love at first seems to offer the only guiltless escape
from the poverty of detachment. If a man becomes his own source of
order, imposing himself on other people, creating patterns, and
establishing relative values, he is implicitly recognizing that the world as
it is has no given order or value. Hardy seems condemned to this form of
nihilism. He has faith neither in a benign nature spirit, nor in society as
the expression of a Providential power, nor in a transcendent God
manipulating the lives of his people for good ends. If he is to avoid the
bad alternatives of either having no order or making one for himself, he
can do so only by finding a source of order in the one place it may
remain: in another person. This is precisely what love means for Hardy.
It means finding someone who appears to radiate life and energy around
her, establishing a measure of the worth of all things. If I can possess the
person I love, then I can, without guilt, escape the world of flat
desolation in which I began. But I must not take possession through an
act of wilful appropriation. I must wait passively, watching and loving at
a distance, as Gabriel Oak does or as Diggory Venn does, until the loved
one willingly returns my love, closing the distance between us.
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This strategy can never work. Like Marcel Proust, whom he
influenced and whom he resembles in more ways than one, Hardy is
much interested in the process of falling out of love. The only happy
relationships, for him, are those that for one reason or another prolong
indefinitely the time of approach, the time before possession. This is
implied, for example, in an odd story called “The Waiting Supper,” and
is argued more openly in “The Minute Before Meeting.” In that poem he
asks to “live in close expectance never closed / In change for far
expectance closed at last.”3* This may seem an echo of Robert
Browning’s “The Last Ride Together,” but in fact it is radically
different. Browning wants to prolong forever the last time of a kind of
possession; Hardy wants to prolong forever the moment before
possession. He knows that as the interval between himself and the
woman he loves gradually closes, he will find himself with nothing.
“Loves lives on propinquity, but dies of contact”3> — this is the law of
love for Hardy. As soon as I possess the person I love, all the magic
which she has radiated on the world disappears, and I find myself back
again in a universe infinitely wide in space and time, a universe which no
field of force orients as to high and low, great or small, good or bad. The
word ““blank” or “blankness” echoes through the poems as a term for
this “vision appalling’’3¢:

. . it cannot be
That the prize I drew
Is a blank to me!37

There shall remain no trace
Of what so closely tied us,
And blank as ere love eyed us
Will be our meeting-place.3®

Till in darkening dankness
The yawning blankness
Of the perspective sickens me!>

When I win the woman [ have loved from a distance I discover that she
is a human being like myself, and that as such she has no more right than
I do to be the center of the world. Worse yet, when I win her my
perspective coincides with hers, and I discover that her extraordinary
power comes only from me and has existed only in my own eyes. I am
the source of her power and endow her with the divine aura she seems to
have. Her seeming “glory”*" has come only from myself. To fall out of
love is to be doubly disillusioned: it means finding that there is, after all,
no exterior source of value, and it means finding that I have been
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unwittingly the origin of what seemed to be an objective structuring of
the world. But this is just the situation I have been trying to avoid, and so
I am returned, at “the end of the episode,” back to a world moved only
by the incessant impulsions of the Immanent Will.

This sequence is the characteristic dialectic of Hardy’s writing. It is
succinctly expressed in a late poem called “I Was the Midmost.”4! The
first stanza recalls the text from the Life discussed earlier and affirms that
when the speaker was a child he was the ‘“midmost” of his world,
though only a few people “gleamed” within its “circuit.” The second
stanza describes his infatuation with a lady who becomes a new center,
the axis around which everything else revolves:

She was the midmost of my world
When I went further forth,

And hence it was that, whether I turned
To south, east, west, or north,

Beams of an all-day Polestar burned
From that new axe of earth.

The final stanza moves to the stage of disillusionment. The speaker
discovers that there is in fact no center of the world, only a confused
babble of voices soliciting his attention from every direction:

No midmost shows it here, ot there,
When wistful voices call

“We are fain! We are fain!” from everywhere
On Earth’s bewildering ball!

In such a world there is nothing to do but to await death, or perhaps
even to seek it. Hardy’s most powerful novels end with the deaths of
their protagonists, a death now fiercely desired as the only appropriate
end of such a life. So die Aeneas Manston, Giles Winterborne, Eustacia
Vye, Henchard, Tess, and Jude.

But Hardy did not choose death. He chose to be a writer instead, and
lived out a long life writing indefatigably to the end. If his characters
have sought happiness, lost it, and in the end die cursing their lives with a
certain masochistic joy, Hardy himself, from the perspective of that
detachment which foresees the end of every involvement, turns back on
the lives of his people after they are dead and broods over them with
absorbed attention. The great outpouring of poems about his first wife
and about their early days of love came after her death, as a magical
release of feeling and power of speech which was possible only when she
had died. Life must pass through death before it can be rescued in art.
The theme of the revivification of the past which runs all through
Hardy’s poems may be seen as a commentary on the fact that the use of
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the past tense in his fiction is more than a mere convention. He is the man
who sees ghosts and remembers what everyone else has forgotten. From
a time far after the events he turns back with “‘long vision’’#? not only to
watch and remember, but to record what has happened in a poem or
story. This record gives the dead a permanent existence in an art which is
memory embodied. Such an art matches reality at a distance, like the
hymn by Watts, “And now another day is gone,” which Hardy as a child
used to sing before a certain red wall at sunset, ‘“‘not for any religious
reason, but from a sense that the scene suited the lines.””#3

Such a taking stock of reality and its injustice is man’s contribution,
beyond the uncomprehending power of immediate suffering, to the
universe. It is possible only to human consciousness and only to a
consciousness which, like the Spirit of the Years in The Dynasts, has been
clarified of all the obscurities of emotional attachment. This patient
registering of the facts is a defiance in the sense that it says how things
are, but in its proof that things do always turn out for the worst, Hardy’s
art is, paradoxically, a happy one. It demonstrates the eternal fitness of
things. Each man gets what the prescient expect, and even what the
knowing want, as victim desires the knife. Moreover, Hardy’s recording
of the fated course of a life, his following of one strand in the web
through to its happily unhappy end turns numb suffering into the
symmetry of art, that high form of art which is objective recording of the
way things are. Singing ““And now another day is gone”” in the face of the
red wall, like writing Tess of the d’Urbervilles or The Mayor of Casterbridge,
transforms the fated into art, and therefore transcends the power of the
Immanent Will.

This art finds value and meaning in a world previously without them.
In his own oblique way Hardy accepts the will to power after all, for, as
he says repeatedly in his poems, the pattern of a life is hidden from the
person who is living it from day to day. It exists only in a retrospective
view which turns back on the past from enough distance to put the
moments together in a way which reveals their hidden pattern. This
pattern exists objectively, but it can only be seen by someone with the
remembering clarity of the artist. The pattern is uncovered through art,
and art is therefore a victory of consciousness over suffering. It is a sly
and evasive victory, surely, for Hardy only stands back and watches,
recording what he sees from his separateness, but it is an authentic
victory nevertheless. Only from such a distance is the pattern visible, and
this discovery of pattern, even if it is achieved on the basis of self-effacing
objectivity, is that version of the will to power which is the creation of a
work of art, transforming events into a verbal form which brings their
secret significance into the open. Just as Hardy in his poems sustains in
being the ghosts of the past, playing in this a role traditionally assigned to
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God, so in his function as artist-preserver he is the closest thing to a deity
his universe has. Without his clear registering of what he sees, events
would happen and then pass away forever. Hardy's writing, to give it a
final definition, is a resurrection and safeguarding of the dead.
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Williams’ Spring and All
and the progress of poetry

To discuss progress in the humanities is like picking up the loose end of a
tangled ball of yarn: The first thread leads immediately to another with
which it is inextricably entwined. In no time there comes to hand a host
of themes in a crisscross of lines involving fundamental questions about
the arts, interpretation, and history. In my discussion of these, for the
most part I shall use literature and literary criticism, which, for my
purposes, may conveniently stand by synecdoche for all the humanities.

Progress in the humanities, one instinctively assumes, must have
occurred, as there has been progress in the other areas of culture, most
spectacularly in science. The nearly commensurate effort in the human-
ities — all the books, editions, scholarly journals, research grants,
institutes, and symposia — must have accomplished something. This
raises immediately the question of what might be meant by progress in
the humanities. Presumably the humanities are not the arts themselves
but the study of them, the establishment of texts and facts and the
interpretation of the monuments of the past and the present. Even so, it
is impossible to make the same distinction between humanistic study and
its subject-matter that can be made more or less unequivocally between
nature and the sciences investigating it. The arts and their interpretation
have been inextricably connected throughout history. This symbiosis has
meant that important “‘advances” in techniques of interpretation have
usually coincided with periods of notable flowering in the arts, as in the
case of Aristotle and Greek tragedy, Romantic criticism and Romantic
literature, or the criticism and art of our own day. Moreover, the same
people or those in closely related fields have often been responsible for
‘“progress” both in the arts and in their interpretation — for example,
Coleridge, Matthew Arnold, Baudelaire, Henry James, T. S. Eliot, and
Russian formalists in association with Futurists. In spite of Darwin, it
obviously would not make sense to speak of a progress in nature accom-
panying the striking progress in scientific methodology accomplished
during the last four centuries. Progress in the humanistic studies, on the
other hand, cannot be dissociated from progress in the arts themselves.

If this is so, the problem of a definition of progress in humanistic
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studies cannot be separated from a similar problem in the arts
themselves. How would we recognize an example of such progress? By
what yardstick or according to what scale would we measure it? What
fixed external point of reference could we use? Does progress in the arts
increase power to imitate what is already known to be there as the real
and the true; or to bring into the open what is already there but has been
hidden; or to create only out of signs ever more subtle and complex
forms, imposed on chaos to order it and make it habitable? Mimesis,
aletheia, independent creation — these three theories of art in their conflict
and interdependence have dominated Western thought since before
Plato. To each corresponds a different set of theories of interpretation,
that is, theories of the humanistic studies. The conscious or unconscious
assumption that one of the three is exclusively valid tends to determine
not only procedures of interpretation, but also criteria by which progress
in the humanities might be identified and measured.

Two contradictory notions about progress in the arts and the
corresponding progress in interpretation have governed the habitual
thought of Western man. On the one hand, there is an almost irresistible
tendency to think of literary history and the history of the arts as a
progressive refinement in sophistication and subtlety. The “history of
the English novel,” for example, is often thought to begin with the rude
forms of the late sixteenth century, develop complex narrative tech-
niques in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and culminate in the
refinement of James, Conrad, Joyce, and Woolf. Henry James is seen as
more “complex,” more “advanced,” and more “‘profound” than Jane
Austen. This progress in the novel, it is assumed, has accompanied a
commensurate improvement in the tools available for interpreting
fiction, James’s own celebrated prefaces being among the most powerful.

There are many versions of this paradigm of progress. Scientists, for
the most part, do not need a library with all the technical books and
papers going back to the origins of modern science. They require only
the journals of the last five years or so and would be willing to have the
earlier scientific material stored, buried, or perhaps even burnt. There is a
continual self-destruction involved in scientific progress; progress in the
humanities is sometimes considered analogous. Each new generation of
scholars, it seems, has more facts, better texts, and more powerful tools
of interpretation than the last. Earlier editions and critical interpretations
are continually being rendered obsolete. Of what use are nineteenth-
century texts of Shakespeare or of other Renaissance writers, now that
the science of textual criticism has advanced to such a peak of perfection?
Each scholar is only one of a long line of tillers of the soil; he justifies
himself by destroying the scholars who preceded him. The publication of
his findings is suicidal in the sense that he is offering himself up to be
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destroyed in his turn by the next scholar. As Arthur Rimbaud, that great
explorer of the myths of progress, puts it, “[Tlhere will come other
horrible workers: they will begin at the horizons where he has
succumbed.”

This picture of progress in the humanities is related to the beguiling
dream of a final, perfect, full interpretation of a given text. The day will
come when the last word will have been said about Hamlet, the “Ode to a
Nightingale,” or Bleak House. Some great critic will write a definitive
critical essay, and then nothing more will remain to be said about Paradise
Lost. Sometimes, as a nightmare sprung from his ‘“‘professional defor-
mation,” the scholar may be seized by a'vision of the gradual self-
destruction of his enterprise. As one by one all the texts are exhausted
and definitive editions and interpretations are established, his reason for
existing will fade and ultimately vanish. The teacher of the humanities
seems destined to be replaced by the tape-recorder — thousands of
classrooms simultaneously playing the same superlative lecture on
Hamilet, perhaps to a lecture hall empty of all save recorders taking down
the absent professor’s lecture on behalf of the absent students, all of
whom are presumably busy somewhere else. It is only a step from this to
another fantasy, also not my invention. This is the dream of a periodical
destruction of all the texts, critical books, and scholarly journals, perhaps
a destruction, too, of the scholars with their elephantine memories; then
the job of interpretation could start in happy ignorance again from the
beginning. Once more all the interesting projects would remain to be
done — anything to prevent the humanistic scholars from becoming
victims of their own success, sufferers from a new kind of technological
unemployment. This fantasy has its parallel in the arts, for example, in
an idea important to Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot. Since all literature of
Western Europe forms a whole, once a certain thing has been done in
language — La divina commedia, Madame Bovary, or whatever — it never has
to be done again. In fact, it cannot be repeated, so that poets by their
accomplishments are gradually putting themselves out of business.

Alongside this idée regue of progress in the humanities, with its many
versions, shadings, and comical extravagances, goes a diametrically
opposed notion, a notion no less widespread and no less (for the most
part) an unexamined prejudice. This is the idea that the progress of
civilization is incompatible with the progress of poetry. The more
refined our culture becomes, the more difficult it is to write authentic
poetry. In a perfected civilization poetry would disappear. Poetry is
destroyed by the self-consciousness, the consciousness of the past, the
distance from nature, and the loss of natural spontaneity characteristic of
man in a highly cultivated state of society. The first poems and paintings
were the best. Since those primitive geniuses produced their masterpieces,
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the history of the arts has been one of progressive degeneration and
thinning out. This conception is related in a subtle way to that myth of
modernity which Paul de Man has discussed so perceptively in “Literary
History and Literary Modernity”. Authenticity in poetry lies in unself-
conscious spontaneity. True poetry must have no history; it must rise
immediately from the moment of perception. The increasing weight of
history on the mind of civilized man makes this naked confrontation
with the immediate sources of poetry more and more difficult.

There are many variations of this myth of decline. To mention several
of the more recent, it is a fundamental aspect of the thought of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau; and it is present in Hegel’s notion of a withering away
of poetry as the absolute Spirit gradually perfects itself, or in Thomas
Love Peacock’s Four Ages of Poetry, with its picture of a golden
civilization producing poets of brass. More influential than Peacock’s
shrewdly ironic challenge to the idea of progress is Matthew Arnold’s
anti-modernism. For Arnold, Homer was the best of poets. Poetry, he
thought, has gone downhill ever since. The Romantic poets were unable
to write the same kind of poetry as Shakespeare because they lived in a
different age of the world. “The what you have to say depends on your
age.”2 The efforts of the Romantic poets were meretricious because they
tried to write a kind of poetry possible only in a different time. As
Arnold says:

More and more I feel that the difference between a mature and a youthful
age of the world compels the poetry of the former to use great plainness of
speech as compared with that of the latter: and that Keats and Shelley were
on a false track when they set themselves to reproduce the exuberance of
expression, the charm, the richness of images, and the felicity, of the
Elizabethan poets.3

Poor Arnold was born in a bad time, a time when the springs of poetry
had gone dry. He had to lay his weary bones among the dry rocks of the
nineteenth-century wasteland. He lamented the loss in his too-mature
time of the world of the “admirable Homeric qualities” of “‘out-of-doors
freshness, life, naturalness, buoyant rapidity.”* For him, the first
writers, like Homer, were closer to the sources of poetry than we are.

This gives rise to a curious paradox of degradation in Arnold’s
thought: Because the first poets had less to say, they could say it with
greater richness and exuberance. We latecomers have inherited the past
experience of the world and have added new experience of our own. The
result is that we must concentrate what we have to say in a great
barrenness of style.

[H]ad Shakespeare and Milton lived in the atmosphere of modern feeling,
had they had the multitude of new thoughts and feelings to deal with a
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modern has, I think it likely the style of each would have been far less
curioys and exquisite. . . . In the 17th century it was a smaller harvest than
now, and sooner to be reaped: and therefore to its reaper was left time to
stow it more finely and curiously. Still more was this the case in the
ancient world. The poet’s matter being the hitherto experience of the world,
and his own, increases with every century.>

Try as he may to simplify his style in order to encompass the matter he
has to say, the modern poet finds himself overwhelmed with material,
much of it inherited from the past. The result is that decadence in poetry
happens according to an inevitable historical law. Decadence is defined as
a copying of the style and matter of previous masters as opposed to the
return to the fecund soil from which poetry has flowered as a fresh and
immediate growth. Again, to quote Arnold:

One does not always remember that one of the signs of the Decadence of a
literature, one of the factors of its decadent condition indeed, is this — that
new authors attach themselves to the poetic expression the founders of a
literature have flowered into, which may be learned by a sensitive person,
to the neglect of an inward poetic life.®

In “The English Poet and the Burden of the Past, 1660-1820,”7 Walter
Jackson Bate has investigated with admirable learning and verve one
permutation of this myth. Bate’s essay establishes the tradition within
which Arnold’s pessimism may be understood. A “‘comprehensive way
of taking up the whole of English poetry from the middle seventeenth
century down to the present,” suggests Bate, would be by exploring the
“accumulating anxiety’’ of the burden of the past which presents to each

new generation with increasing urgency the question, “What is there left
to do?”’8

[TThis remorseless deepening of self-consciousness, before the rich and
intimidating legacy of the past, becomes the greatest single problem that
modern art (art, that is to say, since the close of the seventeenth century)
has had to face, and . . . it will become so increasingly in the future.®

Taking examples from a wide range of writers in the eighteenth century
and in the Romantic period, Bate shows a developing polarity between
the virtue of continuity with the past and the virtue of originality.
Though his sympathies are for an art that follows with some conscious
piety in the line of its ancestors, nevertheless he sees the value of the
“never before.” There is obviously more than historical objectivity in the
intensity with which, at the end of his essay, he describes the plight of the
poet who must obey simultaneously two contradictory demands. This
was the “fearful legacy” inhetited by the great Romantics: “To begin
with, you were exhorted to be ‘original’ at all costs, and yet reminded
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that you could not be ‘original’ about the most important things.”10
Being original meant going directly to nature. The opposing virtue was
emulation of the great models of the past. Bate sees this opposition as the
source of the difficulties and, if one may read between his lines, the
decadence of the poetry of the nineteeth and twentieth centuries:

In no other case are you simultaneously enjoined to admire and at the same
time to try, at all costs, not to follow closely what you admire, not merely
in any of the details but in over-all procedure, in general object, in any of
the broader conventions of mode, vocabulary, or idiom. Yet here, in the
arts this split is widening with every generation, and not only widening
but dramatized, with a helpless and blind militancy on each side. . . . The
arts stutter, stagger, pull back into paralysis and indecision before such a
conflict of demand.!!

Torn to pieces by the contrary pulls toward novelty and toward
tradition, toward a poetry produced from original soil and “a poetry
produced largely from the soil of past poetry,”12 literature is gradually
destroyed by its own success. Ultimately the “burden of the past”
becomes impossible to bear. The answer to the question, “What is there
left to do?”” becomes “Nothing at all,”” and the poets lapse into impotent
silence.

Beside this dark version of the myth of decline may be set that
conception of the “progress of poetry” which Geoffrey Hartman is
following with such penetrating subtlety from the late sixteenth century
down to our own day.!? As in the case of Bate’s essay, Hartman’s point
of focus is the eighteenth century and the period of Romanticism.
Beginning with Milton and a look backward at Spenser, he shows the
ramifications through Gray, Collins, and others down to Blake,
Wordsworth, and Coleridge of a concept of poetry as the purification,
rationalizing, or enlightening of a dark, daemonic ground. This notion
of poetry as the demystifying of superstitious Romance, “‘psyche
emergfing] from the spooky larvae of masques and moralities like a free-
ranging butterfly,”’14 is to be associated with the widespread Enlighten-
ment topos of the progress of poetry as a “stepping westward” of the
poetic spirit from country to country of Europe until finally it must be
naturalized on England’s shores, there to be “‘grounded in the reasonable-
ness of a specific national temperament.”’!3

The idea of poetry Hartman finds in his authors presupposes the
existence of a sub-world of multiple chthonic spirits, a super-nature at
the base of nature which the poets must both encounter and tame, “the
enlightened mind . . . emerging, and even constructing itself, out of its
involvement with Romance.”1¢

With Milton, the Spirit of Romance begins to simplify itself. It becomes
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the creative spirit, and frees itself from the great mass of medieval and
post-medieval romances in the same way as the Spirit of Protestantism
from the formalism of temples.?

L’Allegro and Il Penseroso have special importance for Hartman as a
turning point in this development. “They show a mind moving from
one position to another and projecting an image of its freedom against a
darker, daemonic ground. Poetry, like religion, purifies that ground: it
cannot leave it.”’'8 Poems as late as Wordsworth’s The White Doe of
Rylstone, however, still have the same structure, ‘“‘that of the reflective
encirclement and progressive purification of symbols from Romance.”’1°
In Hartman’s view, in fact, this is the permanent structure of all authentic
poetry:

If Romance is an eternal rather than archaic portion of the human mind,
and poetry its purification, then every poem will be an act of resistance, of
negative creation — a flight from one enchantment into another. The
farewell to the impure gods becomes part of a nativity ode welcoming the
new god.?0

The question posed by this conception of poetry is “whether poetry can
survive its own ‘enlightenment,’ ‘civilization,’ or ‘self-consciousness.’ %!
This is a version of the image of progressive degeneration proposed by
W. J. Bate. As the daemonic ground that is the source of poetry is
gradually brought into the light and subjected to the control of a human
mind no longer the helpless victim of supernatural energies, poetry may
get more and more fragile and superficial, mere vers de société. In this
process of deterioration,

Romance loses its shadow, its genuine darkness: nothing remains of the
drama of liberation whereby ingenium is born from Genius, psyche from
persona, and the spirit of poetry from the grave-clothes of Romance.??

Since some form of mythological machinery is necessary to all true
poetry, another way to ask this question is to wonder whether
demystification also means, inevitably, demythologizing.>> Only if
poetry can be enlightened without losing its contact with myth and with
the archaic forces that are its origin can the progress of poetry be other
than an effacement of poetry.

A final form of this notion will return to the question of progress in
humanistic studies. If the enlightenment of the poets will perhaps make
poetry impossible, the development of sophisticated techniques of
interpretation may also hasten the destruction of poetry. An age of
criticism and an age of abundant creativity cannot occur simultaneously,
Matthew Arnold believed. The assumption that a proliferation of
elaborate methods of analysis — rationalizing poetry, dissecting it, and
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finding out its secret — makes it less and less possible for the poets to
write poetry is widespread in our own century. ‘“Fruitless for the
academic tapeworm to hoard its excrementa in books,” says William
Carlos Williams in Spring and All.2* This assumption is also present in the
modesty of those critics who freely admit that their work has only a
negative relation to the creation of poetry. Literary criticism is a part of
science that happens to take poems as its objects of study rather than stars
or atoms. If authenticity in poetry arises from unthinking spontaneity in
its creation, the study of poetry is its bringing to consciousness, its
interpretation, and therefore its destruction. Criticism is the act whereby
the critic puts an end to the objects that are his raison d’étre. This version
of the myth of decline reminds one of those delicate cave or tomb
paintings that vanish when they are exposed to light and air. The critic is
a graverobber who destroys what he means to steal. He leaves only bare
walls where once were masterpieces of primitive and unsophisticated
creativity.

Meanwhile the poems remain, in the undiminished splendor of their
presence. Far from being the epoch of the vanishing of poetry, the
twentieth century has witnessed a remarkable flourishing of all the arts.
We have had poets, painters, composers, and playwrights able to hold
their own against any in history. At the same time the various modes of
interpretation have been impressively practiced. There must be some-
thing wrong with these prophecies of doom for poetry. Moreover, it
does not take much wit to see that the two myths, that of progress and
that of decline, have homologous structures. They are, in fact, mirror
images of one another, or they are like the ““two” sides of a Moebius strip
which returns to itself from the other side if it is followed to its limit.
This further suggests that something is amiss, since poetry can hardly
progress and decline at the same time.

My examples of the myths of progress and of decline are structured
around a fundamental polarity. In both, the undivided presence of the
mind to itself is opposed to the split in the mind when it becomes
conscious of itself. A sophisticated self~consciousness in the poet inhibits
his creativity. Self~consciousness in the critic, an objective holding at
arm’s length of the poem, a peeping and botanizing at the flowers of
poetry, destroys what it would understand. The presence to nature of an
unreflective mind in the immediate moment of direct experience, in the
presence of the present or the nick of time, is opposed to any mediate
relation to nature by way of cultural forms inherited from the past. These
are seen as forming an increasingly opaque screen cutting the mind off
from nature and from its own depths. Whether the springs of poetry are
thought of as outside, in the perennial freshness of nature, or as within,
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in the interior regions of the mind, where no artificial forms can come,
the category of immediacy, of presence, of proximity to the origin, is the
basic test of validity. True poetry must rise spontaneously, as a spring
bubbles from a cleft in the rocks or as a wild flower lifts itself from the
primeval earth. Once this criterion of authenticity is assumed, there
appears inevitably the paradox of a progress of poetry that is at the same
time an exhaustion of poetry. Poetry itself comes to stand as an
implacable barrier between man and what makes poetry possible. Man
must then live encapsulated in a culture which is factitious in the sense
that it has been detached from its roots. A finished civilization is like a
bunch of cut flowers in a vase. Though there might be *“‘progress in the
humanities” in such a culture, an increasing perfection in the establishing
of texts, facts, and explications, this is an increasing perfection in the
embalming of dead forms, forms with less and less function or relevance.

Against this unhappy prospect stands the fact that the arts and their
interpretation have neither declined nor progressed, but exist more or
less as they always have, just as the poems of the past remain available to
those who would read them. One begins to suspect that the myths of
progress and decline must be based on false ideas of culture, of history, of
human temporality, of consciousness, of poetic language, and of
interpretation.

A clue to the way this is so is given in W. J. Bate’s healthy distaste for
the Hegelian Zeitgeist, for the concept of periodization in the arts when it
implies that there is a climate of ideas and forms irresistibly limiting what
can be thought or created in a given age.?> A further clue is Bate’s
recognition that the great artists have always built on their predecessors.
Their works do not spring full-blown from the immediate moment, but
are always products of emulation or even of plagiarism. Each great poem
incorporates some reference to anterior works to which it is related in a
complex combination of sameness and difference. In Bate’s words:

It is like that habit of Keats of beginning each large new effort by rereading
Lear and of keeping always close at hand that engraving of Shakespeare
which he found in the lodging house in the Isle of Wight when he went off
to begin Endymion; in a sense, ,what this typifies was true of them all: true
at least of the greatest artists (Wordsworth, looking constantly back as
he did to Milton; Beethoven, who in his last days kept rereading the scores
of Handel; Goethe, who constantly returned to the Greeks or to
Shakespeare).2¢

Another hint is given by a tension or fold in the thought of Geoffrey
Hartman’s essays. On the one hand, there is the idea of a slow
purification of the dark sources of poetry until finally, one may imagine,
all the darkness will be light. On the other hand stands Hartman’s
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affirmation that there is no progress, only an eternal re-enactment of the
same dangerous encounter, since poetry must always return to its
daemonic ground. “This romantic purification of Romance,” says
Hartman, “is endless; it is the true and unceasing spiritual combat.”?” In
one case, poetry is seen as the progressive victory of light over darkness,
as a secularizing, humanizing force. In the other case, poetry must
constantly renew itself in the darkness if it is to remain authentic. There
is no progress of poetry, no one-way development of literary history
through various periods which build on one another, each new one
leaving the other behind forever. There is only a perpetual replaying of
the same drama in different forms. In one case, Orpheus wants to make
Eurydice over into a white bride fit to live all the year in the sunlight. In
the other, Orpheus’ impossible and perpetually renewed task is to bring
Eurydice into the light with all her rich darkness still clinging to her.

To follow these clues out of the labyrinth of a situation in which our
habits of thought lead us by serpentine windings until we find ourselves
face to face with a paradoxical conclusion in obvious contradiction with
the facts, it may be useful to investigate a single text. In such a text my
tangle of themes may be present not haphazardly, as they have appeared
dispersed in a multitude of writers old and new, but articulated in the
more closely-knit web of a single work. William Carlos Williams’ Spring
and All is an admirable work of this sort.

Spring and All was printed at Dijon in 1923 and published by the Contact
Publishing Company, one of Williams’ joint enterprises with Robert
McAlmon. It is a handsome little book bound in blue paper covers,
dedicated to Williams’ friend, the painter Charles Demuth. Spring and All
has never been republished in its entirety, though in its integral form it is
perhaps the most important single work by Williams. “Nobody ever
saw it,” he says, ‘“ —it had no circulation at all — but I'had a lot of fun with
it.”28 It contains two of Williams’ most famous lyrics, “By the road to
the contagious hospital” and “The Red Wheelbarrow,” along with
twenty-five others. The poems are dispersed among passages of prose,
some of which are prose poems in the manner of Williams’ earlier Kora in
Hell (1920) or of Rimbaud’s Illuminations, and some of which are
Williams® fullest statements of his theory of poetry.

One aspect of Spring and All will make it possible to follow somewhat
further one of the clues out of the labyrinth cited above from W. J. Bate.
In spite of the absolute value Williams here and elsewhere puts on
making it new in America, Spring and All is self-consciously imitative of
Rimbaud and the Surrealists. “Thank you,” says Williams at one parti-
cularly Rimbaudian moment, “I know well what I am plagiarising.”%
Moreover, the book doubles back on itself and contains its own
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interpretation. Just as Kora in Hell is made up of prose poems and
“interpretations” of them written later,3° so in Spring and All the prose
passages present the theory of imaginative action exemplified in the
poems. These are strewn throughout the prose like gemstones in clay.
“Who am I, asks Williams, ““but my own critic?”’ (SA, 36). The poems
sometimes come with fine dramatic suddenness. This is seen most
strikingly when a discussion in the prose of what would make the
complete novelty of spring possible is followed immediately by the
celebrated enactment of spring burgeoning in “By the road to the
contagious hospital.” Such dramatic interaction between the prose and
the poetry is lost in the publication of the poems alone in The Collected
Earlier Poems. If Spring and All has its pre-texts, it is also divided within
itself between text and interpretation. The critic adds his interpretation to
the text as one more link in a chain. Far from springing without a past
from the immediate moment of experience, Spring and All is interpre-
tation of previous texts and even interpretation of interpretation. It is
caught already in the serpent spirals of the hermeneutical circle. The
critic’s commentary engages itself in the circle and adds one more twist
to the screw.

This structure of self-interpretation is characteristic in one way or
another of all literature and of all art. Every poem has other poems
anterior to it to which it refers in one way or another. It also contains
linguistic elements which are self-referential or “metapoetical.” Some
language in the poem is about the poem itself. The combination of overt
critical discussion and poetry in Spring and All is only an unusually visible
example of this, not something rare in literature. Critical discourse is
language about language which is already about its own language. The
language of the poem in its turn is about other poems which precede it
and to which it is “allegorically” related.3! These earlier poems also have
anterior texts to which they refer in an endless sequence, each item
referring back to earlier ones or ahead to the ones not yet written in a
movement of meaning without origin or end. If this is so, the critic of
Spring and All need not fear that the text is a fragile tissue he will destroy
by interpreting. His reading inserts itself in the texture of words which is
already there and follows one thread or another in the weaving as it tries
to identify a fundamental pattern. In this case the background design is a
network of contradictions and tensions in aesthetic theory as old as Plato
and Aristotle. Apparently without full awareness of its lineage, Williams
has knitted this pattern into his text. The poems that matter and the
interpretations that matter are not the ones that ‘“dissolve” such
contradictions, for they cannot be unravelled, but those that “elucidate”
them, to use one of the key words of Spring and All.

The verbal tissue of Spring and All is made up of the repetition,



90 Tropes, parables, performatives

modulation, and connection of such key words as they weave in and out
of the text creating various patterns and combinations. Among them,

along with “elucidate,”” are “spring,” “beginning,” ‘“‘new,” “allevi-
ation,” “enlargement,” ‘“‘imagination,” “‘force,” “life,” “sympathy,”
“composition,”  ‘“design,” ‘“‘dynamize,” ‘‘reality,” ‘‘nature,” ‘“the
moment,” “‘transcription,” “fixation,” “‘value,” “truth,” ‘“‘invention,”
“name,” “‘experience,” ‘‘repetition,” ‘‘representation,” ‘imitation,”
“copy,” “plagiarism,” “illusion,” and ‘“‘symbolism.” These words

arrange themselves in two groups, the larger related to “‘spring,”
immediacy, “life”, and newness; the smaller polarized around the
notions of “repetition” and “imitation.”

In perfect consonance with the tradition explored earlier in this essay,
Spring and All is based on an affirmation of the supreme value of presence
and of the present, and on a repudiation of all that is derived, repetitive,
and copied. This opposition is initially given an overtly temporal
expression. Authentic life exists only in the present moment of
immediate experience, but most people live detached from that moment.
They remain lost in memory of the no longer real past, or in anticipation
of the not yet existing future, or in thoughts about some distant place.
They are unable to concentrate on what is here and now, before the
senses. According to Williams:

There is a constant barrier between the reader and his consciousness of

immediate contact with the world. . . . [T]he whole world is between:
Yesterday, tomorrow, Europe, Asia, Africa, — all things removed and
impossible, the tower of the church at Seville, the Parthenon. . . . The

reader knows himself as he was twenty years ago and he has also in mind
a vision of what he would be, some day. Oh, some day! But the thing
he never knows and never dares to know is what he is at the exact moment
that he is. And this moment is the only thing in which I am at all
interested. (1, 2, 3)

Among the most impenetrable substances standing as a screen between
man and the present moment is traditional art, the art of “illusion,”
“representation,” and the *“‘copy after nature.” “[Nlearly all writing, up
to the present,” says Williams, “if not all art, has been especially
designed to keep up the barrier between sense and the vaporous fringe
which distracts the attention from its agonized approaches to the
moment. It has been always a search for ‘the beautiful illusion’”” (3). Art
adds itself in “layers of demoded words and shapes” (19) to the vaporous
fringe of the past, the future, and the distant to double the barrier
between consciousness and the luminous center of the moment. Art is,
like past and future, like all things removed and distant, a form of the
mediate, the secondary. The most resolute repudiation ever expressed of
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the tradition of mimetic art runs as a continuous filament through Spring
and All. Representational artists are ‘“‘the traditionalists of plagiarism”
(10, 15). They commit themselves to “‘the falseness of attempting to
‘copy’ nature” (30). Such copying is the ““crude symbolism” of ““strained
associations” (22). It is “plagiarism after nature” (35):

I suppose Shakespeare’s familiar aphorism about holding the mirror up
to nature has done more harm in stabilizing the copyist tendency of the
arts among us than — [sic] the mistake in it . . . is to have believed that
the reflection of nature is nature. It is not. It is only a sham nature, a ‘lie.”

(50, 51)

Williams glimpses the indissoluble connection of the art of mimesis
with symbolism, with subjectivism, and with the notion that the center
or origin of the objective world, of man’s subjectivity, and of artistic
forms is located in another world. What Williams rejects as ‘“‘crude
symbolism” is the traditional universe of hierarchical levels in partici-
pation, whereby things of the outer world are properly symbols of
qualities in man’s subjective world. This correspondence is validated by
the resonance of both with the supernatural center that is their source.
“Crude symbolism,” says Williams, “is to associate emotions ‘with
natural phenomena such as anger with lightning, flowers with love. . . .
Such work is empty”’ (20). Elsewhere, speaking of the way the paintings
of Juan Gris detach the things of everyday experience and present them in
unfamiliar juxtapositions, making it impossible for the onlooker to think
of the canvas as a photographic representation of reality, Williams brings
to the surface the association of representational art with subjectivism
and with belief in an extraterrestrial center:

This [the “distortion” of Juan Gris] was not necessary where the subject of
art was not “reality”” but related to the “gods” — by force or otherwise.
There was no need of the “illusion” in such a case since there was none
possible where a picture or a work represented simply the imaginative
reality which existed in the mind of the onlooker. (35)

In rejecting the art of imitation, Williams wants also to reject those other
elements — symbolism, subjectivism, and supernaturalism — with which
it is systematically connected. All these aspects of art stand between man
and the living moment. The whole fabric must go. “Exit the whole
shebang.”32

The project of Spring and All is a version of that ““deconstruction of
metaphysics” that has been a recurrent theme in Western thought and
that is particularly to be associated in its modern form with Friedrich
Neitzsche. What, for Williams, will be the instrument of this prodigious
act of demolition? What power in man can blow up all the barriers and
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return man to the moment? The answer is unequivocal: “To refine, to
clarify, to intensify that eternal moment in which we alone live there is
but a single force ~ the imagination. This is its book” (3). The prose of
Spring and All centers on a definition or redefinition of this traditional
romantic term. The imagination is the only power that can reach
through all obstacles to the reality of the present moment. Williams uses
language drawn from physics to describe how this happens:

[T]the imagination is an actual force comparable to electricity or steam,
it is not a plaything but a power that has been used from the first to raise
the understanding of — [Here as often Williams leaves the reader to fill in
the missing words, in this case, I suppose, “‘life,” “‘nature,” “reality,” “the
moment.”] . . . [TThe work of the imagination [is] not *“‘like” anything
but [is] transfused with the same forces which transfuse the earth — at least
one small part of them. (49, 50)

The imagination is that energy in man through which flows the same
force as that outside man, creating weeds, stones, trees, and white
chickens. The imagination is part of nature. By its means the poet can
cast out all the past, all inherited and demoded forms. He can then turn
directly to nature as it is now present before the senses, activating his
liaison with it.

Turn to nature in what way? What, in fact, is the work of the
imagination? Here Williams’ thought turns curiously back on itself and
then even redoubles that doubling. The imagination is, in one sense, a
creative force linking man to nature. The poems and paintings produced
by the imagination grow from nature and remain rooted in it. The
compositions of great writers like Homer, says Williams, “have as their
excellence an identity with life since they are as actual, as sappy as the leaf
of the tree which never moves from one spot” (22). (Here is Williams’
version of Matthew Armmold’s admiration for the immediacy and
freshness of Homer.) In another sense, however, the imagination is a
destructive force, perhaps the most powerful explosive of all. It has
power to annihilate everything. Though it is part of nature, its essential
function is to destroy nature. The opening pages of Spring and All express
a joyous dedication to the destruction of the world. The instrument of
this annihilation is the imagination:

The imagination intoxicated by prohibitions, rises to drunken heights to
destroy the world. Let it rage, let it kill. The imagination is supreme. . . .
To it now we come to dedicate our secret project: The annihilation of
every human creature on the face of the earth. . .. None to remain;
nothing but the lower vertebrates, the mollusks, insects and plants. Then
at last will the world be made anew. (5, 6)
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It is easy to see the rigorous logic according to which the imagination
must be destructive as well as creative. As Williams says in the fifteenth
poem of Spring and All, “destruction and creation / are simultaneous”
(59). If dead forms of language stand between man and the novelty of the
moment, so also do those objects in nature already there a moment or a
decade ago. The first movement of the imagination must, therefore, be
violently anarchistic, the “destruction of what is,” to borrow the slogan
of the Professor in Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent. The pre-text here is
again Rimbaud’s Illuminations. In “Conte,” for example, a bored prince
dedicates himself to sadistic cruelty:

All the women who had known him were assassinated; what havoc in the
garden of beauty! ... He amused himself cutting the throats of rare
animals. He set palaces on fire. He would rush upon people and hack them
to pieces.33

Like Rimbaud, Williams must break down all cultural and natural forms,
kill everyone, and destroy everything in order to return things to the
primal chaos from which a reality without any antecedents may spring.

As in the case of Conrad’s Professor, Williams’ destructive rage must
be directed especially against mankind. Human beings most remember
the past or anticipate the future and therefore are the least real. “I love my
fellow creature,” says Williams. ‘““Jesus, how I love him: endways,
sideways, frontways and all the other ways — but he doesn’t exist!
Neither does she. I do, in a bastardly sort of way” (3). Since the
subjectivity of ordinary humankind is perhaps the most recalcitrant way
in which the unreal corrupts the real, it must be the special target of
imaginative action. It can be erased first by being merged in the
imagination of the poet-protagonist. He does exist, in a bastardly sort of
way, because he lives in the imagination: “In the imagination, we are
from henceforth (so long as you read) locked in a fraternal embrace, the
classic caress of author and reader. We are one” (3, 4). Williams’ readers
must abandon their separate selves and lose themselves in the imagi-
nation of the poet, sharing with him there in the action whereby every
man, woman, and child on the face of the earth is annihilated. In this
annihilation all the separate unreal minds are merged in a single real soul:

This final and self inflicted holocaust has been all for love, for sweetest
love, that together the human race, yellow, black, brown, red and white,
agglutinated into one enormous soul may be gratified with the sight. . . . (6)

Once this monstrous act of demolition has been satisfactorily
completed, the world will be new, and the imagination can turn from
acts of destruction to acts of authentic creation. Here, however, Williams
turns back on himself unexpectedly a second time. The world after its
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destruction is not new at all. It repeats itself exactly again from the
beginning, down to the last detail. If an art of mimesis is bad because it is
sterile copying, there is in nature a similar tendency toward plagiarism.
Williams’ hyperbolic act of destruction leads him only to witness the
comedy of a nature which, destroyed so that spring may begin, repeats
itself exactly as it was, as if it had not wit or energy enough to be
different:

It is spring! but miracle of miracles a miraculous miracle has gradually
taken place during these seemingly wasted eons. Through the orderly
sequences of unmentionable time EVOLUTION HAS REPEATED
ITSELF FROM THE BEGINNING. . . . Every step once taken in the
first advance of the human race, from the amoeba to the highest type of
intelligence, has been duplicated, every step exactly paralleling the one
that preceded in the dead ages gone by. A perfect plagiarism results.
Everything is and is new. Only the imagination is undeceived. (8, 9)

The imagination is undeceived because it can see that nothing has been
accomplished; there has been no return to a primal novelty. Nature is
capable only of a dead imitation of that which was. This doubling brings
into the open nature’s sterility. Nature cannot return to an origin which
is other than a repetition of something that has already happened
innumerable times before. This barrenness in nature is also a limitation in
the imagination, that derived force of nature. The enormous energy of
the imagination is able to destroy everything, but can then create on the
basis of the resulting chaos, not *‘the unheard of work,””>* but only a
repetition of what was there before: ‘“Yes, the imagination, drunk with
prohibitions, has destroyed and re-created everything afresh in the
likeness of that which it was” (9). In the same way, the Prince’s murders
and burnings in Rimbaud’s “Conte” leave things untouched: *“The
throngs, the gilded roofs, the beautiful animals still remained.””3%
Williams has followed through the same line of imaginative thought as
Rimbaud and has come face to face once more with the same blank wall.
He repeats Rimbaud’s celebrated failure to use the poetic imagination as
a revolutionary force. For Williams as for Rimbaud, it seems, “There is
no sovereign music for our desire.”3%

The parallel is not exact, however, and in Williams’ case the impasse is
not an impasse. At the moment when the repetition in nature is complete
and the universe has returned to exactly the point where it was before, so
that the two natures could be superimposed exactly, like two maps made
to the same grid or “‘grate,” suddenly the movement of repetition ends.
The spring, so far unsuccessfully sought, miraculously appears in “By
the road to the contagious hospital,” following immediately after this
passage in the prose:
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[L]ife has now arrived for the second time at that exact moment when in
the ages past the destruction of the species Homo sapiens occurred. / Now
at last that process of miraculous verisimilitude, that grate?” copying
which evolution has followed, repeating move for move every move that
it made in the past — is approaching the end. / Suddenly it is at an end.
THE WORLD IS NEW. (11)

Here is revealed the sovereign power of the imagination. Left alone,
nature repeats itself. Destroyed, it repeats itself again. Only when it is
repeated in a certain way in words is it new: “The only means [the poet]
has to give value to life is to recognize it with the imagination and name
it; this is so. To repeat and repeat the thing without naming it is only to
dull the sense and results in frustration” (41, 42). What is the difference
between repeating and naming? It would seem that naming could only be
another form of the aesthetic of imitation Williams is making every effort
to reject. In elucidating the distinction between naming and repeating,
Williams finds a way out of the dilemma he faces. The poems in Spring
and All are examples of the power of imaginative naming. Or rather he
finds a way to balance among the three irreconcilable and yet inextricably
connected theories of art that have dominated Western thought since the
Greeks. These three theories unobtrusively govern the argument of
Spring and All. Art as mimesis, art as revelation, art as creation ex nihilo —
these three regal ideas are present in the distinction Williams makes
between words as repetition, words as names, and words as “‘unoriented
sounds’ (92). Though he rejects the first and last and chooses the second,
he cannot free his theory or his practice from the contradictory inherence
of each of these notions in the others.

In developing his version of this traditional pattern of thought
Williams makes use implicitly of two concepts of repetition. On the one
hand, there is the sterile imitation of the exact copy; this form of
repetition is integral to the Platonic system Williams rejects. Platonism
connects the idea of repetition as the eternal return of the same with the
idea of art as mimesis. Moreover, both are to be associated with the
notion of a divine center that is principle and model. The cosmological
image of the universe as a round in which the same eternally returns
because nature is a copy of fixed ideas in the mind of the One is doubled
in an aesthetic theory of art as the copy of a copy, a mirror up to nature.
In both cases, legitimacy lies in the exactness of the duplication, since
both nature and art are valid only insofar as they imitate a divine model.

Against this form of repetition, Williams sets the notion of a repetition
based on difference. On this concept he builds his theory of imaginative
naming. The poem must not be an exact repetition in words of the object
it describes. On the other hand, it cannot be made of nonsense sounds —
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that is, of words freed from their usual function as names of objects,
words turned into sounds approaching pure music:

According to my present theme the writer of imagination would attain
closest to the conditions of music not when his words are disassociated
from natural objects and specified meanings but when they are liberated
from the usual quality of that meaning by transposition into another
medium, the imagination. (92)

The key to Williams’ theory of imagination is the idea that the
imagination is a natural force making possible the re-creation of physical
objects in a different form — that is, in their names. The object is a thing;
it really exists. The poem is another real, existing thing. The two things
echo one another at a distance. In a world where there is no divine center
to control the production of meaning out of the juxtaposition of
differences, they create resemblance out of difference. The destruction of
nature by the imagination is both good and bad, bad because it accom-
plishes nothing. Nature repeats itself exactly after being destroyed. The
destruction of nature is good because it is necessary to the naming that
uses another form of the energies running through nature to re-create it
in a new form.

Imaginative naming is creative repetition in a double sense. The verbal
form duplicates what it names with a difference, and the different
elements imagination gives rise to echo one another. From this echoing,
meaning is created. This generation of meaning through resonance is
present in Spring and All in two ways. In even the simplest of the poems,
multiple objects from multiple sources rise into the realm of the
imagination. “By the road to the contagious hospital,” for example,
describes the appearance all over the drab New Jersey landscape of the
shrubs and weeds of spring:

All along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees . . . (12)

So much depends on the red wheelbarrow, to cite another example,
not because it is supremely important in itself, but because it can
momentarily be taken as the center of the world with other objects set
beside it (in this case, the white chickens). In this way, meaning may
arise from the juxtaposition. The other poems in Spring and All often
work even more obviously according to a technique of the juxtaposition
of the disparate: for example, the mixture of natural and urban details in
the eighth poem, or the series of “unrelated” images in the eleventh, or
the montage of seascape and cityscape in number thirteen, or the
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evocation of the crowd at a ball game in the twenty-sixth poem with its
multitude of the unthinking masses which is “beautiful” “in detail” (89).

In all these poems the underlying assumption is the same. “Anywhere
is everywhere” in Williams’ world.?® Williams’ universe, unlike the
Platonic cosmos, has no center, no reservoir of eternal models. There is
only the ubiquitous life force which gives rise to differences in objects
appearing side by side or in sequence from an infinity of centers. Out of
the resemblances which occur by accident among these objects, meaning
is created. No one place is the center or origin in this non-hierarchical
world because the center is everywhere. This is why Williams pays such
loving attention to random, ugly, “anti-poetical’’ objects. The wheel-
barrow, the scrawny magnolia raising “its straggling branches of
ivorywhite flowers” by the millworkers’ shack (6), street signs or posters
(87, 88), “the broken pieces of the city” (41), “the small / yellow
cinquefoil in the / parched places” (46), “a girl with one leg / over the
rail of a balcony” (48) — all are important, all equally important, because
all exist, all have sprung up from the “‘unfathomable ground”3® to
manifest themselves in the open. “It is only in isolate flecks that /
something / is given off”’ (67). Any one of these flecks may be taken as
the point on which everything depends and around which it turns.

This creation of meaning by the resonance of adjacent objects is echoed
by the theory of language on which these poems are based. To name
things with the imagination allows them to remain as they are. It
liberates words from the necessity of ‘“‘describing” things that have no
need of being labeled. “In description,” says Williams wittily, “‘words
adhere to certain objects and have the effect on the sense of oysters, or
barnacles” (90). Naming frees words from such adhesion to become
independent energies with which the poet creates a new object — the
poem:

The word is not liberated, therefore able to communicate release from the
fixities which destroy it until it is accurately tuned to the fact which giving
it reality, by its own reality establishes its own freedom from the necessity
of a word, thus freeing it and dynamizing it at the same time. (93)

Once words have been given reality and energy by their distant
attunement to the things they name, an interaction among words
analogous to the interaction among things in nature creates meaning in
the poem. Words set side by side are forces that jostle one another. Out
of this jostling of differences grows a new energy exceeding the sum of
forces going into it. This dynamism gives the poem as a whole an
exorbitant movement in one direction or another, all the words rising
together to create that sense of enlargement or alleviation, the essential
effect for Williams of a successful poem. This movement of the words
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together affirms simultaneously the reality of the objects named and the
separate reality of the poem:

Either to write or to comprehend poetry the words must be recognized to
be moving in a direction separate from the jostling or lack of it which
occurs within the piece. . . . As birds’ wings beat the solid air without
which none could fly so words freed by the imagination affirm reality by
their flight. (86, 91)

I have tried elsewhere to show that Williams’ best lyric poetry
exemplifies his theory of naming.#?® These extraordinarily beautiful
poems almost successfully resist analysis because in them, as Williams
said there should be, there are “no ideas but in things.” Their beauty
depends on a delicate harmony of rhythm and sound pattern as much as
on any analyzable meaning. ‘The placing of the words on the page,
especially at the ends of lines, makes these words (often articles, adverbs,
pronouns, or prepositions little noticed in our speech) stand out in their
verbal power as nodes of linguistic energy. Each word has the power to
combine with other words in that jostling which produces meaning:

Now the grass, tomorrow
the stiff curl of wildcarrot leaf

One by one objects are defined —
It quickens: clarity, outline of leaf

But now the stark dignity of
entrance — Still, the profound change

has come upon them: rooted they
grip down and begin to awaken

(“By the road to the contagious hospital,” 12, 13)

Or this, from “The farmer in deep thought,” the third poem in Spring
and All, in which the antagonist farmer, as the obstetrician, elsewhere, is
an allegory for the poet. Both poet and farmer bring things out in the
open, coax them into the light from their occultation in ““the earth under
our feet’”:4!

Down past the brushwood
bristling by

the rainsluiced wagonroad
looms the artist figure of
the farmer ~ composing

~ antagonist (17)

In their use of words, such poems as these have, more than the poems
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of Yeats, Stevens, Eliot, or Frost, fathered what is most vital in poetry
being written today in the United States and even in England, where
Williams® importance has recently been recognized and his influence
spread. The prose in Spring and All is the discursive statement of
doctrine, a doctrine, moreover, that is divided against itself, split into
several incompatible strands. The poems emerge suddenly out of the
lively ruminations of this prose as another sort of thing altogether, as the
happening which the prose attempts to describe and justify. The poems
are the abrupt opening of the luminous space of poetry — like the
unforeseen appearance of the “radiant gist” in the bottom of Marie
Curie’s retort.#2 In the best of Williams’ poems, the ideas expressed in the
prose do become things, verbal substances composed or incarnated out
of the syntactical energy of words. Such word-things reconcile in their
visible presence the contradictions and tensions of the prose. The poems
are imitations, in their movement, in their diction, and even in their
shape on the page, of the things they name. They are also a manifestation
of those things in their radiance, as they emerge out of the ground
beneath. In addition, through the interaction of the words, they create
separate and new objects.

Nevertheless, it is not clear what Williams means when he says that in
poetry words ‘“‘affirm reality by their flight.”” He has repeatedly asserted
that ‘“reality needs no personal support but exists free from human
action” (91). The imagination seems no more than a mode of the life
force that has the power to create ‘“new forms as additions to nature”
(78). Williams, however, grants the imagination a special, one might
even say “‘extra-natural,” function. Once more, his thought is traditional,
its roots reaching back to the beginnings of Western thought. Like the
tradition lying behind it, his theory of art is unable to free itself from the
theories it rejects.

In Aristotle’s Poetics, imitation is natural to man and, therefore, a part
of nature. The pleasure man takes in performing or in witnessing acts of
imitation is also natural and, therefore, also part of nature. This delight is
man’s natural pleasure in learning. In the words of Aristotle:

As to its general origin, we may say that Poetry has sprung from two
causes, each of them a thing inherent in human nature. The first is the
habit of imitation; for to imitate is instinctive with mankind; and man is
superior to the other animals, for one thing, in that he is the most imitative
of creatures, and learns at first by imitation. Secondly, all men take a
natural pleasure in the products of imitation. . . . The explanation of this
delight lies in a further characteristic of our species, the appetite for
learning; for among human pleasures that of learning is the keenest. . . .43

Aristotle, therefore, grants a sovereign role in human life to the mimesis
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enacted in a poem, in a play, or even in a simple metaphor. Metaphor he
rightly sees as basic to poetry. ““A command of metaphor,” he says, is
“the mark of genius” in a poet, for metaphor is “the application to one
thing of the name that belongs to another,” and “to coin good metaphors
involves an insight into the resemblances between objects that are
superficially unlike.”** In mimesis the underlying logos of nature is
destroyed in its sovereign oneness by being differentiated into the
multiplicity of individual words. In the metaphoric interaction of words,
the logos is brought into the open by mimetic repetition, but it is
uncovered in a transferred form. In metaphor, the logos is destroyed and
revealed at once.*> '

The same structure of thought organizes Spring and All, in spite of the
violence of Williams’ attack on the aesthetic of imitation. The key terms
he uses to describe the action of imagination — ““value,” “life,” “truth” —
are again traditional. Though there may be an echo of Wordsworth in
his formulation, his claim that reality is revealed and therefore brought
into existence for man only in the work of art is as Aristotelian as it is
romantic:

Taught by the largeness of his imagination to feel every form which he
sees moving within himself, he must prove the truth of this by expression.
.. . Only when this position is reached can life proper be said to begin
since only then can a value be affixed to the forms and activities of which

it consists. . . . It is not necessary to count every flake of the truth that
falls; it is necessary to dwell in the imagination if the truth is to be
numbered. . .. [Iln great works of the imagination A CREATIVE

FORCE 1S SHOWN AT WORK MAKING OBJECTS WHICH
ALONE COMPLETE SCIENCE AND ALLOW INTELLIGENCE TO
SURVIVE. . .. [L]ife becomes actual only when it is identified with
ourselves. When we name it, life exists. (27-8, 36, 37, 41)

Only in the poem or painting is the truth of nature “elucidated” in the
sense of ‘“‘brought to light,” made available to human intelligence. This
elucidation, in a recurrent theme of Spring and All, produces the
“enlargement” or lightening men feel “‘before great or good work, an
expansion” (29). It is as if men had been released from a great burden and
had come into an open space — it is the opening of revelation. Though
value, life, and truth are already in nature; they are hidden, coming into
existence only when the poet names natural objects. This naming brings
them into that domain of the imagination where they may, in their
jostling, transcend themselves in the creation of meaning. Such an art is
at once mimesis, for “‘the same things exist, but in a different condition
when energized by the imagination” (75), and aletheia, for in art alone is
the hidden truth of nature uncovered, and creation, since in art a new
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object is brought into existence. The “truth” exists only when it is
“numbered,” named, “invented,” and given compositional form. In its
naming it becomes “actual” — that is, present. In poetic naming Williams
at last takes possession of the presence of the present, “that eternal
moment in which we alone live.” He takes possession of it in the
imagination — that is, as translated into the secondary reality of its image.
This new or secondary reality performs the essential function of poetry,
which for Williams, as for so many writers before him, is to be a
mediator between man and primary reality. Great works of art “stand
between man and nature as saints once stood between man and the sky”
(38), and the authentic art work “‘is new, immediate — It is so because it is
actual, always real. It is experience dynamized into reality” (68). Like
Aristotle’s mimesis, Williams’ imagination is both part of and more than
nature, both immediate and mediatorial — imitation, revelation, and
creation at once. Like the long tradition he echoes, Williams remains
caught in the inextricable web of connection among these concepts.

This returns us to the question of progress in the humanities. Is Spring
and All an example of the progress of poetry? Does it transcend or
improve upon its predecessors? Does it do something never done before?
Has my interpretation of it, my unweaving or following through of
some of its threads, accomplished anything? Have I destroyed the text,
distorted it, elucidated it, preserved it, created it anew, or copied it? The
answer to all these questions is both yes and no. Williams’ insight into
the relation between his poems and the objects they name will suggest
how this is so. A poem in Spring and All is apposed to the natural objects
it names. The same forces flow through it as flow through nature, so it is
an object in its own right, and yet it is also a repetition in another form of
the object it names. It is a natural object, but more than a natural object.
The meaning of the poem arises from the juxtaposition of differences,
not from the exact duplication of the same. For Williams difference'is the
basis of resemblance, not sameness the basis of difference. In a similar
way the relation of Spring and All to its antecedents is an example of
repetition with a difference, a new weaving of old threads which keeps
the old meanings alive. This is both progress and stasis. My interpre-
tation, in its turn, both destroys the text it interprets and, I hope,
revivifies it. Such a “deconstruction” puts in question the received ideas
of our tradition. At the same time my reading keeps the text alive by
reliving it. It works back through its texture, repeats it once more in a
different form, in a versio