WALLACE STEVENS'S «LE MONOCLE DE MON ONCLE» !

Critics are dgreed, on the whole, that this poem is one
of Stevens's [nest, Tt is also one of his most difficale and, [
believe, 4t the same time vory central to an understanding both
of his poetic themes in general, and of his stature (sometimes
disguised by the poet’s waguely embareassed lrony, and an
indecision, irself traditionally Romantic from Byron onwards,
as to whether 1t was good or bad to be Romantic) as a major
Romantic poet. Though often writien about, the poem hay not
had the detailed enquiry which its obliquity of manner and the
exceptional difficulty of its prosescenze demand. Stevens told
The Explicator (VIT | 1548 ], Ttem 18) what he thought of
explications. Poems « have imaginative or emotional meanings,
not rational meanings . . It is not possible to attach a single,
rational meaning to such things without destroyving the imagl.
rative or emotional ambiguily or uncertainty that is inherent in
them wnd that is why poets do not like to explain. « The note,
purring with the company executive’s brisk, wordy precision,
is good Stevens and should be read in full. No teader of The
Explicator can toel much moral right to question its proprictv,
except to say that rational meanings are perhaps not that journal’s
special strength, But anc wants to say also that poems (ualike
mutsic, which Stevens mentions by analogy) release their emo
tional completeness, or ambiguity, or uncertainty; through 4

. This essay began oy 4 poper read to Wy former colleéasues at the
Universiny of Neweastle upon Tyne, and T have henefited from the very belp-
[ul comments of all those presem.

References 10 Stevens’s works are abbreviated as follows: CP (Colfected
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medium which in its very nature involves « rational meanings »
directly, and that the ambignity ot uncerfainty cannot be fully
released if these meanings, the prose-sense of words and sen-
lences, singly and in their context, present inhibiting difficul:
ties. For this poem, an attempt ar stanza-by-stanza unravelling
seemg 1o me frankly called-for. At the same time, the poet’s
warning against the kind of reductive, unequivocal coneeptuali-
zation which loses the poem in irs prose-sense, hokls true always
and urpently, and with Stevens especially it 1s important often
to think morc in terms of atmospheres, directions of feeling,
arcas of concern, than of neat propressions of armument. « Le
Maonocle » expresses a complicared and self-concealing range of
moods, Tis [eelings often contain nostalgic or ironie hings of
their opposites, und may tend to logical inconsequence. As the
much«puored adage sayvs: @ The acquisitions of poetry are for-
raitous; froavaiiles. (Hence, its disorder), » (OP 169). Like its
blue pigeon; the pocm moves « On sidelong wing, atound and
tound and round », hovers over its subject, which suggests both
going round in eircles and taking a whale, if oblique, view,
By this means, rather than by ordered eonclusive definition, it
hite on complicated exactitudes, ot rich disorders. But what is
the subject that 13 being hovered wver?

The usual view is that the subject is Love, and thar the wo-
maf is the spealer’s wite. The prima facie reasons for this vicw
are obyious and need not be laboured, On the other hand thers
dre implications in many stanzas which are not secounted for in
such 4 reading, Stanza X is explicitly about poetry, and the topic
of art and the imagination is cleatly pervasive clscwhere. Tt
seems truer, and more important, Lo say with Prank Kermode,
that the woman addréssed in the first stansa {and some others!,
is the One of Fictive Music % At the same time, a passage like

2, Wallace Stevens, 1460, p. 44 |1 Twick, Wallsce Stevess, mapes
el Tadgeicnls, 1964, pp. Ho £, also vetitures this sugzestion, but then writes
of the posm as iF it were muinle shour love. Sinee this paper was WelLlen, il
least Lwo good treatmenss of the poom bave appeared, which elaborate the
notion ihat it is strongly congerned with poctry: T 2 Nassar, Wallsos
Stevewy: An Awatomy of Figuration, 1965, pp. 130 #., and Josspr N Reporr,
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the second hall of Stanza VLI makes the best sense if it is seen
as reterting to a middic-aged conjugal situation, and the sexual
theme is in general so insistent, and [rom time to time taken up
with such particnlaricy, that it cannot be silenced by being
thought of merely 4s 2 metaphor in aesthetics, This would seem
proper. Stevens disliked analogies in which both halves do not
have a vital existence of their own bevond the conceptualisable
parallel: in this, as 10 other things, he belongs t an imporiant
Romantic tradition. 'l'he poem should 1 believe be read as a
wry meditation on middle-qge, preoccupied with sobering
thoughts about both sex and the poetic imagination: the two ate
in part literal and interacting, and in part metaphorical of one
another; as for example, in Pound's nearly contemporary Moy
berley (1920), An extreme reciprocal involvement of the two
themes need not sutprise us. Analogies or even identitics of
ane sott or another between love and poetry go hack at least
as far as Plato, in whose Phaedrus {265b), for example, Sacra-
tes names love and poctry as two of the four forms of divine
madness; they are commonpluce in symbolist literature and f-
gure in some twentieth-century: poetics, those for insrance of
Robert Graves and Dylan Thomas, not to mention Freud, They
are pervasive in Stevens. In his wiritings about poetry, both
Reality, the poet's subject, and his Tmagination or Muse, re-
gularly appear s female figures, loved ones: bride, mother or
motherly spouse, fat girl, interior paramour, glittering soddess,
Venus. Phrases like « The amorist Adjective aflame » (CP 172}
are characteristic, the tetts « potent » and « imporent » accur
constantly in poetic applications, and one of the best-known cri-
tical essays is called « The Figure of the Yourh as Virile Poct ».
Imaginative high-points are « not balances [/ That we achicve
but balances that happen, / As a man and woman met and love
forthwith » (CF 386, and the poem « The Hand as a Being »
(CP 271) celebrates what is perhaps the most vivid sexual act

The Clairvoyani Eye, 1963, pp. 87 [ Riddel’s discussion in fact sutveys somi
aspects of the inreractlon betwecn nagtey wnd love,
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ever consummated as an image of something else. Anothet poem,

« Men Made Out of Words » (CP 355-6), begins:

What should we be without the sexual 1vih
The human tevery of peetn of death?

Castrazos of moon-rash — lile consists
Of propositions-abeut life;

Sex, like dedath and like the fantasies created by humdn
« tevery », Arc nocossary to the imagination as  vitalizing
« myths », (Llow this is true of death is explored and eclebrated
1 « Sunday Morning » and « Esthétique du Mal »). Withount
these myths, imagination, moon-goddéss, is mere moon- mash,
and we, her singers, castratos *. Since Slevens sees life itself as
a4 continuous creation of poems about lite, since

e whole raee is 2 poer that wiiles down
The ecceniric propositions of its fae,

it follows that « sexsnal myth » (several forms of it oecur in
the poems, notably that of the wearthly mothers waiting, sleeples-
sly » and that of the woman Reality) is essential fo life itself, and
not merely as sexual activity £ We are here on the threshold of
4 mystique not in every way germane to our subject. But this im-
plication is relevant: that Jove and poctry are not merely like
each ather, but in some ways we each other, Their intcrpene-
tration s codless, and circular, as the interpenctration of lile-
rature and life is circular. One fairly low-pitched formulation is

3. Lomrad Adlen sald o ag4e (sx years before Stevens nses the word
here) that, partly under she influeice of Elior and Pound, pecloy Liad « becouie
N eakfraln s s0 this apt musieal metaphor for pocds frmpirve-
rishmenr may have had some cotteter. Ailen was reviewite Divlaa Thomas in
Porctry, and said Thomes was restoring a verbal magie « we have nol scen
since Wallace Stevens published Hurmoninz s (A Nepiemer's ABC Tabt, B
3kl

4. oee Valery, « Peilte Lettre Sur Les Mythessn, Varidtd 11, Lagm,
Py 236 « Les mythes son lex dmes de nos agrions ot de nos qmomes, Nous fe
pOUVOnS agit quien Dous Wouvant vers un fantime, Nous ne pouvons aimer
fuc ce qie Baus cefons .,
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the adage: « Literature is the better part of life. To this it
seems inevitably necessary to add, provided life is the better
part of literature » (OP 158), But the question is larger than
that.

The subject of « Le Monocle » springs from 4 sense of
this identity or interpencteation, Tt is clearly something other
than at all times a grand celchration. In a sense, the speaker
does not celebrate but metely takes for granted the interpene-
tratian of poetry and love, and exploits it, plays with it, Fis
discourse is sceptical sbout both poetry and love, comically
detached about both in a passionately ironic way. The analogy
which pervades it is partly a coy self-concealing obliquity, cut-
ting both ways, as if the uncle was disguising one subject [and
his feelings about it) by means of the other, and vice-versa.
Since the dignity of both muse and love-goddess [or wife) suf-
(ers, and is of coutse meant to suffer, from all this pained levity,
the fusion of the two figures, implied in the poem’s heroine or
addressee, hatdly takes place at the highest intensity, the mten-
sity of « Final Seliloquy of the Ingerior Paramour » (the pa-
ramour may be intcrior, but has a vivid poetic life as a pa-
ramout). The effect of the uiele’s frony, somewhat tenscly [ip-
pant and alienating, is to give 4 sense (against the evidence of
the poem in a way), that something no more important than
a cool analogy is being formulated. If T am right, this may be
ane reason why critics tend o talk of « Le Monocle » as being
abour love singly, or imagination singly, the other of the two in
each case being thought of presumably as largely metaphorical
in a metely illustrative (and oneaway) scnse, or perhaps as
merely litoral in 2 sccondary and unimportant way,

The uncle, anviway, is no uncyuivocally grand singer of
love's jovs. He sees things through a monocle, somewhat deta-
ched and slightly absurd, The French title is a comic jungle,
and may echo bathetically the school exercise about la plune
de wmia tante, The title of the two stanzas in OP 19, « The
Naked Fye of the Aunt » [surely not «Stanzas for » the poem
but, as Kermode says. a parady!, tcinfotces these overtoncs

1
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and, since the uncle is the speaker in the stanzas too, adds a
further dimension of ahsurdity, The uncle there is a disenchanted
acsthete-sensualist, perhaps o pseudo-seosualist making excuses
for being content with merely looking at the « maid of forty »
(his wife, a former love, or a swanger): « Oh! How suave
a purple passed me by! / But twiddling mon idée, as old men
will . . . Can T take fire [rom so benign an ash? / It is enough
she comes upon the eve...» The lines may be making him
speak as his wife’s naked eye really understands him, behind
the less vulnerable, more cffectively defensive urterances of
¢ La Monocle » itsell, The undle, Huropeanived (or, improbu-
bly, actually Hrench), monodled, a man of (orty srowing hald,
sexually unvaliant, calls Profrock to mind, as several critics
have felt. The common element may be Laforgue, but Bliot's
poem came out in Poefry in June 1915 (both poets were bepii-
ning 1o appear more or less frequently in Poegry about this
time), and appeared in book-form the year before « e Mono-
cle» was published in Otberr for December 1918 (Orkess.
which printed & fair amount of Stevens, had printed Fliot's
companion-pocm of sexual hesitancy, « Portrait of a Lady s,
in September 1grs, This was of course also in the Prufroch
volume, which Pound reviewed in Pogiry in August 1917) 5
However that may be, the uncle, disaffected with both Venus
and Muse, is himself at times a castrato of moon-mash.

At the same time, T believe thar his medirations belons
to, are a wry vatiant in, a linc of great Romantic poems abouil
loss of responsiveness with age, about the challenge and e
wards of diminished vitality, about what to do when the
« sensual music » must be oiven up, shoul (he necessary bt
costly chastening and maturing of the personality and imagina-
tion, The paem is, in its combination of flippancy, arandeur

LR

5. Avrren Keevamone, the odicmr of Oifess, sald i hiz boalk, (e
Stnging Strength, to20, pp. ao7-8, (hat Stevens wis Indeshied to the sonnet
« o Monodes by the Ameddean assthete Donald Fuans, which there in na
reason to doubt, though thar wretched litle poetn (reprinted in Kreyribore's
Lyric America; 1930, pp. 3184) doss not thiow much intercsiing lisht.
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and setse of loss, a kind of Profrackian « Dejeetion Ode ».
It is 4n amusing coincdence that Coleridge’s poem too is ad-
dressed to an unnamed Lady, with her capital L more than
just a particular woman, with perhaps a small suggestion of
a Muse, who in one early vetsion is cxplicitly Sara THutchinzon,
but in others i William Wordsworth, But « Le Monocle »,
again in its attenuated, ivonic way, identifies itself still more
with those poems which transcend dejection and hind a new,
altered imaginatien to celebrate, « Tintern Abbey », the « Im-
mortality Ode » and (later than Stevens’s poenm) « Sailing 1o
Byzantium » and « The Tower». This is not to say that « Le
Monocle » arrives at the same answers as these poems, any
more than, in detail, they resemble one gnother. But it does
helong with them in kind, and in the nature of its precccupa-
dons. TF it sometimes scems less serious, that is not for lack
of a real cote of pain, but becanse it masks itselt in lovity.

STANZA 1

The poem begins with a mock-solemn invocation o a
female figure, sign-posted as mock-solernn, but with the reser-
varion that the speaker is not sure whether it isn't himself
alone that he is mocking, We learn later that the female {igute
really is in part a kind of soddess, a Venus tising from the
sea, Spoken to a goddess, the lines are still mock-solemn, but
not totally preposterous and very insultingly overstated as they
would be if merelv addressed to a woman, the speaket’s wife,
say. The first two lines need no gloss, except to note the not
very significant joking hint of the Regine Coeli, the face that
« suny and « moon » atc reutine Stevens symbals for reality
and imagination, and that the lines have a comic air of packing
it a lot of shorthand poetry-talk: a grandiose moon-mash. In
other moods Stevens writes such invocations straight, and this
may be part of the point. A later example is « To the Onc
ol Fictive Music » (« Sister and mother and diviner love . ..
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And queen...» — CP 87). In « The Figure of the Youth as
Virile Poct », the virile poet, « in [a] radiant and productive
atmosphete » (in « Le Monocle » there fs only a « radiant bub-
ble »), is conceived as srandly addressing his Muse: « Tnex-
plicable sister of the Minotaur, enigma and mask ... » (NA
67 ).

The text two lines are very diflicult. Tt has been susgested
that the title of the poem consists of clashed edges of words:
monocle / mon oncle. Why do they kill? There is obvigusly
not nothing like theni, since the title is like them. bul so
what? . Another sugpestion is that « not nothing » s a force-
ful way of saying « hot anything » 7, T think Stevens is muich
too fastidious to talle like thar. The only times he commiry
sub-literacics are, inadvertently, when he yses French, and
there he 5 meaning to be elegant. Even if « not anything » is
meant, I see no obvious relevance in the resulting statement
that « thete is not anything like the clashed edees of words ».
The most all-embtacing explanation is perhaps Robert Pack’s:
« The uncle speaks of the clashed edges of words » ¢,

I suggest teading with diffidence. There may be a clue in a
later poem called « Poetry is 2 Destructive Force » (CP IH2-13
There the wotd « nothing » is contrasted with the phrase « 1o
have », the larter being the destructive vitality of POETIY

f. WA Pamer, Feplicizn XV (uu6is) Trem 6. Yarices elaborations
of the clashy gre piven, which ssem Srdiaad. For exsiinple; « The ©hio, ne, * like
oo Spos-in the center of the Y¥ae, provides 4 Lepographical llnstration of this
dovhle wvision that iy the theme of e poem ». Stevens in facr told T, W
Pagne Jr., on 3vst Maich 1928, Losferr of Wallace Stevens, od Forpy STEVENS,
tghh, p. 245a. that o these words ate not an instince of clashed edpes ». Swe-
vens saps he hasa't read the poem since Hassoning s publishied, and can't
secall @6 oo well, But see some ammusing or usefol remarks ahout Elapras 11
anel TTT in the same lewer; po 253, The Letfers appested after this Dapst was
completed, )

7o RM. Gav, Explicator VML (1948), Trem 27,

B, Wellace Sevens, Aw Approach to P Pociey and Thaught, 1958,
b,
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That's what misery is,
Nathing to have at heact,
It i5 ro have or nothing.

It is a thing Lo have,
A lion, an ox in his breast . . .

The lion sleeps in the sun.
Its nose 13 on Ifs paws.
It can kill a man.

Poetry, made out of conflict, clashed edges of words, kills,
No « nothing » kills in the same way. The later pocm celebrates
the destructive poetry, and the & nothing » is a poor thing,
It is not so everywhete in Stevens. The listener in « The Snow
Man ». « nothing himself, hehalds / Naothing that is not there
and the nothing that is s (CP 10). (This use of « nothing » as
almost a positive thing is a familiar habit of Mallatmé, and
Stevens may have learnt it from him %) « Nothing » there is
the putged, still, winersy reality which has a powerful appeal fur
Stevens in some important moods, The « great poem of win-
ter . ., Destroys romantic tenements [ Of rose and ice » (CP
238), there more tempestuously perhaps than in some pocms,
« Le Monocle s is a winter poem. Its sixth stanza eclebra-
res that « fnal slate » which in « The Man Whose Pharyax
Was Bad » (CP 06). is vearningly imagined as 2 potential achie-
vement of winter. In the mood of Stanza I it is not the win-
tty vision as calm synthesis which prevails, but as blank refuge
from emotional upheaval: « I wish that | might be a thinking
stone ». « Clashed cdges » means conflict, but see the great
hymn loudened by clashes in Stanza IX, where the clashes car-
ry susgestions of corvbantic revelry as well as of conflict. No
« nothing » is like the painful; but also exciting, clash of poe-
try, like what another pocm calls the « old rebellious song, /

9. See I0r Smaows, « Wallace Stevens and Mallasmésn, MP XLATI
[zo46l, 243 1,
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An edge of song that never clears» (my italics}, This poent
(« Country Words ») also asks:

But it it did . | . 1T the cloud thar hangs
Lpon the heart and round the inind
Cleared [rom the novth and in thet height
The sun appeared . . . (CP 205)

Na « nothing » is like poctry, then, either in the pain of poetry
or its promised rowards. Mixed feelings of satisfaction and
tegret over such a « nothing » are consistent with the mood
of « Le Monocle », as is the slightly desperate, impudent fool-
ing of the utterance. T think thar the lines ate to be accounted
for in some such way, They scem to me bad lines, fussy bevond
the speaker’s neccssary facerfousness. Their full fecling, as 1ir
might be reconstructed, is actually lost in demeaning verbalism,
They are mainly, T feel sure, about poctty. Conceivably they
also apply to love: no peace is like lover's quarrels. Such a hint
seems very secondary at this moment in the poem, if only
tecause the language here iy so like Stevens's puetrv-talk clse-
where.

The figure who rises « from a sea of spuming thought »
is a Venus, We shall see that Venus, in Stevens, tends to be
more a goddess of poetry than a love-goddess, althoush the
face that he chose Venus for this role makes it clear thut the
etotic motit is not meant to be disregarded. « Spuming », for
the foam from which Aphrodite (etymologically « foam-bora »)
rose, vonvevs A kind of vacuous, energeric insubstantiality. It
has the same mronic force as when Yeats later said in « Among

School Children »:

Flato thousht nature but 4 spurne that plays
Upon a ghastly paradign of things.

I assume that Plato was not patticularly in Stevens’s mind,
but the reference to a sea which is only of the mind, a sea
of thought, is one that might accur readily in popular nea-Pla-
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tonising talk. Tt is & relevant coincidence that Botticelli's mast
neo-Platonic of pictorial Venuses was rccently described by
Sir Kenneth Clark as < born of the crystalline sea of thouglht
and its eternity *» "% The phrase is quoted from Shelley, who
has at least one other of the kind U, Stevens guyed Shelley else
where, and assoclated him with « an Traly of the mind » (O
48; see OF 47 and Lhe < bethous » of CP 393-4), and the un-
cle’s mocking phrase evokes this vaguely neo-Platonising man-
net of speaking, whether Shelley or Plato were in his mind
or toL. Plate was something of an obsession with Stevens, anc
appears again and again in the poct’s endless debates alout the
real and the unres]. Fle saw Plato 25 a seduetive and poetic thin-
kér, but also as one who overspiritualised things as they are %,
and lic quoted with approval Coleridge’s rematk abeut « Plato’s
dear, motgeous nonsense » (NA 3ff). Plato is no Aphrodite
(though he has some famons accounts of the goddess), and T am
not suggesting his presence here so much as cxploring an as-
sociation of ideas. The half-reluctant repudiation of the Venus,
shimmeting unbodily goddess of words, watery syllable, is stmi-
lar to some of Stevens's feelings about Plato and may belong
to the same frame of mind. The wouds «dear, gorgeous nomsed-
son fir well enough also as a deseription of the ghostly Toveliness
that is embodied ot (so to speak) enspirited in the « radiant bub.
ble » that the Venus is, Or rather « was », for she i3 now just
a memoty that wells up of a lost loveliness, a ¢ radiance which
was once 5o bright / [Bul] now for ever taken from my sight ».
And aleng with the dismissive irony there coexists exactly this
Wordsworthian sostalgia for a departed time when things
could be truly scen as « Apparelled in celestial lght »

o, The Nnde, 1yt p. 65

t7. Tlelav 11, 6080, and the [ragment « Greal Spivit whom the sea
of boundless thought .- » (o «mind »; readings differ].

12, See DsnteL Fucas, The Comie Spirt of Waltece Stevens, 1083,
cly, V.

Ta. o Immorwalicy Odes, 1, L7986 4
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The venercal « radiant bubble » whose « watery syllable »
is burst by a rougher and truer force hus precisely and specifi-
cally to do with poetry, like the verereal imagerv elsewhere
« OFf golden quirks and Paphian caricatures s (CP 4) and espe-
cially the later address to the « Poet, parting more fonsense
toamed (From the scas in « Prelude to Objecis » (CP 195).
The bubble ¥ is burst by a desper and mare sober teuth [rom
a salder well within the speaker, a truer sea than the sea of
mete thought. The sea and salt are normal Stevens images for
a grey, impoesing, somewhat bitter but brading menachrome
reality, the basic slate, the final slate, « the serict austerity/Of
ane vast, subjugating, final tone » (CF 30} The mood is of
winter, @ true Stevens mood, but it includes longings for what
it rejects, longings polpnantly celebrated, in another mood, in
« To the One of Fictive Music » (CP 88):

Linrel, give back to as what onice you £AVES
The imagination that we sputmned and crave,

STANZA T

Of this stanza, Yvor Winters says < The first four lines
are incomprehensible, excepr as deseription s %, but this is not
surprising since he assumes the poem to be simiply about love.
The « ted hird », élsewhere also an image of creative or lma-
ginative sirenght (CP 244), is here the youns poer. The lines
are aboof the poetry of voung men, and how alive it SECIS,
ot is: the poetry is not insubstantial because, for the moment,
pethaps, the uncle is sympachetically caught up in the red bird’s
[eelings, which were his once. The « golden oot » is metallic,

4. Subtayana, a philosopher muchloved by Seevens, often talls of
the « bubblings » of posicy, See Irngerpretations of Poctry awd Roligian, 1oth,
1. 167, 260, 277, .

. 15 WINTERS, In Dafepse of Reasow, [o di], . dsyi sec oo Pack,
oo o
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in feeling as well as fact, and has a suggestion of that brilliant
deathliness that we later find in the Emperor’s palace of Yeats’s
imagining: but the ted bitd is no golden bird and streaks the
floor with a garish vitality. Perhaps this hint of artifice shot
through with colourful life reflects qualities in Stevens’s ear-
liest wotk. The undergraduate poems of 1898-1900, reprin:
ted in the Stevens Number of the Harvard Adpocate (Decem-
ber 1040, and recently discussed in Robert Buttell’s The AMa-
kg of Harmonium, 1967, combine something of this Tiveli-
ness of movement (with plenty of birds, including, incidentally,
pigeons who « rise and wirn and turn anew », prototypes of
the « blue pigeon » of Stanza XIL), with a strong clement of
cool metallic aestheticism, where wind « rises on a silver wing »
and terms like « silver » and « amethyst » are readily used in
nature-description; But therc is nothing so tersely alive as this
[irst line, and 4t least onhe poem, the « Ballade of the Pinl Pa-
rasol », of gay undiluied asesthere’s artifice alone, and perhaps
Stevens is thinking mare particnlatly of some more tecent
things later included with « Le Monocle » in Harmroniam, The
third and fourth lines are a lovely celebration of a truer and
maore monechrome witality, as the bird séeks out his choit
among things as they are, « wind and wet and wing ». This is
more the world of, say, the great second stanza of « Sunday
Morning», «gusty /[ Emetions on wet roads on autumn, nights»
(CP 67). « Finds » refers of course o the poetic discovery,
trowvaille, what troubadours etymologically did.

Shall T uncrumple this much-crumpled thing, the hackne
yed message of this red-bird talk? | am well-off, and elderly,
and have heirs, an elderly poet also whose poetic strength youn:
ger poets inherit. (« I am a man of [ortune » may echo Elpe-
not's description of himself a5 « A man of no fortune », to-
watds the end of the first version of « Three Cantos », which
Pound published the previcus vear in Poetry, Tune, July and
August, ro17, and which seems also to have minor patrallels
with Stanza TT1, Llpenor’s phrase from a speech near the be-
ginning of Odissey, X1, is now in Canto T). I areet the spring

BEm—r——e————————————~
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as an old man, a2 man of winter, and spring’s songs of welcome
« choir for me farewell ». Lle i still partly talking to the Ve
nus fgure, at least meermittently, She is directly addressed
throughout much of the poem, but in guotation-marks enly
in the first four lines of Stanza I, towards the end of which
stanza she is called « she » and not « you ». Hete she is « you »,
and remains « you » i Stanza TIT and later, There are no more
quotation-marks beause there is no more formal mocking set.
piece in magnificent measure, only the speaker’s morg serious
and intimate, though sill ironic, musings, which, as in Stanza 1.
modulate from direct address to general meditation and back, He
says now: the choirs bid farewell but you, wite, Venus, Muse,
aged 40 also, 20 on as if things had not changed. « Ancedotal
bligs » is a formidable reduction of the radiant lies, watery sylla-
bles, of the imagination, to a garrulous elderly absutdity. Lncl
(p: 55) has noted in angther connection what is sutcly significant
hete, that seven Stevens poems {all roughly contemporary with
«Le Monocles, one should add) are called ¢Anecdotess of one
kind or another; and « The Comedian as the Letter C » also
refers to isell, in mock-depreciation, as an anecdote (P 43 )
One of the adages says: « The poel is 4 god, or, the young poet
is a god. The old poer is a amp » (OP 173). Here not lite.
rally wamp so much as bedtageled socialite. « Starey comnats-
swrice » sharpens the overtones of « anecdoral Bliss » beantiful-
ly, Stars in Stevens not infrequenily suggest a remote pretrified
insignificance, or a realm of the trivially unreal: «a delicare
ether star-impaled » (CP 144), the poet-ghosts « from the wil-
deness of stars » (CP 423). Tle wants « Day hymns instcad
of constellated thymes » (CP 185), and in a different context
siys that he « undersrands why Victor Hugo said, in his time,
that stars are no longer mentionable ih poctey » (OP 184), This
is the flavour of « sturry » here, though Stevens dacs of eourse
also write atherwise about stars. Conmaissance can mean khaw-
ledge, understanding, and, wsually in the plural, eruditan, but
here has very strong overtones of the social sense of & acquain-
tance » (wwe conmaissance, un ami de ma conngissance). and
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reduces knowledge or insight ro the level almost of a fatuous
claim to social familiarity with the stars, just as « anecdotal
bliss » reduccs the supreme fiction.

S TANZA I1T

This stanza, ane of Sievens's loveliest and wittest, firm
and richly-woven and fanlasticating, exploits a fresh range of
wirty identitics between sex and art. s dominant mood is one
of disenchantment with att, but this is qualified not only by
touches of nostalgia but by infinite modulations of delight and
fun, The visual arts (prints, paintisgs) supply the main images,
and poetry and painting were cosely linked for Stevens, His
writings ‘are full of assertions of the resemblatice between the
two arts (he has a whole essay on the subject), and his poems
are nototiously painterly,

The stanza brings out a variety of aspects of the unrea-
lity of art. Presumably out of some old print, the Chinese
sages conternplating their beards belong 1o a teaditional identi-
fication of Chinumen with the cool ccstasics of limpid though
as against immersion in the realities of life. Tn « Lus dé Pamer
repos » Mallarmé yearns to be like « le Chineis au coeut limpide
et fin » and to paint upon a porcelain cup a lake in thin blue
lines (this has been sugsested as Stevens's soutce for the Gpen-
ing of Stanza VI '), Stevens told. in old age, of a remark by
2 voung Korean friend of his, when congratulating him on
his seventy-lifth birthday, about the pocts and philosophers of
the Far Rast who lived to a hundred or a hundeed and fifry,
¢ nourishing themselves ofily on the mist». « That W, SAVA
Stevens, « is my idea of a specialist . On the same page, he
makes his famous distinction between the theorist and the
technician, « the man who can talk about pictures and the man
who can afford to buy them » (OP 231: of, 232). The painier,
almost, isn’t in ir. ‘This is Stevess, laitly straight-Faced, at his

TG, STMUNS, [ 237,
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most substantial: « Money is a kind of poetry » (OP 165; cf.
240}, Chinamen, with beards or with some symbolic involve-
ment with Venus and the imagination, eccur elsewhere (CP
23, OF 127f.), and beards and hair, key images in this stanza,
are freque 11tlj,r associared in Stevens with poetic activity. This
symbolic association (whose cruder populat variant is the
stock-image of the long-haited artist, current then as now, and
noted with gusto by Pound in 1921) 7 is often respectful, with
ar without secondary ironic ovettones (CP 87. 105, 150, 240,
262 ). Elsewhere, as here, a mocking note is dominant. In « The
Comedian as the Letter € », Crispin, etymologically curly-head:
ed, « Socrates [/ OF snails », poet of salad-beds and quilss,
begins with « a barber's eye ». 'aced by the sca’s vastness, his
[irst practice iz to bather i, turning waves into porpoises’ mi-
stachios, « Inscrurable hair in an inscrutable world » (CP 27).
ITis awakening beging when he learns that the sea is a big and
serious thing. At the end of a long and varied progress, he re-
rurns to salad-beds, but swithout the barber’s eye, no longer
Soctates, lex or rex, no longer poet. Tle lives real life and has
daughters with curls, natural and, unlike the women here, « un-
braided » (CP 43, (They secm, however, eventually to bewmn
poctesses themeelves (CP 44-5), in a final creolar jrony,
though perhaps only mecaphorically, since « the whole race iy
a poot » (CP 356} and life « the reflection of literature » (OF
159)

Hair, as one would expect, #5 also almost always scxual,
In the very striking sexual-pectic act of « The Hand as Deing »
(CP 271}, the «glittering halt» of the « naked, nameless
damne » evokes the sexual and poetic potency without sarcasm.
But there is an ironic view, closer to this stanza. « The Ordi-
naty Women » (CP 1o-12 lseeking fulfilment, leave the ordi-
nary world of « dry catarrhs » for the peetic-imaginative world
of «guitars », a gaudy but disembodied dream-territory of

7: o« Postseripl to The Natusal Phdosapby of Love by Réme de Gour
mant », Pasannes and Dicagations, 166, pp. zox 5.
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« nocturnal halls » with « lacquered loges ». There they get fan-
tasy-sex, reading « of matriage-bed » {« Tilillo! / And they
read right long ») and being plaved to by gaunt guilatists, un-
til a barren climax of absurd, ornate and phallic sexlessness is
reached

How explicit the coiffures bocame,
The digmend poitt, the sapphire poinl,
The segquins

OF the aiwil fans!

Beyond this high-point of comic pscudo-eroticism, sex in (or
on) the head can hardly go, and there is nothing left for the
women to do but cry « quittance / To the wickless hall » (my
italics) and return, from «dry guitars », to the real world.
There are; again, poems in which poetry is more or less respect-
fully spoken of as involved with sexmal pain and deprivation
(CP 240-1, 245-6), ahd the puet says to the One of Fictive Mu-
sic that on her head « No crown is simpler than the simple
hair » (CP 87). But the « allspeaking braid » of Utamaro’s
beauties and the « mountainous coiffures of Bath » (also pre
sumably from a sporld of prints and paintings) arc not this
simple hair but exactly like the elaborately « explicit . . . coif-
futes ». The unele’s repeated « You know » is an eyebrow-
raising;, monocled knowingness, bur its hint is not of active pas-
sion so mych as of desire formalised into its social indications,
reduced fo oversiated hints. Utamaro Is an artist enormously
conscious of hair, and one who, in the pillow-books and else-
where, did full justice to naked passion. But what Stevens
is obyiously thinking of are the distinctive and elaborate Tapa-
nese hairdo’s (ot braids in the pure sense of plaits, but what
the girl in The Mikade perhaps meant when she sang « Braid
the raven hair »), with their bulky twinings, of Uramaro’s other
world of pgracions ladies and decorous courtesans, with their
ajr of Houncing but dignified and coyly unconsummared sexwal
challenge, The flavour of this strongly visual stanza is that the
ladies, like the sages (whose nearest approach to vitality con-
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sists of « tittivating »), live attenuated lives, doubly thin and
remote for being carried out in pictures: existences lived out
not exactly on the pulses, and caughr in that ghostly two-di-
mensional permanence which is all that can remain of them. For
not one curl i weture has survived. Pictures, art, like history
itsell, are flat and ephemeral, This must be part of what the
uncle means by « | shall noe play the flat historic scale ». He
means that he won't rehearse flat historical examples, since he
does just thar, but something like « T won't play at that sort of
art, * you know * the kind of Chinese thing and all thar Utamaro
hairdressing, ete #. The musical metaphor may be an allusion
to the pentatonic scale {flat because its five notes are most [a-
miliarly represented by the black keys on the piang), an which
Chingse melodies arc based **. There may also be an allusion to
another passage in Pound's « Three Cantos » (see commentary
on Stanza 11}, in Poets#y, June 1917, where various figutes of the
past are named in the Poundian way, and where Pound says
(using, as here, the word « ghosts »): « Ghests move about me /
Patched with histories ». Stevens may in part be repudiating
this kind of pastinvoking poetry, He certainly disliked mo-
dern poems which deal with the pasi or use old forms, ate
played on the psaltery rather than banjo, or favour ¢ Aztec al-
manacs » above the realities of the « intricate Sierra » (CP 38).
This feeling is intimately involved with z latget sense of the
flatness and ephemerality of all the perceptions and poems of the
past itself, however real at the time:

Things are as they seamed o Calvin or 1o Arne,
Of England, to Pablo Neruda in Ceylon,

To Nietzsche in Basel, to Lenin by a lake.
But the integrations of the past ate like

A Museo Olimpico, so much
So little, our affair, which is the affair

Of the possible, (CF 341-2)

18, I owe this suggestion 1o Praleszor G, K Flunrer,
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Past poems [therefore, in time, every poem?), and not only
the deubly-offending poems ghont the past, soon become ir-
relevant; and there are moods when eatlier poetry is felt to
have been so bound by convention and the old dead myths that
it was a repetition instead of a « Hoding », as in « Of Modetn
Poetry »:

The poem of the mind in the act of finding
What will suffice. 11 has not always bad

To find: the scene was set; it repeated what
Was in the seript. (CP 234)

It is not irrelevant in this connection that the three examples in
this stanza of « Le Monocle » evoke both highly stylised art-
forms and highly stylised modes of existence. So not playing
the flat historic scale scems to limply seme sort of abandenment
of art, or the abandonment of some softs of act (say a barber'’s
art of thin living and incomplete sex), since art, or the exam-
ple the uncle gives, automatically become flat history, Hairdres-
sing, Crispin’s coiffure-poems, arc play, but is all art hairdres-
sing? The poem does not tell us at this point, But Crispin did
stop weiting, and Stevens published no new volume of poems
for twelve vears alter Harmoninm (which contains « Le Mo
nocle »), so that it iy right that the more extreme implication,
among others, should hover over the situation momentarily. At
any rate, the « plaving », whatever it is, is a paltry thing: and
the word'’s primaty musical sense here carries the samc mocking
implication of a selemn triviality as in the sixth stanza of
Years’s « Among School Children » (just as that Platonic airi-

ess, « the sea of spuming thought », resembles Plyto’s playing
spume In the samc Ycats stanza, and it is perhaps possible (o
think that Yecats may have had a vague memory of Stevens'y
poem when he wrote) 1%, |

g, Yeats uses w« play w thus of Plaw’s spume, and of Adstotle, who
«played the taws s, With Pytbagoras his thied, and mnsical, example, the

word ¢ plar s (punioely conspienous hy irs abseace) is veplaced by o« Fine
ered wpor a fiddlestl or swings », (My iralics),
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The unele’s pity for the barbers is thus plainly a taunting
one, though mixed with a kind of sadness:

Alas! have all the barbers lived In wain
That not one curl in nature has survived?

and the mocking ver elegidgc note is finely clinched in the very
beautiful, difficult last two lines:

Why, writhout pity on these studious ghosts,
Do vou come dripping @ vouy bair trom sleep?

The « smdions ghosts » are those of the dead barbers, un-
worldly pedants of the art of hair, the pocts and painters and
also their subjects, the Chinese sages and coilfured ladies who
made of their lives an ineffectual over-refined art, the wrong
sott of poem. (The wry modktenderncss of « studions » is a
trinmph), The person addressed is of course the Venus of Stan-
vas I and TT, nnreal goddess of love, watery syllable of unrcal
poettw. The copious wet hair of emerging Vetus is an old com-
monplace amang poets, Owvid, Spenser and others, as also
among Births of Venus in the visual arts, from ancicat statuary
to Renoir (and especially sitice the Renaissance), The uncle’s
racliant bubble is clearly a comic version of the more aetherial
Venus, Botticelli’s, say, rather than Titian’s Venus Anadvomene
(in the Ellesmere Collection) or Renoir'’s baioneuser ¥, although
in this stanza with 2 subsidiary, vestigial hint of real sensua-
lity which, I shall argue, also has its importanee. The ghostli-
ness 15 the main thing. In this very paintingconscious stanza,
it is possible that Stevens had paintings in mind herc too. Tf
so, it would be pleasing and appropriate if Botticelli’s were
amoiig those involved, for not only is his neo-Platonic Venus ore
of the best-known and most celestial of painted Venuses, but
her long wet hair Hows down to, and hides (a8 that of Titian’s

20, A Venus Anadyomene by Renelr, an etching prefived to Mallarmé’s
Pages, 8¢z, is dillcrent a willy, not particalary seoswous sheich, thauel sich
i hair like the rest



TALLACE STEVENY 8« 1E SAONOCTE TR MON ONCLE:» 437

Anadyomene, for example, docs not), her sexual parts, This
may be asking teo much. But Botticelli’s goddess was a favou-
rite among poets just at this time, and had appesared at least
twice in recent numbers of Poetry, in Amy Lowell’s « Venus
Transiens » (April 1915) and, once avuin, in Pound’s « Three
Cantos » {(June rg17). Two years after ¢ Le Monocle », she
reappeared in the « Botticellian sprays » of Pound's Manberiey
(1g20), less a token of acrive love than some critics have sug-
gested. And Yeats, describing the eighth gyre, sald, I am not
sure how gravely, that Titian’s {orms « awaken sexual desire
— we had not desited to touch the forms of Borticelli » *

No paraphrase can de qustice to the tich comic ghostlitiess
of these last two lines, their blend of a fantasticating loveliness
and a digmond-hard, witty precision. like a few rare moments
in Pope or in Byron’s Vision of Judgment. Perhaps they say
this. Why, unreal and deceiving goddess (but also « dripping »
and somewhat [oolish-Jooking?), do you appear with all that
rich wet halr, caveless of the [eclings of your betraved and
half-forgotten wvotaries. the ghosts of the dead barbers, the
ghosts that all barbers are? 1 take it she hurts by aronsing their
shostly cravings (sexual and artistic), reminding them of hes
past beteaval of them, and ransferring h cr attentions to one who
is not vet dead. Ghosts in Stevens, however, arc nor merely
thase who are dead. but those who lgnore or won't come to
terms with reality. Barher Crispin is a « sovercign ghost»
(CP 27). The rabbit is king of the ghosts when, his « head like
a carving in space », he chooses 1o ignore the cat who will eal
him (CP 200-10). The harbet-ghosts ate the ghosts of « Large
Red Man Reading » (CF 433-4), dead poets and their missed
chances, whao flock back 1o hear the Red Man read true poems,
things as they are, « the pans above the stove, the pots on the

21, A Visns, 1961, . 253, Yeats called Butticelll {alony with Tinas and
Iy, 3, Ressctti) a « great poetical painter » [f‘lwubfugmpbwj 1955, D 325
Tosr an amusing glimpse of the Boulieellifad in the vears jusc before roid, ses
Tichard Aldington, Dewd of & [ero (Lg2e), 11, iv, Consul Books, 1u63, pp.
1G5-2.
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table, the tulips among them ». Venus, though, is no Red Man,
but a betraying goddess, radiant bubble,

And vet, here, not quite so radiant, not guite such a bub-
ble, as in Stanza I. She is not quite a ghost with the ghosts she
mecks, and rises not from a sea of thought, but from sleep,
The dripping hair seems real. Tt suggests the sea and echoes
Stanza I, but the word here is 4 sleep ». This variation, on the
one hand, gives out suggestions of languor and dreaminess
which myva be thought appropriate to the main aetherial effect.
But it also evokes a real woman getting out of bed, pethaps
vaguely the uncle’s wifc. She is obviously awakening something
in the uncle, as goddess or wife or both {which may add o the
pains of the ghosts). Fle did ence, after all, love her, and she
had not seemed a bubble then. In the second edition of his
second book, Ideas of Order, Stevens added three poems, pla-
cing one of them, « Parewell to Florida» (CP 1x7-7) ar the
head of the collection, clearly as a farewell to the kind of poctry
he associsted with Harmoninp:, Florida, tich, lush, [eminine
land, is a muse, « I loved her once ». That love was no bubble,
but very real at the time, and passionate; [ts trouble was not
insubstantiality in this case, but a kind ol bot poctic barren-
ness: « The palms were hot / As if T lived in ashen ground ».
Harpouiun: has several Florida poems, and one in particular
where, in urgent erotic terms, the poet-lover begs her not to
rorment him with rank imaginations, but only, characteristi-
cally, to disclose « A few things for themselves »:

Donna, donna, aark,

Stooping in indigo gown

And cleudy constellations,

Conceal vourself or disclose

Tewest things to the lover —

A hand that bears a thick-leaved fruit,

A pungent bloom against your shade. (OF 4781

The poem is called « O Florida, Venereal Soil ». ‘The touch of
erotic vividness at the end of Stanza 111 of « Le Monacle » i3
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thus entitely consistent with Stevens’s way elsewhete of addses-
sing Venus as a poetic muse. At the same time, the poem is
about to comcern itself more prominently with a literal love-
situation, and it is probably tight to sensc that the poddess,
mostly a ghostly muse so far, is beginning 1o bie associated with
a roal woman in the uncle’s mind, presumably his wife.

STANZA TV

Yenus snd Bve are relaied by obvious associations of
ideas. 'I'hey ate ctotic temptresses, lcaders-astray. The art
historians have shown that they are iconographically related. The
apple, a central image in this stanza, is an unmistakeable coa-
necdomn. 1 believe that for the first time in the poem, the uncle’s
Prufrockian erotic malaise is a more dominant theme than his
coticetn with poetry, though the two are never separable.
« When you were Eve » seets more specifically addressed to
his wife or some other real woman, than to the Venus as muse.
It mainly means when you were young and innocent, of pre-
catiously innocent. The apple, fruit of life. later called fruit of
love (r1.9-10), can take care of itsclf, need not; should not,
he plucked. The first four lincs end in 2 harsh sarcasm about
love. It was good, though perhaps somewhat coldly and life-
lessly (« luscions », « impeccable »} 50 long as it remained U
tasted. After thar, known to be acrid. ¢ Untasted », between
commas, heavily opening a line, coming after « sweet », makes
this emphasis very strong. The words « in its heayenly, atchard
air » add the suggestion of a somewhat unteal loveliness which
we might well be preparcd for by now, from this poet.

The subiect of poetty is secondary here, but the momens
tutn of the previous stanzas makes It unikely that it should be
entitely absent. I think there is at least an implication of parallel
painfulness in poetry and love. 1 do not press this, but the ap-
ple might suggest in a marginal way those luscious and impec-
cable fruit poetns, those « poems, of plums» (CFP 30] and
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peaches and pears and «apples on a plates (CP 217) which Cri-
spin rejects, and then, rather mote seriously, takes up again, and
finally apparently rejects along with all other kinds of poem.
These Cézanne-type still-lifes wete important to Stevens, but
a bit of a worry. On the one hand, fruit are real, survive theit
poems, should not be falsified.

The words of things entangle and confuse.
The plum survives its poemis . . .
.pood, fat, guzzly fruic, {CP 41)

Just in this way the apple can take care of itself and should not
be peered into and megsed abowt. On the other, fruit are good,
beautiful, and above all rcal, so they must have gapposite ti-
tual » (CP 39) not just in little dandy poems, but grandly in
« Sunday Morning » and in much of the later work. « Le Mono-
cle » is certainly a repudiating poem. The « luscious » apple
may, or mdy net, connect with the « silver-ruddy, gold-vermi-
Lon fruits » which are explicitly associated by the uncle with
other people’s poems in Stanxa X, and which quite readily de-
scribe some of Stevens's own. Stevens has a very fmportani
later statement about these poems of fruit and other precy
exotics, which shews, through its very positiveness, exactly the
kind of uncertainty:

It is absurd to wince at being called a remantic poel.
Unless one is that, one is not a poet al all. That, of cour
se, does not mean banyuns and frangipeni; and it cannot
tar long menn ne banyuns and Frangipant. (0P 252)

Apples (specific symbolisms apart) are less exotic, more real
(if « the full Hlower of the actual, not the California fruic of the
ideal »? OP 122) which {'.nmﬂlw.blj:,f mialees the problem harder.

Still, I think the poetic theme is subdued here, though
the overtonies would be roushly of the kind T 've been sket-
ching, Sex comes first. The last seven lines say this: the apple
decays and dies, like skulls. It is, if correctly tead, as gomd an
emblem of puwcefaction and death as the slenil: berter} for it
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is the fruit of love as well as the fruit of life. Love is too mad,
bewildeting, confusing to the young who are capable of it, and
can only be truly come to terms with when one is oo old for
it. Presumably this is true of poetry in a secondary way, The
mood is again close to implying that the abandonment of both
may be the most realistic solution, But it stops short of this.

This parallc] sense of 4 sexuval difficulty or distress and a
poetic impulse thal goes sour or wrong may be compared (de-
spite important differences) with the situation in Pound’s May-
berley. The two poems are not far apart in dme, and may be
products of the samie glimale of thoughe. At a perite when psy-
choanalytic notions were gaining momentum, such identificarions
may have seemed particularly inviting material for poetic ex-
ploration,

STANZA V

This stahza contains a restatement of the theme of youth
and age, and sexual decline, which was the concern of Stanzas
IT and IV. The « futious star » might be another of Venus's
identitics, as a planet; or Ilesperus, western star, sacred to
Aphreodite, and in its own way mythologically related 1o the
apple-imagery of Stanza IV. The enerpy that iL stands [or is
loyingly eclchrated in the fourth and fifih lines, but « fariows »
and « fiery » are also frantic. The analogy is limited, bur we
may be being prepared for an erotic variant of the Wordswor-
thian ptogress from ¢ aching jows » and « dizzy raptures » to
a wisdom mare chastened and subdued 2, I so, it does not
really become evident until the next stanza. For the moment,
« the fitelly's quick, electric stroke » ticking tediously is a ner-
vous, edpy boredom. The crickets are veminders of death and
nature’s indiflerence to human suffering, the « indifferent
crickets » of « Esthétique du Mal », whose painful cry ean be
overcome by a massive chant of celebration (the « grear hymn »

22, « Tintern Abbey », 11.83-03.
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of Stanza TX), but only after their painful truth has been reco-
gnised instead of being evaded in shimmering prettincsses:

A doud, large water
Bubbles up in the night and drowns the crickets’ sound,
17 18 u declaration, a primitive costasy,
Truth's favors sonorously cxhibited, {CP z21)

The loud large water bubbling up is the manwer stronger ver-
sion of the internal « deep up-pouring from some saltier well »
of Stanza I of « Le Monacle », whose fitst job it was to burst
the radiant bubble, The primitive ecstasy is the chant at the
end of « Sunday Morning » as well as the great hymy of Stanza
IX. The « mather gtass » is the Harth, which contains death,
the cricket’s sound, ¢ our earthly mothers walting, sleeplessly »
in « Sunday Morning s (CP 6y), where, as is implied also
in « Esthétique du Mal », « Death is the mather of beauty ».
The woman being addressed as « you» is still perhaps the
wife, bur we have returned to a very strong association of her
with poetry. It is through her, in spite of everything, that ene
arrives ar the saving truth: « your fitst imagery / Found
inklings of vour bond to all thar dust ». « Imagery » which
« tinds inklings of bonds » is one of poetry’s high tasks, as Ste-
vens tells us in the prose essay « Three Academic Pieces I s
and the one called « Effects of Analogy » and clsewhere. In
the first of these essays, some of the bonds are said (and Ste-
vens uses the Wordsworthian phrase) to yield « intimations
of immortality 5 (NA 75). At this point in the poem, however,
it is mortality which must first be grasped. The mood is ap-
propriately sombre, but is ready to be opened up.

STANZA VI
As in Stanza 1T, painting is partly a metaphor for writ-

ing, and painting bluc lakes means writing poems: the image
is wsed elsewhere (CP 37), and may originate in Mallarmé’s
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« Lag de Pamer repos» (see commentary on stanza ILL, and
., 16), If a specific painter comes to mind here, 1t is perhaps
Cézanne, though there is no special signilicance in this bevend
che fact that Stevens was interested in Cézanne’s work and at
{east once uscd him 2s an example to illustrate by analogy &
remark about the poetic process (NA 46). Lakes in Stecvens are
often a token of a simiplified, cosier reality (« Lakes are mote
reasondble than oceans », GP 325, and see CP 24), and the
uncle may be implying this about poetty o, (On the other
hand, «The lake ... full of artificial things », which has iis
part in the supreme tiction, is perhaps highly valued and cele-
brated at CP 397). Bhie is the colour of imagination. Lis lightet
ephemeralities, the ephemeral blues which are no subject for
the poet of forty, have alteady in a way perhaps been the con-
cern of Stanza TII, but its mete sober, inclusive and enduring
form, the « basic slate », which is the same as the « final slate »
wished for from the song of winter in « The Man Whose
Phatsnx was Bad » (CP 96), is now positively asserted for the
first time, This yearning for an inclusive monochrome truth is
a major Stevens motif (although the oppuosiic, polychrome year-
nings, the mood of summer, also exist). It takes many forms,
It loves the « one vast, subjugating, final tone» (CP 30) of the
sea, the « esscatial prose »

T'o which all poems were intident, nnless
That prosc should wear a puem’s guise at lase, [CP 36)

the « cssential barrenncss », « Without evasion by a single me-
taphot » (CP 373). Lt refects « letiers » for the « imaginative,
shosts that dally / With lifes sale », which « secrete within

them / Too many references » (CP 274). This monochrome

mood has its exquisite as well as irs sturdier variants, and this
celebration of a unitary ccstasy in « Esthétique du Mal » may
be an example:

Livre de Toutes Sortes de Fleurs d'apres Namre,
All soris of flowers, That’s the sentimenralist.
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When B. sat down at the piano and made

A Lransparence in which we heard musie, made music,

In which we heard transparent sounds; did he play

4l sorts of notes? Or did he play only one

In an ecstasy of its associares,

Variations in the tones of a single sound,

The last, or sounds so single they scemend one? (CF 416)

In « Le Monocle », the rejections and celebrations are of the
sturdier sort. The element of drab austerity in « basic slate s
appropriately arrests any impulse to Senrimentalize its bracing
simplicity and any grandenr thar tesides in the « Universal
hue ». It includes that necessary awareness of death which (he
bwo previous stanzus especially had begun to express. lis sober
monochrome is Wordsworth’s  « sober colouring from an
eve [ That hath kept watch o'er mans mortality », but like
Wordsworth’s does not cxclude eestatic utterance, and is pre-
pared to celebrate its own version of the « primal sympathy » *
in the turbulent « preat hyom » of Stanza T, the < botsterous
devetion to the sun » (CP 7o), lhe « primitive ecstasy » (CP
321 ), This stanza s coalar than that; the pocm has nat vel wotke
ed up to it, any more than it hus risen to the calmer dignity
of the gigantic ee of Stanza X, unother great climax of the
monochrome,

Still, recalling the « basic slate » is 4 releise from the
disheartening contemplation of last racliances, and he can now
assert. that « There is a substance in us that prevails ». Thae
more modest, grever potency, poetic of saxu_al, depends on
avoidance of the quirky restlessness of elderly infatuations.
that senile overdoing of fiery-boy giddiness which o :iCTi'RFﬁﬂil'lf__,;'
can keep pace with, The amours of balding men of forty do
Aot measure up to the sensuous splendours of the red hird’e
song, but are a kind of academic nothingness, whose song
seems for the moment bound to be flattenad (o an e

23, «Immortality Odew, 1r.2013; 185,
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lecture: T wonder if « introspective exiles » contains a hing of
Eliot, by this time well-kthown as an expatriate poet, whose
theme in « Prudrock » (recently out in book-form) is precisely
the erotic introspections of # balding middle-aged dandy, talking
about rather than muakirg love. The « lecruring » is a polar
opposite of the unifying activity imaged in the « universal
bue » which merges its component shades in one. In its wry,
ironic, understated way, this dismissive conception of a tere
poetic academicism or abstraction as the conscquence of ima-
gination lost or impaired, the inevitable alternative to unifying
power or « shaping spitit », is one of the great Romantic the-
mes. It is, with some diffcrences of detail, Coleridge's great
saclness in the sixth stanza of « Dejecrion %, and occurs as a
passing phase in Yeats's « Tower »:

Tt seems that T must hid the Muse po pack,
Choose Plato and Plotinus for 2 friend
Unol imagination, ear and cye.

Can be content with arcument and deal
Tn abatract things.

Coleridge sees no real way out, and Years seems to hope at
this point that the imagination will be able-at Jase to make the
abstractions flower. Stevens's uncle brushes the whole thing
aside, It is not his problom, « It is a theme for Hyacinth
alone ». It is sometimes held thar this means that love is a theme
only for the young and beautiful. My flecling is that this sets
the tope wrong. The line is obscure and « it » has no clear an-
tecedent; it could refer to « love » in general or to all the
elderly crotic mess just described. Perhaps both are vapuely
implied. But on any reading, Hyacinth s hatdly an obvious
image of sexually vigorous youth. The flowsr s an object of pale
rather than full-blooded beauly, and in Eliot's « Portrair of a
Lady » (also in the Prufrock volume), for example, its « smell »
evokes the weakest and most distant kind of sexual stitring
(« Recalling things that other people have desired »). The young
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mat Hvacinth was the first-ever obijcet of a homosesual pas-
sion, and it seems to the point here that he was the beloved of

L e kTS R
o . - -

{ Apolla, In its almost gayly aggressive, sirmplifying way, this
¥ ioke clinchies some of the overtones of earlicr §lanzas, those sad
N adumbrated relations between scxual inadequacy and a poetry
¥l that goes wrong, but this time it lets the uncle our.

STANZA VII

This is no thenic for Hyacinth, It is the major theme of
« Sunday Morning ». The old rcligious myths ate lics, the only
avuilable ecstavies ave earthly ones. The angcly here are not
like « the mecessary angel of earth» (CF 496], thar secular
gloty which replaces the religious, bur which must be celebry-
ted by religious metaphors, so that trees, in < Sunday Mot
ning », though not « setafin » are « like serafin », and the Sun
must be worshipped « Not as a god, but as a god might be »
(CP 7o) These angels are celestial, atd that they should ride
celestial mules is appropriate fun. That thieir « blazing passcs »
also have loveliness is a sign of Stevens’s oftea-noted nostalgia
for the myths he iy repudiating, Such muletcers are so dainty of
thelt way that the chanecs are they will never reach garth, Mean-
dme, roal life on earth gocs on, gross, ugly, warm, vital: sol
diers drinking, Out of this, as out of pain, the earthly cestasy
maley itself available: so the sad awareness at the end of
Stanza WV and the grey sobriety of the « basic slate » later
culrainate in the « sreat by », The ecstasy of earth’s own hea-
venly honey (the celestial sort « may or may not come », and
probably won't) is suddenly and briefly vouchsafed: « One’s
tootings at the weddings of the soul / Occur as they accar »
(CP 222), and for a moment only, coming and going ar once.
But this ¢ world of & moment, / Fitted by men and horses [ For
hymns » (OP 37) is also inclusive and eternal, « For a moment
final » (CP 168), « like sudden time in a world withour time »
(CP z37). In a way, it counterparts and complements the im
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plications of the « basic slate ». On the one hand, steady, all-
embracing monocrome, « vast, subjugating, [inal tone » and
« universal hue ». On the other, the dazzling, allsubjugating,
all-inclusive clarity, epiphany, still point, the « point in the
tire of music where / Dawele leads to a clarity and we obser-
ve, / And observing is completing and we are content, / In
a wortld that shrinks t¢ an immediate whole » (CP 341 }, ‘an
eternity in transience. The mood here is more bracingly low-
pitched, and it is the clement of transience in this equation
which is stressed. A very sober facel of it is soberly doveloped
in the first half of the next stanza. Still, a note of delighted and
witty expansivencss does [ think prevail, and it is chatacteri-
stic of Stevens that it should do so just when the pretensions of
preat moments (even, to this extent, secular ones) are being
plaved down.

The «honey » belongs to the traditonal language of
ecstasy *. As in « Kubla Khan », it is associated with the mo-
mentary or putative vision ol a «damsel ». Coleridge says that,
could he revive the damsel’s song within him, all would say
that « he vn honev-dew hath fed, / And drunk the milk of
Paradise ». Coleridge laments the transicnce and so docs Sie-
vens inoa different way: but Stevens, or the wuncle, also SAYS
that the frank recognition of the transiente, the refusal to in-
dulge in fantasies of an erernal eestasy, is the only realistic
attitude and perhaps a pre-condition of having any grear mo-
ments at all. It would of course be nice if the damsel of the
vision were eternal. The vearning, if it is that, combines with a
note of hearty, almost joylully defiant scopticism. The un-
finished sentence suggests an inconclusive longing, mockingly

24. See tor milk and honey the Plawo reference in commentary o
Stanza Ik, and BLisAseTH Hfmhmhﬁj Colerddze, Optanr and Kabls FKhis
1653, PP 245-6. The woman in Mallaomd's proseooem, «Le Phénomine To-
tur e, to whom Renoir's Venus (sée n, 20} probably refors, is deseribed as ha-
ving «des seins levés comme s'tls étalent pleins d'un fui cternel », and her
hair is duncr:bed a8 4 Une E"!ll.dbi_ d'or . See also the « honey wild, and manns
dew » in Keats's ¢« La Belle Dame sans ©Merei »,
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toved-with. Suppose the angels did bring ¢« A damse] heighten-
ed by cternal bloom ». Supposg, suppose. It's a lovely thought,
and out of the question. The last line also brings us back to
carth in another way, After-all this talk of < blazing passes »
and heavenly honey, we realive with a sudden shock that the
line is also very literally a remindet of the nncle'’s ageing wife.

STANZA VIII

The undle is a dull scholar, and he is in loye. Why dull?
Because he is middleased, and it has taken him all this time
to learns the truths of middle age? Dull by the standards of the
splendid impossible vision of the damsel with eternal bloom,
and thercfore also dull tathcr than flashy, solid rather than
padiantly unreal? « Dull » may have a relation to the « basic
dJate », and «dull scholar» may, self-depteciatingly but with
tenderness rather than cositempr, suggest 4 quict steady devo-
tion. The dull scholar is 0o « introspeetive exile, lecturing » or
Chinese sage « tittivating ». He is, he realizes after all, in love
with his middlcaged wife, and his middle-aged muse. When
the sad truths are faced. love can be reasserted, the ecstasics
released, the hymn sung: these are bound to be duller with
age, that is itself one of the muths o be faced. But he is still
a scholar in & good sense, germane to poetry, as when Yeats
talks in « The Tower » of compelling his soul to study «in
a learned school ». One of Stevens's adages is « Poetry 18 the
scholar’s art » (OF 167), It eccurs more than once: '

... the hest definition of true imagination iz that it is
the sam of our faculties. Poetry is the scholar’s art, The
acute inrelligence of the imagination, the illimitable re-
sources of its memory, its power to possess the moment
1E peErcEiven . L. (NA 61)

He is dull becanse petting old, but still 4 scholar, because
he understands that in real life things come and go, and that
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in old age « possession » of the ¢ finds » must be briefer, If he
did not acknowledge this dullaess, he would be no scholar at all.
The « ancient aspect touching a new mind » is variously an old
ruth Freshly realized, an old wife seen with fresh eyes, the
old revelations realized in a pmew sceular way (not the flas
histotic scale) in Stanza VTI. Poetry, said Stevens, is « saying
new things about old things » (OP 267). Like everything clse,
cach freshness passes, each find evaporates, and more quickly
the oldet one gets. « It comes, it blooms, it bears its {ruit and
dies », It is probably no accident that this recalls; in fecling
and cadence, « They mount, they shine. evaporate and fall »
from The Vanity of Human Wishes. The truth s, « Qur bloom
is gone 5, (« Bloom », used twice, takes up and dismisscs the
« eternal bloom » of the hypotherical, impossible damsel of the
previous stanza). The chastengd reality remains to be sung.
The wonderful closing lines cclebrate himsclf and his wife and
muse (but more his wife), as elderly, hale and faf, distended
gourds: a rich song of grotesque and oddly joyful tenderness.
[t is the sad triumphant joy of facing facts exactly and knowing
that « Death 5 the mother of beauty », This kind of exube-
rance is cxactly prescribed in these famous lines from the late
poem whose very title is a key to this, « Esthétique du Mal »:

Natives ol poverty, elildren of malheur,
The patety of language is our selgncur. (CP 322)

STANZA TX

And so he invites his wife to join him in the great turbu-
lent hymn. He wonders where he will find a grandenr adequate
to it (it may be that the great symbolic tree in the next stanza;
« lhat bears / A semblance o the thing I have in mind », is
the answer to his question). Blackmur says this stanza is a
« thetorical interlude » which « has nothing logically to do
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with the poem » %, My feeling, on the contrary, is that it is an
obvious natural devolopment of much that has gone before.
Blackmur’s view that it instead expresses Stevens’s fecling to-
wards this peem seems unconvinging: the stanza is an invita-
Hon, to writc a poem, not an the face of it a comment on one
already written, and « verses wild with motion » in anv case
hardly describe the clusive sophistication of the poem we have
been reading so far.

Oune or twe marginal notes seem worth making. 1ike some
other ecstatic rityals in Stevens, the « verses wild with mo-
tlon » suggest corybantic revelry, of the kind described, for
example, in Plato’s lon, 533c-534 (where there is also milk
and honey) and in Catullus, LXTIT (Aris), 19F. The « clashes »
may consequently evoke clashing cymbals, but they mainly, of
course; join with the war-parallel to recall the « clashed edges
of two wards that kill » in Stanza I (for another analogy bet-
ween soldicr and poet, see CF 407). The hymn is expansive,
exmravagant (0o conceit is ton lusty to be expounded ot « broad-
ened « in it, and, perhaps, no thought, however Tusty, cannot
be made « broader » in the sexual sense), but it is also accurate,
fealistic and painful, for its subject 15 a deadly euth,

The « ward of Cupido » is still the Venus or Venercal
figate of earlier stanzas, and ir is hatdly a tronblesome detail
that this new phrase should put things upside down. A « ward
of Cupido » (that is, of Venus's son) can be Vencteal in some-
thing like the way in which & bepurifyl woman, as it were
ward of Helea (Leda's daughter) can, in Yeats’s « Among School
Children », be talled a « Ledwan body ». « Venerable » in
the next line may be a kind of buried vestigial pun (for Venus,
though unmistakably suggested in the poem, is not actually
named). Por a similar pun, sec « Venerandam » at the cnd
of the third of Pound’s « Three Cantos » in Poetry for August
1817 (the passage, altered, is new in Canto 1), Pound bottow-

25, Language a5 Gesture, 1654, po 241,
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ed this from Dartona, a Latin translator of the second Home-
ric Tlymn to Aphrodite , but a source for such verbal play
would hardly be needed. The pun would be entirely relevant
to Stevens's poem, linking, as it does in this stanza, the ideas
of old age and sex, but I mention it only as a pleasant possi:
bility,

STANZA X

The greath hymn is trbulent bul trve. Its concelts are
lusty and resounding but of the basic slate, « Truth's favors
sonorously exhibited » (CP 321). It has nothing to do with
foppish fancy, mystic spours, magic trees and eoldvermilion
fruits. | do not knew swhom be is artacking, certain « charla-
tans of the ireational » (P 228), poets « overfull of sbnorma-
lity » (NA 153), whatever forms of stepped-up tomanticism
happened to be going, The barten selfcentred automatism
of « Spontaneously watering their eritty soils » may, with
« Mystic, spouts », refer to some early [orms of surrcalism,
Crispin also saw himself called to put the poetic situation right
(CP 37), but his «first cenmral hymns », unlike the unde’s
late one, merely celebrated « rankest trivia ». Neither Ciispin,
not the uncle, certainly not Stevens, cscape the puilt of « sil-
ver-ruddy, gold-vermilian fruits ». So the uncle may partly be
repudiating by implication his own earlier work, like Byron
bidding fatewell to the « golden dreams » and « mystic round »
of tomance and faney and turning 1o the realms of truth 2. The
uncle’s truth (and perhaps the « bravura adequate » he was
looking for) is embodied in the beautiful image of the trec
and its imposing, over-riding simplicity and grandeur. Unlike
Wordsworth's « Tree, of many, ene » it does not « speak of

26, Ses also Literary Ersaws of Exrg Pownd, 1960, p, 266, The essay on
carly translarors of Homer originally appeared in sections doring 19185 in
The Moo,

27, % I'o Romancs w,
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something that is gone »? but compensates richly for that
something, But like Wordsworth’s, it is one of the great Roman-
e images, in a line which includes Arnold’s « Thyrsis » and
Yeats's « Among School Children », noble emblematic presences
i 4 world of imaginative quest ot endeavour. Here it grandly
testates the « substance . . . that prevails » of Stanza X1,

Those who take the poem to be exclusively aboul love
presumably read the free as a phallic asscrrion 2 This must
be accepted as an undertone, but as a dominant element in the
poem’s main plot creates difficulties: the image of birds visi-
ting the tree, and of the tip still Upping it when the birds have
gone, evokes sclfconsciomsly frolicsome visions of sub-Rabe-
laisian fantasy entirely ar variance with the austere grandeut
of the lines. The tree after all is cxplicitly contrasted with
other people’s bad pocms, and it makes more satisfactory sense
to think of its primary emblematic value as having to do with
poetry and the imagination. A grear and noble tree is similaty
usedd in a later poem, « The Old Woman and the Statue »
(OP 45-6). The poot old woman in the park is a reminder
of the oversimplifying falsity of art (the statue), however
noble Without her, the « cvening like 4 budding yew » could
afford to be noble and serenc:

T1 wounld become a yew
Grown erear and grave béyond imagined trees,

The statue would come into its own again and « How clearly
that would he defined ». Despite the wonderful nostalgia for
the tree’s rowering simplicity, the mood, in this poem of the
1930’s, 5 sombre, and expresses a disillusion with what the

28, &« Immortality Ode », 1L 513,

20. E. g Eucx, p. 820 « Sex, sirikingly depicied for Harmonismr in the
tenth section . . . » Gontrast the infreaneni, and in my vice correct, i'aarl'mg i
Hlarriete ] M{onroc?], in a review of the Offers anchology for TQ.I;} in Poedsa,
XVII (December 1920, D567, where her comment an the stats ts « His G-
stic creed professes cerfain austoritics ». : ' :
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tree stands for in a wotld which contains the ignoble particula-
rities of pain, which s the opposite of the excited faith of this
sfanza of «Le Monoeles. But though the mood differs, the two
irees mean similar chings.

SIANZA Kl

This and the nexr stanza arc a kind of dying fall, an ironic,
pethaps Laforguian, withdrawal from the magnificence af the
great hymn and the gigantie tree, The drift of thought is simi-
lar, but in a lower, sclf-mocking key. Much of the stanza is a
comic-serious, Browningesque coruscation, It is also very dif-
cicult, « If sex were all » {as it is not, especially afrer the ¢ fery-
boy » stage is past), then the slightest sumulys would pro-
duce pocms, «the wished for words ». The way this is put
suggests not only that the idea is impossible, but that if it
were true, the results, sexual or poetic, would have a frantic,
rwitching automatism: the fiery boys, the balding amorists,
and especially the fops of fancy, come to mind, The « first, fore-
most law » is either (g) ironically, the propesition ¢ sex is
all », ot (&) unironically, the whole « I ... then...» propo-
sition of the first two lines, with the attendant implication «but
sex is not alls, ov (¢) unirenically, some great over-riding truth
like that of the tree ot the hooming frog. From the syatax, it
is impossible to be certain, and this is true of the whole second
sentence (r1.3-7). This could mean: (1) How treacherons of
fate to make us do all these varied frantic things other than
sex, without remard to the foremost law that sex is everything
(ironic sense (#). Either « we » or « fate » might be doing the
disregarding, This applies to all the readings I can think of, and
tends to come 1o more or less the same thing either way. The
point of (1) is that fate proves that there is more 1o life than that
silly law sugpests: that « more » will include the intrusive rea-
lity of the booming frog, or be contained in the grand and sins-
ple inclusiveness of the gigantic tree. (2) assumes, unlike (1),
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that all the antics fate makes us perform are erotic, [ow trea-
cherous of fate to do this to us, ignoring (or making us ignore)
the law that « sex is not everything » (sense (4)) or the law
embodied in the tree and/or the frog (sense (). (3) assumes
that the antics, whether erotic or not, are ttivial and hysterical.
Fate treacherously makes us perform them, in disregard of
the law in sense (¢), which, being serious and rruthful, deserves
wiser behaviour from us (and fate). There are doubtless other
possible readings, and this sorr of dispiriting analysis could be
prolonged. T do not think it matiers much which conceptual
unravelling we choose, since in a large sense they seem to me
0 come to the same thing on the whole. T shall say what I
think that is in 2 mament, but the general point about syntactical
uncertainty may be illustrated from a simpler example further
on in the stanza, Who is « Keen to the point of starlight »?2 is it
«use, the lovers by the «pool of pinks, with our small inren-
sity of love, our minnte, coldly burning, feeling, like a star?
or is it the pool, ar the lilies, or the chrames, with their cool
and pretey brilliance? Syntactically, it could be any one o all
of these, but we hatdly stop to be puzrled: on any teading, the
phrase belongs to the pink pool's wotld of attractive and artifi-
cial insignificance, a world apparently removed from any lar-
get awarcaess, and from the odious booming of frogs. Similacly
in the eatlier lines, the syntax may make various kinds of lo-
gical sense or nonsense, but T think that the really fmportant
poinnts make themselves felt whatever lopical ronte we choose
to take towards them, and perhaps especially if we don't bother
much with such routes at all.

On any reading, sex and peetry, as in much of the test of
the poem, are inter-involved, and the fitst soven lines, with
their « wished-for words » and « doleful heroics ». are as much
about poetry as loye. The poetry in qiiestion sounds {oolish,
unsteady, emotional in a bad sense, and the rejection parallels
that of the « fops of fancy » in the previous stanza, and much
clse in the poem. Against whatever is being rejected stand the
frog, a wholesome crude reminder of unsentimental fact, and
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the tree of the previous stanza, a token of that austere grandeur
al vision which can only be earned when the pain and vgliness
of reality have been fully recognised and assimilated, instead
of being evaded in unteal radiances, sentimental prettinesses,
or restless hyperactivity, Stanzas VI to X have shown us that
the uncle is not repudiating every form of either poetty or love,
but his conception of both now involves a more realistic aware-
eness of barsh and unely facts, and a sort of chastened gran-
deur. A doctrine or catchphrase like « sex is everything » is pre-
cisely the sorl of sentimental fatuity which goes with the rest
less, unrealistic and undirecied hysteria, in sex and poetty,
deseribed here (and also in Stanzas VI and X)), as well a8 with
the earlier cult of the « radiant bubble » aspect of the wuncle’s
Venus, and the more mundane and elderly rosy glow of last
night's « pool of pink ». Tt dees not altcr the case that in the
conternpluous repudiation of all this there is also an élement of
rueful nostalgia for the vigonr and selb-abandon of youth (espe-
cially Stanza V), the lovelier phases of catly poetic creation
(especially Stanzas I and II), and the prettiness of the pink
pool. The pool has a chromatic vitalily out of Impressionist
painting, but hardencd by a lght comic scepticism all Stevens's
own. I lakes are more reasonable than oceans (see above, on
Stanza VI) the pool is cosier still. Tts cool dandy prettiness is
shattered by the « black fact » (OP 19) of the booming frog, one
of the necessary reminders of reality, ugly, alive and warm
« Anguishing hour » and « odious chords » are a coy, mincing
way of describing it. The uncle is retreating selfcotisciously from
his tecent magniloguence into a sott of acsthere’s shell, under
stating & great truth and mocking himself for it. The theme it
that of the great hymn, and its ttuth stays uncancelled, but
thete Is a elimb-down in the tone, boek perhaps to the under-
stating edginess of eatlier stanzas.

Sex is not evervthing. But there is a secondaty implica-
don (« ambiguity or uncetiainty b, in Stevens’s phrase) shich
pulls the other way. Both the tree and the booming frog may be
read (and have been) as sexual assertions, the tree phallic be-
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vond the capacities of lesser mormals than the uncle, or imper-
sonally as a greal enduring ideal of sexual potency, while the
frog unguestionably suggests in part a rude simplicity of ani-
mal eroticism which is the pular of sentimental soirées by pools
of pink, Ts sex, then, afrer all everything, an irony that the
unele does ot doecs not see? and ig not his earlier implied pro-
testation that « sex is not everything » also a customary phrase
of scxual timidity or refusal? Possibly. Some overtones of the
kind do make themselves felt. Nowhere is it clcarer than in
this stanza that mere conceptual logic will ger us nowhere,
and that complicatad, perhaps contused, emotional srates are
at work, Bur the main effect remains, and points to a dismis-
sal of « sex is all » and all the attendant nonsense, on sturdy
realistic grounds, Animal boomings (of fregs, oxen, and the
like, a recurrent Stevens imave), if themselyves crotic, dare al
least moie vigorously and unfussily so than pools of pink. Bui
T am convinced that the true significance of these boomings is
generalized away from their erotic overtones; that they nearly
always, in Steyvens, stand for a fullthroated virile assertion
of reality fom? comri, lor a poetic potency to which poals of
pink ate just one of the many neeliaible, pretrifying triviali-
ties.

Consider some examples, « The Latest Freed Man s (€P
204-5), newly and ccstatically alive to the real, feels himself
changed to an ox with « organic boomings », part of a bi g clear-
Sightﬁt_l EHTIhiHESS # QEAE ‘l*r-f}?'.f‘ ,‘5 c’.‘j."::’j Ifc.*ff.fjjeg ﬁgfmﬂf:_y ;.}_. Here
the erotic clement, in any litera] sense. i vestigial. Tn the « No-
tes Toward a Supretne Fictlon », in the « interior paramaur »
str}rle, the erotic is frankly metaphorical  of imaginative acti-
vity. « The booming is blunt, noe broken in subtleties » (CP
390}, is explivitly sexual, as is another 4 1i Lthe Jater in the poem
(CP %913:- but the real subject is the supreme fiction, The most
magr.nﬁceni: assertion of what the «odious chords » stand for,
::m::l in g way thc.clﬂsest tor the passage in «Le Monocles hecayse
ety i, e S o e

: ateat fymn » of joviul celebiation, oc
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curs in the «dead shepherds episode later still in the «Notess.
As in « Le Monocle » too, what the boomings cancel are
things red or reddish, a stale sentimental colour standing for
the lifeless old conventional fictions, dull «face of slates (poles
apart ftom the basic slatel,

An effulgence taded, dull cornelian

Too venerably usod. Thar might have been.

Tt rnight and might have been. Tart 25 it was,

A dead shepherd brought tremendons chords from hell

Al bade the sheep caronse. Or so they said.

Childrem in love with them Ltought early Aowers

And seatrered them abour, no two alike. {CP 4o00)

The « dead shepherd » and the « chords from hell » are. again,
the greav esthétigue of evil (esphétigue does not mean just an
aesthetic for Stevens, it is a wway of life, «the mecasure of 4 ci-
vilization: not the sole measure, but a measares — OF 171) %
which translates life's pain into an imaginative joy that re
mains aware of pain, «Le Monocles stops short of the {ull
flowering. 1 knows where the supretne fction is, but remains
on the foothills. The uncle has not, he seems to realive, « hravu-
ra adequates after all. So he plays it cooler. But rthat he can
see through the pool of pink to the booming frog earns bim
a kind of gaiety. It is a happy little paradox (or a trivial joke,
[ am not sure which) that it should be the « rose rabbi » of
middle age, rather than the « dark » one of youth, whe makes
this perception.

30.  The dead shepherd is perhaps pardy an imdsd of Christ, Tn Tis
* @ Notes Toward o Supreme Fliction s: A Commentacy °, Anmali delllvruto
Universitares Orientale (Segiore Cormunics), Naples, 1061, p. 1oz, FRan
Kesnaone says: « Srevens Dot usss the Christign revelalion a5 an iastasce of
benelicent and pleasupe-eleusing vhunie, the result of a tedmanining of rea-
lity . Stevers's paganism is a sufficlent guarintes (har the Christian imag:
mnvolves no Christian commirment, but that (a8 Kérmode sagps) it Is & melaphor
of imuginative febirth or, 15 Hamld Bloom puty it in B « Cominentary's,
«Orphic salvation » (Wallace Stevons, A Collevtion of Gratical Essays, ed,
Mar: Borrorr, g3, p.ooc) Note (it in o« Sundsy Morning » the son i
to be celebrared « Not as a god, but v a mod might be s (CP 2ol

S mearw  © .
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STANZA XII

Young uncle was « dark rabbi », old uncle is « rose rab-
bi» (or was), This, whatever the meaning. is the pattern, lu
is not so clear with the blue and white pigeons. The white
pigeon tired of flight suzgests age of caurse, but the mood of
his fluttering o the ground is not much like the uncle’s asser-
rion of the substarice that prevails, On the other band, hay this
4 flultering » anvthing to do with the « fluttering thines » la-
ter in the stanza, with a touch of ambisuous gaiety in decline,
fit for a rose rabbi? Pigeons or doves, « fowl of Venus » (OF
35, are often in Stevens birds of imagination, and blue (supre-
mely] is imagination’s colour. The blne pigeon here has some-
thing ‘of the restless circularity of youth, going « around and
round aid round », giddily and apparently without objective,
¢ merely circulating » (CP 149-50). But this, in fact, is alse a
vety grand thing to do in Stevens. It is the way true pocms are
written, and belongs, in the « Notes Toward a Supreme Fic-
tion », to a high form of the final slate:

A thing final in iwell and, therefore; good:
Cine ol dhe vast repctitions final in
Themselves and, therclore, good, the going round

And round and round, the merely going round,
Until merely going round is a final good,
‘The way wine comes at 4 table in a wood.  (CF 405)

The essential decorum of fAinality [« a table in'a wood », return-
ed o irs original element, plus the pleasure of wine) is a cir-
cular thing, as must be the poet’s explorations, so that the truc
poct ot « manhero 5 not the exceptional monster, / But he
that of repetitions is most mastet » (CP 406). The pigeon,
cireling on sidelong wing, also belongs to 4 group of important
bird-images in the pocms, images which at their finest evoke
the immense and polgpnant glory of the earthly myth, This
glory has a powerful lovely ealm, instince with passion, and



WALLACE STEVEYS S o LE MONULLE BR MUk DNGLE s £39

contains within itself, in the slow ambiguous downward (ar
sidelong) pliding of the birds, the exactly sufficient hint of
death:

At evening, casnal Hocks of pigeons make
Ambtguous undulations as they sink,
Downorard to darkness, on extended wings . (CF 7o)

One need not labour the point that the blue pigeon in « Le
Monocle » is Iess grand than this. Tt is difficule, however, not
to sense a note of peignancy in the uncle’s selfironic account
of him. and these examples of great highpoinis elsewhere in
Stevens help a Tirtde to define his admittedly equivocal and (here
characteristically) undercut status, We caonor at  any fate
be content with a simple dismissive 4llegorical placing of him as
an image of somehow inadequate or culpable youth (like the
« dark rabbi»), by contrast with an aged declining (but not
fote imptessive) white pigcon, There may on the contrary be a
hint of nostaleia for the blue pigeon, if he does stand for youth,

a5 thete was for the red bird of Stanza 11, But it scems on the

whole a mistake to read the two pigeons too simply as con-
trasting images of vouth and age, They do not vield to the kind
of explicit and cleareut (though sharply patadoxical) apportion-

ment of mesning which the dark and rose rabbis demand. The

whole colour-pattern in this stanza has a thtowaway clement
of absurd paradox, but the blue and white pipeons are allego-
tically blurred even beyond this — an extremc instance of what

Stevens called « ambignous and uncertain » images, cxpressing

a complicated feeling whose many shadings interpenetrate in a
way that eludes exepicsis. Perhaps both pigeons have spring-
like rouches, as well as a suggestion of helpless decline, a kind

27, Such «ambipuous bird-images, evoking a glory tinged with pain,
et mote thut once in Stevens [¢ihe grand decadence of the perished
swans e, OP 145, « the consommation of the swallow's wings», CP 68} and
are perthaps o teaditions! Romastic motif, See Eeots's « Ode o Auvtumn s,
whete « Hedaocricksts sing . .-/ And gathering swallows twritter in the skiess,
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of diserientated frivolity as well as an understated polghancy.
They are pethaps both together the unele now, and both
together the uncle when he was voung, a tived parable shrug-
ged-off inconclusively but also a blurred but creative glimpse
of the important relationship (or indistinguishability) between
onc’s plight in ase and youth. « Winter and spring, eold copu-
lars, embrace / And Torth the particulats of rapture come »
[CP 392) — but hete less than rapture, for the earlier gran-
deurs are being toned dowh.

OF rabbis, Stevens said: « the figure of the fabbi has al-
ways been an exceedingly alteactive one to me because it is the
figure of a man devoted in the extreme to scholarship and at
the same time to making some nse of it for human purposes » .
Poetry is the scholar’s art. The « dark rabbi» 1 the uncle as
g voung man, dark because he hadn’L then the truths whick
vive the chastened rapture, and because of a callow detachment,
He « observed » rather than « pursued » 3, his « human pus-
poscs » were uninvolved, and his « lordly stuady » is Crispin's
first ‘stage, trivial and arrogant, a8 « soversign ghost $, « prin-
cipium » « Secrates /| Of snails » (CP 27). In the « mincing
world » of his complacent, precious poems, man was a «gob-
bets: gobbets are shore notes of perhaps undue patness, and
little fumps of half-digested food. Where « dark rabhi » should
parallel « duoll schalar », it instead has fronically to do with
the false and callow radiances of vouth. The older « rose rabbi »
Iz a more Leuly gay fimre because capable of seeing bevond
the pool of pink, although it is only last night that he heard

42, Mattinn Domenicale o oftre Poerie, s, REnato Poecmi, T
B A8Y,

33. Bee Winttans Yorx Tinparr, Wallsce Stepens {Daiversity of Win
nesole Pamphlets oo American Wiilers, Moo 711, 1961, p. 140 In the leter
e L. W Pavne, v, Letfers, p 25, Stevens speakys puzzlingly of the appa-
venily older roce rabbic gone 15 a rose rabbil, and putsucs g philosovhic ideal
af life wlen oue is youny ». Coneeivalily, since he didn’t Took up the prem,
he was forgetting his contrast hetween the two rablis. and his paredoxicn]
reversal of their poles, Stll, the rose rabbl confd be older than the dark ons
and still be voung! -
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the frowr. The point may be that this expericace, or the previous
capacity for it, earn him a true pink joy which is better (chaste-
ned and more knowledgeable) than mere sentimental pools of
pink, Or perhaps he is no longer, since last night, 4 rose rabbi
either. Perhaps this stanza is a wiltul, plavhul mass of contra-
dictions, paradoxes, clashed edges of words, a dandy’s throw-
away prinking-and-pranking, a defensive frivolity, 4 final shyncss
of grand statements, or just silly. What | do not doubt is that
it contains a note of slightly desperate respect for the « odious
chotds », and that the uncle’s patter now does not destroy, but
rather movingly points up, his carlier, justified forays into gran-
deur.

The last few lines reassert the poem's great theme, yet
almost peter out in a cov, deflating erotic suggestion. Lodged
in the mare setious distinction between the darle and rose rab-
bis is the note of sexual comedy in which the elderly rabbi
pursues love while the young one enly observed. Up to a point,
« fluttering things » have an inescapable hint of fron-frouning
girls (though eldeily ones). In « The Naked Fye of the Aunt »
(OF 19), « Oh! How suave a purple passed me byl ». There.
the distinct shade is comically black: « Fhen! Fhew! With
what 4 weedy face / Black fact emerpes from her swishing
dreams ». In « Le Monocle » itself, « distinet shade » is also
a monochrome, not, 1 believe, a separate distinet eolouring of
each fluttering thing: the colour, though, i5 not black, but a
sober synthesising blue no doubr realistically darkened hv
« black fact ». And, although undercut by the coy suppestions,
the fluttering things are, also, the flickering shadings of the
colours of life, the ephemeral blues which must be synthesised
by a true, mature imagination.

The rose rabbi, like the ¢ roscate parent » of a later poem,
is in some private sense of Stevens’s associated with « what
is real » (CP 308) and its earned colouring of pleasyre. The
perception of « Whar is real » involves ¢ things as they are »
in their particularity, bur at the same time absorbs them into a
datker unifying shade which is their common Ffactor and which
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contains, among other things, the black fact of old age. So
each human fipure tesolves itself into the same old clown,
As the « Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction » puts it:

What rabbi, srown futious with human wish . ..

Does nor see these separate figures one by one,
And yet sze only one, in his old coat,
1lis slouching pantaloons .. ¢ (CP 389)

This comic-tender note is wartmer and less self-conscions than
the uncle’s utterance, but it makes the same point. The basie
slate, the slouching of the old clown, and the supreme fiction
all belong to mne another; though the uncle has not « bravura
adequale » Lo say it guite v grandly as it deserves. The
« distinct shade », perbaps only fully discovered when the frog
boomed last night, is exactly « ‘lhe basic slate, the universal
hue » into which the fluticring things have merged. And it
means that the uncle, mincingly still perhaps, has learned to
see life sweadily and see it whole.
C. J. Rawson
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