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Certain passages in a handful of poems by Wallace Stevens flirt with personal self-reference. 
This is the case with “Yellow Afternoon” from Parts of a World, for example. Some critics 
take such moments to reveal his views on contemporary social issues such as World War II; 
others read the same passages back into Stevens’ biographically determinable circumstances. 
Yet the poems in question arguably inscribe their resistance to critical-biographical as well 
as social-historical templates, and in fact track his moving toward a theory of autobio-
graphical writing. In those poems, one can say that he first seeks an aesthetic particularity, 
but then concedes their ethical import and regards himself as a representative self. However, 
late Stevens poems such as “World Without Peculiarity” and “Prologues to What Is Possible” 
edge toward the disappearance of self altogether. Paradoxically, that defines the point where 
they allow for an utterly “peculiar” mode of autobiographical writing.
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All general rules and precepts fail, because they proceed from the false 
assumption that men are constituted wholly, or almost wholly, alike. . . . 
Whereas the truth is that the original difference between individuals in 
intellect and morality is immeasurable.

— Arthur Schopenhauer, 
Ethical REflEctions

The consciousness of being had grown hourly more in distinct, and that 
of mere locality had, in great measure, usurped its position. The idea of 
entity was becoming merged in that of place.

— Edgar Allan Poe,  
“The Colloquy of 
Monos and Una”

“Yes, well, what can you know about anybody?”
— Bob Dylan, Interview, 

1991
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An unusual moment occurs in Wallace Stevens’ poem “Yellow Af ter noon” 
when he apparently refers to some thing about his private life, albeit thinly 
disguised in the third person. Hold ing that “in the earth only / . . . he was 

at the bottom of things,” the Stevens persona confesses

  The thought that he had found all this
Among men, in a woman — she caught his breath —
But he came back as one comes back from the sun
To lie on one’s bed in the dark, close to a face
Without eyes or mouth, that looks at one and speaks.1

Despite this personal moment, the poem, published in 1940 at the start of World 
War II along with other poems collected in the volume entitled Parts of a World 
(1942), has in vited crit ical glos ses em pha sizing its referential connection to that 
wartime sit uation. In deed, the poem explicitly refers to “war” to buttress the per
sona’s pro po si tion about how “in the earth only” he felt himself “at the bot tom 
of things.” Whatever “earth” means for him, it at minimum pro vides him with a 
vision of “unity”

 that is the life one loves,
So that one lives all the lives that comprise it
As the life of the fatal unity of war.

James Longenbach regards this warimage as evidence for Ste vens’ “per sonal 
despair” in “think ing through the consequences of another violence on a glo bal 
scale” (Longenbach 36). From a different but an alogous perspective, Jacqueline 
Vaught Bro gan links “Yellow Af ter noon” to its “companion poem” in publication, 
“Martial Ca denza,” in which Ste vens airs but cannot sus tain a politically “iso la
tion ist posit ion” to ward the loom   ing war (Brogan 211). Either way, war, both critics 
hold, pres ses Stevens to sacrifice “parts” of him self — most notably, per haps, his 
poetic pro clivities — to think ing about the social whole.

Such glos ses clearly have the salutary effect of res cu  ing Ste vens from the not 
infrequent charge by critics of his egre gious aloof ness from so cialpolitical affairs, 
among them the war  time per iod in ques  tion. On the other hand, the same apolo
gias fail to ex plain the poem’s abrupt in tro duction of the in ti mate and even sexually 
fig  ured “wo man” near the poem’s end: “— she caught his breath —.” The “But” after 
the dash, more over, complicates any so cial or even generic “earth” reading of the 
woman. In Poesque fashion, she instead abruptly turns into an equally in ti mate 
but face less other “on one’s bed.” Is that figure a human “she,” and if so, the same 
“wo man,” meta morphosed, say, into a ghost ly double, which thus marks his loss of 
faith “in the earth”? This reading would endow the word “was” in the poem’s first 
line with a literal, pasttense signi fi cance.

At minimum, the “But” sug gests that even as the real “wo man” promised 
to incarnate “the earth,” in the end she failed to do so. To employ the title of an 
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early Stevens poem, she instead be came an “earthy anecdote,” that is, a transitory 
metonym for a belief in life that might have or der ed his per sonal and/or social 
environ ment, but which now still exists for him in disunified “parts.” One can 
nudge the poem toward other negative social in tima tions as well. If the ghostly 
figure figures Stevens’ pri vate, “interior par a mour,” that would again suggest a 
metamorphosis more con sonant with a dis aff ection from social engagement than 
a resolve to commit to it. The poem, as a matter of fact, tracks something akin in 
how “he” moves away from the out side world, the “yel low af ter noon,” in all of its 
daytime, i.e., social, splen dor, to an inter ior room “in the dark,” alone with a figure 
shed of at tributes of hu man other ness: “With out eyes or mouth.”

George Len sing senses this move, but opines that Stevens thereby means to 
quash dis con tent within his personal life. As if discarding the actual “wo man,” who 
from a bio graphical angle likely alludes to Ste vens’ wife, Elsie, he turns to a “ghostly 
lov er” who re presents “the earth it self that he has made into repose, con sola tion, and 
lov er” (Lensing 3). This interpretation once more would insinuate his recovery of a 
heretofore lost wholeness. Ste vens’ reference to “earth” ob vi ously ac cords with the 
“Fat girl, terrestri al” from “Notes to ward a Supreme Fic tion,” written near the time 
of al though not included in Parts of a World (CPP 351). Both there and here, the 
earthy fig ure evokes a ground ed if elusive, hol is tic vision of life in terms of which 
anything (including dis crete poe tic mo ments like the pre sent one) or any one (like 
the specific “wo man” en count ered in a prior moment) appro priately comprises 
“parts” evolv ing toward Ste vens’ no tion of a “world” vision at large.

As a result, however, one could justifiably construe these parts as mere means 
to an end, in effect providing more ev idence point ing to Stevens’ social disaff ection, 
this time ac cord ing to a criterion holding to the ethical value of exi sten tial particu
lar ities ideally governing selfoth er re la tion  ships. The “woman” as other instead 
here becomes mere met  onym, her self no more than a ghost ly fig ure — indeed not 
unlike a passing figure of speech. As Ste vens had envisaged in an ear lier, unpub
lished poem “Red Loves Kit” (1924), his actual spouse surely might ob ject to his 
ethically illi cit, if also purely imaginary, “met a physi cal” liaison:

  That you are innocent
And love her still, still leaves you in the wrong.
Where is that calm and where that ecstasy?
Her words accuse you of adulteries
That sack the sun, though metaphysical. (CPP 556)

Lensing thinks both “Yellow Afternoon” and “Red Loves Kit” ex hibit Stevens’ 
attempt to justify his “solitary” poetic life in the face of demands by others — whether 
intimates like his wife or crit ical readers of his poetry then and now — for so cial 
engagement. Per sonal neurosis here ap proaches ethical malfeasance. Implied by 
Lensing’s discussion of the two poems, Stevens’ “metaphysical” ali bi for his poe tic 
musings and his re liance on “the earth only” for his vi sion ary desidera tum amount 
to a “con so la tion” for an otherwise im pov erished so cial life that verges on “trag edy,” 
and which in fact “came to de fine [his] life and work . . .” (Len sing 3).
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As one can see, Lensing’s critical focus tends to turn the two Ste vens poems 
in question into a biographically determinable agon. Yet must we read or frame 
them for their biographical yield? Put differently, once we (think we) know a 
poem’s biogra phical scene of writ ing, can we then unknow it, thus getting the 
poem itself, rather than the writer’s situation when writing it, into rela tion to 
our own personal situa tions? Lensing himself finds both poems fraught with a 
more widely mean ingful, eth ical ten sion, no matter its evincing an alltoohuman 
Stevens. In contrast, Mark Hal li day, no Stevens apologist to say the least, goes 
the ex tra mile of bio graphical re ductionism. He frames both Stevens’ po ems and 
his life as evi dence for judging him “a man with a pro found con cern for the 
in tact ness of his self, in conjunction with a pro found aversion to the demands of  
inter per sonal rela tions.”2

Yet as regards a poet able to ad vo cate how “The im per fect is our par a dise” (“The 
Poems of Our Climate,” CPP 179), Halliday’s first in dictment dis torts Ste vens’ 
con stantly prag matic and so endlessly pro vi sional con cept of self.3 An early poem 
like “The Place of the Solitaires” in Harmon ium, for example, lauds a world of “per
pet ual un du la tion”(CPP 47). No thing about one’s experience can or should remain 
stable, neither love visàvis its nuances, as cat alogued, to cite only one example, 
in “Le Mon ocle de Mon On cle,” nor inclinations toward imperial no tions of self. 
On the contrary, for Stevens such views of “self ” con  tin ually become reducible to 
temporary, child  like il lusions à la “The Em peror of IceCream.” The same holds 
true for his later po ems. David La Guardia notes how they too resist com placent 
no tions of selfhood.4 This is so even when Stevens appears to en ter tain pri vate 
matters such as “the par tic ulars of his own heri tage”; as La Guardia argues, through 
ru minations of this kind “Ste vens re leases newer selves snarling for discovery in 
the form of poems as acts of selfcrea tion” (La Guardia 159).

Hal liday’s second charge, that “the in ter personal troubled Ste vens much more 
than the var ious vicis si tudes of his imaginative ex perience of nature,” again would 
consign his poetry to selfab sorbed (read: morally selfish) and “es capist” fare (Hal
liday 143). As with “Yel low Afternoon,” for example, Stevens’ poems more often 
than not re present women as musefigures or worse rather than as per sons per se. 
Yet however plausible at first glance,5 this accu sation fails to con sider a no less 
plausible dialectical alterna tive. Hal liday’s eth ical imperative ironically ends up 
doing to Stevens — typecasting him through a biographical reading of his poetic 
works — what he claims Stevens does to others. In contrast, Ste vens himself argu
ably works precisely against this kind of eth i  calbiographical re duc tionism. In 
“Cuisine Bourgeois,” also from Parts of a World, the speaker finds himself in a 
modern world — “These days of disinheri tance” — in which his bourgeois peers 
“feast / On human heads” (CPP 209). The meaning seems clear enough: bourgeois 
ideology prompts people to try wholly to consume each other’s words, ideas and 
even selfidentity. In particular, Stevens’ contemporaries devour themselves by pre
suming to know each other: “Are the men eating re flections of themselves?” Besides 
keeping this judgment suspended (in the form of a question), he tries to re sist that 
tendency by con juring a past world when peo ple and nature remained not quite 
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known, “like the season when, af ter summer, / It is summer and it is not.” Peo
ple in the mod ern world have no place for such liminal nuances. They reject past 
precedents for them — inheritances — in effect de clar ing them selves ex ceptions to 
past modes of regarding others.

Mod erns, in short, adopt a predatory, epistemic stance that the Ste vens per
sona caustic ally re fers to in canni bal istic terms: as “this pre sent, this sci ence, this 
un recog nized, / This out post, this douce, this dumb, this dead,” wherein one works 
to know others the better to take them for so much “bitter meat.” One can recast 
Stevens’ vision in “Yellow Afternoon” along sim ilar lines. Unlike his “bourgeois” 
peers, there he feels him self connected to everyone through “the earth,” with this 
last refer ence fig uratively linked to humus, or what fin ally grounds the hu man. Such 
a vision requires a self-disciplined quest for a halfknow  ledge of things, so to speak. 
The speaker of “Cuisine Bourg eois” quite literally applies this ethic to himself 
when extolling the ex ample of “words [that] are writ ten, though not yet said.” The 
goal is to hold off the hallucination of thinking to know things with finality. If 
the Ste vens speaker in “Yellow Af ter noon” has dis covered that he has no one else 
with whom to share this vi sion ary desideratum, he can yet formulate that goal in 
“Cuisine Bour geois” as a count erideal to the totalizing savoirfaire dominating his 
contem porary so cial environ ment.

For that matter, the woman in “Yellow Af ternoon” might very well instance 
some one with whom he once felt he could share the same eth ical resolution: to 
con front everything and ev ery one apart from him self as other — as not always 
al ready known. As I have noted, the “But” after the dash suggests that the actual 
woman could n’t sus tain this ideal. On the other hand, appear ing to him as part (“a 
face”) of a world he prefers, the feminine figure with whom he re mains intimate 
(“close”) could instead represent her real former self. Some thing about her, eth ically 
speaking, tran scends her em pir ical iden tity. Just as im por tant, she simultan e ously 
turns him into someone like that to her. She thereby comes to fig ure someone, or 
more ac cur ately some oth er, with whom he can share a more intimate kind of social 
vision (“close to a face / With out eyes or mouth, that looks at one and speaks”) than 
conventional selfother relations of people in his modern world allow for.

A prototypical poem in Stevens’ canon, “Yellow Afternoon” thus traces a kind 
of Kierkegaardian move ment: from an ut terly par ticular, aesthetic encounter with 
some one (the moment when “— she caught his breath —”), to an intimate relation 
with an inde finite yet dis tinctively felt mysterious self. In the first in stance, read ers 
of “Yellow Afternoon” can ac cess the particular ity of the “wo man” only by means 
of a re flec tive, ana log ical act. The experience remains private to and for the speaker 
alone: that spe cific woman made him speechless — even to the point of forcing him 
to indulge the cli chéd expression, “she caught his breath.” Each of us may well have 
en countered the harmonious stun of an other; but this analogue breaks down before 
the stubborn, phe nom enological fact that some thing about that exper ience with a 
par ticular other re mains ours alone for ever.

In contrast, readers can grasp the expres sive parts (“a face”) of an anon y mous 
self, but in the imme diate way that the poem meta phor ically figures an indefi nite 
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“face . . . that looks at one and speaks.” That “face,” as it were, could just as easily 
refer to any person’s bottomline self, even “Stevens” as incar nated in the pre sent 
poem, which any one of us might come upon and communicate to others in more 
or less direct fashion. The poem il lu strates an ethical act in the way it turns the 
“dark” or private domain in which one perceptually experiences the particularity 
of some event into a “universal” or publicly accessible, i.e., a hu man, experi ence.6 
Early Ste vens might have re sisted such a con ver sion, at least preferring to hold 
onto the mem ory of aes thetic par ticularity.7 This is how he frames Susan nah’s 
disaffection from the Elders’ debased ethical gaze in his very early poem “Peter 
Quince at the Cla vier”: “The body dies; the body’s beauty lives” (CPP 74). This all 
but Platonic aphor ism comes down to the poetspeaker’s futile, and yet for pre
cisely that reason also beautiful, wish to find the par ticular ex per i ence of sensual  
inward ness — Su sannah’s moment of auto erotic bath ing — re peatable.

One can still claim, of course, that the later “Yel low Af ter noon” holds out for 
the same aesthetic option. As in a “yellow,” sunbright moment, for instance, private 
pleasures as with the womancumearth elicit a sen sorysensual vi sion that initi
ally blinds one to its tem porary sta tus. The persona’s “afternoon” assignation indeed 
comes to resemble “the fatal unity of war,” but in the sense that wars perforce end 
up instigating transient fictions of community. In short, his intimate experience 
finally fails to mean for him in any meaningful sense, even as the (poetic) record 
or residue of its demise inexplicably (“Without eyes or mouth, that looks at one 
and speaks”) endures.

Put another way, “Yellow Afternoon” tracks the trans formation of an other
wise passing or contingent autobiographical experience, namely of that beauti
ful “woman” who appeared exactly at that mo ment in the persona’s life, into an 
enduring Beauty made publicly accessible, as the poem’s bright title would appear 
to under score. Yet insofar as this very accessibility works to eclipse its particular 
empirical (and private) source, mustn’t the poem’s “beautiful” transformation of it 
fade as well, and in particular for the poet who is best of all placed to register that 
metamor phosis? After all, Stevens had already once remarked how in poetry “the 
disclosure of the individuality of the poet” is “unlikely . . . ever visible as plainly 
to anyone as to the poet himself ” (“The Irrational Element of Poetry,” CPP 783). 
What we perhaps need further to emphasize is how his poem’s beauty at some point 
also in fact dies, having become for him a once only event, and for that reason all 
more exquisitely beautiful.

-2-

In a critical essay that threatens to make speculative crit icism and theo rizing inter
esting again, Jon Kertzer as so ciates Ste vens’ poetry as a whole with his hunt for 
“literary singularity.” If, however, aes thetic deixis concerns grasping the utter par
ticularity of things includ ing of a poetic work, this turns out impossible to sus tain, 
first of all be cause any “text is intelligible through its re la tion to oth er texts.” Critical 
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expli cation instantly situates all texts in wid er con texts of meaning, such as occurs 
when simply broaching the eth ical issue of Stevens’ poetry. Sem i otic expansion, 
the prove nance of criticism, by definition denies the notion of any firstandonliest 
ex per ience of a literary work or else of what it purports to re pre sent. As Kert zer 
notes, we readers “require some analogy to ex press a po etic indi viduality that pre
cedes any analogy and will be fal  sified by it” (Kertzer 213). He then maintains that 
Stevens pursues both extremes to the point where they of ten appear extreme and 
all but negate themselves. On one hand, he can muse the particularistic goal of “the 
the” in “The Man on the Dump” (Kert zer 214); in the late poem “The Course of 
the Par  ticu lar,” he pursues such particularity until its “cry con cerns no one at all” 
(CPP 460) or becomes entirely nul lified. On the other hand, Stevens also expresses 
the urge for find ing a “to tal ity” of mean ing (210). In those cases, too, a self 
con tra diction arises, for even as it endows significance to the parts it contains, that 
to tal ity frames them as existing pro tem, in other words primarily for the “world” 
to which they contribute. Once again parts threaten to disappear as parts, at the 
same time thereby diminishing the value of the whole.

If the two options appear patently at odds, Kert zer thinks Ste vens none
theless keeps trying to retain both aesthetic par ticu larity and ethical scope as 
noncontradictory goals (218). In “Notes toward a Su preme Fiction,” for example, 
Stevens surmises that the poet “tries by a peculiar speech to speak / The pe culiar 
po tency of the gen e ral” (CPP II.ix 343). Kert zer pro ceeds to connect this side of 
Ste vens’ vision with Em man uel Le vin as’s notion of how each per son’s sin gularity 
requires one’s becoming ethically behold en to others (227). Just as Stevens’ passion 
for the radically particu lar experi ence nevertheless always becomes pulled toward 
modes of under standing that con stantly qual ify it, so Levinas’s ethical notion of 
existential singularity par a dox ically man dates re sponsi bility to oth ers. For both 
Le vinas and Stevens, in other words, the abso lute partic u larity of each person 
ultimately inaugurates a “challenge from the world be yond the self that for ever 
impli cates the self ” (233).

At a more general lev el than the his tor ical specificity anchoring Longenbach 
and Brogan’s apologias of Stevens’ difficult sociality, Kertzer thus also sees a more 
com mun alori ented Stevens than first meets the crit  ical read er’s eye. For Kertzer, 
this position is explicitly manifest in the postWorld War II poem “Credences 
of Summer,” which pointedly em braces the desideratum of a radically singu lar, 
visionary moment:

Let’s see the very thing and nothing else.
Let’s see it with the hottest fire of sight.
Burn everything not part of it to ash. (CPP 322)

Regardless of that “singular” charge, Kert zer claims, “the ‘re sound ing cry’ expressed 
. . . in ‘Cre dences of Sum mer’ urges us to ‘share the day.’ It not only start les the mind 
into awareness of its own precious existence, but makes it ‘aware of division . . . [a]
s that of a per son age in a multitude’ ” (Kertzer 233).
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Yet this mode of reconstructing the ethical value of Stevens’ works precariously 
depends on an uncertainty of self such as predicated by the featureless other evoked 
in “Yellow Af ter noon.” There the particular woman turns into a figure akin to a 
speaking void: an entirely inex pres sive “face” that somehow still sees and speaks. 
This turn lends an uncanny twist to any insistence on the poem’s Levinaslike 
ethical scene of one’s facing an other as such. On the contrary, the loss of familiar
ity of the Stevens speaker with that other surely por tends the dissolution of any 
recognizable ethical bond between them. Moreover, for a selfcon scious poet like 
Ste vens — the firecat in the inaugural Harmonium poem, “Earthy Anecdote,” for 
instance, stands for a figure blocking readers from direct access to his poems’ inner 
recesses — the encounter with a blank, metamor phosed other not im plausibly 
comes to con stitute a trope for his preferred relation to any given reader of his 
poem(s). That is, resistant to com monplace modes of reading, the Ste vens poem, 
already imper sonally expressive, moves toward becoming rad ically enigmatic. In 
effect, “Yellow After noon” exemplifies a poetic practice primed to un der mine the 
most commonly assumed ethical criterion governing social dis courses at large:  
a prag mat ically se cured selfother relation.

What kind of reading would the Stevens poem allow for, then, if it constitu
tionally disallows any direct in ter course between the authorial “per sonage” and the 
“multi tude” of the poem’s poten tial readers? Its preemptive if indi rectly in scribed 
resist ance to reading outlaws ahead of time any biographicalinter pretive frame by 
which, for example, one might want to claim how selfother relations consist ently 
posed a problem for him.8 As if constituting one of the poem’s main points, it also 
alienates other efforts not only to determine its particular source in Stevens’ per
sonal life (any way impossible to know for certain), but also to fix its socialhistorical 
meaning for him, as when one reads “Yel low Afternoon” for his political response 
to the outbreak of World War II. Nor can one assume that the poem subliminally 
resists the read er’s inquisitive gaze regarding Stevens’ empirical identity in order 
for him to realize (read: fantasize) his work’s aes thetic singularity, if only during the 
time of com position. After all, his stag ed scene of reading in “Yellow Afternoon” 
results in the dis sipa tion of his encounter with the woman.

Nonetheless, a certain autobiographical resi due clings to Stevens’ very act of 
resistance, despite or even because of its cloaked, sem i otic status. Of course, only in 
the most general sense might one term Wallace Stevens’ poetry at all autobiogra
phical. A notoriously private person, he hardly set the precedent for the “con fes
sional” kinds of po etry that have dom inated the American lit erary scene since 
his death.9 To be sure, written utter ances of any kind un avoidably express the 
writer’s affec tive position on this or that subject. Yet this tru ism scarcely presses us 
to desig nate Ste vens as a distinct ively autobio gra phical poet. Quite the con trary, 
judged against conventional notions of auto biographical writing, Ste vens’ poetry 
goes out of its way to am biguate references to persons whose actuality stands in 
question. Is “Ramon Fer nan dez” in “The Idea of Or der at Key West” the per sonal 
acquaintance that Stevens treats him as be ing there? Like the “woman” in “Yellow 
Afternoon,” his wife and oth er events in his pri vate life at best appear — always 
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only at a guess — by welldis guised indirec tion. Ditto Stevens’ allusions to foreign 
places that he never in fact visited, for example “Egypt” in “The Cuban Doctor” 
or Switz er land in “The Doctor of Ge neva” from Harmon ium.10 One might wish 
to submit “The Co median as the Let ter C” as an exception to such pseudo 
auto bio graphical prac tices.11 Yet other than as an ob scure al le gory of Stevens’ par
ticular poe tic ca reer, hence as po ten tial bio gra phical informa tion, readers have to 
strain to gauge the im mediate rel evance of the pro tagonist Cris pin’s journeys to 
his or their own lifeexperiences.12 Long enbach ac cord ingly identi fies the poem’s 
genre as a specialized, selfconscious lit erary quest, an “imagina tive voyaging in the 
tra dition of Shel ley’s ‘Alas  tor’ and Yeats’s ‘The Wandering of Oisin,’ ” and so ends 
up hedging its auto biogra phi cal implications: “Ste vens is not ex actly Cris pin . . .” 
(Long en bach 91, 94).

Like “Crispin,” thirdperson allusions in Stevens’ poems that might plausibly 
refer to himself also remain stubbornly ambiguous. Only perhaps can one read the 
eponymous, vi sionary speaker in “Tea at the Pa laz of Hoon” as Ste vens referring 
to his own unex pres sed, imagi native highs.13 The same question able selfre fer ence 
applies to the “he” in “Yel low Af ter noon.” Likewise, Ste vens’ “ephebe” figures in two 
later poems, “Notes to  ward a Su preme Fic tion” and “An Ordinary Eve ning in New 
Hav en,” only loosely re semble him, since at the time of compos ing them he ob vi
ous ly was nei ther a young man nor an ap pren tice poet. The same genreconun drum 
obtains even in instances where a firstper son perspective domi nates the poem. The 
speaker’s bizarre posturing (placing a jar on a Tennessee hill) in the wellknown 
“Anecdote of the Jar,” for exam ple, blocks our taking him for Stevens per se. The 
poem re quests a symbolic — a “po etic” — as opposed to an “autobio graphi cal” read
ing. Similarly, the bird’s selfevident plurisym bolic signifi cance in “Thir teen Ways 
of Looking at a Blackbird” (e.g., “But I know, too, / That the black bird is in volved / 
In what I know”) turns the selfreferential “I” into an in de terminate per sona (CPP 
75–76). At best, the “I” there represents the voice and sub ject of Ste vens only in an 
ab stract and notably anon ymous sense. “Thirteen Ways of Look ing at a Blackbird” 
just does n’t come across as his rum i nation about some actual black birds that he 
saw while walking to work one day on a New York City street or on Farm ing ton 
Avenue in Hart ford.

Critically speaking, in all of these examples the putative “autobiographi
cal” re ferences can’t escape the aesthetic limi tations of the reader’s mediating, 
deductive surmise. That is, like George Lensing, one must first impose a critical 
biographical tem plate onto a given Ste vens poem, whether to read it as primar
ily auto biographical or to cull its significance visàvis Stevens’ life and/or times. 
Len sing ex plicitly argues, for in stance, that along with “Yellow Afternoon” and the 
ear lier “Red Loves Kit” (1924), the later poem “World Without Pe culiar ity” (1948) 
from the 1950 col lection The Auroras of Autumn shows Stevens “speak [ing] more 
open ly about him self and his mar riage” than he does in his other poems. “World 
With out Peculiarity” can even stand for a revision of the earthy ethos of “Yellow 
Afternoon”:
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 The day is great and strong —
But his father was strong, that lies now
In the poverty of dirt.
  * * *
. . . . what his mother was returns and cries on his breast.
  * * *
. . . . she that he loved turns cold at his light touch.

What good is it that the earth is justified,
That it is complete, that it is an end,
That in itself it is enough?

It is the earth itself that is humanity . . .
He is the inhuman son and she,
She is the fateful mother, whom he does not know.
  * * *
   . . . . sometimes,
He, too, is human and difference disappears

And the poverty of dirt, the thing upon his breast,
The hating woman, the meaningless place,
Become a single being, sure and true. (CPP 388)

Lensing holds that “World Without Peculiarity” specific ally refers to Stevens’ 
dead fa ther and mother as well as to his wife — “The hating woman” — in “terse 
and unspecified” terms (Lensing 300). The poem’s the matic gist also again sup
posedly lies in its bi o gra phi cal context. For example, just as he does in “Yellow 
After noon” Stevens here “mo men tarily” adopts the per spec tive of “earth.” Via “the 
pov erty of dirt,” he imagines himself one with his father, from whom he had been 
es tranged at the time of the el der’s death years ear lier. In that way, Ste vens here 
effects a “psychic reconciliation among the broken rela tions of his family,” and more 
comprehensively “all the peculiar pieces of [Ste vens’] broken life” (Lensing 301). 
Other critics of “World without Peculiarity” arrive at similar con clusions about 
its com prehensive take on human experience, although often skirting the poem’s 
autobiographical sig nificance as such. While he doesn’t address this particular 
poem, B. J. Leggett, for example, would no doubt re gard Ste vens’ final vision in 
it as synonymous with the tra jectory of other late Stevens poems. These concern 
“cos mic imag ina tion [as] the central component of a project to ima gine a re al ity 
par a doxically inde pendent of the imagination” (Final Fiction 140). For Leggett, 
poems like “Leben sweis heitspielerei” and “The Rock” move into the vision ary 
pre cincts of the “independent” cosmic Real; or the same thing, they show Ste
vens as suming a cosmic per spective that exposes “the stale gran deur of annihila
tion” (“Le bens weis heit spielerei,” CPP 430), which is to say, those persons and on  
occasion even himself who tire somely cling to a clichéd angst.
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Yet if only in theory, inching to ward the Real “dirt” be hind his formerly 
affirmative, earthy visions tends to negate rather than support the possibility of 
his writing autobiographical poems. Taking a “cosmic” perspective, we all per force 
appear “fantastic” fig urations (“The Rock” 445) with in the mass. At bot tom, that is, 
we all exist “without pecul iarity.” Each of us comes unconsciously to stand for a dis
appearing part in “a world” where we never possess any unique purpose or purchase 
or “peculiar” iden tity. To be sure, this vision need not always run to despair for Ste
vens. In certain moments when “difference disap pears,” he can ac cept becoming a 
“single being” with others and everything earthly, “sure and true.” Still, what kind of 
autobiographical reflection can withstand a thesis predicated on the disappearance 
of any com municable selfidentity? Moreover, “World Without Peculiarity” could 
be said to acknow ledge Ste vens’ fal ling back into a “world without pe culiar ity” in 
the sense that, like others, he tends to want the famil iar, i.e., the familial, the better, 
pre cisely, to evade the Real. Paradox ically, he here con fesses to himself his own all
toohuman tendency to lean on familiar, con ventional kinds of auto biogra phical 
self hood, such as the lineage of family (his father, mother and wife), precisely to 
deny an in creas ingly obtru sive Real that would negate it.

He eventually appears to abandon this familial option, however, such as in 
canto XIII of “An Or dinary Evening in New Haven” where he suggests how 
transforming “self ” into an anonymous organ of perception means to forgo not 
only egoidentity but also lingering, symbolic (e.g., familial) sub sti tutes for it (CPP 
404–5). Furthermore, he regards himself an ephebe un like his designation of it in 
“Notes toward a Supreme Fic tion,” for in the “New Haven” poem he underscores 
how his poetic charge hereafter must con cern his adherence to a poetics of the Real. 
As such, he must eschew what he terms the “tooconstant warmth” (or se curity) by 
which one unthinkingly if sometimes also poetically ex periences the common place 
world most of us inhabit most of the time. For Stevens, that world now stands 
irredeemably lost. He can no longer assume the bra vura persona typical of his 
Harmonium poems: a self who could think to revise his vision of life by deploying 
po e try, as in poems like “Sun day Morn ing” and “The Emperor of IceCream,” to 
dis close and thereby cele brate that world’s fresh, absurd, exquisite phe  nom ena. The 
Ste vens of “World Without Pe cul iarity” and “Lebens weis heit spiel erei” also vacates 
another socialpoetic justifica tion of modernist ide ology: writing poetry to sabo
tage and transcend sur rounding social envi ron ments, all of them de pendent on a 
variety of “rotted” myths and “names” for the socalled real ity one lives (“The Man 
with the Blue Guitar,” CPP XXXII 150).

By the time of “World Without Peculiarity,” even an up dated Romantic myth 
of spirit ualautobio graphical growth has become untenable for him. For the mid
career Stevens, such growth primarily con sists in his vocational passion to revise his 
life in pursuit of “the first idea.” As recently as the 1942 “Notes toward a Supreme 
Fic  tion,” “false” con sciousness had meant one’s encountering things through one or 
another wornout myth. Spiritual growth would there fore re quire one to transcend 
them to ward their “first idea,” a vocational charge akin to Emerson’s famous call to 
Americans to “enjoy an orig inal re lation to the un i  verse.”14 A similar redemptive 
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gambit ap plies to Stevens’ very late “re view” po ems like “The Plan et on the Table,” 
“As You Leave the Room,” and “Final Soliloquy of the In ter ior Paramour.” James 
Ol ney claims that they revise Stevens’ for mer poetic mo mentscumpoems or 
“parts” into a final, harmonious whole: “Just as the plan et on the ta ble . . . re presents 
the world in miniature, so the volume of poems represents the poet’s oeuvre, and 
this single poem [‘Plan et’] con tains in it self, as does an auto biography, the whole of 
which it is a part” (“Mirror on the Wall” 647). Stevens’ late poems, that is, reimbue 
his past “per sonal” parts with “first idea” sig nificance, and not just for him self but 
for the poems’ readers as well. Like Eliot and Yeats near the end of their careers, 
Stevens thus turns “the personal into the uni versal — the effect of great po etry and 
great autobiogra phy” (Olney 645).

Unlike Mark Halliday, Olney clearly has no ethical misgivings about Ste vens’ 
fo cus on self. None theless, many of his late poems tamper with the “universal” 
story synonymous with Roman tic and other spiritualautobiographical narratives: 
the summation of one’s life anchored by “harmonious” encount ers of self with self, 
with na ture, or with God. “Lebensweisheit spielerei” arguably thematizes this very 
devi ation from such precedents: “The proud and the strong / Have de parted. / 
Those that are left” — such as himself — “are the unac complished.” At best what 
re mains for Ste vens to contemplate, phil osophic ally speaking, comes down to “the 
plain sense of things” wholly in the pre sent. Yet when viewed through the imma
nent aura of what Leggett terms “cosmic imagination,” those things lack sub stan
tial mean  ing. They stand for nothing: more precisely, a nothing quite different 
from the zerosomething that lurks be hind Ste vens’ aesthetic desidera tum of “the 
no thing that is” (my em phasis) in his wellknown early poem, “The Snow Man” 
(CPP 8). In fact, Stevens’ en counter with the “Rock” has less to do with some thing 
sy nonymous with a vitalistic, “cosmic” magni tude, than with a stark, unsensational, 
spare, nonanthropomorphic something. This insignificant thing resembles the 
Lacanian objet pe tit à that, elud ing the Symbolic register, raises the specter of a 
mean ing less Real — not unlike “the [featureless] face” in “Yellow Afternoon.”15 The 
Stevens Real a.k.a. “The Rock” thus comes down to an it possessing the attribute 
that his persona in “Less and Less Human, O Savage Spir it” wishes any “god” 
might possess —that is, “If there must be a god in the house” (Trans port to Summer, 
1947, CPP 288; my emphasis).

Just so, even when one reads “The Plan et on the Tab le” to re fer to his own past 
po ems, one can not help but notice his simul tane ous reduction of selfagency to 
nonhuman status: “Ariel was glad he had writ ten his po ems” (CPP 450). “Ariel,” 
of course, ex plicitly al ludes to Shake speare’s active, essentially genderless sprite 
in what many take to be his vale dictory literary work. Here, however, the al lusion 
not only serves as a trope of the poet’s feeling himself near to fin ish ing his ar tistic 
ca reer, but more important also of himself as a fey poetic figure in eff ect having 
erased the bi o graphical Stevens per se — the stol id presence of a notably stout, 
phy sical man.16 More over, the poem’s speak er would reduce his former poems to 
their “pov  erty of . . . words,” and/or to mere frag ments “of some thing [once] seen 
that he liked.” In that sense, “he” as their po et en vis ages his former poems as non
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co alescing “parts of a world,” all as if ap pre hended in the moment of their complete 
disappear ance — “It was not im por tant that they sur vive” — into “the planet of 
which they were a part.”

One can surely read such evidence to signify how Stevens increasingly feels 
himself but an anonymous part of a whole defined by intermittent apparitions 
of the Real. He turns into more a blank, individuated entity than an identifiable 
person, or at best into a some one whose former sense of selffullness has be come 
thin to the bone. In the poem “As You Leave the Room,” Stevens’ per sona ad dresses 
himself as “You” (his empha sis), but also stages himself turning into an ali enated 
“skel e ton” self to himself (CPP 597–98). This change comes about not merely 
because of old age or sickness, no doubt the plausible biographical explanation. 
Rather, he also now re gards his past self as hav ing worked to deny the “Rock” 
except as a pre text for continually imag in ing it on human terms. He sees how he 
then felt able through language to re con fig ure the outthere world as if his verbal 
acts were more real than that world. Even back then, then, he was, “a dis believer in 
reality.” Now that he apprehends himself as but a trans i tory “Part of [that] ma jor 
re al ity,” the fun damental question neces sarily arises: had he ever really lived, and 
would it matter if he did or didn’t? Was he unreal? Worse, the en viron ment that 
he once thought to revise through his po  e tic works — for example as in the early 
“Domination of Black” with its poetic mise en scène of a fearsome, swirlingleaves
like cosmos that yet spawns phenomenal via ver bal largesse — now re quires him 
to deny his par ticular sense of him self as such.

What can even a cosmic outthere mean sans that sense of self? What “world” 
is left ex cept one that, in both senses of the verb, leaves him alone? In short, the 
act of per ceiving himself and oth ers as “parts of a world” from the point of view of 
some cosmic Real it self lacks substance. Unlike the past when Stevens could brood 
with aesthetic élan and a para dox ic ally desired existen tial cer tainty about “an old 
chaos of the sun” (CPP 56), now the brute par ticu larity of himself and others gets 
lost and forfeits any sec ular version of a fortunate fall. Then he could still believe 
that, that “chaos” notwithstanding, at least he and every one could experience the 
world via the “first idea.” To be sure, the later Ste vens can still recollect inspir ed, 
harmon ious unions with that world. In “Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour,” 
he terms such moments “the in ten sest rendez vous” of imagination and world. They 
occurred “Out of all the indiff er ences” (CPP 444), in other words, dis tinct from all 
those times — again, most of the time for most of us — when the “first idea” never 
happens. Only peak poetic moments could turn parts “into one thing” where “we 
for get each other and our selves.”

Stevens’ version of Wordsworth’s “spots of time,” however, lack redemptive 
power, both because one cannot sustain them, and especially since they perforce 
appear as if repeat able, which always defines the prob lem in trans lating the aes
thetically particular into the eth ically gen eral. That repe ti tion, surely all the more 
noticeable the longer one lives, helps ex plain Stevens’ late disen chantment with 
Whit man’s vi  sion of life in “Song of Myself ”: “not [as] chaos or death . . . it is form 
and union and plan . . . it is eternal life . . . it is happiness” (1855, Sect. 50). Stevens 
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finally cannot abide this vision and the ongo ing union between self and world that 
it en dorses: “It seems to me . . . that Whit man is disinte grating as the world, of 
which he made him self a part, disintegrates” (Letters of Wallace Stevens 1955, 963). 
As already suggested, that “world” makes the particular experiences of past per sonal 
events, the very stuff of autobio graph ical writ ing, appear insub stantial: “And yet 
nothing has been changed except what is / Un real, as if nothing had been changed 
at all” (“As You Leave the Room”). Stevens’ visionary paradigm, to state the matter 
bluntly, makes him seem to him self “less and less human.”

That entirely ephem eral sense of self hood and world most fam ously character
izes the first part of his po em “The Rock.” His reference to “the cure of the ground” 
for this selfmalaise at first looks to be consonant with what a poet like Words worth 
had set the po eticautobiographical precedent for in re cov ering past “splen  dors in 
the grass,” or, in Stevens’ idiom, in finding the cure of/by “the earth.” As I have 
already suggested, Stevens lacks Romantic spiritualautobio gra ph ical faith. “Earth” 
to him eventually precludes the abil ity sim ply to rely on Nature, God, or on some 
other safe haven to which one might con tinually return to over come the hard truth, 
as he had written in “Less and Less Human, O Savage Spirit,” of how “the human 
is the alien.” So if it at all figures in his writ ing, the Stevens autobio graphical self 
lacks any “ground”; in turn, any socal led “cure” for spiritual alienation must some
how ac know ledge that lack. Put an other way, by regarding himself through the 
lens of the Real, he be comes its “su preme fiction.” If anything, poems like “World 
Without Peculiar ity” through “The Rock” and later trace autobiographical im puls es, 
which each time become aborted by the recog ni tion of the final impossibility of  
auto bio graphical selfreference.

-3-

And yet, with Stevens’ poetry an “and yet, and yet” (“An Ordi nary Evening in New 
Haven” I, 397) prevents any final shut ting down of the autobiographical option, at 
least — quite lit erally — in the ory. First of all, given its disintegrating aspect, one 
cannot con ceptualize the Rockbottom stuff, the socalled Real, ahead of time. By 
Stevens’ own lights, “the absence of imagination / Had it self to be imagined” (“The 
Plain Sense of Things,” CPP 428). This fact exposes the faux de spair, the ironic 
sendup, which more accurately de fines the speaker’s position in “Le bens weisheit
spiel erei.” Second, then, one can at most only ever be constantly in the process of 
coming upon and internalizing “the Rock.” En counters with Stevens’ version of the 
Real comprise dis crete projects. They require not so much one’s will as a willing
ness to open up to their (pos sible) occur rence. Hence they can transpire only from 
one act of po etic composi tion to the next, each one skirt ing selfex tinction, and 
so together con sisting of parts that remain parts of Stevens’ envisioned world. For 
him, such pro jects also inevitably lead to an imag ined moment of selfes trange  ment, 
selfdehumaniza tion, and, in accord with his col lision with the Real, imminent 
selfdis inte gra tion. And all of this happens through the lens of a unique mode of 
auto biographical as op posed to aes thet ic singular ity. That is, one cannot share this 
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mo ment, since for him to ar ticu late it would necessarily require him in some way 
to concept ual  ize it and thus ne gate his very act of coming upon the Real.

The poem “Prologues to What Is Possible” (1952; CPP 437–39) exemplifies 
just this process. As if focusing on his past and pre sent compositional acts, Stevens 
here sketches how they originate from his inward sense of them. They first occur as 
happy departures from the routine: in “an ease of mind that was like being alone in 
a boat at sea.” His act of imagination is solitary, since it takes place precisely over 
against the quotidian demands and definitions of reality associated with others. 
On the other hand, the “row ers” rowing the “boat” — the poem as vehi cle — stand 
for his sense of writ ing within a literary tradition. That is, he writes his po em(s) in 
re lation to past poets (“rowers”) whose works (and their signa ture  tropes) simulta
neously impinge on and guide his acts of compo sition. In effect, these past figures 
offer him a “sure” means to realize his present poetic effort. As such, no “anx iety of 
in flu ence” in trudes on it. “The boat,” he states, “was built of stones,” that is, possesses 
the timetested, honorific materials of past poems, but these now lack “weight,” and 
so are “no longer heavy.” Shed of their par tic ular personal and histor i cal contexts, 
they leave behind “only a brilliance, of unaccustomed origin.” Stevens can thus use 
these precedents originally, even as he still operates within their tradition: he “Did 
not pass like someone voy aging out and beyond the familiar.”

And yet defamiliarization is exactly what he records as even tually happen
ing when he composes these later poems. Writing them soon takes him be yond 
even “familiar” poetic company, leading him to feel as if he “trav eled alone, like a 
man lured on by a syl lable / With out any mean ing.” Referring to his own poetic 
process, Stevens in effect trumps his formerly poetic, i.e., nonautobio graphical, 
depic tion of Hoon in “Tea at the Palaz of Hoon,” where Hoon’s inex pres sible vision 
re mains liable to the charge of Romantic inflation and even solipsism. No such 
charge ob tains in “Pro logues to What is Pos sible,” for here Ste vens steps into the 
void: he comes upon the Real as an experience that he must re  luctantly con cede 
escapes the sym boliccumpoetic re gi sters of mean ing. At this point only, the “I” 
justifiably feels “Re moved from any shore, from any man or woman, and needing 
none.” Composing the poem has left him with an exper ience that “stirred his fear”; 
for he has encountered nothing less than the disappear ance (“needing none”) of his 
human — in the sense of empirical — selfidentity.

What ethical move could possibly appear meaningful in this con text? Sensing 
himself disappear ing from himself by defi ni tion must occur solely in relation to 
himself. This situation may very well hark back to the enigmatic encounter previ
ously cited in “Yellow Af ter noon.” Indeed, if the featureless yet expressive fig ure 
in that poem some how represents Stevens’ very con ception of his poetry as he 
ima gines readers ought to appre hend it — namely, minus his de ter minate, human 
intention — then why not extend “her” figurative signi fi cance to in clude his own 
imaginatively desired entire (dis)ap pearance before the reader a.k.a. others? The 
only embryonic disaff ection from them in that ear  lier poem thus finds fruition in 
“Pro logues to What is Pos si ble,” with his in scrib ed selfimage now clearly engaging 
an al to gether diff er ent kind of ethical issue than “right” relations be tween self and 
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others. Pro ject ing himself as “a face / With out eyes or mouth,” he re gards his self as 
other to oth ers. In short, it is as if he writes poems to become unknown to them. This 
disaffection notably results in a “possi ble” mode of autobiogra phi cal writing — as 
a prologue, so to speak — that, unlike conven tional ver sions of the genre, denies 
im me diate verbalan a logical appropria tions by others.

In “Prologues,” then, Stevens’ imaginary selfstaging finds him alone with an 
estrang ed sense of self:

 The object with which he was compared
Was beyond his recognizing. By this he knew that likeness
 of him extended
Only a little way, and not beyond . . . (CPP 438)

Lensing thinks that Stevens here evinces a wish to overcome his sol itary vision 
(Lensing 301). As if com pensating for it, Stevens sub sequently makes clear that 
he can always make new poetic use of this just discerned nether dimension of self
hood. His experience can add a new slant on things and self; conse quently it can 
contribute to any one’s otherwise “rotted” sense of everyday real ity, as in “The way 
some first thing coming into Northern trees / Adds to them the whole vocabulary 
of the South.” One part of the experience traced in “Prologues to What Is Pos sible” 
thus potentially has a happy, social yield, doubtless jus  ti fied, at least aesthetically, 
by the enabling force of Ste vens’ poe tic charge to articulate “the first idea.” The 
experience “Cre ates a fresh universe out of nothingness,” a “real” (meaning human) 
world that writer and readers alike presumably can share as new.

But the poem also drifts beyond this vocational pull toward “the first idea” 
when entertaining the possibility of what in another poem from The Rock volume, 
“The Poem That Took the Place of a Mount ain,” he terms “A place to go to in his 
own direction” (CPP 435). His poe try, that is, contains the par a doxical desire for 
selfannul ment as to its communicability to others. In that case, the late Ste vens 
po em moves from sharable poetic expression, an aes thetic ally par ticular verbal 
thing always giving way to its gen eral and thus communicable significance, back 
toward a rad ic ally con tin gent, auto bio  graphical encounter with the Real. Persisted 
in, that kind of encount er would re place, as does the featureless “sea” or trope of the 
Real in “The Poem That Took the Place of a Mount ain,” the moun tainlike ideal of 
any aes thetic “su preme fiction.” The “poem” Stevens extols would lead him to

 be complete in an unexplained completion:

The exact rock where his inexactness
Would discover, at last, the view toward which they had edged . . . (CPP 435)

His final “view” of the poem has it standing for an effigy of self mimicking the Real, 
and so becoming har mon ious with it, or ar riv ing at a state of mind “Where he could 
lie and, / gazing at the sea, / Recognize his unique and solitary home.”

If nothing else, poems like these evince an immanent theory of autobio gra
phical writing that precludes not only social commentary, but also their serving as 
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substitute biographical information, especially given how the biographical project 
perpetrates for readers the illusion of being able to judge the subject in question. 
In contrast, Stevens’ late poems work to nul lify biograph i cal modes of critique 
for their efforts to objectify the sub ject through lin guistic re pre senta tions, most 
often by pro pos ing to know that self through gener ically reconstructed personal 
and his tor ical formula tions. At best, such criti cism purports to gather more accur
ate, i.e., ob jec tive, evidence, de termined to explain, in Stevens’ case particu larly, 
what his con sist ently diffi cult poems probably mean. Ven turing upon ethic ally 
questionable terri tory, namely the pretense or sim ply the wish to know the other 
en tirely, this kind of crit ical approach at best allows for what Kierke gaard termed  
“approx imation knowledge.”

More important, quasiauto biographical readings of Ste vens’ po ems miss 
the “soli tary” auto biographical imperative dictated by the persona evoked in his 
late poems. In the end, he too can only allude to his endposition; at best he can 
lead up to it but never in stan tiate it in and through po e tic utterances. Just at the 
moment when it becomes possible for Stevens to conceive an autobio gra phical 
mode of writing, it turns out impossi ble to execute. Con versely, we can all still 
share the de light of a late Stevens poem per ceived as if “re volving . . . in crys tal” 
(“Notes toward a Su preme Fiction,” III.x 351), which is to say, ideally ac cord ing 
to our “first idea” of it. But the former point matters most. In his later poems, we 
con tinually run across Stevens having come to re cognize how, not with standing 
his verbal dexterity, his words have begun to erode into no more than a “cry [that] 
concerns no one at all.” This realiza tion inevitably concerns himself alone as, at last, 
a truly autobiogra phi cal pe culiarity, leaving in its wake only inchoate intima tions 
of a peculiar auto bi ogra pher.

That vision of autobiographical peculiarity redefines the vo ca tional desid
eratum of literary singularity that Stevens once searched for only in aesthet ic 
terms. To be sure, one can still re contex t ual ize it visàvis his biogra phical 
situ ation, for example as due to his selfim  posed isola tion, or his con genital 
distaste for inter personal intima cies, or more simply to an oldage sense of 
loneliness.17 To adopt such a position, however, would be egregiously to miss 
what he experiences alone at this late juncture in his vocational career: the first 
because now also always about to become the hardest or last “idea” of self. The 
latter be comes freezefram ed, as it were, in a crystal line, poetic language caught 
dis ap pearing from it  self, as in the image of “A glass aswarm with things going 
as far as they can” (“Looking Across the Fields and Watching the Birds Fly,” 
CPP 440). It is an idea to be sought, against his or any one’s in stinctive will not 
to seek it, and so con stitutes a newly conceived ethi cal charge, pri vate to him 
and thus com municable to others only in the most in direct terms. In that sense, 
that idea might appear to him almost in human and so cially callous to others, 
just as from this later per spec tive Ste  vens’ notion of the “su preme fic tion,” of 
one’s be liev ing in a lifefic tion that one knows to be a fiction,18 per force seems 
ab surdly use less. Yet for that very reason [sic], it leads one to choose and not just 
assume the status of being almost hu man.
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Among other things, this formulation of his late scene of writing would 
demur at Denis Dono ghue’s as ser tion that Stevens substituted a faith in “secular 
hu manism” for a true reli gious stance: “Stevens wanted a religion with out belief or 
practice; he wanted to rid himself of the doc trines while en joying a trace of them in 
his sensibility . . .” (Adam’s Curse 100). While Donoghue acknowledges that Stevens’ 
“su preme fiction” con sists of more than epis te mological spiel erei, he nonetheless 
thinks it requires little to no spir itual eff ort: “The main problem with Stevens’s 
procedures is that he seems to achieve his ends at little cost.” That “seems” seems 
necessary to retain when making such a judgment, since one could just as eas ily 
ar gue that the func tion of re  li gious sym bol ogies [sic] is to se cure social con sensus 
for a particular beliefsystem so that, above all, one is never alone be liev ing in it. 
In Stevens’ terms, literary crit icism itself would no doubt risk the same insofar as it 
consists of a fic tion about a fiction (of a Ste vens poem, for in stance), but a fiction 
that continually tends to resist its fic tional sta tus.

In bar ing the fic tion as such of his own work along with that of in sti
tutionalized sym bologies, Stevens asks him self to use fic tions quite differently. 
His mean to become “prologues to what is pos si ble”: to encounter alone — and 
so, pace Donoghue and others, at great personal and social cost — a nonhuman 
and dehumanizing Real. In theory, this prolep tic thesis con di tions any Symbolic 
he might (want to) be lieve in, or that works for him as such at any given time in 
his life. The same ar gu ment applies to his putative death bed conversion to Roman 
Cathol i cism, which constitutes one last mythology that he therefore re deems as 
much as and even more than viceversa. Stevens’ late poems promise a “religious” 
auto biogra phy of a different kind: one in essence to be scripted by an anon ymous 
self indistin guish ably dis guised to ex ter nal ob serv ers in the but tonedup fig ure of 
“Wal  lace Stevens.”

Notes

Wallace Stevens: Collected Poetry and Prose1. , ed. Frank Kermode and Joan Richardson, 216. All  
references to Stevens’ poems will be from this text, hereafter cited by CPP followed by page number.

See Halliday, 2. Stevens and the Interpersonal. Cf. James Olney’s citation of Stevens’ dismissive reac
tion to Robert Frost’s work: that it “ ‘is full (or said to be full) of humanity’” (“The Mirror on the Wall” 
646).

David M. La Guardia makes this argument throughout 3. Advance on Chaos: The Sanctifying Imagina-
tion of Wallace Stevens, 1983.

Cf. the oftenquoted lines from “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction”: “From this the poem springs: 4. 
that we live in a place / That is not our own and, much more, not ourselves / And hard it is in spite of 
blazoned days” (CPP I.iv 332).

Halliday basically accuses Stevens of sexist and racist stereotyping, judgments for which one can find 5. 
a sufficient amount of biographical evidence. Still, Halliday’s criteria belong to a historically deter minate, 
liberalegal itarian ethos that constitutes the hegemon of the late twentiethcen tury and early twenty
firstcentury academic community. From this point of view, one can only seek strained ways to excuse, 
for example, Stevens’ earthycumsexual depiction of the “negress” in “Exposition of the Contents of 
a Cab” or in “The Virgin Carrying a Lantern.” For that matter, who nowadays would excuse a “dead
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whitemale” poet for entitling a poem “Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery,” despite the fact that it 
upsets the pejorative connotation of such “decorations” by delivering gemlike koans in their stead?

Cf. Halliday on the woman in “Yellow Afternoon”: “Undoubtedly Stevens is up to something 6. 
metaphysical there . . . but I suggest that what we feel in those lines is a cryptic confession of a man’s 
cowardly withdrawal from the woman back into the private dark of the self ” (57).

The situation of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet represents a good locus classicus of this first kind 7. 
of experience. The instantaneity and particularity of their relation to each other in the play eludes the 
purview and understanding of others, most notably, of course, those representatives of the conventional 
ethical life, the lovers’ two families. Yet even the lovers’ friends and helpmates can only think — ethi
cally — about preserving each of the two lovers’ wellbeing. The play’s very audience plays a similar role, 
given its twice distanced perspective on Romeo and Juliet by necessarily having to assume their fiction
ality as well. Still, this situation does not preclude the play’s own ethical trajectory. Romeo and Juliet, 
that is, exposes the arbitrary nature and/or obtuse externality of society’s ethical rules. In that sense, 
the felt inwardness of Romeo and Juliet’s love for each other comes across as more ethical, as a more 
genuine selfother relation, than what passes for ethical truth in their social milieu. Yet their suicides 
also symbolize their inability to translate their particular relation into the social sphere — in short, to get 
married, which, as the play suggests, would result in their love’s death no less than their (only) apparently 
accidental decisions to commit suicide. In that sense, another kind of ethical code appears, since the 
ethos of the two lovers would result in an untenable subjectivism visàvis the social order. Such would 
define Captain Vere’s correct but unpopular decision in Melville’s Billy Budd, for instance.

In biographical terms, Stevens comes across as a person often difficult to get along with, let alone 8. 
know in any intimate sense. See, for example, the Ivan Daugherty “Memorandum,” introduced by his 
son and reproduced in The Wallace Stevens Journal 32.1 (Spring 2007): 3–9.

To a certain extent, Halliday’s aforementioned criticism of Stevens’ evasion of “interpersonal 9. 
relations” in his poetry stems from the postStevens Zeitgeist of American “confessional” poetry,  
spearheaded, for example, by Robert Lowell’s Life Studies (1959).

Fredric Jameson argues that Stevens often uses exotic, Thirdworld “placenames” in his poetry to 10. 
justify a bourgeois, touristic sensibility, and perhaps even an imperialist one (“Wallace Stevens,” Criti-
cal Essays on Wallace Stevens 183–84). One problem with Jameson’s judgmental criticism lies in how 
even in an early Harmonium poem like “Nomad Exquisite,” Stevens exposes the tourist sensibility as 
inadequate to his poetic charge.

“The Comedian as the Letter C” was one of the last poems written for inclusion in the first edition 11. 
of Harmonium (1923). Helen Vendler terms the poem “veiled autobiography” and “semiironic confes
sional” pertaining to Stevens’ efforts to come to terms with the world (Extended Wings 54). Many critics 
have read the poem as Stevens’ statement forecasting his subsequent, almost decadelong withdrawal 
from the poetic scene.

Milton J. Bates discusses the “The Comedian as the Letter C” as essentially an autobiographical 12. 
poem in his A Mythology of Self (117–26). No doubt the poem indulges certain conventional auto
biographical refer ences. Even Ste vens’ ac tual wife arguably makes a fleeting, cameo ap pear ance in the 
po em as Cris pin’s “prismy blonde” muse. At that point, the po em, one might argue, at least in pass
ing turns into a kind of pri vate billet doux to Elsie as the inspirational source of this and his other  
Harmonium poems.

Bates, for example, considers the “regal figure” of Hoon to be “the one” protagonist in Stevens’ early 13. 
poems “least qualified by irony . . .”. For Bates, such selfreference also inflects Stevens’ later and suppos
edly more politically concerned poems of the 1930s: “Without a visit to Hoon in his palaz, one will not 
appreciate how Stevens’ poems of the thirties, though they are not intimately autobiographical, might 
nevertheless be said to contain and discourse of himself alone” (A Mythology of Self 126).

Stevens may have explicitly form ulated this goal fairly early in his career, even before its most expres14. 
sive apogee in “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction.” For exam ple, one critic thinks this “idea” accounts for 
how “The Comedian as the Let ter C” ends “Fad ed ly,” sug gesting that Cris pin a.k.a. Stevens “exper i enced 
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a spiri tual enlightment that promp ted, at least for a time, the poet’s re nun ciation of his art” (Leonora 
Woodman, Wallace Stevens and the Hermetic Tradition 155).

Slajov Žižek provides the following (anti)definition of the Lacanian Real, which in essence is [15. sic] 
what remains beyond Symbolic codifications and/or their distorted efforts to define it: “The Real is an 
entity which must be constructed afterwards so that we can account for the distortions of the symbolic 
structure.” The Real also assumes the appearance of the nonthing or Lacan’s objet petit a. Žižek cites 
Alfred Hitchock’s use of MacGuffin as an example of this Lacanian category: it has no significance 
in itself, but is “a pure void which functions as the objectcause of desire” and of making meaning (The 
Sublime Object of Ideology 162, 163).

Cf. Eleanor Cook on one of Stevens’ poems from 16. Harmonium, “The Plot Against the Giant,” which 
plays on his sense of physical self: Stevens “playfully signed himself the ‘Giant’ in some correspondence” 
(Poetry, Word-Play, and Word-War in Wallace Stevens 39).

See Joan Richardson, 17. Wallace Stevens: The Later Years 372–73.

Wallace Stevens, 18. Opus Posthumous: “The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which you know to be 
a fiction, there being nothing else. The exquisite truth is to know that it is a fiction and that you believe 
in it willingly” (189). Also cf. Stevens, Letters, #467, Dec. 8, 1942.
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