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Introduction
MARGARET DICKIE

T

HE POET, WHOSE ONLY published comment on Elizabeth Bishop
does not appear to indicate a profound interest in her career—“I
know Miss Bishop’s work. She lives in Key West”—owes this special issue of The Wallace Stevens Journal to her interest in his work. As these
essays suggest, Bishop read Wallace Stevens’ poetry attentively, knew
much of his early work by heart, and learned from it as she began to write.
Thus Stevens’ poetry took on a new life in Bishop’s imagination or, as
Gertrude Stein has claimed, first the poet creates his audience, and then
the audience creates the poet. The essays here demonstrate how Stevens
created the audience that included Bishop; how she, in turn, created the
present audience that finds his influence in her work; and now how her
audience has created a new reading of Stevens. So the “endlessly elaborating” poems of both poets display the vast circulatory process in which
the theory of poetry is the life of poetry.
The Stevens of this most recent audience is not the dandy his first
readers took him to be, not Hugh Kenner’s creator of “an Edward Lear
poetic, pushed toward all limits,” not Harold Bloom’s grand romantic
visionary, not even the Stevens with whom Pound might have to divide
the era in Marjorie Perloff’s view. He is rather a poet who shares, if he did
not inspire, Bishop’s interest in accurate observation in George Lensing’s
view, her ambivalence toward the social value and function of art that
Celeste Goodridge discusses, her enthusiasm for Key West in Albert
Gelpi’s judgment, her use of a lyric secrecy in the narratives of her poems
in Bonnie Costello’s interpretation, and her attention to the world that
Thomas Gardner sees as one half of Stevens’ legacy.
Curiously, the Stevens that Bishop read and Bishop’s readers now study
is in many ways the poet of reality, the same poet that recent critics, such
as James Longenbach and Alan Filreis, have worked to identify. Becoming
again a man of his own times, Stevens has also become a poet more readily
accessible to the poets who followed him, learned from him, and changed
him into the poet we now read. But, of course, there is another Stevens,
and with his usual spirited response Charles Altieri argues against centering Stevens in Bishop’s view, reminding us that Bishop’s was not the only
possible response to Stevens. There is another Bishop too, one linked to
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the postmodernists as well as the modernists, whom Barbara Page discusses.
Still, Stevens’ influence through Bishop continues, and, moving out
from Bishop to Adrienne Rich and June Jordan, Jacqueline Brogan links
these women poets’ response to war to Stevens’ Esthétique du Mal and
specifically to the 1945 publication of the poem with fifteen pen-and-ink
drawings by Wightman Williams put out by the Cummington Press. These
spidery thin, Klee-like drawings indicate a poet protesting the conscription
of his world by war as Bishop was to do in such poems as “Roosters” and
“In the Waiting Room” and later Adrienne Rich in An Atlas of the Difficult
World. In his late poems, Stevens regained his faith in the power of language to redeem the actual world, and this faith Brogan finds again in the
war poems of June Jordan.
Moving from Stevens and even beyond Bishop, Alicia Ostriker is anxious to correct what she regards as the limited and limiting views of Vernon
Shetley in After the Death of Poetry, which seek to erase the eros of Bishop’s
poetry and dismiss the eroticism of Sharon Olds. Although she finds that
Bishop mostly evades and Olds chiefly asserts erotic connection, Ostriker
claims that for both poets the erotic is a power preceding and defining the
self, a liminal border between language and the unsayable. Finally, Thomas
Travisano turns the discussion back to Bishop and Stevens by suggesting
that Stevens might have been influenced by her work, pointing out similarities between “The Imaginary Iceberg” (1935) and “Poems of Our Climate” (1938).
Much is to be gained in understanding twentieth-century poetry by this
excursion from Stevens to Bishop to contemporary poets. For one thing,
it centers Stevens in the field, dislodging the long-entrenched Ezra
Pound—despite Hugh Kenner’s recent claim that “I suddenly realized that
the whole twentieth century made sense with Pound at the center of it.”
Little of Pound enters into this line of development from Stevens to Jordan
and Lauterbach, Strand and Ashbery. Moreover, in its focus on “the way
a poet should see,” as Lensing titles it, this collection shifts the emphasis
from the Stevens Bloom imagined who labored to make the visible a little
harder to see toward the poet keenly attached to the visible. The essays
here concentrate on the real, the particular world that drew Stevens’
attention as it attracted Bishop’s.
Also, in the movement from Stevens to Bishop and beyond, these essays
emend notions of influence, both those expounded by Bloom’s theory of
the anxiety of influence and those of feminist critics such as Sandra Gilbert
and Susan Gubar who have worked to revise Bloom’s theories for women
writers. Finally, this issue of The Wallace Stevens Journal should enlarge our
understanding of the line of development in twentieth-century women
poets. As poets, these women learned from men as well as women, and
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they learned what the women poets who preceded them had learned from
their male predecessors. Although questions of gender, race, and class
emerge in these essays, the central focus is on the poetry that both incorporates and transcends these questions.
The issue opens with two essays on seeing in Stevens and Bishop:
Lensing’s “The Way a Poet Should See, The Way a Poet Should Think”
and Goodridge’s “Sustaining the Eye/I.” Although they both trace the
connections between the two poets, they follow different lines of interest.
Lensing finds that the greatest influence of Stevens on Bishop lies not in
echoes of images or phrases from his work that find a place in hers, but
rather in the aid he provided her as she developed her views of verisimilitude in poetry and of the imaginary projections that violated such verisimilitude. He claims that, for all its exoticism, Harmonium maintained a
dedication to the accurate presentation of what the eye sees. Citing the
“prickling realist” in Crispin, along with “The Emperor of Ice-Cream,”
“Nuances of a Theme by Williams,” “The Snow Man,” and “Stars at
Tallapoosa” as examples of Stevens’ wish to make “be be finale of seem,”
Lensing goes on to suggest that in her poems of Florida Bishop learned
from Stevens not only the value of exact presentation but also the dangers
of the seductive imagination.
After Owl’s Clover, Stevens himself became interested in what, discussing his work, Bishop described to Moore as the expression of “the way a
poet should think,” an interest she herself had identified early in her essays
at Vassar on “The Baroque Style in Prose” and on Gerard Manley Hopkins.
Like Stevens, in Lensing’s view Bishop sought to capture “through a highly
self-conscious poetry, full of ‘mental revision,’ . . . the effect of unrehearsed
and privately experienced thought.” These two strands in Stevens’ work—
his interest in the ways the poet should see and think—provided Bishop
with a combination of effects that no other modernist could offer her,
Lensing concludes, claiming too that, although she read Stevens carefully
and learned from him, she went on to become her own true self.
Interested also in the model that Stevens provided Bishop as well as in
the “eye/I” of their work, Goodridge claims that Stevens alone among the
high modernists forced “Bishop in her poetic practice to interrogate the
social value and function of the artist and art in a world that seemed
increasingly unable to accommodate a poetics without an overtly political
stance.” Reading “A Miracle for Breakfast” and “Anaphora” against “Academic Discourse at Havana,” “Add This to Rhetoric,” and “The Man on
the Dump,” Goodridge describes Bishop’s work as a complicated response
to Stevens, who did not find poetry in the sounds and things on the dump
or in the images of the everyday as she did. Clearly preferring Stevens’
early work to his later philosophical poems, which she felt tended to “drag
a little,” Bishop was moved by Stevens’ Florida poems to find that state a
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mirror of her own fragility, an “analogue for her psychic divisions and
tensions,” as Goodridge notes, and also a landscape that forced her to
attend to the dislocations in the social conditions of the state. Goodridge
summarizes the interests of her wide-ranging essay by noting that “Bishop,
like Stevens, validated looking within by carefully observing the external—the untamable, impenetrable natural forces that were in concert with
the social life around her.”
In Albert Gelpi’s fancy, Stevens and Bishop might have met on the beach
at Key West; but if they had, they would neither necessarily have seen the
same scene nor come to the same conclusion, he wagers. Gelpi sees the
“descent and dissent defining the shift from modernism to postmodernism” as marked in the transition from Stevens’ “heroic aspiration that
the imagination can help us prevail” to Bishop’s “wry hope that it can help
us at least to endure.” He sees the descent continuing in Ashbery, and he
concludes that “much as I admire Bishop’s tenacious, resilient stoicism
and even Ashbery’s deadly serious playfulness, much has been lost in the
scope of the spirit and the power of the imagination since Stevens’ notion
of the supreme fiction.”
Costello turns her attention to quite another interest that Bishop shared
with Stevens: the question of narrative in Stevens and Bishop. Examining
their work, she tests Frank Kermode’s hint that secrecy in narrative points
to its affinity with lyric. Taking up an important aspect of Bishop’s work,
she illuminates Stevens as well by noting that both poets begin with those
most secretive of narrative forms, anecdote and parable, which involve
something at once concealed and revealed. What derails narrative in the
work of these two poets is the act of looking, according to Costello, who
picks up here insights of both Lensing and Goodridge. Still, the two poets
differ in how they shape their narratives—Stevens thrusts his vision out
of representation into metaphor, according to Costello, while Bishop retains her vision in the temporal but in a time not mastered by causal logic
or visionary thrust. Comparing “Peter Quince at the Clavier” with “The
Prodigal,” Costello argues that Stevens moves from narrative to lyric as
Bishop moves in the opposite direction, reconciling lyric to the need of
narrative.
As the two poets developed, they worked toward a balance of lyric and
narrative impulses, positing the ideal of a timeless, intransitive lyric.
Costello claims that “ ‘The Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour’ could
almost take place in Bishop’s dream house” of “The End of March.” Yet
in many of their late works—“The World as Meditation” or “Santarém,”
for example—narrative prevails, Costello concludes. For both poets, narrative is a way of expressing their sense that we live in time and wish to
give shape to that passage, that we long to bring our pursuits to fruition
and conclusion, to consummate our desires. Poetry, on the other hand, is
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a way of resisting the end, a way of continuing or imaginatively staying
in place, and also a way of releasing the world from the distortions of
causal logic back into its secrets.
For Gardner, Stevens’ most enduring legacy to contemporary poetry is
the “demonstration of language springing to full and charged life out of
our not being able to grasp and know and make a home.” He provides a
reading of “The Auroras of Autumn” in order to suggest the two directions
it has taken in contemporary poetry: the direction of Bishop, which faces
the “northern lights, allows their ‘frigid brilliances’ to raise linguistic
dilemmas, and then explores how our idioms function after we have said
farewell to simple naming” and the direction of John Ashbery, which
makes “drama out of our finite linguistic conditions by examining language itself.” Gardner again is involved in detailing how Bishop looked
in her poetry, reading “Poem,” a view of someone else’s view of something
that turns out to be a place in one’s own memory. He situates Stevens and
Bishop carefully in that moment and space when “what has come alive is
the dilemma of being human, of being involved in a place where no single
answer is ‘useful’ or guaranteed.” Ashbery’s poetry, by contrast, “awakens
us to the multiple ways an experience can be rendered, awakens us to the
limits that we work within, not being able ever to make all of an event
visible, and allows the tension generated by those twin realizations to
charge and test our language.”
While Gardner differentiates Bishop from Ashbery, Barbara Page is
concerned to locate Bishop along the continuum of modernism and postmodernism, finding her at a more deeply ironic moment than Stevens, yet
less advanced toward the postmodern privileging of the artificial over the
plain. For her, the natural and the artificial are maintained in constant
tension. Yet it is again in the act of looking—what Page calls the “persistently off-angled vision—or—look”— that she sees as Bishop’s appeal to
the postmodernists.
Working toward an understanding of postmodernism through Bishop’s
poetry that is awkwardly situated in time and inclination, Page offers a
useful summary of the arguments among Albert Gelpi, Marjorie Perloff,
Lynn Keller, and James Longenbach concerning the identification of postmodernism. She is at pains to point out that neither ideologically as in the
views of Gelpi and Perloff nor precisely historically as Keller and Longenbach claim can Bishop be identified as a postmodernist. Rather, it is in her
sense of marginality, of being a guest in every home, her interest in dream
states and drunkenness, developed from the Symbolistes, her “punning
deflation of romantic faith in continuities among subject, world, and poem,
in ‘The Bight’ ” that Bishop can be linked to postmodernism. Page’s interest is in the poetry rather than in critical efforts at periodization, although
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her reading will allow a more precise identification of Bishop’s place in
those literary periods.
Like Page, Charles Altieri is also concerned with Bishop’s place among
the postmodernists, but he wants to suggest that Bishop’s is not the only
development of the Stevensian legacy. Acknowledging her “brilliant ability to bind imagination to the specific configurations allowing it such
satisfyingly complete marginality,” Altieri argues that her “analogical style
is deeply opposed to the more dialectical model of reflection and self-reflexive identities that Stevens elaborated” and that Ann Lauterbach picks
up, reminding us that “there are possible ways of having the impersonal
and transpersonal explode out of introspection.” Again, an extended close
reading of a poem (Lauterbach’s “Still”) centers his argument, exploring
with painstaking care the way Lauterbach’s poem becomes a “still,” “a
way of bringing things about that somehow articulates what is at stake in
the very process of coming to terms with changes of psychic state.”
For Altieri, the Bishop who matters most to contemporary poets is the
Bishop whose lyric agency is confined to the roles of observer or the
labyrinth of memory. She is again the poet of looking, limited to the world
she sees, whereas Stevens and Lauterbach wanted to reflect on what they
could make of the analogies they could draw from the world. In some
sense, Altieri is working to free Stevens from the hold Bishop and her
readers have had on him, returning him not to the poet-philosopher that
so many of his earlier critics heralded, but to the very poet who has much
in common with Bishop, the Stevens who explores “the dynamics that
quicken intimate experiences and allow us to understand the forms of care
underlying our own attachments.” The careful distinctions he makes here
will be important as the century separates itself from Bishop’s crucial
position in it.
It might be argued that Altieri’s Stevens is not far from the poets Bishop
and Sharon Olds, whom Alicia Ostriker discusses, although Ostriker focuses chiefly on the erotic, shifting subtly Altieri’s “forms of care” to a
higher register. Writing in response to Vernon Shetley’s After the Death of
Poetry, a book she calls intelligent but profoundly limiting and limited,
Ostriker is anxious to reveal Shetley’s erasure of eros in Bishop’s poetry
and his dismissal of Olds that derives from his horror of eros. Through
readings of a variety of Bishop’s poems, Ostriker locates hinted subtexts
of her erotic yearnings for mother and maternity, for human tenderness,
for sexual connection, for connection with community and nature, for an
art that might reveal rather than conceal subjectivity. In Olds’s work, the
erotic is ubiquitous, and yet Ostriker finds there a subtext that represents
sexuality as both desirable and frightening.
By placing Bishop next to Olds, Ostriker opens up the work of each
poet. In a stunning if brief concluding suggestion, she points to the way
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Bishop’s poems blur the boundary between imagination and reality, making her more like Olds and less like Stevens, not just in the early surrealistic
work but also in such late works as “Five Flights Up” where she violates
categories, joining the separated, letting a dog and bird query the day. The
ending of “Filling Station,” “Somebody loves us all,” enacts the same
connection, which Ostriker identifies as an attribute of Bishop’s own
imagination. So, starting from Altieri’s “forms of care,” Ostriker arrives at
an almost opposite conclusion about Bishop’s achievement. Moving back
to Stevens after discussing Bishop and Olds, Ostriker concludes that he
“does not sail in what seems to me the main channel of erotic poetic
discourse.” He is passionate, she concludes, but “without the sensuous
details that most poets (including the austere ones such as Bishop) find so
precious.”
Moving even further in the direction of a feminist reading of Stevens,
Jacqueline Brogan places together with Stevens three women poets
(Bishop, Rich, and Jordan) who may seem at first to have little in common
with him at least on the subject she chooses to discuss—war. Yet Brogan
finds in the 1945 publication of Esthétique du Mal by the Cummington Press
with illustrations by Wightman Williams, in which “a somewhat madonnalike female figure, who seems caught in menacing web, appears to carry
an equally conscripted world in or as her womb,” a point at which Stevens
turned to a new understanding of the war and the way the world had
been “con-scripted” to it. Brogan sees this poem as marking a change in
Stevens’ attitude toward the war and his sense of the ethical responsibility
of ordering the world that he was to develop more fully in “Description
without Place.”
It is this ethically responsible Stevens who was most serviceable to
Bishop, and later to Rich and Jordan. Ranging widely through Bishop’s
poetry, Brogan identifies the intensity of her interest in war and in the way
the words of war have conscripted the world, although, in her view, unlike
Stevens, Bishop is resigned to such conscriptions with little hope of redemption. Brogan finds that Rich follows Bishop in this respect while,
especially in her latest work, Jordan, with whom Rich is often allied,
returns to Stevens’ late sense of the possibility of the primacy of speech
as a redemptive force. Jordan’s poetry is more personally charged and
politically identified than Stevens’; but it contains his hope to “make” the
world rather than to be unmade by it.
Rounding out the issue, Thomas Travisano reminds us of the publication dates of Bishop’s poetry. As a young poet, she appeared simultaneously with the older Stevens, using imagery and expressing views that she
shared with but could not have derived from him—so the critical tendency
to find that the poems of Stevens’ middle period influenced Bishop must
be revised. Rather than suggesting influence, Travisano points out the
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many interests and habits the two poets shared that might have made
them such compatible company.
Certainly both Stevens and Bishop emerge from this issue of The Wallace
Stevens Journal as poets refreshed by the lively interchange that these critics
have created. Stevens, who has seemed to remain aloof from efforts to
center the modernist movement, becomes now a figure more important
in the work of succeeding generations not just of women poets but of those
male poets discussed here, John Ashbery and Mark Strand, as well. Quite
distinct from his identification with a kind of “virile” poetry of male
bravado, the Stevens to whom contemporary poets respond is the poet of
what has come to be considered a feminine responsiveness to the world
he inhabits. Far from the grand visionary poet he has often been imagined
to be, Stevens in this company is the poet who looks at the world, offers
descriptions of place, and draws us closer to reality.
The essays in this issue open up the whole question of influence that
has exercised critics in recent years. If Bishop learned from and shared so
much with Stevens, then what is there to conclude about the usually
gendered anxieties of influence or authorship? There seems to be little
anxiety of any kind in Bishop’s easy use of what Stevens could teach her
and her free departure from some of his lessons. Nor do her inheritors feel
constrained about taking what they can from him through her or directly
from her. Influence is a matter of need rather than anxiety, these essays
suggest, an open and generous rather than a frightened reaction of the
imagination. Beyond that, the life of poetry crosses lines of gender and
race as it pleases in the interchanges discussed here. More important than
the theory of poetry, more important than theory, is this life of poetry to
which these excellent readings here return us.
University of Georgia
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Wallace Stevens and Elizabeth Bishop:
The Way a Poet Should See,
The Way a Poet Should Think
GEORGE S. LENSING

N

O ONE KNOWS EXACTLY when or how Elizabeth Bishop was
first introduced to the poetry of Wallace Stevens. She told an
interviewer years later that, during the 1930s, “Wallace Stevens
was the contemporary who most affected my writing then” (Brown 294),1
though Hopkins, Herbert, and the metaphysical poets were also acknowledged. Marianne Moore and Robert Lowell later became, in quite different
ways, major and more discernible models. Although one can trace the
obvious links between Bishop and Moore, for example, the connections
with Stevens are less apparent. If Stevens was the poet who “most affected”
Bishop at the genesis of her career as a poet, how did that influence, in
fact, manifest itself? Did it survive beyond her earliest work?
The two poets, at first glance, seem an unlikely pairing. Stevens’ life
was resolutely sedentary, while Bishop’s was restlessly peripatetic. Disciplined by business and steady routine, Stevens lived a life outwardly
conventional, while Bishop’s illnesses, her life as a single woman, her
sexuality, and her removal from a profession outside her writing (for most
of her life) pushed her to the side of conventionality. Stevens’ poems came
to him quickly (often while walking to the office), and with few subsequent
revisions; Bishop’s were years in the making. Yet, for all their differences,
both poets were temperamentally shy, suspicious of and deliberately distant from the literary world centered in New York. Both had strong ties to
New England and were voluptuously attracted to the State of Florida.
Both, in fact, communicated socially through a large and diverse correspondence (Bishop later read the published correspondence of Stevens
with great interest). Both were keenly interested in the relation between
poetry and painting. For Bishop it could be said with equal force the
adagium by which Stevens defined himself: “Life is an affair of people not
of places. But for me life is an affair of places and that is the trouble” (OP
185). Dana Gioia, a student of Bishop’s at Harvard in 1975, remembers,
“She never mentioned people or events—only places and things” (96). In
a 1940 letter Bishop once noted the presence of Stevens and Frost at a local
hotel in Key West (where Bishop was then living). She was, she explained,
THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL 19.2 (FALL 1995): 115–132.
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“almost provided with opera glasses” (One Art 89) when she went to lunch
at their hotel but failed to see either poet. There is no direct evidence, in
fact, that she and Stevens ever met or corresponded, though U. T. Summers
recalls a conversation in 1948 in which Bishop “talked about knowing
Wallace Stevens and Hemingway in Key West” (Fountain and Brazeau
104).
It is not my intention here to identify many echoes between individual
poems by the two poets, although other critics have detected a pervasive
pattern of connections over the course of Bishop’s whole career. J. D.
McClatchy has written persuasively on the presence of Stevens’ poems
“The Sun This March” and “Vacancy in the Park” in Bishop’s late poem
“The End of March” (69–70), and I would append another Stevens poem,
“The Glass of Water,” to that list. Victoria Harrison hears “the rhetoric of
negativity reminiscent of Wallace Stevens’s ‘The Snow Man’ ” (149) in the
third stanza of Bishop’s “Questions of Travel.” Thomas Travisano associates Bishop’s “Florida” with Stevens’ “O Florida, Venereal Soil” (61) while
David Kalstone sees a link between Stevens’ “The American Sublime” and
Bishop’s “A Miracle for Breakfast” (47). Dana Gioia finds Stevens’ “The
Man on the Dump” as representative of “the side of Stevens’ work most
like her [Bishop’s] own” (94), while Barbara Page finds an answer to “The
Monument” in the first two parts of Owl’s Clover (202). Of the same poem
by Bishop, Bonnie Costello identifies “a long tradition of poems about
monument making” (218), including “Anecdote of the Jar.” Jacqueline
Brogan sees Bishop’s “Quai d’Orleans” as a “re-marking, if not violating,
the terms and intent of this male canon” (182), as seen in Stevens’ “The
Idea of Order at Key West,” and Robert Dale Parker hears a “distant echo”
of the same poem by Stevens in Bishop’s “Seascape” (70). No doubt there
are many other such “echoes,” “responses,” “connections,” and “re-markings.” Most, if not all of these, however, are only momentarily discernible
in a given poem by Bishop. She does not typically sound like Stevens
except when she adopts a rhetoric and syntax of indirect mental discourse,
a rhythm of the mind playing upon its own whims, modes of repetitions,
and reversals.
Bishop freely spoke over the course of her life of the influence of Donne,
Crashaw, Herbert, Hopkins, Moore, Lowell, and others. Of Moore she once
wrote, “I am sometimes appalled to think how much I may have unconsciously stolen from her. Perhaps we all are magpies” (Prose 141). Stevens,
too, was added to her list.
Bishop once said that Stevens’ Harmonium made a “tremendous impression”2 when she first read that volume in 1931; she probably saw the
second edition, where three poems from the edition of 1923 were dropped
and fourteen were added. She told Anne Stevenson that “at college I knew
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Harmonium almost by heart” (261). A few of Bishop’s earliest poems show
the power of that interest.
“Hymn to the Virgin,” written while Bishop was an undergraduate at
Vassar College, captures a Stevensian tone. It appeared in Con Spirito, the
Vassar publication that she had helped to found. The poem must have
seemed shockingly daring in its overwrought satire:
Ah! wouldst not, wax-faced, wooden-bodied one, have
us to worship us-wise?
Turn not aside Thy pretty-painted face, parade and
meet our audience-eyes you must.
Long-hardened candle-grease about Thy feet, and
tarnished dimes and nickels, thus wise
Did previous paltry penny-clinkers come, but we bear
ark-like our great trust.
What, take it not? Oh petulant and cranky princess,
shall we force it on Thee lust-wise?
We cannot bear to draw the curtains back, leave Thee
to barrenness and roughing rust. (EBCP 222)
Stevens’ “Cy Est Pourtraicte, Madame Ste Ursule, Et Les Unze Mille Vierges,” from Harmonium, had shown how prayer could be converted into
gentle mockery. In the poem, Ursula, after offering to God (“ ‘My dear’ ”)
her “ ‘marguerite and coquelicot, / And roses’ ” on the conventional altars,
then offers “ ‘radishes and flowers’ ” more privately (“ ‘Where none can
see’ ”) and the divinity responds, not unlike the “lust-wise” threat in
Bishop’s lines: “And He felt a subtle quiver, / That was not heavenly love,
/ Or pity” (CP 21–22).
Several critics have noted Bishop’s debt to Stevens in “Sunday at Key
West,” an exercise she never published but sent to Moore in 1938 (“The
rocking-chairs / In rapid motion / Approach the object / Of devotion. /
Rock on the porches / Of the tabernacle: / With a palm-leaf fan / Cry
Hail, all hail!” [EBCP 206]). The echoes of “Hymn from a Watermelon
Pavilion” and “O Florida, Venereal Soil” have been duly recorded, and I
would add “A High-Toned Old Christian Woman” to that list of connections (“Thus, our bawdiness, / Unpurged by epitaph, indulged at last, /
Is equally converted into palms” [CP 59]). “Sunday at Key West,” however,
is in no sense a signature poem by Bishop. Both this poem and “Hymn to
the Virgin” are minor performances that may show Bishop’s penchant to
echo Stevens, but neither significantly advanced her own poetic voice. (Of
“Hymn to the Virgin,” she later told Donald Stanford, “I wish to goodness
I hadn’t let it get printed” [Stanford 22]).3
Following Bishop’s introduction to Marianne Moore during Bishop’s
last year at Vassar and the beginning of their remarkable friendship, a
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reinforcement of Bishop’s interest in Stevens came from Moore herself.
Moore had already reviewed Harmonium in The Dial and, unlike many of
Stevens’ other earliest reviewers, displayed her ability to notice much in
few words. She admired his “nimbleness con brio with seriousness” (87),
his “dogged craftsmanship” (88), and “the effect of poised uninterrupted
harmony, a simple appearing, complicated phase of symmetry of movements as in figure skating, tight-rope dancing, in the kaleidoscopically
centrifugal circular motion of certain medieval dances” (90). Moore would
remain a steady champion of Stevens’ evolving career in reviews of subsequent volumes and in her letters and personal comment—an occasionally guarded hesitation notwithstanding.4 Bishop studied Moore’s reviews
of Stevens carefully—responding to them in part out of the loyalty of
friendship to Moore, but, more importantly, out of a growing interest on
her own part in the poet. Within a few months of reading Moore’s review
of Ideas of Order, for example, she had managed to have the mother of a
close friend send her a copy. Later, confused by another poem by Stevens,
she asked when Moore’s review of Owl’s Clover would appear in Poetry
(One Art 47). Six weeks later, after reading the review, Bishop found that
her remarks “have kept me in an almost hilarious state of good cheer ever
since.” They provided “the most perfect and sudden illuminations. Really
they leave me completely wordless” (One Art 48). A year later, after the
publication of “The Man with the Blue Guitar,” she confessed to Moore
that she was liking that poem “more and more” (One Art 67). Moore’s
admiration of Stevens was infectious. In spite of the fact that Bishop found
“rough spots” (One Art 48) in Owl’s Clover (and in her notes on “The Man
with the Blue Guitar,” she jotted that she was “tired of his ballad-refrain
words ‘hi,’ ‘ho,’ ‘tick,’ ‘tock,’ ‘hoo,’ ‘tom-tom,’ ‘ai di mi,’ ‘ai-yi-yi’ ”),5 she
was absorbing other qualities of his verse for her own appropriation as a
poet.
I shall argue that the greatest influence of Stevens upon Bishop lies not
in the echo of certain images or phrases; only in a few instances do her
poems actually “sound” like Stevens, as I have already suggested. Although she did absorb certain lessons from his diction, syntax, and
rhythm—as I will illustrate—she learned from Stevens something perhaps
more important. At an early and formative period, Stevens reinforced
certainly fundamental theories that Bishop herself was developing about
how poetry might set about addressing the observed world, especially
how it could portray verisimilitude, on the one hand, and imaginary
projections that violated it on the other. Stevens complemented her interest
in how a thinking mind, a mind vigorously and dynamically active, could
be recreated within the words and rhythms of a poem.
In a famous letter to Robert Lowell,6 Bishop defends her preference for
“accuracy” in poetry over “mythology”: “My passion for accuracy may

118

THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL

strike you as old maidish—but since we do float on an unknown sea I
think we should examine the other floating things that come our way very
carefully; who knows what might depend on it? So I’m enclosing a clipping
about raccoons. But perhaps you prefer mythology” (Kalstone 213). These
sentences reveal a great deal about Bishop’s goal as a poet: the resolve to
see things with concision, the urgent necessity of such seeing in a transient
world, and the primacy of accurate depiction over what Philip Larkin
called the “common myth-kitty” (78) of modern poetry.
The capaciousness of Bishop’s powers of scrupulous observation and
visual memory is explained in part by her intense interest in painting (“I
am passionately fond of painting; in fact I’d much rather talk about painting than poetry, as a rule” [Stevenson 261]). It also recurs in letter after
letter. Here, for example, is a description of the doldrums observed on
shipboard en route to Brazil following a trip to America:
We actually did go through the Doldrums—a day of them. The
water absolutely slick and flat and the flying fish making sprays
of long scratches across it, exactly like fingernail scratches.
Aruba is a little hell-like island, very strange. It rarely if ever
rains there and there’s nothing but cactus hedges and prickly
trees and goats and one broken-off miniature dead volcano. It’s
set in miles of oil slicks and oil rainbows and black gouts of oil
suspended in the water, crude oil—and Onassis’s tankers on all
sides, flying the flags of Switzerland, Panama, and Liberia. Oh,
our tug was named La Creole Firme and one young engineer
had a nice tattoo, simply MY MOTHER. I guess that will be
enough about our trip. (One Art 349–50)
The value of accurate representation in poetry was innate to Bishop,
but it was reinforced from many sources. Herbert, she told an interviewer,
was a model during her Vassar years because she admired his “absolute
naturalness of tone” (Brown 294), and Hopkins’ inscapes were admired as
“full of, aflame with, motion as one of Van Gogh’s cedar trees” (“Gerard
Manley Hopkins” 7). But it was Moore, whom she once called “The
World’s Greatest Living Observer” (“As We Like It” 129), who clearly made
the greatest enduring impact. Even as an undergraduate before she met
the woman who would become a privileged mentor, she was drawn to
poems such as “An Octopus,” “Peter,” and “Marriage” as “miracles of
language and construction” (Prose 123). Around the same time she recorded in a notebook: “Miss Moore’s ‘architectural’ method of conversation, not seemingly so much for the sake of what she says as the way in
which it is said: indifferent subject matter treated as a problem in accuracy,
proportion, solidity, balance. If she speaks of a chair you can practically
sit on it when she has finished” (Kalstone 11–12). Moore offered commen-
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taries on Bishop’s poems in manuscript throughout the 1930s and into the
1940s—even attempting a rewriting of Bishop’s “Roosters” in 1940. She
arranged for the publication of many of them and was instrumental in
getting Bishop’s first volume, North & South, published after several previous rejections. Lowell would later say of their work, “Both poets use an
elaborate descriptive technique, love exotic objects, are moral, genteel,
witty, and withdrawn” (78).
Stevens is not generally placed beside Herbert, Hopkins, and Moore as
a source of influence upon Bishop’s training as an accurate observer, but
I think it is an oversight that should be corrected. For all the exoticism of
Harmonium—its indulgence in irony, mockery, dazzle, extravagance, and
humor—and for all its pleasure in the life of the imagination, there was
another element in Harmonium that caught the notice of Bishop. Many
poems show a suspicion of the innocent distortions of the real and a
corresponding rededication to the same quality that Moore, in totally
different fashions, upheld: the accurate presentation of the eye’s impression.
Crispin, for example, in “The Comedian as the Letter C,” voyages to
the New World, establishing his own colony, and “Concluding fadedly”
(CP 46)—not without self-mockery. But his new aesthetic is one part of
Stevens’ own:
He gripped more closely the essential prose
As being, in a world so falsified,
The one integrity for him, the one
Discovery still possible to make,
To which all poems were incident, unless
That prose should wear a poem’s guise at last. (CP 36)
Crispin himself moves from a view that “man is the intelligence of his
soil” (CP 27), to a revision that is “worth crossing seas to find”: “his soil
is man’s intelligence” (CP 36). Crispin will fix his aesthetic as a “prickling
realist” of the soil that lay before him (CP 40). In poem after poem throughout Harmonium, Stevens reaffirms the “essential prose” that would shape
“the poem’s guise.” In “The Emperor of Ice-Cream,” a poem Bishop committed to memory, the reality of death is to be celebrated in all its unromanticized starkness: “Let be be finale of seem” and “Let the lamp affix
its beam” (CP 64). Williams’ star in “Nuances of a Theme by Williams” is
to “shine nakedly” and to “Lend no part to any humanity that suffuses /
you in its own light” (CP 18). “The Snow Man,” Stevens later explained,
was written to show the “necessity of identifying oneself with reality in
order to understand and enjoy it” (L 464). That poem, like his other great
winter poem of Harmonium, “Stars at Tallapoosa,” sets out to probe the
“simplicity” of a world denied any intrusion by the human eye. The
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lessons of these poems and others were not lost on Bishop in her readings
and rereadings of Stevens’ first volume. Stevens’ poems of Florida commanded a special appeal in this regard.
In January 1937, at the age of twenty-five, Bishop took up residence for
several months in Naples, Florida, in order to find relief from her chronic
asthma. In the next year she and her friend Louise Crane bought a house
in Key West, and Florida became her home for several years. The impression that Florida made upon her was immediate. To Moore in 1937, she
called it her favorite state, adding, “I don’t know whether you have been
here or not—it is so wild, and what there is of cultivation seems rather
dilapidated and about to become wild again” (One Art 53). The sensory
impressions of Florida, especially the visual ones, became the setting for
a succession of poems, beginning with “Florida,” published in 1938 and
written the year before. Thomas Travisano says that this poem and the
subsequent Florida poems possess “the lowest density of generalization
that it is possible for poems to contain, yet through the selection and
arrangement of their pictures, they remain richly significant.” It was at
this time, he adds, that she “evolved a technique that would become her
trademark—she composed poems out of a succession of linked images,
usually without supplying explicit connectives” (56). Although earlier
poems such as “Large Bad Picture” and Quai d’Orleans” also reveal her
rigorous inclusion of visual details, Travisano is essentially correct.
The poem “Florida” is rightly said to owe a significant debt to Moore”s
“The Frigate Pelican,”7 but I want to argue a similar debt to Stevens. Again,
it is not merely the repetition of imagery that is so significant here as the
method by which the poet’s eye becomes a chronicle of tropical detail, of
exotic but literal reality. In her review of Harmonium in The Dial, Moore
had recognized Stevens’ “precise diction and verve,” finding therein “contrasts to the current vulgarizations of ‘gesture,’ ‘dimensions,’ and ‘intrigue.’ He is able not only to express an idea with mere perspicuity; he is
able to do it by implication” (87).8 The words might apply with equal force
to Bishop’s own first volume, North & South.
Stevens’ examples from Harmonium were notably resourceful for the
Floridian Bishop. Crispin’s arrival in Yucatan in “The Comedian as the
Letter C,” for example, was not unlike Bishop’s in Florida. Both discovered
a new world sensuously rife. Here is Crispin’s discovery:
In Yucatan, the Maya sonneteers
Of the Caribbean amphitheatre,
In spite of hawk and falcon, green toucan
And jay, still to the night-bird made their plea,
As if raspberry tanagers in palms,
High up in orange air, were barbarous. (CP 30)

THE WAY A POET SHOULD SEE

121

The tanager also appears in these lines from “Florida,” along with the
“orange air” as “sun-lit evenings.” (Stevens’ palm occurs elsewhere in the
poem.)
The state full of long S-shaped birds, blue and white,
and unseen hysterical birds who rush up the scale
every time in a tantrum.
Tanagers embarrassed by their flashiness
and pelicans whose delight it is to clown;
who coast for fun on the strong tidal currents
in and out among the mangrove islands
and stand on the sand-bars drying their damp gold wings
on sun-lit evenings. (EBCP 32)
Both poems evoke a crowded world of birds located in settings of vivid colors and lush tropical growth. Stevens’ extended sentence is interrupted by a
qualifying clause (“In spite of hawk and falcon . . .”) and one of his favorite
devices, an “as if” clause. Bishop, on the other hand, expands her descriptive
tableau with relative clauses (“who rush . . .” and “who delight . . .”), participial phrases (“embarrassed by . . .” “drying their damp gold wings”) and
a compound verb (“and stand . . .”). The method for both poets is description
by accretion, a syntax of coordination and subordination, and an effect of a
densely cumulative reality. Like a painting by Rousseau, the lines of both
poets create what “The Comedian as the Letter C” defines, a few lines following the passage above, as a “savage color” (CP 30).
In one of Stevens’ Florida poems from Harmonium, “Two Figures in
Dense Violet Night,” buzzards assemble on a pole near Key West at the
poem’s conclusion:
Say, puerile, that the buzzards crouch on the ridge-pole
And sleep with one eye watching the stars fall
Below Key West.
Say that the palms are clear in a total blue,
Are clear and are obscure; that it is night;
That the moon shines. (CP 86)
Buzzards figure, too, in Bishop’s “Florida,” with a similar downward
motion and the same envelopment in blue:
Thirty or more buzzards are drifting down, down, down,
over something they have spotted in the swamp,
in circles like stirred-up flakes of sediment
sinking through water.
Smoke from woods-fires filters fine blue solvents. (EBCP 32)
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I do not mean to suggest that Bishop is consciously borrowing from
Stevens, though she may be. Rather, through her rereadings of Stevens’
Florida poems she has thoroughly absorbed a mode of perception, a lush
and inclusive “accuracy” of a startling new world, and one that allows her
own astonishment to find a suitable form. Dana Gioia recalls her commentaries on Stevens at Harvard many years later: “To Miss Bishop, Stevens’
greatest subject was not poetry, the supreme fiction. It was Florida, the
supreme landscape. She introduced us to Stevens with a long discourse
on Florida . . . and returned to the subject repeatedly, always with affection
and enthusiasm” (94).
A counterpart of Stevens’ advocacy of the real is his check upon the
intractability of the imagination. The chastening of the imagination, the
need to reduce its potency, follows upon its tendency to distort excessively.
Stevens, of course, also affirms the necessity of that human power and its
interior pressure over and against the “pressure of reality” (NA 36). But
the imagination unreined and too long indulged is an imagination run
riot. Stevens’ renewed suspicions of it were developed over the course of
his career as a poet and a subject of personal comment in essays and letters.
When Bishop read Harmonium in 1931, however, the evidence for Stevens’
reaction against the seductions of the imagination was already in place. In
her review of the volume, Moore had hinted at this side of Stevens’
aesthetic when she noted that the “escape” offered by the imagination is
one “which, in certain manifestations of bravura, is uneasy rather than
bold” (84). Both Moore and Bishop might have noted Stevens’ woman in
“Another Weeping Woman” so overtaken by “unhappiness” and “grieving” that imagination proves not so much over-indulged as powerless:
The magnificent cause of being,
The imagination, the one reality
In this imagined world
Leaves you
With him for whom no phantasy moves,
And you are pierced by a death. (CP 25)
The weeping woman’s unhappiness is not unlike the “malady” in “Banal
Sojourn” in which the “fat beast” of summer implies not only a “radiance
. . . running down” but also a surfeit and exhaustion: “One has a malady,
here, a malady. One feels a malady” (CP 62–63), the poem concludes.
Imagination is something the “we” of “To the One of Fictive Music” both
“spurned and crave” (CP 88). “Anecdote of the Jar” had showed how a
humanly placed jar amid the “wilderness” of Tennessee made an order
out of that setting. But it did so not without a cost and even a regret. The
jar “took dominion everywhere” and remained itself, amid the natural life
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of Tennessee, “gray and bare” (CP 76). Crispin, the clown searching for
“fecund minimum” (CP 35), can only decry the fictions of excess:
He could not be content with counterfeit,
With masquerade of thought, with hapless words
That must belie the racking masquerade,
With fictive flourishes that preordained
His passion’s permit, hang of coat, degree
Of buttons, measure of his salt. (CP 39)
If Crispin cannot be “content with counterfeit” and repudiates “fictive
flourishes,” Bishop’s early poems set out to expose the same dangers of
adhering too rigorously to such counterfeit. Stevens is wary of imaginative
projections that replace illusion with delusion, however alluring the latter
may be. Bishop was no less conscious of the dangers cast by such a spell,
and several of her early, partially surreal poems point to them.
“The Imaginary Iceberg” (1935) poised in the snowy seas gives off its
“glassy pinnacles” and jewel-like “facets from within.” The poet, speaking
for all her shipmates who observe it, is powerfully drawn to the cold
beauty of the natural phenomenon. “We’d rather have the iceberg than
the ship, / although it meant the end of travel.” And, “This is a scene a
sailor’d give his eyes for.” There is a kind of madness in these exclamatory
confessions. In the end, although the icebergs “behoove the soul,” the ship
itself resumes its journey as “clouds run in a warmer sky” (EBCP 4).
Bishop’s speaker eludes the fate of Stevens’ snow man, who embraces the
inhuman world of such wintry beauty and forfeits his humanity (“nothing
himself” [CP 10]). Bishop’s speaker possesses the “mind of winter” but
recognizes its necessary boundaries of division.
“The Unbeliever” (1938) situates a man asleep on the top of a ship’s
mast, isolated from both the ship and the sea that lies beneath him. Both
gull and cloud, hovering overhead like the Unbeliever, speak in the poem,
but they misjudge and misinterpret. The Unbeliever himself lives in an
imaginary dream-world. Ominously for any poem by the wide-eyed
Bishop, he sleeps “with his eyes fast closed” and “his eyes closed tight,”
not unlike the sailor who would “give his eyes” for the iceberg. Instead
of seeing the beauty of the “spangled sea” (EBCP 22) beneath his perch,
he only dreams it, as the same dream guards him against a fall.
“The Man-Moth” (1936) is both human and inhuman; the figure remains
trapped in total isolation in the urban world of skyscrapers and subways.
Through an illusion, he seeks to escape the way of the “round clean
opening” in the darkened sky that is, in fact, the moon. (“Man, standing
below him, has no such illusions.”) Later, on the subway he is condemned
to be “carried through artificial tunnels and dream recurrent dreams”
(EBCP 14–15). Because he is both man and moth yet neither, he lives in
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painful abjection, a prisoner of his desperate delusions. Only his redeeming tear at the end, revealing his need for sympathy (“if you watch, he’ll
hand it over”), draws him from the chilling world of illusion and dream.
Bishop’s slightly surreal poems at the beginning of her career (including
others such as “The Weed,” “Love Lies Sleeping,” “Paris, 7 A.M.,” “Sleeping Standing Up”) are poems that, like some of those by Stevens in Harmonium, show a powerful gravitation toward illusion, beautiful but
perilous. It is the peril of that attraction that Bishop exposes so subtly in
these poems. In the poems that were to follow it is little wonder that the
firm empiricism of the Florida scenery fixed her upon a grounded and
stable world—no less painful and no less perilous—but where the act of
seeing became a permanent and more liberating mode of poetic observation.
After the publication of Owl’s Clover, Stevens identified a new emphasis
in his work, a quality by no means absent from his earlier poems, but now
a more self-conscious and self-directed goal: “I am thinking of using
images that are never fully defined. We constantly use such images: any
state of mind is in effect such an image. This is part of the rapidity of
thought” (L 319). Of the poem “Owl’s Clover” itself Bishop had made a
note in a letter to Moore written almost four months before Stevens’
observation cited above. She thought the poem possessed “rough spots.”
Even so, “what strikes me as so wonderful about the whole book . . . is
that it is such a display of ideas at work—making poetry, the poetry
making them, etc. That, it seems to me, is the way a poet should think,
and it should be a lesson to his thicker-witted opponents and critics, who
read or write all their ideas in bad prose and give nothing in the way of
poetry except exhortation or bits of melancholy description” (One Art 48).
If Stevens was aiming toward producing the “rapidity of thought” in
his work, Bishop was already admiring his ability to recreate “the way a
poet should think.” It is hardly surprising that she would take notice of
Stevens’ rhetoric of thought, many traits of which would be developed in
her own work. Stevens’ poems often progressed by associations of apposition (often leading to a kind of opposition), parataxis and hypotaxis,
propositions presented as hypotheses, interior debates, evasive similes,
fragmented fables, and, as some of his titles suggest, nuances, thirteen
ways, decorations, variations, extracts, two versions, two illustrations,
prologues, etc. Often there appears an abeyant logic or devious argumentation. Ideas are sinuous; the poem tracks the nearly intractable and resists
the intelligence almost successfully. Stevens was always torn between
recognizing that the mind “can never be satisfied, the mind, never” (CP
247) and “It cannot be half earth, half mind; half sun, / Half thinking; until
the mind has been satisfied, / Until, for him, his mind is satisfied” (CP
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257). The appetite of the mind in quest of satisfaction is the poet’s own
hunger, a purpose always realized scantly, provisionally, or momentarily.
As early as her Vassar years, Bishop consciously set out a similar goal
for herself—in some ways like Stevens and in others quite different. As an
undergraduate she read with great care Morris W. Croll’s essay in Studies
in English Philology: A Miscellany entitled “The Baroque Style in Prose.”
Throughout her life she would refer back to the essay. In her own essay
on Gerard Manley Hopkins for the Vassar Review, written while she was
still a student, she cited Croll’s definition of style in the prose of certain
writers, principally of the seventeenth century: “Their purpose was to
portray, not a thought, but a mind thinking. . . . They knew that an idea
separated from the act of experiencing it is not the same idea that we
experienced. The ardor of its conception in the mind is a necessary part
of its truth; and unless it can be conveyed to another mind in something
of the form of its occurrence, either is has changed into some other idea
or it has ceased to be an idea, to have any existence whatever except a
verbal one” (Croll 210; “Gerard Manley Hopkins” 7). Bishop saw at once
that the quality of living thought that she admired in the poetry of Hopkins
could have an immediate application for herself. In a series of letters
exchanged with a young poet, Donald Stanford, a student of Yvor Winters
who had arranged an introduction, she continued to consider the implications of Croll’s insights. Stanford’s own poems, Bishop soon made clear,
were regarded by her as “at rest.” She aspired to a poetry “in action”: “At
present it is too hard for me to get this feeling of action within the poem
unless I just go ahead with it and let the meters find their way through”
(One Art 11). She then went on to cite the lines from Croll’s essay that she
had incorporated into the Hopkins essay.
Stevens’ poetry was another exemplum of how poetry could convey “a
mind thinking.” Unlike Croll’s example of Sir Henry Wotton, who “deliberately avoided the processes of mental revision in order to express his
idea when it is nearer the point of origin in his mind” (209), Stevens
showed how something of the same effect could be achieved through a
highly self-conscious poetry, full of “mental revision,” but at the same time
capturing the effect of unrehearsed and privately experienced thought.
Bishop would go beyond Stevens in seeking the same quality by striving
for an even more unfinished and inelegant rhetoric.9 In “The Fish,” to cite
one example, she corrects and revises:
and then I saw
that from his lower lip
—if you could call it a lip—
grim, wet, and weaponlike,
hung five old pieces of fish-line,
or four and a wire leader. (EBCP 43)
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Surprisingly, another writer she turned to for the quality of improvisation in the act of acute observation was Charles Darwin. To Anne Stevenson, she wrote, “But reading Darwin, one admires the beautiful solid case
being built up out of his endless heroic observations, almost unconscious
or automatic—and then comes a sudden relaxation, a forgetful phrase, and
one feels the strangeness of his undertaking, sees the lonely young man,
his eyes fixed on facts and minute details, sinking or sliding giddily off
into the unknown. What one seems to want in art, in experiencing it, is
the same thing that is necessary for its creation, a self-forgetful, perfectly
useless concentration” (Stevenson 261).
A poetry of “self-forgetful, perfectly useless concentration” would be
enhanced as a poetry “in action” (as opposed to poetry “at rest”) and would
require a relaxation of meter (“let the meters find their way through”)—as
Bishop had concluded in her early letter to Stanford. Like Stevens, she
mastered the technique of loosened tetrameters and pentameters. At the
same time, she could also absorb a diction that equaled Stevens’ in oracular
opulence, a syntax of apposition and parataxis (“Everything only connected by ‘and’ and ‘and’ ” (EBCP 58).10 Consider these lines from the first
stanza of “Cape Breton”:
The silken water is weaving and weaving,
disappearing under the mist equally in all directions,
lifted and penetrated now and then
by one shag’s dripping serpent-neck,
and somewhere the mist incorporates the pulse,
rapid but unurgent, of a motorboat. (EBCP 67)
Leaving aside the echo from “Sunday Morning” in the first line (“The
silken weavings of our afternoons” [CP 69]), one hears nonetheless
Stevens’ rhythms and sentence structure—as these lines from “The Latest
Freed Man” might illustrate:
“I suppose there is
A doctrine to this landscape. Yet, having just
Escaped from the truth, the morning is color and mist,
Which is enough: the moment’s rain and sea,
The moment’s sun (the strong man vaguely seen),
Overtaking the doctrine of this landscape. Of him
And of his works, I am sure. He bathes in the mist
Like a man without a doctrine.” (CP 204–05)
Both poems describe a filmy but pervasive presence of mist and sea.
Bishop’s water is “disappearing under the mist” (EBCP 67), while Stevens’
morning of “ ‘color and mist’ ” creates a different kind of disappearance:
“ ‘having just / Escaped from the truth.’ ” The envelopment of ghostly
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beauty is quickly checked, however, in both poems by an abrupt image of
the palpably real: the fish and motorboat in Bishop’s lines and the sun in
Stevens’.
Both specimens paint a slightly surreal seascape by the accretion of
appositive phrases and clauses—a favorite device of both poets. Bishop:
“water . . . weaving . . . weaving, / disappearing . . . / lifted and penetrated” (EBCP 67). Stevens: “moment’s rain and sea” merges into “ ‘moment’s sun’ ” who is “ ‘strong man vaguely seen’ ” who “ ‘bathes in the
mist’ ” (CP 204). Both poems chase the blank verse line with lax and
deviant attention. Penelope Laurens has said of Bishop that “in the end,
it seems fair to say that Bishop finds loosened meters more congenial than
strict ones . . . and stanzas with variable meters more appealing than
stanzas with a consistent pattern” (94). Stevens once explained, “My line
is a pentameter line, but it runs over and under now and then” (L 407).
The diction, rhythm, and syntax of “Cape Breton” are in no way “influenced” by “The Latest Freed Man,” but Bishop gives evidence everywhere of having absorbed a certain Stevensian style while adapting it to
her own purposes. She might have been describing some of her own poems
when she wrote of Stevens in 1970, “It [his poetry] is highly polished,
‘cool,’ as we say now. He loved odd words, startling alliteration, musical
effects.”11 Unlike Stevens, however, she typically and rather quickly grows
self-conscious of such elevated formality and likes nothing better than to
interrupt it with the intrusion of a self-doubting question, a corrective
rephrasing, or a bathetic reversal12—devices used by Stevens hardly ever.
The artificialities of Stevens’ high sentence left Bishop uneasy. In one
notebook she wrote, “What I tire of quickly in Wallace Stevens is the
self-consciousness—poetry so aware lacks depth. Poetry should have more
of the unconscious spots left in.”13 It is this quality of Stevens’ poetry that
she had in mind, I think, when she wrote to Moore in 1936 that “I dislike
the way he [Stevens] occasionally seems to make blank verse moo” (One
Art 48). But Bishop had learned adroitly how, on occasion, to adopt her
own sounds of elegance and finish. Six years later, she wrote again to
Moore: “I didn’t like the Wallace Stevens poem [“Montrachet-le-Jardin”]
much—he and his old mother-of-pearl inlaid guitar—but phrases & verses
are self-consciously beautiful.”14 In Stevens, Bishop had found a model for
both “the way a poet should think” and how through such mental colloquialism to arrive at the “self-consciously beautiful.” No other modernist
offered such a combination of effects; it is perhaps Stevens’ most significant
legacy to Bishop’s own ends as a poet.
Bishop continued to read Stevens throughout her life, and his centrality
as a modernist never wavered in her estimation. Brett Millier reports that
in 1970 Bishop uncharacteristically agreed to give a lecture to “a group of
English-speaking professional people in Belo Horizonte” (424). She pre-
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pared the lecture, called “Three American Poets,” but never delivered it.
Moore, Lowell, and Stevens were the three American poets, the ones she
surely knew best. In her comments on Stevens she found his life as a
business-man-poet “one of the strangest of poets’ lives on record,” but she
went on to describe her discovering of Harmonium “about 1931,” the influence of Florida on his work, and the influence of French thought and art.
She concludes by noting his “great influence”: “Urbane, rich, well-ordered,
meticulous, reserved, and rather intimidating—scarcely one’s idea of a US
poet at all, perhaps (think of Whitman with his unbuttoned shirt, hugging
young workmen, etc. . . .) yet, nevertheless, a great influence.”15 When she
began teaching at Harvard around 1970, one of the courses she taught was
“Studies in Modern Poetry.” For at least one semester, she limited the
course to extensive readings of Williams, Stevens, and Lowell.16 To a “Miss
Pierson,” she wrote in 1975 with advice about reading the moderns: “Then
the great poets of our century—Marianne Moore, Auden, Wallace
Stevens—not just 2 or 3 poems each, in anthologies—read ALL of somebody. Then read his or her life, and letters, and so on” (One Art 596). That
Bishop herself did read Stevens comprehensively and repeatedly is evident. According to Gioia, “She knew dozens of Stevens’ poems by heart
and would quote them casually in conversation. She recited them like
universally known maxims any of us might have brought up had we only
thought of them first” (94).
From his own view, Stevens was much more wary of the dynamics of
influence. In “The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet,” he speaks of succeeding generations of artists in terms of fathers and sons, Anchises and
Aeneas. But, for Stevens, the younger artist emerges in the “spirit out of
[his] own self”:
a younger figure is emerging, stepping forward in the company
of a muse of its own, still half-beast and somehow more than
human, a kind of sister of the Minotaur. This younger figure is
the intelligence that endures. It is the imagination of the son
still bearing the antique imagination of the father. It is the clear
intelligence of the young man still bearing the burden of the
obscurities of the intelligence of the old. It is the spirit out of
its own self, not out of some surrounding myth, delineating
with accurate speech the complications of which it is composed.
For this Aeneas, it is the past that is Anchises. (NA 52–53)
Near the end of his life, in letters to Richard Eberhart, Stevens described
his own deliberate efforts to escape influences, adding, “I am not conscious
of having been influenced by anybody” (L 813).17 Five days later he felt
compelled to send a second letter, clearly troubled by the questions of
influence raised by Eberhart:
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Why do poets in particular resent the attribution of the influence of other poets? The customary answer to this is that it gives
them the appearance of being second-hand. That may be one
of the aspects of what seems to me to be the true answer. It
seems to me that the true answer is that with a true poet his
poetry is the same thing as his vital self. It is not possible for
anyone else to touch it. . . . Every now and then I notice that
somebody is supposed to have been influenced by me but,
personally, I have never been able to recognize the influence.
And, of course, I am no more interested in influencing people
than you are. My interest is to write my own poetry.” (L 815)
Of course Stevens is right, even as one thinks of Bishop’s own response
as a poet to him. Bishop created her “vital self” in her own poetry that is
not the self of Stevens or any other poet. Had she not done so she would
have failed abjectly. Influence succumbs to derivation or moves forward
by way of assimilation and utter modification. Bishop was grateful to her
progenitors such as Moore and Stevens, but she knew with the confidence
of “a younger figure emerging” that she also was leaving them behind, a
“spirit out of its own self, not out of some surrounding myth, delineating
with accurate speech the complications of which it is composed.”
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
Notes
1

In a letter to Anne Stevenson in 1964, Bishop also said, “Wallace Stevens was more of an
influence I think” (261). (The letters from Bishop to Stevenson are omitted from Robert
Giroux’s edition of Bishop’s letters.)
2
This quote is from Unpublished Prose, “Three American Poets,” Vassar College, Box 26,
Folder 370. Permission to quote from this and other materials from the Bishop collection at
Vassar College is granted by Alice Helen Methfessel and Farrar, Straus, Giroux, Inc.
3
This sentence is edited out of the letter of April 26, 1934, in Robert Giroux’s edition of
Bishop’s letter.
4
For a discussion of such “hesitations,” see Celeste Goodridge, “Aesthetics and Politics:
Marianne Moore’s Reading of Stevens,” in Wallace Stevens & the Feminine, ed. Melita Schaum
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1993), 155–70.
5
From unpublished Notes. Vassar College, Box 39B, Folder 615.
6
This letter is omitted from Giroux’s edition of Bishop’s letters.
7
See, for example, Kalstone, 62–63.
8
Moore came to a similar conclusion in reviewing Stevens’ next volume: “That exact
portrayal is intoxicating, that realism need not restrict itself to grossness, that music is ‘an
accord of repetitions’ is evident to one who examines Ideas of Order.” Review of Ideas of
Order. Criterion 15 (January 1936): 309.
9
Lynn Keller writes, “Many of the events narrated in Bishop’s later volumes took place
in her past, yet even her retrospective narratives recreate the perspective of immediate
experience. In relating remembered poems, Bishop recaptures the action of her mind in an
earlier time. . . . Her portrayals of past events differ from those of the Romantics, however,
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in the extent to which she appears to be not so much recollecting in tranquillity as participating
in something currently taking place.” Re-making It New: Contemporary American Poetry and
the Modernist Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 130.
10
It should be noted again that the quality of polished opulence in Bishop’s poetry is never
sustained for long. To Alexandra Johnson, she said, “The greatest challenge, for me, is to try
and express . . . complicated or mysterious ideas in the simplest way possible.” “Geography
of the Imagination” (Interview with Elizabeth Bishop), Christian Science Monitor 23 March
1978, 20. At the same time, Brett Millier notes a tendency toward gorgeousness that Bishop
retained throughout her career: “The tendency toward gorgeousness, the fondness for fanciful
titles, and the ‘art for art’s sake’ privileges of obscurity and abstraction she learned in part
from the early Stevens” (51).
11
From “Three American Poets,” Vassar College, Box 26, Folder 370.
12
See especially Jane Short, “Elizabeth Bishop: The Art of Changing Your Mind,” Ploughshares 5 (1979), 178–91.
13
Vassar College, Key West/Nemur Notebooks I, 89.
14
This letter is omitted from Giroux’s edition of Bishop’s letters. The Marianne Moore
Papers, Rosenbach Museum and Library, Letter to Marianne Moore, 24 January 1942, V 05:03.
Permission granted by Rosenbach Museum and Library.
15
Vassar College, Box 26, Folder 370.
16
See Dana Gioia, “Studying with Miss Bishop,” New Yorker 62 (September 15, 1986):
90–101.
17
For an excellent discussion of Stevens’ own response to “influence” and Harold Bloom’s
overstated interpretation of Stevens’ fear of influences, see B. J. Leggett, Wallace Stevens and
Poetic Theory (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), 59–71.
Works Cited
Bishop, Elizabeth. “As We Like It.” Quarterly Review of Literature 4 (Spring 1948): 129–35.
———. The Collected Prose. Ed. Robert Giroux. London: Chatto & Windus, The Hogarth
Press, 1984. (Indicated in text as Prose.)
———. The Complete Poems, 1927–1979. New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1983. (Indicated
in text as EBCP.)
———. “Gerard Manley Hopkins.” Vassar Review 23 (February 1934): 5–7.
———. One Art: Letters. Ed. Robert Giroux. New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1994. (Indicated
in text by One Art.)
Brogan, Jacqueline Vaught. “Elizabeth Bishop: Perversity as Voice.” In Elizabeth Bishop: The
Geography of Gender. Ed. Marilyn May Lombardi. Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1993. 175–95.
Brown, Ashley. “An Interview with Elizabeth Bishop.” In Elizabeth Bishop and Her Art. Ed.
Lloyd Schwartz and Sybil P. Estess. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1983. 289–302.
Costello, Bonnie. Elizabeth Bishop: Questions of Mastery. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1991.
Croll, Morris W. “The Baroque Style in Prose.” In Style, Rhetoric, and Rhythm: Essays by
Morris W. Cross. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966. 207–32.
Fountain, Gary and Peter Brazeau. Remembering Elizabeth Bishop: An Oral Biography. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1994.
Gioia, Dana. “Studying with Miss Bishop.” The New Yorker 62 (15 September 1986): 90–101.

THE WAY A POET SHOULD SEE

131

Goodridge, Celeste. “Aesthetics and Politics: Marianne Moore’s Reading of Stevens.” In
Wallace Stevens & the Feminine. Ed. Melita Schaum. Tuscaloosa and London: University
of Alabama Press, 1993.
Harrison, Victoria. Elizabeth Bishop’s Poetics of Intimacy. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993. 155–70.
Johnson, Alexandra. “Geography of the Imagination.” Interview with Elizabeth Bishop.
Christian Science Monitor (23 March 1978): 20–21.
Kalstone, David. Becoming a Poet: Elizabeth Bishop with Marianne Moore and Robert Lowell.
New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1989.
Keller, Lynn. Re-making It New: Contemporary American Poetry and the Modernist Tradition.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.
Larkin, Philip. Untitled. In Poets of the 1950s: An Anthology of New English Verse. Ed. D. J.
Enright. Tokyo: Kenkyusha Ltd., 1958. 77–78.
Laurens. Penelope. “ ‘Old Correspondences’: Prosodic Transformation in Elizabeth Bishop.”
In Elizabeth Bishop and Her Art. Ed. Lloyd Schwartz and Sybil P. Estess. Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1983. 75–95.
Leggett, B. J. Wallace Stevens and Poetic Theory. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1987.
Lowell, Robert. “Elizabeth Bishop’s North & South.” In Collected Prose. Ed. Robert Giroux.
New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1987. 76–80.
McClatchy, J. D. White Paper: On Contemporary American Poetry. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1989.
Millier, Brett C. Elizabeth Bishop: Life and the Memory of It. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993.
Moore, Marianne. “Well Moused, Lion.” The Dial 76 (January 1924): 84–91.
———. Untitled. The Criterion 15 (January 1936): 307–09.
Page, Barbara. “Off-Beat Claves, Oblique Realities: The Key West Notebooks of Elizabeth
Bishop.” In Elizabeth Bishop: The Geography of Gender. Ed. Marilyn May Lombardi. Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993. 196–211.
Parker, Robert Dale. The Unbeliever: The Poetry of Elizabeth Bishop. Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1988.
Shore, Jane. “Elizabeth Bishop: The Art of Changing Your Mind.” Ploughshares 5 (1979):
178–91.
Stanford, Donald E. “From the Letters of Elizabeth Bishop.” Verse 4 (November 1987): 18–27.
Stevens, Wallace. The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens. New York: Knopf, 1954. (Indicated
in text by CP .)
———. Letters of Wallace Stevens. Ed. Holly Stevens. New York: Knopf, 1966. (Indicated in
text by L.)
———. The Necessary Angel. New York: Knopf, 1951. (Indicated in text by NA .)
———. Opus Posthumous: Revised, Enlarged, and Corrected Edition. Ed. Milton J. Bates. New
York: Knopf, 1989. (Indicated in text by OP .)
Stevenson, Anne. “Letters from Elizabeth Bishop.” Times Literary Supplement (7 March 1980):
261–62.
Travisano, Thomas J. Elizabeth Bishop: Her Artistic Development. Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia, 1988.

132

THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL

Elizabeth Bishop and Wallace Stevens:
Sustaining the Eye/I
CELESTE GOODRIDGE

A

LTHOUGH ELIZABETH BISHOP and Wallace Stevens crossed
paths in Key West, they never met each other, though each knew
the other’s work. Bishop had a lifelong fascination with Stevens—
with his poetry, his ideas about art and the role of the artist, his way of
living, and the delicate balance he strived to maintain between his art and
the demands of his “public” life. It would not be too much to say that he
influenced her entire poetic project, though certainly this influence can
most clearly be seen in her early work.1 By her own admission, Bishop
considered Stevens an important influence on her early writing. When
asked in a 1966 interview by Ashley Brown if she had been “affected by
Auden during the ’30s,” Bishop replied, “I bought all his books as they
came out and read them a great deal. But he didn’t affect my poetic practice.
I think that Wallace Stevens was the contemporary who most affected my
writing then” (294).2 Reading some of Bishop’s poems from the 1930s and
1940s in conjunction with Stevens’ poetry provides new insights into the
formation of Bishop’s aesthetic and the extent to which her poetry was
shaped by and a response to the social and political ideas of her time—what
Stevens called “the pressure of the contemporaneous” (OP 229).
She began reading him in 1931 when the second edition of Harmonium
was published; during the 1930s Bishop read with avid interest Stevens’
Ideas of Order, The Man with the Blue Guitar, and Owl’s Clover. In some of
her unpublished and unfinished drafts of poems found in her notebooks
from the mid-1930s, we can detect the possible influence of Stevens in
some of her subjects and method of treating them. A draft from this time,
entitled “Key West,” contains a reference to a factory in Florida “where
six hundred men used to work at rolling cigars.”3 One thinks of Stevens’
“roller of big cigars” (CP 64) in “The Emperor of Ice-Cream” (1922)—a
poem Bishop knew well. When Bishop jotted down the following lines
between 1934 and 1936,
And oh, oh, oh, the monocle man,
He can damn
His tears
A tear back4
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she might have been thinking of Stevens’ “Le Monocle de Mon Oncle”
(1918). Although his monocle man ultimately succeeds in holding back his
tears, if not damning them as well, initially he sheds a tear: “And then /
A deep up-pouring from some saltier well / Within me, bursts its watery
syllable” (CP 13).
“Sunday at Key West” (1938), an unpublished poem that Bishop sent
to Marianne Moore and later included in her Complete Poems, is reminiscent
of Stevens’ early imagist poems from Harmonium, where the motion of an
activity in a particular setting is evoked through a series of interlocking
images. As in some of Stevens’ poems, such as “The Load of Sugar-Cane”
(1921), the human presence behind the operation is not overtly present
until the end of the poem.
The rocking-chairs
In rapid motion
Approach the object
Of devotion.
Rock on the porches
Of the tabernacle:
With a palm-leaf fan
Cry Hail, all Hail! (EBCP 206)5
Bishop’s exclamation at the end of her poem—“Cry Hail, all Hail!”—also
echoes Stevens’ at the end of “Hymn from a Watermelon Pavilion” (1922):
“And hail, cry hail, cry hail” (CP 89). Jacqueline Brogan also notes the
similarity between the final lines of these poems (47, n 16) and maintains
that Bishop’s poem “appears to mock both the alternate ‘devotion to the
sun’ posited in Stevens’ ‘Sunday Morning’ and the ‘Blessed rage for order’
praised in ‘The Idea of Order at Key West’ ” (35). She also perceptively
asserts that Bishop’s absent woman in “Sunday at Key West” serves to
undermine “the very presumptions of ‘originality’ . . . so authoritatively
voiced in Stevens’ poems, specifically in ‘The Idea of Order at Key West’ ”
(35).
While Bishop greatly admired Stevens, she was also capable of being
infuriated with him and baffled by his poetic strategies. Shortly after “The
Man with the Blue Guitar” (1937) was published, we find Bishop taking
notes on it, perhaps in preparation for an essay of her own on Stevens.6
(This essay, if planned, never materialized.) Bishop begins with a parenthetical remark, presumably a gloss on the poem or Stevens’ poetic project
as a whole: “(living one’s life consciously in ‘another world’—loved to
produce some sort of ‘art object’).” This assessment might well describe
some of Bishop’s efforts in the late 1930s, in poems such as “Sleeping on
the Ceiling” (1938) and “Sleeping Standing Up” (1938). Although Bishop
did not come to understand surrealism through Stevens’ poetic project,
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her interest in it, which has been remarked upon by others, might profitably be reassessed in conjunction with that of Stevens.7 Bishop’s heightened interest in the possibilities afforded by a dream world—“The
armored cars of dreams, contrived to let us do / so many a dangerous
thing” (EBCP 30)—parallels Stevens’ desire to engage himself in a quest
for a “life [lived] consciously in ‘another world.’ ” Finally, his repeated
attempts to resist the pressures around him—like Bishop’s temporary
dream sojourns—were seen to be impossible; nevertheless, as a result of
these quests both poets learned to re-situate themselves in this world.
Bishop found much to object to in “The Man with the Blue Guitar.” She
was “tired of [Stevens’] ballad-refrain words ‘hi,’ ‘ho,’ ‘tick,’ ‘tock,’ ‘hoo,’
‘tom-tom,’ ” and she noted that in section VII “Stevens [was] being ‘useless,’ ‘helpless.’ ” She described section IX as “one of his shifts that pass
for sequence of thought.” Finally, she maintained section XII was “another
one of the escapes from the duty the sense of the words has laid on his
shoulders.” Although Bishop’s reading notes do not add substantively to
our knowledge of Stevens’ poem, they begin to capture the energy of her
engagement with Stevens’ enterprise as a whole. As Bishop formulated
her own poetic, we see that she took careful note of Stevens’ tone, his
diction, his attitudes toward his subjects, his ideas concerning art, and the
formal elements of his compositions.
During the 1930s and 1940s when Bishop corresponded with Moore
about Stevens’ poetry, her praise was tempered by occasional ambivalence;
nevertheless, she displayed an unflagging concern with what Stevens
chose to write about. When “The Men That Are Falling” appeared in The
Nation in October 1936, Bishop wrote to Moore: “I find the Wallace Stevens
poem very confusing—I am not at all sure how ‘personified life’ is. Please
will you tell me when your review of his poems is to appear in POETRY?”8
It is possible that she was offended by the overt dichotomy Stevens set up
between thinking and acting; the man who thinks cannot know his desires
and hence cannot take action. Yet, the man who acts is a martyr to a cause,
who only knows “the speech / Of absolutes” (CP 188). The dreamer, or
“the man that thinks,” is opposed to “life itself, the fulfilment of desire”
(CP 188). Yet life itself is reduced to “a head / Thick-lipped from riot and
rebellious cries,” who “spoke only by doing what he did” (CP 188), that
is by sacrificing his “life” to pensioners, demagogues and pay-men. Finally,
we are left with the image of the dreamer/poet who survives only to be
“bent / Over words that are life’s voluble utterance” (CP 188).
When Moore sent Bishop her 1937 review of Stevens’ Ideas of Order and
Owl’s Clover, Bishop praised Moore’s review, allowing that she “had had
a few ‘ideas’ about Stevens—but . . . had been wandering around them in
the dark.” She then offered her own critique of Stevens’ project. Although
Bishop would outgrow some of Stevens’ philosophizing about art, in the
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mid-1930s he was someone against whom she could measure her own
“ideas” about the function of art in a inhospitable world:
I am afraid my own idea of OWL’S CLOVER is much more
simple and “popular.” I took it as a defense of his own poetic
position, and the statue—dear me—I felt, and still cannot help
feeling, is ART—sometimes the particular creation, sometimes
an historical synthesis, sometimes his own work—but always
his own conception of such art. In the first section I thought he
was confessing the “failure” of such ART (I don’t like to use
these words but they seem to be the only ones) to reach the
lives of the unhappiest people, and the possibility of a change—
of something new arising from the unhappiness, etc. . . . However, what strikes me as so wonderful about the whole
book—because I think there are a great many rough spots in it,
don’t you?—and I dislike the way he occasionally seems to
make blank verse moo—is that it is such a display of ideas at
work—making poetry, the poetry making them, etc.9
Writing to Moore allowed her to enter one of the central debates of the
1930s regarding the artist’s relationship and responsibility to the people
around her. Like Moore, Bishop seemed to approve of Stevens’ implicit
confession that art might not be able “to reach the lives of the unhappiest
people.”10 In fact, she reached the same conclusion in “A Miracle for
Breakfast” (1937).
Bishop’s complicated responses to Stevens—to the enabling fictions of
his poetic enterprise, the political position implicit in his art, and the life
he led—allow us to begin to historicize some of her poetry, even in the
moments it seems wholly transcendent of its historical circumstances and
divorced from a clearly identifiable political position.11 Stevens—more
than any other high modernist—forced Bishop in her poetic practice to
interrogate the social value and function of the artist and art in a world
that seemed increasingly unable to accommodate a poetics without an
overtly political stance.
In his 1937 jacket statement for The Man with the Blue Guitar and Other
Poems, Stevens noted that “while the poems [of Owl’s Clover] reflect what
was then going on in the world, that reflection is merely for the purpose
of seizing and stating what makes life intelligible and desirable in the midst
of great change and great confusion.” He went on to say that “the effect
. . . is to emphasize the opposition between things as they are and things
imagined; in short to isolate poetry” (OP 233). Bishop endorsed Stevens’
position, celebrating in her own poetry both the inevitable dissonance, or
necessary gap, between “things as they are and things imagined” and the
need “to isolate poetry.” Even when writing poetry about art, Bishop found
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a way of acknowledging and making visible Stevens’ opposition—one that
consistently influenced his aesthetic and politics. For Bishop, like Stevens,
the events of the day—“the great change and great confusion”—had to be
embraced and resisted simultaneously. Stevens believed that poetry’s subject “is not the contemporaneous,” but rather “the poetry of the contemporaneous” (OP 230). Or, as he maintained in “An Ordinary Evening in
New Haven” (1949), “The poem is the cry of its occasion, / Part of the res
itself and not about it” (CP 473). In “The Irrational Element in Poetry”
(1936), he argued that “Resistance to the pressure of ominous and destructive circumstance consists of its conversion, so far as possible, into a
different, an explicable, an amenable circumstance” (OP 230). Like Stevens,
Bishop seeks to make art out of this resistance, finding in her surroundings
and daily rituals what will suffice in “the fiery event / of every day”
(“Anaphora” [1945], EBCP 52).
Most critics, with a few notable exceptions, have not read Bishop’s
poetry as a commentary on the social and political issues of her day. In A
Gulf So Deeply Cut: American Women Poets and the Second World War, Susan
Schweik notes that “Bishop’s first book might be read, in fact, as a war
book in-directed. In it the matters of war literature—naval engagements,
border crossings, skirmishes, search missions, even a monument of sorts—
appear, but only as covert operations” (213).12 Long after North & South
was published, Bishop began publicly to historicize and contextualize
some of her work, to re-present herself as a poet who was overtly socially
and politically engaged. In a 1966 interview with Ashley Brown, Bishop
referred to “A Miracle for Breakfast” (1937) as her “Depression poem.” “It
was written shortly after the time of souplines and men selling apples,
around 1936 or so. It was my ‘social conscious’ poem, a poem about
hunger” (297).13 The poem is about hunger, as many of Stevens’ poems
from this time also appear to be, but it is also about finding the right kind
of sustenance and knowing how difficult it is to feed others. The poem is
about how to be a poet in this historical moment when, as Stevens asserted
in “A Fading of the Sun” (1933), “people awaken / And cry and cry for
help” (CP 139) or, as he noted in “Dry Loaf” (1938), “It was the battering
of drums I heard / It was hunger, it was the hungry that cried” (CP 200).
It also seems to be a commentary on the value of art in a world where
people are literally going without food. As David Kalstone points out:
“There is a dimension of this mid-Depression poem which is deeply critical
of the notion of ‘a chicken in every pot.’ Insofar as a miracle occurs, it is
something to be witnessed and not something to be consumed” (49).
I agree with Kalstone’s assumption that Bishop was both skeptical and
critical of the false promises of politicians and artists who suggested that
everyone could or would be fed; when she mocks the man on the balcony
she may well be satirizing the politician who attempted to appease the
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masses with empty rhetoric. Yet it seems to me that for Bishop witnessing
or seeing becomes a kind of consumption, a spiritual sustenance of sorts
that makes art possible and allows her to retreat from those waiting in
souplines. She can in this moment become the poet on her balcony who
is sated by her vision. To write off both the politicians and those who are
hungry is elitist and a luxury of sorts, one that enables Bishop simultaneously to embrace and resist the issues of her day—“to isolate poetry” (OP
233). Her poem, then, like many of Stevens’ poems from Ideas of Order,
ultimately critiques the notion that art might produce social change or feed
those who were hungry.
Bishop’s 1935 journal entry entitled “A Little Miracle” provides still
another entrance into the poem, one that might suggest that Bishop identified with those waiting to be fed:
This morning I discovered I had forgotten to get any bread and
I had only one dry crust for breakfast. I was resigning myself
to orange juice and coffee and no more when the door-bell rang,
I pushed the button, and up the stairs trailed a wary-looking
woman, shouting ahead of herself: “I don’t want to sell you
anything—I want to give you something!” I welcomed her at
that, and was presented with a small box containing three slices
of “Wonder Bread” all fresh, a rye, a white, and whole wheat.
Also a miniature loaf of bread besides. The only thing I disliked
about the gift was the woman opened the box, held it under
my nose, and said “Smell how sweet.” But I breakfasted on
manna.14
Although this incident may indeed stand behind the genesis of “A
Miracle for Breakfast,” Bishop moves beyond this identification with those
waiting for the gift of “wonder bread.” Initially, however, she is with the
others:
At six o’clock we were waiting for coffee,
waiting for coffee and the charitable crumb
that was going to be served from a certain balcony,
—like kings of old, or like a miracle.
It was still dark. One foot of the sun
steadied itself on a long ripple in the river.
The first ferry of the day had just crossed the river.
It was so cold we hoped that the coffee
would be very hot, seeing that the sun
was not going to warm us; and that the crumb
would be a loaf each, buttered, by a miracle.
At seven a man stepped out on the balcony. (EBCP 18)
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James Merrill has noted that here Bishop “tended to identify not with the
magician on his dawn balcony but with the onlookers huddled and skeptical in the bread-line below” (Recitative 122). While this appears to be true
in the first two stanzas—Bishop is part of the “we” hoping “that the crumb
/ would be a loaf each, buttered, by a miracle”—in the next two, she
appears to be up on the balcony observing the man and his servant, who
has “handed him the makings of a miracle”:
He stood for a minute alone on the balcony
looking over our heads toward the river.
A servant handed him the makings of a miracle,
consisting of one lone cup of coffee
and one roll, which he proceeded to crumb,
his head, so to speak, in the clouds—along with the sun.
Was the man crazy? What under the sun
was he trying to do, up there on his balcony!
Each man received one rather hard crumb,
which some flicked scornfully into the river,
and, in a cup, one drop of the coffee.
Some of us stood around, waiting for the miracle.
(EBCP 18)
Bishop suggests that “the miracle”—the offered communion—does not
satisfy the hunger of those standing around: “one rather hard crumb” is
not enough, is scorned and cast away. Here Bishop equates political rhetoric with art, implying that neither can transform or feed those in need or
pain, neither can “reach the lives of the unhappiest people.”
Bishop may also be responding to some of the sentiments expressed in
another poem from this period: T. C. Wilson’s “Let Us Go No More to
Museums”—a poem that appeared in Trial Balances (1935), a book she
knew, having published three poems in the same collection.15 (Wilson was
also a friend of Bishop’s; they were introduced by Moore.) Wilson writes
about the dire consequences of believing that art may sustain us in the
face of what is happening in this historical moment: “Let us go no more
to museums and stand / Exalting memorials of some dynasty we have no
part in” (169). He calls instead for an embrace of “these streets outside the
museum” (169) and what they offer. Debunking the possibility of anything
transcendent, Wilson suggests that we must confront the circumstances of
this world: “If they don’t eat they can go hungry. It’s all / One. No miracles
of the fish and loaves in this neighborhood” (169). Wilson situates himself
in an incessantly harsh world and looks out at this world rather than
looking inward as Stevens and Bishop might ultimately do. He refuses to
transform what he observes or to privilege spiritual sustenance over literal
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food; yet he does not deny the power of looking away, of “Seek[ing] a
vision nearer the stars,” even though in the face of a search for the sublime,
he does not turn away from the pain of this world.
This street we walk, these noisy tenements our sky,
These rotting stinking brawling days and nights
I carry in the heart, the blood, and though I turn
Away and lift my eyes up into the hills, and though I
Seek a vision nearer the stars, I will not
Praise a world I cannot claim. (169)
In “A Miracle for Breakfast” Bishop wants it both ways: to believe in a
miracle takes a certain courage and not to believe also entails an endurance
and vision. Like Wilson, but in a lighter vein, Bishop mocks those who
attempt to make miracles—those with their heads “in the clouds” and
those who hope for “fish and loaves in this neighborhood.” Still, she asserts
at the end of the fourth stanza: “Some of us stood around, waiting for the
miracle.” Bishop manages to hold onto this precarious faith, particularly
through the sestina form with its calculated repetitions, even as she later
embraces a vision that she knows “was not a miracle” (EBCP 18).
She also alludes in the poem to Stevens’ “poet on his balcony” (CP 144)
in section IV of “Academic Discourse at Havana.” This poem first appeared
in Broom in 1923 and was reprinted in 1929 in Hound and Horn. Bishop read
this journal during the 1930s and may have seen the poem in a back issue;
since this is one of the poems Stevens included in Ideas of Order (1936), we
can be sure she saw it there.
In the last section of “Academic Discourse at Havana,” Stevens asks: “Is
the function of the poet here mere sound, / Subtler than the ornatest
prophecy, / To stuff the ear?”—a question he had asked in “The Comedian
as the Letter C.”16 He concludes that “mere sound” is never enough, for
“it weights [the poet] with nice logic for the prim” (CP 144). (As Stevens
later said in a 1935 letter to Ronald Lane Latimer, “what you don’t allow
for is the fact that one moves in many directions at once. No man of
imagination is prim: the thing is a contradiction in terms” [L 300]). Stevens
calls instead for a poet and a poetry that might bring us “to our selves in
those / True reconcilings, dark, pacific words” (CP 144). Such a vision
recalls us to this world—a world that can be celebrated because it “Has no
more meaning than tomorrow’s bread,” because it is in flux, always changing.
How pale and how possessed a night it is,
How full of exhalations of the sea . . .
All this is older than its oldest hymn,
Has no more meaning than tomorrow’s bread.
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But let the poet on his balcony
Speak and the sleepers in their sleep shall move,
Waken, and watch the moonlight on their floors.
This may be benediction, sepulcher,
And epitaph. It may, however, be
An incantation that the moon defines
By mere example opulently clear. (CP 144–45)
Stevens’ poet on his balcony offers his sleepers a blessing of sorts. They
are invited to “watch the moonlight on their floors”—to reimagine and
transform their surroundings. Such a possibility may appear to be a blessing, but finally is “an incantation that the moon defines / By mere example
opulently clear.” This charm, like the “exhalations of the sea . . . ,” is also
“older than its oldest hymn.” Stevens takes a certain pleasure in this world
as he calls for a reopening of the casino in the final lines of the poem: “And
the old casino likewise may define / An infinite incantation of our selves
/ In the grand decadence of the perished swans” (CP 145).
At the end of “A Miracle for Breakfast” Bishop becomes the poet on her
balcony, immersing herself in her comfortable, physical surroundings and
calling for a version of Stevens’ “grand decadence” in her routines—she
will drink gallons of coffee—and in her mansion—her “beautiful villa
[that] stood in the sun.”
I can tell what I saw next; it was not a miracle.
A beautiful villa stood in the sun
and from its doors came the smell of hot coffee.
In front, a baroque white plaster balcony
added by birds, who nest along the river,
—I saw it with one eye close to the crumb—
and galleries and marble chambers. My crumb
my mansion, made for me by a miracle,
through ages, by insects, birds, and the river
working the stone. Every day, in the sun,
at breakfast time I sit on my balcony
with feet up, and drink gallons of coffee. (EBCP 18–19)
Separating herself from the “we” of the poem, Bishop can afford to abandon her hope for a miracle. Asserting her presence as a poet and defining
her poetics of looking as a kind of consumption, Bishop now uses “I” and
no longer waits for a miracle. Looking replaces waiting; vision itself is
restorative and interactive. An alertness to the repetition of daily rituals
is Bishop’s incantation.17 Finally, Bishop turns away from the maker of
miracles and “the makings of a miracle” to a re-anchoring of self in the
quotidian. Like Stevens in “Academic Discourse at Havana,” Bishop finds
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what will suffice in her surroundings; she is recalled to herself, to a sense
of well-being by arranging the details. No longer hungry, she has an excess
of provisions that are guaranteed to be there “every day”: “Every day, in
the sun, / at breakfast time I sit on my balcony / with my feet up, and
drink gallons of coffee” (EBCP 19). This sort of plenitude, excessive abundance, is unusual in Bishop.
“Anaphora,” the final poem of North & South, which was originally
published in Partisan Review in 1945, is a poem about deprivation as a
precondition for the making of art; it is also about finding what will suffice
in “the fiery event / of every day” (EBCP 52). Bishop’s title, “Anaphora,”
a rhetorical figure for repetition, prepares her reader for the subject: the
relationship between our daily rituals and the making of art. I quote the
poem in full to capture the effect of Bishop’s twin sonnets, which as
Kalstone has pointed out “answer one another in unexpected ways, [constituting] a kind of anaphora themselves” (98):
Each day with so much ceremony
begins, with birds, with bells,
with whistles from a factory;
such white-gold skies our eyes
first open on, such brilliant walls
that for a moment we wonder
“Where is the music coming from, the energy?
The day was meant for what ineffable creature
we must have missed?” Oh promptly he
appears and takes his earthly nature
instantly, instantly falls
victim of long intrigue,
assuming memory and mortal
mortal fatigue.
More slowly falling into sight
and showering into stippled faces,
darkening, condensing all his light;
in spite of all the dreaming
squandered upon him with that look,
suffers our uses and abuses,
sinks through the drift of bodies,
sinks through the drift of classes
to evening to the beggar in the park
who, weary, without lamp or book
prepares stupendous studies:
the fiery event
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of every day in endless
endless assent. (EBCP 52)
Bishop begins with a celebration of waking to “Each day with so much
ceremony.” Our senses take in the sounds—birds, bells, and whistles—of
each day before waking to sight. Bishop’s eyes initially confront a world
that seems to exclude her—“such white-gold skies our eyes / first open
on, such brilliant walls”—a world unaffected by her, or indeed any artist’s,
images of it. Such a world must be meant for some otherworldly creature.
To wake, however, is to don one’s “earthly nature,” which in Bishop’s
scheme leads to a fall into memory—personal and historical—and hence
“mortal fatigue.” This fall into sight and time is as predictable and inevitable as “each day,” which initially appears to be fresh, new, and without
precedent. The predictability of this descent is reinforced through the
repetition of the words “instantly” and “mortal.” The second sonnet transforms the fallen figure of dawn in the first stanza into “the beggar in the
park” in the evening; the light of day becomes the evening light, illuminating both personal pain and historical circumstances: “the drift of bodies” and “the drift of classes.” Finally, we have the impoverished
beggar/artist “who, weary, without lamp or book / prepares stupendous
studies.” These studies are the very subject of Bishop’s poem: “the fiery
event / of every day in endless / endless assent.” The resurrection implicit
in assent/ascent takes us back to the beginning of the poem where “falling
into sight” leads to the possibility of art and artistic production.
The “ineffable creature” in the first stanza and “the beggar in the park”
in the second, who pursues “stupendous studies” that become “the fiery
event,” are reminiscent of figures in Stevens’ canon. Kalstone suggests that
Bishop had been influenced by “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction” (1942)
“in which both the beggar and sun-god figure” (96). He maintains: “She
identifies not with Apollo but with the beggar in the park—the figure
Stevens provided her, the poet who must daily reinvent godlike presence
out of poverty and guilt and loss” (98–99).
“Anaphora” may also be read as a complex response to Stevens’ poems
“Add This to Rhetoric” and “The Man on the Dump,” which both appeared
in The Southern Review in 1938 under the title “Canonica.”18 In “Add This
to Rhetoric” Stevens expresses a distrust for rhetoric and implicitly for any
artistic representations that are “posed” or arranged. Rhetoric stands in
opposition to nature which is not arranged, but “merely grows.”
It is posed and it is posed.
But in nature it merely grows.
Stones pose in the falling night;
And beggars dropping to sleep,
They pose themselves and their rags. (CP 198)
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Stevens imagines a world in which the artist’s or rhetorician’s images—
“the poses of speech, of paint, / Of music”—do not survive from one day
to the next.
To-morrow when the sun,
For all your images,
Comes up as the sun, bull fire,
Your images will have left
No shadow of themselves. (CP 198)
Such a vision is dark and despairing, implying as it does that we have no
memories—personal or collective—to rely on, to retrieve. In contrast,
Bishop’s world is laden with memory and history—with the traces and
shadows of human efforts. Only for a brief moment do we have the illusion
of waking to an unfallen world.
Unlike Stevens, Bishop finds a balance between art and nature, between
the making of art and “the fiery event / of every day.” Even the form of
her poem, with its use of anaphora, posits a faith that the artist’s images
will leave traces of themselves, will survive their articulation. In addition,
her “beggar in the park” pursues “stupendous studies” in contrast to
Stevens’ beggars who “pose themselves and their rags.”
On the surface Bishop’s beggar more closely resembles Stevens’ speaker
in “The Man on the Dump,” who asserts: “The dump is full / Of images”
(CP 201). Bishop’s beggar/poet superficially resembles Stevens’ poet who
wants to find poems in the residue of “every day”:
and the janitor’s poems
Of every day, the wrapper on the can of pears,
The cat in the paper-bag, the corset, the box
From Esthonia: the tiger chest, for tea. (CP 201)
But finally, Stevens doesn’t find poetry in the sounds and “things” on the
dump, in the images of every day; for, as he maintains in “The Poems of
Our Climate” (1938), “one desires / So much more than that” (CP 193).
He opts instead for “the purifying change” (CP 202) of “the never-resting
mind” (CP 194). In addition, he anticipates “the ignorant man” in “Notes
toward a Supreme Fiction”: “you see / As a man (not like an image of a
man), / You see the moon rise in the empty sky” (CP 202).
Eventually Stevens’ vision leads him back to himself, toward the possibility of interiority:
One sits and beats an old tin can, lard pail.
One beats and beats for that which one believes.
That’s what one wants to get near. Could it after all
Be merely oneself, as superior as the ear
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To a crow’s voice? Did the nightingale torture
the ear . . . ? (CP 202–03)
Through her beggar in the park Bishop more substantively embraces
the condition of deprivation as a necessary state for the making of art, for
her beggar is “without lamp or book.” The figure in her poem, following
the clue of Stevens in “Academic Discourse at Havana,” does not move
away from the events and images of every day. What emerges here is that
Bishop’s poetic was more compatible with the vision of Stevens’ early
poetry, that of Harmonium and Ideas of Order. As “Anaphora” demonstrates,
she believed that the beggar/poet might find art in his impoverished
surroundings and daily rituals—in Crispin’s “quotidian.”
By the late 1940s Stevens had completely turned away from the possibility that the beggar in the park could make art out of poverty and misery.
The beggars, who are comic albeit disturbing props for the artist in “Add
This to Rhetoric” (1938), persist in the “ignorant man” in “Notes toward
a Supreme Fiction” (1942), who can “see the sun again with an ignorant
eye” (CP 380) and imagine “a heaven / That has expelled us and our
images” (CP 381). By “In a Bad Time” (1948), however, the beggar “has
his poverty and nothing more” (CP 427).
Bishop clearly preferred Stevens’ early work, that of Harmonium, Ideas
of Order, and Owl’s Clover. In 1970, she maintained: “His later poems tend
to be longer, more frankly philosophical—and, sometimes, I think, they
drag a little.”19 This statement appeared in some notes she prepared for a
talk on American poetry to be delivered in Brazil in 1970 to “a group of
English-speaking professional people in Belo Horizonte” (Millier 424).
According to Millier, when Bishop was going through a period in which
she could not write poetry, she “thought and wrote about it informally”
(424). Bishop’s offer to give the talk was unusual and at the last minute
she chose to cancel it. In “Three American Poets,” the title she gave her
unpublished and undelivered lecture, she singled out for discussion the
work and lives of Stevens, Moore, and Robert Lowell. Moore and Lowell
were logical choices. They were close friends of hers whose work she
followed attentively. Stevens was also immensely important to her, though
they had had no formal contact.
Bishop’s sketch of Stevens’ career late in her own provides still another
important frame for their aesthetic affinities.
His life is one of the strangest of poets’ lives on record. He kept
his business career and his poetic career completely separated;
for most of his life he avoided anyone or anything “literary,”
and rarely saw any of his contemporary writers. . . . It [his
poetry] is highly polished, “cool,” as we say now. He loved odd
words, startling alliterations, musical effects. . . . HARMONIUM
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made a tremendous impression on other poets—and a few
readers (it made one on me, although I didn’t know the book
until about 1931). . . . He was influenced strongly by French
thought and art—painting as much as writing—One book is
called THE MAN WITH THE BLUE GUITAR in obvious reference
to Picasso. . . . He even became a collector of modern French
paintings—but strange to say, all by mail—he never travelled.
He went as far as Key West, Florida—the southernmost city in
the USA—for his winter vacations for many years, and the
tropical scenery, birds, etc. and the Cuban population were
marked influences on his poetry. . . . Urbane, rich, well-ordered,
meticulous, reserved, and rather intimidating—scarcely one’s
idea of a US poet at all, perhaps (think of Whitman with his
unbuttoned shirt, hugging young workmen, etc. . . .) yet, nevertheless, a great influence.20
Bishop attends here to Stevens’ habits and customs—his way of living. In
contrast to Whitman “with his unbuttoned shirt,” who is depicted as out
“hugging young workmen,” Stevens is the “closeted” poet who kept his
distance from others, who never traveled out of the U.S., who fiercely
guarded his privacy. It is clear from her description that Bishop believed
Stevens made choices, as she had, that gave his life and art the texture and
rhythms they had. His cultivated aloofness and reserve—the distance he
kept between “his business career” and “his poetic career”—must have
made a certain sense to Bishop despite her protestation that Stevens’ “life
[was] one of the strangest of poets’ lives on record.” As Merrill has pointed
out, for Bishop “poetry was a life both shaped by and distinct from the
lived one. . . . She was never unwilling to talk about hers, but managed to
make it sound agreeably beside the point” (“Elizabeth Bishop, 1911–1979”
259–60).21 Bishop’s lecture notes highlight the extent of her own interest
in the inextricable relationship, however muted, between the life Stevens
led and the art he produced.
Equally compelling for Bishop was Stevens’ northern interest in the
Floridian landscape: “the tropical scenery, birds, etc. and the Cuban population.” He was always, like Bishop, the visitor or tourist, observing from
a calculated and carefully maintained distance. His poetic transformations
of Florida, as well as his sense of the state as a frontier, were of particular
importance to Bishop, whose own richly complicated response to Florida—the place and its inhabitants—was mediated from the start by
Stevens’ attraction to this landscape. For both poets, Florida functioned as
a real place and an imaginative construct; it was a particular locale to be
reckoned with and a muse to be courted, if sometimes feared. Their artistic
responses to this real and ideal environment allowed “things as they are”
and “things imagined” to co-exist and to be in tension with one another.
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Stevens’ way of making sense of his surroundings, real and imagined,
was in keeping with Bishop’s own strategies of orchestrating and extracting meaning from the world she inhabited. His imaginary engagement
with cultures defined as “other,” his calculated distance from them and
his appropriation and knowledge of these places and their things, through
collecting done by other people, undoubtedly appealed to Bishop’s own
sense of how to live, how to survive. Bishop’s reading of Florida and her
perception of what Florida meant to Stevens, then, provides still another
venue for assessing the politics of their poetics as well as the larger connections between their aesthetics and artistic projects.
As late as 1977, in some notes for a class or a poetry reading, we find
a page entitled “W. S. & K. W.” [Wallace Stevens & Key West].22 In these
notes, Bishop has gathered excerpts on Florida (in general) and Key West
(specifically) from Stevens’ letters; these are accompanied by a list of her
own Key West poems, presumably those she intends to discuss or read.
Significantly, she links several of her poems to Stevens’ poems or to comments he made about Florida in his letters. “Jeronimo’s House” is “the
kind of house in the E. of IC”—“The Emperor of Ice-Cream”—a poem,
Bishop maintains, Stevens “must have written . . . fast and after his very
first impressions of Key West.” “Cootchie” is described as “a much simpler
‘death’ poem.” Beside “Seascape,” Bishop has written “just out fishing in
the harbor—where S mentions the ‘houseboat.’ ” Here, Bishop connects
“Seascape” (1941) to a 1933 letter Stevens wrote to James Powers, in which
he says of Key West: “Economically things are so low down there that a
depression is an impossibility. If things go from bad to worse, I am either
going to move to a farm in Sweden or a houseboat in Key West harbor”
(L 267). When citing this letter, Bishop does not comment on the odd
equivalence Stevens sets up between “a farm in Sweden” and “a houseboat
in Key West.” Joan Richardson sheds some light on why Stevens might
have yoked these two improbable places together:
On the one hand, a move to a farm in Sweden was understandable as an escape from the economic disaster the United
States was facing. Sweden symbolically offered a situation of
self-sufficiency; notably this was a socialistic environment. But
why offer as an equal possibility the move to Key West? And
why a houseboat? Vague memories of John Kendrick Bangs’s
A Houseboat on the Styx, which he had read twenty-odd years
before, blended with his recent correspondence with someone
in Sweden from whom he was commissioning a rug to be
woven for his new house. . . . (Through this dealing he was
also, as was his habit, learning about life in Sweden—habits,
light, landscape.) What Sweden had in common with Key West
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was that it became, through this interchange, another place
where the poet’s imagination took up residence. (97–98)
Bishop is determined—with her references to Stevens’ poems and letters—to trace Stevens’ infatuation with the landscape and its inhabitants
over time. She alternates between references to the idyllic landscape found
in his letters and references to the shabby economic conditions he observed, particularly during the 1930s. Bishop seems drawn to the social
inequities Stevens observed in this landscape—to his insistence on the
clash between the real and some idealized, imaginative construct of the
real. Her selected notes from a 1934 letter Stevens wrote to Elsie from Key
West point up Stevens’ acute awareness of the poverty: “The soil and
climate are favorable to roses and everywhere and all year round roses
grow. I don’t know of a single beautiful garden. This may be because the
town is too poor for gardens. It is, in reality, a place without rich people,
a village, sleepy, colonial in aspect, individual” (L 268–69). Stevens’ comment is telling; Florida, he implies, is a place that ought to be colonized,
cultivated, and tended; yet part of the attraction for him (and Bishop) is
that it hasn’t been made into a “beautiful garden.” It remains a frontier,
literally and metaphorically. Bishop’s comment to Moore in a 1937 letter
demonstrates that she, too, like Stevens, was drawn to Florida because it
was uncultivated, untamed and untamable: “From the few states I have
seen, I should now immediately select Florida as my favorite. I don’t know
whether you have been here or not—it is so wild, and what there is of
cultivation seems rather dilapidated and about to become wild again.”23
Two years later, she would explore the implications of this statement in
“Florida” (1939).
A year before she published “Florida,” we can see that Stevens’ readings
of Florida haunted and colored Bishop’s own. In 1938, Bishop wrote in her
Travel Diary from Key West:
What I like about Key West is its sketchiness, its fragility—the
small wooden buildings laid on lightly together, in the midst
of the dangerous, poisonously colored seas, full of man-eating
fish; also apparently loth [sic] to be forced apart and over-run
by the strange plant life; (subject to hurricanes) etc. Why didn’t
Stevens do more with it? Or was it just a name he picked up?
I don’t think so, because he is very accurate about the sunsets
here.24
When Bishop writes of Key West in her Travel Diary, she thinks of Stevens,
wondering why he “didn’t . . . do more with it.” Of course, he had done
plenty; reading “O Florida, Venereal Soil” (1922), “Fabliau of Florida”
(1919), “Nomad Exquisite” (1919), “Farewell to Florida” (1936), and “The
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Idea of Order at Key West” (1934), as Bishop must have done, she knew
that Florida was not just a name Stevens picked up; by suggesting that it
was, however, Bishop avoids directly confronting the Florida Stevens did
see, make up, pick up. She retreats here to something safe and certain:
accurate descriptions of sunsets. In doing so, she writes Stevens off, creating for herself a space in which she can begin to respond to this potent,
dangerous, and tempting landscape. This space also allows her to postpone commenting fully on what Florida meant to her.
Bishop was drawn to Key West because of its fragility and ever-present
sense of imminent destruction—what she called “its sketchiness.” This
landscape would appear with frequency in poems such as “Jeronimo’s
House” (1941), “Florida” (1939), “Little Exercise” (1946), and “The Bight”
(1949), as Bishop confronted her sense of personal loss and began to come
to terms with the pain of her past. Stevens’ claim that “life [was] an affair
of places” (OP 185) not people might well apply to Bishop, who used
specific landscapes to establish a claim to her own history and to the
restorative power of memory itself.25
She liked the dissonant energies of flimsy structures—“the small
wooden buildings laid on lightly together”—placed next to dangerous
waters. Nothing was fixed or stable or assured lasting presence; even the
fish could be “over-run by the strange plant life.” We are reminded of
Bishop’s comment in a 1938 letter to Moore: “the plants appear to have
‘sapped the strength’ of everything else in town.”26 This observation barely
conceals Bishop’s fascination with the landscape as a metaphor for a
colonial site of power in which some forms of life conquer, colonize,
displace, and supplant others. As the observer of this phenomenon Bishop
makes us see the relationship between the conquered and the conquerors
and the instability or fragility of the landscape and its inhabitants.
This is most fully explored in her 1939 poem “Florida,” which appeared
in The Partisan Review. Most readings of the poem have focused on Bishop’s
literal and precise depiction of “the state with the prettiest name” and have
failed to consider the implicit indictment of colonialism that the poem also
offers, albeit in an encoded fashion.27 In “Florida,” Bishop’s minutely
observed rendition of the landscape serves initially to disguise and momentarily displace her interest in why Florida must be seen as “the careless, corrupt state” (EBCP 33). In short, Bishop provides an indictment of
the silencing of “the Indian Princess”—of the obliteration of an indigenous
culture that has been displaced, buried, and covered over by new inhabitants of the state. All we are left with are traces of this previous culture—“a
gray rag of rotted calico, / the buried Indian Princess’s skirt” (EBCP 32).28
Bishop’s Florida is relentlessly distasteful—“the state that floats in
brackish water.” Even the birds are strangely out of place: “unseen hysterical birds” are “in a tantrum” and “Tanagers [are] embarrassed by their
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flashiness.” The “enormous turtles” are ungainly and associated with
death and decay. The “thirty or more buzzards” are in search of prey—
“something they have spotted in the swamp.” The mosquitoes are seen
“hunting to the tune of their ferocious obbligatos.” The advent of the moon
does not serve to transform this “poorest / post-card of itself”: “Cold
white, not bright, the moonlight is coarse-meshed.” The alligator’s calls—
“friendliness, love, mating, war, and a warning” (EBCP 32–33)—are what
Florida offers if we can recover the Indian Princess’s story—a story that
is barely audible, having been displaced and concealed by the advent of
other dominant cultures. Implicit in my reading is the assumption that
this landscape with its warnings, dangers, and energies served to make
Bishop’s own history audible and speakable. Fusing her own identity with
that of the buried Indian Princess, Bishop’s absence in the poem becomes
a conspicuous presence. Stevens taught Bishop—and other contemporary
poets—that interiority—“Some true interior to which to return” (OP 133)—
was always wrested from suffering, from darkness, from the unspeakable.
Stevens, I believe, gave Bishop a certain awareness of Florida as a place
that might permit and prompt her to confront warring energies within
herself—to contend with the fact that her own well-being was always
surrounded and threatened by “dangerous, poisonously colored seas.” In
other words, the unpredictable energy she perceived in the landscape
spoke to or mirrored her own sense of psychic instability. In short, the
Floridian landscape gave her access to her own interiority, becoming an
analogue for her psychic divisions and tensions, an objective correlative
for her own smouldering energies.
This landscape also forced her to read the texture of the lives of those
around her—to attend to the poor, the disenfranchised, and the dissonance
produced by “the careless, corrupt state,” which she saw as “all black
specks / too far apart, and ugly whites; the poorest / post-card of itself.
”Bishop, like Stevens, validated looking within by carefully observing the
external—the untamable, impenetrable natural forces that were in concert
with the social life around her.
Late in her career, Bishop, like Stevens, still used particular locales to
center herself. We see this, for example, in a poem such as “The End of
March” (1975), which may be read as her last major homage to Stevens
and the influence he exerted on her work from the beginning.29 It is
significant that as late as 1975, Bishop turned back to Stevens’ poems from
the 1930s—“The Sun This March” (1930) and “Poetry Is a Destructive
Force” (1938)—when writing her own poem about the potential loss and
recovery of poetic power. As McClatchy has pointed out, Stevens’ images
from “The Sun This March”—“March, cold, sun, lion” (70)—reappear in
Bishop’s “The End of March.” I am also intrigued by the possible allusion
to Stevens’ “Vacancy in the Park” (1952), which we also find in Bishop’s
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poem. Like Bishop’s speaker who walks across an inhospitable winter
landscape in March, Stevens’ speaker asserts: “March . . . Someone has
walked across the snow, / Someone looking for he knows not what” (CP
511). And like Bishop’s speaker who “wanted to get as far as [her] protodream-house” (EBCP 179), Stevens’ speaker’s sense of “vacancy,” his lack
of poetic power, “is like the feeling of a man / Come back to see a certain
house” (CP 511). Bishop’s house is boarded up, while Stevens’ is also in
disrepair: “The four winds blow through the rustic arbor, / Under its
mattresses of vines” (CP 511). Unlike Stevens, however, Bishop finds in
her surroundings what will suffice and recovers some part of herself in
the process; her artistic vision returns, as Stevens’ had earlier, in the
moment that she can acknowledge “the opposition between things as they
are and things imagined; in short, to isolate poetry” (OP 233).
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These lines may be found at Vassar in Bishop’s Notebook, Box 40, File 623, d. 1934–1936.
5
All quotations of Bishop’s poetry are from The Complete Poems unless otherwise indicated.
6
Quotations from these Notes may be found at Vassar in Box 39B, Folder 615.
7
See Travisano (42–46), Costello (26–28), and Goldensohn (123–28). For an excellent discussion of Stevens’ response to surrealism in the 1930s, see MacLeod (57–78).
8
Rosenbach Museum and Library, A.L.S., Elizabeth Bishop to Marianne Moore, October
27, 1936. See also One Art (47).
9
Rosenbach Museum and Library, A.L.S., Elizabeth Bishop to Marianne Moore, December
5, 1936. See also One Art (48).
10
For a discussion of Moore’s endorsement of Stevens’ position during the 1930s, see my
essay “Aesthetics and Politics: Marianne Moore’s Reading of Stevens.”
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11
For an excellent reading of Bishop’s “provisional politics” in the poems of North & South,
see Palattella, who asserts that “during the thirties Bishop explored how poetry could engage
with social conditions without adopting politics ‘as such,’ which for her was a politics
committed to a cocksure, dogmatic ideology that squelches speculation” (20).
12
See also Palattella (18–43) and Erkkila (99–151).
13
Kalstone points out in Becoming a Poet that in this poem Bishop considered “the kind
of sacramental question Wallace Stevens was asking in another poem of that year, ‘The
American Sublime’ ” (47). He also notes that “the title is Stevensian, as are the issues it
explores” (50).
14
This entry may be found at Vassar in Bishop’s Notebook, Box 40, Folder 624, 1934–37.
15
See Palattella who points out that Bishop’s poem stands in contrast to Alfred Hayes’s
“In a Coffee Pot,” which, like Wilson’s poem, also appeared in Trial Balances. “Bishop
consoled herself,” he maintains, “not with a romantic vision, such as the image of mass
salvation that ends Hayes’s poem, but with an unassuming perspective acknowledging the
limits within which her art could responsibly engage an impoverished social world” (38).
16
See Longenbach, who explores the connection between these two poems (98–100).
17
See Kalstone, who points out in Becoming a Poet that “the revolutions of the sestina
form have allowed her to reinterpret ‘miracles’ not as apocalyptic but as something which
may be as daily as breakfast” (50).
18
Stevens’ “Canonica” included “Parochial Theme,” “Poetry Is a Destructive Force,” “The
Poems of Our Climate,” “Prelude to Objects,” “Study of Two Pears,” “The Glass of Water,”
“Add This to Rhetoric,” “Dry Loaf,” “Idiom of the Hero,” “The Man on the Dump,” “On the
Road Home,” and “The Latest Freed Man.” See The Southern Review 4.2 (Autumn 1938):
382–95.
19
This quotation may be found at Vassar in Bishop’s Unpublished Prose, “Three American
Poets,” Box 26, Folder 370.
20
This quotation may be found at Vassar in Bishop’s Unpublished Prose, “Three American
Poets,” Box 26, Folder 370.
21
I am currently writing a book on Wallace Stevens and later American poetry in which
I consider Stevens’ influence on contemporary American poets and their role in constructing
that influence. For Bishop, and other contemporary poets, such as Merrill, John Ashbery, and
Richard Howard, Stevens’ poetry was simultaneously a flight from the life he lived and an
homage to it—a veiled autobiography of sorts. Over the years, these poets, like Bishop before
them, have been increasingly interested in constructing and recovering Stevens’ life as a text
to be read and placed beside the poetry he offered his public. Reading the linkage between
Stevens’ private life and public work has become one of the enabling fictions of their own
poetic enterprises, allowing them, like Stevens, to endorse a carefully calibrated economy of
disclosure and concealment—“to make some kind of house / Out of the life lived, out of the
love spent” (Merrill, “An Urban Convalescence” 83).
22
Quotations from these notes may be found at Vassar in Bishop’s Notes About Poetry
Readings, Box 39, Folder 620C.
23
Rosenbach Museum and Library, T.L.S., Elizabeth Bishop to Marianne Moore, January
5, 1937. See also One Art (53).
24
This quotation may be found at Vassar in Bishop’s Travel Diary 1937–38, Box 43, Folder
650.
25
As Kalstone points out in Becoming a Poet, “In certain surroundings—Key West after
1938, Brazil after 1951—she would be stimulated by circumstances that reminded her of Great
Village, in Nova Scotia, where she passed her early childhood, of the intimacies and improvisations of village life, and of the parentless years she spent there, and only when she was
living in Brazil would she be able to write directly about the losses of her childhood” (24).
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26
Rosenbach Museum and Library, A.L.S., Elizabeth Bishop to Marianne Moore, January
31, 1938. See also One Art (68).
27
Goldensohn begins to discuss the social and historical context for the poem, but finally
stops short in her own commentary: “Remembering that this poem was first published during
the Depression, it is hard not to suppose it a commentary on more than animal manners, the
metaphor of black and white halftone reproduction with its low lighting aimed at something
besides postcards” (116).
28
My reading of this poem has been influenced by my discussions with Alison Vargas, a
student in one of my poetry classes.
29
For an excellent reading of the allusions to Stevens in this poem, see McClatchy (68–75).
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Wallace Stevens and Elizabeth Bishop
at Key West: Ideas of Order
ALBERT GELPI

I

N MY IMAGINATION—no, mindful of Coleridge’s distinction, I had
better say that in my fancy, Wallace Stevens and Elizabeth Bishop met
on the beach in Key West. They didn’t, but they might have. What,
my fancy mused, would they have had to say to each other? She was very
much aware of him in his poetic eminence, and he was at least aware of
her. His only mention of her in the selected Letters declines any judgment
or even comment on her work but identifies her with her place of residence
at the time because it was also his favorite spa. To José Rodríguez Feo’s
inquiry he replied in December 1946, in uncharacteristic monosyllables: “I
know Miss Bishop’s work. She lives in Key West” (L 544). Almost certainly
he knew her work through the warm recommendation of Marianne Moore.
For her part, Bishop wrote to Moore of her friend’s great friend in a number
of letters but in disappointingly little detail. One of the longer remarks
comes in a letter of February 1940, when Bishop recounts to Moore, with
deliciously mocking and self-mocking humor, a close encounter with the
august Stevens on one of his Key West sojourns:
Wallace Stevens was here . . . at the “fancy” hotel, and Robert
Frost. I went to lunch there with Louise’s [their friend Louise
Crane’s] aunt, almost provided with opera glasses, but the only
person I saw of any importance was John L. Lewis [the crusty,
owlishly eyebrowed leader of the miners’ union] chewing a
cigar. (One Art 89)
Biographers and critics of Bishop make mostly glancing references to
Stevens, concentrating instead, for good and obvious reasons, on her close
and ongoing association with Moore and, among her contemporaries, with
Robert Lowell. David Kalstone sums up the importance of those two in
his book about Bishop entitled Becoming a Poet. At the same time, what
commentators do say confirms that, after Moore, Stevens was the most
significant modernist poet for Bishop and remained a formative presence
in her poetic sense of herself as neither Eliot nor Pound nor Williams nor,
for that matter, H. D. ever were. Brett Millier, for example, recognizes
Stevens as “one of her [Bishop’s] acknowledged masters,” particularly
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during her college years and in her apprenticeship to poetry (106). But
Stevens’ poetry set a clear and high standard in her thinking long after
the early poems. In 1956 Bishop wrote to Moore from Brazil about Owl’s
Clover: “what strikes me as so wonderful about the whole book . . . is that
it is such a display of ideas at work—making poetry, the poetry making
them, etc. That, it seems to me, is the way a poet should think” (One Art
48). Among Bishop’s papers are notes for a lecture on American poetry,
delivered in Brazil, which singles out Stevens as the third figure in a
triumvirate with Moore and Lowell (Millier 424).
Other commentators link Bishop with Stevens for different and even
contrary reasons that serve to open up the question of her indebtedness
to him. Thus Victoria Harrison locates Bishop, after Stevens and Frost, in
a line of American poet/pragmatists (4). Lynn Keller makes the connection
with Stevens even closer than that to Moore: “In regarding herself as adrift
in an unpredictable and unknowable universe, Bishop seems closer to
Stevens (and to Ashbery) than to Moore” (104–05), whose no-nonsense
Presbyterian conviction sinewed her views and her poems. But for Keller
the connection with Stevens comes not from his Jamesian pragmatism but
rather from the idealist proclivities that incline Stevens toward “focusing
on ‘the mind in the act of finding’ ” (109). On the other hand, Bonnie
Costello sees Bishop not as an idealist but, like Harrison, as a pragmatic
empiricist “intimately familiar with Stevens’ poetry and tempted by his
supreme fiction,” but in the end eschewing the escapist comforts of such
“abstraction and idealism” in order to “immerse herself in the observable
world” (9).
Though Stevens had moments of affirming “Not Ideas about the Thing
but the Thing Itself,” he also, at least just as frequently, inverted the
allegiance that title proclaims, as in another late poem, “Reality Is an
Activity of the Most August Imagination.” Indeed, Stevens is the most
Coleridgean of the modernists, most notably in articulating a postromantic
theory of the imagination that claims transformative powers for the imagination without Coleridge’s transcendentalist metaphysics. What is more,
and somewhat more surprising, Coleridge was prominent in Bishop’s
pantheon as well. For example, to Randall Jarrell in 1956 she enthused
about Coleridge as “that adorable man” and applied to her empathy for
Coleridge Alice James’s testimonial to her almost physical sense of connection with her brother Henry: “ ‘His intestines are my intestines; his
tooth-aches are my tooth-aches” (One Art 324). Advising a would-be poet
about training herself to the task, Bishop in 1975 listed Coleridge among
only five poets before the twentieth century for thorough study and absorption, and then went on to cite as “the great poets of our own century”
the triumvirate of “Marianne Moore, Auden, Wallace Stevens,” with
Auden displacing Lowell on this occasion (One Art 596).
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So my fancy about the meeting between Bishop and Stevens on the
shared location of Key West is not so far-fetched. In fact, in the poems they
wrote about Key West, the beach serves as the liminal littoral between the
pragmatist and idealist aspects of their sensibilities, and the poems formulate their particular contention with those opposing strains in the
American poetic psyche. As Bishop said of and with Stevens, poetry is
“the way a poet should think.” Stevens’ “The Idea of Order at Key West”
comes immediately to mind in this connection, but even more insistently
for Bishop the beach was her place between the “unknowable” sea and
the “unpredictable” shore. Some of her best and most memorable poems
transpire on the various shorelines marking her geographical journey:
“The Map” (from North & South); “At the Fishhouses” at Cape Breton,
Nova Scotia, and “The Bight” in Key West (both from A Cold Spring);
“Arrival at Santos” in Brazil (from Questions of Travel); “The End of
March”on the Massachusetts coast at Duxbury near Cambridge and Boston in her later years (from Geography III). Her “Sandpiper” is the type of
the poet as beach-bird, “looking for something, something, something”
between the “roaring waves” and the myriad, many-colored sand grains.
(Lowell’s poem “Water” remembers Bishop and himself on the Maine coast
as the lapping sea wears away the rock that is their perch and security.)
In putting Stevens and Bishop together on Key West, my fancy wondered
whether we might hear something of her in the song he heard there,
whether she was singing his song or he was hearing hers.
“The Idea of Order at Key West” provided the title of Stevens’ second
collection of poems, Ideas of Order (1936), a book that Bishop told Moore
she was “so pleased to have” (One Art 45). The poem posits a narrative or
pseudo-narrative rather than a lyric situation by having the speaker present himself not as the lyric singer but as the meditating listener to the
song of a woman walking on the beach, she in turn listening to the
tumultuous sea. The speaker ponders the age-old question that the romantics fixed on with increasing desperation as revealed religion and philosophical certitude waned in the modern period: is “body wholly body”
(CP 128) or does it embody spirit? Is meaning incarnate in material forms,
or is nature the arena only of blind chance and blundering accident or at
best a battleground of merely physical laws? Is the world apprehended
by the conscious observer “an old chaos” (CP 70), as Stevens puts it in
“Sunday Morning”? In the Key West poem the schism between mind and
nature seems complete: what the woman and the speaker hear is the
“sound” and “sound alone” of “The meaningless plungings of water and
the wind” (CP 129). With the flat declaration “The sea was not a mask”
(CP 128), Stevens may be echoing and inverting Ahab’s conviction that
“all visible objects . . . are but as pasteboard masks” (Moby-Dick 220), but
Ahab’s wild words tell the pious Starbuck that nature’s symbols hide more
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than they reveal and what they hide has much more likely a malign, not
a providential, intent. But even if Stevens was not thinking of Melville’s
pessimistic response to Emerson here, his very statement of denial—“The
sea was not a mask”—serves to raise the old romantic aspiration to see
nature, as Emerson said we could, as “symbol of spirit,” to read correspondences, as Coleridge said we could, between the material world and the
perceiving consciousness and through these correspondences to intuit a
divinity pervading and joining subject and object. Whatever Stevens’ aspiration, the transcendent link—the transcendent signifier, poststructuralists would say—is missing. Consequently, in the early “Sunday Morning”
the male meditative speaker tells his female interlocutor that “Divinity
must live within herself” (CP 67), if it is to live anywhere, and in a late
poem the male speaker instructs his “interior paramour” with a similar
proposition: “God and the imagination are one” (CP 524).
For what the woman sees and hears at the beach is not what she sings,
and the speaker experiences her song as the third term that in some sense
mediates between mind and nature not by denying nature’s “meaningless” violence but by turning sound and noise into voice and word. The
song is “more than” the sea’s “sound alone” without sense. It is “more
even than her voice” as voice; the made song makes sense out of nonsense.
The “mundo” of the imagination is more than the real world; in the
experiencing of the mundo it is the only world we know: “there never was
a world for her/ Except the one she sang and, singing, made” (CP 130).
In Shelley’s essay “On Life” he summed up the radical alienation bequeathed by Enlightenment rationalism: “nothing exists but as it is perceived” (173); but Shelley’s response, like that of the other major romantics,
was to affirm all the more the empowering and synthesizing potential of
the imagination’s perceptions. If there is no God in the world, then the
world is indeed not cosmos but “an old chaos.” From that perspective the
proposition that “God and the imagination are one” can be read as a
reduction of creative divinity to an imaginative figment. But what if,
nevertheless and at the same time, the statement offered something like
an apotheosis of the powers of human creativity? All of Stevens’ career in
verse and prose proceeds from the assumption that the imagination has
the ennobling and sublime opportunity to counter chaos and make the
“meaningless plungings” “acutest” in measuring them into song.
Moreover, when Stevens says that the woman’s song “made / The sky
acutest at its vanishing” (CP 129), he means not only that it measured the
flux with the most painful and poignant intensity but also that the intense
pressures of that translation into song are in some sense creative and
transform the flux into words and rhythms whose “ghostlier demarcations” and “keener sounds” (CP 130) suggest other possibilities of resonance. In fact, Stevens’ poem asserts that this very miracle has transpired
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even as the poem itself has transpired. For the effect of hearing the
woman’s song is to make the scene seem less disordered, seem more
susceptible to order, more capable of order, and so, in our perception at
least, in our imaginative experience at least, more ordered. Living in the
mundo allows us to live in the world. This is what Stevens meant by the
“capable imagination” (CP 249) creating an agreement with reality. The
speaker in the poem turns to his heretofore unacknowledged companion,
as in a dramatic monologue, to expostulate his “idea of order” in the
famous lines that cast a romantic spell over the scene:
Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,
Why, when the singing ended and we turned
Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights,
The lights in the fishing boats at anchor there,
As the night descended, tilting in the air,
Mastered the night and portioned out the sea,
Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles,
Arranging, deepening, enchanting night. (CP 130)
By now it is clear that the song we have been hearing is not really the
woman’s but the speaker’s—that is to say, Stevens’. It has been Stevens’
voice, not hers, all along; he does not give us a single syllable of her song.
Even if he did actually hear a woman singing on the beach, the woman in
the poem is at once the figment and exemplar of his capable imagination:
his Jungian anima, his interior paramour, his muse. As the real artificer,
the speaker turns to his companion, named for the aestheticist Ramon
Fernandez, and asks twice why the harbor now seems arranged, mastered,
enchanted. The question is rhetorical because the answer has been
achieved in the poem he (and now we) are completing. It demonstrates
the psychological and moral and (by extension) social function of poetry,
and if that function did not satisfy Stevens’ leftist critics in 1936, it “more
than” suffices for him because it “helps us to live our lives” (NA 36).
As it turns out, a reading of “The Idea of Order at Key West” with
Bishop’s Key West poem serves to undercut my fancy that she and Stevens
might have metaphorically shared the beach at some point; but, in terms
of the configuration of American poetry, it provides fresh insight into the
large shift that began to occur about the middle of the century. For, however compelling Bishop found Stevens’ conception of the imagination, she
could not share it any more than she could share Coleridge’s romantic
transcendentalism or Moore’s religious reading of the human dilemma.
“The Bight,” written in 1948 about Garrison Bight in Key West, resolves
the tension between idealism and pragmatism in her own way. Bishop’s
poem, like Stevens’, adopts a quasi-narrative manner, but her persona
speaks in less discursive and grandly abstract, more concretely descriptive
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terms in unrhymed verse looser and more irregular than Stevens’ and
utterly lacking in the rhetorical heroics of his “blessed rage for order.” In
fact, the only negative remark Bishop allowed herself to make about
Stevens to Moore is a complaint about his sonorous rhetoric: “I dislike the
way he occasionally seems to make blank verse moo” (One Art 48).
What Bishop confronts at Garrison Bight is not the high drama of
plunging waves and wind but the messy busyness and dumpy clutter of
a curved shoreline (or bight) at low tide: a prospect of disorder, natural
and human, no less disorderly for being all too ordinary and familiar—
what Stevens once fastidiously called “The malady of the quotidian” (CP
96). The precise observation and trenchant detail that are Bishop’s hallmarks enliven the verbal presentation of the scene, and its workaday
dreariness is sharply contrasted with the symboliste imagination that would
try to transform it into a fictive mundo. The speaker remarks archly: “if
one were Baudelaire / one could probably hear it [the water at the bight]
turning to marimba music” (EBCP 60). The lines mention Baudelaire but
sound like Stevens. Of course, Stevens loved the French symbolistes, and
“Esthétique du Mal” proclaims his affinity with Baudelaire. So Baudelaire,
who would never have heard the Latin American beat of marimba music,
stands in for Stevens here, particularly but not exclusively in the exotic
and heavily alliterated gaudiness of his early poems.
Bishop’s own figurative language functions in a detailed and accurate
description of the scene such as Stevens was not interested in rendering,
but at the same time it keeps the reader aware of the play of mind,
transforming the beachscape into her own imaginative terms as it describes. Thus, in a barrage of similes, the boats and pilings are “dry as
matches,” the pelicans hit the water “it seems to me, like pickaxes,” the
tails of the circling man-of-war birds are open “like scissors” and tense
“like wishbones,” the shark tails “hung up to dry / for the Chinese-restaurant trade” glint like the blades of “little plowshares” (EBCP 60). The
uncanny and unsettling accuracy of the similes defamiliarizes the familiar
and suggests the danger as well a strangeness latent in the familiar: those
cutting edges and slicing blades, the odd elision from pickax to wishbone
to chicken wire, the unnatural combustibility of the water “the color of the
gas flame turned as low as possible” and ignitable by the match-like
pilings. Yet the catastrophe delays, and the bight remains its familiar self;
the final lines read:
Click. Click. Goes the dredge,
and brings up a dripping jawful of marl.
All the untidy activity continues,
awful but cheerful. (EBCP 60–61)
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The pun on “untidy,” conflating the mess of the scene with the low tide,
and the internal rhyme of “awful” with “jawful” add to the witty bathos
of the concluding and epitomizing pair of adjectives—“awful but cheerful”—as the imperturbable dredge goes on grazing up marl from the
bight’s bottom like a mechanized dinosaur.
The issue on which the whole poem turns, as in “The Idea of Order at
Key West,” is the validity of natural correspondences. The word occurs
well along in Bishop’s poem, after the description of the little white boats,
all abandoned derelicts, some “stove in,” which she sees “piled up” along
the waterline “like torn-open, unanswered letters” (EBCP 60). The next
line then extends the trope to the entire scene: “The bight is littered with
old correspondences.” The introduction of Baudelaire some lines previous
evokes here Baudelaire’s symboliste proposition of the world of correspondences and, behind that, the romantic doctrine of natural correspondences
from Swedenborg to Coleridge, from Blake to Emerson (and thence to
Pound and H.D.). But in Bishop’s world the correspondences are the litter
of dead letters: old and lost, ripped open but unanswered, contents scattered. Moreover, the parenthetical notation “[On my birthday],” tucked in
just under the poem’s title, invests the scene and the poem with understatedly portentous personal relevance: the bight is her world. The phrase
“it seems to me” occurs only once, but it constellates the details of the
bight in her consciousness as the mise en scène of her life at this point. If,
as Shelley says, “nothing exists but as it is perceived,” then the poem
presents a ragged configuration that comprises the “correspondences” of
her situation. Anticipating this notion, she wrote to Lowell, shortly before
composing the poem, a description of Garrison Bight with, in the last
sentence, an affirmation of her personal correspondence with the place:
“The water looks like blue gas—the harbor is always a mess, here, junky
little boats all piled up, some hung with sponges and always a few half
sunk or splintered up from the most recent hurricane. It reminds me a
little of my desk” (One Art 154). What is more, the function of this act of
verbal and figurative perception—the letter to Lowell, the consequent
poem—is to stave off the menacing disaster the scene portends, for the
correspondences here are signs of disconnectedness and disaster rather
than of connection and renewal. To the doctor who tried to treat her
physical and psychological crises, she sent a copy of “The Bight” with the
remark: “I still think if I can just keep the last line in mind [“awful but
cheerful”], everything may still turn out all right” (One Art 184).
At other times she could not maintain even the semblance of cheer: wit,
yes, but not cheer. Then she drew on the resources of wit and imagination,
most scarily perhaps in “At the Fishhouses,” to face the worst and admit
life as tragedy. “At the Fishhouses” was written at Key West in 1947, the
year before “The Bight,” from notes taken the previous summer about
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Lockeport Beach in Nova Scotia. The heading of these notes, “Geographical Mirror,” continues her exploration of location and dislocation for correspondences. Most of the time, Bishop chose pragmatically not to push
the drama to tragedy or apocalypse. Like Frost, she learned to use wit as
a prudent weapon of self-defense against the assault of nature and mortality, but, also like Frost, she occasionally used wit to approach and test
the abyss. In that risky venture the conclusion of “At the Fishhouses”
moved Lowell to tell her that it was her best poem yet. Here is the climax
to which the poem has been making its way with seemingly meandering
but actually strategic indirection:
Cold dark deep and absolutely clear,
element bearable to no mortal,
to fish and to seals . . . One seal particularly
I have seen here evening after evening.
He was curious about me. He was interested in music;
like me a believer in total immersion,
so I used to sing to him Baptist hymns.
I also sang “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.”
He stood up in the water and regarded me
steadily, moving his head a little.
Then he would disappear, then suddenly emerge
almost in the same spot, with a sort of shrug
as if it were against his better judgment.
Cold dark deep and absolutely clear,
the clean gray icy water . . . Back, behind us,
the dignified tall firs begin.
Bluish, associating with their shadows,
a million Christmas trees stand
waiting for Christmas. The water seems suspended
above the rounded gray and blue-gray stones.
I have seen it over and over, the same sea, the same,
slightly, indifferently swinging above the stones,
icily free above the stones,
above the stones and then the world.
If you should dip your hand in,
your wrist would ache immediately,
your bones would begin to ache and your hand would burn
as if the water were a transmutation of fire
that feeds on stones and burns with a dark gray flame.
If you tasted it, it would first taste bitter,
then briny, then surely burn your tongue.
It is like what we imagine knowledge to be:
dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free,
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drawn from the cold hard mouth
of the world, derived from the rocky breasts
forever, flowing and drawn, and since
our knowledge is historical, flowing, and flown.
(EBCP 65–66)
The paradoxical and apocalyptic conflagration of water, deferred in
“The Bight,” is recognized here at the end, consuming the world. But the
passage begins with a beguilingly whimsical correspondence between the
speaker and a particular seal—both, she claims, believers in total immersion in the watery element, hence both Baptists, hence both comforted by
the providential security promised in old hymns like “A Mighty Fortress
Is Our God.” Our God; but do they share a God, a sense of baptism? When
the seal does immerse totally, the speaker shrewdly does not, and her bluff
at correspondence is called. It is a bluff because she knew already that the
seal’s element (sea/seal) is unbearable and deadly to humans. So the
passage has to begin again, more grimly this time, with the succession of
adjectives—“Cold dark deep and absolutely clear”—that set the sea
against the land. There the trees stand (with a pun on “stand of trees”)
like alarmed humans waiting for the advent of the Christmas mystery to
confirm God’s redemptive incarnation in history and human existence.
But in the poem Christmas does not come, and without Christmas everything on land is threatened with a fatal immersion in the apocalypse of
the sea’s icy fire: “indifferently swinging above the stones, / icily free
above the stones, / above the stones and then the world.” No Baptist after
all, she cannot imagine an immersion because she cannot imagine transcendence. In Stevens’ terms her imagination is not “capable.”
This time, however, she makes herself test the waters tentatively and
hypothetically: “If you should dip your hand in,” “If you tasted it,” you
would know something of the fiery ice of the absolute wherein utter
freedom and utter necessity annihilate human contingencies: “It is like
what we imagine knowledge to be.” And in the last lines of the poem the
absolute is mythologized not as the Spirit Father whose Christmas Son
seems not yet to have redeemed nature but as Nature the Terrible Mother
whose “rocky breasts” feed her offspring chilling fire, whose “cold hard
mouth” engorges what her womb has birthed. Lowell tried to convince
Bishop to excise the image of the mother, and in the journal notes of
“Geographical Mirror” she had herself canceled out the phrase “a great
rocky breast” (Millier 181). By the time she was finishing the poem, however, she realized that she had to have as an image of the absolute fact of
nature and mortality an image that was not just “awful but cheerful” but
also sublime and awesome. In time and history the knowledge of the
absolute is rendered in the elision from the present participle to the past:
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“flowing and drawn” becomes, in the metamorphosis of an internal
rhyme, “flowing, and flown,” knowing and known.
For Bishop, therefore, the mundo of the imagination, gorgeous and
alluring as the poet can make it, came to seem too fictive a diversion from
the necessity, at certain defining points in life, of dipping the hand into
the briny absolute—at once inhuman freedom and inhuman necessity—
and tasting its cold fire. So in the end my initial fancy was no more than
that—a fancy, but it was an initiating fancy for my musing on Stevens and
Bishop. They shared an existential sense of living in a world of chance.
But Bishop was not the woman in Stevens’ song; she learned, from him
as from Moore, to sing her own. In twentieth-century American poetry the
transition from Stevens to Bishop is perhaps more historically telling and
symptomatic than the more fully noted transition from Moore to Bishop.
It marks one of the strands of descent and dissent defining the shift from
modernism to postmodernism, from the heroic aspiration that the imagination can help us prevail to the wry hope that it can help us at least to
endure and, in the poets since Bishop and Lowell, to the bemused acceptance that it can only help us play. For many of Ashbery’s contemporaries
and of the generation after his, Stevens’ rhetoric, even when they admired
and emulated it, seemed even more like mooing than it did to Bishop.
Lynn Keller was correct, therefore, in placing Bishop “closer to Stevens
(and to Ashbery) than to Moore” (105) in her existential sense of the
modern. What is more, if we see Ashbery as a further step than Bishop in
the American poet’s negotiation between idealism and pragmatism, between the act of the mind and the fact of the world, then we can see the
succession from Stevens to Bishop to Ashbery either, from the modernist
perspective, as tracing a declension from the sublime notion of a capable
and empowering imagination or, from the postmodernist perspective, as
stripping away the delusive and even dangerous claims that modernists
inherited from their romantic forebears. Critics differ radically in the way
they evaluate the course of twentieth-century American poetry, but for
myself I have to conclude that as much as I admire Bishop’s tenacious,
resilient stoicism and even Ashbery’s deadly serious playfulness, much
has been lost to the scope of the spirit and the power of the imagination
since Stevens’ notion of the supreme fiction, not to mention since Coleridge’s notion of the concrete universal.
Stanford University
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Elizabeth Bishop and Postmodernism
BARBARA PAGE

T

HOUGH ELIZABETH BISHOP is a near-contemporary whose life
and career have by now been well documented, she has proved
curiously elusive to scholars attempting to place her among her
poetic forebears and successors. This is partly owing to the delayed recognition of her work and her extraordinary posthumous fluorescence, but
I shall argue that it is also partly owing to continuities among successive
generations of poets that have been less well recognized than the differences among them. A further difficulty in placing Bishop securely in
literary historical time, however, stems from conflicts among scholars over
the segmentation and definition of poetic periods from the romantic era
to our own. In this essay, I shall first examine pertinent discussions, particularly of the relation between modernism and postmodernism, and then
consider aspects of Bishop’s work in relation both to definitions of poetic
periods and to other poetic practitioners. My point of departure is Marjorie
Perloff’s essay “Pound/Stevens: Whose Era?,” which summarizes what
she sees as the unresolved problem that “came to obsess Modernism:
whether poetry should be lyric or collage, meditation or encyclopedia, the
still moment or the jagged fragment.” As Perloff points out, the repressed
third in the aesthetic conflict of her title is T. S. Eliot, “a bloke whose work
both Pound and Stevens had been reading since its inception” (23). Albert
Gelpi argues that in modernism we find an “intensification of Romantic
irony to the point of rupture,” but also a continuing affirmation of imagination, “though shorn of mystical and idealist claims,” as “still the supreme human faculty of cognition, empowering the artist . . . to decreate
disordered experience into aesthetic order” (“Genealogy” 518–19). From
this point of view, in Perloff’s terms, the era belongs to Stevens. Building
on her idea of postmodernism as embracing a poetics of indeterminacy
and tracing a line leading to the Language poets, Perloff argues that among
these—for her, definitive—postmodernists, the balance from the 1960s on
tipped decisively in favor of Pound.1
Lynn Keller leans in Gelpi’s direction, while enlarging the lineage of
modernist poets to include—in addition to Stevens—Moore, Williams, and
the “American” Auden in support of her argument that it was the American modernists who stayed home who proved more useful to important
American poetic successors (6). The poets she selects as representative of
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contemporary American practice in the modernist tradition are Bishop,
Ashbery, Merrill, and Creeley. Eschewing the narrow limitation of the term
“postmodern” to experimental works having an “aggressive emphasis on
textuality and on the web of society’s semiotic codes,” she prefers to see
postmodernism as coincidental with post–World War II writing (8). Keller
remarks that unlike the other poets in her study Bishop belongs to no
school, and this, I would add, may explain in part why she has been linked
with several schools and periods (2). Keller, and others, have described
Bishop as a semi-formalist poet, and it may also be that it was Bishop’s
prosodic in-betweenness that proved useful to successor poets. Keller’s
inclusion of Bishop in the postwar generation, however, is troubling, in
that Bishop was fifteen years or more older than the other poets in her
study and was an acknowledged mentor to two, Ashbery and Merrill.
Although Bishop’s first volume, North & South, was published in 1946,
most of the poems, as Bishop was at pains to explain, were written before
1941, when the United States entered the war. Study of her manuscripts
and notebooks, moreover, reveals that most of her enduring concerns as
a poet had been articulated in one form or another by the 1930s and early
1940s. Bishop may have been slow to publish and slow to gain public
recognition, but she became a mature practitioner of her art in the decade
following her graduation from college.
James Longenbach attempts to rescue postmodernism from what he
sees as overly ideological readings by using the term “in a more plainly
historical fashion to describe any poetry that sees itself self-consciously
as coming after modernism” (470). This view is confirmed by Antony
Easthope and John Thompson, who argue, after the manner of Eliot on
the relation of his generation of poets to their precursors, that the modernists are what the postmodernists know. Postmodernism, they write,
“has surpassed the shock of the new . . . if only because, coming two
generations after modernism, it must accept that as already part of its own
history” (viii). Longenbach points out that Randall Jarrell was “the first
person to use the word ‘postmodern’ in a literary context,” in 1947, in his
review of Robert Lowell’s Lord Weary’s Castle, in which he wavered between describing that book as post- or antimodern, but in any event saw
it as marking the end of the line of modernism (469, 471).
For Longenbach, the poets Hart Crane, Randall Jarrell, and Elizabeth
Bishop are in the purist sense postmodern, in that they “were deeply aware
of writing after the full flush of modernist achievement” (470). In discussions of formative influences on Bishop, the neglected figure for Longenbach is once again T. S. Eliot, whom Bishop interviewed at Vassar College
during his visit there in 1933. In her essay, “Dimensions for a Novel,”
Longenbach sees a desire “to produce something different from her modernist forebears” in her idiosyncratic reading of Eliot’s “Tradition and the
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Individual Talent” as “a theory of hermeneutic indeterminacy.” Responding to Eliot’s notion that the monuments of literary history are “altered by
the introduction of the ‘really new’ work of art,” she proposed in parallel
that the linear sequence of narrative undergoes a “constant readjustment”
as writing proceeds, and that a diagram of this process would look “something like a bramble bush” (Longenbach 474–75). In her essay on Hopkins,
written at about the same time, Bishop discusses the way a poet brings
down to paper “a moving, changing idea or series of ideas,” and illustrates
what she means by inventing the figure of a marksman and his target,
both in motion (476). By highlighting these passages in Bishop’s early
theorizing about writing, Longenbach provocatively takes the very point
at which Bishop may seem most vulnerable to dismissal by some postmodernists as a traditionalist of the Eliot school and turns it into a revelation of Bishop as a nascent postmodernist—in the extreme hypertextual
vein, at that.
Although I like Longenbach’s historical particularity in marking when
for American poets the term “postmodernism” was introduced and also
when a sense of change was confirmed, by John Berryman, with his remark
that “ ‘some period’ ” was “ ‘drawing to a close’ ” (472), I doubt that all
comers will be persuaded that Crane, Jarrell, and Bishop are the purest of
postmodernists, within the expansive thicket of figures currently embraced by that term. From the perspective of the radical experimentalism
of the Language poets, Charles Bernstein argues that modernism itself
should be associated with a recurrent avant-garde and defines it in terms
of a discourse that makes a self-conscious break from the discourse of its
immediate past.2 Accepting the familiar association of modernism with a
“crisis of representation” beginning just before the outbreak of the Great
War and continuing into the period between the two world wars, Bernstein
argues that “postmodern memory” is still recovering from the repressed
shock of World War II, in which “the meaning and urgency of unrepresentability took on explosive new force as a political necessity, as the
absolute need to reground polis” (200). What among the modernists began
as an aesthetic investigation, among the postmodernists became “an act of
human reconstruction and reimagining” (200). Postmodernists rejected
any “lingering positivist and romantic orientations toward . . . master
systems and the poetic Spirit or Imagination as transcendent,” and instead
focused on “particularity, the detail rather than the overview, form understood as eccentric rather than systematic, process more than system, or if
system then system that undermines any hegemonic role for itself” (201).
Thus, Bernstein explains the end, one might say, of the heroic age of
modern poetry in terms of a critique of ideology, but then he goes one step
further to explain the necessity among some postmodern poets of a radical
rejection of traditional uses of language as a psychic imperative “to dis-
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mantle the grammar of control and the syntax of command” (202). From
this perspective, the struggle in the postmodern era lies, in Joseph Conte’s
words, between “retrogressive New Formalists” and “avant-garde Language poetries.” Conte points out that “[m]any of the poets in both groups
were born after 1945” and “had no immediate debt to, or personal contact
with, the great modernist poets, most of whom were born in the 1880s”
(272). The question of proximity to the high modernists is of some import
to the placement of Bishop, who stands between the high modernists and
postwar contemporaries. She did have direct contact with high modernist
writers, even while she quietly but firmly plotted her difference from them.
To get at that connection and difference, I turn now to a brief comparison
between Bishop and Wallace Stevens, one of the “major” men she read
closely and then edged away from.
In the Canon Aspirin passage of “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction,”
many commentators have agreed with Harold Bloom that Stevens
achieves a “heroic” reintegration of the imagination and reality through a
refusal to choose between them:
He had to choose. But it was not a choice
Between excluding things. It was not a choice
Between, but of. He chose to include the things
That in each other are included, the whole,
The complicate, the amassing harmony. (CP 403)3
According to Perloff, for Bloom this choice is “Wordsworthian rather than
Blakean, for it insists that the context of fact or nature can be harmonized
with the more exuberant context of the poet’s apocalyptic desires” (5).
When Bishop once described herself as a minor female Wordsworth, she
was thinking primarily of the content of her poems, the natural description, but she also can be thought of as repeating the early Wordsworth’s
“modernist” reaction against the singing birds of late-eighteenth-century
poetry in his embrace of the “real language of men,” recollected from his
boyhood home at Grasmere.4 Like Wordsworth, Bishop yearned for the
remembered speech and cadences of her early childhood life in the country,
and the rendering of that language in poetry struck her contemporaries,
including Lowell and Jarrell, as markedly original and fresh. But it is the
psychic impulse behind this leaning that I want to concentrate on here.
For Bishop, and perhaps for Wordsworth too, early displacement from
home caused an intense yearning for a return, impossible to realize except
through art. Bishop’s modernist search for her own “usable past,” however, takes place in the aftermath of the heroic, despairing effort of high
modernist poets to synthesize a unified poetic culture from the wreckage
of civilization. By intellect and education she might have been an inheritor
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of that civilization, ruined or not, but by reason of sex, sexuality, and
temperament she stood apart, at a much more deeply ironic moment than
Stevens’, and it is her sense of being unmoored (pun partly intended) from
home, a guest in every household, and of writing from the margins that
now speak to the postmodernism that theorizes decentering and the loss
of the transcendental signified.5 In “Questions of Travel,” Bishop, like
Stevens, addresses the problem of choice, when her archetypal traveler, in
querulous self-vindication, takes a notebook and writes:
“Continent, city, country, society:
the choice is never wide and never free.
And here, or there . . . No. Should we have stayed at home,
wherever that may be?” (EBCP 94)
That “No” is an extra-grammatical eruption, pointing back to a break in
logic and structure and to Bishop’s incapacity to predicate a home base.
If there is no home, there can be no definitive here or there.
There can be memory, though, and nostalgia, and Bishop is, as everyone
recognizes, a great poet of childhood recollected. To the extent that she
can be aligned with late romantic tendencies in modernist poetry, Bishop—
or what she seems to stand for—will be alien to postmodernists bent on
valorizing cultural disruption. Consider Charles Bernstein’s furious rejection of Helen Vendler, for example, when she writes (in her introduction
to The Harvard Book of Contemporary American Poetry) that “The symbolic
strength of poetry consists in giving presence, through linguistic signs, to
absent realities” (Bernstein 17). In his verse essay “Artifice of Absorption,”
Bernstein responds:
First off, one might wonder, why give presence to
“absent realities” & not to absent unrealities,
or why not give absence to (obliterate)
present realities, & so on; but this takes us
too far afield (which is the point). (41)
He continues,
Vendler says
she hopes readers will be provoked by some of the
anthologized poems to say—“ ‘Heavens, I recognize
the place, I know it!’ It is the effect every poet
hopes for.” I would hope
readers might be provoked to say of some poems,
“Hell, I don’t recognize the place or the time or
the ‘I’ in this sentence. I don’t know it.” (42)
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The touchstone line Vendler quotes is of course from Bishop’s poem called
“Poem,” in which Bishop’s scrutiny of her Nova Scotian uncle’s painting
breaks off with a leap from artifice to referent in the world, held in memory:
“I never knew him. We both knew this place” (EBCP 177). With this
movement of mind, Bishop might be said, in Vendler’s words, to give
presence to an absent reality through recollection, just the sort of “modern”
effect Bernstein cites next in his verse essay, when he writes,
one of the features of
the “modernity” that developed in the West after
1795 was an attempt to “naturalize” artifice
. . . by emotionally
necessitating & removing from the foreground
the devices that are an inevitable part of poetic
composition. . . . (42–43)
This would also seem to be the rhetorical force of the line from Bishop
Vendler selects for admiration, except that “Poem” goes on being about
writing a poem, as its title insists, and about the peculiar interactions of
life (the natural or historical), memory (the compression and confusion of
mental images with the object of the look), and artifice:
I can almost remember the farmer’s name.
His barn backed on that meadow. There it is,
titanium white, one dab. The hint of steeple,
filaments of brush-hairs, barely there,
must be the Presbyterian church. (EBCP 176)
Bishop’s persistent reminders of mediating artifice, her reduction of a
transcendental, synthesizing “vision” to a coincidence of “looks” she
shared with her uncle, and her insistence that life and memory turn into
each other—“Which is which?”—keep this poem hovering between the
naturalizing tendency—the substitution of an organicist for a rhetorical
conception of form, in Bernstein’s terms—and the distancing intervention
of artifice.
For forty years at least, Bishop held in mind a figure that focused her
unresolved inquiry into relations between the natural and the artificial.
This figure first appears in a notebook of the 1930s as a title unaccompanied
by a text: “GRANDMOTHER’S GLASS EYE: AN ESSAY IN STYLE.” Eventually,
the title acquired some pages toward an essay, and then in her 1977
Guggenheim application, Bishop proposed to write a poem called “Grandmother’s Glass Eye.” In the draft essay, she writes of her maternal grandmother: “Quite often the glass eye looked heavenward, or off at an angle,
while the real eye looked at you.” She then remarks, “The situation of my
grandmother strikes me as rather like the situation of the poet: the diffiBISHOP AND POSTMODERNISM
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culty of combining the real with the decidedly un-real; the natural with
the unnatural; the curious effect a poem produces of being as [canceled:
‘inevitable’] normal as sight and yet as synthetic, as artificial, as a glass
eye”(Papers 35.570). This preoccupation of Bishop’s also finds its way into
her 1948 essay on Marianne Moore, in which she draws a surprising
comparison between Moore as a poet and Poe as a prose writer, both of
whom, she asserts, “strike a tone of complete truth-telling that is compelling and rare. . . .” Bishop is on her way toward a justification of Moore’s
idiosyncratic verse forms—her “mannerisms”—both as developing “some
completely ‘natural’ idea” through technical skill and as meeting Poe’s
requirement that Originality “demands in its attainment less of invention
than negation” (“As We Like It” 133–34). (Negation here is connected to
the notion derived from Kant of the sublime as the unpresentable [Lyotard
78].) Summing up, with regard to Moore’s poems about animals, Bishop
writes:
With all its inseparable combinations of the formally fabulous with the factual, and the artificial with the perfectly natural, her animal poetry seduces one to dream of some realm of
reciprocity, a true lingua unicornis. (“As We Like It” 135)
In her belief in truth and her faith in description as the way to the real,
Bishop sounds decidedly pre-postmodern, although her notebook meditations reveal an extended concern with how the perceiver may attain to
truth—through glimpses allowed by art, as Poe asserted—or through
intense scrutiny of particulars, because, as Pascal claimed, the truths available within human experience stand separate from one another.6 She
remained acutely aware of poetry as an artifice laid over disparate facts
and held an almost mystical belief in the capacity of versification in all its
artificiality to provide the unifying element that allows truth to be
glimpsed. In this regard, though she affirms Poe’s notion of Originality as
an attainment of the difficult discipline of negativity, she does not hold,
as many postmodernists do, that what we call reality is wholly a construct.
The originality of successful art, for her, is that it clears away stale constructions so that the real can be seen, if only for a second. That is why
“freshness” is one of her highest terms of praise for a writer, as when she
thanks the author of The Diary of “Helena Morley” for “the book that has
kept her childhood for us, as fresh as paint” (Diary, Foreword xxxiv).
Bishop’s sense of poetic artifice, then, differs at the level of epistemology—what can be known—from that which is articulated among postmodern poets, while bearing a family resemblance to their claims about certain
effects of poetic practice. Linda Reinfeld remarks that “Language poetry
tends to privilege the abnormal over the normal, the marginal over the
mainstream, the artificial over the plain” (4). For Bishop, by contrast, the
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natural and the artificial are maintained in constant tension. Still, despite her
“country mouse” downrightness of address, her long-standing meditation
on the eye of artifice is of interest and should perhaps prompt some revisiting of the radical precursors of postmodernism among the high modernists
and their precursors among the Symbolistes, whom she studied with care.
Though she rejected the irrationalism of the surrealists, Bishop paid considerable attention to dream states and introduced perceptual shifts of
dreaming into a number of her early poems, including “The Unbeliever,”
“Sleeping on the Ceiling,” and “Sleeping Standing Up.” Of more direct pertinence, though, is her 1937 story “The Sea & Its Shore,” whose hero is Edwin Boomer, a prototypical postmodernist. Drunk most of the time and
living on the literal margin between land and sea, in a house that “was more
like an idea of a house than a real one,” Boomer has taken up the “priest-like
task” of clearing the beaches of scrap paper, because “the tempo of modern
life is too rapid” and “[o]ur presses turn out too much paper covered with
print . . . for nature to take care of herself” (Prose 171–72). Eventually, because of his obsessive study of the fragmentary writings he gathered and
burned, the world of nature and the world of words became hopelessly confused: “To Boomer’s drunken vision the letters appeared to fly from the
pages. He raised his lantern and staff and ran waving his arms, headlines
and sentences streaming around him, like a man shooing a flock of pigeons”
(Prose 175). In this story, attention is directed to language and print at the
level of the fable, not, as in much postmodern writing, at the level of the medium of composition itself. Yet Boomer’s befuddled musings both enact the
retreat from romantic faith in the constructive power of the imagination and
foreshadow questions about language and genre that preoccupy postmodern writers. Thinking about authors of stories, Boomer reflects, “he depended on ‘their imagination,’ and was even its slave, but at the same time
he thought of it as a kind of disease” (Prose 177–78). Making “no distinction
between the bewilderments of prose and those of poetry,” he nightly struggled to make sense of the proliferating fragments of print:
But what did these things mean?
Either because of the insect armies of type so constantly besieging his eyes, or because it was really so, the world, the whole
world he saw, came before many years to seem printed, too.
(Prose 178)
Among honored modernist precursors of postmodernist writers, the
rising figure is not Ezra Pound but Gertrude Stein, whose work Bishop
knew well and about whom she took more notice than has generally been
recognized, especially in the time before and leading up to her writing of
“The Sea & Its Shore.” In a letter to Moore, in which she mentions working
on this story, she says that reading Moore’s review of Stein brought her to
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the point of buying the book, “although I decided quite a while ago that
I had bought quite enough, too much, of Miss Stein” (One Art 47). In 1934,
when Stein delivered one of her Lectures in America at the New School in
New York, Bishop was present in the audience, and tucked away in one
of her notebooks of the period are several pages of notes on Stein’s lecture,
“Portraits and Repetition,” including remarks on the distinction between
composition based on resemblance that requires memory and that, like
the cinema, in which there is a continuous statement through the production of a series that is “no memory, all movement” (Papers 74.1). Commenting on the importance of Stein for Language poets, Peter Nicholls
remarks that what Language poets see as distinctly new in their practice
is the repudiation of a “whole tradition of writing about remembered
experience of the lyric self, turning attention instead to the ‘tense-less’
condition of language as medium” (121). Most readers, I think, would see
Bishop as standing in the tradition of the lyric self writing about remembered experience, and yet one can find in comments and notes a certain
persistent tension about predication and linguistic structure, as in her
often-quoted comment to Marianne Moore:
But I have that continuous uncomfortable feeling of “things”
in the head, like icebergs or rocks or awkwardly placed pieces
of furniture. It’s as if all the nouns were there but the verbs
were lacking—if you know what I mean. (One Art 94)
She concludes this passage, saying, “But you remember how Mallarmé
said that poetry was made of words, not ideas—and sometimes I’m terribly
afraid I am approaching, or trying to approach it all, from the wrong track”
(One Art 94).7 Although hanging onto the romantic faith in the world as
idea, Bishop’s likening of words to things and her struggle with syntax
tug her toward the radical interrogators of language in the Pound and
Stein traditions.
While living in Brazil, Bishop worked at a verse-letter to Lowell and
Moore, never completed, that articulated her sense of being bogged down
in language. In it, endless rain postpones the “view,” and an impassable
road prefigures an impasse in writing:
and sometime during the night
the poem I was trying to write
has turned into prepositions:
ins and aboves and upons
what am I trying to do?
Change places in a canoe?
method of composition—. . . .
(qtd. in Millier 314)
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When the emphasis in language shifts from nouns and verbs to prepositions, attention shifts from the order of things and acts in space and time
to the motion of continual relationships, as the Canadian poet Erin Mouré
has shown.8 Ordinarily, Bishop is rightly seen, and saw herself, as a descriptive poet who placed her faith in nouns, yet her sense of displacement,
in the world and in language, arose early and remained strong throughout
her career. In her story “In Prison,” the unnamed narrator recounts a
feeling of being out and of having to construct the object of her desire, a
birdcage-like prison. Reflecting on the unsatisfactory incarceration of convicts she had observed, who were released each day to seek employment,
she writes, “there must have hung over their lives the perpetual irksomeness of all half-measures, of ‘not knowing where one is at’ ” (Prose 183).
The point, she writes, is that “One must be in; that is the primary condition” (Prose 182).9 The quoted colloquialism “not knowing where one is
at” permits the preposition to dangle; the italicized terminus “in” determinedly cuts off the “where” or “what.” The narrator’s fantasies of prison
are insistently mediated through pictures and books (The Enormous Room,
The Count of Monte Cristo, The Ballad of Reading Gaol, and so on), but her
desire is not to attain to a library but to be confined to one dull book,
perhaps the second volume, if the first would familiarize me
too well with the terms and purpose of the work. Then I shall
be able to experience with a free conscience the pleasure, perverse, I suppose, of interpreting it not at all according to its
intent. Because I share with Valéry’s M. Teste the “knowledge
that our thoughts are reflected back to us, too much so, through
expressions made by others. . . .” (Prose 187–88)
The narrator closes an ongoing meditation on the difference between
Choice and Necessity with a prepositional shift from action to reflex and
a verbal self-correction we have come to recognize as a signature of
Bishop’s style:
“Freedom is knowledge of necessity”; I believe nothing as ardently as I do that. And I assure you that to act in this way is
the only logical step for me to take. I mean, of course, to be
acted upon in this way is the only logical step for me to take.
(Prose 191)
Bishop does not quite see herself locked into Jameson’s prison house of
language, but in this fable she edges toward it, aspiring to the condition
of in-ness and binding herself to a world of mediated forms.
In a verse-essay based on couplets of six-word lines entitled “The
Marginalization of Poetry,” postmodern poet and theorist Bob Perelman
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attempts a paradoxical rescue of poetry from marginality by attending to
its marginality of form:
But to defend this
(poem) from its own attack, I’ll
say that both the flush left
and irregular right margins constantly loom
as significant events, often interrupting what
I thought I was about to
write and making me write something
else entirely. Even though I’m going
back and rewriting, the problem still
reappears every six words. So this,
and every poem, is a marginal
work in a quite literal sense. (232)
In its self-conscious, punning attention to itself as construct, Perelman’s
parenthesized poem comments on a poetic tradition it takes exception to,
and we can easily see in it criticism of the sort of poetry Bishop composed,
in his dismissal of
first person meditations
where the meaning of life becomes
visible after 30 lines. (237)
Or can we? Here Perelman sounds rather like Bishop herself, at times, in
lines like “Oh, must we dream our dreams / and have them, too? / And
have we room / for one more folded sunset, still quite warm?” (“Questions
of Travel” [EBCP 93]). And in her punning deflation of romantic faith in
continuities among subject, world, and poem, in “The Bight,” in which the
little white boats wrecked in the last storm lie on their sides “like tornopen, unanswered letters,” and yield to the line “The bight is littered with
old correspondences” (EBCP 60). Or in the crazy dis-correspondence between literal objects on a desk and what the perceiving subject makes of
them, in “12 O’Clock News,” a prose poem that began in the 1930s and
was finally published in Geography III, placed just before “Poem.”
Finally, Bishop’s appeal for postmodernists lies in her persistently offangled vision—or look—at an endlessly problematic world of process
rather than arrivals, just going on, like the dredge at the end of “The Bight.”
Like her ultimate marginal, the sandpiper, Bishop continues, with one foot
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in the romantic camp—a student of Blake—and the other on the ever-moving sand, in a world wonderfully detailed but never explained, where “the
Atlantic drains / rapidly backwards and downwards”:
The world is a mist. And then the world is
minute and vast and clear. The tide
is higher or lower. He couldn’t tell you which.
His beak is focussed; he is preoccupied,
looking for something, something, something.
Poor bird, he is obsessed!
The millions of grains are black, white, tan, and gray,
mixed with quartz grains, rose and amethyst.
(EBCP 131)
Whereas the visionary Blake professed to see a world in a grain of sand,
the best Bishop’s obsessed, preoccupied sandpiper can hope for is to see
the world as many grains of sand, one after another.
Vassar College
Notes
1

Gelpi disputes Perloff’s (and Hugh Kenner’s) assertion that the modernists were aiming
at a poetics of indeterminacy. Whereas Perloff sets up an opposition between Pound and
Stevens, Gelpi sees in both Pound and Stevens the aim to achieve a “coherent splendor.” See
his book by that title.
2
Lyotard, too, argues that avant-gardes are recurrent moments of modernity, “perpetually
flushing out artifices of presentation which make it possible to subordinate thought to the
gaze and to turn it away from the unpresentable.” Declaring that a “work can become modern
only if it is first postmodern,” he asserts that postmodernism “is not modernism at its end
but in the nascent state, and this state is constant” (79).
3
Discussed with reference to Bloom in Perloff (4–5).
4
It was in looking over the poems that ultimately went into A Cold Spring that Bishop
remarked, “I find I’m really a minor female Wordsworth—at least, I don’t know anyone else
who seems to be such a Nature Lover” (One Art 222).
5
Filmmaker and theorist Trinh Minh-ha writes: “Home for the exile in a secular and
contingent world is always provisional. The safe ground and secure delimitations of the
familiar territory take on different oppressive faces as home can also become prison, while
the prison is not a prison when willing slaves either prefer not to recognize, or remain blind
to the false humanity and disguised barbarity that allow them to live with the illusion of a
reassuring order.” She continues, “for those who remain strangers in their homeland and
foreigners in their new homes, feeling repeatedly out of place within every familiar world,
it is vital to question settlement, as well as to make it easier for the diversely unsettled ones
to bear the anxieties of unwonted seclusion. Home and language in such a context never
become nature” (193–94). These remarks shed light both on the present discussion of Bishop’s
“Questions of Travel” and on her story “In Prison,” discussed below.
6
For further discussion of Bishop’s interest in Pascal and Poe, see my essay “Off-Beat
Claves, Oblique Realities: The Key West Notebooks of Elizabeth Bishop” (205–06).
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7
The persistent reference to Mallarmé among poets who seem to tend in opposing directions suggests that the conception of lyric poetry has not shifted greatly through the periodic
changes implied by romanticism, modernism, and postmodernism. As Perloff observes,
“Mallarmé, for example, whose Symbolist poetics is at the very heart of Modernism, shares
the Romantic belief that poetry is lyric, and that lyric is the expression of what Stevens was
to call the ‘Supreme Fiction’ or the ‘First Idea’ ” (178). Pound distinguishes poetry from drama:
“whereas the medium of poetry is WORDS, the medium of drama is people moving about
on a stage and using words” (46). In an interview for the Talisman volume on Postmodern
Poetry, Rosmarie Waldrop remarks, “I think really what any good poet does is listening to
the words and letting them take over and take us by the hand, taking us in unforeseen
directions, stretching our original ideas, which can always stand to be stretched.” Her
interlocutor then says, “Which is the reason wisdom isn’t the best guide,” to which Waldrop
replies, “for poets—oh no, not at all. Remember that famous exchange when Degas said to
Mallarmé, It’s funny, I have lots of ideas. Why can’t I write poems? And Mallarmé said, Well,
poems aren’t made with ideas; they’re made with words” (142–43).
8
Mouré writes of her ambition: “To try to move the force in language from the
noun/verb centre. To de/centralize the force inside the utterance from the noun/verb, say,
to the preposition. Even for a moment. To break the vertical hold. To empower the preposition
to signify and utter motion, the motion of the utterance, and thereby Name.” She continues,
“If the preposition can disturb the force of the utterance and phrase: this changes reading.
Like the eye reads the TV screen: the screen’s multiplicity of repetition creates the image for
us, the image not On the screen but embedded IN the repetitions. The THING we are seeing
is a MOTION. The Motion before the Name. The image/thing is not object, but act. Not act,
but act act act—a continual relation” (94–95). Cf. Stein on cinema, in “Repetition and Portraits,” a passage on which Bishop took notes (Stein 176).
9
Discussing Bishop’s efforts to write about her mother’s madness and death, Sandra Barry
cites a line from Bishop’s “Reminiscences of Great Village,” an unpublished precursor to her
story “In the Village,” written in the mid-1930s, and gives its curious prepositional surplus
a dire implication. Pointing out that Bishop “remained aware of her mother until Gertrude’s
death on 29 May 1934,” Barry argues that this “explains the apparently anachronic statement
in the ‘Reminiscences’: ‘It was May she went away in’ ” (36).

Works Cited
Barry, Sandra. “Shipwrecks of the Soul: Elizabeth Bishop’s Reading of Gerard Manley Hopkins.” Dalhousie Review 74.1 (Spring 1994): 25–50.
Bernstein, Charles. A Poetics. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992.
Bishop, Elizabeth. “As We Like It.” Quarterly Review of Literature 4.2 (1948): 129–35.
———. The Collected Prose. Ed. Robert Giroux. New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1984.
———. The Complete Poems, 1927–1979. New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1983.
———, trans. The Diary of “Helena Morley.” 1957. New York: Ecco Press, 1977.
———. One Art. Letters, sel. and ed. Robert Giroux. New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1994.
———. Papers. Vassar College Library, Poughkeepsie, N.Y.
Conte, Joseph M. Unending Design: The Forms of Postmodern Poetry. Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press, 1991.
Easthope, Antony, and John O. Thompson, eds. Contemporary Poetry Meets Modern Theory.
Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 1991.
Gelpi, Albert. A Coherent Splendor: The American Poetic Renaissance, 1910–1950. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988.

178

THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL

———. “The Genealogy of Postmodernism: Contemporary American Poetry.” Southern Review 26.3 (Summer 1990): 517–41.
Keller, Lynn. Re-making It New: Contemporary American Poetry and the Modernist Tradition.
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987.
Longenbach, James. “Elizabeth Bishop and the Story of Postmodernism.” Southern Review
28.3 (Summer 1992): 469–84.
Lyotard, Jean-François. The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Minneapolis:
Minnesota University Press, 1984.
Millier, Brett C. Elizabeth Bishop: Life and the Memory of It. Berkeley, Los Angeles, Oxford:
University of California Press, 1993.
Mouré, Erin. Furious. Concord, Ontario: Anansi Press, 1988.
Nicholls, Peter. “Difference Spreading: From Gertrude Stein to L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E
Poetry.” Contemporary Poetry Meets Modern Theory. Ed. Antony Easthope and John O.
Thompson. Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 1991.
Page, Barbara. “Off-Beat Claves, Oblique Realities: The Key West Notebooks of Elizabeth
Bishop.” Elizabeth Bishop: The Geography of Gender. Ed. Marilyn May Lombardi. Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia, 1993.
Perelman, Bob. “The Marginalization of Poetry.” Essays in Postmodern Culture. Ed. Eyal
Amiran and John Unsworth. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993.
Perloff, Marjorie. The Dance of the Intellect: Studies in the Poetry of the Pound Tradition.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985.
Pound, Ezra. ABC of Reading. 1934. New York: New Directions, 1960.
Reinfeld, Linda. Language Poetry: Writing as Rescue. Baton Rouge and London: Louisiana
State University Press, 1992.
Stein, Gertrude. Lectures in America. 1935. New York: Vintage Books, 1975.
Stevens, Wallace. The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1954.
Trinh, T. Minh-Ha. “The World as Foreign Land.” When the Moon Waxes Red: Representation,
Gender, and Cultural Politics. New York: Routledge Press, 1991.
Vendler, Helen. Introduction. The Harvard Book of Contemporary American Poetry. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985.
Waldrop, Rosmarie. Interview with Edward Foster. In Edward Halsey Foster, Postmodern
Poetry: The Talisman Interviews. Hoboken, N.J.: Talisman House, 1994.

BISHOP AND POSTMODERNISM

179

Narrative Secrets, Lyric Openings:
Stevens and Bishop
BONNIE COSTELLO

A

MONG MODERN POETS, Stevens is the romantic lyricist par
excellence, so it is not surprising that we can trace Bishop’s dialectic of reality and imagination, north and south, landscape and
mind, along with numerous lyric phrases and habits, to her early absorption in Stevens’ poetry. Bishop’s narrative tendencies, we assume, derive
from other sources—the Bible, Chekhov, Kafka. But, as Daniel Schwarz
has recently shown of Stevens,1 even this poet’s poet has stories to tell.
Schwarz uses Stevens as an extreme test case for the argument that all
organizations of meaning, even the most lyrical, have a narrative dimension, that lyric voice takes shape within narrative. Without challenging the
general proposition that all lyric poems have a narrative element, I wonder
whether Stevens really is a test case. In many instances, he advertises his
interest in narrative. We do not need to venture beyond the first page of
his Collected Poems to encounter Stevens’ explicit engagement with narrative. His titles suggest a desire to draw attention to it. Stevens’ poems, and
Bishop’s after them, often begin as generic hybrids. Narrative is present
in the work of these two poets, not just in the abstract sense, but also by
conspicuous indicators. And rather than being a quest for narrative (as
Schwarz suggests of Stevens), their poems often swerve away from their
narrative beginnings, discovering the lyric in the disruption or suspension
of narrative sequence. In both Stevens and Bishop we find an interest in
narrative forms combined with an ambivalence about the force of narrative. They express attraction to the transitive and temporal nature of
narrative, and a wariness of its sequential, causal logic and closural force.
Although theories of narrative abound there is some consensus about
its basic characteristics. Narrative is usually referential, located in time and
place; it expresses temporality and is driven by a principle of succession;
its temporality is shaped by structures of causation and transformation.
Lyric, on the other hand, tends toward the intransitive and subjective, and
away from temporal expression, evoking instead a present that has no
temporal referent. Lyric is marked more by repetition than by sequence
(of images, sounds, ideas). Roman Jackobson, at least, viewed lyric as more
spatially determined than narrative.2 Recent theory has focused on the
teleological nature of narrative, its propulsion toward mastery and closure,
180

THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL 19.2 (FALL 1995): 180–200.
© 1995 THE WALLACE STEVENS SOCIETY, INC.

and has sometimes identified it with male desire.3 Poetry, by contrast, has
been gendered female because of its ahistorical character, its perceived
passivity, its emphasis on enchantment and absorption.
But at least one recent theorist, Frank Kermode, has sufficiently complicated our understanding of narrative impulses that any strict dichotomy
of narrative and lyric breaks down (although this is not his intended
point).4 Kermode locates within narrative two contrary impulses, one of
“propriety” and one of “secrecy.” Narrative propriety involves the organization of fictional materials toward neat succession and closure, clarity of
effect, mythos, ethos, and dianoia. It is with the expectation of such propriety
that we read narrative. This aspect of narrative satisfies our need to have
the world explained and to encounter the world in strictly linear terms.
But Kermode’s greater interest is in the writer’s wish to be “the poacher
of his own game” rather than the accessible, all-controlling proprietor of
meaning. Equal to the impulse toward linear sequence and conformity of
elements to closed meaning and plot is the impulse to “secrecy,” in which
elements are introduced that do not fit the sequence, do not display their
part in ethos, mythos, and dianoia. This element of secrecy gives the sense
of “spiritual” meaning to supplant “carnal” meaning in the parables of
Mark, for instance, and in any work of fiction produces multiple interpretation, as we try to uncover the secret behind the recalcitrant element of
the text.
Kermode’s The Genesis of Secrecy discusses narrative exclusively. But in
his later essay “Secrets and Narrative Sequence” he makes allusions to
poetry that suggest, inadvertently, that the “secrecy” in narrative marks
its point of affinity with lyric. Indeed, his epigraph to the essay is a poem
of sorts by George Khairallah called “Our Latest Master of the Arts.” The
epigraph begins:
Lucinda can’t read poetry. She’s good,
Sort of, at novels, though. The words, you know,
Don’t sort of get in like Lucinda’s way.5
Although the poem is meant to satirize the sorry state of literary education,
Kermode uses it as epigraph to illustrate the assumption that narrative is
entirely transitive and transparent, that “the words . . . don’t . . . get in
[the] way.” He argues that while we retain this assumption of transitivity
and sequence (indeed the genre of narrative evokes that assumption),
narratives themselves often resist it, words do “get in the way” just as we
expect them to do in poetry, thus stimulating interpretation and limiting
consensus. If we accept Schwarz’s point that the interpretation of poetry
also involves the construction of narrative (though perhaps at a more
abstract level of reference), the generic boundaries begin to break down.
Kermode’s first example, immediately after the epigraph, is another poem,
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Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” Kermode’s illustration of the governing
search for mythos, ethos, and dianoia in narrative is Keats’s interrogation of
the urn:
Hence the first questions we like to ask resemble those of Keats:
“What leaf-fring’d legend . . . What men or gods are these?
What maidens loth? . . . To what green altar?” . . . But Keats,
and we after him, are unable to discover the plot because the
arrangement of the events . . . is not such as to allow us.”6
Keats, and we after him, do not turn from the urn (or narrative) in frustration. Instead we adjust our response by asking different questions that
will produce a different kind of interpretation, one more “spiritual.” Narrative secrets provide an opening for lyric; the blocked reference and
disrupted sequence of the story arouse the intransitive, reiterative energies
that develop the rest of “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” Keats goes on to write a
poem rather than a narrative, and in this way, among so many others, he
is an important precursor for both Stevens and Bishop. Both modern poets
act as narrators and as lyric subverters of narrative.
Not surprisingly, both Stevens and Bishop began with the most secretive
of narrative forms, anecdote and parable. Both forms involve something
at once concealed and revealed. An anecdote is a “secret, private or hitherto
unpublished narrative or detail of history” (OED). Anecdotes often have
the character of nuancing or even violating or disrupting official narrative.
Biblical parable is at the center of Kermode’s argument in The Genesis of
Secrecy, because of its ambiguous function of enshrouding and disclosing
truth. The revisions Stevens and Bishop made of the biblical stories suggest
insights in line with Kermode’s idea of secrecy. When the two poets turned
in later work to explore more complex negotiations of lyric and narrative,
they were drawing on their early experiments with the boundary forms
of anecdote and parable.
Since Harmonium so impressed Bishop as a young poet, we should
notice that this volume, known for its pure poems and high romantic
meditations, also included a number of pieces with anecdote in the title.
Stevens’ titular term can be taken as an antithetical joke or a mark of
deflation (an anecdote of a jar is pointedly not an ode on an urn). But if
we consider anecdote as a species of narrative, we must emphasize its
referentiality (it is specific about place and event) and its temporality. An
anecdote may be brief, but it is not the same as the more atemporal lyric
moment. On the other hand, anecdotes sometimes work within larger
narratives as irritants: they disrupt official history, expose its suppressed
side, invite the interpreter to revise his or her conclusions.
Schwarz argues that Stevens’ poems are really stories of someone working something out or experiencing something. “Anecdote of the Jar” fits
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this description as well as Schwarz’s own example, “Anecdote of the Prince
of Peacocks.” The latter might even be taken as an allegory of narrative.
If we consider the Prince of Peacocks, in Kermode’s terms, as the proprietor
of meaning, Berserk presents an unassimilable element in the narrative
that conceals as much as it reveals. “Earthy Anecdote” might also be read
as someone experiencing something, but at the same time, it does not settle
smoothly into the formula of mythos, ethos, and dianoia. Hence “Earthy
Anecdote” can best illustrate the ways I think Stevens both evokes narrative and subverts it.
Every time the bucks went clattering
Over Oklahoma
A firecat bristled in the way.
Wherever they went,
They went clattering,
Until they swerved
In a swift, circular line
To the right,
Because of the firecat.
Or until they swerved
In a swift, circular line
To the left,
Because of the firecat.
The bucks clattered.
The firecat went leaping,
To the right, to the left,
And
Bristled in the way.
Later, the firecat closed his bright eyes
And slept. (CP 3)
Many of Stevens’ anecdotes, and particularly “Earthy Anecdote,” belong rhetorically to the tradition of the American tall tale, involving the
natural supernaturalism of Paul Bunyan and Pecos Bill. In these tales some
familiar feature of the landscape provides the opening to miraculous
legend. (These stories of heroic misfits, coming from oral traditions that
challenge the claims of written history, bear that mark of impropriety that
awakens the urge to reinterpret and revise official narrative.) Eleanor Cook
has shown the relationship between the firecat in “Earthy Anecdote” and
the act of reading, in which the movement of the firecat from right to left
to right imitates the movement of the eye across the page.7 This would
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seem to explain the secret of the firecat’s disjunctive presence in the natural
scene, inviting a fairly easy transition from literal to figurative, carnal to
spiritual reading. But no linear clarity of effect is so easily obtained in
Stevens, as Cook herself makes clear in her argument. If the firecat is the
proprietor of the bucks, he is also the irrational element that cannot be
reduced to clear and clean effect. If the firecat were merely a counterterm
for the consciousness directing the text, he could just as well have been a
herd dog. The elements of Stevens’ poetry do not conform to this level of
complete propriety and transitivity. The words get in the way. When we
try to domesticate the firecat, to make it conform to a message, we falter.
What is a firecat? How “earthy” is this anecdote? These questions arise
like Keats’s before the urn.
“Earthy Anecdote” is sequential, but it also resists linearity and closure.
Its sequence is full of swerves and circles and its conclusion is only a sleep.
If the firecat is the figure we follow (the proprietor of the narrative), he
also figures what Kermode calls “the unfollowable world.” The indices of
temporal sequence are complicated in “Earthy Anecdote.” An anecdote is
“the narrative of a detached incident or single event, told as being in itself
interesting or striking” (OED), so the form already challenges the code of
narrative connexity. The incident has its own temporal sequence, though,
and, we often infer, a larger plot to which the incident belongs. The
temporal relations in this poem are hard to work out. Repeated event and
single event are conflated, as the imperfect “every time” at the start of the
poem leads to a “later” that designates a specific time in the past. The
result is not so much an atemporal lyric present as a collusion of the
referential moment or moments with the act of reading. In all of these
ways, then, Stevens’ anecdotes both invoke and frustrate the narrative
impulse toward reference, sequential meaning, and closure.
A great many of Bishop’s poems, early and late, are based on anecdotes,
in a much more commonplace, literal sense than in Stevens. Yet in her
work, too, we find the element of secrecy that opens their lyric dimension.
Like “Earthy Anecdote,” “The Fish” invokes folk narrative, specifically the
great American “fish tale” sublimely parodied in Moby-Dick. Bishop’s
anecdote, like Melville’s tale, challenges the official narrative drawn from
the Bible: that man will have dominion over the fish of the sea. Bishop
catches an old, heroic-looking fish without a struggle, but lets it go.
Bishop’s rainbow at the end of “The Fish” explicitly reminds us of the
ancient rainbow that marked this covenant between God and Noah.
Bishop’s ending refutes narrative’s inherent structure of mastery. Yet we
still go back through the poem to interpret even this anti-epiphany in
causal, narrative terms. Why did she let the fish go, we ask. To the extent
that the elements of the poem serve to justify this final action, they serve
plot. Yet as we pursue this sequential logic, we founder on the “victory”
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that fills up the little rented boat. Whose victory? The fish’s? The poet’s?
As we ask such questions the author’s impulse of secrecy rather than
sequence becomes apparent. We can move further back into the poem for
answers to our questions, but the enigmas remain. Again, the words get
in the way of the story’s clear and clean effect. Indeed, we find that the
beginning of the poem is driven by description not altogether in the service
of plot.8 Why is the fish’s skin like old wallpaper? How is this scene related
to Bishop’s personal past? Even if we recognize what Todorov calls an
epistemological rather than a mythological plot, we cannot reduce the
elements of the poem to a simple linear logic.
In Bishop narrative is typically forestalled by description; this is part of
what turns her stories into poems, what makes them more spatial than
linear. But it is also true that each description carries in it the fragment of
another story, so that diachronic sequence is converted into synchronic
layerings of narrative. The description, in other words, introduces a number of free motifs that invite interpretive application to the primary, associated motifs, but that are not obviously connected. In a sense the bladder
of the fish, “speckled with barnacles, / fine rosettes of lime, / and infested
/ with tiny white sea-lice” (EBCP 42), is a figure for this suspension out
of linear logic, as are the strips of skin like ancient wallpaper that embody
another unpursued narrative, one of the poet’s memory, “stained and lost
through age” (EBCP 42). Bishop’s descriptions are full of lost or erased
narratives, like “the admirable scriptures made on stones by stones” (EBCP
68) in “Cape Breton.” We could easily paraphrase the narrative of “The
Fish” without mentioning these descriptive details; they do not obviously
serve the plot. Even when we adjust to read this as an epistemological plot
(most of Bishop’s plots are of this kind), the enigmatic character of the
details remains. How do they serve the sequential movement toward
knowledge? The assumption of what Kermode calls “connexity” (that all
elements of the story will contribute to a dominant meaning and sequence)
is hard to apply. This may be why reviewers of Bishop’s work, even as
late as Geography III, found it desultory.
The act of looking itself often derails narrative sequence in Stevens and
Bishop. The gaze may be part of the plot, but it threatens to overwhelm the
plot, to transfix the observer in visual, spatial phenomena. Or, more positively, it may be that lyric provides a way of extending the gaze without the
terminus required by a plot. Stevens’ “Anecdote of Canna” works in this
way. The anecdotal plot is thwarted and continuity is broken: “thought that
wakes / In sleep may never meet another thought / Or thing” (CP 55). The
poem ends in lyric trance rather than narrative closure or mastery:
X promenades the dewy stones,
Observes the canna with a clinging eye,
Observes and then continues to observe. (CP 55)
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So too Bishop “stared and stared.” But in Bishop looking is itself temporal,
the gaze does not forget time. As Bishop writes at the end of “Over 2,000
Illustrations and a Complete Concordance,” we have “looked and looked
our infant sight away” (EBCP 59). The visionary lyric must reconcile itself
to the narrative terms of human understanding. But if Bishop will not
sustain a visionary state, she is suspicious, as well, of those narrative terms
for experience. Causality is suggested rather than articulated in “and victory filled up / the little rented boat” (EBCP 43; emphasis mine). “And”
stands in for “thus”; “thus” shows through as the desired connection, but
enigmatically, as it does from the first word of “Over 2,000 Illustrations
and a Complete Concordance.” “Thus should have been our travels”
(where “thus” can almost be read as a predicate), but the anecdotes are
“only connected by and and and.”9 In “The Fish,” letting the captured
animal go differs from putting the firecat to sleep, because the act relinquishes rather than suspends the gaze. Bishop’s conclusion has a narrative
sense of ending. But if the gaze is temporal it is not teleological. Stevens
tends to allow the lyric to overtake the narrative impulse, to thrust his
vision out of representation and into metaphor, out of sequence and into
epiphany. Bishop’s negotiations of lyric and narrative leave us in a murky
generic realm that is distinctly temporal, but in which time is not mastered
by causal logic or visionary metalepsis.
Kermode’s emphasis in The Genesis of Secrecy on the Gospel of Mark
brings my attention to the use both Stevens and Bishop make of the master
narrative of the Bible, and particularly biblical parable. Kermode argues
that parable performs a double function of both disclosure and concealment. It can be understood as a device for bringing “carnal” minds a
“spiritual” message they cannot perceive any other way. Conversely, it
may conceal the spiritual message from the uninitiated or carnal-minded.
The many enigmatic elements in Mark, those that do not contribute to
clarity and cleanness of effect and are not obviously necessary to communicating the message, suggest the suppression of a “secret” meaning that
the surface narrative does not give away. Though Kermode does not
mention him, we might recall the allusion Robert Frost made to Mark in
his poem “Directive,” where he presents himself as “a guide . . . Who only
has at heart your getting lost.” Frost’s pseudo-journey is really a series of
lyric secrets and subversions of linear thought, concluding with:
I have kept hidden in the instep arch
Of an old cedar at the waterside
A broken drinking goblet like the Grail
Under a spell so the wrong ones can’t find it
So can’t get saved, as Saint Mark says they mustn’t.
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Mark is perhaps less prominent in Stevens and Bishop, but their approach
to narrative resembles his in certain aspects. As both interpreters and
producers of parable, Stevens and Bishop are interested in secret meanings
and resistant to conventional wisdom. Both poets swerve away from the
sequential logic that dominates the received interpretation of biblical parable.
Stevens’ “Peter Quince at the Clavier” has received ample commentary,
but most relevant to my purpose in exploring the relationship between
narrative and lyric is Mary Nyquist’s “Musing on Susanna’s Music.”10
Nyquist articulates a shift in Stevens’ poem from a metonymic or representational to a metaphoric language. Through this shift, she argues,
Stevens tries to slip out of the logic of male desire that initiates the poem.
Peter Quince is aligned with the Elders in that the music aroused in him
by the spectacle of Susanna moves toward consummation and mastery.
Changes in voice and rhetoric direct the poem out of this metonymic
relation. The result, however, according to Nyquist, is not the ascendancy
of an unvanquished Susanna by herself, nor (as in the Apocryphal narrative) by Daniel’s redemptive representation. (In the Apocrypha he successfully defends her against the Elders, but Stevens omits this part of the
parable, as do many of its borrowers.) Rather, the poet’s shift out of
representational structures altogether marks the ascendancy of his creative
power, from the clownish figure of Peter Quince to the virile figure of the
lyricist. Susanna survives only as a sacramental figure: “The process
whereby the desire the speaker experiences for the woman in ‘blue-shadowed silk’ comes to produce the living poem is a process which, besides
testifying to the poet’s creative potency, ‘preserves as in a vial’ the violated
Susanna whose ‘music’ has mothered the verbal artifact that contains her”
(327). By the play on vial and violated here Nyquist implies that this is a
morally ambiguous transcendence. In the Bible the erotic plot is transformed into a plot of justice and redemption through Daniel’s non-erotic
representation of Susanna. Stevens preserves the erotic plot without yielding to its closural logic; thus he sustains his gaze and the music it stimulates.
Although Nyquist speaks in terms of rhetorical modes rather than
genres, the shift is easy enough to make. As Stevens enters the parable,
his representational language becomes narrative; as he abandons it, his
language becomes lyrical. The poet evades the closural plot of the lustful
Elders, but Susanna, in this transaction, loses her temporal (narrative)
reality, her transitive character. Stevens has not averted his gaze, but only
converted its object so that the gaze escapes plot. Stevens’ association of
the terminus of plot with that of death motivates this generic conversion.
Stevens identifies the repetitive and metaphorizing power of lyric with
immortality.11
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Bishop’s “The Prodigal” also suspends the narrative logic of its original,
though the poet does not altogether evade transition as Stevens does.
Bishop’s suspension of narrative involves description rather than metaphor and delays rather than overtakes the plot. But Bishop’s descriptive
focus serves to reinterpret the story just as Stevens’ metaphoric focus did.
Rather than emphasizing the traditional transition in the prodigal story
from exile to home, Bishop reconceives the idea of home through her
description of exile.
The brown enormous odor he lived by
was too close, with its breathing and thick hair,
for him to judge. The floor was rotten; the sty
was plastered halfway up with glass-smooth dung.
Light-lashed, self-righteous, above moving snouts,
the pigs’ eyes followed him, a cheerful stare—
even to the sow that always ate her young—
till, sickening, he leaned to scratch her head.
But sometimes mornings after drinking bouts
(he hid the pints behind a two-by-four),
the sunrise glazed the barnyard mud with red;
the burning puddles seemed to reassure.
And then he thought he almost might endure
his exile yet another year or more.
But evenings the first star came to warn.
The farmer whom he worked for came at dark
to shut the cows and horses in the barn
beneath their overhanging clouds of hay,
with pitchforks, faint forked lightnings, catching light,
safe and companionable as in the Ark.
The pigs stuck out their little feet and snored.
The lantern—like the sun, going away—
laid on the mud a pacing aureole.
Carrying a bucket along a slimy board,
he felt the bats’ uncertain staggering flight,
his shuddering insights, beyond his control,
touching him. But it took him a long time
finally to make his mind up to go home. (EBCP 71)
In contrast to the abundant commentary on Stevens’ “Peter Quince at
the Clavier,” little has been written about Bishop’s “The Prodigal”; mostly
it has been glossed over as another poem about exile and home. Thomas
Travisano offers the most thorough reading, focusing on Bishop’s early
attraction to self-enclosed worlds and her reluctant recognition of the need
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for connection.12 Although Travisano discusses the poem at a thematic
level, the central space of description, the barn, might also define an
intransitive, subjective, strangely lyric space of light and mud, against the
world of connection and narrative, sequential “connexity” figured in the
turn toward home. As Travisano points out, in the Gospel of Luke (which
Kermode argues is the most bourgeois, least secretive of the Gospels, in
contrast to Mark), the narration is taken up with the glad return and
movement toward domestic reconciliation. Bishop’s version of the parable,
by contrast, develops the attractions of independence and immersion in
the earth, as if to question the bourgeois reading and to pause on the
original urge to break away from domestic connections. Is that alternative
message secreted in the original? The ruined life does not drive the prodigal immediately home, as in Luke, but rather offers its own attractions,
parallel to those of home. Indeed, the “self-righteous” gaze of the pigs
almost substitutes for the gaze of his relatives, with the reversal that he
forgives them their depravity. The daily repetition of the sunrise suggests
a self-sustaining reality rather than one marked by inevitable change and
termination. Since the poem is a double sonnet, the first stanza seems
formally as well as descriptively self-sufficient, the repetition of sound
resisting the narrative propulsion.13
The second stanza almost mirrors the complex rhyme scheme of the
first, hence producing a reciprocal rather than a progressive structure. On
the other hand, the rhyme scheme is not an exact replica; the second stanza
begins with the same pattern (abacdb), but then becomes independent,
closing with an off rhyme (“time”/“home”) that is not connected with
other sounds in the poem. In this way the poem does move linearly toward
conclusion. This change in the rhymes of the second stanza is reflected in
its descriptive functions. As this lyrical, homey barn of the first stanza
becomes a figurative Noah’s ark in the second stanza, the narrative dimension of the parable is reintroduced within the description. The description forebodes change and even catastrophe rather than repetition and
stasis. The returning sun is replaced by the departing lantern of the farmer,
its “aureole” suggesting God abandoning this earthy world. The prodigal
is an anxious Noah, his “shuddering insights, beyond his control” suggesting a fear of the unknown that can be averted only by the return home,
the return to linear plot. The “uncertain staggering flight” of the bats here
recalls Stevens’ “casual flocks of pigeons” at the end of “Sunday Morning.”
Like Stevens, Bishop leaves us in this uncertain world, moving away from
chaos rather than into order. Walking “along a slimy board” so as not to
sink entirely into the mud, the prodigal leaves us with the sense that home
is less than inevitable, a sheltering structure rather than a necessary conclusion.
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“The Prodigal” works with a generic shift, but in the opposite direction
from Stevens’ “Peter Quince at the Clavier.” Where Stevens moved from
narrative to lyric, Bishop reconciles lyric to the need for narrative. She
moves from repetition and spatial orientation to sequence, change, and
conclusion. These early ventures across generic boundaries initiate, for
both poets, career long negotiations of lyric and narrative. But in the later
work particularly differences between the poets emerge. One important
example of this divergence can be seen in the use they make of lyric and
narrative as they approach the sublime. Where Stevens’ sublime forces its
way out of narrative into the visionary lyric, Bishop draws the sublime
back into narrative, where the lyric impulse is reconciled to the temporal,
referential world.
Stevens returned often in his late work to the problem of narrating the
sublime. “Esthétique du Mal” begins as a novel might, its central character,
against the background of Vesuvius, “reading paragraphs / On the sublime” (CP 313). But Stevens abandons any narrative expectations he raises
here and turns instead to the repetitive structures of the meditative lyric.
“Two Tales of Liadoff” similarly begins with this problem of narrating
ecstatic vision:
Do you remember how the rocket went on
And on, at night, exploding finally
In an ovation of resplendent forms . . . ? (CP 346)
The rocket in this poem is an objectification of sublime intensity between
artist and audience. Liadoff becomes the posthumous or angelic narrator
of this sublime event, voicing the end of the line shift out of sequential
logic “in a narration / Of incredible colors ex, ex and ex and out” (CP 347).
But the poet narrates in past tense, his voice contrasting the narration of
Liadoff he attempts to recall. The “of” in the poem’s title suggests that the
“two tales” encompass this division; there is the tale about Liadoff, the
narrative representation of his lyric power, and there is the tale Liadoff
himself tells, which moves from narration to lyric intensity. The first remains within the temporal frame; the second seems to transcend it. That
transcendence registers in the second part of the poem (marked off with
II), as the emergence of the poetic out of the narration of incredible colors.
“The feeling of Liadoff was changed. It is / The instant of the change that
was the poem” (CP 347). The sequence of the change constitutes the
narration, the “instant,” the poem. Here is a classic Stevensian moment of
sudden rightness, when representation becomes presentation, narration
yields to metaphor, abstraction becomes blooded: “As if Liadoff no longer
remained a ghost / And, being straw, turned green” (CP 347). Such a lyric
moment cannot be sustained in narration, however. Hence, the piano on
which he plays, a latter-day Peter Quince, becomes, in the story about him,
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a mere “beau caboose” of the rocket’s ecstasy. His “epi-tones” suggest
epitomes, the lyricist’s essence or brief embodiment, but the prefix “epi”
also implies a sequential relation, an anterior or posterior relation, belonging to the narrative representation of Liadoff’s transcendence.
Stevens’ poem “The Novel” similarly explores generic differences as
modes of consciousness centered in one figure here, a Latin American
writer living in Paris. The two regions themselves hold generic alignments,
the poetic south and the prosaic north. A powerful new hybrid is created
when the torpid lyric imagination is transported to the cold country of
prose.
How tranquil it was at vividest Varadero,
While the water kept running through the mouth of
the speaker,
Saying: Olalla blanca en el blanco,
Lol-lolling the endlessness of poetry.
But here tranquillity is what one thinks.
The fire burns as the novel taught it how. (CP 457–58)
Stevens contrasts poetry’s endlessness to the temporal shaping of plot in
the novel. He defines lyric as presentational and unmediated, whereas the
novel is representational. At the same time, Stevens suggests, through his
northern iconography, that the imagination burning in the cold climate of
the novel, as opposed to the imagination that passively lolls in the hot
climate of poetry, has a greater ultimate realism. This is no mere mimesis
but the active realism of the first idea, the fruition of “as.” The experience
of reading the novel can be one of self-recognition, “Its knowledge cold
within one as one’s own.” This realism within narrative, against the endless lolling stasis of poetry, has teleological, and hence fatal force: “The
fatality of seeing things too well” (CP 459). Yet Stevens has not presented
a narrative here, only a poem of its effects. The poem begins with the
descriptive preliminaries of a story and ends with its gnosis, but neglects
entirely the middle which would form these elements into plot.
“Page from a Tale” similarly evokes narrative structure only to spin
away from it. Again the poem concerns the reckoning of the “Arcadian
imagination” of poetry with the icy climate of narrative and temporality.
The situation is parallel if reversed from that of “The Novel.” Here Stevens
identifies a northern figure, Hans, who hears, from his wintry shore,
phrases from “The Lake Isle of Innisfree”:
In the hard brightness of that winter day
The sea was frozen solid and Hans heard,
By his drift-fire, on the shore, the difference
Between loud water and loud wind, between that
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Which has no accurate syllables and that
Which cries so blau and cries again so lind
Und so lau, between sound without meaning and speech,
Of clay and wattles made as it ascends
And hear it as it falls in the deep heart’s core.
A steamer lay near him, foundered in the ice. (CP 421)
Yeats resolved the narrative impasse of his vision by making the dream
a form of arrival. “I will arise and go” initiates a narrative, but the poem
quickly shifts out of sequential representation into description and lyrical
repetition. Yeats has already arrived at this ideal place where nature and
culture harmonize when he can “hear it in the deep heart’s core.” With its
intensely spatial features, “The Lake Isle of Innisfree” is a model of Roman
Jakobson’s notion of the geometric contours of lyric. In Stevens it is, further,
a symbol of lyric transparency and presence.
Stevens reopens the question of transport that Yeats elides, when he
notes that “The sea was frozen solid” and that “A steamer lay near him,
foundered in the ice.” If the wintry condition of the world is what arouses
the desire for the Lake Isle, how does one get there? It is the sort of narrative
problem Bishop raises in “First Death in Nova Scotia” when she observes
that the royal couples warm in red and ermine have invited Arthur to be
the smallest page in court. “But how could Arthur go . . . with his eyes
shut up so tight / and the roads deep in snow?” (EBCP 126). Representation leaves a gap. Stevens’ “Page from a Tale” turns from exposition
of the problem to projected narrative transitions, things that “might”
happen to get desire moving toward consummation, but this is only a
“page from a tale” so the transformations are not complete. The poem’s
narrative orientation toward the future never achieves an arrival. Instead
of sequence, Stevens produces a reiterative structure of possible transformations, several “it might’s.” The onset of the sun “might” melt the ice
and launch the ship toward the Lake Isle. But it also “might” replace the
lyrical ideal altogether with its own sublime presence. Indeed, the latter
possibility overtakes the poem.
Most critics have avoided “Page from a Tale” and the few who do
mention it seem baffled by its secrets. Joseph Riddel writes: “The poet
seems less intent on making poems than on living within their forms—like
Hans in ‘Page from a Tale’ who weaves the nostalgic autumn tones of
Yeats’s ‘Lake Isle of Innisfree’ through the frigid winter of his discontent,
at once mocking Yeats’s romantic wish and taking warmth from it. It makes
for a rather private meditation in which Stevens’ familiar themes collapse
into an almost purely subjective rumination.”14 Riddel has turned away
from the poem’s secrets, relegating them to the realm of the “purely
subjective” or private. The words, it seems, get in the way; the poem does
not meet its own ideal resolution of sound and speech, nor fulfill its
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narrative promises. Certainly the poem generates questions. Why are
Yeats’s words sent to a Germanic sensibility? Why is the ship named
“Balayne”? Why are the men moving off the ship before dawn? Why are
they afraid of the sun? Not all of these questions are answered simply in
the narration, but they do respond to interpretive probing and do not leave
the reader in confusion; they are enigmatic details rather than obscurities.
The tale begins (if the poem is the first page of the tale) with a distinction
between sound and speech that, as Riddel acknowledges, echoes a familiar
theme in Stevens’ work. Indeed, we find it in “The Idea of Order at Key
West.” That utopian dream of expressive possibility where sound and
meaning are perfectly harmonized, where nature and human order meet,
is aroused but unrealized. In the second stanza a new element is added to
the description. “New stars that were a foot across came out / And shone”
as Hans sat dreaming by the shore. Since this is a tale we look for the
narrative connection. The stars are somehow caused by or brought out by
the sound, which is reiterated at this point: “And a small cabin build there.
/ So lind.” These gigantic “one-foot” stars are Mercurial messengers, “couriers of his death,” though, rather than portents of his dream of poetic
presence. They advance the poem’s orientation toward the future, disrupt
the trance of lyric meditation with the threat of termination. Yet these stars
soon draw the poem away from narrative, toward the sublime. They are
the luminous, sublime expression of the extreme state of loneliness, forms
of the negative sublime—like Shelley’s “Mont Blanc” or Frost’s “desert
places” representing “the wild limits of its habitation.” They blaze against
the “tepid,” “torpid” utopia of Yeats’s Innisfree. The ship itself becomes a
part of this negative sublime, “Balayne” evoking “bale” or evil, but also
“baleen,” the whale of middle English, Moby Dick locked in ice. Stevens’
imagination typically turns away from the sequential features of its teleology to a sublime encounter with the absolutes it evokes.
The poem’s third stanza introduces an alternative sublime, not of ice
but of fire, not of the void but of visionary presence. The potential intervention of the sun and subsequent movement of the sea convert Hans’s
pastoral yearning for the Lake Isle into a fiery transport. In flight from
such sublimity the community of men abandon the ship, “afraid of the
sun: what it might be.” Whatever else the sun “might be” it is associated
with ideal utterance. The men on the ship are afraid of “whatever in water
strove to speak.” The sun, Stevens explains, may break dialect, violate the
norms of discourse, in a “break of memory” (CP 422), a disruption of
temporal sequence. Narrative transformation, they fear, may become poetic transformation of reality.
In the fourth stanza, in fact, Stevens abandons narrative altogether for
a sublime crescendo. We do not get the story of the sun melting the ice
and releasing the ship to its journey toward the Lake Isle, toward the ideal
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from the real. Instead, the sun takes on a new potentiality here, no longer
“that which most of all brings back the known,” the familiar, transitive,
referential world, but “that which destroys it completely by this light.”
The ideal is expressed through the obliteration of the real. The wheel
imagery of stanza five (the sun a “wheel spoked red and white” and
doubled in its watery reflections) suggests a new kind of vertical transport,
not toward the pastoral orders of Innisfree but toward the sublime. The
poem’s final stanza escalates this sublimity in which the wheels of the sun
do not so much “speed home its portents to their ends” (CP 422) as create
an all-consuming vortex. The imagination awakened in Yeatsian terms
now becomes a destructive force. From exposure to this blazing sublimity
the men on the ship—the engineers of narrative discourse—retreat.
They would soon climb down the side of the ship.
They would march single file, with electric lamps, alert
For a tidal undulation underneath. (CP 423)
In this poem, again, Stevens’ momentum is away from narrative, away
from sequential transformation and toward sublime transformation.
Bishop’s “End of March” offers yet another version of “The Lake Isle
of Innisfree,” its “crypto-dream-house” not of “clay and wattles made”
but “shingled green” (EBCP 179) in a similar harmony of human and
natural order. Yeats “hear[s] it in the deep heart’s core.” Bishop’s house is
an artichoke, hence it too has the heart at its core. Several critics have
mentioned Stevens’ “The Sun This March” in connection with Bishop’s
poem, but she owes something as well to “Page from a Tale.” Both poems
begin in a cold, dark, forbidding landscape, from which they project a
utopian, domestic space. Both poems turn from this ideal to confront a
spectacle of solar power, their quest narratives diverted into moments of
vision. But while Stevens abandons narrative for the sublime, Bishop
contains the sublime within a narrative frame and integrates lyric and
narrative. While Stevens’ sun-vortex threatens to annihilate all that is made
into a timeless lyric intransitivity, Bishop’s sun-lion, a time-worn image of
Christ, of Fate, of Imagination, tamed by personal myth, serves to illuminate the real in time.
A complete study of narrative in Bishop’s work would encompass her
efforts at prose fiction and memoir, her challenges to received narratives,
her unpublished writing on the novel, her themes of memory and travel,
her temporal vision. The subject is worthy of the book-length reflection
Daniel Schwarz has given to Stevens’ narrativity. But we can helpfully
recall, even within the narrower framework of “The End of March,” that
from the beginning of her career Bishop had challenged the assumption
of narrative sequence. Her often-quoted college essay, “Dimensions for a
Novel,” is an early protest against linearity, inspired by Eliot’s “Tradition
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and the Individual Talent.”15 But Bishop does not present a clearly spatial
conception of narrative either. Time is not to be conceived of as a series of
instants succeeding one another along an abstract line oriented in a single
direction. Experiences force themselves into our consciousness out of turn.
As Paul Ricoeur has shown, all narrative depends to some extent on
structures of repetition that disrupt linear flow. This is what gives the sense
of “historicality” to the temporal movement of narrative. “Memory, therefore, is no longer the narrative of external adventures stretching along
episodic time. It is itself the spiral movement that, through anecdotes and
episodes, brings us back to the almost motionless constellation of potentialities that the narrative retrieves.”16 Bishop’s model is not a spiral but a
“bramble bush.” The broken sequence has the effect more of secrets coming to surface, as in Kermode’s sense of narrative, than of a motionless
constellation revealing its shape. Bishop never managed to write the novel
for which this essay laid down the dimensions. Instead, she tended to deal
with memory anecdotally, as in “First Death in Nova Scotia” and “Sestina.”
But in “The Moose” and “The End of March,” at least, Bishop was able to
engage narrative in a way that reconciled its extension and orientation
toward the future with her strong sense of repetition and her orientation
toward the past. The bramble bush gives way to a path, of sorts, or at least
to an epistemological plot.
Bishop manages in “The End of March” both to put off and to satisfy
closure by developing two plots, thematically interwoven but structurally
distinct. The primary plot—the quest for the proto-dream house—is oddly
suspended. We do not learn until the beginning of the third stanza that
she “wanted to get as far as [her] proto-dream-house.” Before that, we are
left wondering why she is out when it is indeed “scarcely the day / to
take a walk on that long beach” (EBCP 179). And the primary plot is
blocked at the end of the stanza that initiates it, as if it were doomed from
the outset: “and of course the house was boarded up” (EBCP 180). So the
narrative performs no transformation and simply repeats its beginning
(the poet and her party go back along the beach). The secondary, embedded
plot does not at first seem like one. Indeed, the details of paw prints and
kite string appear to be merely what Todorov calls “variable motifs,”
serving to advance our understanding of the integral or “associated” motifs.17 But as the primary narrative fails, the free motifs gather momentum
toward another narrative that displaces the primary one. If the quest for
utopian destiny cannot be completed, the quest for absolute or absent
causes can, at least imaginatively. Finally, an orientation toward the past
and toward the future becomes coherent.
The problem of connexity and conclusion is in itself narratized in “The
End of March,” which is full of the loose ends Kermode calls “secrets.”
The kite string sets in motion the search for the kite; the wire at the back

NARRATIVE SECRETS, LYRIC OPENINGS

195

of the dream house that “limply leashes the whole affair” draws our
attention to the quest for “something off behind the dunes.” We are stimulated to connect these, to make the house supply the place of the kite, but
the tie is not made for us. Bishop mentions the kite again at the end of the
poem as the plaything of the lion-sun. But the problem of the missing kite
is never “cleared up, finally.” (This habit of including narrative motifs and
leaving them hanging is even more present in “The Moose”: “a red light
/ swims through the dark: / a ship’s port lantern” [EBCP 171].) My
purpose here is not to offer an interpretation of the poetry that would
disclose its secrets, but only to point out their effect on the narrative.
When we consider how the lyric elements of “The End of March” relate
to its narrative elements, our first focus must be the dream house. Like
Yeats’s Lake Isle, the house can be read as an emblem of lyric. It is insulated
as an artichoke in its spatial (even geometric) order; its doubleness is
intransitive (its two rooms are bare, the binoculars look out on no specified
scene, its inner light is doubled in the window). In this house all change
and action cease, all plot is eliminated. (The railroad ties suggest it is the
end of the line.) “I’d like to retire there and do nothing.” Writing has no
orientation toward the future, no time reference at all. The books are, if
not timeless, “old, long, long”; the notes are “useless,” not moving toward
any teleology or supreme fiction.
Like Stevens, Bishop finds the Yeatsian lyric utopia inaccessible. But as
Bishop withdraws from this ideal to a narrative of return, she does not
abandon lyric or turn, as Stevens does, to a sublime crescendo. Rather, she
redefines the lyric ideal in a narrative context.
The sun came out for just a minute.
For just a minute, set in their bezels of sand,
the drab, damp, scattered stones
were multi-colored,
and all those high enough threw out long shadows,
individual shadows, then pulled them in again.
(EBCP 180)
This lyric moment is not the usual continuous present but “just a minute.”
Here iridescence replaces self-reflexive luminosity; the effect is contingent,
the light drawn into transitive, causal relations. In connection with the
primary quest for the dream house, the episode of the stones stands as
another free or “variable motif.” On the other hand, this “minute” reorients
the narrative from the future back into the present (at least the fictional
present of the narration, itself in past tense) and stimulates a fictional
conclusion about the past.
Many critics have de-emphasized this lyrical “minute” so as to read the
lion-sun who appears at the end of the poem within the tradition of the
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sublime.18 The lion’s playfulness becomes a form of understatement that
merely heightens the terror. Bishop earlier figures the kite string as mortal
man or Christ “giving up the ghost”; the kite now becomes a mere plaything of some invisible, gigantic power. In a classic move of the sublime,
the poet who identified with the victim of power now identifies, through
allegory, with the sublime force itself, the lion-sun. But such a reading
ignores the function of narrative closure this little fiction of the lion-sun
performs in the poem. The ending serves to contain and dispel fear and
awe rather than unleash it. Just as the sun’s power is given a temporal,
multiplying rather than an apocalyptic, annihilating force in displaying
the color of the stones, so the lion-sun is given a transitive, contingent
function that works against its sublimity, without reducing it to a linear
role in the poem. Bishop’s poetic narratives do not claim that the world is
ultimately logical or followable. Like the world, her stories are full of
secrets. Not everything is “cleared up, finally.” But narrative in her late
poems does draw the imagination into relations of time and externality
that satisfy the imagination as no Lake Isle or insulated dream house ever
could.
We might consider, in this regard, the efforts Bishop makes to create
narrative within the sequence of her poems, particularly in the volume
Geography III. When we encounter “The End of March” we recall the last
words of “Crusoe in England”: “Friday, my dear Friday, died of measles
/ seventeen years ago come March” (EBCP 166). Is Friday the ghostly kite
string? Does “The End of March” overcome the sense of loss in “Crusoe
in England”? Similarly, “In the Waiting Room” begins a life story, a child’s
initiation into the abyss of social, cultural, and ontological being. The
volcano that erupts in the middle of the child’s consciousness has become
one of many to the jaded Crusoe of the next poem in Geography III: “A new
volcano has erupted,” he tells us, but his island had fifty-two, one for each
week of the year. Similarly, the ending of “In the Waiting Room” with its
“night and slush and cold” (EBCP 161) is continued in the adult Bishop’s
“Five Flights Up,” which opens “Still dark” (EBCP 181). Such integrations
of anecdotal detail in the poems (and there are many more) make Geography III a kind of autobiography. Yet the volume ends not in transformation
or resolution but in parenthesis, a form of punctuation that halts sequence,
and a thought that indicates the force of repetition in life: “(A yesterday I
find almost impossible to lift.)” (EBCP 181).
From their early experiments with anecdote and parable, then, Stevens
and Bishop developed distinct balances of lyric and narrative impulses.
The ideal of a timeless, intransitive lyric recurs in their late poetry, certainly.
“The Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour” could almost take place in
Bishop’s dream house. While Bishop’s “Sonnet” proposes an opposite
intransitivity, empty rather than iconic, there, too, she imagines something
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like an absolute lyric state. But these poems arise against the background
of many late poems immersed in narrative. The approach of that great
narrative hero, Ulysses, centers “The World as Meditation.” The lyrical, if
ugly, wasp-nest of “Santarém” is but a souvenir of travel. For both poets,
narrative is a way of expressing their sense that we live in time and wish
to give shape to that passage, that we long to bring our pursuits to fruition
and conclusion, to consummate our desires. Poetry, on the other hand, is
a way of resisting the end, a way of continuing or imaginatively staying
in place, and also a way of releasing the world from the distortions of
causal logic, back into its secrets.
In their negotiations of lyric and narrative, Stevens and Bishop enter a
perennial struggle to define and develop genre. Yet their approach to this
struggle has had important impact on recent poets. We might consider, for
instance, the derailing of anecdotal sequence in John Ashbery, or the
preoccupation with narrativity and the tension between myths and minutes in Jorie Graham. The most direct and avowed heir of Stevens and
Bishop is Mark Strand. Even without his frequent acknowledgment of their
influence, we would easily recognize Stevens’ abstract, meditational mode,
tuned to Bishop’s modest rhetoric and tonal control. Predictably, given
these forebears, Strand’s recent volume, The Continuous Life, includes a
prose poem called “Narrative Poetry,” in which questions of temporality,
narrativity, and poetry are explored in several interwoven dialogues. I
cannot paraphrase the many amusing, complicated, sideways turns of this
reflection on our compulsion to narrate and on our ambivalence about
sequence and conclusion. Yet both Stevens and Bishop certainly meditated,
as Strand does, on the meaning of that compulsion and of the urge to
undermine it. Therefore an excerpt from Strand is a fitting close to this
comparison of Stevens and Bishop. Indeed, Strand couches his discussion
of narrative poetry in gendered and generative terms that hint at this
inheritance.
“Yesterday at the supermarket I overheard a man and a woman discussing narrative poetry,” he writes, and after relaying their conversation
he adds:
I wanted to remind them that the narrative poem takes the place
of an absent narrative and is always absorbing the other’s
absence so it can be named, and, at the same time, relinquishing
its own presence to the awful solitudes of forgetfulness. The
absent narrative is the one, I wanted to say, in which our fate
is written. But they had gone before I could speak.
Later, his mother calls:
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“Mom,” I ventured, “what we call narrative is simply submission to the predicate’s insufferable claims on the future; it
furthers continuance, blooms into another predicate. Don’t you
think that notions of closure rest on our longing for a barren
predicate!”
“You’re absolutely right,” says my mother. “There’s no other
way to think of it.” And she hung up.19
Here Strand repeats a dialogue that perhaps begins in the work of Stevens
and Bishop but certainly echoes throughout many volumes of contemporary poetry. But it is a dialogue and not a dialectic, for in the negotiations
of lyric and narrative there are no final settlements.
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Bishop and Ashbery:
Two Ways Out of Stevens
THOMAS GARDNER

A

S HELEN VENDLER has noted, Wallace Stevens’ is a poetry of
“enacted mental process” (MWH 78). In his most famous formulation, it is “the mind in the act of finding / What will suffice,”
the poet “A metaphysician in the dark, . . . twanging [the] wiry string” (CP
239–40) of language. The world he lives in is a world that, because its
“squirming facts exceed the squamous mind” (CP 215), seems to have
“expelled us and our images” (CP 381). But rather than that acknowledgment bringing the mind to a halt, it proves generative in Stevens:
“From this the poem springs: that we live in a place / That is not our own
and, much more, not ourselves / And hard it is in spite of blazoned days”
(CP 383). This demonstration of language springing to full and charged
life out of our not being able to grasp and know and make a home has
proven to be Stevens’ most enduring legacy for contemporary poets.1
Indeed, his investigations of language and his methods of dramatizing
“The swarming activities of the formulae / Of statement, directly and
indirectly getting at” (CP 488) the world have opened up for contemporary
poets a new space to work within. Call it a theater. What Stevens holds
out as a possibility is that through the “skeptical music” (CP 122) of that
place—the poet, as Charles Altieri puts it, “fully inhabiting the forms of
desire that most articulately give voice to the world” (114)—we might
bring to life the finite conditions of our life in language.2
Let me begin by working through “The Auroras of Autumn,” to my
mind Stevens’ most powerful dramatization of this situation, then move
on to sketch two different ways of extending his model for inhabiting such
a charged, skeptical awareness. As Vendler notes, the poem begins “in the
lyric present” (OEW 246), encountering something unmasterable and overwhelming: the northern lights that, as a serpent coiling and uncoiling, its
flashing skin continually sloughed off and abandoned, seem to insist on
the observer’s finiteness:
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.
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This is form gulping after formlessness,
Skin flashing to wished-for disappearances
And the serpent body flashing without the skin. (CP 411)
At home here is the brute fact of the world’s constant motion, form
momentarily gathering into a distinguishable pattern and then immediately gulping toward its own dissolution. Much as in Dickinson, these
lights both open the landscape’s “distances” and proclaim its unmasterable separateness. Though the shifting lights may embody some sort of
unseen principle of coherence—think of that as the serpent “In another
nest,” mastering from above “the maze / Of body and air and forms and
images”—its “poison,” or the knowledge it leads us to as we wrestle with
“forms and images” here below in the “moving grass,” is that we become,
as observers, progressively “less . . . sure” of such a “possession of happiness.” As Stevens writes: “This is his poison: that we should disbelieve /
Even that” (CP 411).
This opening canto is one of the most powerful pieces of writing we
have in American poetry, but equally striking is the way Stevens, in the
next three cantos, allows the power of the auroras to play against his own
work as a poet. This is quite deliberate. The phrase “Farewell to an idea”
and its accompanying elliptical pause three times acknowledge the limits
of the poet’s language when confronted with a moving world rendering
its ideas of mastery or apportioning fragile, windswept things. Stevens
dramatizes himself saying farewell to such things as language’s purpose
and transparence, its abilities to mark and measure. Vendler describes the
tone of these sections as one of “anticipatory mourning” (OEW 252); Harold
Bloom speaks of them as “chilled synecdoches of waning power . . . a
lament . . . for the driving away of tropes and colors by the glare of the
auroras” (261); B. J. Leggett speaks of the way, in these sections, “the
ordering power of the individual imagination is shrunken in the face of
an external power” (176). These descriptions seem to me to be quite apt,
and the readings that they lead to are rich and important ones; I would
add that the deliberateness of these unburdening gestures leads us to
anticipate some sort of compensatory gain in the new linguistic space
opened up.
Briefly, the second canto turns from the auroras to a deserted cabin on
the beach in order to think about the way we mark or make visible our
existence. Stevens works this out by means of the cabin’s whiteness. Its
color seems established “by a custom or according to / An ancestral
theme.” “[A] little dried,” the white flowers against its wall seem “a kind
of mark / Reminding, trying to remind, of a white / That was different,
something else, last year / Or before, not the white of an aging afternoon”
(CP 412). The cabin’s whiteness, then, seems a deliberate exercise in making and marking:
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Here, being visible is being white,
Is being of the solid of white, the accomplishment
Of an extremist in an exercise . . . (CP 412)
But the cabin, we are reminded, is deserted. We hear this in the ellipsis
above where Stevens seems to give up his claim as soon as he makes it,
in his acknowledgment that the whiteness might be only the result of the
“infinite course” of erosion and in the double-clutched phrasing of “reminding [or] trying to remind” (italics added). Just at this point, the poem
opens up, for giving up that white cabin leaves him “turn[ing] blankly on
the sand,” turning to acknowledge what cannot be confined:
And the whiteness grows less vivid on the wall.
The man who is walking turns blankly on the sand.
He observes how the north is always enlarging the change,
With its frigid brilliances, its blue-red sweeps
And gusts of great enkindlings, its polar green,
The color of ice and fire and solitude. (CP 412–13)
In similar terms, the third canto develops an allegory of a mother and
children, together at evening, in order to explore what it feels like to say
“good-night,” under the pressure of the aurora, to “The mother’s face, /
The purpose of the poem” (CP 413). As Vendler remarks, this canto “depends on the continuing antithesis of the beauty and the dissolution of the
mother” (OEW 255–56). As with the white cabin, Stevens here seems intent
on registering both the lovely dream of an achieved purpose—“It is the
mother they possess, / Who gives transparence to their present peace. . . .
They are at ease in a shelter of the mind” (CP 413)—and, as he continually
touches and pulls back from that dream, the painful alertness of its loss.
The speaker of the poem frames every luxurious re-enactment of the
dream with a skeptical reminder. The house where the children possess
the mother is, for example, also the house of “evening, half dissolved.”
The speaker knows that “Only the half they can never possess remains”;
its starry sky will stand though “The house will crumble and the books
will burn” (CP 413). That double movement, desiring and then saying
farewell to the idea of an achieved, transparent purpose, brings the poem
to a striking moment. A number of critics have noted that as the mother
falls asleep, as the warm interior light gives way, the dissolving shelter is
relit, recording on the outside of its windows the streaming auroras and
the annihilating power they speak for.3 We are given a powerful picture
of language here, its dream of transparence dissolved but an ability to
register rediscovered:
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Upstairs
The windows will be lighted, not the rooms.
A wind will spread its windy grandeurs round
And knock like a rifle-butt against the door.
The wind will command them with invincible sound.
(CP 413–14)
In the figure of the father who sits still and yet roams discerningly
through his senses, canto IV speaks and then lets dissolve yet another form
of mastery. Call it the active intellect, insisting in its forward movement
that “The cancellings, / The negations are never final,” saying “no to no
and yes to yes.” To acknowledge a limit to his powers, then, would be to
say “yes / To no; and in saying yes he says farewell” (CP 414). Stevens
allegorizes intellect as a “master seated by the fire / And yet in space,”
describing him both “sit[ting] in quiet and green-a-day” and “measur[ing]
the velocities of change” or tracing great arcs of discovery and differentiation “In flights of eye and ear.” The intellect’s world is always on the
edge of drama, or made meaning. It is always sorting through
things that attend it until it hears
The supernatural preludes of its own,
At the moment when the angelic eye defines
Its actors approaching, in company, in their masks. (CP 414)
And yet, writes Stevens, eyes on an even grander play of intelligence, what
is that father and his teased-out dramas compared to the tearing wind and
the restless lights on fire in the sky: “Look at this present throne. What
company, / In masks, can choir it with the naked wind?” (CP 415). Three
times, then, the poem allows the power of the auroras both to reduce the
claims of language and to open up a new space of response.
Cantos IV and V explore that space by imagining a sort of drama—
cabin, mother, father—that might go on there. What is to be seen?
The mother invites humanity to her house
And table. The father fetches tellers of tales
And musicians who mute much, muse much, on the tales.
(CP 415)
What we have, however, despite the father’s drive to fetch “pageants out
of air” and to produce “slavered and panting halves / Of breath, obedient
to his trumpet’s touch” is not a festival but a “loud, disordered mooch”
(CP 415). There is no world-encompassing drama that the poet nudges
into visibility; in fact, “There is no play. / Or, the persons act one merely
by being here” (CP 416). What that failure does, however, as we have seen
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before with the lights of the auroras flaring on the windows of the deserted
house, is yield an openness to forces beyond the poet’s management. There
is a theater, one visible now in the collapse of ours:
It is a theatre floating through the clouds,
Itself a cloud, although of misted rock
And mountains running like water, wave on wave,
Through waves of light. It is of cloud transformed
To cloud transformed again, idly, the way
A season changes color to no end,
Except the lavishing of itself in change. . . . (CP 416)
How do you play a part in that theater, when all you are able to do is
merely be there? Well, Stevens argues, you record how it feels to slide
continually through “forms and images” without confidently anticipating
“possession of happiness” (CP 411), acknowledging that “The denouement
has to be postponed” (CP 416). You record, on your own nerve endings,
the conditions of being in language or in a body:
This is nothing until in a single man contained,
Nothing until this named thing nameless is
And is destroyed. He opens the door of his house
On flames. The scholar of one candle sees
An Arctic effulgence flaring on the frame
Of everything he is. And he feels afraid. (CP 416–17)
Let us say that is what Stevens’ poetry does: its acknowledgment of
language’s limits makes possible a testing or measuring or bringing to life
of those limits on the skin of a single observer—in this case, our living
with the fact that names give way and leave the world “nameless” and
“destroyed” as far as human usefulness is concerned.
In the next three cantos Stevens plays out his finite position by asking
quite directly how this condition feels. The “we” reference that has been,
for the most part, absent since the first canto returns, suggesting Stevens’
move toward a more personal accounting. Canto VII thinks of the larger,
restless world which the leaping auroras momentarily speak for as “an
imagination . . . / As grim as it is benevolent” (CP 417). “[M]ov[ing] to
find / What must unmake it” (CP 418), this larger energy seems to move
forward by a constant process of self-dissolution. It is “jetted / By extinguishings” (CP 417), leaving us with only abandoned words or structures
as it moves toward what we cannot see.4 How does that feel?
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It leaps through us, through all our heavens leaps,
Extinguishing our planets, one by one,
Leaving, of where we were and looked, of where
We knew each other and of each other thought,
A shivering residue, chilled and foregone,
Except for that crown and mystical cabala. (CP 417)
But that is only one side. Canto VIII suggests that this constantly moving,
self-devouring world we exist within becomes describable as innocence
when thought of as “pure principle” or as “a thing of ether that exists /
Almost as predicate” (CP 418) of its gulping movement forward. This
would mean that these lights are:
An innocence of the earth and no false sign
Or symbol of malice. That we partake thereof,
Lie down like children in this holiness. . . . (CP 418)
Canto IX then attempts to play this out. It looks at what has just been said;
it establishes a problem by pulling a phrase from canto VII about being
left with only the “shivering residue” of “where / We knew each other
and of each other thought,” and it takes on an exploratory idiom by
borrowing from canto VIII’s discussion of partaking of an “innocence of
the earth.” How does the problem feel in those terms?
And of each other thought—in the idiom
Of the work, in the idiom of an innocent earth,
Not of the enigma of the guilty dream. (CP 419)
To answer, Stevens sketches a little scene—he calls it “This drama that we
live.” The story is deliberately well worn and innocent in its telling. We
begin in a world where we “knew each other well. . . . We thought alike
/ And that made brothers of us in a home / In which we fed on being
brothers, fed / And fattened as on a decorous honeycomb” (CP 419). But
then, goes the story, someone comes along and disturbs the same-thinking
brothers, catches the attention of one or both and initiates “This sense of
the activity of fate.” Inevitably, the new interest offers (any newly seen
aspect of the world offers) the lovely promise of private pleasure and
attainment and freedom from unmarked sameness, but such thinking also
initiates the inevitable slide into form and isolation and an eventual spinning apart. Stevens works carefully here, signaling the distance thinking
of her opens by shifting out of both first person and present tense, and
then shifting back to measure the results of that choice:
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The rendezvous, when she came alone,
By her coming became a freedom of the two,
An isolation which only the two could share.
Shall we be found hanging in the trees next spring?
Of what disaster is this the imminence:
Bare limbs, bare trees and a wind as sharp as salt?
...................................
It may come tomorrow in the simplest word,
Almost as part of innocence, almost,
Almost as the tenderest and the truest part. (CP 419–20)
What Stevens has done here, both in this drama and in the earlier
explorations, is act out the range of his finite condition as a user of language, playing out the tensions alive in him: fear, chill, blankness, a sense
of comfort, the taste of freedom, the salt slap of loss. Stevens calls that, in
the last canto, a rabbi (or poet) reading to his congregation the “secretive
syllables” of our linguistic condition—call it being “An unhappy [because
limited] people in a happy world”:
Read to the congregation, for today
And for tomorrow, this extremity,
This contrivance of the spectre of the spheres. . . . (CP 420)
And though he ends convinced that his small reading of that drama is part
of a larger meditation in which a larger force is “In these unhappy . . .
meditat[ing] a whole,” his job—the poet’s job—is clearly to dramatize as
much as he can of his own limited, soon-to-be-gone place, where his mind
is “in the act of finding” (CP 239). This is no easy thing: the poet exists in
a large “hall harridan, not hushful paradise,” describing himself in “a
haggling of wind and weather” under “these lights” that speak of the
inevitable “blaz[ing]” out of all attempts at form (CP 421).
What Stevens demonstrates is that an acknowledgment of limits opens
up a space where the “drama that we live” (CP 419) in language can be
enacted. I’ve been calling that a charged or live use of language, alert to
tensions and possibilities that a more straightforward speaking disregards.
This demonstration, it seems to me, has been taken in two directions by
contemporary poets.5 The first, a direction whose potential has been most
richly explored by Elizabeth Bishop, draws the finite conditions of language into visibility by employing them in the world. In Bishop’s hands,
as language struggles to approach the world, its broken, intimate nature
comes fully alive. Think of this as the side of “The Auroras of Autumn”
that faces the northern lights, allows their “frigid brilliances” to raise
linguistic dilemmas, and then explores how our idioms function after we
have said farewell to simple naming. The second direction, most fully
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explored by John Ashbery, could be said to make drama out of our finite
linguistic conditions by examining language itself. By creating revelatory
linguistic situations or distortions, Ashbery, like Bishop, also acknowledges language’s limits, but does so without the pressure of the auroras.
For him as well language comes alive in that space, as the poet reflects on
those fractured displays of its deepest implications. Think of that direction
as mining the constant self-scrutiny of “The Auroras of Autumn”—the
way aspects of the poem are continually embodied and allegorized and
tested; the way, the northern lights temporarily set aside, issues raised by
the dissolving mother and overwhelmed father or by phrases within the
poem itself are followed out, in their own terms. The two directions, of
course, do not stay neatly apart. In that gap between words and the world,
Ashbery, eyes on his language, almost always mentions what has thrown
his language off its mark while Bishop, eyes on the sea or scene, almost
always allows a handling of language’s textures to generate new reflective
directions. Nevertheless, this rough differentiation seems useful to make.
Both poets acknowledge limits in order to bring language to full, charged
life. Although the dramas they frame look quite different, the issues they
explore, out of Stevens, are essentially the same.
Let us start with Bishop. My example is the way she watches art confront
an unmasterable landscape in “Poem,” from Geography III. A poem repeatedly raising the issue of size, we can think of it as measuring the “swarming
activities” of Stevens’ “formulae of statement.” The poem begins with an
acknowledgment of finitude.6 The subject of the poem is a great-uncle’s
painting that, like Stevens’ deserted cabin and white flowers ineffectually
“reminding, trying to remind, of a white / That was different, something
else, last year,” foregrounds its failure to master:
About the size of an old-style dollar bill,
American or Canadian,
mostly the same whites, gray greens, and steel grays
—this little painting (a sketch for a larger one?)
has never earned any money in its life.
Useless and free, it has spent seventy years
as a minor family relic
handed along collaterally to owners
who looked at it sometimes, or didn’t bother to. (EBCP 176)
Looking like a bill, the painting seems deliberately to raise the issue of
value and then acknowledge its failures within that system. What is suggested by its small size—it’s probably only a sketch; it couldn’t possibly
be an adequate representation—is confirmed by its history: it has “never
earned any money”; it’s at best “a minor family relic”; it’s “useless and
free.” Farewell to the idea of mirroring the world, the poem begins.
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But, as did Stevens, Bishop goes on to allow the world to play against
the outside windows of this deserted structure. It’s as if, in describing the
painting’s lack of value, she has opened up a large gap between it and life,
and then proceeds to look at and explore how the painting functions in
that gap. She discovers, in the language of an earlier poem, “wanting to
be a monument, to cherish something” (EBCP 24) represented in that
space:
It must be Nova Scotia; only there
does one see gabled wooden houses
painted that awful shade of brown.
The other houses, the bits that show, are white.
Elm trees, low hills, a thin church steeple
—that gray-blue wisp—or is it? In the foreground
a water meadow with some tiny cows,
two brushstrokes each, but confidently cows;
two minuscule white geese in the blue water,
back-to-back, feeding, and a slanting stick.
Up closer, a wild iris, white and yellow,
fresh-squiggled from the tube.
The air is fresh and cold; cold early spring
clear as gray glass; a half inch of blue sky
below the steel-gray storm clouds.
(They were the artist’s specialty.)
A specklike bird is flying to the left.
Or is it a flyspeck looking like a bird? (EBCP 176)
As did Stevens with his father’s pageants or his brothers’ thinking, Bishop
sees in this space a kind of drama. The artist has made a series of gestures
that are recorded here. He has chosen a shade of brown, represented
something with a gray-blue wisp and something else with bits of white.
He has worked with foreground and background; a half inch of blue and
low hills seem placed behind a meadow with brushstroked cows and,
closer to us, “fresh-squiggled” paint representing irises. And there’s a
speck. But there’s more, for each of these gestures is also engaged in
attempting to represent a landscape. Some of the gestures can be “confidently” read: Nova Scotia, cows, geese, wild iris, cold early spring. And
some seem inadequate. Is that a steeple? Is that a bird? Am I reading too
hard, the poet seems to ask.
The drama is intensified and taken one step further when Bishop realizes that she knows, or seems to know, the place being represented:
Heavens, I recognize the place, I know it!
It’s behind—I can almost remember the farmer’s name.
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His barn backed on that meadow. There it is,
titanium white, one dab. The hint of steeple,
filaments of brush-hairs, barely there,
must be the Presbyterian church.
Would that be Miss Gillespie’s house?
Those particular geese and cows
are naturally before my time. (EBCP 176–77)
Now what happens? The issues involved in representation come even
more alive, for now she is engaged in trying to remember and name.
Working with dabs of paint and brush-hair hints, and with the equally
sketchy markings of her own memory (“I can almost remember,” “Would
that be?,” “Those particular geese” I couldn’t possibly remember), she
struggles to move between paint and world and memory. It’s quite carefully done. The power of memory (“I know it!”) allows her to identify that
white “dab” as a particular barn rather than the “bit that shows” of some
house, and then, as if moving through the painted world, to find a particular church (no guesses now) and perhaps a particular house. That the
geese and cows are outside of this game signals just how tentative the
whole procedure is. Think of the issues that are suddenly alive here. This
painting feels like life, but it’s actually paint, isn’t it? It feels like life, but
by life we must mean memory, itself incomplete, time-bound, compressed:
“(it must have changed a lot).” This place has a name, but what are names
and how much do they hold? That is what comes alive here, in the
gap—the whole complicated set of issues raised in remembering and
thinking about a place. Like Stevens’ auroras, the world beyond the painting is never captured but makes its presence felt as it brings to visibility
issues raised by our language-bound condition.
What has happened is that the coincidence of the two of them sharing
an experience has opened up, in a powerful way, the “Which is which”
issues involved in looking at and shaping the world:
Our visions coincided—“visions” is
too serious a word—our looks, two looks:
art “copying from life” and life itself,
life and the memory of it so compressed
they’ve turned into each other. Which is which? (EBCP 177)
Which is life and which my reduction—my copy, my memory—of it? It’s
not an impossible question to answer, but it takes continuous work because, as this poem has shown, the two are always turning into each other
and the question has to be answered again and again. It’s not enough, this
poem suggests, to rest with the first stanza and say that we only have the
copy, for that leaves our condition dead. Nor is it enough to say that
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language or painting gives us life itself, there in front of us. We are in
between, Bishop suggests, in a place where one has to pay attention even
to flyspecks. That is “the drama that we live.” Art’s compression of life,
memory’s compression of life, our inevitable reductions of experience to
“little painting[s]”—those situations, if we look carefully and open them
up, bring us to those uncertain places where, for Bishop, we are most
human, because most aware of our finite condition. Bishop’s poetry is all
about measuring the “activities” of our voices within such places—places
where the poet thinks about Aunt Consuela and herself and asks which
is which; where one voice says the monument is piled-up boxes and
another says it has life; where Florida is both “monotonous” and “delicately ornamented” (EBCP 32); where a rooster speaks of both “senseless
order” and “inescapable hope” (EBCP 36, 38); where knowledge is both
“flowing, and flown” (EBCP 66); where “The eyes say only either” (EBCP
74); where one’s ignorance is an armadillo’s and one’s own; where the
unknown is “high as a church, / [and] homely as a house” (EBCP 173);
where one is both “Caught” and “Freed” (EBCP 192). In all of these places
an exploratory drama unfolds as one acknowledges limits and moves
forward, uncertainly.
In Bishop and Stevens, we are most ourselves when we see ourselves
in these human dilemmas, living out the drama of endlessly handling the
questions they raise and acting out their implications. That is what she
sees when she looks at the small cramped painting. As with Stevens’
staring at his deserted cabin, what has come alive is the dilemma of being
human, of being involved in a place where no single answer is “useful”
or guaranteed. Call it, to look back and revise the poem’s first lament, the
space where one is both “useless and free”:
Life and the memory of it cramped,
dim, on a piece of Bristol board,
dim, but how live, how touching in detail
—the little that we get for free,
the little of our earthly trust. Not much. (EBCP 177)
Stevens argues that such dramas, in a world in which “form [is] gulping
after formlessness,” leave us to handle, “of where we were and looked, of
where / We knew each other and of each other thought, / A shivering
residue, chilled and foregone” (CP 417; emphasis mine). Bishop picks that
image up in her final lines as she measures the size of our human habitations:
Not much.
About the size of our abidance
along with theirs: the munching cows,
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the iris, crisp and shivering, the water
still standing from spring freshets,
the yet-to-be-dismantled elms, the geese. (EBCP 177)
Though Stevens’ residue of cabin, pageant, and rendezvous have become
a clump of painted irises and his grand, gulping auroras have become
soon-to-be-lost elms, we’re in just the same territory.7 The “little we get
for free” is the small, finite space “of our abidance.” It is where we struggle
with our limits, where all the tensions come at us alive and shivering. For
both poets, we abide in that struggle and those questions.
Ashbery would agree that our drama is lived in such a finite space,
typically locating our human limits in the gap between experience and
our consideration of that experience. As one early poem puts it:
There is that sound like the wind
Forgetting in the branches that means something
Nobody can translate. And there is the sobering “later on,”
When you consider what a thing meant, and put it down.
(SP 90)
His most famous poem, “Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror,” goes so far as
to claim that the experience of such a gap is what art is most called to
examine. Though Ashbery’s language is quite different, both Bishop and
Stevens, I’m suggesting, would agree with these lines:
Is there anything
To be serious about beyond this otherness
That gets included in the most ordinary
Forms of daily activity, changing everything
Slightly and profoundly, and tearing the matter
Of creation, any creation, not just artistic creation
Out of our hands, to install it on some monstrous, near
Peak, too close to ignore, too far
For one to intervene? This otherness, this
“Not-being-us” is all there is to look at
In the mirror, though no one can say
How it came to be this way. (SP 201–02)
The poem that I would like to use here as an example of Ashbery’s way
of framing such a Stevensian drama is “Clepsydra,” an early poem from
Rivers and Mountains.8 “Clepsydra” stakes out this territory by turning to
the fact that there is a “dividing force / Between our slightest steps and
the notes taken on them” (SP 69). Call that force our finitude, separating
cabins from auroras and paint from life as much as it separates our wandering notes from our unspoken-for steps.
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In “Clepsydra,” as in most of his poems, Ashbery opens a space for that
condition to be acknowledged and investigated by performing a deliberate
linguistic distortion. The distortion is a simple one. He simply catches up to
his thought process after it has already begun and begins there, the poem
having gone a good way down a certain track before the poet begins writing.
The effect of this is to force our eyes to pay attention to the poem, the writing
itself, rather than the all but inaccessible subject it is discussing. Where
Bishop opened a gap between paint and life by acknowledging the paint’s
lifelessness and then played out tentative connections between it and a distant scene (“confidently cows”), Ashbery keeps our eyes on the paint itself,
trusting that the same playful drama might be made visible in a place of no
confidence at all. Later in the poem he speaks of the effect of such a beginning as forcing the words so close to our eyes that they are no longer legible:
there was no statement
At the beginning. There was only a breathless waste,
A dumb cry shaping everything in projected
After-effects orphaned by playing the part intended for them,
Though one must not forget that the nature of this
Emptiness, these previsions,
Was that it could only happen here, on this page held
Too close to be legible, sprouting erasures, except that they
Ended everything in the transparent sphere of what was
Intended only a moment ago, spiraling further out, its
Gesture finally dissolving in the weather. (SP 65–66)
One can certainly hear Stevens behind these lines. The poem’s “orphaned”
words are made participants in Stevens’ great unscripted play (“It is a
theatre floating through the clouds, / . . . drift[ing] idly through halfthought-of forms” [CP 416]) by being separated from an originating “statement.” Tracing them back leads only to something “dumb” or “breathless”
or empty, not to something “transparent” that was “Intended.” We are
invited to watch them in that space play some other “part” and then, like
Stevens’ transparent mother or his cabin’s solid white, eventually “dissolv[e] in the weather.” Ashbery, I am suggesting, says farewell to transparence or intention not by looking at a faded painting but by holding it
so closely its intention cannot be seen.
If we look at the poem’s opening lines, we do in fact find it beginning
after the beginning:
Hasn’t the sky? Returned from moving the other
Authority recently dropped, wrested as much of
That severe sunshine as you need now on the way
You go. (SP 63)
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Such an opening says farewell to certain expectations. Though later we
realize that the “you” of the poem is probably Ashbery’s writing self9 and
that a distinction between the sky (as invisible whole) and the air (a
temporary statement of the sky—hazy, steamy, windy) is probably being
made, we begin with all of that withheld. Perhaps, like Stevens with his
eye on the form-dissolving auroras, Ashbery is wondering if the sky, in
replacing one authority (the moon?) with another (“sunshine”), hasn’t also
declared all form—including the “you” belatedly if gracefully uttering
itself down its form-making ways—temporary. Other lines, echoing
Stevens’ first canto (“This is where the serpent lives”) suggest as much:
Each moment
Of utterance is the true one; likewise none are true,
Only is the bounding from air to air, a serpentine
Gesture which hides the truth behind a congruent
Message, the way air hides the sky, is, in fact,
Tearing it limb from limb this very moment: but
The sky has pleaded already and this is about
As graceful a kind of non-absence as either
Has a right to expect. (SP 63)
But the point is that Ashbery begins not with this exploration but in the
act of bounding itself—tearing something silent limb from limb. Beginning
with the connection between prevision and eventual statement dissolved
allows him silently to put language’s limits into play: “This means never
getting any closer to the basic / Principle operating behind it than to the
distracted / Entity of a mirage” (SP 63). Although this “basic / Principle”
is probably Stevens’ hidden “master of the maze / Of body and air and
form and images” (CP 411), the manner in which a withheld beginning
generates the poem’s serpentine acknowledgment of limits is typically
Ashbery’s. One could think, for example, of the way other Ashbery poems
focus our attention on language freed from marriage to a referent by
employing such devices as cutout phrases, words that have “taken on that
look of worn familiarity, like pebbles polished over and over again by the
sea” (TP 117), juxtaposed columns commenting on each other (“Two . . . /
Go[ing] on at once without special permission” [AWK 16]), a relentless form
“too perfect in its outrageous / Regularity” (SP 281), and so on. A simple
way of thinking about this is to remember Parmigianino’s deliberately
choosing to employ a convex mirror to generate his self-portrait in order
to emphasize or acknowledge “its dimension, / What carries it” (SP 189).
In all of these cases, the artist begins by calling attention to paint or words,
to what “Clepsydra” calls an “almost / Exaggerated strictness of the
condition” (SP 67) of our being in language.
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What “Clepsydra” does, then, is monitor itself in this space. Like Bishop,
raising the “Which is which” issues alive in acts of ordering, or Stevens,
playing out the loss of the transparent mother, Ashbery looks at what has
just been said—“both mirage and the little / That was present, the miserable totality / Mustered at any given moment” (SP 64)—and treats those
words as something “to be constantly coming back from— / . . . continu[ing] the dialogue into / Those mysterious and near regions that are
/ Precisely the time of its being furthered” (SP 64). That continued dialogue, furthering or playing out what the previous language of the poem
has revealed of itself, joins with and discovers what is revealed in the blind
self-display of our words:
the condition
Of those moments of timeless elasticity and blindness
Was being joined secretly so
That their paths would cross again and be separated
Only to join again in a final assumption rising like a shout
And be endless in the discovery of the declamatory
Nature of the distance traveled. (SP 65)
Playing out those orphaned parts, then, makes clear—in linguistic or
“declamatory” terms—the distance traveled from prevision to utterance.
The dialogue seems to be about the value of poetry—much like Bishop’s
unfolding the power of “the little we get for free.” Being conscious about
your language, about its rich but empty distance from the events it speaks
for, allows you to see its full range:
a half-triumph, an imaginary feeling
Which still protected its events and pauses, the way
A telescope protects its view of distant mountains
And all they include, the coming and going,
Moving correctly up to other levels, preparing to spend the
night
There where the tiny figures halt as darkness comes on,
Beside some loud torrent in an empty yet personal
Landscape. . . . (SP 66)
Poetry protects and offers, in a full if miniaturized drama, language in all
its comings and goings. It keeps those turns and tendencies visible—
doesn’t try to solve or dismiss them. As Ashbery puts the idea in Three
Poems: “How harmless and even helpful the painted wooden components
of the Juggernaut look scattered around the yard, patiently waiting to be
reassembled!” (TP 20). What that protection provides is an arena or stage
to work out the many-sided give-and-take between steps and words:
“hadn’t the point / Of all this new construction been to provide / A
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protected medium for the exchanges each felt of such vital / Concern” (SP
67). What is produced is:
a kind of sweet acknowledgment of how
The past is yours, to keep invisible if you wish
But also to make absurd elaborations with
And in this way prolong your dance of non-discovery
In brittle, useless architecture that is nevertheless
The map of your desires, irreproachable, beyond
Madness and the toe of approaching night, if only
You desire to arrange it this way. (SP 67–68)
Such a poetry acknowledges and works out the limits of our desire to
know, but in a protected place where we can really see it since it has been
pulled out of the straightforward drive of discovery, at least for a moment.
It displays the drama we, as finite creatures, participate in.
What do we see there? In particular, such protected exchanges show
that speech is chosen—that of many possibilities of expression, of that
totality, we are responsible each time for having chosen a path. Poetry
makes clear our part within
The sum total of all the private aspects that can ever
Become legible in what is outside, as much in the rocks
And foliage as in the invisible look of the distant
Ether and in the iron fist that suddenly closes over your own.
I see myself in this totality, and meanwhile
I am only a transparent diagram, of manners and
Private words with the certainty of being about to fall.
(SP 68)
Poetry awakens us to the multiple ways an experience can be rendered,
awakens us to the limits that we work within, not being able ever to make
all of an event visible, and allows the tension generated by those twin
realizations to charge and test our language:
What is meant is that this distant
Image of you, the way you really are, is the test
Of how you see yourself, and regardless of whether or not
You hesitate, it may be assumed that you have won, that this
Wooden and external representation
Returns the full echo of what you meant
With nothing left over, from that circumference now alight
With ex-possibilities become present fact, and you
Must wear them like clothing, moving in the shadow of
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Your single and twin existence, waking in intact
Appreciation of it. . . . (SP 70)
Poetry, then, for all three writers, is a full and “intact” record of what the
mind finds as it examines our life in language.
Virginia Tech
Notes
1

Michael Davidson, in his important article “Notes beyond the Notes: Wallace Stevens
and Contemporary Poets,” makes the related point that Stevens’ “operative or performative
use of language has had an increasingly important function for contemporary poets as a way
of writing a poetry of ideas within the very terms that those ideas present” (149).
2
I’m drawing here on the work of Stanley Cavell who, to give one example of his discussion
of these ideas, writes that in Walden Thoreau demonstrates a “faithfulness to conditions of
language as such. . . . Words come to us from a distance; they were there before we were;
we are born into them. Meaning them is accepting that fact of their condition” (62, 65).
3
All three critics I mention above, for example, take note of this. See Vendler (OEW 257),
Leggett (179), and Bloom (266).
4
I base my remarks here on Leggett’s convincing reading of this difficult canto (185–90).
5
A remark by the poet Jorie Graham in an interview first suggested this idea to me: “There
are two ways that Stevens has been taken. One is John Ashbery’s way. I hope I am an example
of many younger poets who are perhaps taking Stevens in a different direction” (Meek 168).
That Graham’s way out of Stevens has quite a lot of Ashbery in it, a poet she admires, suggests
that these two directions merge as often as they separate.
6
Among the important discussions of Bishop’s dramatization of her finite position as
observer or subject-in-relation, I would cite David Kalstone’s Becoming a Poet: Elizabeth
Bishop with Marianne Moore and Robert Lowell, Bonnie Costello’s Elizabeth Bishop: Questions
of Mastery, and Victoria Harrison’s Elizabeth Bishop’s Poetics of Intimacy. I have discussed
these books in “Elizabeth Bishop and the Power of Uncertainty,” Review 17 (forthcoming).
7
Vendler’s early discussion of “Poem” (PN 103–05) is particularly strong in its comments
on the “yet-to-be-dismantled elms.”
8
The reading I propose here repeats and extends my discussion of “Clepsydra” in “John
Ashbery,” forthcoming in Dictionary of Literary Biography: American Poets Since World War
II, ed. Joseph Conte.
9
For an insightful discussion of Ashbery’s use of “you” in the mind’s speculation on itself,
see Karen Mills-Court (267–314).
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Ann Lauterbach’s “Still” and
Why Stevens Still Matters
CHARLES ALTIERI

F

OCUSING AN ENTIRE ISSUE of this journal on relations between
Stevens, Bishop, and contemporary women poets seems to me an
important and timely gesture. Not only are there substantial lines of
similarity and transformation to be articulated, there are also crucial value
questions to be faced. In the past ten years championing Bishop has often
involved trashing Stevens—usually along lines that diminish both of their
achievements. Here I will suggest an alternative view that uses a poem by
Ann Lauterbach to clarify some aspects of Stevens that remain vital, in
large part because they provide alternatives to what Bishop came to make
of quite similar overall notions of lyric imagination. Where Bishop dramatizes the creation of value as a complex analogical process of circling
around and through projected scenarios, Stevens often turns his attention
to direct self-reflexive meditation on whom one becomes as one registers
oneself carrying out such circlings. Both modes of understanding ourselves seem to me crucial for contemporary culture—we are not likely to
suffer from a surfeit in these domains—but to appreciate both we have to
be careful to spell out how they limit us as well as empower us.
I fear we will not do a good job at these tasks so long as we remain
trapped in the kinds of charges against Stevens made in a recent collection
of essays on Bishop. Let me simply list these charges, then suggest briefly
how much they miss, before I turn to how Stevens and Lauterbach help
illuminate one another: 1) Stevens’ version of the American sublime involves a radical solipsism that Bishop overthrows by recasting models of
gender and of subjective agency; 2) he fails to challenge as Bishop does
the notion of an authentic speaking voice; 3) “The Idea of Order at Key
West” defines one mode of Stevens where his “belief in poetic, phallic
dominance” proves especially problematic because it allows him to appropriate the female singer “within the fiction of the poem as a figure for
Stevens himself and his ‘rage to order’ ”; and 4) as Bishop herself claims,
his poems are too “ ‘self-conscious—poetry so aware lacks depth. Poetry
should have more of the unconscious spots left in.’ ”1
I am sure that at moments Stevens is guilty of all these charges. But
how characteristic are they? And how helpful are they in understanding
his achievement or the relation of contemporary poets to their modernist
THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL 19.2 (FALL 1995): 219-233.
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heritage? Notice that when Stevens actually devotes a poem to the topic
of an “American Sublime” he is by no means its ardent advocate. Nor is
it quite adequate to call him a radical solipsist. As I argue at length in my
Painterly Abstraction in Modernist American Poetry, Stevens turns to abstraction precisely to develop speaking positions that allow moments where
even the most isolated individuals must recognize that they occupy the
same virtual position as they enter the act of mind that the poem delineates.2 Stevens was suspicious of values such as those now invoked under
the name of the dialogical, since any dependency on a specific other invites
a Lacanian game of seduction and entrapment. But by abstracting that
very temptation and turning away from attempts to describe the self for
another, he thought he could lead readers to see what they share by virtue
simply of the ways that they experience their own first-person states.
Stevens’ abstraction also makes it difficult for me to credit the second
charge, since whatever authority he does pursue certainly does not depend
on personal qualities attributed to his speaking voices. It is true that
Stevens relies on eloquence, but for him the authority of eloquence is not
tied to a personal history (as it is for Wordsworth). Rather authority proves
inseparable from the poem’s capacity to “involve the lives of other people”
by rendering ways that the imagination comes to terms with its own
imperatives, often by relying on intricate self-qualification and self-questioning. One might say that for Stevens authority does not depend on
placing one person over another but on convincing an audience that one
mode of thinking is provisionally worth trying on in the place of some
other, usually more imperious one. More important yet is the way that the
binaries required to make this second charge work also diminish Bishop.
Certainly she challenges any single dramatic model of authentic voice, but
that need not mean erasing the intricate tonalities of voice as fundamental
to what the poetry asks us to appreciate, and to use.
The danger of invoking binaries is even greater when we turn to issues
of gender and mastery. To insist on “The Idea of Order at Key West” as
deeply phallic is to underplay the ways in which the singer’s voice is not
just appropriated but is given the power to raise questions that transform
the poet’s appreciation of his surroundings. The poem insists on opening
itself to that voice, since its spontaneous abstract intimacy offers a richer
model for poetry than anything he might work up on his own account.
And although the woman’s voice must be subsumed by the end of the
poem, it is not sacrificed to Stevens’ ego. She mediates the way to more
generalized reflection on a world that her song helps him realize he shares
with others—both as a means of defining a common landscape and as a
vehicle opening into “ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds.”3 Rather
than oppose Stevens to Bishop here, we might note how close these lines
are to her “More delicate than the historians’ are the map-makers’ colors.”4
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There too the urge for order produces something social that is nonetheless
beyond what becomes overtly articulate.
Finally one must admit that Stevens is highly and sometimes annoyingly self-conscious and that he distrusts anything like a Freudian version
of the unconscious. But perhaps lines like the conclusion of “The Idea of
Order at Key West” warrant our asking whether Stevens’ characteristic
blend of discursive precision and imaginative lushness might produce
states that are as mysterious as anything in Bishop yet free of the conceptual and emotional problems involved in relying on hypotheses about the
unconscious.
Since this relation of precision to lushness applies so well to Lauterbach’s poem “Still,” I take this occasion to flee the abstract, defensive
argument I have been outlining in order to turn to the kinds of specifics
on which most claims about literary values are ultimately decided:
The sleeping urgencies are perhaps ruined now
In the soul’s haphazard sanctuary,
Ignored like a household
Dormant in the landscape, a backwoods dump
Where the last care has worn through its last
Memory. We might think of this as a blessing
As we thrash in the nocturnal waste:
Rubble of doors, fat layers of fiber
Drooping under eaves, weeds
Leaning in lassitude after heavy rain
Has surged from a whitened sky.
Thunder blooms unevenly in unknowable places
Breaking distance into startling new chambers
We cannot enter; potentially, a revelation.
Deep Midnight, a song on the Chinese zither.
This must be long after the storm, long
After the revolution. It seems some things
Were kept in storage after all: cool air
Quietly throbbing, a few candles, chance songs
“Soul to soul” on the radio. Chance is a variant
Of change, the weather changing, chancy
But destined. Our trust is that we, too, are
Forms attached to content, content to meanings
Aroused. It is our custom to bring things about.5
In many respects this is not a typical contemporary poem. Its movement
is complex and highly elliptical, its voice demandingly “serious” and
insistently artful. But that is precisely why we need Stevens. He provides

WHY STEVENS STILL MATTERS

221

analogues for our figuring out how to make the difficulty itself part of the
poem’s semantic texture, and he helps clarify the kind of imaginative sites
that such difficulty composes. Bishop too has her difficulties, but I will
argue that these difficulties complicate our ways of attaching to the world,
while Stevens complicates self-reflexive second-order paths for attaching
to our own ways of investing values in that world. Consider for example
the lovely, intricate irony of the last stanza of “Bouquet of Roses in Sunlight”:
We are two that use these roses as we are,
In seeing them. This is what makes them seem
So far beyond the rhetorician’s touch. (CP 431)
To appreciate what the roses involve for the speaker we must recognize
the ways in which the “as we are” transforms the opening copula into a
far more complex modal version of personal identity, delicately poised
between where the agent stands and what the agent sees. And, more
important, we must grant the irony of this merely seeming to be beyond
the rhetorician’s touch while we also recognize that here reference to
“seeming” may mark a release from a suspicious attitude toward rhetoric.
Seeming may be enough of a connection to the world to enable us to
celebrate being as we are, and the instability of language may be part of
what allows us the complexity and delicacy of those connections—so long
as it arranges, deepens, and enchants our grasp of what it means to be
users of the roses.
Now we can begin coming to terms with the intricate instability in
Lauterbach’s first stanza. There are two basic challenges here. The first
consists of a series of semantic problems. Why does the opening foreground oxymorons such as “sleeping urgencies” and “haphazard sanctuary”? How do these oxymorons relate to the poem’s insistence on
ambiguities of reference? “Ignored” most emphatically modifies “urgencies,” but it can also modify “sanctuary.” And the “this” we are asked to
think of as a blessing may refer to either the ruining of the urgencies or
to the description of the backwoods dump. Finally, we must try to appreciate what is involved in the elaborate conceit that concludes this stanza
and prepares the way for the second stanza’s much more elliptical and
discursive mode.
The second challenge involves the dramatic level of the poem. We have
to ask what kind of imaginative site the poem establishes for itself and
what might motivate making that site so strangely inconsistent with our
practical ways of interpreting actions. How we can position our imaginations to dwell in a place where dreams are stilled, distance breaks into
startling new chambers, and moods shift drastically as the poem tries to
figure out where it arrives in its second stanza? Then, in speculating on
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motive, I think we have to understand the broader, cultural imperatives
that the poem seems to take on, imperatives that bond her with other
contemporaries concerned to balance the seductive appeal of elaborate
dream projections with the critical intelligence’s demands for ironic distance. Most of these poets—from Adrienne Rich to Robert Hass to C. K.
Williams, even to John Ashbery—foster that balance by calling attention
to the supple immediacy of the speaking presence, as if the intelligence
cutting the poem free from obvious artifice sufficed to stabilize and contextualize its temptations to trust in its own lyrical excesses. But Lauterbach’s is a more severe sensibility. For her the intimacy developed by her
peers remains too subject to the stagier aspects of self-consciousness. If we
are to cut closer to the psyche’s most pressing needs and corresponding
powers, we have to be able to imagine intimacies that bring us into contact
with states that are themselves too internally divided and riven with
tensions to be captured within the modes of speech that the “I” can assume.
In “Still,” for example, rendering the full interplay between the space
behind dreams and the work of analytic intellect requires occupying a
stance where we can observe the pressures that both poles put upon the
lyrical ego, and where we can envision a mode of lyrical intelligence
capacious enough to contain those competing demands. C. K. Williams’ A
Dream of Mind defines this basic quest as a process of coming to terms with
two incompatible aspects of the life of mind—our sense of inexorable
forces that drive the individual, and our sense of being beguiled by the
ways that this force of mind affords a narcissistic core to our activities.6
Lauterbach takes on a similar set of contrasting forces, but with perhaps
a richer sense of these inexorable factors at work even within our dreaming, and with a more rigorous insistence on treating the ego itself as only
part of the field that the poem works to still. The poem must be difficult
if it is to establish an intimate connection to forces so inexorable that any
affirmation of them must acknowledge how incomplete are the satisfactions they make possible.
“Still” sets its opening moment as a reaction to such inexorable factors.
Consciousness becomes self-reflexive only as witness to loss and change.
But rather than rush irritably after fact and reason, Lauterbach invites us
to dwell in the moment when everything is in an unstable transition. Can
any mode of speaking occupy this site where even dreams seem to end,
and hence where one can locate the soul only by relying on these intricate
oxymorons and unstable referents? For we are not dealing simply with
the unconscious. We are dealing with a stillness that somehow disarms
that unconscious, opening into realms where sleeping urgencies loosen
their hold on us. What then emerges? Minimally we have to see that this
loosening requires us to treat agency as a condition in which soul seems
far more passive than it does in comparable poems like Stevens’ “Man on
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the Dump.” Soul in this stillness is something like a condition of pure need
in which the last care has worn through the last memory. There is a deep
sense of self, but that sense cannot take the form of the “I” because that is
precisely what seems doubly removed, first into the sleeping urgencies,
then into the stillness that pushes beyond them. Yet this sense of an inner
life does afford a site of metaphor-making that opens another dimension
of whatever soul can be. The intensity of dispossession affords a principle
of lyric power.
By the sixth line a “we” enters, perhaps as the embodiment of that soul,
if only as a hypothetical construct for locating the agency we are witnessing. For the “we” is inseparable from the reader’s efforts to sift through
the shifting references. And unstable as this “we” is, with only the “might
think” as its mark of power, it manages to introduce a mode of connection
where one extended figure breeds another even more elaborate conceit
evoking a thunderstorm. That more elaborate figure, in turn, leads to the
poem’s managing to name at least the sense of potential that the dispossession of sleep has made available. It might even be the case that this
self-reflexive effort to think one’s thinking forces the reader also to engage
what must remain thinking’s indefinable other—the sense of unknowable
places in which distance promises revelation. The undoing of sleep cannot
quite produce a waking, except as this opening into incompleteness as
possibility, which it turns out is a condition pervading every aspect of the
poem’s linguistic activity.
This promise of revelation cannot be realized in any positive form. The
most one can do is reflect on its aftermath, and in the reflection be willing
to follow a logic of metaphoric transfiguration like the one that in this
poem generates the idea of thunder. It seems then that Lauterbach cares
more about how we think about thinking than she does about any specific
idea or image that may be revealed. So she has to find a way beyond the
beyond that follows the moment of potential revelation. Therefore her
speaking voice begins by taking stock of simple things that it seems have
been kept in storage, and hence not subjected to the violence of revolution
that the storm produced. Then the idea of chance emerges accidentally as
that voice characterizes what she hears on the radio. And that idea provides the material the poem needs to come to terms with what these rapid
transitions might mean for the soul. With soul now reduced to radio
refrains, the poem can at least turn on the relation between “chance” and
“change” in order to open a path toward displaying an understanding of
the qualities it has enacted, qualities that might prove capable of stilling
the pains of dispossession.
This coming to terms is quintessentially Stevensian in its quest for
precise articulation of what must also remain delicate and mobile. It seems
as if the only way to adapt to chance is to occupy imaginatively a site in
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which we can think simultaneously both chance and destiny. And, more
important, we must be able to combine the intensity that cares about
chance with the distance from self that can possess inevitable dispossession—both from the “I” into the “we” and from arousal to a sense of
ourselves as things amidst things. The poem must be able to compose a
site where the stillness of a soul ripped from its possessions links to the
strength of a mind that can frame the entire process of pursuing and
withdrawing from revelation, and from revolution, as aspects of a single
still, still with us.
These demands help us understand why the climactic assertions of the
poem are so cryptic and highly condensed: “Our trust is that we, too, are
/ Forms attached to content, content to meanings / Aroused.” How else
could the poem try to encompass chance without denying its force? Lauterbach has to keep meaning possible here, but always on the verge of
disappearing, if only because aroused meaning remains subject to the
entire process mapped by the first stanza. Forewarned, let us try to unpack
the logic here. Forms promise to take us beyond chance because they are
vehicles by which we postulate and give a body to destiny. But that body
is only abstract, perhaps only destiny’s hold on us, unless we can carry
over those forms into the kinds of meanings for such contents that engage
human investments and hence open the space (as the line ending does)
for the kinds of arousals binding us to our worlds. However, accomplishing such aroused meanings seems to have its own danger, since at the very
point of arousal the poem must shift to a surprising impersonality in which
even the “we” emerges only as a modifying adjective: “It is our custom to
bring things about.” Custom depersonalizes desire, and it requires the
kind of distance from self that makes all of one’s activities seem reduced
to the complex ambiguity of bringing “things about.”
This impersonality may be necessary because the soul must keep
enough distance from itself not to let the forms collapse into becoming
only meanings, or destiny into only dreams. So instead of being granted
the satisfactions of a triumphant lyric ending we must face up to the full
irony of moving from the promise of revelation to the facticity of things.
The most straightforward sense of the poem’s last line claims simply that
we have the power to bring things into existence. But that power proves
closely connected to our powerlessness as beings bound to chance and to
change, for our actions also end up constricting the free play of desire and
the strange landscape of the opening stanzas to what become only things.
And these things, which now include even these acts of mind that try to
articulate what hovers beyond language, seem condemned to an aboutness
that will never quite merge with the sense of presentness that teased this
poem into existence. There is then no alternative to this distance, no
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alternative to seeing ourselves become victims of our desires and objects
because of what calls to us in our experiences of subjectivity.
Yet this very distance provides a new form that we can hope will
reintroduce the entire cycle. Bringing things about also provides a world
where grasping our own thingness secures the constant possibility of
arousal within what remains chance and change. This final transformation
takes on its full thingness by leading us back to the title, and through that
to the condition of the first lines. At first we have to understand “still” as
primarily an adjective focusing on the basic quality of the site beyond
dreams. By the end of the poem “still” takes on several other dimensions.
The entire poem becomes a “still,” a way of bringing things about that
somehow articulates what is at stake in the very process of coming to terms
with changes of psychic state. And the poem can be said to take on the
qualities of “still” as a verb, bringing a kind of resolution to the very loss
of stillness that generates about such thinking, and such thinging.
In the rest of Before Recollection Lauterbach will try to win an “I” not so
bound to the abstract distances from which she feels she must begin. But
for now we have to concentrate on how her handling of this distance might
be considered in itself as a significant poetic achievement. Simply attending to the poem makes clear its intelligence and craft. But I think questions
about the poem’s relation to modernism also enable us to appreciate what
we might call the poem’s historicity—in the sense that we can project the
poem as engaged in a significant struggle to extend possibilities of modernism that most contemporaries ignore. So now I must turn to my general
argument about how Lauterbach develops an important feature of
Stevens’ work that we do not find pronounced in Bishop, who has become
for most contemporaries the richest exemplar of that aspect of Stevens
most vital to contemporary sensibilities.
The Stevens who matters here is in fact one who has a good deal in
common with Bishop. This Stevens is not the poet-philosopher using
elaborate rhetorical cadences to find outlines of a supreme fiction within
the traces of spilt religion that seemed modernity’s only locus of significant
values. Rather the relevant Stevens is the one I have tried to describe
elsewhere as focusing on the intensities of an exponential imagination that
works by bringing to consciousness the structure of investments fundamental to our experiences of value.7 Emphasis here lies not on synthetic
fictions but on the dynamics that quicken intimate experiences and allow
us to understand the forms of care underlying our own attachments.
This is the Stevens for whom eloquence is less a matter of the thinker’s
will than of the intricacy of light’s faculties. In this mode imagination
consists not in a synthetic, metaphoric intelligence but in the self-reflexive
figural play by which we transform a “there” into a “here” (CP 305) or
realize that “the panorama of despair / Cannot be the specialty / Of this
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ecstatic air” (CP 135). If we had the time we could trace Stevens’ own
transformations within this mode—from the “love that . . . muses on its
eccentricity” (CP 79) of “Jasmine’s Beautiful Thoughts,” to the complex
blend of intimacy and reflective distance in “Bouquet of Roses in Sunlight,”
to the sense in many of the last poems of an imperative within the very
immediacy of pleasure that drives us to reflections on necessity, especially
in “The Plain Sense of Things” and “The World as Meditation.” For now,
though, a simpler poem, “Woman Looking at a Vase of Flowers,” should
suffice to clarify Stevens’ relation to the sites Lauterbach explores:
It was as if thunder took form upon
The piano, that time: the time when the crude
And jealous grandeurs of sun and sky
Scattered themselves in the garden, like
The wind dissolving into birds,
The clouds becoming braided girls.
It was like the sea poured out again
In east wind beating the shutters at night.
Hoot, little owl within her, how
High blue became particular
In the leaf and the bud and how the red,
Flicked into pieces, points of air,
Became—how the central, essential red
Escaped its large abstraction, became,
First, summer, then a lesser time,
Then the sides of peaches, of dusky pears.
Hoot how the inhuman colors fell
Into place beside her, where she was,
Like human conciliations, more like
A profounder reconciling, an act,
An affirmation free from doubt.
The crude and jealous formlessness
Became the form and the fragrance of things
Without clairvoyance, close to her. (CP 246–47)
This poem is much more playful than anything of Lauterbach’s, and it
correspondingly is less severe in its understanding of the roles distance
must play within the psyche. Yet we can still observe how much of its lyric
economy she takes up and transforms. Stevens’ poem is scenic, but so
embarrassedly so that it takes an entire stanza of metaphorically positioning a psyche before the poem turns to its specific referent. The effect is to
require our placing the scene as always already within structures of desire
that extend far beyond it, but also that require a grounding situation in
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the same way that Lauterbach’s poem requires its initial stillness. Yet this
elaborate frame enables him also to insist on a level and quality of intimacy
that cannot be achieved by focused description, since such description
forces response into narrow empirical contexts (however metaphoric) and
blocks the play of levels that here allows Stevens to realize not the scene
but the desires activated by it. Intimacy is not a matter of what we see but
of how we stage responsiveness to that seeing. So in this poem the very
process by which the red becomes particularized into points of air also
becomes a means of anchoring large abstractions within subtle qualities
of attention, first in the figural qualities of summer, then, by an odd
extension, back into the transfigured textures of peaches and pears giving
a focus to her hooting.
Most contemporary poets willing to engage Stevens this far would stop
with some version of the second stanza. But Stevens’ distinctive, emotional
universe depends on making the distancing moves undertaken by the
third stanza, so that by the end we return not to the scene but to the
woman’s own reflective relationship to the form and the fragrance of
things in general—a form and a fragrance that is not a metaphor for the
flowers but a realization of what is essential to her about them. The poem
must seek a mode of reflection not directly available to the woman’s own
consciousness, since then it can dramatize what this distance and capacity
to think the “inhuman” might make available for her, or as her, if she could
find a philosophical language for everything that this closeness entails.
Ultimately Stevens’ manipulation of such distances makes closeness itself
not merely a psychological state but a simple, concrete site for imagining
what the total affirmation of life might involve. We withdraw from the
particular condition of the woman as a concrete subject in order to try out
identifications with the overall possibilities of affirmative subjectivity that
shape how she engages that situation.
To appreciate fully why Stevens makes these choices, we have to grant,
however provisionally, the possible values that led writers to take on the
challenges fundamental to modernist ambitions. Foremost among those
was a deep suspicion of romantic lyricism based on the dream that somehow the individual agent could develop an eloquence capable at once of
giving coherence to an individual emotional life and projecting from that
coherence ideals of imaginative order for the culture at large. For the
modernists such expressivity had come to seem deeply self-deluding: the
lyrical mode could not but inflate the self-images we attach to its possibilities of vocalization, and it could not but depend on audience values
that were necessary to reflect and hence ground that flattery. More important, such work paradoxically could not be sufficiently intimate, even if it
could resist the temptations to self-flattery. The work depended on modes
of understanding the subject’s emotions that were bound to the structures
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we use to make narrative and dramatic sense of discrete events or situations, and hence it could not engage more fluid or less determinate aspects
of psychic life. Most important, such egocentric ways of developing imaginative exemplars for audiences could not fully take account of those
demonic and daimonic aspects of psychic life that did not fit the boundaries imposed by our ideas of unique subjects: they could not explore the
ways in which different, discrete subjects might be said to share the same
structure or form of feeling; and they could not easily mediate between
the subject’s sense of significance and a model of significance that might
make larger claims, however qualified, such as those Stevens makes here
for “a profounder reconciling” (CP 247).8
It is crucial to note that this historical account leads us back to Bishop
as well as to Stevens. She shares the general outlines of this modernist
critique of subjective expressionism and his desire to locate intimacy in
features of the psyche that depend on playing authorial distance against
dramatic immediacy. She even shares Stevens’ sense that what matters
about the imagination is not its quasi-mythmaking abilities but its capacity
to bring the psyche into direct vital engagement with its world, as if there
were a nonsubjective version of the personal. One might think of how her
“Sandpiper” aligns with objectivist values, but with its focus less on what
the bird sees than on the intricacies of his looking; or one might think of
how “A Cold Spring” allows itself an identification with the “now” and
the “this” as markers of subjectivity that constitute a substantial shift from
the Moorean distance maintained by her earlier poems.
When we speak of differences between Bishop and Stevens, then, we
are dealing with alternative ways of activating this exponential imagination, valuable not for what it transfigures into metaphoric structures but
for what it intensifies in resonant particulars. Bishop’s intensities do not
lead back into the change of registers and overt, indulgent self-consciousness that we saw in Stevens’ “Woman Looking at a Vase of Flowers.” Her
authorial presence depends on careful control of what remains largely a
scenic situation, so that even her play of mind for the most part depends
on enacting a struggle for and against what Bonnie Costello calls “mastery” over the particular encounter or the main figure that a given poem
elaborates.9 Whether the analogue be maps or filling stations or waiting
rooms or her travels, the poet’s discipline consists in training the subject
to work out its investments within the confines of a compelling, worldly
situation. Rather than turn nakedly on the responder, Bishop keeps modifying the very investments that the analogical details can evoke and sustain.
In my view this discipline limits who we can take the subject to be, since
lyrical agency is for the most part confined to the roles of observer or the
labyrinths of memory or, in her great poems such as “In the Waiting
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Room,” to working through intricate identifications. That is why she is so
attractive to our chastened and suspicious age. Her engagements are so
occupied by the objects of her attention that all the complexity goes into
dramatizing reactions and metaphoric implications, rather than turning
back to the modes of eloquence required to stage the self reflecting on the
very structure of investments that is shaping the reactions. Let us take as
our example to compare with Stevens’ “Woman Looking at a Vase of
Flowers” Bishop’s poem “Sonnet,” published three weeks after she died:
Caught—the bubble
in the spirit-level,
a creature divided;
and the compass needle
wobbling and wavering,
undecided.
Freed—the broken
thermometer’s mercury
running away;
and the rainbow-bird
from the narrow bevel
of the empty mirror,
flying wherever
it feels like, gay! (EBCP 192)
Both poems stage the mind coming to a sense of release from containing
structures—in Bishop an escape from all that the thermometer involves
metaphorically, and in Stevens a denial of large abstractions about color
and emotional weathers. But for Bishop, reticent and intricate identification with the imagined object is perhaps the crucial condition of that
freedom. It is hard not to agree, hard not to think that her concluding
“gay” says everything that Stevens’ far more rhetorical meditation on his
lady does, while adding significant claims about gender identity and
marginal sociality not present in Stevens. Bishop’s emotional economy
needs none of Stevens elaborate scene-setting for her purposes. The analogy to the thermometer can do all the work, especially once she makes
the brilliant decision to begin with the very process of being “Caught” that
the thermometer also comes to represent. Rhetorically this gesture immediately imposes on the reader and poet the same sense of entrapment that
the poem tries to work free of. And dramatically the imagination is completely absorbed by the lines of identification attaching it to its object.
That identification then also becomes the ground for the incredible
sense of freedom that the poem accomplishes. As many commentators
have noticed, even the form of the poem pursues this freedom, first in its
refusal of the pentameter, then in its inverting the sextet-octet structure so
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that what closes the sonnet opens a life for the composing intelligence.
More important, the absoluteness of this opening “Caught” not only captures the reader within the analogy, it also defines the precondition for the
release. Simply denying the capture will not suffice. In this poem at least
one must first suffer the full pangs of identification with the self-division
and indecision basic to being a thermometer, and hence a passive register
of constant change. Thermometers are things constantly brought about.
But they then are also instruments defining by contrast what a significant
freedom might be like.
It is in how she elaborates that freedom that Bishop’s differences from
Stevens can most fully be explored and evaluated. “Sonnet” casts being
free as finding in the mercury’s running away and becoming a bird a
sufficient ground for getting the concluding adjective “gay” to become a
condition one can will as an emblem for an entire life. Notice that even if
we insist on the gender implications of “gay,” in the poem it does not
depend for its meaning on any set of oppositions and hence on any
struggle. Syntactically the gay emerges as almost an afterthought, modifying both the mercury (transfigured into a bird) and the feeling such
transfiguration warrants. This gaiety is simply an outgrowth of the figurative mercury’s directionless flow; it is not part of any teleological project
and does not depend on any reflexive mode of self-possession. The self
bound to this sequence need not justify itself by invoking qualifying
adjectives (freedom “as” something) or by promising subsequent efforts
at self-definition. Such efforts would only trap it by making the freedom
become a thing. One can trust in that gaiety only so long as the analogue
(and the poet’s play within that analogue) suffices to define it, without
imposing other dependencies upon it. One can be gay, absolutely, because
one can also identify entirely with what the imagination can flesh out about
the mercury, and because the form of the poem suggests the imagination
needs no supplements to that identification so long as it is contained by
this framework of complex interrelations.
Bishop’s gaiety then is the opposite of the “profounder reconciling[s]”
in Stevens’ poem. Given the force of that opening “Caught,” there is
nothing in the world of objects or social structures that she might be
reconciled to. So the only solution is to absorb reflective consciousness
entirely in what the analogical mind affords: just as it had been trapped
by the figure of the thermometer, it can reach pure freedom in the figure
of the mercury—so long as it asks nothing more than the form this freedom
takes as a modifying, adjectival state.
Stevens wants something more, which may have to risk becoming
something less, because he cannot be content with Bishop’s brilliant ability
to bind imagination to the specific configurations allowing it such satisfyingly complete marginality. Stevens’ restless mind must try out other
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contexts for the analogies, asking what might allow such gaiety or how
long it is likely to last. That is why “Woman Looking at a Vase of Flowers”
turns in its last stanza to speculate on how beyond the “crude and jealous
formlessness” of her intensified perceptual life there might emerge a sense
of “the form and the fragrance of things / Without clairvoyance, close to
her” (CP 247). For Stevens there is no richer state than that sense of
closeness, a sense as free of ultimate criteria as Bishop’s gaiety. But closeness cannot be identity, and the arousal of freedom must always be placed
in terms of the forms and meanings that allow, and contain, its momentary
sufficiencies. Analogies themselves require meditation on the roles they
can and cannot play in our imaginative lives.
I hope it is obvious that I am not criticizing Bishop for her locating
imagination so thoroughly in the intricacies of analogical processes. Nor
do I want to suggest that all or even most of her analogies offer such
absolute claims about gaiety, although gaiety remains central to the very
possibility of wielding even the kinds of analogies that in poems such as
“At the Fishhouses” define a bitter sense of the absence basic to our
historical knowledge. I want only to show that her analogical style is
deeply opposed to the more dialectical model of reflection and self-reflexive identities that Stevens elaborated, largely to render an intimacy of
value-creation quite close to what fascinated Bishop. Were we to speak
only in historical terms we would have to say that Bishop has clearly won.
She does what she does so well that she has come to define the image of
poetic intelligence most widely shared among contemporary poets. But
there may be good reason to insist on the limitations of any mode that
could find such diverse champions as Lowell, Merrill, Ashbery, Ostriker,
and Rich, since its very generality of appeal suggests it may participate
too fully in what we might call the age’s richest commonplaces about what
it means to be human. Lauterbach reminds us that in Stevens there are
possible ways of having the impersonal and transpersonal explode out of
introspection, thereby perhaps making it possible to return to ourselves
more truly and more strange.
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I Am (Not) This:
Erotic Discourse in Bishop, Olds, and Stevens
ALICIA OSTRIKER

Alas, Love, I would thou couldst as well defend thyself
as thou canst offend others. I would those on whom thou
dost attend could either put thee away, or yield good reason why they keep thee.
—Sir Philip Sidney, Apology for Poetry
Why, why do we feel
(we all feel) this sweet
sensation of joy?
—Elizabeth Bishop, “The Moose”
But I have this,
so this is who I am, this body
white as yellowish dough brushed with dry flour
pressed to his body. I am these breasts that
crush against him like collapsible silver
travel cups . . .
. . . if you
want to know who I am, I am this, this.
—Sharon Olds, “This”
She is the day, the walk of the moon
Among the breathless spices and, sometimes,
He, too, is human and difference disappears. . . .
—Stevens, “World without Peculiarity”
I

I

WOULD LIKE TO TALK about erotic discourse in poetry in its widest
and most archaic sense, beginning with the proposal that what
Adrienne Rich today calls “The drive / to connect[,] The dream of a
common language” (“Origins and History of Consciousness”) has for
millennia been understood and experienced as the body and soul’s desire,
as simultaneously natural and divine, and as source of intense pleasure,
intense pain. As in the Song of Songs: “Let him kiss me with the kisses of
his mouth, for thy love is better than wine. . . . Let my beloved come into
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his garden and taste his pleasant fruits” (1:2; 4:16). Or Sappho: “Mother, I
can’t finish my weaving. You may blame Aphrodite, soft as she is, she has
almost killed me with love for that boy” (frag. 135). Or Catullus, inventing
introspection and passionate ambivalence in the same moment: “I hate
and love. I don’t know how, but I feel it, and it is excruciating” (no. 85;
my translation). Or Andrew Marvell, at the close of “To His Coy Mistress”:
“Let us roll all our strength, and all / Our sweetness up into one ball, /
And tear our pleasures with rough strife / Thorough the iron gates of life.
/ Thus, though we cannot make our sun / Stand still, yet we will make
him run.” In and from the poetry of the ages, I would stress the idea of
connection, the impulse to connect, to perceive unities across the conventional boundaries of separation, as always implicitly erotic, always a form
of making love.
Making love. Poetry. An odd combination, some will think. For in
postmodern, media-drenched America, eros equals pornography, both for
its advocates and its attackers. Pornography, or perhaps possession, a
consumer product. Many poets, and almost all critics, avoid it (except in
the special category of AIDS writing, where eros equals mortality). What
most contemporary critics seem to want is less body and less feeling in
poetry. Less sensuousness. Less desire—these topics are so sticky, so embarrassing, so impolite, so troublesome—can’t we, please, have a poetry
that’s clean, with the messy and horrifying fluids and passions scrubbed
off it?
Not that academic disapproval of eros is new. It is as old as the discontents of civilization and the need to subdue desire in the name of an
efficient state. Freud properly observed that libido is precisely what socialization represses. Yeats rhymes entertainingly on the scandalousness
of poets to pedantss: “Lord, what would they say / Did their Catullus
walk that way?” (“The Scholars”). The passage I quote above from Sir
Philip Sidney suggests that the topic of love was slightly unacceptable to
the scholarly mind at the very moment when Europe and England were
being flooded with love sonnets. Modernist poetics, insofar as it pursues
the ideal impersonality recommended by T. S. Eliot or bows to Pound’s
distaste for “emotional slither,” constitutes perhaps an apex of anerotic
sublimation—however undermined by the practice of poets such as Frost
and Williams. It is surely not coincidental that of the major women modernists, the only one to be respectfully canonized was the sexually respectable Marianne Moore, while the deviantly sexual H. D., Loy, and
Stein—not to mention conventionally amorous lyricists like Millay—remain outside that particular pale. His impassioned and explicit exploration
of the erotic is probably one of the many causes that keep Robinson Jeffers
in critical limbo, a potential embarrassment. In our own time, as women
poets occupy the terrain of eros in massive numbers, uttering both hetero-
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sexual and lesbian desire and drawing radical connections between love
of bodies and love as a potential principle for the body politic, it is not
surprising to find a backlash of critical opinion emphatically preferring
the abstract to the sensuous, the cerebral to the emotional. In part for this
reason, the austere poetry of Elizabeth Bishop is universally praised, and
the physically and sexually charged poetry of Sharon Olds commonly
attacked. At the same time, while critical discussion of Wallace Stevens
has until very recently avoided or evaded the issue of the erotic in his
poetry, it is interesting to note that several recent volumes of Stevens
criticism address precisely—or almost precisely—this issue.
In the following triangulated discussion of Bishop, Olds, and Stevens,
I will cite at some length the critic Vernon Shetley, who concludes his
chapter on Elizabeth Bishop in After the Death of Poetry1 by describing
Sharon Olds as a representative mainstream poet (58) who fails to live up
to the Bishop tradition. I will argue first that Shetley’s view of Bishop is
skewed toward the erasure of eros in her poetry; next that his dismissal
of Olds derives from a horror of eros in hers; and third, I will suggest that
notwithstanding apparently polar differences between Bishop and Olds,
including where they locate themselves on a continuum of erotic desire
and dread, the two poets share an understanding of what eros is. Finally,
I will propose a tentative view of erotic discourse in Stevens that would
locate him elsewhere.
II
The qualities Shetley praises in Bishop are familiar ones. He admires
her reticence, her withholding of meaning, her “reluctance to moralize or
draw conclusions,” and the closures that pose “undecidable alternatives”—though with a new twist. These qualities have, he claims, acquired
greater resonance since our present knowledge of Bishop’s unhappy childhood and her lesbianism enables us to perceive what the poems function
to conceal. A votary of “difficulty,” Shetley demonstrates that Bishop employs figures of similitude (simile, metaphor, implied analogy) throughout
her career to express or imply unlikeness, dissimilarity, skepticism regarding the possibility or desirability of connection. Under the banner of postmodernism, he admires, in other words, Bishop’s resistance to the erotic.
Shetley’s discussion concentrates on four poems. In “The Monument,”
he argues, Bishop, like Eliot, implies a poetics of “artistic impersonality as
a defense against painful personal history.” Attributing life to an artifact
is “a means of evading questions of human agency. . . . [T]he poet can
conceal herself behind the objecthood of the artwork” (41). “The Weed,”
a counterpoem of the creative moment, appears to recoil from its narrative
of fertility, variety, and motion. Covertly, the poem “explores the uneasy
territory of feeling associated with the fear of and repulsion from pregnancy” (42). “At the Fishhouses” extends these anxieties regarding the
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female body to anxieties about the poet’s relation to a female-coded nature
and a looming maternal sea. Lastly, “In the Waiting Room” is read as
describing a “fall into connectedness” (57) that can only be experienced
as horrifying.
These are strong and persuasive readings that add up to a plausible
account of the force of alienation in Bishop as a postmodern poet.2 Shetley’s
picture coincides, moreover, with the view of astute critics such as Bonnie
Costello, who notes Bishop’s “impersonal mode” and “variety of distancing techniques”; or Robert Pinsky, who asserts that Bishop “saw the world
with . . . preternatural clarity in order to distinguish herself from it.”3 Yet
these readings omit something crucial, which in each case touches on the
erotic potential of likeness. It is this erotic potential, then, however guarded
and oblique, that I hope to recover. To put it another way, I want to suggest
how needy Bishop’s texts are; how variously they reach toward tenderness, connection, communication, touch; how armored and veiled that
neediness is—lifting only at moments in the late poems—and yet how
impossible it is to imagine Bishop as a poet of the isolated, autonomous
self.
Of the four poems Shetley discusses I will discuss two, one from the
beginning and one from the close of her career. “The Monument,” one of
Bishop’s earliest poems on the problematics of art, takes the form of an
implied dialogue between an insistent instructor and a resistant pupil
(who might also stand for two halves of a self or two theories of art—one
sophisticated and one naive). The instructor addresses a “you” who is,
however, never personally spoken to; the speech concentrates on its “object” as if illustrating the very principle of objectivity:
Now can you see the monument? It is of wood
built somewhat like a box. No. Built
like several boxes in descending sizes
one above the other.
Each is turned half-way round so that
its corners point toward the sides
of the one below and the angles alternate.
Then on the topmost cube is set
a sort of fleur-de-lys of weathered wood,
long petals of board, pierced with odd holes,
four-sided, stiff, ecclesiastical. (EBCP 23)4
While the speaker’s attention shifts from the monument’s geometry toward its possibly “melancholy or romantic” intentions, its need “to cherish
something,” its relation as artifact to nature, and its function of sheltering
“what is within,” which may or may not be the artist-prince’s invisible
bones, the questioner remains stubbornly literal:
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“Why does that strange sea make no sound?
Is it because we’re far away?
Where are we? Are we in Asia Minor,
or in Mongolia?” (EBCP 23)
Where Shetley with other critics privileges the former’s aesthetics and
scorns the latter’s naive and irritable queries, an equal and opposite reading is also possible. We can see the instructor as pompously insensitive to
the personal needs of the questioner, and the poem as a wry mockery of
how aesthetic and academic pretentiousness crush human tenderness.
When the questioner, sulking like a child or like anyone who’s been
dragged to do something educational and uplifting, says, “ ‘Why did you
bring me here to see it?’ ” the instructor, like many an authority figure,
refuses to respond. From the instructor ’s point of view, discourse is appropriately monologic. Aesthetic discourse excludes “you” or “me.” But
what if the poem, unlike the instructor, invites us to take both sides of its
frustrated dialogue seriously and personally? In that case we must yearn
along with the questioner for personages and art objects less abstract and
more tender, while yearning along with the instructor for a student better
able to appreciate the unseen behind the seen. As a genuinely dialogic
poem about the value of culture, “The Monument” subtly anticipates the
reversals of Adrienne Rich in “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law,” with its
ironic responses to poetic passages by Horace and Campion, as well as
suggesting a companion piece to Stevens’ “Anecdote of the Jar,” with its
nature/artifact dialectic, or “The Idea of Order at Key West,” with its
assertions and unanswered questions, as well as its peninsular setting. Or
perhaps Bishop’s poem is a wry deflation of the monumental magnificence
in Yeats’s “Sailing to Byzantium.” One might trace all five of these poems
back to Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” where the opposition of art to
life and the identification of that opposition with the stasis of ever-unfulfilled “happy love” versus the rot and decay of fleshly sexuality are made
explicit. Again, if “The Monument” projects onto visual art the problem
of inferring subjectivity from the object and achieving intersubjectivity in
aesthetic dialogue, it constitutes a rejection (determined? sad? resigned?)
of Whitman’s promise:
Have you practis’d so long to learn to read?
Have you felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems?
Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the
origin of all poems, . . .
You shall no longer take things at second or third hand . . .
You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things
from me,
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You shall listen to all sides and filter them from yourself.
(Song of Myself, section 2)
None of what Whitman offers is possible in the world of “The Monument,”
yet to read the poem fully is to experience that impossibility as a genuine
loss.
Neither speaker in “The Monument,” curiously, is gendered. Either
might be of either sex. What is gendered—gendered and classed—is the
hypothetical creator, an “artist-prince” (EBCP 24), whose theorized motives
explicate the monument’s paradoxically gimcrack appearance. Gendered
as well is the artifact itself, a “stiff, ecclesiastical” sort of phallus from which
four slanted “poles spring out . . . like fishing-poles or flag-poles” from
which in turn “jig-saw work hangs down” in “four lines of vaguely whittled ornament . . . to the ground” (EBCP 23). A wooden ejaculation, then,
which poignantly reveals itself as “having life, and wishing . . . to cherish
something,” but also rather comically “may be solid, may be hollow”
(EBCP 24). By the poem’s close, the instructor shifts from speculating on
the artifact’s past to proposing that it has a future:
It is the beginning of a painting,
a piece of sculpture, or poem, or monument,
and all of wood. Watch it closely. (EBCP 25)
To watch is to anticipate motion, but nothing in the poem permits us to
know whether motion will or will not occur, whether the absurd effigy
lives. We have been teased out of thought, as with Keats’s “Cold pastoral,”
but in place of romantic epiphany is postmodern discomfort. If refined
aesthetic perception and speculation require and/or produce human impersonality, “The Monument” permits us to feel both the necessity and the
terrible pity of that remoteness. It is a poem of deep and disappointed
erotic yearning.
From “The Monument,” I turn to a vastly different poem, Bishop’s late
masterpiece “In the Waiting Room.” The voice heard when opening her
last published volume, Geography III, is the voice of a child of almost seven,
who sits reading the National Geographic on a winter evening in a crowded
dentist’s office while waiting for an aunt. The magazine contains photos
of a volcano’s “inside . . . full of ashes” and in eruption, and some primitive
women whose “breasts were horrifying” (EBCP 159). Suddenly, “from
inside”—the second time this word appears in the poem—the child hears
a cry of pain. She identifies the voice at first as her foolish aunt’s and then
with surprise as her own, coming from her own mouth: “Without thinking
at all / I was my foolish aunt, / I—we—were falling, falling. . . .” When
she tries to remind herself who she is, disorientation increases: “I felt: you
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are an I, / you are an Elizabeth, / you are one of them,” and the unanswerable question surfaces:
Why should you be one, too?
.........................
I knew that nothing stranger
had ever happened, that nothing
stranger could ever happen.
Why should I be my aunt,
or me, or anyone?
What similarities—
boots, hands, the family voice
I felt in my throat, or even
the National Geographic
and those awful hanging breasts—
held us all together
or made us all just one? (EBCP 160–61)
For Vernon Shetley and other critics, this “fall” into identity with others
is experienced as repellent. Shetley remarks how disagreeably mediocre
and ordinary the other people in the poem are. Yet part of what the child
Elizabeth intuits and the adult Bishop implies is that the emergence of a
self-conscious individual identity can never be separable from an experience of merging and identification with others. The child has heard a voice
“from inside,” and we discover along with her that “inside” may be
something external, or may be something hidden within one’s own throat.
What emerges “from inside” is the unacknowledged, irrational universal,
described here as “a cry of pain that could have / got loud and worse but
hadn’t,” registered by the suddenly emergent “I.” Identity, the having and
being an “I,” is what separates me from all others, and also what unites
me with them. Is it also what saves me from “worse?” Does it save Bishop
from identifying too fully with her mad, forever-lost mother? Self is selfin-relation: no other kind exists.
Or, perhaps, no other kind exists for women. For a whole literature has
lately come into existence arguing that the construction of self as self-inrelation is gendered female, while the self as autonomous is gendered
male.5 Applying this principle to culture as well as to individuals, androcentric criticism unsurprisingly tends to privilege conceptions of the solitary, detached individual, to disparage representations of affectional
relationships as “sentimental,” and to read poems such as “In the Waiting
Room” as expressions of terror and disgust at one’s place in a human
community. But if we are tempted to think that the mysterious “similarities
[that] . . . held us all together / or made us all just one” can only be
disgusting, we forget the alternative. As the child returns to ordinary
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consciousness, she notes “the War was on.” War, in this poem and all
Bishop’s work beginning with “Roosters,” epitomizes the egoistic sublime
of lives, and nations, that cannot perceive themselves with due modesty
and due empathy as “just one.” If Bishop both yearns for and fears the
erotic, experiences it as actual or potential pain, and produces screens to
disguise the experience, we as readers need not be equally shy. We may
let ourselves see the ubiquity and ambiguity of intimacy in Bishop, noting
its obliquely imagined presence in the figures of “The Map,” its teasing
affectionateness in “Invitation to Miss Moore,” the surreally articulated
pain of its absence in poems such as “The Man-Moth” and “Insomnia,”
its tentative consummation in “Shampoo,” and numerous unfinished or
unpublished explicit love poems in Bishop’s Notebooks. “Love should be
put into action!” (EBCP 8) screams the old hermit in “Chemin de Fer,”
shooting off his shotgun in crazy confirmation of desire, or loneliness, or
perhaps masculinity, early in Bishop’s career. But she herself could never
put it into such direct poetic action.
As many commentators have noticed, several poems in Geography III,
published in 1976 at a high-water mark of the women’s poetry movement
from which Bishop distanced herself, approach to a certain extent the
personal openness that was a hallmark of that movement. “In the Waiting
Room” is one such poem. Another is “Crusoe in England,” which uses the
persona of the male castaway to articulate intense loneliness and longing—and hint shyly at homoerotic tenderness in the portrayal of Friday,
“Pretty to watch; he had a pretty body” (EBCP 166). A third, “The Moose,”
locates the speaker in a night bus en route from Nova Scotia to Boston,
swathed half asleep in the murmurings of passengers that collectively
exemplify the cycles of village life, interrupted by a female moose who
sniffs at the bus, looks and is looked at. “Why, why do we feel / (we all
feel) this sweet / sensation of joy?” (EBCP 173). Is the moose a figure for
the missing mother, returned from “the impenetrable wood,” now “safe
as houses” yet also “grand, otherworldly” (EBCP 172–73)? Is it this imagined return that allows Bishop so confidently and uniquely to state a
collective joy? “The Moose” contrasts sharply with Frost’s “The Most of
It,” in which an isolated male self fails to achieve “counter-love, original
response” from the buck who represents wilderness. Here, a relaxed acceptance of communal sensibility enables the further recognition that what
we joyfully recognize in nature is ourselves. For many readers, the signature poem of Bishop’s late period is the villanelle “One Art,” a tour de
force of form and a stellar instance of rhetorical indirection. The power of
“One Art,” and its closing confession, which stumbles so tellingly over the
almost untellable fact of love—
—Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture
I love) I shan’t have lied. It’s evident
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the art of losing’s not too hard to master
though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster (EBCP 178)—
lets us know how difficult, and how central, love was to Bishop’s art: to
write it, without writing it, was a lifelong task.
III
Nobody would say Sharon Olds disguises the erotic in her poems. The
erotic in her work is ubiquitous, joining bodies of flesh, generations, natural cycles of procreation and decay, human to animal, animal to vegetable,
male to female, profane to sacred, life to art, sex to food to writing. The
title poem of Olds’s first book, Satan Says, announces the program of her
art. Trapped inside an ornamental box she is trying to “write [her] way
out of”—her childhood, her body, a sentimentalized tradition ornamented
by tacky shepherds—she is tempted by Satan to escape by saying things
like “fuck,” “shit,” and cursing her parents; she obeys, but as the lid of the
box opens and she is about to exit into Satan’s mouth, she remembers, “I
loved / them, too,” and the lid closes. The poet will remain locked in the
box that is now her coffin, but she hardly cares, as freedom to articulate
rebellious hate precipitates “the suddenly discovered knowledge of love”
(SS 4).6 Olds chooses to be a poet ambivalently but firmly attached to
parents. Several other poems about writing in this first volume announce
corollary facets of her agenda. In “Nurse Whitman,” Whitman’s and Olds’s
love of men is at once compassionate and sexual, embodied and imagined,
while a fusion of present and past joins a fusion of genders in an act of
writing that is also an act of conception and birthing:
We lean down, our pointed breasts
heavy as plummets with fresh spermy milk—
we conceive, Walt, with the men we love, thus, now,
we bring to fruit. (SS 13)
In “The Language of the Brag,” a poem that follows several poems describing the intensely absorbed animal life of “Young Mothers,” Olds
asserts the act of childbirth as a “heroism” equivalent to phallic power (“I
have wanted excellence in the knife-throw . . . the haft slowly and heavily
vibrating like the cock”) and to the creation of poems. Having lain down
and passed blood, feces, water, and a new person covered with “language
of blood like praise all over the body” into the world,
I have done what you wanted to do, Walt Whitman,
Allen Ginsberg, I have done this thing,
I and the other women this exceptional
act with the exceptional heroic body,
this giving birth, this glistening verb,
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and I am putting my proud American boast
right here with the others. (SS 45)
That the poems are intended to be both transgressive and sacred is made
clear. “Station” describes the poet’s husband, left to mind the children
while she writes, gazing at her with “the poems / heavy as poached game
hanging from my hands” (SS 29). “Prayer,” the final poem in Satan Says,
defines “the central meanings” through linked images of copulation and
childbirth, closing with a Whitmanlike vow: “let me not forget: / each
action, each word / taking its beginning from these” (SS 72).
Where Bishop writes as a voice of loneliness, fearing and desiring
connection, the self in Olds is never represented in isolation but always in
relation, penetrated and penetrating, glued by memory and gaze to others.
She scandalously eroticizes the bodies of children and parents, genitals
and all, describes the sex act with explicit attention to a variety of orifices,
is obsessed with the foodlike and procreative possibilities of human bodies, loves images of animals, soil, blood and eggs, represents her sexually
greedy body as a tiger’s, an anteater’s, that which “takes him in as anyone
in summer will / open their throat to the hose held up / hot on the edge
of the sandlot,” and insists “I am this, this” (GC 63). Cross-gendered
imagery recurs through her work, as she invokes “My Father’s Breasts”
(DL 43), or speculates that her mother made her deliberately in the image
of the powerful father: “I feel her looking down into me the way the /
maker of a sword gazes at his face in the / steel of the blade” (GC 33).
Sperm is recurrently described as milk, sexual gratification as eating and
drinking, sex as power: “The center of your body / will tear open, as a
woman will rip the / seam of her skirt so she can run,” she tells her
daughter (DL 65). Olds’s sacralizing of the sexual and procreative body is
sometimes explicit, sometimes textually hinted, as when the daughter’s
maturing body is described as rising bread in a way that half represents
the girl as Christ (“Bread,” DL 77).
Olds’s critics complain at times that she sensationalizes the dysfunction
of her natal family—cold, alcoholic grandfather and father, searingly clinging anorexic mother—overlooking the complication of the daughter’s insistently expressed desire for, worship of, and identification with the
father’s body, which persists throughout her recent volume about his
dying and death. The sensuous profusion in Olds stands in stark contrast
to the austerity of a writer such as Bishop. Some readers conclude that
such rich surfaces cannot possibly coexist with depth. Yet there may be
important unsaid, unsayable, matter in Olds just as there is in Bishop.
Consider “Sex Without Love,” the single Olds poem Shetley discusses,
which he claims uses metaphor merely ornamentally:
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How do they do it, the ones who make love
without love? Beautiful as dancers,
gliding over each other like ice-skaters
over the ice, fingers hooked
inside each other’s bodies, faces
red as steak, wine, wet as the
children at birth whose mothers are going to
give them away. How do they come to the
come to the come to the God come to the
still waters, and not love
the one who came there with them, light
rising slowly as steam off their joined
skin? These are the true religious,
the purists, the pros, the ones who will not
accept a false Messiah, love the
priest instead of the God. They do not
mistake the lover for their own pleasure,
they are like great runners: they know they are alone
with the road surface, the cold, the wind,
the fit of their shoes, their over-all cardiovascular health—just factors, like the partner
in the bed, and not the truth, which is the
single body alone in the universe
against its own best time. (DL 57)
The poem’s opening “How do they do it?” may be construed as wondering either about technique or about morality. The question lets us know
that the speaker doesn’t do it, but not whether she envies or deplores. The
following swift succession of similes implies a slippage from admiration—
what we might feel if our ideas of sex without love came from watching,
say, James Bond movies—to something closer to horror or pain. Sex without love is attractive in the style of art or sport, athletically and socially
attractive, then it is a bit like the hanging carcasses in a Francis Bacon
painting, then it parallels food, then for a brief instant it shockingly resembles the most shameful abandonment of the helpless. Significantly, Olds
does not dwell on this instant, although in another poem (“The Abandoned
Newborn,” GC 7) her topic is the condition of an infant left wrapped in
plastic in a dumpster. The simile nonetheless jars and reverberates, for the
mother-infant image simultaneously connotes and negates the vulnerable
and utterly satisfied infantile eroticism that we strive to retrieve in adult
sexuality (several other Olds poems also make this connection). The linebreak reinforces the poignance of expectation dashed, the full stop signals
a dead end along one line of thinking. At the edge of the image, or our
consciousness of it, especially if we happen to be mothers ourselves, might
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be the fact that all mothers (including the mother of Jesus, who was Love)
give their babies away, if not sooner then later. The pain of this abandonment is not accidentally but systematically a corollary of a culture in which
sexual pleasure is divided from procreation, and motherhood is sentimentally honored but institutionally disempowered and without status. It is,
in other words, a real effect of “sex without love.” Shetley’s comment on
this simile calls it “entirely gratuitous; since babies whose mothers are
going to give them away are exactly as wet, no more and no less, as babies
whose mothers are going to keep them, this elaboration serves no purpose
but to remind us that sex without love may lead to unwanted pregnancy,
a message better suited to public service announcements than poetry” (59).
Both tone and content of a sentence like this suggest to me a reader deeply
out of touch with his topic.
Shetley fails to comment on lines 8–13, in which the speaker cannot
quite articulate what sex with love is. But this is the core of the poem.
“Come to the come to the God” works doubly. It stumbles over the
inexpressible and exclaims over its own inarticulateness, much as Bishop
stumbles and exclaims in “One Art.” It also half implies that what love
“comes” to is, precisely, God. “Still waters” reinforces and deepens this
implication while echoing and redeeming the wetness of sexuality and of
the newborn. Each a pool from which the other drinks, we taste a shared
water of life. Sex, the speaker suggests, brings us to the pastoral oasis of
the Twenty-third Psalm, our animal innocence, our divine protection. It
restores our souls. Loving whoever comes to such a space with us would
itself be natural. Sex, birth, nature, innocence, God, and a revisionary
re-reading of scripture are all involved here. The image of light rising like
steam from the lovers’ “joined skin” imaginatively turns the fact of perspiration into a signal of the holy. The experience lies, however, outside
the poem’s discourse: the poem offers a silence that the reader must fill in.
The remainder of the poem appears to repudiate or transcend the oasis
experience. Loveless lovers know better, we are told: they don’t make the
mistake of substituting the priest (the sexual partner) for the god (the
pleasure). The true religion of eros is strenuously self-absorbed; the extended final metaphor of sex as running against one’s own best time (one’s
own best orgasm) insists on our absolute isolation.
Shetley’s comment on Olds’s “Sex Without Love” calls its metaphors
“descriptive rather than cognitive” (59). Clearly they have not made him
think; the assumption that women who write about sex must be brainless
is a very old one, which I have documented elsewhere. His commentary
concludes as follows:
But ultimately, the poem’s challenge to conventional values,
both sexual and poetic, is recontained through the distance and
isolation in which the poem envelops these in some sense unEROTIC DISCOURSE
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imaginable persons. The poet professes to admire these exemplars of lucidity. . . . But ultimately, [she] consigns them to their
aloneness, professing her incomprehension; she . . . prefers to
remain within the emotive comfort of false beliefs. By the
poem’s end, its initial challenge to conventional values of emotional warmth and mutuality has been entirely defused. (60)
This reading seems willfully incorrect in several respects as well as tautological. Olds’s “in some sense unimaginable persons” certainly exist, and
sometimes might be any of us; the poet initially professes incomprehension
but in the end undertakes to explain them rather convincingly. More
interesting is that the sharp, best-case understanding of the loveless lovers
whom she continues to call “they” means the speaker simultaneously is
and is not like them. It might seem that her empathy overrides and invades
their loneliness, in order to understand their experience from within. Or
is it rather that their perfect and superior loneliness rebukes and explodes
her empathy? Two kinds of lovers, two concepts of God, two ontologies
of self, constructed as “undecidable alternatives” not unlike those we
admire in Bishop, govern this poem. And although it is an atypical poem
for Olds because it does not use the first-person singular, it is typical in its
capacity to represent sexuality as both desirable and frightening.
IV
In the final portion of this essay I wish to ask two questions. What sort
of erotic discourse do Bishop and Olds share? And can Wallace Stevens be
seen as belonging to the same general discourse, or must he be otherwise
located? The first question can be answered briefly on the basis of my
readings. Bishop mostly evades, Olds mostly asserts erotic connection—
but for both, the erotic is a power preceding and defining the self; for both,
it exists at the liminal border between language and the unsayable; for
both, it abuts on a realm we may call spiritual. Technically, the metaphors
of both poets enact the erotic. Olds’s do so, as I hope I have shown, first
of all by their excess, which is mimetic of the procreativity Olds identifies
with eroticism; second by requiring us constantly to register interplays of
likeness and difference across categories, and in particular by repeatedly
collapsing the categories of the human, the natural, the divine, and the
artistic while reminding us of their conventional separation. To say “I am
this,” and mean the body, is in Olds to claim complete connection with
the world. Bishop’s metaphoric technique works differently and so subtly
that one of her most characteristic and unique strategies has scarcely been
noticed. From the beginning to the end of her work, Bishop has a habit of
letting metaphor attribute life and motivation to the inorganic, humanity
to the inhuman. In “The Map,”which begins Bishop’s first published volume, “These peninsulas take the water between thumb and finger / like
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women feeling for the smoothness of yard-goods” (EBCP 3). In her final
published volume, the final poem, “Five Flights Up,” posits a dog and
bird querying the day and knowing “everything is answered, / all taken
care of” (EBCP 181) by the day—radically unlike the speaker. Because her
tone is always conversational, whimsical, modest, we perhaps fail to notice
her passion for violating categories, joining the separated. “Somebody
loves us all,” she remarks humorously at the end of “Filling Station” (EBCP
128), attributing to an unknown other what is really an attribute of her
own imagination.
In a very early poem, “Casabianca,” Bishop tells us that the boy who
stood on the burning deck, obstinately and stammeringly “trying to recite
‘The boy stood on the burning deck’ . . . while the poor ship in flames
went down,” is love: “And love’s the burning boy” (EBCP 5). If Bishop
alludes simultaneously to the child god Eros and to the incarnate Jesus,
she is doing no more than was done by the seventeenth-century devotional
poets she so admired. Robert Lowell, notwithstanding his great admiration
for Bishop, thought “Casabianca” trivial. But the Song of Songs tells us,
as Bishop would have known, that many waters cannot quench love. One
hopes not even the discomfort and incomprehension of critics in an age
of intellectual drought can do that.
Yet what, to come round at last, about the erotic in Stevens? As noted
at the beginning of this paper, it is no longer possible to see Stevens as a
figure of pure impersonality, just as it is impossible to see him as a dandy
or exotic. “Stevens’ readers have liked nothing better than to bypass the
personal and material levels of his writing,” as Frank Lentricchia has
observed.7 But Helen Vendler in her most recent, major work on Stevens
finds the emotional Stevens beneath the cerebral one, and argues that his
greatest work inscribes a “fundamental donnée—the disappointments of
desire,” or “catastrophic disappointment,” or, most precisely, a courageous
“unwillingness to abandon either of his two incompatible truths—the
truth of desire and the truth of the failure of desire.” If Stevens’ poems
have seemed cold to readers, it is because they are “second-order reflections on the stormings of first-order sensation. They are distillations. . . .
It is only after Stevens’ fierceness of desire has finished its initial storming
into despair that its essence is expressed in the poems.”8 Mark Halliday
proposes a Stevens who resists the invasiveness of interpersonal relations,
“not so much as a man indifferent to love . . . but rather as a man intolerably disturbed by love and its demands . . . a frightened man.”9 Several
of the authors in Melita Schaum’s recent collection, Wallace Stevens & the
Feminine, similarly locate Stevens’ power not in the poet’s serenity but
rather in lifelong, desperate struggle. Jacqueline Vaught Brogan sees a
continuing and self-conscious agon between a controlling “male authorial
voice” and a repressed female whose silencing is his own silencing because
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she is part of himself: “the uncomposed and, therefore, potentially destructive aspect of his creative energy is perceived or figured by Stevens as a
(threatening) woman” whose “white writing” or “trace” presence frustrates his desire to become the self-sustained “virile poet.” Only in a few,
later lyrics, like “Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour,” does Stevens
achieve a relaxation of his defenses and an acceptance of the feminine
within himself which enables him to sound “fully human and humane.”10
Mary Arensberg tracks Stevens’ need “to re-experience ‘the mother’s
face’ ” through the many mythic muse figures in his oeuvre whom he first
projects as external, but ultimately learns to accept as interior.11 C. Roland
Wagner, commenting on Vendler’s characterization of Stevens as a poet of
“distillation” or “second-order reflection,” asks why this should be so, and
proposes, again, a poet racked by emotional contradiction:
I would suggest that his primal hunger is for union with the
ideal regressive and forbidden object, and that this hunger for
first-order experience, or, better, for the foundation of all firstorder experience, is defensively transformed into a second-order experience of meditation and poetic dialectic. But Stevens’
second-order poetry is not philosophical in the sense of a Lucretius or a Dante: it is a poetry of endless struggle with the
naked wishes of the first level.12
Of this “second-order” discourse, which refuses to represent either an
individuated self or individuated others, which instead of describing specific experiences or actions finds and arranges a seemingly inexhaustible
array of vivid images, rhetorical gestures, and abstractions to denote them,
one might say that it is a discourse of ultimate control, precisely because
it fears loss of control. One might also say that Stevens’ poetry habitually
reveals what it conceals, affirms what it denies. Of such quarrels with the
self is high art composed, and we may understand (and love) Stevens far
better when we see the fire within and behind his ice. Like scenes in
Matisse, scenes in Stevens rely on a radical flatness to create an idea of
fullness.
What is quarrel is also romance. Saturated in erotic longing (and dread,
and disgust, and despair, and occasionally fully realized delight), Stevens
retreats—or advances—to the awareness that his problem is most fundamentally the problem of unity and difference. Here is where his writing
becomes unique. Evoking “reality” and “imagination” as ostensible, conceptual opposites standing for the external world and the world within a
human mind, they actually situate themselves at a kind of borderless
interface between the two. Whatever is represented by Stevens as external
to the mind can as well be understood as a mental projection, while what
is represented as mental and interior can be interpreted as introjected from
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without. And, at times, “difference disappears” (CP 454).13 Two things
become, or are seen to have always been, one thing.
This duplicity or fusion or interchange of opposites commonly insinuates itself through ambiguities of diction and syntax. So, for example, in
“Two Figures in Dense Violet Night,” one of the many Floridean poems
of Harmonium that turn on suggestions of erotic intrigue, the “you” and
the imperatives imply one human speaking to another:
I had as lief be embraced by the porter at the hotel
As to get no more from the moonlight
Than your moist hand.
Be the voice of night and Florida in my ear.
Use dusky words and dusky images.
Darken your speech. (CP 85–86)
This seems initially a refined version of “talk dirty to me,” but modulates
first into a request for a mysterious combination of mind-reading and
ventriloquism, then into a stanza that, pivoting on “as,” simultaneously
proposes an analogy (“as” = in the same fashion as) between microcosmic
human and macrocosmic inhuman thought and utterance, and simply
continues (“as” = at the same time as) the nocturnal scene-setting:
Speak, even, as if I did not hear you speaking,
But spoke for you perfectly in my thoughts,
Conceiving words,
As the night conceives the sea-sounds in silence,
And out of their droning sibilants makes
A serenade. (CP 86)
“Conceiving words” may be the act of the speaker or the listener, or the
phrase may be the object of the verb “speak” or “spoke.” That is, either
persons or words are “conceiving,” and the double entendre of mental and
biological conception will color the remainder of the poem. By the end of
the poem, the “two figures” of the title may be either “real” external or
“imaginary” interior human beings; but they may also be the figures of
death and beauty—buzzards and nocturnal palm trees with moon—of the
final two stanzas. Blurrings and branchings such as these are endemic in
Stevens, and their proliferation constitutes a level of the erotic independent
of (if also figured by) the usual semantic signifiers of erotically twinned
male and female. At the same time, withdrawal and distance are enacted
by the poem’s shift from tactile to visual imagery, by the fact that the
“more” the speaker wants to “get” is verbal not physical intimacy, by the
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sustained imperative address, and by the contemptuous throwaway “puerile” of the penultimate stanza.
If we assume that the “figures” in the poem are indeed a man and
woman—they are in fact non-gendered—it is of course because Stevens
understands so well how to manipulate our culture’s sex-gender codes. It
is staggering to realize how various the figurations of femaleness are in
Harmonium, and how effectively they register the complexity of these
codes, usually in the service of showing how frustratingly unsatisfying
they are. One of the poet’s lifelong pursuits, then, involves using these
same codes to gesture toward states of being that lie beyond or prior to
gender. Man and woman, man and woman and blackbird “are one” very
early in Stevens’ pantomime, and the moments when “difference disappears” become for him gratifying emblems of achieved humanity.
“Two Figures in Dense Violet Night” is one of Stevens’ simpler lyrics.
A quite different, perhaps inverse, sort of ambiguity rules the far more
complex section X of “Esthétique du Mal,” Stevens’ homage to and profound deviation from Baudelaire. Here the poem begins with the announcement of an internal as opposed to an external drama, while at the
same time it indicates that sentiments are objectifiable to the thinking man
as a body of knowledge: “He had studied the nostalgias” is not at all the
same thing as “he felt nostalgia.” The pluperfect verb and the plural noun
enforce immediate, chilly distance; “the nostalgias” might be literary as
well as personal. As the passage proceeds, it evokes continuing sets of
contrasting, coexisting emotions:
He had studied the nostalgias. In these
He sought the most grossly maternal, the creature
Who most fecundly assuaged him, the softest
Woman with a vague moustache and not the mauve
Maman. His anima liked its animal
And liked it unsubjugated, so that home
Was a return to birth, a being born
Again in the savagest severity,
Desiring fiercely, the child of a mother fierce
In his body, fiercer in his mind, merciless
To accomplish the truth in his intelligence. (CP 321)
The move from “studied” to “sought” to “assuaged him” recognizes the
initially cool protagonist’s need for solace, assuagement, and relaxes him
from a dominant to a passive state—although the speaker’s own voice
undergoes no such slackening. Then, the “grossly maternal” figure is both
comforting and threatening, though the threat is as “vague” as her mustache. The split between a superlatively soft phallic mother and the
“mauve / Maman” might be between interior and exterior images of the
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feminine, or between natural “creature” and social artifice, or (as objectrelations psychology would obviously tell us) between Good and Bad
introjected mother. The complacency of “His anima liked its animal / And
liked it unsubjugated” tells us that mother has effectively nurtured infant,
prior to and/or at the conclusion of his search. Meanwhile, the sophisticated wordplay is the opposite of (and defense against) infantile vulnerability.
At this point in the passage, syntactic ambiguity floods the evocation
of rebirth. In “a being born / Again,” “being” syntactically parallels
“home” (Gr. nostos, home) while “being born” is appositive to “return,”
and the whole phrase connotes salvation—not through Christ, however,
and not through surrender. More important, “the child of a mother fierce
/ In his body, fiercer in his mind” gives us a physically and mentally fierce
newborn, like Blake’s infant “fiend hid in a cloud” in Songs of Experience,
but also an introjected mother maintaining that fierceness within him.
What he has just emerged from is contained inside him; the paradoxical
psychic geometry here is not unlike the use of “inside” in Bishop’s “In the
Waiting Room.”
At this point the poem offers a contrast: there are “other mothers”
besides the primal one. These “other mothers,” who seem like figures of
myth, might be “fantastic” in the sense of being imaginary or in the sense
of being sexually enjoyable. Then, when the primal “reality, / The gross,
the fecund” in the closing portion of this passage “proved him against the
touch / Of impersonal pain” (CP 322), we may understand “proved” to
mean either protected or, on the contrary, tested; impersonal pain might
be the evil that happens to others (which is part of the theme of “Esthétique
du Mal” as a whole) or the indifference of pain itself to the damage it does;
i.e., the moral indifference of the universe (which is another main topic).
What the protagonist learns to “understand” at the end of section X may
be the necessity of accepting pain and death as morally neutral concomitants of life, or may on the contrary be merely that to “say” so, contrafactually, is the price of freedom:
That he might suffer or that
He might die was the innocence of living, if life
Itself was innocent. To say that it was
Disentangled him from sleek ensolacings. (CP 322)
From whose solace is he freed? That of the “softest woman,” or that of
others? Has the protagonist at the close of this passage emerged from his
“nostalgias,” proof against pain, death, incest fantasies, and illusion in
general, into an external world? Or is the conclusion one more illusion?
In what sense is it possible to identify one’s maternal “anima” with “reality”? As the drama of section X of “Esthétique du Mal” is and is not merely
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“inner,” so the whole poem’s insistence on affirming a world without God
or ideology, and with all its evil and pain—affirming it as beautiful—is
and is not to be accepted.
It has become customary to claim that the obscure objects of Stevens’
desire are essentially interior and that “Final Soliloquy of the Interior
Paramour” simply names explicity what has been the case throughout his
career. If it were that simple, Stevens would be vastly less intense than he
is. Inner and outer construct each other, feed each other, are mutually
present, continually in his poetry—just as they are in our own psychic,
social, and political worlds, only our ordinary language is too clumsy to
let us perceive this. More than any other modernist, Stevens picks up the
threads left dangling by Whitman and Dickinson, which ask us to question
the unity and impermeability of the self and, along with that, the fixity of
gender. Nothing about sex is pure or natural in Stevens. Everything is
psychologically and culturally constructed and constrained. It is this perhaps that enables him to be so unsentimental, so uncompromising in his
portrayal of gender war (or, at least, of the ways men are wounded in it;
he is considerably less conscious of women’s wounds), and it is this that
leads him to fantasies of gender neutrality.
Is it time to say that “Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour” may be
one such fantasy? Because “paramour” implies illicit love, we leap to the
conclusion that Stevens here names at last his incestuous desire. Or that
the paramour in question is the Muse whom the poet’s wife correctly
believed to be her feminine rival. Yet the text of the poem itself contains
no gender markings, unless the encircling “shawl” be one and the “candle”
of thought another. Yes, the paramour may be feminine, and the term may
pun on darkness (moor), stable anchorage (also moor, as in Dickinson’s
“Might I but moor—tonight—in Thee”), and death (mort). But if she is
feminine, she divests herself of female coding in the text. More interestingly, she (or it) is divested of the solitude connoted by “Soliloquy.”
Someone speaks a line gently and intimately to another, and thereafter
there is a “we” in the poem. The “we” thinks as one, which is the condition
of its being able to think of the imagined world as “good” while understanding it to be a fiction. It is a move like Eliot’s “Consequently I rejoice
having to construct something / Upon which to rejoice” (“Ash-Wednesday”). The humbleness of Stevens’ “we,” ultimate obverse of his “vital,
arrogant, fatal, dominant X” (CP 288), and of all his dominating males,
enables a mutual self-forgetfulness in which a cosmic order is obscurely
felt, first as external, then as internal, then both: “We say God and the
imagination are one . . .” (CP 524). And that thought brightens: “How high
that highest candle lights the dark,” a dark that then returns to “dwelling.”
We are asked to think of Portia’s beautiful “How far that little candle
throws his beams! / So shines a good deed in a naughty world” (V.i.89–90).
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The tender discourse of self with soul—another name for anima, or mother,
or muse, or paramour—is in this poem “enough,” and sheds light on many
of Stevens’ late poems.
Both in violence and tenderness, then, Stevens explores eros in one of
the senses I began by suggesting. To assert connection over difference, to
want to blur rather than reify categories (including gender categories) is
to engage in erotic discourse. Stevens does so the more passionately as he
recognizes the imprisonments of categories (including gendered ones).
That readers until recently have overlooked his doing so is partly due to
our literary and philosophical culture’s bias against the erotic, and partly
to Stevens’ own screens and disguises. Like Bishop’s, his doubleness wears
its cool side outward.
In other respects, Stevens does not sail in what seems to me the main
channel of erotic poetic discourse. The absence of an individuated self and
individuated others (who may be fictions, but these are the fictions most
love poetry relies on) links with other absences. We cannot feel, in Stevens,
that the power of eros precedes, defines, overwhelms him; there is too
much control and containment, too much insistence that it is all in the
head. The disembodied nature of Stevens’ work is a serious stumbling
block. True, he is not all cerebral, he is passionate—but without much in
the way of flesh and blood, without the sensuous details that most poets
(including austere ones such as Bishop) find so precious. Stevens does not
give us penises and breasts, as does Sharon Olds, but he also does not give
us funny perforated wooden boxes, or National Geographic photographs
and people’s boots in a dentist’s office, or Esso cans, or mooses big as
houses, as does Elizabeth Bishop. Neither his imaginary nor his real worlds
struggle with detail. Neither, on the other hand, does he associate the erotic
with the sacred. He rejects (and I think this is a real rejection) the possibility
of a transcendent divinity too emphatically for that. Lastly, and crucially,
Stevens is overwhelmingly a poet of metonymy rather than metaphor. But
metaphor remains the poetic device that most persistently teaches us to
enjoy a world of phenomena partly alike, partly unlike. With Stevens one
finds little middle ground. “Things as they are” are either different or they
are “one.” If difference in likeness, and likeness in difference, is what most
of us need to love, we cannot learn how from Wallace Stevens. What we
can learn, if we try hard, is to love what seems absolutely Other.
Rutgers University
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Planets on the Table:
From Wallace Stevens and Elizabeth Bishop to
Adrienne Rich and June Jordan
JACQUELINE VAUGHT BROGAN

I
HILE ONCE DE RIGEUR, it may now seem almost amusingly,
if not appropriately, anachronistic to begin this essay with
Jacques Derrida’s 1966 remark that “something has occurred in
the history of the concept of structure that could be called an ‘event’ ” and
that “this event will have the exterior form of a rupture and a redoubling.”1
I say “appropriately anachronistic,” for I believe Roland Barthes is right in
saying that all “criticism is belated” and that poets everywhere have the
uncanny knack of “anticipating” critical and theoretical insights to follow.
The particular “event” about which I wish to remark is the moment in
this century—actually several moments in this century—when the world
and words in it were recognized to be a text—that is, something secondary,
arbitrary, and in which the lines (whether political or poetical) constituting
that text were potentially con-textualizing or con-scripting. It is a moment
Derrida is largely correct in identifying as the one when the assumed
primacy of speech gives way to the realization that speech is already
written—that our presumed primacy of language is in fact arbitrary and
secondary, or (to put it differently) the moment that the fantasy of the
literal gives way to the ubiquitous fact of metaphor.
I am not, however, trying to prove the insights of Derrida or to use them
to explore poetry. Rather, I want to examine the way in which certain poets
have responded to the possibility that the world may not be created (in
the sense of “originated” as an absolute, primal act) but rather is both
constructed and conscripted through words. Such a possibility corresponds to the “rupture” Derrida described almost thirty years ago, but
with a potential optimism that at least some poets, as well as some philosophers, have repeatedly addressed in their various works. That is, if in
fact we are truly “unsponsored,” as Stevens puts it in “Sunday Morning,”
we are also “free”—free (among other things) to reinterpret if not redeem
the world we have constructed precisely because it is constructed, not
“originated.”
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I should clarify that the awareness of such a possibility is an event that
has occurred repeatedly throughout poetry and philosophy of all ages. I
would say that in this century, we can locate this event most acutely and
pervasively in 1912, with the imposition of World Standard Time and the
loss of personal notions of freedom of time and space.2 Others may rightly
point out that such an event is the major characteristic and motivation for
romanticism, for the Renaissance, even for the Middle Ages. But I am
interested here, however, in the moment that event occurred for Wallace
Stevens. I am also interested in the implications of that moment in the
poetry of a number of contemporary women writers, particularly Elizabeth
Bishop, Adrienne Rich, and June Jordan—female writers who can be seen
to be variously responding to and revising the insights of Stevens about
the relation of poetry to politics through their own “planets on the table,”
to vary the title of one of Stevens’ great late poems. I shall move from a
discussion of Stevens’ Esthétique du Mal, through Bishop’s North & South
and Geography III, to Rich’s recent An Atlas of the Difficult World, to a few
works by June Jordan, including Living Room and Naming Our Destiny.
I should also clarify that what follows may well imply a feminist politics
of the sort articulated in Sara Ruddick’s Maternal Thinking or, somewhat
differently, Sallie McFague’s The Body of God that would initially seem to
exclude the politics and poetics of Stevens, that poet so concerned at times
with the “major man,” the “thinker of the first idea,” and abstraction in
general.3 However, for this most “masculine poet” or “virile poet” (NA
66)—to use well-known phrases from his essay “The Noble Rider and the
Sound of Words”—it is especially important to remember that it is Stevens
who wrote both that “The earth is not a building but a body” (OP 186) and
that “Poetry is a means of redemption” (OP 186).4 While, once again, both
of these lines could well hearken back to Renaissance and Medieval notions, taken together they also anticipate some of the best of recent feminist
insights on the relation between the world and the power of words within
it. In fact, our interest in Stevens in this regard must become heightened
precisely because the “feminist presence” that I and others have found most
consistently in his post–World War II work is so unself-conscious, so artless,
so much a part of how he would genuinely come to see the world that it
becomes all the more critical. As I shall suggest, the change from the
self-consciously posed “masculine poet” to one with an affinity with femi nist concerns occurred during World War II and is most evident, surprisingly, in Esthétique du Mal.
II
Put bluntly, that “event” with which I began—the moment when both
the world and words were recognized most pervasively as secondary and
arbitrary—occurred for Stevens most dramatically during the middle of
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World War II, however much his earlier poetry (such as “Sunday Morning”) might have flirted with such a recognition in the abstract or aesthetic
realms. I would even argue that such an event as that which occurred for
Stevens during World War II instituted a fundamental and on-going
change in his relationship to language—one that would allow for the rich
and more vulnerable poetry of his later years that many critics, including
feminists, find to be his best.5 This change is most noticeable, in fact, in
the radical rupture between his earliest World War II volume, Parts of a
World (1942) and the late long poems, including most particularly “Description without Place” (1945) and the illustrated Esthétique du Mal (published in 1945).
However, I should first admit that the difference between Stevens’ initial
and highly abstracted responses to the political climate of World War II in
his 1942 Parts of a World and such disturbingly concrete depictions of our
contemporary climate as found in June Jordan’s Living Room or Adrienne
Rich’s An Atlas of the Difficult World (the title of which I regard as a specific
allusion to and subversion of Stevens’ terms and themes in Parts of a World)
may appear to be so enormous as to prevent our discussing these poets
together at all—except by way of obvious contrast or irony.6 Although
several scholars have recently exposed a Stevens more intimately involved
with the actual world than had been previously thought, nonetheless, lines
in Parts of a World—such as “There was not an idea / This side of Moscow.
There were anti-ideas / And counter-ideas. There was nothing one had”
(“Forces, The Will & The Weather,” PW 86–87)—recount the intellectual
and emotional (if not physical) poverty during a time at war. This recounting in Stevens occurs with far less specificity and far less of what Toni
Morrison terms the writer’s “response-ability” than it does in Rich’s “Eastern Wartime” (set in 1943).7 In Rich’s version of the global catastrophes
experienced during World War II, we find “pockets drained of meaning /
her ankles greased in vomit and diarrhea / driven naked across the yard
/ a young girl remembers her youth” (ADW 39). What is most notable
about the difference between Rich’s An Atlas of the Difficult World and
Stevens’ Parts of a World—the choice of articles in the titles is significant—in
addition to the specificity of Rich’s lines and the abstract quality of
Stevens’, is the level of the poet’s pain in each. In “Eastern Wartime,” Rich
vividly portrays the magnitude of her pain at the time, even if luckily “an
American girl” (ADW 36), and her on-going pain, now, as a poet and as a
“woman of sixty” remembering “the young who do not wander in the
moonlight / as in a poem,” still “searching armed streets / for the end of
degradation” (ADW 41). Furthermore, this “woman wired in memories”
(ADW 42) explicitly draws the reader into this pain and this witnessing as
well, asserting,
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I can’t be still I’m here
in your mirror pressed leg to leg beside you
intrusive inappropriate bitter flashing
with what makes me unkillable though killed
(ADW 43)
In contrast, virtually all of the poems in Stevens’ actual war-time volume, Parts of a World, seem abstract, removed, aestheticized, and even
anesthetized. For example, in “Martial Cadenza,” after describing briefly
the “commanders mute” and the “profound defeat,” Stevens asks, “What
had this star to do with the world it lit, / With the blank skies over England,
over France / And above the German camps?” While these lines could
certainly introduce a profound metaphysical questioning during a time of
war, the closing lines again return to a level of abstraction that belies such
personal “response-ability” in favor of a personal ordering or domination
of the scene:
Only this evening I saw it [a star] again,
At the beginning of winter, and I walked and talked
Again, and lived and was again, and breathed again
And moved again and flashed again, time flashed
again. (CP 238)
Although I have made the point elsewhere that I believe Stevens to have
had a deep and ethical response to World War II, certainly this particular
“flash[ing]” has little directly to do with the real flashings we may presume
characteristic of bombs and artillery during the actual war. In contrast,
Rich makes the actual contrast between consolations of the star and the
grim reality of being Jewish during the War an overt and substantive part
of her poem:
how do you teach a child what you won’t believe?
how do you say
unfold, my flower, shine, my star
and we are hated, being what we are? (ADW 38)
I think it fair to say that throughout most of his early writing, and
certainly in Parts of a World, Stevens appears far more confident about the
poet’s power—specifically about his power—to be the maker of the world
(or a world) in which he sings than does Adrienne Rich or, for that matter,
than do Elizabeth Bishop and, to some extent, June Jordan. However, in a
later publication of Stevens’, the rare and illuminated monograph version
of Esthétique du Mal (1945), we find a text in which Stevens’ poetry, interacting with a form of abstract art provided by the illustrations accompanying each section of the poem, proves uncannily similar to Rich’s in
exposing the horribly conscripting reality of words in our actual world.
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As I will briefly show, this ironic lineage from Stevens to Rich can be traced
from Stevens through Bishop (another poet frequently dismissed as being
apolitical) through or to Jordan. In varying ways, all four poets respond
deeply to an idea Stevens articulated in another 1945 poem, “Description
without Place”—that is, “we live in the description of a place and not in
the place itself.”8 For Stevens, this observation combines both cynicism
and love, signaling a distress over the political power of words in this
world and, simultaneously, a faith in the power of words in general and
of poetry in particular to generate a new reality (precisely because words
are secondary rather than logocentric)—a distress and a faith ironically
shared by Jordan, the poet who at least initially seems most unlike Stevens.
(As Jordan says, “As a poet and writer, I deeply love and I deeply hate
words” [JJCW 68]—the love stemming from the possibility of human
communication and communion, the hate from the conscription that language inevitably bequeaths to those who are not, quite literally, members
of the dominating sentence.)
For Bishop and Rich, however, recording the “descriptions” that literally
conscript our world proves far more troubling—or at the least, less obviously redemptive. If, for example, Bishop can elide her moment of self-realization as “one of them”—one of the objects (rather than autonomous
subjects)—in a world of war (the “Great War” as the setting of her “In the
Waiting Room” [EBCP 160]) rather than as a moment of triumph, Rich
takes this potential victimization one step further in virtually every poem
of Atlas, recording over and over the victimization of people and lands
everywhere (throughout history), with the need for “resistance and mercy”
(ADW 24). Thus, although I am interested in demonstrating an important
connection among these poets, we would do well to remember that with
these poets we also have many possibilities for planets on the table.
For a poet who would so vigorously call for the “virile” poet or the
“masculine” poet in his 1941 “The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words”
and his 1943 “The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet” as a new form of a
modern hero, one capable of resisting the “extraordinary pressure of news”
(NA 20)—specifically in a time of war—it may come as some surprise that
one of Stevens’ most important “planets on the table” offers a surprisingly
feminine (and figuratively or metaphorically feminized) world suffering
from the entanglement not simply of poetic, but also of political “lines.” I
have in mind here the cover illustration of Esthétique du Mal, by Wightman
Williams, in which a somewhat madonna-like female figure, who seems
caught in a menacing web, appears to carry an equally conscripted world
in or as her womb—as well as the subsequent fifteen drawings by Williams
accompanying each section of the poem (see fig. 1).9
The cover illustration does not suggest to me either a heroic, poetic, or
aesthetic “resistance” to the overwhelming nature of world events at the
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time, but rather exudes a sense of bearing an overwhelming burden—
much as Rich does in the concluding lines, “A dark woman, head bent,
listening for something,” in which she perhaps addresses her own political
and poetic change by writing, “These are not the roads / you knew me
by.
But the woman driving, walking, watching / for life and death, is
the same” (ADW 5). Specifically, the illustrated version of Esthétique du
Mal, one curiously left unmentioned in Glen MacLeod’s Wallace Stevens
and Modern Art, shows a Stevens whose poetic and aesthetic responses to
a world at war are more clearly in line with what I consider to be the latent
feminist protest of Bishop’s poetry in “The Map” and Geography III and
the overtly feminist/womanist protest of both Jordan and Rich.10 While it
is not my purpose here to resuscitate the kind of “new historicist” context
of this poem that I have previously done, it is worth remembering that
this rather unusual non-virile stance in Esthétique du Mal was prompted
by a period in World War II in which the “evils” of the war were particularly shocking and distressing, and in which those evils were spreading at
a truly alarming rate.11

Fig. 1. Cover, Esthétique du Mal (1945)

More important, the illustrated monograph version of this poem challenges the interpretation of the poem’s relation to “actual war” given to us
by Eleanor Cook in her chapter on the poem entitled “War and the Normal
Sublime.”12 While Cook has convincingly argued that in Esthétique du Mal
Stevens is indeed responding to World War II, specifically refusing to
separate “aesthetics and ethics,” the refusal she discovers in the poem
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amounts again to that heroic (and highly masculine) poetic “resistance”
with which I began, and with which Cook herself concludes by quoting
the 1941 essay “The Noble Rider” at the end of her chapter on Esthétique.
Citing Stevens’ lines about the “imagination pressing back against the
pressure of reality” and how this “helps us to live our lives” (NA 36), she
concludes that “It takes some time to see the strength of Stevens’ title [that
is, Esthétique du Mal] and the scope of his answer to the soldier of 1944. I
hope that soldier also saw it.”13
Although such a sentiment does describe the aesthetic “resistance”
Stevens creates in the 1942 “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction,” the major
poem written in the year following “The Noble Rider and the Sound of
Words,” it does not apply to Esthétique du Mal, written in 1944 and published as a separate monograph in the illustrated form the following year.
Although a complete examination of this poem and its illustrations is
obviously beyond the scope of this essay, I want to concentrate briefly on
the illustrations accompanying sections II and VII for what they suggest
about interpreting the poem as a whole (see fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Esthétique du Mal, section II

Although the concluding lines of the second section may appear to offer
some kind of redemption to the despair with which the section begins,
Wightman Williams’ illustration captures what I believe to be the correct
mood and thesis of the poem—the ultimate inefficacy and irony of such
aesthetic consolations in the face of the overwhelming pressure from a
world at war. Substituting the various noises and news of war for the
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“warblings” in the opening lines of the section, Stevens presents an ominous and overbearing din that comes quite literally from “too much the
accents of / Afflicted sleep, too much the syllables / That would form
themselves, in time, and communicate / The intelligence of his despair.”
Whereas later in the section the poem posits the fictional desire for some
aesthetic distancing from this psychic pain—notably, “The moon rose up
as if it had escaped / His meditation” (italics added)—the drawing makes
clear how thoroughly interconnected, interwoven everything is, through
visual lines that threaten to crush the anthropomorphic head figured in
the illustration. In fact, it might not be going too far to say that the
illustration suggests that the “patriarchal lines,” including the physical
and verbal lines of war, are indeed crushing and silencing the human spirit
in precisely the way that some recent feminist theory has explained.14
This suggestion is reinforced by the uncanny similarity of this particular
drawing to a couple of illustrations by Paul Klee (Stevens’ favorite artist)
published many years before in the journal Broom (an international journal
to which Stevens was contributing in the 1920s) in which the drawings
clearly convey the overwhelming and dispiriting pressure of the previous
“Great War” (see fig. 3).15

Fig. 3. Paul Klee, Suicide on the Bridge (1916), from Broom 4.3 (Feb. 1923): 171.

Moreover, the illustration to section II of Esthétique du Mal, as well as
the cover illustration, prepares us to see the awful and biting irony of
section VII—the famous “How red the rose that is the soldier’s wound.”
Some critics have seen that section of the poem as largely supportive of
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war, much as our traditional valorization of the “epic”—a genre that the
larger Esthétique may well subvert—has poetically valorized “men and
war” in reality (see fig. 4).16

Fig. 4. Esthétique du Mal, section VII

Published separately in a book of war poems, section VII had indeed a
life of its own, one that belies the ironic condemnation of warfare it makes
in the context of the entire poem, particularly in the context of the illustrated version. Far from extolling war or the wounded, far from exuding
a sense of peace and justification (that whole tradition of “dulce est decorum est” superficially evoked herein), this section within the context of
the whole work exudes a sense of panic—of total entrapment—in the face
of a world that would try to cover up the real violence of war with such
empty rhetorical platitudes as “For the soldier of time, it breathes a summer
sleep, / In which his wound is good because life was”—or, as Rich says,
“THE WAR DEPARTMENT REGRETS TO INFORM YOU” (language appropriate to declining a dinner engagement [ADW 37]).
In contrast to section II, we have not in either the words or the illustration accompanying this section even the remnants of an actual or anthropomorphic figure possibly being suffocated—rather a sheerly anonymous
struggle against these encroaching and conscripting lines carried out on
something of a global scale. (Note that the spherical shape on the bottom
right-hand corner of the drawing repeats the world-as-womb shape on the
cover drawing.) Despite whatever tensions Stevens might have felt in this
poem about the relation of aesthetics to ethics, this particular poem does

PLANETS ON THE TABLE

263

not posit a simple poetic consolation of “resistance” or “normalcy.”17
Rather, its overall mood, like that of the larger poem of which it is a part,
is that “Life is a bitter aspic” (section XI) in which the poet is frustrated
with the following fact about the relation of poetry in “actual war”: “Speech
found the ear, for all the evil sound, / But the dark italics it could not
propound” (section XV). As such, Esthétique du Mal debunks or certainly
subverts the whole tradition of privileging war and war poetry (including
the epic—and the actual men and wars of which it sings)—in both politics
and poetics. (This is a subversion, we should note, that is carried out in a
somewhat different fashion by Bishop in her “Brazil, January 1, 1502,” in
which the exploitive Portuguese tear into a feminized Brazilian landscape,
“humming perhaps / L’Homme armé or some such tune” [EBCP 92]).
With the stifling lines accompanying each of the illustrations in mind,
but certainly with those depicted in the illustration accompanying “How
red the rose that is the soldier’s wound,” there is no sense that such a
fictional and healing movement as that described in the lines “A woman
smoothes her forehead with her hand / And the soldier of time lies calm
beneath that stroke” is even remotely possible. Instead, this section of the
poem presents such poetic consolations as “How red the rose” (consolations typical of most of war poetry up until the middle part of World War
I) as utterly hypocritical, even nauseating. As Stevens says elsewhere, “Not
one of the masculine myths we used to make” proves reliable, but rather
results in “a sound / Like the last muting of winter as it ends” (CP 518–19).
This canto is, then, indeed an excoriation, in the deepest etymological
sense.18
III
The perspective that the illustrated Esthétique du Mal brings to the poetic
development of Stevens allows us to see a poet radically protesting the
literal conscriptions of his world, both politically and poetically conceived,
in curiously similar ways to that which first Bishop, then Jordan and Rich
have done with increasing intensity over this century. The sense of entrapment figured in Esthétique du Mal, something we do not usually recognize
in Stevens, also accounts for the deep poignancy of Stevens’ greatest of
World War II poems, “Description without Place.” No longer voicing the
masculine bravado of the “maker’s rage to order” of “An Idea of Order at
Key West” nor the virile “resistance” of “The Noble Rider and the Sound
of Words,” in “Description without Place” (a poem written when the end
of World War II seemed much ensured) Stevens evokes the ethical responsibility for ordering our world, both in the past and the future. Prompted
in part by actual maps during World War II, which could either cause or
end the “ground” of military dispute,19 “Description without Place” concludes that the “theory of description matters most,”
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because everything we say
Of the past is description without place, a cast
Of the imagination, made in sound;
And because what we say of the future must
portend. . . . (CP 345–46)
The ethical responsibility evoked in these lines is not one whose successful
outcome is necessarily guaranteed—but it is, nonetheless, a responsibility
that must be urgently embraced, for Stevens and for the other poets with
whom we are concerned here.20 Thus, I am less interested here in particular
matters of influence—although other essays in this issue attest well to such
concerns—than in a shared ethical/poetic vision that I find from at least
the late Stevens, through Bishop, to contemporary women poets as well.
This is a critical facet of Stevens’ and Bishop’s poetry not normally recognized, stemming for each poet from the shared feeling that “response-ability” is a direct consequence of recognizing precisely that linguistic
“rupture” with which I began, a rupture that then precludes either acquiescence to an imagined authority or detachment from a presumably fatalistic inevitability. This more ethically responsive position of poetry
summarizes what Stevens had in mind when he said, with admitted
abstraction, that “The great poem is the disengaging of (a) reality” (OP
195)—something that I believe Jordan fully understands when she entitles
her most important work to date Naming Our Destiny. As such, the poets
once again anticipate critical insights, such as that made by Mark Taylor
in Erring: A Postmodern A/theology. There he notes that “To say that history
is an ‘imaginative construction’ is not to imply that it is ‘unreal.’ The
fanciful dimension of history does, however, suggest that ‘reality’ is, in
some sense, imaginative”—with the consequence that “Within the bounds
of history, dissatisfied and unhappy subjects struggle to save presence by
seeking saving presence.”21 Or—if the poem can disengage “(a) reality,” it
is possible that it can redeem reality. However, Bishop seems much less
sanguine about the possibility of poetic redemption, though she certainly
uses poetry to expose the unethical political consequences of that “imagi native construction” as conscription.
Since Bishop’s poetry and life bridge the chronological years between
Stevens and those contemporary women poets with whom I am concerned
here, it may be surprising at first, but certainly fitting, that it is in the poetry
of Bishop that we see most clearly the aesthetic change from a kind of
abstracted but genuine engagement with political issues to the more concretized engagement characteristic of Jordan and Rich. However, unlike
Stevens, Bishop always thought the world contextualized or “conscripted.”
She may even be called a deconstructionist’s dream-poet, except that it
would probably prove frustrating to discover how thoroughly she underPLANETS ON THE TABLE
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stood deconstruction before it was “constructed.” Actually, it is Bishop’s
bringing to what we might now call deconstructionist insights a specifically feminist stance that makes her poetry so invaluable to the work of
such contemporary writers as Adrienne Rich and June Jordan.
Not “losing,” but putting planets on the table was for Bishop the “one
art,” from her early “The Map,” the lead-off poem to her 1946 volume
North & South (with its own somewhat abstract cover page) to her late
Geography III (the cover of which is remarkably similar to Rich’s An Atlas
of the Difficult World).22 Like Stevens, Bishop, at least in her early work,
tends to encode her political concerns so that they may not be immediately
accessible. That well-known and quintessentially Bishop “strangeness”
does not inhere in the temporal removal from her source or history, but
from the muted detachment of herself as “speaker” in the poems (a stance
admittedly quite foreign to the early Stevens, but more similar to the
Stevens of the mid-to-late years).
For example, “The Map” at least initially seems highly abstracted, even
anesthetized: “Land lies in water; it is shadowed green.” Later, “Mapped
waters are more quiet than the land is, / lending the land their waves’
own conformation” (EBCP 3). It would be difficult from these lines to
imagine that the poem, or the speaker of the poem, has any political
interests in the world this map inscribes. However, in the last lines of the
poem, the real political ramifications of “mapping” as an activity of exploration/exploitation (as well as of military alignment) seem abundantly
clear, however gently and ironically proffered:
Are they assigned, or can the countries pick their colors?
—What suits the character or the native waters best.
Topography displays no favorites; North’s as near as West.
More delicate than the historians’ are the map-makers’ colors.
(EBCP 3)
With the subtle reminders of the colorings maps take on through depicting
colonization or simple political demarcations, and with the bitterly humorous dismantling of our traditional privileging the “West” over the “East”
and the “North” over the “South,” the poem has distinct political understandings of how we conscript our world precisely through our words.
Although “The Map” was first published in 1934, the actual maps and
mappings of World War II, in fact, prove to be part of the provocation of
Bishop’s highly subversive and anti-patriarchal poem “The Roosters,”
written in 1940 and also published in North & South. Although she worried
that none of the poems in North & South “deal directly with the war,” she
also revealed in a letter written to Marianne Moore that she wanted “to
emphasize the essential baseness of militarism,” explaining “About the
‘glass-headed pins’ ” in the poem that she “felt the roosters to be placed
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here and there (by their various crowing) like the pins that point out
war-projects on a map”:23
Deep from protruding chests
in green-gold medals dressed,
planned to command and terrorize the rest,
....................................
[the roosters are] making sallies
from all the muddy alleys,
marking out maps like Rand McNally’s:
glass-headed pins,
oil-golds and copper greens,
anthracite blues, alizarins,
each one an active
displacement in perspective;
each screaming, “This is where I live!” (EBCP 35–36)
The implication in this poem is that the “military arts” are, in fact, quite
literally conscripting a world at large through the imposition of their
“perspective”—a perspective the poem assures us is literally an “active /
displacement”—but one that assumes what we might now call a phallocentric and logocentric dominance.
Such an important political insight about the power of words in our
actual world re-emerges throughout her poetry, from the disturbing intrusion of the “war” and a “warning” in “Florida,” another poem from North
& South, to “Brazil, January 1, 1502” of the 1965 volume Questions of Travel,
to “12 O’Clock News” of the later Geography III—although the later works
mentioned here become far more overt about the conscripting power of
words than the earlier one. For example, “Florida,” written at the very
beginning of World War II, is extremely detailed about the physical presence of the land itself, but highly abstract about the potential presence of
war. Bishop tells us that the “state that floats in brackish water” is “held
together by mangrove roots / that bear while living oysters in clusters”
(EBCP 32). In contrast to such concrete details, Bishop’s concern about war
and her feminist protest against it are subsumed under the guise of the
alligator’s calls:
The alligator, who has five distinct calls:
friendliness, love, mating, war, and a warning—
whimpers and speaks in the throat
of the Indian Princess. (EBCP 33)

PLANETS ON THE TABLE

267

The shock with which we recognize the legitimacy with which Bishop
turns the flower (“Indian Princess”) back toward the human domain of
suffering and conscription has, in fact, been prepared for by two earlier
lines, again describing the “mangrove roots”: it is important that “when
dead [they] strew white swamps with skeletons, / dotted as if bombarded,
with green hummocks / like ancient cannon-balls sprouting grass” (EBCP
32). As with “The Map,” it requires concentrated reading to decode
Bishop’s political concerns and protest in this poem.
Twenty years later, with more political violence in the form of war as
part of our history, Bishop has become far more overt about the possibility
of “contextualization” or “conscription” that is encoded throughout North
& South. In particular, in “Brazil, January 1, 1502,” possibly the best poem
of Questions of Travel, Bishop herself limns the poem with references to
tapestries, painting, frames, reliefs, webs, etc., as symbols of the highly
unethical “fabrications” that resulted when the Portuguese mapped and
conscripted Brazil (and, by implication, any place of similar exploitation).
It is probably right to the point that Bishop was herself silently describing
an actual map produced by the Portuguese in 1502, which she encountered
while working on the Life publication of Brazil.24 As with “Florida,” Bishop
begins with precise physical descriptions of the landscape, saying,
Januaries, Nature greets our eyes
exactly as she must have greeted theirs:
every square inch filling in with foliage—
big leaves, little leaves, and giant leaves,
blue, blue-green, and olive,
with occasional lighter veins and edges. . . . (EBCP 91)
Before the end of the poem, however, this near painting, “just finished /
and taken off the frame,” is revealed to be a horribly unethical projection
of a cultural text onto a people and a landscape that are both, thereby,
“fabricated” and “conscripted.” I cite the last stanza in full:
Just so the Christians, hard as nails,
tiny as nails, and glinting,
in creaking armor, came and found it all,
not unfamiliar:
no lovers’ walks, no bowers,
no cherries to be picked, no lute music,
but corresponding, nevertheless,
to an old dream of wealth and luxury
already out of style when they left home—
wealth, plus a brand-new pleasure.
Directly after Mass, humming perhaps
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L’Homme armé or some such tune,
they ripped away into the hanging fabric,
each out to catch an Indian for himself—
those maddening little women who kept calling,
calling to each other (or had the birds waked up?)
and retreating, always retreating, behind it. (EBCP 92)
As with Adrienne Rich after her, in this poem Bishop unmasks the destructive and totalizing power of language—of cliché—as something that fabricates or weaves over or suffocates the world in a way that is similar to
what Stevens does in Esthétique du Mal.
This strategy of Bishop’s is even more pointed in “12 O’Clock News,”
from her late and remarkable Geography III. Though far too subtle to
explore in detail here, Bishop uses the seemingly objective language of a
newscaster reporting to expose how we, from “our superior vantage
point,” thoroughly dismiss and dominate “elusive natives” and an entire
landscape as something “backward” and “corrupt.” As with the other
poems mentioned thus far, the inevitability of war through this cultural
projection is made clear in the closing prose poem paragraph, which
purports to describe the “soldiers” of “guerrilla warfare” in their “camouflage ‘battle dress’ ” (EBCP 175).25
However, it is in the poem “In the Waiting Room,” also from Geography
III, that the specificity of personal entrapment becomes most clearly
aligned to the larger political entrapment of a world at war—this time with
World War I as the specific context, but with obvious ramifications extending to the violence Bishop witnessed throughout this century. In particular,
in this poem a young child, reading a National Geographic in a dentist’s
waiting room in 1918, experiences a moment of self-consciousness and
crisis, uttering “you are an I, / you are an Elizabeth, / you are one of them”
(EBCP 160). Although it was once common to view this moment in the
poem as exhibiting a healthy identification with the rest of humanity, it
has become increasingly recognized that this moment is one of self-objectification (rather than identification), with the specific provocation for this
largely dehumanizing moment being the sight of others (mainly women
and children) being victimized and objectified in the pictures of the text
she is reading.26 This poem encapsulates the “event” with which I began
this essay, in which the child’s utterances mark not the moment of primacy
and autonomy but one of belatedness and silence.
However, what may be most important about this poem is that, set in
1918—the poem concludes with “Then I was back in it. / The War was
on” and “it was still the fifth / of February, 1918” (EBCP 161)—it manages
to suggest that the largely feminine experience of objectification and
victimization in the poem may be synecdochic for the violated condition
of the entire human race in a time of war. Thus, as with Stevens’ Esthétique
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du Mal, I read this poem as one of protest—an exposure of the unethical
and de-spiriting consequences of war. But even more than with Stevens,
I see in Bishop’s poem a certain resignation, in which cultural scripts from
pictures, clichés, and war to gender expectations are all shown to be
mercilessly conscripting, metaphorically feminizing (or victimizing) everyone, but with little hope of redemption. That resigned and somewhat
chilling tone seems most characteristic of Bishop (despite her well-known
humor)—and is, to some degree, true of Rich in An Atlas of the Difficult
World, the poet to whom I wish to turn now.
IV
Although certainly different in form, the tone and thematic import of
Esthétique du Mal and of “In the Waiting Room” in particular and Geography
III in general seem completely in concord with those of Rich in An Atlas
of the Difficult World, particularly in “Eastern War Time” (a poem set in
1943, but published in this volume in 1991). Put succinctly, “Eastern War
Time” is a poem in which the political scripts, including textbooks, clichés,
novels, and telegrams sent during the war, interlace themselves over the
personal body and spirit of a young girl (presumably Rich herself as a
child) to the point of erasure—“silence” the poem says:
THE WAR DEPARTMENT REGRETS TO INFORM YOU
also:
PARENTS DEPORTED UNKNOWN DESTINATION
EAST
ether of messages
SITUATION DIFFICULT

in capital letters

silence (ADW 37)

Such chilling demonstrations of the actual conscriptions that occur
through our cultural scripts (however arbitrary) are perhaps the most
salient, but admittedly discouraging, facet of Rich’s volume. It is in tone,
though curiously not in poetic strategies, that Rich’s poetry is quite different from that of June Jordan, a poet with whom Rich is poetically involved.
In fact, although I will come back to Jordan momentarily, particularly
to the implicit power of “description” cited from Stevens as a space for
possible redemption, I wish first to note that the strategy Jordan uses in
“Moving Towards Home,” the concluding poem of Living Room (published
in 1985), is precisely the strategy of the opening poem of An Atlas of the
Difficult World. In the earlier poem, Jordan has written,
I do not wish to speak about the bulldozer and the
red dirt
not quite covering all of the arms and legs
Nor do I wish to speak about the nightlong screams
that reached
the observation posts where soldiers lounged about
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Nor do I wish to speak about the woman who shoved
her baby
into the stranger’s hands before she was led away. . . .
(LR 132)
This catalog of violations she does “not wish to speak about” (but that
goes on at length to turn into the powerful clichés causing this violence,
such as “ ‘to exterminate’ ” or “ ‘to mop up’ ”) is admittedly a far remove
from Elizabeth Bishop’s own well-known use of negatives, loss, and clichés
in “One Art,” a poem in which “the art of losing,” which is “not too hard
to master,” becomes its own ironic consolation. However, such a rhetorical
strategy as that which we see Jordan use here, in a poem that will turn
toward the spiritual possibility of “redeem[ing]” this world through “the
words of our beginning,” is even more ironically exactly the same strategy
that Rich uses to expose the grotesquely envisioned conscriptions of our
world in An Atlas. Rich’s opening poem includes the following (here,
shortened) catalog of negatives and violations:
I don’t want to hear how he beat her after the
earthquake,
tore up her writing, threw the kerosene
lantern into her face. . . . (ADW 4)
Or, “I don’t / want to hear how she finally ran from the trailer,” “I don’t
want to think,” and “I don’t want to know.” As in Jordan’s poem, the effect
of this use of negatives is not merely to evoke that which is nominally not
being discussed but to suggest that the actual world is constructed of
political lines that are in turn constructing and conscripting personal consciousness. Put differently, the opening poem of this late volume exposes
the world as being the consequence of “contextualization” in a far more
radical and problematic way than any of her earlier volumes, however
political Rich’s poetry may be said to be from Diving Into the Wreck onward.
Such a suggestion is not merely confined to the opening poem of An
Atlas of the Difficult World, but is true of the entire volume, from “Here is
a map of our country” to “(The dream-site),” where Rich hauntingly asks,
“If your voice could overwhelm those waters, what would it say?” and
again, “If your voice could crack in the wind hold its breath still as the /
rocks / what would it say . . . ?” (ADW 17, 18), from “Eastern War Time”
to “Through Corralitos Under Rolls of Cloud,” where Rich asks, “What
does it mean to say I have survived / until you take the mirrors and turn
them outward / and read your own face in their outraged light?” (ADW
48). Here, Rich’s sense of anger and the need for communal witnessing
mark a distinct tonal difference from that of Bishop—or of Stevens. Nonetheless, the overall effect of An Atlas of the Difficult World is to suggest that
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the literally conscripting nature of words in our world has become almost
suffocating, almost completely effective in silencing the protest Rich is
nonetheless offering.
Only in the concluding and almost forcefully willed poem, “Final Notations” (the title of which recalls “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction”), is
there any sense of a possible redemption. There Rich speaks of a “coming”
that may be redemptive, but that may prove ominous as well, concluding,
“it will be short, it will take all your breath / it will not be simple, it will
become your will” (ADW 57). Otherwise Rich’s volume remains committed to witnessing to the powerfully destructive “descriptions” controlling
our world.
The preceding observations allow me to assert that, interestingly
enough for two poets usually regarded as being so similar, Adrienne Rich
and June Jordan are engaged in a contemporary poetic battle about the
nature of words, of poetry, in our world—or, at the very least, that these
poets represent two different poles about the possibility of words, however
conscripting they may be, proving redemptive. Like the other poets discussed, Jordan certainly recognizes the conscripting power of words (including the feminist or womanist implications of those scripts in a
patriarchal—specifically white patriarchal—world). Certainly, from her
early works, such as Things I Do in the Dark (selected poetry) and Civil Wars
(selected essays), Jordan has consistently exposed the power of words in
this world, but with far more bitterness and less optimism than characterizes her latest works.
Thus, in “Moving Towards Home” from her 1985 Living Room, as with
some of the poems by both Bishop and Rich mentioned above, it is quite
to the point that Jordan incorporates numerous clichés into the poem as
scripts she does “not wish to speak about”: “because I do not wish to speak
about unspeakable events / that must follow from those who dare / ‘to
purify’ a people / . . . those who dare / to describe human beings as ‘beasts
with two legs’ . . .” (LR 132–33). Nevertheless—however ironic this last
point may be—Jordan appears to take a stance toward the power of words
in this world more in line with that of the late, post-Esthétique Stevens,
specifically the Stevens of “Description without Place.” It is a poem as
noted above in which, with a heavily tempered optimism, Stevens recognizes that with what we ascribe—however secondary or arbitrary, however
contextualizing that may be—we also prescribe, with the potential of changing that unsettling event we have been discussing into one of open space
for new creation. However, I would also say that after Esthétique du Mal,
for Stevens the world remained forever primarily a written text rather than
an oracular one, as the titles “The Planet on the Table” and “The Poem
That Took the Place of a Mountain” suggest.
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In Jordan, however, we find a poet, at least in her latest works, far more
persuaded of the primacy of words, and possibly of the primacy of speech
as a redemptive force, despite her acute awareness of the violence cultural
scripts impose all over the world. When she “says” she does not want to
speak of those who “describe human beings” in certain violative ways,
she also says such words “are the ones from whom we must redeem / the
words of our beginning” (LR 133)—invoking a faith in what Stevens calls
“The thesis of the plentifullest John” (CP 345)—or that we have traditionally inherited as “In the beginning was the Word.” Jordan herself admits
to being drawn to this phrase as a child, suggesting that it empowered her
early on as a poet: “Early on, the scriptural concept that ‘in the beginning
was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God’—the
idea that the word could represent and then deliver into reality what the
word symbolized—this possibility of language, of writing, seemed to me
magical and basic and irresistible” (JJCP x). It may well be much to the
point that Jordan, writing at the end of this century rather than at the
beginning, interprets this “possibility of language” as a possibility of writing rather than one of speaking (with the implicit logocentric and largely
phallocentric notions traditionally associated with this biblical passage).
At least as she interprets John’s thesis, the essential rupture of language (or
words, or writing)—that it represents a reality—does not preclude its power
to then call that reality into being. In this way, Jordan both accommodates
and then challenges poststructuralist theories of language. This is to say,
that for Jordan, as for Stevens, we are responsible for the “planets on our
table.” Precisely because language is a rupture, because it is secondary and
arbitrary, it opens the possibility for redemptive future constructs.
In terms of both her poetry and this essay, Jordan’s most important
work to date is the concluding poem to the volume appropriately
entitled Naming Our Destiny (1989)—that is, “War and Memory,” a
poem once again set during World War II in its beginning sections,
moving through the Spanish Civil War, the Vietnamese War, and the
War on Poverty to Chinese Revolutionaries and the killing streets of
Washington, D. C. In the first sections of the poem, itself highly reminiscent of “In the Waiting Room,”27 a young girl (Jordan) discovers
that looking at pictures of Jewish girls in Nazi concentration camps
proves the occasion of recognizing her placement within a gendered,
racial, and family war of her own. Subsequently various scripts, from
the TV to clichés and to slogans—“Hell no! We won’t go!”—to poverty
and propaganda, prove overwhelming and disillusioning to a child
who thought she “was a warrior growing up,” who had written
“everything [she] knew how to write against apartheid.” The belated
and somewhat nostalgic recognition of her innocence and idealism
could well, it seems to me, turn at this point to despair, giving in
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to the kind of nihilism I believe has been wrongly associated with
deconstruction.
However, with a tone that is equally as forceful as that of Rich’s “Final
Notations” but is clearly more expansive, Jordan seeks at the end of Naming
Our Destiny to redress the patriarchal scripts that have so conscripted our
world with a literal “mother tongue.” I cite the last lines of the poem:
and I
dared myself to say The Palestinians
and I
worried about unilateral words like Lesbian or
Nationalist
and I
tried to speak Spanish when I travelled to Managua
..............................
and I wrote everything I knew how to write against
apartheid
and I
thought I was a warrior growing up
and I
buried my father with all of the ceremony all of the
music I could piece together
and I
lust for justice
and I
make that quest arthritic/pigeon-toed/however
and I
invent the mother of the courage I require not to quit
(ND 210–11)
If, indeed, an event has occurred in relation to the history of the concept
of structure, Jordan’s poetry suggests that such an event or “rupture” may
not necessarily be a bad thing, but rather may reveal the ethical space in
which a new story, as it were, for the world and the words in it may be
written.
Thus, even if it is true that for Bishop ultimately the “world seldom
changes” (EBCP 130) and that for Rich it is primarily “the difficult world,”
Jordan, like Stevens before her, carries an ironically reinscribed faith in the
capacity of language to mean and to redeem—actually to create what
Stevens had called for earlier, a “world / In which she sang” as the “maker”
of her world instead of as the victim of a world in which she is silenced
(italics added). Similarly, from the urgency of his sense that “the theory of
description matters most” because “what we say of the future must portend,” to such late poems as “Two Illustrations That the World Is What
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You Make of It” and “Prologues to What Is Possible,” Stevens evokes a
powerful faith in that linguistic rupture as constituting the space in which
we might redeem our actual world. However, the pass from Stevens’ sense
of the power of this linguistic rupture to that of Jordan’s more personally
charged and politically specific poetry depends upon the more sobering
route taken from Esthétique du Mal, through Bishop, and through Rich. In
fact, this poetic history or journey, which is of course highly selective,
nonetheless again anticipates one of the most recent and most important
moves made by Jacques Derrida, with whom I began.
In a recent article published in the Cardozo Law Review, Derrida has
attended more specifically to the potential ethical dimensions and consequences of deconstruction. Most succinctly, the overriding thesis of “The
Force of Law” is that the “law” (a highly patriarchal and domineering
construct in that essay, as it is for some of the poets here) can be deconstructed precisely because it has been constructed, but that justice, if it
exists, cannot be.28 This, it seems to me, is the “good news” of that “rupture” or “event” with which I began, and one with which our poets, from
Stevens through Bishop and Rich to Jordan, would ultimately concur. It is
in fact that very rupture that allows us, however variously, to realize a
multitude of planets on the table, some of which we may be blessed to
read. As Stevens says, perhaps with no more faith in a logocentric authority
than Derrida, “Out of this same light, out of the central mind, / We make
a dwelling in the evening air, / In which being there together is enough”
(CP 524)—lines that might indeed have our world blazing, spiritually, if
we were ever to take the “response-ability” to make the “actual candle” of
the “artifice” (CP 523), which those lines describe, truly the actual poetic
and political lines of the planet, of which we are a part.
University of Notre Dame
Notes
1

See Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,”

The Structuralist Controversy, ed. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1970; rpt. 1972), 247. This article was first presented as a paper at
Johns Hopkins in 1966.
2
See Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880–1918 (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1983), for a detailed analysis of the impact of World Standard Time in 1912
on the cultural world view before and during the Great War.
3
Sara Ruddick, Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989);
Sallie McFague, The Body of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993).
4
Although it is impossible to date these two entries from his “Adagia,” published in Opus
Posthumous (ed. Milton J. Bates [New York: Knopf, 1989]), these two lines appear in the early
part of the manuscript, thus dating them somewhere around 1934. Cited as OP in the text.
5
See, for example, Melita Schaum’s collection of essays, Wallace Stevens & the Feminine
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama, 1993), in which several authors discuss Stevens’ late
poetry with particular warmth. In “Sister of the Minotaur,” an essay reprinted in Schaum’s
PLANETS ON THE TABLE

275

collection, I have suggested a change in Stevens’ attitude toward gender as a function of th e
sheer violence of World War II. This insight has been recently confirmed by Robin Schulze,
whose forthcoming book on Stevens details, among other things, the increasingly “feminine”
side of Stevens’ poetry during World War II.
6
In addition to Stevens’ Parts of a World (New York: Knopf, 1942), abbreviated as PW,
and Adrienne Rich’s An Atlas of the Difficult World (New York: W. W. Norton, 1991),
abbreviated as ADW, I will be citing from Elizabeth Bishop’s The Complete Poems: 1927–1979
(New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1983), abbreviated as EBCP; June Jordan’s Civil Wars
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1981), abbreviated as JJCW; her Living Room (New York: Thunder’s
Mouth Press, 1985), abbreviated as LR; and her Naming Our Destiny (New York: Thunder’s
Mouth Press, 1989), abbreviated as ND. In addition, I will be citing from Stevens’ Collected
Poems (New York: Knopf, 1954), The Necessary Angel (New York: Vintage 1951), and Letters,
ed. Holly Stevens (New York: Knopf, 1966), abbreviated as CP, NA, and L respectively, as
well as focus specifically on the illustrated version of Esthétique du Mal (Cummington, Mass.:
Cummington Press, 1945), with drawings by Wightman Williams.
7
The most concise gathering of scholars introducing a more “political” Stevens than
previously thought is the Special Issue of The Wallace Stevens Journal , “Stevens and Politics”
13.2 (1989), ed. John N. Serio. In Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination,
Toni Morrison compellingly asserts that “Writing and reading are not all that distinct for a
writer. Both exercises require being alert and ready for unaccountable beauty, for the intricateness or simple elegance of the writer’s imagination, for the world that imagination evokes.
Both require being mindful of the places where imagination sabotages itself, locks its own
gates, pollutes its vision. Writing and reading mean being aware of the writer’s notions of
risk and safety, the serene achievement of, or sweaty fight for, meaning and response-ability”
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), xi.
8
I have cited Stevens’ own summary of “Description without Place” as written to Henry
Church, April 4, 1945 (L 494).
9
For a succinct summary of these illustrations and Stevens’ reactions to them, see Glen
MacLeod’s recent essay in the catalog of the same title, Painting in Poetry/Poetry in Painting:
Wallace Stevens and Modern Art (New York: Sidney Mishkin Gallery, Baruch College, 1995).
There MacLeod summarizes the illustrations as seeming “to show a figure weaving at a loom
who becomes increasingly entangled in the web until eventually he or she is inextricably
interwoven with it (as on the title page)” (37). While I concur with the sense of weaving on
the cover illustration, I would say that other illustrations—if, indeed, they continue the theme
of weaving—suggest that the chaos of the world is “weaving” or entrapping various males
and females. In sum, the chaos of World War II is engulfing individual identity—this is the
“esthétique du mal.”
I should clarify here that, although certain letters by Stevens might make it appear that he
did not initially care for the illustrations, MacLeod’s discussion in the catalog mentioned
above makes it clear that Williams’ illustrations were indeed a particular selling point for
Stevens with the Cummington Press: “ ‘The illustrations were part of a package intended to
snare the poem, to attract Stevens’ proposal’ ” (37; MacLeod is citing Harry Duncan, founder
of the press). In addition, Stevens found the published book, with illustrations, “marvelou s”
(L 515).
Perhaps more germane here is the fact that Williams illustrated the work of several other
poets, with drawings that are distinctly different in style and tone from those he used for
Stevens’ poem. For example, his illustration for the cover of William Carlos Williams’ The
Wedge specifically uses somewhat balanced and pleasingly circular lines to capture the
“undulations” and “physicality” Carlos Williams associated with poetry, rather than the
highly rigid and encroaching lines of Esthétique du Mal (which are, in turn, reminiscent of

276

THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL

certain drawings by Paul Klee, one of Stevens’ favorite artists). I am indebted to Jeffrey
Peterson here for his insights into the cover illustration for The Wedge .
10
I should clarify that subsequent to my giving the paper on which this essay is based,
Glen MacLeod did introduce the illustrated Esthétique in his recent art exhibit, noted above.
There he succinctly notes that “Countering critics who read Esthétique du Mal as an attempt
to escape from or transcend the pain of life, Brogan interprets the poem as Stevens’ recognition
of ‘the inefficacy of aesthetic consolation in time of war.’ ” MacLeod’s own description of the
illustrations, noted above, would seem to concur with my interpretation that these illustrations and the poem they accompany reflect pain, not resistance.
11
See my “Stevens in History and Not in History: The Poet and the Second World War,”
The Wallace Stevens Journal 13.2 (1989): 168–90.
12
Eleanor Cook, Poetry, Word-Play, and Word-War in Wallace Stevens (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1988); the phrase “actual war” appears on 210.
13
Cook, 213. Cook is referring, by the “soldier of 1944,” to a letter she cites that had been
originally published in The Kenyon Review (Spring 1944), in which a soldier had complained
that most contemporary poetry was too divorced from pain during a time of war to be
genuinely satisfying (see Cook, 191–92). She interprets Stevens’ Esthétique du Mal as a specific
response to that letter.
14
Although such a tenet is clearly implied in the various works of Hélène Cixous (among
others), a particularly accessible essay in this regard is Sherry Ortner, “Is Female to Male as
Nature Is to Culture?” Women, Culture, and Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1974).
15
Specifically, the abstract lines of Paul Klee’s Suicide on the Bridge and Murder (reprinted
in Broom 4.3 [1923]) show the crushing power of time, in the form of clocks, on the individual
body and spirit in much the same way that Stephen Kern has related the imposition of World
Standard Time in 1912 to the global anonymity of the Great War (see n 2 above). The similarity
in style of Klee’s drawings to those of Wightman Williams when illustrating this particular
poem (written at the height of World War II) as opposed to other illustrations seems intentional, as noted above.
16
As Alan Filreis rightly notes, “ ‘How Red the Rose’ was indeed plucked from the other
cantos [of “Esthétique du Mal”] and hailed as a ‘war poem’ in the professional sense, and
set out on a career all its own” (Wallace Stevens and the Actual World [Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1991]), 137. Specifically, it appeared in War and the Poet, ed. Lt. Comdr.
Richard Eberhart and M.Sgt. Selden Rodman (New York: Devin-Adair, 1945), 158; and again
in Oscar Williams, The War Poets (New York: John Day, 1945), 9–10. Yet, as Filreis implies,
this canto has a more biting and satirical edge when placed in the context of the larger poem,
a fact that is even more pronounced when seen in the illustrated version.
17
I am here summarizing the overall thesis of Cook’s entire chapter on this poem, “War
and Normal Sublime” (189–213), as a point of contrast to my own interpretation.
18
I am indebted to Dolores Frese for this specific term in helping me to address the ironic
component and intention of this canto. Although excoriate literally means to “remove the
skin from,” the convergence of that term, with the obvious pun on “cord-” as “heart,” is
particularly salutary in this instance, as well as in Yeats’s “The Lover Tells of the Rose in Hi s
Heart.”
19
I have discussed the mapping of Germany and Poland, at the beginning and end of
World War II, as a specific provocation for “Description without Place” in “Stevens in History
and Not in History,” 185–86.
20
I should clarify that although at the time Stevens wrote “Description without Place” he
also wrote to José Rodríguez Feo that “You are describing a world and by describing it you
are creating it” (L 495)—a line that could sound naively logocentric—a clear change in Stevens’

PLANETS ON THE TABLE

277

relationship has occurred after the writing of “Esthétique du Mal” through “Description
without Place.” Prior to this period, the various forms of the words speak and speech were
prominent in Stevens’ verse, largely with a faith in the “maker’s rage to order” noted in the
text above. After this period, the words speak and speech show a significant decline in Stevens’
poetry, sometimes reappearing only nostalgically or tragically, as in “Auroras of Autumn” in
which “there are no lines to speak” and “There is no play” (CP 416). Notably, in “An Ordinary
Evening in New Haven,” Stevens toys with the possibility that “description” may become
“speech” in a traditional or logocentric way: “For what he sees, it comes in the end to that:
/ The description that makes it divinity, still speech / As it touches the point of reverberation”
(CP 475). However, such a desire is only one of many propositions about language in this
poem.
21
Mark C. Taylor, Erring: A Postmodern A/theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1984), 67–68; with the reference to history as an “imaginative construction,” Taylor is citing
R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), 242.
22
I am referring here to the line from “One Art” in which Bishop says “the art of losing’s
not too hard to master” (EBCP 178).
23
The first quotation is from a letter from Bishop to Ferris Greenslet of Houghton Mifflin,
January 22, 1946; cited in Elizabeth Bishop: A Bibliography, 1927–1979, ed. Candace W.
MacMahon (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1980), 8; the second quotation is
from a letter to Marianne Moore, October 17, 1940; cited in MacMahon, 149.
24
Bishop worked as partial author for Life World Library: Brazil (New York: Time, Inc.,
1962); the particular map that Bishop is accurately describing in this poem is found on 27,
with the following, highly ironic caption below: “A strange new world for Europeans, Brazil
appears on this section of a 1502 world map as a tree-fringed area containing macaws. Brazil’s
jagged coastline is mostly guesswork. By contrast, the African coast is fairly accurate and
even the islands of the Antilles are shown in their approximate positions. The longitudinal
marker slicing Brazil is the famed Treaty of Tordesillas line. As the map indicates, the Rey de
Castella (meaning the King of Spain) owns all the lands west of it. The Portuguese were
granted all the land to the east. This amicable arrangement was upset by Portuguese colonists,
who pushed west of the line to claim the rest of what is now Brazil.”
25
This particular prose poem defies real generic classification as well as succinct summary.
Nevertheless, it is important to note that the “author” correctly identifies, in the margins, as
part of the printed text, the actual objects the “narrator” is condescendingly and incorrectly
describing. This particular part of “12 O’Clock News” is identified as an “ashtray,” with the
implication that the guerrilla soldiers are actually snuffed and broken cigarettes.
26
See, for example, Lee Edelman, “The Geography of Gender: Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘In the
Waiting Room,’ ” Contemporary Literature 26 (1985), 179–96, for an extensive discussion of
the poem and its possible interpretations. See also my “Elizabeth Bishop: Perversity as Voice,”
American Poetry 7.2 (1990): 31–49; rpt. Elizabeth Bishop: Geography of Gender, ed. Marilyn
May-Lombardi (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993), 175–95.
27
I should note that June Jordan has written to me that she had not read “In the Waiting
Room” when she composed “War and Memory”—a fact that may actually support my
opening desire to examine multiple moments in this century when the world and words in
it were recognized as “a text” (letter to author, February 1994). Interestingly, in this regard
Jordan—like Bishop before her—specifically refers to Rand McNally maps and the problems
of perspective in the poem “Problems of Translation: Problems of Language” (LR 37–41).
Jordan’s exposure of the largely Euro-Anglo-centric mapping of the world as a conscription
in reality is uncannily similar to that of Bishop’s.
28
I am summarizing the lengthy arguments of Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The
‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’ ” Cardozo Law Review 11.5–6 (1990): 945–1045.

278

THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL

Bishop’s Influence on Stevens?
THOMAS TRAVISANO

I

N SMALL WORLD, DAVID LODGE’S hilarious academic novel and
tour-de-farce, the Irish M.A. candidate Persse McGarrigle—a young
quester, naive but learning fast—is attending his first literature conference. There he finds himself describing his master’s thesis to a circle of
listeners: “It’s about the influence of T. S. Eliot on Shakespeare. . . . [W]hat
I try to show,” says Persse, “is that we can’t avoid reading Shakespeare
through the lens of T. S. Eliot’s poetry.” This description immediately
sparks the interest of a mercenary academic publisher, who remarks, “If
you haven’t already made arrangements to publish your thesis, I’d be very
interested to see it.” When a friend later hisses in protest, “You told me
your thesis was about the influence of Shakespeare on T. S. Eliot,” McGarrigle replies, “So it is. . . . I turned it round on the spur of the moment.”1
It is in something like Lodge’s playful and paradoxical spirit of inquiry
that I have responded to a request for a discussion of Wallace Stevens’
influence on Elizabeth Bishop by proposing to turn the question round. I
suggest that we consider the question of Bishop’s influence on Stevens.
Along with Lodge’s novel, another spur to this (possibly quixotic) quest
was an event that occurred in the early 1980s when I—just a step or two
ahead of Persse McGarrigle on academia’s rope ladder—was a newly
minted Ph.D. who had landed a teaching post the previous fall at a small
college in the Appalachian foothills. For then I heard an eminent authority
on modern poetry criticize, in a professional setting, one of Bishop’s finest
early poems, “The Imaginary Iceberg,” for being unduly influenced by
Stevens’ “The Poems of Our Climate.” This eminent authority’s objections
rested, with every appearance of reason, on the two poems’ distinctly
parallel imagery and intellectual concerns. I could find just one problem
with this conclusion—it was demonstrably untrue. Still, I think one will
find that the case in favor of Stevens’ influence on Bishop’s poem looks
very strong.
Stevens’ “The Poems of Our Climate” begins with the contemplation
of flowers arranged on a table (“Clear water in a brilliant bowl, / Pink
and white carnations”) and drifts toward thoughts of different, and crisper,
kinds of whiteness:
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The light
In the room more like a snowy air,
Reflecting snow. A newly-fallen snow
At the end of winter when afternoons return.
Pink and white carnations—one desires
So much more than that. The day itself
Is simplified: a bowl of white,
Cold, a cold porcelain, low and round,
With nothing more than the carnations there.2
Stevens’ poem moves gradually to establish a polar opposition between
two spheres. The first is a decorative yet actual space with a delicate and
fragile but comparatively complex—“Pink and white”—scheme of color
and affect. The second is a radically simplified, and stronger, imaginative
space that employs just one of those colors—white—and that further
alludes to winter through its brilliance, clarity, and cold. The poem makes
this simplification seem more like an increment than diminution (the
imagined space is “So much more than that”) because of the simpler
scene’s greater intensity, purity, finality:
Say even that this complete simplicity
Stripped one of all one’s torments, concealed
The evilly compounded, vital I
And made it fresh in a world of white,
A world of clear water, brilliant-edged,
Still one would want more, one would need more,
More than a world of white and snowy scents.
(CP 193–94)
Certainly one can find significant parallels between the language and
intellectual problems of this poem by Stevens and the language and intellectual problems of Bishop’s “The Imaginary Iceberg,” which posits a
parallel choice between a realm of “actual” experience posited in her poem
as “travel” and an imaginary realm of icy simplicity and purity represented
by the imaginary iceberg. Bishop’s poem also seems, like Stevens’, to prefer
the world of cold and ice.
We’d rather have the iceberg than the ship,
although it meant the end of travel.
Although it stood stock-still like cloudy rock
and all the sea were moving marble.
We’d rather have the iceberg than the ship;
we’d rather own this breathing plain of snow
though the ship’s sails were laid upon the sea
as the snow lies undissolved upon the water.
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O solemn, floating field,
are you aware an iceberg takes repose
with you, and when it wakes may pasture on your
snows?3
Similarly, when Bishop alludes to the edged or faceted nature of the
iceberg’s “glassy pinnacles” or asserts that her imaginary iceberg
cuts its facets from within.
Like jewelry from a grave
it saves itself perpetually and adorns
only itself, . . . (EBCP 4)
she might seem to be echoing and developing on Stevens’ vision of “a
world of white, / A world of clear water, brilliant-edged.” However, both
poems agree, as Stevens phrases it, that “Still one would want more, one
would need more, / More than a world of white and snowy scents.” In
Bishop’s version the ship’s passengers say “Good-bye, . . . good-bye,” and
“the ship steers off / where waves give in to one another’s waves / and
clouds run in a warmer sky.” Both poems, then, entertain an intensified
and simplified world of frozen white, apparently only to reject it in face
of what Stevens calls the “need” for something “more” and what Bishop
calls “travel.” Moreover, Bishop acknowledged that as she was emerging
as a poet, “I think that Wallace Stevens was the contemporary who most
affected my writing.”4
The case, then, for the influence of Stevens’ “The Poems of Our Climate”
on Bishop’s “The Imaginary Iceberg” would on the face of it appear quite
compelling. The only problem with this analysis is that Bishop’s poem was
published in the April/June 1935 issue of the little magazine Direction,
three years before Stevens’ poem had its first magazine appearance in 1938.
I resurrect this apparently trivial piece of ancient history because it takes
us directly into the question of Bishop’s influence on Stevens. If one grants
the uncanny parallelisms of the poems, and if one grants that Stevens’
poem could not have influenced Bishop, since his poem was published
three years later, then one must ask if it is possible that Stevens’ middleperiod lyric, “The Poems of Our Climate,” published when the poet was
fifty-nine but still with many of his most productive years ahead of him,
might have been influenced by Bishop’s early “The Imaginary Iceberg.”
This poem appeared when Bishop was just twenty-four; it was her first
important magazine publication. It is worth remembering that while
Bishop was Stevens’ junior by three and a half decades, she was also
Stevens’ contemporary. For exactly two decades, from 1935, when Bishop
first began to publish poems like “The Imaginary Iceberg” in national
magazines, until 1955, when Stevens died, their careers moved in parallel.
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Moreover, a generation earlier, younger poets such as Pound had profoundly influenced elder poets like William Butler Yeats. And because of
the unusual thirteen-year hiatus between Stevens’ first book, Harmonium
(1923), which appeared when Bishop was a twelve-year-old schoolgirl,
and his second book, Ideas of Order (1936), the year after the publication of
“The Imaginary Iceberg,” Bishop was Stevens’ contemporary throughout
his middle and later phases.
Bishop, whose major reputation did not begin to emerge until after the
publication of her last book, Geography III, has often been thought of as a
late bloomer. But, while her slow pace of publication—governed in part
by her determination to publish only fully achieved poems—delayed the
appearance of her first book-length collection, North & South, until 1946,
when she was thirty-five, the most recent evidence suggests that Bishop
must be considered precocious. Recent publications have expanded the
somewhat confining picture of Bishop formerly established by such published collections as the perhaps misnamed Complete Poems, 1927–1979,
showing that Bishop was already a writer of significant and characteristic
verse and prose in high school. For example, as a sixteen-year-old highschool sophomore Bishop published the brilliant “Ballad of the Subway
Train”—a piece not included in the Complete Poems—in a school magazine,
at a time that was, significantly, about two years before she began to absorb
the influence of the modernists. And her 1929 sketch “On Being Alone”
explores several themes already characteristic of Stevens at a time before
Bishop had, it appears, read any of Stevens’ work.5
Although modernist poets did not as a rule find their mature voices
until after they had turned thirty (Stevens was forty-four when Harmonium
appeared), Bishop had published a number of strong poems and stories—
including “The Imaginary Iceberg,” “The Map,” “The Man-Moth,” “The
Gentleman of Shalott,” and “The Weed” as well as “The Baptism,” “The
Sea & Its Shore,” and “In Prison”—in national magazines when she was
just out of college and still in her mid-twenties. These poems and stories,
which appeared between 1935 and 1938, are, in fact, exactly contemporary
with the Stevens of Ideas of Order (1936) and The Man with the Blue Guitar
(1937). Yet scholars still commonly assume that Stevens’ middle-period
work must have been formative to Bishop. For example, Helen McNeil in
her essay on Bishop for the widely used volume Voices & Visions: The Poet
in America states, “In its stress upon image and its fascination with borderline states, ‘The Map,’ like many poems in North & South, looks back
to the Imagism of H. D. and across to the transformations of Stevens’s Ideas
of Order.”6 But it would have been hard for Bishop’s 1935 publication “The
Map” to “look[] . . . across” to a book that was not yet in print, and that
would not appear for another year. True, a few of the poems from Stevens’
Ideas of Order had already appeared in magazines, but the case for Bishop’s
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more or less independent development of ideas resembling those in middle-period Stevens ought at least to be weighed. Assumptions about the
priority of Stevens over Bishop may reflect not merely a still widespread
ignorance of just how early Bishop had begun to publish the poems for
which she is remembered but perhaps also some still widely shared assumptions about the precedence due to a triumphant generation of high
modernists in comparison with a younger generation whose inventiveness, courage, individuality, and technical resourcefulness have frequently
been underestimated in relation to their elders.
Stevens’ 1938 “Poems of Our Climate” was collected in book form in
1942, in Parts of a World, while Bishop’s 1935 poems “The Imaginary
Iceberg” and “The Map” had to wait until 1946 before they finally appeared in Bishop’s first book, North & South. Surely Bishop’s slow pace of
book publication has helped to confuse the critics. But although I have
argued for a degree of independence in Bishop’s artistic development, I
still have not dealt with one question I raised at the beginning: whether
Stevens might have been looking over Bishop’s shoulder as he composed
“The Poems of Our Climate.” And, in answer to that question, I must
confess, in fact, that I doubt it.
Stevens was leery of lending credence to even the mere appearance of
having been influenced. When Bishop’s contemporary John Berryman sent
Stevens a copy of his first book, The Dispossessed, in 1948, Stevens declined
it with the graceful excuse that “I am a bit careful about reading other
people’s poetry because it is so easy to pick up things.”7 Berryman, on the
other hand, made a point of having read, on its first publication, the very
Bishop poem under discussion here. In response to a 1968 fan letter from
Bishop, Berryman replied: “Thank you for your lovely letter. . . . There is
no one living whose approval I would rather have. I’ve admired & loved
your work since I read ‘The Imaginary Iceberg’ in Trial Balances when I
was an undergraduate at Columbia.”8 Berryman’s memory was just
slightly off after nearly thirty-five years, but in a way that reveals just how
complete his coverage of the literary scene in the mid-1930s actually was.
Bishop’s “The Imaginary Iceberg” did appear in 1935, while Berryman
was still at Columbia, but in the little magazine Direction, not in Trial
Balances. It was “The Map” that had appeared in that groundbreaking
anthology of fledgling poets introduced by their poetic elders: in Bishop’s
case, Marianne Moore. Could Stevens—preoccupied with surety bonds in
his Hartford insurance office—have found time to track down a short-lived
little magazine like Direction with the assiduity of a young Berryman? The
truth may never be known, but Stevens told a young visitor, Frank Jones,
in 1942, “ ‘I read all the little magazines—have been for years—and when
they stop, there’s nothing to read.’ A quite sad silence follows this, Stevens
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looking into the middle distance as if he saw the ghosts of all the dead
little mags knocking wistfully at the window.”9
Stevens acknowledged that he knew of Bishop’s existence as a poet, if
not in 1935, when she published “The Imaginary Iceberg,” then certainly
by 1946, when her first book came out. In that year, José Rodríguez Feo,
the young editor of the Cuban literary magazine Origenes, wrote a long
letter to his new friend Wallace Stevens asking, in passing: “Did you read
Elizabeth Bishop’s new book of poetry? What did you think of Williams’
Paterson I?”10 Bishop’s contemporary Randall Jarrell would state in a review of both books, “The best poems in Elizabeth Bishop’s North & South
are so good that it takes a geological event like Paterson to overshadow
them.”11 Stevens, on the other hand, replied, “I know Miss Bishop’s work.
She lives in Key West. And, of course, Williams is an old friend of mine. I
have not read Paterson. I have the greatest respect for him, although there
is the constant difficulty that he is more interested in the way of saying
things than in what he has to say.” Rodríguez Feo agreed with Stevens’
assessment of Williams, but he was nonplused by Stevens’ remark on
Bishop, writing in reply, “I don’t know what to make of your rather
sarcastic remark ‘I know Miss Bishop’s work. She lives in Key West.’ And
nothing more on that topic.”12 Whatever Stevens’ sentiments about Bishop,
sarcastic or otherwise, he never amplified further, though his correspondence with Rodríguez Feo continued for some years.
If one were given to conspiracy theories, one might construct an image
of Stevens furtively hiding his theft from “The Imaginary Iceberg,” but
frankly this seems far-fetched. I think we are dealing instead with the
spontaneous and more or less simultaneous invention of analogous
themes. One way to think of the situation facing Stevens and Bishop in the
mid-1930s is that both poets had the Stevens of Harmonium to look back
to. Although each clearly had access to other sources, both literary and
nonliterary, their work of the mid-1930s may be read, in part, as a set of
parallel but independent commentaries on a common source—earlier
Stevens. An earlier poem like “The Snow Man” might have served either
as an adequate point of departure for a poem like Bishop’s 1935 “The
Imaginary Iceberg” or Stevens’ 1938 “The Poems of Our Climate.”
One still must consider a different kind of influence that Bishop might
yet come to have on Stevens. Persse McGarrigle suggests that “we can’t
avoid reading Shakespeare through the lens of T. S. Eliot’s poetry.” And
the question remains open whether we will come to read Stevens at least
in part through the lens of Bishop’s poetry. Clearly this has already begun
to happen in relation to Marianne Moore: we are coming to see the elder
poet—Moore—partly through the lens of the younger. As Bishop emerges
as a major figure, it becomes almost inevitable that, as Eliot long ago
suggested, her presence will subtly reshape our understanding of estab-
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lished writers—and this is most likely to happen to our understanding of
the writers with whom Bishop has the most in common. Bishop and
Stevens shared roots in French symbolist poetry; each was drawn to question the relation between the imagination and reality; each found sustenance in a detailed familiarity with modern art; each loved surprising
artifacts and dramatic flora and fauna; each grew up in a northern climate
and traveled extensively and imaginatively in the south; each was profoundly shy; each was, in a different way, cut off from family; each was a
poetic genius who impersonated an ordinary social being, leading a complex and largely hidden inner life; each enjoyed the extroverted friendliness they experienced from the hospitality of southerners; each wrote to
project a subtle, devious, and intricate extension of self. Their work inevitably overlaps at many points, but often we seem to be witnessing affinity
rather than influence.
Bishop wrote to her first biographer, Anne Stevenson, in 1964, that “At
college, I knew ‘Harmonium’ almost by heart. . . . But I got tired of him
and now find him romantic and thin—but very cheering, because, in spite
of his critical theories (very romantic), he did have such a wonderful time
with all those odd words, and found a superior way of amusing himself.”13
In a recent study, Stevens and the Interpersonal, Mark Halliday, without
mentioning Bishop, notes that “Poetry, if it is, as I believe, a means of
understanding our most profound and essential human problems, may
thus be expected to address the issues of social life. This is not to say that
all poems must do so, or even that all poets must do so. But when a great
poet avoids doing so through nearly all of a six-hundred-page oeuvre, this
extended tour de force should be seen as an important puzzle: how can
greatness coincide with such determined avoidance of interpersonal reality?”14 One need not agree with Bishop that Stevens is “thin” or with
Halliday that Stevens fails to “address the issues of social life” for Bishop
to help one read Stevens. The skills that have trained readers to tease the
personal, the social, and the political—so deeply buried, yet so intensely
present—out of Bishop, may train us to uncover further these very qualities in Stevens.
Hartwick College
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Reviews
Wallace Stevens Revisited: The Celestial Possible.
By Janet McCann. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995.
Janet McCann’s Wallace Stevens: The Celestial Possible is a welcome addition to
the selection of introductory books on Stevens for the general reader. The first such
book since Robert Rehder’s The Poetry of Wallace Stevens (St. Martin’s Press, 1988),
McCann’s study is especially valuable for the novice reader of Stevens as it considers biographical data and theoretical approaches either unavailable to or omitted
from earlier introductions to Stevens’ work. The author takes as her premise the
idea that Stevens’ poetry changes throughout his lifetime, reflecting a movement
toward Roman Catholicism. McCann traces this thesis through Stevens’ poems in
roughly chronological order, using as her principal text The Collected Poems but
also dipping into Opus Posthumous on occasion. The controversial nature of the
book’s overriding argument might seem to limit this study’s usefulness for the
general reader. But McCann entertains other positions and usually does not overstate her case.
One of the great challenges in writing an introduction to Stevens’ work (as in
teaching Stevens’ poetry) must be in finding a way to present his major work and
ideas in their complexity while, at the same time, not overburdening the uninitiated. For the most part, McCann’s book does this. Her graceful introduction celebrates the tantalizing, addictive quality of Stevens’ poems that keeps so many of
us rereading them. Her slim book, a mere 162 pages, includes a useful index, a
briefly annotated bibliography, and a short section of notes and references.
The brevity of the book, a good thing in many ways, also helps account for some
troublesome reductiveness. For instance, McCann’s discussion of Stevens’ influences tosses off a few too many generalizations that could be bewildering for a
general reader: “These poems may nod in the direction of Pound’s Orientalism”
(23); “Stevens’s theism is now an Emersonian transcendentalism; it has yet to
become human” (77). Particularly baffling may be McCann’s shorthand, oblique
references to what she perceives as the various stages of Stevens’ metaphysical
quest. These are stated in the preface and reiterated in the conclusion, but seldom
does the book provide an enlightening context for understanding what it calls
Stevens’ “substitute myths” that purportedly anticipate his “leap of faith” (137) to
Roman Catholicism: “Buddhism, Heideggerian phenomenology, Jungian psychology, process philosophy, Nietzchean Dionysianism, and other forms of mysticism”
(x). Such references are almost wholly dependent upon the original studies (which
McCann cites) that investigate these strands in Stevens’ writing (e.g., studies by
Thomas Hines, William Bevis, and B. J. Leggett, among others) and that McCann
seems to accept entirely as evidence for her own thesis. In many cases, a brief
clarification would suffice to make these generalizations comprehensible to the
novice.
The specialist as well as the general reader would be interested in tracing
through McCann’s presiding argument and would be rewarded by her often
insightful readings of the poems themselves and by her succinct précis of each of
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Stevens’ books. Her précis of Parts of a World shows McCann’s talent for abstracting
the essential: “The image density of these poems diminishes. . . . The idea of poetry
as action . . . is the central focus of this collection” (60–61). Her analysis of the
poems in The Man with the Blue Guitar is somewhat less original: “Here Stevens
is honestly conducting the quarrel as much with himself as with the critics” (48).
This has been said before often enough; what McCann adds to this observation is
fruitful demonstration, as in her comments about part 15 of the title poem:
He touches on this fear in the more public poems of Owl’s Clover, but
here he risks being personal, offering one of his rare uses of the firstperson singular without a clearly identified distancing mask. . . . (51)
Also useful is McCann’s extended analysis of new historicist and Marxist critiques
of Stevens’ work. Though she distances herself from these positions, she delineates
their value for readers of Stevens and helpfully refers to their major exponents
(James Longenbach and Alan Filreis).
McCann provides a fresh perspective, too, on certain aspects of Stevens’ biography. As one would expect, she provides more background than usual concerning
Stevens’ conversion to Catholicism, and she finds many anticipations of his eventual baptism into the faith, including his receipt of religious literature at the office
in his last years. McCann also comments usefully on Stevens’ association, during
his final illness, with Father Arthur Hanley. The author herself spoke with Father
Hanley in 1977 about the instruction for baptism as a Roman Catholic that Stevens
received while a patient at St. Francis Hospital.
Wallace Stevens Revisited: The Celestial Possible, then, will benefit both newcomers and experts. Its value does not stand or fall on the persuasiveness of its central
thesis, which some readers will find dubious. McCann predicates many of her
readings of Stevens’ poems on his “leap of faith” to Catholicism; however, the fact
of his conversion is simply not the only piece of evidence to bring to bear on his
work nor does it retroactively alter Stevens’ thought predating his religious instruction. Finally, McCann’s position forces her to take a leap of faith herself:
These last poems define Stevens’s ultimate contradiction: that one
tries without success to achieve genuine knowledge through intense
efforts and creating and decreating the world, and yet such knowledge
is there, coming of itself to the exhausted thinker. This position is phenomenological, Husserlian, mystical, and congruent with Stevens’s
decision to take a final leap of faith. In choosing Catholic Christianity
as the rock to leap to, he was only adding the contemplated but
never-written fourth criterion for his supreme fiction: “It must be
human.” (137)
One could say that there is in Stevens’ thought something analogous to Christian
grace that occurs irrespective of one’s rational laborings (“not balances / That we
achieve but balances that happen” [CP 386]); but there is a great difference between
that arrival at knowledge in reality and a leaping beyond. McCann makes her case
to the contrary despite Stevens’ specific counsel against the beyond in his poems.
“The real [for Stevens],” she says, “lies always just beyond us, and should
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we penetrate it, we would find that it contains the metaphysical” (92). Similarly:
“his late poems show an attempt to represent the supreme fiction as something
beyond poetry, something to which poetry is an approach” (101). We are not
surprised to hear McCann espouse this kind of dualistic and platonic thinking,
central as it is to Christianity. But Stevens himself rejected it early on and continued
to reject it throughout his poetic career. As he says in “An Ordinary Evening in
New Haven” (and elsewhere, repeatedly, in other words), “The poem is the cry of
its occasion, / Part of the res itself and not about it” ( CP 473). Readers who do not
share McCann’s assumptions about Stevens’ latent Catholicism are not likely to be
persuaded by her handling of several specific poems. She seems especially unconvincing with a poem such as “The Idea of Order at Key West,” where—while giving
us a helpful reading of the poem—she claims to find in it evidence of Stevens’
emerging religious belief, a conclusion that neither her reading nor the poem itself
supports.
The dubiousness of its major premise, however, does not diminish substantially
this worthwhile book. Because it articulates a controversial opinion well, McCann’s
study provides all readers of Stevens a challenging occasion for re-examining their
own positions.
Karen Helgeson
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
The Web of Friendship: Marianne Moore and Wallace Stevens.
By Robin G. Schulze. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1995.
On August 9, 1935, Marianne Moore wrote to Bryher that all of her writing—
criticism and verse—was “a chameleon attempt to bring [her] product into some
sort of compatibility with Wallace Stevens.” In The Web of Friendship: Marianne
Moore and Wallace Stevens Robin Schulze starts from this premise as she considers
the significant influence Moore and Stevens had on each other. Telling the story of
Moore’s and Stevens’ private and public conversations over many years, she
eloquently describes their personal and artistic intersections. In her study, biographical detail and historical circumstance inform her reading of this relationship.
Central to her thesis is the belief that as Moore and Stevens matured as writers,
their responses to each other’s work changed in important ways. Writing off
Bloom’s and Gilbert and Gubar’s theories and models concerning literary influence, Schulze allies herself implicitly, though he is not mentioned, with the work
of David Kalstone. Stressing the importance of “poetic influence as extended
conversation,” Schulze focuses on their prose writings about one another as well
as the poems she feels they wrote as a direct response to one another. Her readings
of individual poems in the context of their respective canons strike me as both a
strength of the book and an effective way of establishing the intensity of their
dialogue. Her treatment of archival material is also impressive. Making extensive
use of the unpublished archival record of Moore’s responses to Stevens, which we
find in her letters, reading notebooks, manuscripts, and copies of Stevens’ books,
Schulze handles this material meticulously, gracefully extending the analysis of it
offered by previous Moore scholars. Unfortunately, Stevens’ unpublished archive
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does not yield a comparable amount of information concerning his feelings about
Moore; nevertheless, what is available is treated judiciously. Despite this imbalance,
she manages to convey the vibrant sense of exchange between Moore and Stevens
as they reviewed each other and conversed—publicly in their poetry and privately
in letters—throughout their lives.
Schulze argues throughout the book that “each frequently saw in the other’s
work the kind of poet they wished themselves to be.” Although this assumption
is often validated by her analysis, particularly of their poems, it sometimes threat ens to reduce their criticism of one another to “self-projection.” Moore’s reservations about Stevens in Harmonium, for example, become ones about herself.
Similarly, her poems, which allude to Stevens, are finally merely self-reflective. For
example, when reading Moore’s “People’s Surroundings,” Schulze concludes:
“Reading Stevens as a creator of beautiful, complex, but heartless music, Moore
projected onto Stevens’s verse the flaws she feared in her own work.” At times I
wished for a clearer differentiation between them.
Schulze’s study is arranged chronologically, beginning with a consideration of
their early poems and ending with a discussion of their final years of friendship
before Stevens’ death in 1955. The strength of the book lies in the middle chapters,
beginning with chapter 2, where she considers Moore’s reading of Stevens’ Harmonium. Schulze’s reading of Moore’s now famous first review of Stevens does
not move beyond those offered by other critics; nevertheless, her reading of the
review in conjunction with other materials from Moore’s archive lends new perspectives to Moore’s assessment of Stevens at the time. Moore, as Schulze documents, was engaged in a study of Shelley just before she began her review of
Harmonium. Reading Shelley, she argues, gave Moore an insight into the kind of
romantic Stevens was. “In Moore’s view, both Stevens and Shelley struggle against
worn visions in a way that defeats the threat of mental stasis but, in doing so,
challenges the construction of all stable, comforting, or coherent ideals.” Schulze
goes on to assert that Moore’s thoughts on both Shelley and Stevens occur in her
poem “An Octopus,” concluding that if we re-read her review of Harmonium
through the lens of the poem, we will see that “Moore’s changing image of Stevens
as a troubled skeptic reflects her own growing sense of creative impasse.”
Chapter 3 deals with Stevens’ presence in Moore’s poems from the Depression:
“The Plumet Basilisk,” “The Jerboa,” and “The Frigate Pelican.” Reading these
three poems as being about art, isolation, and social responsibility, Schulze sees
Moore re-assessing Stevens’ “violent verse and romantic evasions in general.”
Moore’s basilisk and her jerboa are seen as “responsible introspective voyagers.”
Moore’s frigate pelican, on the other hand, “has the power to pull others out of
blindness that the basilisk and the jerboa lack.” Schulze maintains that with this
poem Moore abandoned the belief that romantic impulses were escapist: “In ‘The
Frigate Pelican’ Moore reads into Stevens’s high-flying art her own persistent and
deeply held wish that the duties of an increasingly ugly world might not clash so
heavily with the desire to write poems.”
Schulze’s analysis of Stevens’ interest in Moore is well executed in chapters 4
and 6, where she considers Stevens’ 1935 review of Moore, “A Poet that Matters,”
and his second, 1948, review, “About One of Marianne Moore’s Poems.” Both
chapters are most interesting when Schulze considers the effect of Stevens’ read-
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ings of Moore on his own poetry. Stevens’ 1938 poem, “Connoisseur of Chaos,”
is read as a response to his earlier reading of Moore’s Selected Poems , particularly
“The Frigate Pelican.” Stevens, however, parts company with Moore in his image
of the pensive man who observes from a distance: “What Moore conceives as
vulnerability, Stevens casts as strength.”
When considering Stevens’ postwar appreciations of Moore in “More Poems
for Liadoff” and “About One of Marianne Moore’s Poems,” Schulze attributes his
shift away from the poet as the virile young man of fact to a poet who “returns to
the maternal imaginative past as a succor and inspiration” to his reading of Moore,
through whom he found “a quieter poetic for a sadder day.”
The Web of Friendship is a valuable and lucid study of two poets whose work
comes into focus in new ways when read together. As such, it constitutes a genuine
contribution to Moore and Stevens scholarship. Some of the discussions of Bloom’s
and Gilbert and Gubar’s assumptions about literary influence struck me as finally
unnecessary given Schulze’s own critical agenda; this is, however, a minor flaw in
what is a useful and illuminating book.
Celeste Goodridge
Bowdoin College
Painting in Poetry/Poetry in Painting: Wallace Stevens and Modern Art.

Catalog for the exhibit of the same name at the Sidney Mishkin Gallery/Baruch
College, March 17–April 27, 1995.
By Sandra Kraskin and Glen MacLeod, Curators. Essay by Glen MacLeod. New
York: Baruch College, 1995.
One can imagine any number of poets Stevens might have become if he had
derived his inspiration solely from literature and experience—none of them as
brilliant and audacious, however, as the poet he became in response to the example
of modern painters. Numerous scholars have chronicled and analyzed the transfiguring effect these painters had on Stevens’ thought and poetry, the most recent
major effort being Glen MacLeod’s Wallace Stevens and Modern Art: From the
Armory Show to Abstract Expressionism. An interesting offshoot of this book was
last spring’s visual demonstration not only of the effect of painting on Stevens but
more notably the influence of Stevens on painters, in the exhibit curated by Sandra
Kraskin, director of the Sidney Mishkin Gallery at Baruch College, and MacLeod.
With a symposium including Dore Ashton, Francis V. O’Connor, and MacLeod; a
poetry reading and homage to Stevens that featured Grace Schulman, Alfred Corn,
Rachel Hadas, and Phillis Levin; and three gallery talks by MacLeod, Barbara
Fisher, and William Burney (both an artist who had a painting in the show and a
Stevens scholar), the exhibit was a significant Stevens event (see fig. 1).
In addition to curating the show and participating in the accompanying programs, MacLeod wrote the essay for its catalog, which includes some thirty small
black and white illustrations (budgetary constraints no doubt played a part).
Although these can hardly begin to reflect the dazzle of the show—how, for
instance, could a 2" by 3" photo lacking color possibly suggest the flamboyance of
Jennifer Bartlett’s apocalyptic 6’ by 6’ Bats: The Countryman?—they provide some
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visual support for points in the text. MacLeod begins with a short recapitulation
of Stevens’ indoctrination into the world of twentieth-century art, through the 1913
Armory show, and through his friend of Harvard days, Walter Conrad Arensberg,
who made his apartment in New York a center of contemporary intellectual and
artistic ferment. Here Stevens had not only the riches of the post-Impressionist
paintings hanging on Arensberg’s walls but the occasion to know some of the artists
themselves, among them Marcel Duchamp. Here he could participate in the discussions about Cubism, Dada, individual artists—indeed, all the astonishing new
developments in the arts. This is a story very familiar to students of Stevens, of
course, but useful to those for whom it is new.
We know Stevens was greatly influenced by modern painters; what is more
stimulating at this point, however, is seeing how contemporary painters have
gravitated to Stevens for their inspiration. Claes Oldenberg, for example, was
indebted to Stevens’ poetry for one of his sculptures created with his wife Coosje
van Bruggen, Cross-Section of a Toothbrush with Paste in a Cup on a Sink: Portrait
of Coosje’s Thinking. It is a wonderful instance of artists converting the workings
of specific poems into their own conceits, though the piece gives no hint of its
conceptual origins. Such is the alchemy of transference. MacLeod quotes Oldenberg:
We associated three particular poems by Stevens with the toothbrush
in a cup: “Anecdote of the Jar,” which evokes the image of a large-scale
container, like a cup, set in a landscape; “Of Hartford in a Purple
Light,” which concerns the passage of the sun and the effects of light
on the landscape; and “So-And-So Reclining on Her Couch,” which
interweaves the human body with geometry, particularly the triangle.
The very title of David Hockney’s series of colored etchings, The Blue Guitar:
Etchings by David Hockney who was inspired by Wallace Stevens who was inspired
by Pablo Picasso, succinctly and wittily traces how currents of influence run recip rocally between art and poetry. On the dust jacket Hockney explains how he took
off from Stevens’ poem:
The etchings themselves were not conceived as literal illustrations of
the poem but as an interpretation of its themes in visual terms. Like
the poem, they are about transformations within art as well as the
relation between reality and the imagination, so these are pictures
within pictures and different styles of representation juxtaposed and
reflected and dissolved within the same frame.
Robert Motherwell and Milton Avery also found in Stevens’ “The Man with the
Blue Guitar” congenial concepts and images. They, like the other artists discussed
in the catalog, not only fixed on specific poems and on what Richard Diebenkorn
referred to as Stevens’ “very graphic and color-charged imagery,” but also responded to his metaphysics and his ways of thinking about aesthetic questions.
Stevens appealed to a wide range of artists. A list of the artists MacLeod
discusses in the catalog, in addition to those already cited, suggests their diversity:
Jasper Johns, Jack Tworkov, Fairfield Porter, William Baziotes, Grace Hartigan, Jane
Wilson, William Burney, Mimi Gross, Jesse Murry, Gregory Botts, Kathryn Jacobi,
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Wightman Williams, and Kurt Seligmann (the last three are illustrators of Stevens’
work), and Siah Armajani (whose The Poetry Garden, which he designed for the
courtyard of the Lannan Foundation, Los Angeles, was inspired by “Anecdote of
the Jar”). And, as MacLeod says, “The list could be greatly expanded.” Clearly,
Stevens is a painter’s poet, as MacLeod tellingly demonstrates. A few times he
strains some to make connections, as when he draws an “analogous line” between
Duchamp’s ready-made snow shovel (In Advance of the Broken Arm) and Stevens’
“The Snow Man.” Stevens was surely indebted to Duchamp—partly for his playful
and surprising conceptions—but not in such literal terms. Such a complaint aside,
however, MacLeod is to be congratulated both as curator and author of the catalog.
To obtain the catalog, write to Sandra Kraskin, Director, Sidney Mishkin Gallery,
Baruch College, 135 E. 22d St., New York, NY 10010. The price is $10, plus $2
shipping; checks should be made out to the Sidney Mishkin Gallery.
Robert Buttel
Philadelphia, Pa.

Fig. 1. Installation Photograph
“Painting in Poetry/Poetry in Painting: Wallace Stevens and Modern Art,”
Sidney Mishkin Gallery, Baruch College, March 17–April 27, 1995
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News and Comments
Recent additions to the WS archive in the Huntington Library are copies of the
script and musical score of the late Christopher Whelen’s To the Office and Back, a
program about an ordinary day in the life of WS, broadcast by BBC Radio 3 on
November 7, 1978. Both the script and the score are the work of Whelen, who died
in 1993. WS was played by Maurice Denham; the music was performed by members of the English Chamber Orchestra. Because of problems about copyright, it
was not possible to make a copy of the audiotape for deposit at the Huntington.
Even so, WS scholars who happen to be in London can make arrangements to
listen to the audiotape at the National Sound Archive, 29 Exhibition Road, London
SW7, tel. 071-412-7440. Instrumental in arranging for copies of the script and score
to be added to the WS archive were Dennis Andrews, John N. Serio, Sally K. Hine,
and Sara S. Hodson, curator of literary manuscripts at the Huntington.
The Lannan Foundation of Los Angeles, well known for promoting contemporary literature, has once again supported the publication of The Wallace Stevens
Journal with a generous contribution of $1,000.
The estate of the late Peter Brazeau, author of Parts of a World: Wallace Stevens
Remembered (Random House, 1983), is planning to part with his literary collection.
The Wallace Stevens collection includes some small press items, small magazines
containing WS poems published for the first time, signed letters (mostly business
correspondence), and Harvard Lyrics (1899) (in which Via Mea first appeared) as
well as personal and business-related memorabilia. Additionally, the collection
contains a modest number of signed modern first editions. For further information,
contact Jim Harrison, 38 Cone Street, Manchester, CT, or phone 203 643 2502.
The Wallace Stevens Society Press has just published Inhabited World: New &
Selected Poems 1970–1995 by John Allman. Allman’s previous volumes include
Walking Four Ways in the Wind (1979), published by Princeton University Press,
and Clio’s Children (1985), Scenarios for a Mixed Landscape (1986), and Curve Away
from Stillness (1989) as well as a collection of fiction, Descending Fire & Other
Stories (1994), published by New Directions. Although Inhabited World will be
distributed free to individuals in the WS Society, members are encouraged to
purchase additional copies, to order the book for their college library, and to adopt
it for courses in contemporary poetry or creative writing. Proceeds will benefit the
WS Society.
Scholars using the WS archive at the Huntington during the past year include
Joseph D. Blount (University of South Carolina), WS’s letters to his wife; Jo-Anne
Cappeluti (CSU-Fullerton), study of WS; Barbara M. Fisher (CUNY-City College),
study of WS; Phyllis Franzek (University of Southern California), dissertation on
form and politics in contemporary poetry, with special reference to Ashbery and
WS; Hope H. Hodgkins (UNC-Greensboro), study of WS; Ursula Wucher (University of Zürich), dissertation for the University of Lausanne on WS’s writings as
representations of his inner life.

294

THE WALLACE STEVENS JOURNAL

Vassar Viewed Veraciously, consisting of facsimile reproductions of WS’s pencil
drawings made at Vassar College in the summer of 1931, is the latest production
of the Windhover Press at the University of Iowa’s Center for the Book, Iowa City,
Iowa 52242. The drawings are WS’s only exercises in the fine arts known to survive;
only one of them has ever been reproduced. Supervising the reproductions was
James Snitzer; in charge of the printing was K. K. Merker, the director of the Center
and one of the most distinguished fine printers in the United States. Daniel Woodward wrote the introduction and notes. Available in late October, 1995, the 350
copies will be priced probably between $50 and $60 each (the final price was not
available at press time).
Carolyn Forché will be the WS poet at the 33rd annual Wallace Stevens Poetry
Program at the University of Connecticut, Storrs, on Tuesday, April 2, 1996. At 8
p.m. she will read from her own poetry and present awards to student winners in
the annual poetry competition. The Wallace Stevens Program is sponsored by the
ITT Hartford Insurance Co.
It is a critical commonplace that WS has been much better appreciated in the
U.S. than in the U.K. That generalization could be in trouble if the prices of WS’s
scarcer books were the only evidence. Here are some recent comparative figures
for copies of Notes toward a Supreme Fiction (1942) and Esthétique du Mal (1945),
the first editions produced by the Cummington Press in Massachusetts. Notes,
spine slightly darkened, a not very attractive ex-libris copy (“one of 273” [apparently one of 190]) was offered in Heritage Cat. 199 (August 1995) for $500. “An
exceptionally fine” copy (one of 190) was in Thomas A. Goldwasser Cat. 7 (May
1995) for $1200. This was topped by R. A. Gekoski Cat. 19 (December 1994), “top
of spine bumped with slight soiling to top edges of boards, otherwise excellent in
collector’s solander box” (one of 190) for £1000 (ca. $1600 at the time). Gekoski’s
catalogue also offered Esthétique (one of 300), “marginal wear to top and bottom
of spine and slight offsetting to front and rear paste-downs and free endpapers,
otherwise excellent in collector’s solander box,” at £975 (ca. $1560). Other copies
of Esthétique (one of 300) ranged in price from $500 (Taurus Books List 81, December 1994, “near excellent”) and $575 (Chapel Hill Rare Books Cat. 98, 1995, “very
good to near fine”) to $1150 (Book Block Cat. 34, May 1995, “fine”) and $1250
(Goldwasser, same catalogue, “slightly rubbed at the ends of the spine, but an
unusually fine copy”). One English bookseller’s offering two not especially rare
but still highly desirable titles at top prices does not make a trend—or does it?
Daniel Woodward
Huntington Library
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