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The allusions to Paradise Lost in the poetry of Wallace Stevens--specifically the 

journey through Chaos--reveal an underlying allegory in which Satan as the symbol 

of imperfect man is transformed through the powers of poetry and grace to emerge 

from the darkness of fear and superstition a redeemed figure made vibrant through a 

more vital understanding of himself, his world, and his place in it. Through the 

powers of decreation he comes to realize that the imperfect is synonymous not only 

with the possibilities of change but also with the cycles of life itself; like Job, he finds 

that the only truth worth having is one affinned through his own experience and 

through the realizations of a love far greater than himself. 
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Introduction 

The allusions to Paradise Lost (PL) have been largely ignored in the 

criticism surrounding Wallace Stevens's poetry and yet tell us more about Stevens 

and his poems than any other feature of his work. The purpose of this essay is to 

examine these allusions and, in particular, to assess Stevens's use of Satan and the 

"night sea journey" to describe the disparity between love and fear in the nature of 

man's beliefs, the poet's response to that disparity, and man's possible 

reconciliation with himself and with his world through the decreations and 

catharsis of poetry. 1 

As one of the great philosophical poets, Stevens is unique among the 

Romantics both in his pragmatic approach to science, religion, and philosophy and 

in his faith in the imagination and in freedom from rules. Revealing through his 

poetry both his faith in the mystery and beauty of existence and his spiritual sense 

that recognizes not only the limitations of human consciousness but also the 

presumptuousness of human reason, Stevens draws from John Milton's Paradise 

~ to describe, in chapters 1 and 2, not only the remoteness of heaven and the 

despair deriving from man's delusions about reality but also the sanctity of the 
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earth and the paradise awaiting mankind through the self-affirming possibilities of 

its heart and mind. That these are not "self-creating acts," however, as Glenn 

Tinder refers to the self-exalting tendency of modern idealism, is made clear 

through Stevens's glorification of love (rather than of self) throughout his poems 

and through his speaker's description of the transformative power of poetry in 

"Notes toward a Supreme Fiction": "not balances I That we achieve but balances 

that happen, I As a man and woman meet and love forthwith. "2 Love is not only 

forgiving but also self-affirming, and we must learn to forgive ourselves--for only 

through a faith in love and a belief in ourselves, through an openness to change 

and an acknowledgment of our fears and ignorance, does Stevens feel it is possible 

for us to accept our temporal condition and the innocence, beauty, and integrity of 

our earth, as his speaker confirms in "An Ordinary Evening in New Haven": 

If it is misery that infuriates our love, 
If the black of night stands glistening on beau 

mont, 
Then, ancientest saint ablaze with ancientest truth, 

Say next to holiness is the will thereto, 
And next to love is the desire for love. 

ca467) 

Life is its own justification and reward, and evil lies only in man's spurious 

attempts to control in others what he no longer can feel for himself. Moreover, 

unlike Milton in Paradise Lost, Stevens does not conceive of human suffering and 

death as an unnatural consequence of sin or of evil, but as the natural consequence 
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of life and of change.
3 

Neither does he regard Satan as an emblem of supernatural 

evil or of unholy defiance, in his allegory of man, but rather as the symbol of his 

own intensified awareness of man's need to overcome his delusions about himself 

and the world. Satan therefore represents to Stevens the poet's response to the 

unreality of man's beliefs and the predisposed certainty from which he excludes 

the imperfect processes of the mind and nature that make possible our acceptance 

of the ambivalence of life. In section 10 of "An Ordinary Evening," Stevens 

clarifies his belief in an equivocal though potentially fulfilling paradise; the 

speaker extols the virtues of living and being in one's own imperfect element: 

It is fatal in the moon and empty there. 
But, here, allons. The enigmatical 
Beauty of each beautiful enigma 

Becomes amassed in a total double-thing. 
We do not know what it real and what is not. 
We say of the moon, it is haunted by the man 

Of bronze whose mind was made up and who, there
fore, died. 

We are not men of bronze and we are not dead. 
His spirit is imprisoned in constant change. 

But ours is not imprisoned. It resides 
In a permanence composed of impermanence, 
In a faithfulness as against the lunar light. 

(C£ 472) 

Thus Stevens feels that our possibilities are exhausted in perfection and certainty 

and that, were heaven to exist, it would likely be no more desirable than the 

paradise portrayed by his speaker in "Sunday Morning": 
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Alas, that they should wear our colors there, 
The silken weavings of our afternoons, 
And pick the strings of our insipid lutes! 

ccr 69) 

Yet through the reaffirmations of poetry and decreation, Stevens feels that the 

possibilities of an imaginative paradise are still open to us. 

Like his speaker in "Notes," Stevens therefore prefers to abandon the 

"external regions" of a paradise sought out of desperation and fear in favor of the 

proximity of his own physical earth and the replenishments of his own decreative 

mind and spirit (Cf 405). Thus, "Poetry I Exceeding music must take the place I 

Of empty heaven and its hymns," as his speaker affirms in "The Man with the Blue 

Guitar" (CP 167). 

But it is poetry with a difference. The difference lies in the fact that, in his 

decreatively "starting over," in finding out for himself what is true, Stevens's 

spiritual chaos becomes inseparable from what in "Saint John and the Back-Ache" 

his speaker calls "the dumbfoundering abyss I Between us and the object, external 

cause, I The little ignorance that is everything" (Cf 437). Like Milton's speaker in 

"Paradise Lost," who espouses ignorance in the form of "Sleep on, I Blest pair; and 

0 yet happiest if ye seek I No happier state," so Stevens recognizes in his poem 

that our happiness, too, is dependent on our ignorance (PL 4.773-75). But it is an 

ignorance that includes not only ourselves and the surrounding creation but also 

our potential as conscious beings. Only through the decreations of poetry in which 
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we tear down in order to rebuild may we begin to more fully understand ourselves 

and our opportunities for participation in the beauty and flux of existence. As 

Raphael suggests to Adam: 

To ask or search I blame thee not, for Heav'n 
Is as the Book of God before thee set, 
Wherein to read his wond'rous Works, and learn 
His Seasons, Hours, or Days, or Months, or Years. 

(PL 8.66-69) 

Decreation may therefore be seen as a viable means of transcending a limited 

perception--not as a means of escaping reality, but as a means of drawing ever 

closer to it--for decreation makes us aware of the things in which we can no longer 

believe, in order that we might more clearly assess the possibilities of things in 

which we can. As Stevens's speaker puts it in section 30 of "An Ordinary 

Evening": 

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

(Cf 487) 

But decreation is more than this: it allows us not only to pursue the present 

and to relinquish the past, but also to become more receptive to things that logic 

and rational thought can never explain; it is an almost mystical process through 

which the poet is transformed by the emotions generated by the questionings of his 

heart and hence part of a series of transcendences that culminate in the largeness of 

experience found in the longer meditative poems. 
4 

As Stevens reminds us in 
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"Lytton Strachey, Also, Enters Into Heaven," the range of our emotional 

experiences is what makes us who we are, or, as his speaker confirms in the poem: 

Memory without passion would be better lost. 
But memory and passion, and with these 

The understanding of heaven, would be bliss, 
If anything would be bliss. 5 

Yet, as skeptical as Stevens is about most things, love remains to him a 

mystery that retains its earthly roots while rising above the earthly, implying 

throughout his work a certainty of belief consistent with the vicissitudes of life. 

Poetry for Stevens becomes a search for the soul (for love directed toward self-

realization) and a desire for the transformations and exhilarations of poetic change. 

But the desire for poetic change is only one aspect that Stevens's hero 

shares with Milton's Satan. Satan does not merely represent the Romantic ideal 

and admired attributes of energy, forbearance, and courage described by Stevens's 

predecessors; he is more human than that and thus represents man's failings as well 

as his heroics. 6 He is depicted by Stevens in one of the early poems, "Palace of the 

Babies" (C£ 77), as the pathetic, solipsistic figure who thinks himself self-created 

and later, in "Notes," as a truly heroic figure redeemed by his objective insights. 

Christ, on the other hand, is seen as more an exemplar than hero in Stevens's later 

poems and, more often than not, as an obtrusive figure because of man's 

dependency on him. 
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In line with the representations of the heroic imagery and Stevens's Satan, 

finally, is the transcendent imagery of birds and flight that is present throughout 

the poetry and that emphasizes the transcendent nature of movement, change, and 

perception. As we shall see, the purpose of Stevens's poetry is primarily to effect a 

changing sense of ourselves and of our reality in order to provide for a greater 

understanding and appreciation of the interdependence between life and change. 

Hence Stevens's concern is with what lies before us--not in the existential sense in 

which we are responsible for our actions in a world without meaning, but in the 

providential sense in which by discovering ourselves we may also discover our 

world. Stevens begins this process in Harmonium by having his speaker describe 

the "birds of black," in "Palace of the Babies," both as a symbol of terror and of 

the collective unconscious seeking access to itself as a center of harmony and 

balance (Cf. 77). In a later poem, "The Pure Good of Theory," Stevens's speaker 

likewise characterizes the "bat expanding as it flies" as "a destroying spiritual" 

(Cf. 332). Unlike Satan in the garden in Paradise Lost, the bat is not the tempter 

and architect of man's destruction, but a symbol of destruction and renewal: "the 

beast of light, I Groaning in half-exploited gutturals I The need of its element" 

(Cf. 333). Stevens's Satan is an emblem not of Satan warring against God or man, 

but of man warring against himself; he is a positive sign of the overcoming of his 

former self, what Burrows describes, in archetypical terms, as the "trickster" or 

"shaman," or "conductor of the dead or of the known into the unknown" (463). 
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Like the serpent in Eden testing our sense of perfection, bounds, and absolutes--in 

poems like "No Possum, No Sop, No Taters" (.c£ 293-94), "The Pastor Caballero" 

(.c£ 379), and "The Auroras of Autumn"(~ 411-21)--Stevens's Satan may be 

compared to the "poisons" he is meant to offset. In a later poem such as "Angels 

Surrounded by Paysans," where he is seen as "the necessary angel of earth ... in 

[whose] sight, [we] see the earth again, I cleared of its stiff and stubborn man

locked set," Stevens's Satan becomes increasingly important as a symbol of 

liberation and of the poet's triumph over negation and despair (CP 496-97). A 

symbol of ambivalence, light, and of God's love, moreover, in poems like ''Notes" 

and "The Rock," he becomes a poetic figure for the potentiality of the mind itself, 

in which the darkness of chaos is transformed by the poet's imaginative sense of 

his world and by "a cure of the ground" (~ 526). 

That a redemptive emphasis marks Stevens's poetry seems almost to go 

without saying, though the manner in which it operates perhaps may not be as 

clear. For the moment, let us say simply that it has to do with the freedom of the 

mind, with nobility and change, and with a purposiveness in which it is clear that 

we are redeemed by becoming ourselves. 

But why is redemption necessary? The fact that we can acknowledge our 

need to change may seem helpful at first, but it may also suggest a loss of meaning 

in our lives--precisely what Stevens conveys through his allusions to Paradise 

L.Q£t. Religion no longer satisfies us; in fact, it causes impairment--or, as 
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Clark Griffith suggests in his critique of "The Men That are Falling" (Cf 187-88): 

"It thus develops a favorite theme of Stevens': no God exists; when man deludedly 

believes there is a God, he succeeds only in blinding himself to the virtues of 

immediate experience" (41). "Impairment," in other words, is no longer a 

symptom of sin or of evil, as it was for Milton's Satan, but the symptom of a 

dictatorship of ideas that condemns our "imperfect" being and emphasizes what we 

lack instead of what we have.7 It leads to "separation, the breaking of unity," and 

to vain hopes and desires, as Milton suggests through his speaker's description of 

the elements that comprise his "limbo of vanity": "Both all things vain, and all 

who in vain things I Built thir fond hopes of Glory, or lasting fame, I Or happiness 

in this or th' other life" (Larson 229; PL 3.448-50). "Impairment" leads as well to 

the false and contradictory behavior characterized by poems such as "Winter 

Bells" (Cf. 141) and "Cortege for Rosenbloom" (Cf. 79-81)-and to stagnation, as 

Stevens's speaker suggests in "Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery": 

If ever the search for a tranquil belief should end, 
The future might stop emerging out of the past, 
Out of what is full of us. 

(Cf. 151) 

But the inability to accept ourselves fully, and our world, leads finally to a 

total rejection of everything, as Stevens's speaker indicates in "Gubbinal": 

The world is ugly, 
And the people are sad. 

(Cf85) 
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There is a choice, however; just as a choice exists in Paradise Lost, so one 

exists in Stevens's poetry. As Denis Donoghue suggests in "The American Style 

of Failure," describing a figure very much like Satan in hell: "Suppose he (the 

poet] were to raise himself from his abjection and, taking failure as his given 

content, transfigure it by the power of his imagination in the form of art. Failure 

would then appear only as the origin of his art and not at all as its final condition" 

( 407). This is what Stevens's Satan is made to do through the transformations of 

poetry, transforming his hell into a heaven through a purgation of pity and fear. 

But how is this same transfiguration achieved as an aspect of theodicy, or of 

the duality that exists between sun and mind, the human and the transcendental? 

On his first visit to the created world in Paradise Lost Satan describes the "earthly 

vessel" as a suitable receptacle for God's light, as a center of harmony and balance: 

Terrestrial Heav'n, danc't round by other Heav'ns 
That shine, yet bear thir bright officious Lamps, 
Light above light, for thee alone, as seems, 
In thee concentring all thir precious beams 
Of sacred influence: As God in Heav'n 
Is Centre, yet extends to all, so thou 
Centring receiv'st from all those Orbs; in thee, 
Not in themselves, all thir known virtue appears 
Productive in Herb, Plant, and nobler birth 
Of Creatures animate with gradual life 
Of Growth, Sense, Reason, all summ'd up in Man. 

(PL 9.103-13) 

In an earlier episode, the speaker similarly describes the motion of the stars in 

relation to the sun, as Satan flies through the firmament toward earth: 
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towards his all-cheering Lamp 
Turn swift thir various motions, or are turn'd 
By his Magnetic beam, that gently warms 
The Universe, and to each inward part 
With gentle penetration, though unseen, 
Shoots invisible virtue even to the deep. 

(fl 3.581-86) 

In Stevens's poem "On the Adequacy of Landscape," by contrast, we encounter 

something new, as the sun relinquishes a much greater part of its power to the 

subordinate image of the mind, as its new focus of reality: 

the sharpest sun: 
The sharpest self, the sensible range, 
The extent of what they are, the strength 
That they exchange. 

(C£244) 

This is further substantiated in Paradise Lost by Mammon's remarks to his peers in 

hell: 

Let us not then pursue 
By force impossible, by leave obtain'd 
Unacceptable, though in Heav'n, our state 
Of splendid vassalage, but rather seek 
Our own good from ourselves, and from our own 
Live to ourselves, though in this vast recess, 
Free, and to none accountable, preferring 
Hard liberty before the easy yoke 
Of servile Pomp. 

(PL 2.249-57) 

The difference in Stevens's poetry is that, through the insights of poetry, we find 

that we are "accountable" not only to ourselves, but also to each other and to the 
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world; so much so that purpose and meaning become increasingly dependent on 

our justification of life rather than on self alone, and on freedom and pathos as the 

means of ensuring that end. Ultimately, through the catharsis of poetry in which 

we can begin to distinguish "what we feel from what we think" (C£ 382), we may 

also come to recognize that in fact, like the warmth of the sun on our face: "All 

things in the sun are sun" (C£ 104); or as Milton's speaker acknowledges in 

Paradise Lost: 

So much the rather thou Celestial Light 
Shine inward, and the mind through all her powers 
Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence 
Purge and disperse. 

(PL 3.51-55) 

In Stevens's poetry, the sun is a symbol of limitless grace and imaginative 

power--not an image confined merely to a section of his poems, but integrated 

throughout. In Ideas of Order, in the midst of death and despair the sun embodies 

life as Stevens entertains his vision of returning Spring and of his sheer delight in 

existence: 

The wild warblers are warbling in the jungle 
Of life and spring and of the lustrous inundations, 
Flood on flood, of our returning sun. 

(Cf 123) 

In his later poems, as the sunlight fades and death approaches, Stevens's 

internalization of sunlight and seasons depicts his growing awareness that "God 

and the imagination are one" (C£ 524). 
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Certainly, a profound change is evident as well in Stevens's projection of 

Satan as a result of the decreative cycles of change. Compared with Milton's 

Satan, in whom "only in destroying I find ease I To my relentless thoughts" 

(PL 9.129-30), we find that the purpose of Steven's Satan is not to destroy but 

redefine experience in order to better understand it--to take it apart, only to put it 

back together in new and constructive ways--or, as the speaker suggests in "The 

Poems of Our Climate": 

There would still remain the never-resting mind, 
So that one would want to escape, come back 
To what had been so long composed. 
The imperfect is our paradise. 
Note that, in this bitterness, delight. 

(C£ 194) 

The implication is there as well to reassess the nature of this experience, 

corresponding to what the speaker in "Connoisseur of Chaos" calls "a law of 

inherent opposites, I Of essential unity"--through which destruction has its 

counterpart: renewal. The imperfect mind, through our acceptance of it, provides 

an avenue for endless growth through both possibility and change (.Cf 215); or as 

Stevens's speaker reminds us: "There must be no cessation I Of motion ... And, 

most, of the motion of thought I And its restless iteration" (C£ 60). 

As a central focus of Stevens's poetry, the mind therefore becomes 

important to an appreciation of Stevens's work, particularly as Stevens uses it to 
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suggest man's distinctiveness and happiness, and the idiom of poetry through 

which he lives. In Paradise Lost, book 1, Satan confides to his angels: 

The mind is its own place, and in itself 
Can make a Heav'n of Hell, a Hell of Heav'n. 

(254-55) 

Stevens uses a similar phrasing in "A Thought Revolved"--"With all his attributes 

no god but man I Of men whose heaven is in themselves, I Or else whose hell "--to 

describe Satan as both scapegoat and redeemer (C£ 186). Hence the phrase "Son 

only of man and sun of men" parodies Milton in books 8 and 9 where his speaker 

suggests: "What if the Sun I Be Centre to the World ... As God in Heav'n I Is 

Centre, yet extends to all" (C£ 185; PL 8.122-23, 9.107-08). As the means of 

approaching the purity of the sun through its imaginative powers, the mind 

becomes part of the sun's imagery as Stevens uses it to develop his ideas about a 

central paradise into which man may be reborn, though not without courage or 

change. Stevens perceives that we have overstepped our bounds projecting 

ourselves onto a reality we know little or nothing about, and that only by 

repudiating the human arrogance that has given rise to the falsifications of reality--

demonstrated by such poems as "Anecdote of the Jar" (C£ 76) and "The Pediment 

of Appearance" (C£ 361-62)--is it possible for us to become reconciled to 

ourselves and to our world. As his speaker suggests in "Notes": 
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How clean the sun when seen in its idea, 
Washed in the remotest cleanliness of a heaven 
That has expelled us and our images. 

(C£ 381) 

In Stevens's estimation, the sun is everything that is possible and good, and 

the "mind of winter"--"not to think I Of any misery in the sound of the wind"--his 

manner of revealing it (Cf 9, 1 0). 
8 

The poverty of space becomes, in "Credences 

of Summer," "the barrenness I Of the fertile thing that can attain no more," and life 

itself "is to have or nothing. I It is a thing to have," a reaffirmation of continuous 

being (C£ 373, 192). In "The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet" Stevens 

dramatizes the poet as one having "the power [both] to destroy us [and] to 

reconstruct us by his transformations" (NA 45); in "Extracts from Addresses to the 

Academy of Fine Ideas" he compares the animations of life produced through 

decreation with the effects of circumscribed thought: 

If 
When he looked, the water ran up the air or grew white 
Against the edge of the ice, the abstraction would 
Be broken and winter would be broken and done, 
And being would be being himself again, 
Being, becoming seeing and feeling and self, 
Black water breaking into reality. 

(C£ 255) 

As the speaker makes clear in section 4, and later in section 6: "It was time to be 

himself again" and "to think his way to life," not death (Cf 255, 256). Finally, in 

section 7 of "The Man with the Blue Guitar" (in which the sun symbolizes internal 

fortitude and strength), Stevens's speaker says of the sun and of existence: 
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Detached from us, from things as they are? 
Not to be part of the sun? To Stand 

Remote and call it merciful? 
The strings are cold on the blue guitar. 

ccr 168) 

If life is to have any meaning at all, then both God and paradise must be here--they 

can be no place else; or, as Stevens softly intimates in Opus Posthumous: "The 

glory of God is the glory of the World" (178). 

The dynamics of poetry and life become a matter of semantics and of 

balance, as between opposing forces or elements--intensity and pain, innocence or 

guilt. Yet choice ultimately comes down to the mind as its source, as to an inner 

confidence or strength, as Stevens indicates in "Saint John and the Back-Ache" 

where his speaker contends: 

The mind is the terriblest force in the world, father, 
Because, in chief, it, only, can defend 
Against itself. At its mercy, we depend 

Upon it. 
ccr 436) 

Redemption becomes a choice between self-affirmation and denial; between what 

Tinder calls sin and death in the Christian context and "glory, or participation in 

the goodness of all that has been created" (72). Yet while Stevens draws heavily 

from the Christian tradition, and particularly from its fundamental tenet of charity, 

his is an eclectic process; for Stevens's theodicy more nearly resembles its Old 

Testament counterpart, in the Book of Job, in which the author describes a 
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one-world philosophy in which grace may be seen as a sense of propriety or right 

and as a reliance on one's self. This is clear from God's reference to Job, in the 

biblical narrative, in which he talks about "the thing that is right," and from 

Stevens's allusion, in "The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet," to the personality 

of the poet as "the force, that keeps poetry a living thing" (Job 42:7; NA 45). 

For the purposes of this argument, the best way of looking at redemption is 

from the vantage point of what Stevens calls in "The Noble Rider and the Sound of 

Words" the affirmations of nobility: 

For the sensitive poet, conscious of negations, nothing 
is more difficult than the affirmations of nobility, and 
yet there is nothing that he requires of himself more 
persistently, since in them and in their kind, alone, are 
to be found those sanctions that are the reasons for his 
being and for that occasional ecstasy, or ecstatic 
freedom of the mind, which is his special privilege. 

(NA 35) 

Whether the difficulties of life are exacerbated by man or stem from a profounder 

reality beyond the mind's control, the poet's reaction is the same, in that his 

nobility becomes the source of "a violence from within that protects us from a 

violence without ... the imagination pressing back against the pressure of reality" 

(NA 36). It is also clear, particularly in later, more mystical poems, such as 

"Esthetique du Mal" (cr 313-26) and "The Auroras of Autumn," that what is said 

to be evil is intended for man's good and the broadening of man's experience. 

Again we are reminded of Elihu's defense of God in the Book of Job, where he 
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says of God's grace: "far be it from God, that he should do wickedness; and from 

the Almighty, that he should commit iniquity. I For the work of a man shall he 

render unto him, and cause every man to find according to his ways" (34: 10-11 ). 

Similarly, in Stevens's poem, "The Latest Freed Man," the speaker suggests 

regarding the challenges facing man: 

To know that the change and that the ox-like struggle 
Come from the strength that is the strength of the sun, 
Whether it comes directly or from the sun. 
It was how he was free. It was how his freedom came. 

(Cf 205) 

Moreover, as God says to his Son in book 3 of Paradise Lost: 

Not free, what proof could they have giv'n sincere 
Of true allegiance, constant Faith or Love, 
Where only what they needs must do, appear' d, 
Not what they would? 

(103.06) 

The same choice apparently exists (both before and after the Fall) for Adam 

and Satan in Paradise Lost, as for Job and Stevens's Satan--whether to make of the 

earth and mind their prison or their home. In section 6 of "Esthetique du Mal," the 

speaker demonstrates his preference: "The sun is the country wherever he is," and 

in section 3 by proposing that "heaven and hell I Are one, and here" (Cf 318, 315). 

In turn, this is reminiscent of the speaker's description of "Terra Paradise" (Cf 

263) in "Montrachet-le-Jardin," in which the speaker implicitly compares the 

chastened character of his earthly paradise with Satan's description of "Terrestrial 

Heav'n" in the opening of book 9 in Paradise Lost: 
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0 Earth, how like to Heav'n, if not preferr'd 
More justly, Seat worthier of Gods, as built 
With second thoughts, reforming what was old. 

(99-101) 

If we ask ourselves what the consequences of freedom are in Stevens's 

poetry--the refutation of God's work or its acceptance?--clearly, there is only one 

response: its acceptance, though an acceptance qualified by what Stevens might 

call an instinct beyond despair.
9 

As his speaker suggests in "Notes": 

An unaffected man in a negative light 
Could not have borne his labor nor have died 
Sighing that he should leave the banjo's twang. 

ca393) 

In "An Ordinary Evening in New Haven," the speaker puts this another way: "The 

instinct for heaven had its counterpart: I The instinct for earth," as he again 

reminds us in Paradise Lost, book 5, where Raphael submits to Adam: "though 

what if Earth I Be but the shadow of Heav'n, and things therein I Each to other like 

more than on Earth is thought?" (a 476; PL 5.574-76). 

Redemption requires that we acclimate ourselves to the earth and its 

spiritual energies; then it becomes easier to understand what Isabel Gamble 

MacCaffrey means when she describes the "mythic journey of life" as circular ... 

which "led, in hope, to the ... recovery of lost paradise, the past recaptured, the 

wound healed" (23-25). It thus becomes easier to appreciate Stevens's comparison 

in "Effects of Analogy," in which he describes poetry as possibly the "strange 

rhetoric of that parallel" between nature and the imagination (NA 118). 
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Like the evening star he follows into Eden in Paradise Lost, Satan becomes 

the arbiter between light and darkness in the Promethean sense in which he regains 

for mankind an appreciation of his world through poetry. Unlike Milton's sinister 

figure, however, Stevens's Satan more nearly resembles the earthly figure of Job, 

who, inflated by an idea of innocence, is ultimately transformed through his own 

humility and by the constant reassurances of his life and soul. 

The allusions therefore bring us round the circle: from Satan's expulsion 

from heaven to his acceptance of hell, from his desire for chaos to his journey 

through chaos, to his final reconciliation with his earth and soul. 

There is one aspect of the journey that still needs to be addressed, involving 

Stevens's most significant allusion; an aspect through which the knowledge of the 

soul and the knowledge of God are joined, while yet remaining eternally apart. In 

Paradise Lost, book 3, God says to his Son concerning man's redemption: 

Some I have chosen of peculiar grace 
Elect above the rest; so is my will: 
The rest shall hear me call, and oft be warn'd 
Thir sinful state, and to appease betimes 
Th' incensed Deity while offer'd grace 
Invites; for I will clear thir senses dark, 
What may suffice, and soft'n stony hearts 
To pray, repent, and bring obedience due. 

(183-90) 

The phrasings "for I will clear thir senses dark" and "soft'n stony hearts" are 

particularly memorable because of Milton's emphases on "light" and "love" as the 

means of unlocking the human mind and heart. While hot unlike Milton's phrase 
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"What may suffice," Stevens substitutes "what will suffice" in "Man and Bottle" 

and "Of Modem Poetry" to convey a more balanced and willful response on the 

part of man, demonstrating his need to stand outside himself and his stagnated 

myths in order to achieve a new vision of reality (.Cf 238, 240). This he 

accomplishes through pathos and myth, and the decreative process--the "law of 

chaos" as "the law of ideas, I Of improvisations and seasons of belief'' (.Cf 255). It 

is further realized by means of what the speaker calls, in "Of Modem Poetry," the 

"actor" or "metaphysician in the dark, twanging I An instrument, twanging a wiry 

string that gives I Sounds passing through sudden rightnesses" (.Cf 240). 

Like the poet portrayed in "Extracts" who seeks, on man's behalf, "A good 

agreement between himself and night, I A chord between the mass of men and 

himself'' (.Cf 256), Stevens's hero is like W. B. Yeats's "objective man" in Per 

Arnica Silentia Lunae, in the section entitled Anima Hominis, in which Yeats 

characterizes him as follows: 

If we cannot imagine ourselves as different from what 
we are, and try to assume that second self, we cannot 
impose a discipline upon ourselves though we may 
accept one from others. Active virtue, as distinguished 
from the passive acceptance of a code, is therefore 
theatrical, consciously dramatic, the wearing of a 
mask. 

(334i
0 

Yet, in Stevens's efforts to objectify consciousness through his poems, 

there is something else apparent that should not be overlooked: a desire to access 

21 



the unconscious through the "poem of the mind" to attain a knowledge of the 

metaphysical by way of "belief in one's element" (a 239, 258). As Stevens's 

speaker makes clear in "Of Modem Poetry," "The poem of the mind ... It has not 

always had I To find," and in "Notes," "There was a myth before the myth began, I 

Venerable and articulate and complete" (a 239, 383). Finally, in "To the One of 

Fictive Music," the speaker refers to poetry simply as 

the music summoned by the birth 
That separates us from the wind and sea, 
Yet leaves us in them, until earth becomes, 
By being so much of the things we are. 

ca87) 

Here we are reminded of our presence on earth, of the mystery of the birth of 

consciousness, and of the influence of poetry on our perceptions of reality--for we 

must begin with what we know and with the elements of which we are composed, 

as Stevens's speaker suggests. 

In Stevens's reworking of Milton's phrase "What may suffice," there is 

reemphasis not only on man's need to be himself in order to better understand 

himself in his world, but also reaffirmation of his ignorance in knowing the part he 

is to play. Hence only by being ourselves are we truly part of the life we live, and 

only by becoming ourselves can we move closer to a fuller understanding and 

appreciation of life and of our place in it. Stevens addresses this metaphysical 

theme in mystical terms illumined variously by poems such as "Re-statement of 

Romance" (.C~ 146), "Study of Images I" (.c£ 463-64 ), "Study of Images II" 
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(~ 464-65), and "To an Old Philosopher in Rome" (~ 508-11) in which the 

speaker relates 

How easily the blown banners change to wings ... 
Things dark on the horizons of perception, 
Become accompaniments of fortune, but 
Of the fortune of the spirit, beyond the eye, 
Not of its sphere, and yet not far beyond, 
The human end in the spirit's greatest reach, 
The extreme of the known in the presence of the extreme 

Of the unknown. 
(~508) 

Stevens intimates in "Imagination as Value": "If the imagination is the faculty by 

which we import the unreal into what is real, its value is the value of the way of 

thinking by which we project the idea of God into the idea of Man" (NA 150). 

This notion is further substantiated by the birth of Christ in "One of the Inhabitants 

of the West" and by the "reader of the text" (~ 503) which, in "Of Modem 

Poetry," is portrayed by "an invisible audience [that] listens": 

Not to the play, but to itself, expressed 
In an emotion as of two people, as of two 
Emotions becoming one. 

(C£240) 

Yet beyond this view of participatory experience in which the distance 

between ourselves and God is the same as between ourselves and one another lies 

something else-what we might call the necessary distance between God and man, 

or the darkness of uncertainty and ignorance which through poetry and decreation 

is converted from disorder and confusion into an "ocean of potentiality," 
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possibility, and light. 11 As Satan himself says of this distance in Paradise Lost, 

book 1: "fardest from him is best" (247). So it is with this sense of self-sufficiency 

that Stevens is able to pursue the idea of distance as a necessary catalyst to man's 

growth. Unlike Milton, however, Stevens does not aspire to a Platonic 

transcendence from matter to spirit; he seeks instead a metaphorical 

transcendence--and a balance between body and spirit-as in "Life is Motion" (Cf 

83), and "Esthetique du Mal," where his speaker talks about "the metaphysical 

changes that occur, I Merely in living as and where we live" (Cf 326). In "The 

Glass of Water" (Cf 197-98), for example, his speaker compares physical states to 

metaphysical ones as to the validity and substance of a proposed but sensuous 

reality (Cf 326). First and foremost in Stevens's mind, "Poetry is [a] satisfying of 

the desire for resemblance": 

Poetry if it did nothing but satisfy a desire would not 
rise above the level of many lesser things. Its 
singularity is that in the act of satisfying the desire for 
resemblance it touches the sense of reality, it enhances 
the sense of reality, heightens it, intensifies it. If 
resemblance is described as a partial similarity 
between two dissimilar things, it complements and 
reinforces that which the two dissimilar things have in 
common. It makes it brilliant. When the similarity is 
between things of adequate dignity, the resemblance 
may be said to transfigure or to sublimate them. 

(NA 77) 

What remains is an accentuation of reality through poetry and metaphor, 

one that explains the contrasts between light and darkness in Stevens's final 
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allusion, so the greater the apparent distance between compared things, the sharper 

the contrast and the clarity of distinction once the resemblance is achieved. 

Distance, therefore, becomes of vital importance to Stevens's poetry, 

particularly as Stevens uses it in connection with darkness and light to express the 

force of the imagination as a power capable of surpassing the speed of light in its 

effects. As Stevens says of its creative function in "The Figure of the Youth as 

Virile Poet": "Like light, it adds nothing, except itself. What light requires a day 

to do, and by day I mean a kind of Biblical revolution of time, the imagination 

does in the twinkling of an eye" (NA 61-62). Still, as Stevens reminds us in 

"Three Academic Pieces": "the light alone creates a unity not only in the 

recedings of distance, where differences become invisible, but also in the contacts 

of closer sight. So, too ... each man resembles all other men" (NA 71-72). 

Stevens reminds us again of our humanity and its limitations in "Two 

Versions of the Same Poem" (Cf 353) and "The Plain Sense of Things" (Cf 502), 

where we discover that it is precisely these same qualities of human imperfection, 

as Stevens describes them, that account for our freedom and happiness, and the 

possibilities of poetry. Stevens clarifies this point in "Notes," part 1, where his 

speaker affirms: 
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But the difficultest vigor is forthwith, 
On the image of what we see, to catch from that 

Irrational moment its unreasoning, 
As when the sun comes rising, when the sea 
Clears deeply, when the moon hangs on the wall 

Of heaven-haven. These are not things transformed. 
Yet we are shaken by them as if they were. 
We reason about them with a later reason. 

<cr 399) 

Stevens shows us that through the exhilarations of a poetry sustained through the 

emotions, humanity can attain an appreciation of things imperceptible to the 

rational mind, or at least draw near enough to subliminal reality to appreciate the 

physical reality that surrounds it. This acceptance of reality is clear from the 

speaker's comments in part 4: 

We reason of these things with later reason 
And we make of what we see, what we see clearly 
And have seen, a place dependent on ourselves. 

<cr 401) 

But there is something else at work here. Apart from the speaker's 

unswerving faith in his own resources, the humbling awareness of something 

greater than himself--what Stevens describes as the poetic equivalent of the grace 

of God ("Description without Place," cr 339-46)--permeates his senses, granting 

him a sense of the infinite borne out by the relaxation of tension in the later poetry. 

In "An Ordinary Evening," the speaker compares Milton's chaos-"a dark I 

Illimitable ocean without bound I Without dimension, where length, breadth, and 
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highth, I And time and place are lost" (fL 2.891-94)--with the mind's awareness 

both of itself and of the nature of love: 

Coming together in a sense in which we are poised, 
Without regard to time or where we are, 

In the perpetual reference, object 
Of the perpetual meditation, point 
Of the enduring, visionary love. 

(Cf 466) 

As Stevens's speaker says in "Things of August" of the ends of poetry and the need 

for balance and humility: "The woman is chosen but not by him, I Among the 

endlessly emerging accords" (.Cf 493). 

What truly makes men happy, in Stevens's view, may be likened to "[w]hat 

may suffice, and soft'n stony hearts," in God's view; in the contrasts between light 

and darkness, body and spirit, we soon find, as Stevens's speaker submits: 

High poetry and low: 
Experience in perihelion 
Or in the penumbra of summer night-

(Cf490) 

Even as we can see stars at great distances, in the deep silences of night, and hear 

sounds from far away, so too does Stevens make it possible for us, at the very 

center of chaos, to find a way through the distance to a God who is humanly near. 

Until now I have focused attention primarily on Stevens's allusions to 

Paradise Lost, their importance in promoting the mind as the center of reality; and 

finally Stevens's use of allegory and pathos to explain human arrogance as the 
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cause of man's despair. I have not yet applied these Milton analogues to Stevens 

scholars of the "transcendentalist" and "humanist" schools, but will do so now. 

Few critics have yet made any allegorical connection between Stevens and 

Milton, nor have they found an adequate sense of structure among the proposed 

allusions. One exception is Adelaide Kirby Morris, who identifies in Satan's 

cynicism, in "Palace of the Babies," what I feel is the basic structural component 

of Stevens's entire allegorical theme. She makes this connection a tentative one, 

however, since her remarks are confined to a single poem. She says, for example, 

of Stevens's protagonist: "He is the cynic roaming outside the palace of the babies, 

like Milton's Satan circling paradise, while 'in his heart his disbelief lay cold"' 

(146). Yet it is this same sense of "disbelief' that underscores our own perceptions 

about life and best explains the rift between love and fear at the heart of Stevens's 

poetry. 

Apart from Morris's brief identification, Milton's Satan is not mentioned 

elsewhere in the criticism, despite the numerous allusions, many of which are 

quoted in earlier pages. Other references to Satan-not necessarily Milton's--are 

made by George Paul Castellitto and Edward Kessler. Castellitto and Kessler both 

identify the serpent in "Auroras" as "the creature of change, flux and time" and, as 

the embodiment of "Stevens' concept of transience, his perpetually changing self 

and world" (Castellitto 171; Kessler 13). Castellitto's allusion to the serpent of 

Genesis, however, goes one step further by identifying the serpent of "Auroras" as 
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a sort of "trickster." The difference between Stevens's interpretation and 

Castellitto's lies in Stevens's perception of the serpent as a reflection of man and in 

the reasons he gives for our lacking an affiliation with our world. 12 As mentioned 

before, the "trickster" leads us from spiritual death into life; from the poem itself, 

Satan is "the master of the maze I Of body and air and forms and images" who 

brings us round as a prodigal returned to the source of life and love. He is 

therefore a symbol of continuity, the transcendental and the human, and thus of our 

imperfect, human, and emotional selves (Cf 411 ). 13 

Yet Kessler finds in Stevens's love of sensuous reality a rejection of the 

transcendent, though it is precisely Stevens's internalization of imaginative 

perception, through the emotions, that gives his poems their authenticity and 

genuineness. 14 We need the self to give us the sense of experience, as in the 

poignant remarks of the speaker in "Peter Quince at the Clavier": 

it plays 
On the clear viol of her memory, 
And makes a constant sacrament of praise. 

(Cf 92) 

Love, too, is paradoxical: it is a union between two persons, yet is an experience 

wholly contained within the self; in this sense, the centrality of self is not so much 

a rejection of transcendence, or of the desire for transcendence, as it is a locus of 

certainty, however momentary and fleeting. 
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Acknowledgment of any transcendental element is infrequent in Stevens' 

criticism. The majority of critics perceive an agnostic tendency, on Stevens's part, 

to the exclusion of all else. 15 Even among the more notable exceptions who 

acknowledge Stevens's visionary purpose (Joseph Carroll and Roy Harvey Pearce, 

for example), there has been the tendency to confine critical attention largely to a 

consideration of the transcendent element in the later poetry--the purest 

meditations of an aging poet, perhaps, seeking some final solace in the fulfillments 

of a transcendental belief. 16 Instead, I see the poems in The Auroras of Autumn 

and elsewhere in the later poetry as the progressive meditations of a mature mind 

working through its doubts and inconsistencies toward a more humble 

acknowledgment of the source of its reality--a process begun in his earliest 

collection, Harmonium (1931). 

Stevens's poetry conveys a more purposeful sense of what God is trying to 

do, showing us through various scenes not only our innocence and ignorance, but 

also a determined confidence and humility that sets us free. In this regard, Stevens 

moves far beyond Milton, providing us with a more enthralling paradise through 

poetry as the center of all life and experience--and, in this regard, comes closer to 

current scientific thinking regarding the functional laws of the universe. 17 

Yet while Pearce and Carroll both maintain an intelligent discourse on the 

subject of the mechanics of change and decreation, it is the human aspect or 

allegorical perspective that touches the heart and makes Stevens's poetry so 
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impressive. 18 Stevens reconciles a pervasive humanism with an otherwise dying 

religious belief and, in so doing, incorporates historical beliefs with the present and 

change. Stevens's primary concern is with what Castellitto calls "immersion rather 

than transcendence of the objects of the world" (1 ). He emphasizes the center, the 

soul, civilization, and the secular, rather than the great metaphysical beyond, and 

our responsibilities to one another and ourselves. 

In my first chapter, "The Poems of Harmonium," I consider Stevens' 

initiation of this process by exploring, in "The Comedian as the Letter C" 

(.Cf 27-46), a retreat into darkness that examines the bases of fear and power, and 

the birth of consciousness. In related poems, the speaker considers the 

psychological repercussions of natural change on man's ability to reshape his 

thoughts; for Stevens feels that, through an affinity with the elements and seasons 

and, consequently, through the decreative cycles of myth, man can separate 

himself from his faltering negations, leaving them well behind. The idea of this 

chapter is to demonstrate in allegorical terms the nature of man's "servitude"-

"Thyself not free, but to thyself enthrall'd," as Abdiel tells Satan in Paradise Lost; 

it is also to discuss Stevens's portrayal through the unreality of man's beliefs the 

nature of man's vanity (PL 6.178, 181 ). As a result, we find ourselves suspended 

indefinitely in a "Limbo" between heaven and earth (PL 3.495). 

The second chapter, "Where Would We Be_Without the Hero?" considers 

Stevens' continuation of this "central" focus by assessing the "journey of life"--the 

31 



night journey through chaos--and by re-evaluating Satan's role as the "north star, 

central I In our oblivion, of summer's I Imagination, the golden rescue (a 275). 19 

The chapter concludes as it defines the mythical concepts of "trial," "repentance," 

and "love"; the "sailing" poems' significance; Venus, Ulysses, and the various 

meanings of light; and the perennial conflict between man and the unknown. 

The third chapter, "The Imperfect Is Our Paradise," completes the circle 

with an overview of the decreative process as the poetic counterpart in Stevens of 

the "life instinct" and thus as a unique incorporation of scientific, religious, and 

philosophical thought that emphasizes both his conception of an eternal chaos and 

of an imperfect world perfect in its conception. 20 Stevens points to the evidence of 

an "uncreated" God in Paradise Lost--"Boundless the Deep, because I am who fill I 

Infinitude, nor vacuous the space. I Though I uncircumscrib'd myself retire"--and 

to the "knowledge of being, sense without sense of time" that he feels determines 

our future happiness (PL 7.168-70; !:£ 350). As Milton's speaker suggests: 

To ask or search I blame thee not, for Heav'n 
Is as the Book of God before thee set, 
Wherein to read his wond'rous Works, and learn 
His Seasons, Hours, or Days, or Months, or Years. 

(PL 8.66-69) 

Finally, through Stevens's allusion to Christian charity in Paradise Lost--"A 

paradise within thee, happier far"--our attention is diverted both to the possibilities 

of poetry and to the poetic "book of reconciliation" that, through pathos, Stevens 

believes may ultimately reunite mankind with itself (PL 12.587; !:£ 345). 
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Chapter 1 

The Poems of Harmonium 

In the poems of Harmonium, and more specifically in "The Comedian as 

the Letter C," we are shown the power and persuasiveness of nature and the 

subliminal influence that man and nature exert to perpetuate humanity's continued 

severance from itself and its emotions. At the same time we are made equally 

aware of the opposite and as yet unrealized provisions in nature for our subsequent 

recovery; in poems like "Domination of Black" (Cf 8-9) and "The Snow Man" 

ccr 9-1 0) we are introduced not only to fear, but also to the necessity of working 

through that fear in order to reach our fullest potential. 

In "The Comedian," one of the first things emphasized is the inordinate 

manner in which man seeks mastery over himself and his world by mimicking 

nature and its powers in order to feel more religiously secure. Infusing certainty 

into an uncertain world, he deludes himself into believing things he knows are not 

true instead of decreatively confronting his fears and the challenges and 

possibilities of change. Feeling unjustly impaired, like Satan in Paradise Lost, he 

seeks vainly for answers beyond himself that are to be found within his own 
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imperfect being. Like Crispin, he becomes a clown-caricature of himself, and we 

are left with the feeling that, despite an inherent tendency toward meekness and 

humility, he will remain, like Crispin, "the insatiable egotist," a willful perpetrator 

of denial and discontent in a world of meaningless events (Cf 30). Still, as the 

speaker in the poem suggests: 

He could not be content with counterfeit, 
With masquerade of thought, with hapless words 
That must belie the racking masquerade, 
With fictive flourishes that preordained 
His passion's permit, hang of coat, degree 
Of buttons, measure of his salt. Such trash 
Might help the blind, not him, serenely sly. 
It irked beyond his patience. Hence it was, 
Preferring text to gloss, he humbly served 
Grotesque apprenticeship to chance event, 
A clown, perhaps, but an aspiring clown. 

(C£ 39) 

The suggestion is that by continuing to trust his feelings in his pursuit of the 

real, the truth will not long evade him; in the present context, unable to explain 

change, Crispin must defy man's ability to change and, unable to explain life, find 

little purpose in living it and even less point in trying to explain it. Yet, whether 

we choose to blame rationalism or religion for this faulty way of reasoning--an 

idea later expressed in "Crude Foyer" (C£ 305)--the point remains the same: to 

Stevens, whether as Christians or as nihilists, we historically withdraw from fear 

into a kind of certainty of darkness to protect ourselves. 
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There is method to man's madness nonetheless--the desire for power and the 

attainment of his own self-serving ends; thus self-denial becomes a means to 

power, whether through cold, antiseptic explanations of the universe or through 

"evil made magic, as in catastrophe" (Cf 253), enabling Stevens through poems 

such as "Negation" (Cf 97-98) and "Extracts"--and "The Comedian," which they 

later complement--to present an historical critique of what through time has come 

to be regarded as the yoke of medieval or historical Christianity. 21 Just as 

impairment exists in both real and imagined terms, so servitude exists as a 

condition of that impairment. As Abdiel suggests in Paradise Lost: 

This is servitude, 
To serve th' unwise, or him who hath rebell'd 
Against his worthier, as thine now serve thee, 
Thyself not free, but to thyself enthrall' d. 

(PL 6.178-81) · 

In "The Comedian," this condition is clear from the allusion to Crispin's flight 

from Europe in his quest for religious freedom, and from the speaker's references 

to the "voyage, out of goblinry" and to "the span I Of force, the quintessential 

fact ... [t]he thing that makes him envious in phrase" (Cf 35, 33). As Friedrich 

Nietzsche reminds us in The Gay Science: "That our actions, thoughts, feelings, 

movements come into our consciousness--at least a part of them--is the 

consequence of a fearfully protracted compulsion which lay over man: as the most 

endangered animal he required help, protection, he required his own kind, he had 

to express his needs, know how to make himself understood--and for all that he 

35 



first had need of 'consciousness.' ... Supposing this observation to be correct, I 

may then go on to conjecture that consciousness evolved at all only under the 

pressure of need for communication--that it was from the very first necessary and 

useful only between man and man (between commanders and obeyers in 

particular) and also evolved only in proportion to the degree of this usefulness" 

(65-66). 

Stevens observes in "Imagination as Value" that "the reason of a few men 

has always been the reason of the world"; yet men "act as their imaginations impel 

them to act" (NA 142). He is opposed to the wrongful acts of men perpetrated in 

the name of providence and also to their subsequent denial of the imagination. 

Even Crispin, for all his faults and wavering sentiments, has enough presence of 

mind at long last to realize that: 

These bland excursions into time to come, 
Related in romance to backward flights, 
However prodigal, however proud, 
Contained in their afflatus the reproach 
That first drove Crispin to his wandering. 

(C£39) 

Yet Crispin's acknowledgment of human arrogance (and his own) is short-lived, as 

is his awareness of the essential nature of the imagination; as the speaker in the 

poem ironically suggests: "The blue infected will," as Crispin's perception 

becomes blurred through its own excesses (Cf 40). 

36 



In Crispin's search for religious freedom, I am reminded of those who 

inhabit the "Paradise of Fools" described by Milton's speaker in Paradise Lost: 

All who have thir reward on Earth, the fruits 
Of painful Superstition and blind Zeal, 
Naught seeking but the praise of men, here find 
Fit retribution, empty as thir deeds. 

(PL 3.451-54) 

Still, Crispin does manage to retain a simplified connection with his earth, as the 

speaker points out at the beginning of part 4: "nota: his soil is man's intelligence I 

That's better. That's worth crossing seas to find" (C£ 36). 

Hedged in by the limitations of his world and by his limited control over it, 

Crispin, like Job, must ultimately acknowledge that though he cannot fathom the 

reasons for events, these events transpire for a reason and, ultimately, for his 

betterment. The problem is in finding the proper balance between his own sense 

of propriety and the grace bestowed upon him by a power greater than himself, 

expressed through the uniqueness of his own thoughts and feelings. 

For Crispin, "the difficulties of the imagination" are too great, and are 

abandoned in favor of his return to social nature and a simpler reality. Still, as 

Stevens makes clear in "The Poems of Our Climate" (C£ 193-94), this will never 

be enough; the desire for more will always bring us, or the poet within us, back to 

the imagination as the source of our reality. "Like Candide," Crispin becomes 

both hermit and "indulgent fatalist": "For realist, what is is what should be" 

(cr 42, 44, 41). No longer desiring to know all--as a god would know all--he 
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content'i himself simply with taking care of his garden. But, while Crispin is 

obviously more human than hero, and perhaps even defeated, he is nevertheless 

aware of his limitations and affectionately nurturing of his bloodline of future 

questioners. Although Crispin may only momentarily grasp the idea of God, it is 

clear that the speaker of the poem does, in his revelation that "proving what he 

[Crispin] proves I Is nothing, what can all this matter since I The relation comes, 

benignly, to its end?" (.C~ 46). 

In "On the Manner of Addressing Clouds," Stevens's speaker takes the point 

of religious faith a dramatic step further by advancing the notion that man, for all 

his efforts, is ignorant not only of his surroundings but also of the life process that 

sustains him, suggesting the long-overdue movement from religious pomp to a 

reconsideration of "the stale, mysterious seasons . . . these I The responsive ... the 

music of meet resignation" (Cf. 56). I am reminded of the speaker's reference in 

Paradise Lost to "the Book of God before thee set, I Wherein to read his wond'rous 

Works, and learn I His Seasons, Hours, or Days, or Months, or Years" 

(PL 8.67-69). 

Meanwhile, in "The Place of the Solitaires," the speaker responds to the 

staleness of man's didacticism, the rigidity with which man seems impervious to 

change, as he softly repeats the timeless axiom: "There must be no cessation I Of 

motion ... And, most, of the motion of thought I And its restless iteration" 

(CP 60). 
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But the deistic, cyclical tendency to which I have been alluding finally is 

unmistakable in "Notes," in which the speaker clarifies the sacredness of change: 

A thing final in itself and, therefore, good: 
One of the vast repetitions final in 
Themselves and, therefore, 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 a table in a wood. 

ca4o5) 

In Stevens's conception of reality, man is quickened and sustained not only by the 

temporal qualities of his existence, but is also made to understand the vital import 

of his thoughts and feelings as a reflection of the natural decreative process; for its 

presence in nature ("What will suffice") is what ultimately governs the direction of 

his life and grants him the means of charting his progress through time, both as the 

means of focusing on the purpose of his life and on what in his life is truly 

important and worthy of his devotion ccr 239). 

Yet, for all that, mankind remains disenchanted, spuming both nature and 

those who cast aspersions on it. In "Imagination as Value," Stevens states: "A 

generation ago we should have said that the imagination is an aspect of the conflict 

between man and nature. Today we are more likely to say that it is an aspect of 

the conflict between man and organized society" (NA 150). Likewise, in "Palace 

of the Babies," Stevens shows that, deprived of the imagination, we withdraw in 

terror as from the dictates of religion or some other tyranny of man, while at the 
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same time showing that it is neither good for us to be alone nor even possible, 

since we are influenced continuously throughout our lives both by nature and by 

the thoughts and actions of others: 

If in a shimmering room the babies came, 
Drawn close by dreams of fledgling wing, 
It was because night nursed them in its fold. 

Night nursed not him in whose dark mind 
The clambering wings of birds of black revolved, 
Making harsh torment of the solitude. 

The walker in the moonlight walked alone, 
And in his heart his disbelief lay cold. 

ca11) 

As if in a painting by Breughel, with its Satan-like figure, psychological 

phenomena are depicted as supernatural demons rather than as intimations of 

subconscious truth; and our fear of the unknown is translated into a fear of the 

subconscious as a source of evil, the true source of our interconnectedness with 

others.
22 

As Stevens's speaker suggests, either the imagination will draw us closer 

together, or summon only our deepest fears and pangs of guilt within a labyrinth of 

self concern. The imagination must therefore choose between self-affirmation and 

denial, or as Stevens's speaker suggests in a later poem, "Dutch Graves in Bucks 

County": 

An end of evil in a profounder logic, 
In a peace that is more than a refuge, 
In the will of what is common to all men. 

ca29I) 
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Touching the heart of charity, though in more human and earthly terms, the sense 

of the poem is that our objective hopes are reborn through art, as Stevens contends, 

and not through religion, whether by means of imaginative fire and demons, or the 

mythical hero himself, as in "The Man with the Blue Guitar," in which "this 

'hoard I Of destructions"' is presented as "a picture of ourselves, I Now, an image 

of our society" ca 173). It is at least a place to start, mythically speaking. In 

terms of contrasts and analogy, Stevens's purpose differs from Milton's in his 

progression of thought from Satan's demise to elevation. The "trickster cycle 

[therefore] corresponds to the earliest and least developed period of life" (Burrows 

463). As such, the "antihero" corresponds to a figure of denial who must learn to 

assert the self in order to become one harmoniously with his world (Burrows 450). 

In terms of the lessons to be learned from myth, it is a matter of learning to 

identify with our fears in order to overcome them and go on with our lives. As 

Stevens's speaker suggests in "The Novel": 

It is odd, too, how that Argentine is oneself, 
Feeling the fear that creeps beneath the wool, 
Lies on the breast and pierces into the heart. 

ca458) 

It becomes increasingly apparent that we must learn to change our attitudes toward 

one another through a greater understanding of the resemblances between us, and 

by discovering the ambivalence that lives in the depth of our fears: "a black unreal 

I In which a real lies hidden and alive" (a 458). Hence, the more we think of 
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"disbelief' as lacking imaginative faith in our dealings with reality, the more the 

imagination, like "faith," will become our most vital link to reality; or, as Stevens's 

speaker suggests, as a light in the midst of darkness: "A candle is enough to light 

the world" (a 172). 

As we seek the totality of being that exists through our bonds with the earth 

and one another, we should strive to recognize in the "birds of black" with which 

we started a resemblance not merely to ourselves but to "the beast of light" 

encountered later on in "The Pure Good of Theory": 

Groaning in half-exploited gutturals 

The need of its element, the final need 
Of final access to its element--
Of access like the page of a wiggy book. 

(C£ 333) 

So rather than make of our confinement and solitary state a condition of misery--a 

point Stevens continues to make throughout his poetry--the speaker insists instead 

we should make of the earth, and of this prison of the mind, our home. The 

speaker clarifies in "The Rock" that the mind is, after all 

The starting point of the human and the end, 
That in which space itself is contained, the gate 
To the enclosure, day, the things illumined 

By day, night and that which night illumines, 
Night and its midnight-minting fragrances, 
Night's hymn of the rock, as in a vivid sleep. 

(Cf 528) 
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But the mind is also imperfect and subject to many influences, the worst of 

which exaggerate life's negatives, detracting from life's meaning. The purpose of 

myth, then, as I understand it--and of poetry, in the final analysis--is to get at, or 

behind, the truth so far as it is possible in order to help us better understand the 

things we believe and our reasons for believing them. As the speaker suggests in 

"The Comedian": 

What was the purpose of his pilgrimage, 
Whatever shape it took in Crispin's mind, 
If not, when all is said, to drive away 
The shadow of his fellows from the skies, 
And, from their stale intelligence released, 
To make a new intelligence prevail? 

(Cf 37) 

We must learn to question everything and to make up our own minds about 

things--for as life changes, so must our approach to life as we strive to reaffirm the 

terms of our beliefs and the meaning of our existence. In the words of Stevens's 

speaker in "Men Made Out of Words": 

What should we be without the sexual myth, 
The human revery or poem of death? 

Castratos of moon-mash--Life consists 
Of propositions about life. The human 

Revery is a solitude in which 
We compose these propositions, tom by dreams, 

By the terrible incantations of defeats 
And by the fear that defeats and dreams are one. 

(.CF. 355-56) 
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It seems that life has meaning for us only to the extent to which we can overcome 

fear and live life for its own sake, and so for the sake of the imagination. Nowhere 

else is this more evident than in one of Stevens's earliest poems, "Le Monocle de 

Mon Oncle" (Cf 13-18), where Stevens sets the stage for his later mysticism by 

broadly defining the basis for his belief against a background of endless suffering, 

death, and denial.23 Satan's plight in Paradise Lost comes to mind; he can fmd no 

hope except through his own evil devices and no reconcilement with God--

however obliquely--except through man: 

All hope excluded thus, behold instead 
Of us out-cast, exil'd, his new delight, 
Mankind created, and for him this World. 

(PL 4.1 05-07) 

Meanwhile, in "Le Monocle," as the speaker invokes the mother of heaven, he 

realizes almost in the same breath that in mocking her (the Christian symbol) as he 

mocks himself, he is effectively denying that which is best in us all. In the 

opening lines, he repeats the word "nothing" in order to suggest from the simile, 

"Like the clashed edges of two words that kill," the result of such negation 

(IT 13). Finally, in the third stanza, with regard to the meaning of life, the 

speaker asks simply: "Is it for nothing, then?" (IT 13-14). 

But life is not without meaning, according to Stevens, but is instead a 

balanced and continuous flow of movement and seasons. Stevens's purpose is 

even less to detract from Christianity (or the myth of Christian heaven) than it is to 
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destroy utterly the complacency with which mankind attaches a sense of 

meaninglessness to its mortal condition; for life is made precious by its limitations 

and is a balanced proposition in every respect(~ 13). Even negation plays its 

part. 

Starting from nothing, "having, as we hope, washed the imagination clean," 

as Stevens suggests (NA 62), we continue our discussion of the poem by assessing 

the figure of Aphrodite as "the foam-born goddess and Cytherea crowned with 

beauty" in Hesiod's Theogony (3.196) and as Stevens's symbol of resurgent myth 

and of the continuous cycle of desire: 

The sea of spuming thought foists up again 
The radiant bubble that she was. And then 
A deep up-pouring from some saltier well 
Within me, bursts its watery syllable. 

(~ 13) 

More than this, Aphrodite is an expression of pure emotion, the intermediary 

between heaven and earth, and the protectress of the womb of Earth and of men 

made out of words (Cf 355-56). In "Homunculus et La Belle Etoile," she is 

described as "The young emerald, evening star": 

From whose being by starlight, on sea-coast, 
The innermost good of their seeking 
Might come in the simplest of speech. 

(Cf 25-27) 

But she is no mere symbol of romantic wish-fulfillment; on the contrary, 

Aphrodite expresses the combined strength of reality with the strength of the 
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imagination, what Stevens calls in "The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet" "not 

only desire but the fulfillment of desire, not only the petition but the hannonious 

decree" (NA 50). The speaker conveys a similar idea in "Credences," where 

Aphrodite signifies "the more than visible," as "This, in sight and memory, I Must 

take its place, as what is possible I Replaces what is not" (Cf 376). 

Created from the sexual organs of her father Zeus in the original Greek 

version of this myth, in Stevens's version Aphrodite is a more sublime expression 

of love. 

If sex were all, then every trembling hand 
Could make us squeak, like dolls, the wished-for 

words. 
But note the unconscionable treachery of fate, 
That makes us weep, laugh, grunt and groan, and 

shout 
Doleful heroics, pinching gestures forth 
From madness or delight, without regard 
To that first, foremost law. 

(Cf 17) 

Aphrodite exemplifies a more enduring and spiritual quality intensified through 

life: 

The measure of the intensity of love 
Is measure, also, of the verve of earth. 

(Cf 14) 

This intensity of love is then deepened by death, as in "Sunday Morning": 

Death is the mother of beauty; hence from her 
Alone, shall come fulfillment to our dreams 
And our desires. 

(.c£69) 
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But in "Sunday Morning," Aphrodite becomes something more as symbol 

of the anima ("that part of the psyche in communication with the unconscious") 

and of the animus ("that part of the psyche which facilitates relations with the 

unconscious"), in the process overcoming "both our fears of life and fears of 

death" (Burrows 449, 50; "The Brave Man," Cf 138). Most important of all, she 

symbolizes Eros, love directed toward self-realization, and the heroic element that 

exists within us all. "We have and are the man"--as Stevens's speaker explains in 

"Examination of the Hero in a Time of War" (Cf 279). 24 Aphrodite thus 

symbolizes man's imperfect happiness and his movement towards the center, and 

the tentative bond that exists between self-reliance and humility. In "Of Bright & 

Blue Birds & the Gala Sun," the speaker suggests: 

we think 

Without the labor of thought, in that element, 
And we feel, in a way apart, for a moment, as if 
There was a bright scienza outside of ourselves, 

A gaiety that is being, not merely knowing, 
The will to be and to be total in belief, 
Provoking a laughter, an agreement, by surprise. 

(Cf248) 

Likewise, in "The Creations of Sound" we find: 
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If the poetry of X was music, 
So that it came to him of its own, 
Without understanding, out of the wall 

Or in the ceiling, in sounds not chosen, 
Or chosen quickly, in a freedom 
That was their element, we should not know 

That X is an obstruction, a man 
Too exactly himself, and that there are words 
Better without an author, without a poet. 

(.Cf 310)
25 

In Stevens's mockery of Christian belief there is nevertheless a softness of 

imagery, an ironic though soothing veneration of symbols, a gentle suasion of the 

heart. As Stevens suggests above, however, Christianity exerts a negative 

influence on people's lives when it promotes personal fears of eternal damnation 

and an unrealistic, unknowable promise of perfect paradise. Even here he shows 

us that the paradise we stake our faith on cannot possibly fulfill us in the ways in 

which our own earth can. In "Large Red Man Reading," the speaker suggests of 

heaven's inhabitants that 

They were those that would have wept to step barefoot into 
reality, 

That would have wept and been happy, have shivered in the 
frost 

And cried out to feel it again, have run fingers over leaves 
And against the most coiled thorn, have seized on what was 

ugly 
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And laughed, as he sat there reading, from out of the purple 
tabulae, 

The outlines of being and its expressings, the syllables of its 
law. 

(C£ 423-24) 

Like those who dwell in "Limbo" in Paradise Lost, the residents of heaven in 

"Large Red Man Reading" are suspended unnaturally between heaven and earth; 

the speaker reminds us in the "The Men That are Falling" that Jesus' ministry was 

a prescription for those not truly living, a bold restatement and vital 

exemplification of the spiritual life, a realization prompted by Jesus' own words, in 

John 10, in which he says: "I am come that they might have life, and that they 

might have it more abundantly" (PL 3.495; John 10:10). 

The essential point of Jesus' remarks, then, as I understand them, and by 

analogy Stevens's poem, is in living life, not in trying to escape it, thereby refuting 

the medieval conception of Christianity, as Martin A. Larson describes it, as "a 

repudiation of human activity and a refuge in passive contemplation; a desire to 

escape this life and to obtain entrance into heaven" (8). 

Keeping Christianity in mind as we look again at Stevens's "Sunday 

Morning," it is perhaps now plausible to see the poem as a symbol of faith, not of 

sheer agnosticism, and even more as an acceptance of God's work, rather than a 

refusal.
26 

In "Three Academic Pieces" Stevens asks: "Is not the glory of the idea 

of any future state a relation between a present and a future glory?" reminding us 

that heaven itself is here: "The brilliance of earth is the brilliance of every 
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paradise" (NA 77). But just as Satan was a symbol of arrogant denial in the last 

reference to Paradise Lost, the mother figure in "Sunday Morning" now becomes a 

symbol of renewed confidence, strength, faith, and humility, of the balance man 

must strive to achieve between his outer and inner environments, the known and 

the unknown. 27 

In Stevens's poems (and in particular "Sunday Morning"), one point 

becomes increasingly clear: as we overcome our fear of death, we increase our 

accessibility to both life and the unconscious, penetrating to something deeper than 

myth to what the speaker refers to in "Notes" as the "myth before the myth began," 

or what Stevens calls in "Imagination as Value": "the universal mind, which, in the 

case of a poet, would be the imagination that tries to penetrate to basic images, 

basic emotions, and so to compose a fundamental poetry even older than the 

ancient world" (C£ 383; NA 145). Again, as Stevens's speaker suggests in 

"Extracts": 

The lean cats of the arches of the churches, 
That's the old world. In the new, all men are priests. 

They preach and they are preaching in a land 
To be described. They are preaching in a time 
To be described. Evangelists of what? 
If they could gather their theses into one, 
Collect their thoughts together into one, 
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Into a single thought, thus: into a queen, 
An intercessor by innate rapport, 
Or into a dark-blue king, un roi tonnerre, 
Whose merely being was his valiance, 
Panjandrum and central heart and mind of minds. 

(~254) 

The fictive hero becomes, as the speaker tells us in "The Creations of Sound": 

"An accretion from ourselves, intelligent I Beyond intelligence, an artificial man I 

At a distance," and hence a symbol of our incomplete and approximative 

perfection (~ 311 ). 

In "To the One of Fictive Music," the final poem in our consideration of 

Harmonium, something else becomes apparent: 

Yet not too like, yet not so like to be 
Too near, too clear, saving a little to endow 
Our feigning with the strange unlike, whence 

spnngs 
The difference that heavenly pity brings. 

(~88) 

We are made to wonder at the way that divine sympathy and distance merge with 

the imagination to provide for our singular happiness. If we follow the history of 

"pity" from "Lunar Paraphrase" in Harmonium to "Esthetique du Mal" in 

Transport and back to "Fictive Music," it becomes apparent that while the 

reassurances of the past and of the Christian myth are soothing, they are 

nevertheless part of "a golden illusion" filled with despair and false dependencies 

in which human suffering is yoked unnaturally with self-pity (Cf 1 07). The 

speaker in "Esthetique" on the other hand suggests: "It seems I As if the health of 
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the world might be enough" (Cf 315). As a poem of decreation and of healing, 

therefore, the poems of Harmonium are collectively important in that they bring us 

from a chasm within ourselves to a rebirth of consciousness through poetry, to a 

gradual reconciliation with our earth and soul, where grace emerges from 

imaginative faith in an endless "sacrament of praise" ccr 92). 

The next chapter, "Where Would We Be Without the Hero?" will examine 

more closely this process of healing as it concerns mankind's awakening through 

the journey of life, and the allegorical symbol and transfiguration of Stevens's 

Satan. 
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Chapter 2 

Where Would We Be Without the Hero? 

As a central theme in Stevens's poetry, the night sea journey (or journey 

through chaos) demonstrates Stevens's hero as a unique expression of modem man 

coming to terms with his reality. Though Stevens's Satan differs from Milton's 

Satan in his capacity for hope and change, he resembles him in other ways: both 

are spiritually dead and imperfect beings.28 Unlike Crispin, who never seems 

committed to anything, Stevens's Satan is bold, determined, intractable, and 

believable, precisely because he is so human. In "Examination of the Hero in a 

Time of War," the speaker states: "Unless we believe in the hero, what is there I 

To believe? ... and make him of winter's I Iciest core, a north star, central I In our 

oblivion" ca 275). The lines reaffirm not only the consequences of vanity and 

human arrogance described in chapter 1, but also the positive direction and 

purposefulness of Stevens's creation--the "serpent," who in "The Bagatelles the 

Madrigals" sees through "winter's meditative light ... that which is refused, I 

Vengeful, shadowed by gestures I Of the life that you will not live" (Cf 213). This 

goes beyond mere characterization and plot, however, in its consideration of the 
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heroic struggle in "A Thought Revolved" as a conflict with God or tradition, or as 

a search for the soul wherein the speaker suggests of his poems: 

Hymns of the struggle of the idea of god 
And the idea of man, the mystic garden and 
The middling beast, the garden of paradise 
And he that created the garden and peopled it. 

(Cf 185) 

Yet, in Stevens's poetry, in contrast to Paradise Lost, the fall from grace has 

less to do with pride or with what the speaker calls in "The Man with the Blue 

Guitar" "A substitute for all the gods: I This self' than with, as Professor 

Eucalyptus suggests in "An Ordinary Evening," a crisis of faith: "The search I For 

reality is as momentous as I The search for god" (Cf 176, 481 ). Unlike his 

Miltonic counterpart, Stevens's Satan has the ability to seek forgiveness both for 

himself and God, and is exalted through love. His acceptance of reality therefore 

becomes an acceptance of God's work, as in "Yell ow Afternoon," where the 

speaker proclaims: "It was in the earth only I That he was at the bottom of things I 

And of himself'; or as the speaker later suggests: 

He said I had this that I could love, 
As one loves visible and responsive peace, 
As one loves one's own being, 
As one loves that which is the end 
And must be loved, as one loves that 
Of which one is a part as in a unity, 
A unity that is the life one loves. 

(.C~ 236)
29 
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Again, as Burrows reminds us: "The journey of life is to reachieve the lost 

garden (Eden) through worthiness shown by trial and repentance and love" (455). 

The "trial" corresponds roughly, in Stevens's conception, to the speaker's 

declaration in "Reply to Papini"; he insists "The way through the world I Is more 

difficult to find than the way beyond it" (Cf 446). 

"Repentance," meaning "to change one's mind," takes on a transfom1ational 

distinctiveness in two more poems, "Sonatina to Hans Christian" (Cf 109-1 0) and 

"Notes." Stevens recalls not only the bird imagery of Harmonium, but also Hans 

Christian Andersen's classic tale in which the ugly duckling is changed into a 

swan. A choice exists between our fear of darkness and our faith in love, which 

may soon come to overshadow it. In "Sonatina," the eternal creator's purpose is 

questioned, where we discover that possibility is as much a part of the night as 

ignorance is to the sense of man's completion, so that the nihilist's answer to 

creation no longer seems to fit. 

In "Notes," we find that "love" is of an "earthy birth and here and now I 

And where we live and everywhere we live," comprising a pattern of change in 

which change has purpose: "Like a page of music, like an upper air, I Like a 

momentary color, in which swans I Were seraphs, were saints, were changing 

essences" through which we become spiritually alive: "The west wind was the 

music, the motion, the force I To which the swans curveted, a will to change" 
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(.C£ 395, 397). So "love" becomes, as in "Yellow Afternoon," a love of earthly 

things and of earthly motions; a sense beyond us, yet ourselves. 30 

Having exhausted the redemptive demands of Stevens's journey, it is time 

to define the journey itself in each of its successive stages, and in the context of 

Paradise Lost. 

Stevens ,echoes "the expulsion from heaven," from Milton's perspective, 

where Satan is cast out of heaven because of his disregard for God's law, owing to 

the fact that he believes he is self-created. Stevens's Satan suffers from no such 

delusion. Realizing his ignorance about his world, even with his rejection of 

heaven, he knows that the rejected things might still be part, allowing him to grasp 

an even greater truth. As the speaker suggests in "Landscape with Boat": 

He never supposed 
That he might be truth, himself, or part of it, 
That the things that he rejected might be part 
And the irregular turquoise, part, the perceptible blue 
Grown denser, part, the eye so touched, so played 
Upon by clouds, the ear so magnified 
By thunder, parts, and all these things together, 
Parts, and more things, parts. 

(C£ 242) 

Stevens makes a similar point in his essay "On Poetic Truth" regarding the 

purpose of poetry: 

On the contrary its function, the need which it meets 
and which has to be met in some way in every age that 
is not to become decadent or barbarous is precisely this 
contact with reality as it impinges on us from the 
outside, the sense that we can touch and feel a solid 
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reality which does not wholly dissolve itself into the 
conception of our own minds. It is the individual and 
particular that does this. And the wonder and mystery 
of art, as indeed of religion in the last resort, is the 
revelation of something "wholly other" by which the 
inexpressible loneliness of thinking is broken and 
enriched. 

(Q£ 236-37) 

Still, there is a prodigal element of stubbornness in Stevens's Satan through which, 

as symbol of the poet, he comes to recognize that reality is enhanced through his 

perceptions. As the speaker propounds in "Reply to Papini": 

The poet 

Increases the aspects of experience, 
As in an enchantment, analyzed and fixed 

And final. This is the centre. The poet is 
The angry day-son clanging at its make: 

The satisfaction underneath the sense, 
The conception sparkling in still obstinate thought. 

(Cf 447-48) 

In a sense, his happiness is of his own making. Like Prometheus, Stevens's 

Satan feels abandoned in his isolation; we, as partakers of his gift of the 

imagination, also feel overwhelmed by life's uncertainties.
31 

Consequently, we ask 

ourselves, as in "Asides on the Oboe": 

How was it then with the central man? Did we 
Find peace? We found the sum of men. We found, 
If we found the central evil, the central good. 
We buried the fallen without jasmine crowns. 
There was nothing he did not suffer, no; nor we. 

(Cf 251) 
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Just as all of life is an approximation and mystery, so Stevens's Satan 

becomes important as our guide through the uncertainties of life and change, 

instilling in us a greater appreciation of ourselves and our reality by reclaiming for 

us what is possible and by disregarding what is not. As the speaker suggests in 

"Esthetique du Mal": 

The death of Satan was a tragedy 
For the imagination. A capital 
Negation destroyed him in his tenement 
And, with him, many blue phenomena. 

(CF. 319) 

Yet we are reminded: 

The mortal no 
Has its emptiness and tragic expirations. 
The tragedy, however, may have begun, 
Again, in the imagination's new beginning, 
In the yes of the realist spoken because he must 
Say yes, spoken because under every no 
Lay a passion for yes that had never been broken. 

(CF. 320) 

In Paradise Lost, book 12, Adam describes, in his depictions of Christ and 

heavenly grace, a figure very much like Steven's Satan: 

0 goodness infinite, goodness immense! 
That all this good of evil shall produce, 
And evil turn to good; more wonderful 
Than that which by creation first brought forth 
Light out of darkness! 

(469-73) 

As the instrument of theodicy in Stevens's poetry, Satan is comparable to Christ as 

poet-creator in his journey from darkness into light. 
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In his "flight through chaos" in Paradise Lost, Satan's purpose is to bring 

about man's destruction, as God's newest creation, by turning him against God and 

causing him to sin. But in The Collected Poems, Satan's purpose is to recreate the 

experience of reality (or God) through the unmaking and remaking of creation. 

Milton's speaker would say: "The World shall burn, and from her ashes spring I 

New Heav'n and Earth"; Stevens expresses a similar thought in "Credences of 

Summer": "Let's see the very thing and nothing else. I Let's see it with the hottest 

fire of sight. I Bum everything not part of it to ash" (PL 3.334-35; Cf 373). 

The sailing poems provide further clues to Stevens's intent, allowing us to 

trace this process of decreation and inner healing through such poems as "Farewell 

to Florida" (Cf 117-18) and "Sailing after Lunch" (Cf 120-21) from Ideas of 

.Qnkr, and "Landscape with Boat" from Parts of a World. In the first of these, 

through the speaker's use of the regenerative serpent imagerys we are encouraged 

to abandon a past that is spiritually dead to "Go on through the darkness" 

(Cf 11 7). 
32 

In the second poem we are made to realize our most enervating fear-

" It is the word pejorative that hurts"--and the nihilism inherent in religion as part 

and parcel of "This heavy historical sail" (C£ 120). Then, in our new-found 

freedom, we are admonished to become "a pupil I Of the gorgeous wheel" through 

transcendence and change as a measure of light: "By light, the way one feels, 

sharp white, I And then rush brightly through the summer I air" (C£ 121); though 

as the speaker reminds us, 
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It is least what one ever sees. 
It is only the way one feels, to say 
Where my spirit is I am. 

(Cf 120) 

In the last of these poems we are advised to brush "away the thunder, then the 

clouds, I Then the colossal illusion of heaven ... to arrive I At the neutral 

centre," where we find, regarding the truth, that "If I It was nowhere else, it was 

there and because I It was nowhere else its place had to be supposed," so 

strengthening if not our resolve, our resourcefulness and our dependence on 

ourselves (Cf 241-42). 

But what if, as the speaker suggests in "Montrachet-le-Jardin," "there be 

something more to love, I Something in now a senseless syllable" (Cf 260). We 

are no longer as inclined to be persuaded through deception, flattery, or the use of 

romantic wish-fulfillment; the speaker cautions us concerning the serpent in "The 

Auroras of Autumn": "Relentlessly in possession of happiness. I This is his 

poison: that we should disbelieve I Even that" (Cf 411 ). 

Perhaps by some other means we might still be persuaded, by something 

felt or communicated, something that passes between two people as an 

enhancement of reality. Or as the speaker suggests in "Description without Place": 

a change immenser than 
A poet's metaphors in which being would 

Come true, a point in the fire of music where 
Dazzle yields to a clarity and we observe, 
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And observing is completing and we are content, 
In a world that shrinks to an immediate whole, 

That we do not need to understand, complete 
Without secret arrangements of it in the mind. 

(Cf 341) 

In this vein, Stevens uses Ulysses as "'symbol of the seeker,' to present his 

own final quest for a transcendental self," though as Harold Bloom also mentions, 

"the Ulysses of Stevens is not seeking to meet anything even partly external to 

himself," for that would be impossible (4). What is possible is for Satan (or 

Ulysses) to sense beyond himself something greater than himself as he flies 

through chaos "with huge pathetic force": 

Forth then with huge pathetic force 
Straight to the utmost crown of night he flew. 
The nothingness was a nakedness, a point 

Beyond which thought could not progress as thought. 
He had to choose. But it was not a choice 
Between excluding things. It was not a choice 

Between, but of. He chose to include the things 
That in each other are included, the whole, 
The complicate, the amassing harmony. 

("Notes" Cf 403) 

As Satan journeys through the nothingness of fear and senseless existence, 

we are reminded of the courage of Milton's Satan in his passage from hell in 

Paradise Lost: 
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harder beset 
And more endanger'd, than when Argo pass'd 
Through Bosporus betwixt the justling Rocks: 
Or when Ulysses on the Larboard shunn'd 
Charybdis, and by th' other whirlpool steer' d. 

(2.1016-20) 

In Stevens's poetry fulfillment is attained through "forbidden knowledge," as 

expressed by Steven's speaker in "The Sail of Ulysses": 

If knowledge and the thing known are one 
So that to know a man is to be 
That man, to know a place is to be 
That place, and it seems to come to that; 
And if to know one man is to know all 
And if one's sense of a single spot 
Is what one knows of the universe, 
Then knowledge is the only life, 
The only sun of the only day, 
The only access to true ease, 
The deep comfort of the world and fate. 

(0£ 99) 

This is not greatly different from the scene in Paradise Lost where Michael relates 

to Adam and Eve, on their departure from paradise, the essence of love and 

happiness. As Eve describes it to Adam: 

In mee is no delay; with thee to go, 
Is to stay here; without thee here to stay 
Is to go hence unwilling; thou to me 
Art all things under Heav'n, all places thou. 

(12.615-18) 

This conception of sympatheic experience is little different from that 

expressed by the speaker in "The World as Meditation" in which Penelope is 

described thus as she awaits Ulysses' arrival: "She has composed, so long, a self 
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with which to welcome I him, I Companion to his self for her, which she 

imagined": 

But was it Ulysses? Or was it only the warmth of the sun 
On her pillow? The thought kept beating in her like her 

heart 
The two kept beating together. 

(Cf 521) 

Both for Stevens and Milton, the implication is that the paradise we fmd within us 

is "happier far" than the one we leave behind (EL 12.587). 

Yet something else is apparent in the imagery of "The World as 

Meditation." Like a light shining through the darkness or a sense of purpose in 

existence, "the sun I On her pillow" (Cf 521) becomes a "light between two," as 

the speaker describes it in the prologue to "Notes," and so a divine connection 

between God and man: 

In the uncertain light of single, certain truth, 
Equal in living changingness to the light 
In which I meet you, in which we sit at rest, 
For a moment in the central of our being, 
The vivid transparence that you bring is peace. 

(Cf 380)
33 

The "sunlight" serves to represent a solitude in which self-realization is 

tempered with humility. It serves the same purpose in a later poem, "Owl's 

Clover," where the speaker describes this solitude as 

... a solitude of the sun, in which the mind 
Acquired transparence and beheld itself 
And beheld the source from which transparence came. 

(Q£ 54) 
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The catharsis attained through the realizations of the self is comparable to 

Stevens's expression of it in "The Figure of the Youth as Virile Poet": 

if when we speak of justification, we mean a kind of 
justice of which we had not known and on which we 
had not counted; if when we experience a sense of 
purification, we can think of the establishing of a self, 
it is certain that the experience of the poet is of no less 
a degree than the experience of the mystic and we may 
be certain that in the case of poets, the peers of saints, 
those experiences are of no less a degree than the 
experience of the saints themselves. 

(NA 50-51) 

Stevens suggests that reality self-affirmed means more and lacks pretense; he 

reaffirms Job's sentiment when he is again rewarded by God for having spoken of 

him "the thing which is right" ( 42:8). The freedom of the mind will be central to 

the final section of this chapter (which I call "the return to Eden"), which will 

examine the phenomena of self-reliance and light. 

In the Book of Ezekiel, the speaker describes Satan's appearance as follows: 

Thou hast been in Eden the garden of God; 
every precious stone ~ thy covering, the sardius, 
topaz, and the diamond, the beryl, the onyx and the 
jasper, the sapphire, the emerald, and the carbuncle, 
and gold: the workmanship of thy tabrets and of thy 
pipes was prepared in thee in the day that thou wast 
created. 

(28:13i4 

What Stevens has in mind, however, is not simply a rehashing of Satan's Biblical 

and prelapserian role as "light-bearer," but rather an analysis of his present-day, 

symbolic transformation as both poet and man coming to terms with himself and 
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his reality. In "Not Ideas about the Thing but the Thing Itself," the speaker's 

purpose is not merely to allude to Satan as chief "chorister" or as "part of the 

colossal sun, I Surrounded by its choral rings, I Still far away," but to his role as 

brit;lger of "A new knowledge of reality" (Cf 534). Satan's war with heaven is 

over; through a greater understanding of himself and his world through poetry, he 

is redeemed, as the speaker describes this process in "Esthetique": 

As if hell, so modified, had disappeared, 
As if pain, no longer satanic mimicry, 
Could be borne, as if we were sure to find our way. 

(Cf 316) 

The Christian conceptions of sin and death preclude an acceptance of our 

imperfect condition, and yet only by accepting ourselves as we are, and our world 

as it is (the knowledge of good and evil), is it possible for us to change or to 

appreciate the possibilities of our existence. As for Crispin in Stevens's early 

poem, the speaker in "An Ordinary Evening" comments on the nature of comedy 

and on man's inability to change: 

The color is almost the color of comedy, 
Not quite. It comes to the point and at the point, 
It fails. The strength at the centre is serious. 

(Cf 477) 

As part of an evolving creation, ungovernable through either dictum or the law of 

any absolutes, we must at last become ourselves. In "The Planet on the Table," the 

speaker suggests that the catharsis is nearly complete in the poet's recognition that 
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"His self and the sun were one I And his poems, although makings of his self, I 

Were no less makings of the sun" (Cf 532).35 

Although in many of Stevens's later poems, such as "An Old Man Asleep" 

(.C£ 501), "Lebensweisheitspielerei" (~ 504-05), and "Looking across the Fields 

and Watching the Birds Fly" (C£ 517-19), the approaching end of life brings the 

desire for oneness with God, Stevens suggests that except through death, this is not 

possible.
36 

This is why the imagery of sun and light becomes of greater 

importance to Stevens--as "Weaker and weaker, the sunlight falls"--as the means 

of providing some measure of compensation from within (C£ 504 ). As Stevens 

asserts: in order for us to have faith in ourselves or in anything else, we need 

something more tangible than just faith to believe in--our senses as well as 

something transcending them. As the speaker explains in "An Ordinary Evening": 

Likewise to say of the evening star, 
The most ancient light in the most ancient sky, 

That it is wholly an inner light, that it shines 
From the sleepy bosom of the real, re-creates, 
Searches a possible for its possibleness. 

(~481) 

Therefore, as an expression of completion and of the completed cycle of change, 

the evening star in Martial Cadenza becomes a symbol of life, embodiment, and 

renewal: 
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Only this evening I saw again low in the sky 
The evening star, at the beginning of winter, the star 
That in spring will crown every western horizon, 
Again ... as if it came back, as if life came back. 

(~237) 

Finally, recalling Isaiah 14:12, where the evening star is used interchangeably with 

Satan ("How art thou fallen from heaven, 0 Lucifer, son of the morning!") we are 

reminded of his rise through the heavens as the "dark wanderer" in "Chocorua to 

its Neighbor" in which, as the evening star (approaching morning) he becomes the 

emblem of both fate and myth: 

Last night at the end of night his starry head, 
Like the head of fate, looked out in darkness, part 
Thereof and part desire and part the sense 
Of what men are. 

(~299) 

Stevens's medieval imagery--implying the "dark ages" are still with us--uses 

the term "alchemicana" to suggest the poem as the source of his "inner light." And 

in "An Ordinary Evening," inner light is a reflection of God's glory and grace 

through the reassurances of reality: 

We seek 
Nothing beyond reality. Within it, 

Everything, the spirit's alchemicana. 
(~ 471)37 

God's mercy and goodness are thereby revealed through the I2Qrol as the 

catalyst and inspiration of love--a theme suggested by the speaker in "Piano 

Practice at the Academy of the Holy Angels": 
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The time will come for these children, seated before their long 
black instruments, to strike the themes of love-

Ali of them, darkened by time, moved by they know not what, 
amending the airs they play to fulfil themselves. 

(Q£ 21) 

In the same way, God's "purpose" in man ultimately reverts to himself as in "Final 

Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour": 

We feel the obscurity of an order, a whole, 
A knowledge, that which arranged the rendezvous. 

Within its vital boundary, in the mind. 
(Cf524) 

Still, the speaker makes clear to us in "An Ordinary Evening" that 

A celestial mode is paramount, 

If only in the branches sweeping in the rain: 
The two romanzas, the distant and the near, 
Are a single voice in the boo-ha of the wind. 

(Cf 480-81) 

The possibilities of the mind seem endless: "Always in emptiness that would be 

filled" ca 467). 

Steven's Satan (unlike Isaiah's or Milton's) reveals, as modern poet, man's 

worth and the presence of a love far greater than himself that allows for his 

fulfillment. In chapter 3, I will pursue this subject, hopefully answering the 

question: How far can man reach in pursuit of his dreams? 
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Chapter 3 

The Imperfect Is Our Paradise 

If God's love extends not just to a momentary experience of reality but to 

our continued happiness as well, what determines this happiness? Chapter 2 

argues for the opportunity to reach beyond ourselves for what lies always just 

beyond our reach, the realization that knowledge as power may never be fully 

realized through any single encounter. Stevens says it best in "The Relations 

between Poetry and Painting" when he alludes to "The extension of the mind 

beyond the range of the mind, the projection of reality beyond reality, the 

determination to cover the ground, whatever it may be, the determination not to be 

confined" (NA 171). Or as his speaker expresses the role of the imagination in 

"The Poems of Our Climate": 

There would still remain the never-resting mind, 
So that one would want to escape, come back 
To what had been so long composed. 
The imperfect is our paradise. 
Note that, in this bitterness, delight, 
Since the imperfect is so hot in us, 
Lies in flawed words and stubborn sounds. 

(~ 194) 
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Job's comments in the Old Testament suggest: "Though I ~perfect, ~ 

would I not know my soul: I would despise my life" (9:21). They evoke a sense of 

the difference between the imperfect (according to the New Testament) as 

something both sinful and corrupt and Stevens's expression of "The evilly 

compounded, vital I," not as a reflection of evil, but of the duality of the 

imagination in which "the good of the imagination may be evil and its evil good," 

or as "the power of the mind over the possibilities of things" (Cf 194; NA 136).38 

Taking this notion of good and evil a step further, we might also compare 

the allusion to Satan in "Effects of Analogy" with the speaker's proposal in 

"Examination of the Hero in a Time of War." In "Effects of Analogy," Stevens 

indicates: "A man's sense of the world may be only his own or it may be the sense 

of many people. Whatever it is involves his fate" (NA 123). Likewise, in 

"Examination of the Hero," the speaker suggests of these "hymns ... Of the 

apprehending of the hero" that 

These hymns are like a stubborn brightness 
Approaching in the dark approaches 
Of time and place, becoming certain, 
The organic centre of responses, 
Naked of hindrance, a thousand crystals. 
To meditate the highest man, not 
The highest supposed in him and over, 
Creates, in the blissfuller perceptions, 
What unisons create in music. 

(a279-so) 
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Stevens is trying to show us, against the expanse of endless darkness, not merely 

the triumph of Satan's passage through oblivion, or the antithesis to Milton's 

"absence from God" as symbolized by "privation of light," but the highest good in 

man revealed through poetry and light, and the acceptance of our own imperfect 

selves (Don Cameron Allen 103). As Stevens suggests in "The Irrational Element 

in Poetry": 

If we descend a little from this height and apply the 
looser and broader definition of pure poetry, it is 
possible to say that, while it can lie in the temperament 
of very few of us to write poetry in order to fmd God, 
it is probably the purpose of each of us to write poetry 
to find the good which, in the Platonic sense, is 
synonymous with God. One writes poetry, then, in 
order to approach the good in what is harmonious and 
orderly. 

(.Q£222) 

Stevens's model is different from either Milton's conception of a "golden 

chain" (PL 2.1 005) or the Aristotelian "Scale of Being" on which it is based; or, as 

Raphael suggests in Paradise Lost, book 5: 

As nearer to him plac't or nearer tending 
Each in their several active Spheres assign'd, 
Till body up to spirit work. 

(476-78i9 

Stevens proposes a metaphorical--and metaphysical--balance between spirit and 

matter, such as the speaker describes in "The Glass of Water," and a possible 

heaven on earth achieved through the varied richness and complexity of the earthly 

experience, as his speaker implies in "Esthetique du Mal": 
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The green corn gleams and the metaphysicals 
Lie sprawling in majors of the August heat, 
The rotund emotions, paradise unknown. 

(C£ 325) 

Above all else, as his speaker insists in "Reply to Papini," it is process more than 

belief, a cycle of continuous change: 

You know that the nucleus of a time is not 
The poet but the poem, the growth of the mind 

Of the world, the heroic effort to live expressed 
As victory. 

(C£ 446) 

Thus "the central poem, I The fulfillment of fulfillments" Wlderscores a 

synthesis in which "One poem proves another and the whole" (C£ 441); or, as the 

speaker suggests in "The Poem That Took the Place of a MoWitain": 

he would be complete in an Wtexplained completion: 

The exact rock where his inexactnesses 
Would discover, at last, the view toward which they had edged, 

Where he could lie and, gazing down at the sea, 
Recognize his Wiique and solitary home. 

(C£ 512) 

In certain respects, Stevens's "poem of pure reality" suggests the 

transcendentalism of Ralph Waldo Emerson. In his essay, "Spiritual Laws," 

Emerson implies: "Virtue ... consists in a perpetual substitution of being for 

seeming . .. [where] God is described as saying, I AM" (94). Like life itself, 

which draws from its own past, as the speaker reminds us in "Description without Place": 
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It matters, because everything we say 
Of the past is description without place, a cast 

Of the imagination, made in sound, 
And because what we say of the future must portend, 

Be alive with its own seemings, seeming to be 
Like rubies reddened by rubies reddening. 

(C£ 345-46) 

Thus Stevens's poetry is "life-like," conforming to the biological principle, 

"ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny," which states that an embryo passes through 

the various evolutionary stages of its development on its way to becoming itself. 

Even more, this process of change is like Wolfgang Iser's description of "the 

literary work" as "a form of communication ... [as] it impinges upon the world, 

upon prevailing social structures, and upon existing literature . . . [as] it brings into 

play the imaginative and perceptive faculties of the reader ... as a reformulation 

of an already formulated reality, which brings into the world something that did 

not exist before" (ix-x). Stevens's poetry becomes the focal point through which 

we can see ourselves and our society. But as an emerging self-awareness, the 

process of Stevens's poetry assumes an even higher level of importance as a 

reflection of the very nature of God and the universe. 

Like Milton, who conceives of chaos as an arena for good and evil from 

which God has estranged himself, the deists, too, believed, as Nathaniel Kaplan 

tells us, "that man and nature reflected the design of a Creator who was divorced 

from his creation" (245). Stevens has a different view. In his poems and essays he 
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writes about the "center," not its periphery, and his poem "The Curtains in the 

House of the Metaphysician" is no exception. In it, his speaker talks not only 

about the infinity of space and distance, but also about the universe as though it 

were a living, breathing thing 

in which all motion 
Is beyond us, as the firmament, 
Up-rising and down-falling, bares 
The last largeness, bold to see. 

(Cl62) 

In many ways Stevens's philosophical concepts are bolstered by empirical views of 

modem science such as those regarding the origin, nature, and future of the 

universe. Stephen W. Hawking suggests that "[w]hen we combine quantum 

mechanics with general relativity, there seems to be a new possibility that did not 

arise before: that space and time together might form a finite, four-dimensional 

space without singularities or boundaries, like the surface of the earth but with 

more dimensions" (173). That the universe may be finite and therefore imperfect 

lends weight to Stevens's poetic thinking, though support also comes from other 

places. 

Like Stevens, the deists believed that humankind should govern itself 

according to the natural laws of the universe, though Stevens carries this idea a 

step further by prescribing "decreation" as the winnowing process through which 

mankind becomes increasingly aware of itself. In scientific terms, as Robert 

Wright explains, "self-organization" accounts not only for our increasing self-
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awareness, but also for the universe becoming increasingly aware of itself ( 40). 

Quoting Paul Davies, he writes: "The impression of design is overwhelming," but 

adds, it is "a universe stranger than the one the deists imagined ... The deeper our 

insight, the more baffling things become" (43). He observes ultimately that while 

unnecessary to a behavior "governed entirely by biochemistry," "Feelings--the fact 

that we experience the world as well as respond to it--are what make life 

meaningful" (44). Like Stevens we sense the profound humility with which his 

speaker in "Notes" refers to 

the strong exhilaration 
Of what we feel from what we think, of thought 
Beating in the heart, as if blood newly came, 

An elixir, an excitation, a pure power. 
(~382) 

I am reminded ofT. R. Henn's comments regarding Yeats's "last 

knowledge": "as if the end would be, not the certainty of self-knowledge, but a 

kind of mystic receptiveness in the phase of the Fool, to whom all knowledge 

comes from God" (37). As Stevens's speaker exclaims in "Things of August," 

striking a more sublime though mystical balance: 

Experience in perihelion 
Or in the penumbra of summer night--

The solemn sentences, 
Like interior intonations, 
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The speech of truth in its true solitude, 
A nature that is created in what it says, 
The peace of the last intelligence. 

(Cf490) 

Still, as Stevens confirms throughout his later poems and essays, nothing is 

ever final. Just as death is necessary to life and renewal, so a temporary end to the 

cycle of the imagination is "Required, as a necessity requires" ("The Plain Sense of 

Things," Cf 503). In the same way, Hawking describes his vision of the universe 

as an endless process of renewal: "the universe will expand and then contract 

again" (151). 

Finally I am reminded of Stevens's essay, "Three Academic Pieces," in 

which he says: "The beginning of time will, no doubt, resemble the end of time" 

(NA 72), and of the speaker's remark in "St. Armorer's Church from the Outside" 

where he says of our continued involvement in life that we must find ourselves 

In the air of newness of that element, 
In an air of freshness, clearness, greenness, blueness, 
That which is always beginning because it is part 
Of that which is always beginning, over and over. 

(Cf530) 
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Conclusion 

When I first began writing this essay, my intent was to take the smattering 

of allusions to Paradise Lost I had come across in The Collected Poems and try to 

make sense of them. Soon, however, my purpose grew as I began to discover 

consistency throughout. To my amazement, I was able not only to make sense of 

the allusions, but also to find in them a source of continuity that would go far to 

explain a great many things, including many of the discrepancies in the criticism 

surrounding Stevens's verse. Moreover, through Stevens's use of Satan as his 

symbol for both poet and man, I was able to deduce an underlying allegory in 

which the disparity between love and fear would be resolved in this life through 

decreation as the counterpart of Christian charity, thus reinforcing both an 

argument for theodicy and for mankind's eventual reconciliation with itself and its 

world. Most important of all, even more so than recognizing Stevens's need to 

preserve the sanctity of mind and earth, was the recognition of his fealty to change 

rather than to a system of beliefs, and so to a true religion, that to make itself more 

real seeks to align itself with secular concerns rather than with otherworldly 
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matters, except for love, which though inexplicable, seems to explain a great many 

things. 

78 



Notes 

1
David J. Burrows defines the "night sea journey" as "The movement from 

west to east in which the person sailing changes from one who has spiritually died 
or lacks drive to accomplish his task to one who is reborn to assume his 
responsibilities" (458-59). In "The Relations between Poetry and Painting," 
Stevens quotes Simone Weil, from La Pesanteur et La Grace, in which she defines 
decreation as "making pass from the created to the uncreated" (NA 174). Finally, 
in a letter to Henry Church dated October 28, 1942, Stevens describes the 
decreative process as ridding ourselves of outmoded conceptions by taking "the 
varnish and dirt of generations off a picture" (Letters of Wallace Stevens 426-27 
[Hereafter references to Letters of Wallace Stevens will appear in the text with the 
abbreviation LW.S.. ]). 

2
Tinder explains that "Friedrich Nietzsche set forth the ideal of the man-god 

more literally and dramatically than any other writer," that "he devoted much of 
his life to scouring human consciousness in order to cleanse it of every Christian 
idea and emotion," and "that the dramatic center of his lifework lay in the effort to 
overthrow the standard of Christian love and to wipe out the idea that every human 
being deserves respect" (78-79). By contrast, Stevens's entire epistemology seems 
based, at least in part, on his dialectical and eclectic use of the Christian concept of 
love (Collected Poems 386 [Hereafter references to Collected Poems will appear in 
the text with the abbreviation cr.]). 

3In the opening lines of Paradise Lost, Milton's speaker presents the subject 
of his poem: 

Of Man's First Disobedience, and the Fruit 
Of that Forbidden Tree, whose mortal taste 
Brought Death into the World, and all our woe. 

(1.1-3) 

'Mysticism is defined by the Oxford English Dictionazy (OEID as the 
"reliance on spiritual intuition or exalted feeling as the means of acquiring 
knowledge of mysteries inaccessible to intellectual apprehension" (6.817). I am 
also thinking of Stevens's theories of the imagination, from his 1948 essay, 
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"Effects of Analogy," in which he describes the imagination, on the one hand, as 
trying to live "on the verge of consciousness" and on the other "as a power within 
him to have such insights into reality as will make it possible for him to be 
sufficient as a poet in the very center of consciousness" (The Necessary Angel 115 
[Hereafter references to The Necessary Angel will appear in the text with the 
abbreviation NA. ]). 

5
0pus Posthumous 38. Hereafter references to Opus Posthumous will 

appear in the text with the abbreviation Qf. 

6
Joseph Anthony Wittreich condemns the Satanist position with regard to 

Milton and the Romantic critics where he suggests that "[i]n their celebration of 
Satan, Blake, Byron, and Shelley seem to imply two judgments: Satan is at once a 
magnificent poetical creation and an object for moral admiration and sympathy" 
( 5). I am also thinking of man's arrogance and of his tendency toward negation, 
and of the difficulty of maintaining our objectivity in a world in which, by 
necessity, and perhaps by design, we have become increasingly self-reliant. 
Finally, C. Hugh Holman and William Harmon define "romanticism" as a 
perspective that "tends to see the individual at the very center of all life and 
experience, and [that] places the individual, therefore, at the center of art, making 
literature most valuable as an expression of unique feelings and particular 
attitudes" (442-43). 

7
In Paradise Lost, Raphael explains to Adam the cause of Satan's downfall: 

If not the first Arch-Angel, great in Power, 
In favor and preeminence, yet fraught 
With envy against the Son of God, that day 
Honor'd by his great Father, and proclaim'd 
Messiah King anointed, could not bear 
Through pride that sight, and thought himself impair' d. 

(PL 5.660-65) 

8
Burrows defines the sun as the "archetypal symbol of wholeness and 

enlightenment; it is identified with God, wisdom, growth, perfection" and 
"partakes of the male principle" ( 462). 

9
The speaker states in "The Men That Are Falling": "beyond despair I Like 

an in tenser instinct," making reference to the satanic poet-figure I have described 
as "This Man [who] loved earth, not heaven, enough to die" (Cf 187-88). I am 
also reminded of the mythical parallel with Christ in the Book of John where 
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Christ says: "I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it 
more abundantly" (1 0:1 0), and of Satan's heroic significance with regard to the 
"journey of life" in Stevens's poetry just as Christ is designated in Paradise Lost: 

With loss of Erum, till one greater Man 
Restore us, and regain the blissful Seat. 

(fL 1.4-5) 

10
M. L. Rosenthal, in his notes to the third edition of Selected Poems and 

Three Plays of William Butler Yeats, says, in reference to the play, Calvary: 
"Christ was for 'objective men,' those 'never alone in their thought' but always 
relating it to the thoughts of others and seeking the 'welfare of some cause or 
institution"' (226). 

11
Dennis Richard Danielson describes Milton's originality in Paradise Lost 

in retaining an infinite chaos after the creation of the world, in order to do justice 
to his account of the nature of evil and the possibilities of good: "For the deep is 
boundless only because God himself is both boundless and free, if he chooses, to 
place certain limits on himself for the sake of putting forth what amounts to a vast 
ocean of potentiality" ( 48). 

12Castellitto says of the serpent in Genesis that, as it "caused Adam and Eve 
to be cast into a world with which they experienced no imaginative relationship, so 
Stevens' serpent in section 1 introduces man to the bare, expansive physical world" 
(171 ). He adds: "Stevens moves from an awareness of the absence of God to a 
presentation of an imaginative protagonist," though it occurs to me that Stevens 
may well believe in the existence of God beyond the facade of a stagnated spiritual 
belief that causes separation from our world (i). 

13
Burrows describes the mother archetype as "[i]dentified with the 

unconscious, the first bearer of the soul-image. Seen as nature, fields, the source 
of love and life, the female principle; symbols are water, stone, cave, house, and so 
on" (458). 

14
Kessler says: "because Stevens was never, even in his coldest poem, able 

to purge himself of the love of created things, his transcendence is not mystical. 
He seeks no divine union; rather, he attempts to comprehend his relationship with 
man and his planet by assuming momentarily the non-human or metaphysical 
viewpoint" (34-35). 

15 
Joseph Carroll says regarding the more recent criticism and critics: "Lucy 

Beckett, Leonora Woodman, and David LaGuardia sometimes use spiritual terms 
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to describe Stevens' poetic ambitions, but they adapt these terms to a purely human 
context. Adelaide Kirby Morris [meanwhile] seeks to demonstrate the way in 
which Stevens assimilates the diction and imagery of Christianity to a humanistic 
aestheticism" (4). 

16
Carroll states that "in his later poetry the nature of this dialectic undergoes 

a major change. The two poles of the later dialectic are occupied by opposing 
metaphysical paradigms: on the one hand, the dualism of mind and reality that 
informs Haononium (1923), and on the other hand, a transcendental unity of the 
mind and reality within the 'mind of minds"' (3). Similarly, as Pearce suggests: 
"Indeed, I now see the poems collected in Transport to Summer (my notion of an 
extended 'Notes' among them) as being preparatory for the transcending efforts of 
the poems collected in The Auroras of Autumn (1950) and the transcendent effort 
of the Rock sequence" (295). 

17
I am thinking of "Chaos Theory" in the evolutionary process of life and of 

the affinity between decreation and nature, that complexity theorists say may 
account for the origin of life; in particular, Robert Wright describes the physical 
counterpart of decreation as a "broad tendency for physical systems that are driven 
away from stability to regain it at a higher level of organization" ( 40). 

18
Pearce says of decreation: "But what is reduced/negated is not the world, 

reality (for that is by definition impossible), but rather the imagination itself. Such 
a reduction/negation is, however, only temporary, a way on to a further stage; for 
as I have said, quoting Stevens, ih the course of projecting the decreative process, 
the imagination discovers 'the precious portents of its own powers.' The 
intention--it is simple as this--is to bring oneself to admit that there is a 'reality,' 
and so to conceive of the imagination in all its potential freedom" (289). Carroll, 
meanwhile, taking a more biblical approach, suggests: "The fulfillment Stevens 
seeks is a poetic vision of the supreme spirit creating space and time and 
manifesting itself in each creative act of human consciousness .... To write poetry 
that figures forth this generative source is to construct a paradoxical mediation 
between the conditions of conscious human existence--a consciousness that exists 
only through limitation and distinction--and a perfect universal presence that both 
embodies and transcends these limitations" (8). 

19
Burrows describes the "journey" as the "voyage through life to attempt to 

acquire the treasure, or the lost Eden, or the Self; the hero's journey takes him 
through various exploits, various avenues of life (stages of human development), 
through despond (evil, death, the underworld) either not to emerge from the 
darkness or to progress to the desired heavenly path of light" ( 457), 
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20As Stevens describes "decreation," and as Burrows defines it, the "life 
instinct" corresponds to all the "tendencies that strive to integrate living substance 
[and experience] into larger wholes'~(458). 

21 "Negation" seems to contain an element of what Arthur 0. Lovejoy 
describes as emanationism: the "divine attribute of 'love' or 'goodness' ... as they 
appear frequently to mean in medieval theology, not compassion, nor the 
alleviation of human suffering, but the immeasurable and inexhaustible productive 
energy, the fecundity of an absolute not conceived as truly possessing emotions 
similar to man's" (67). Likewise, in "Extracts," "evil made magic" seems to 
express a notion of power in which acts of God are seen as appropriate responses 
to good or evil, according to the whims of men (Cf 253). 

22 
According to The World Book Encyclopedia, Pieter the Younger (1564 ?-

1638), "son of Pieter the Elder, painted peasant scenes in his father's style, as well 
as pictures of fire and demons" (980). Like Satan, who thinks of himself as being 
self-created, man thinks he is alone, though he is not. 

23
Based on a determination either "from manuscript evidence, 

correspondence, or date of publication" as stated in her preface, Holly Stevens 
dates her father's poem, "Le Monocle deMon Oncle," as being written in 1918 
(ix). 

24
Burrows says Aphrodite is a "synonym for an aspect of the Son: his ~. 

or unselfish brotherly love" ( 452). 

25Burrows says of the Christ figure: "He represents the love and mercy of 
the Son (the dove) and the power and truth of the Father (the eagle), who works 
through him for the good of man. He is often presented with feminine qualities as 
the divine mother archetype. Symbolized as the Lamb of God, a fish, a serpent 
exalted on a cross, a lion, and a unicorn ... indicated is his animal as well as 
spiritual nature. His sign is X" ( 452-53). 

26
David Daiches says in reference to "Sunday Morning": "It is perhaps the 

great agnostic poem in the English language" (170). 

27 
Just as Lucifer corresponds to the planet Venus when appearing as either 

the morning or evening star, Aphrodite, as Venus, or the evening star, is 
synonymous with justice, sympathy, equipoise, and the nature of love. 
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28
Louis J. Martz reminds us: "Satan cannot become truly wicked in our 

eyes, cannot become wholly lost, until he is seen to have lost hope, until it is plain 
that his cause can have no future except in meaningless destruction"; or, as Satan 
himself suggests in Paradise Lost, book 9: "Save what is in destroying, other joy I 
To me is lost" (Martz 96; PL 478-79). 

29
Tinder points out: "The power of~ extends in two directions. Not 

only is the one who is loved exalted but so is the one who loves" (71). 

30
Tinder says the "~ of God consists in the bestowal of a destiny, and 

that of human beings in its recognition through faith"; what Stevens has in mind, 
however, is not the Christian faith, but imaginative faith, enhanced through 
decreation and made more objective through pathos (72). 

31 
Burrows, in his mythical analysis of Prometheus, suggests how 

Prometheus made figures of clay and animated them 
with fire stolen from heaven. To punish him Zeus took 
fire away from mankind, but Prometheus, with the help 
of Athena, stole fire from the chariot of the sun and 
gave it to man. Zeus had him chained to a rock on 
Mt. Caucasus where a vulture ate daily of his liver, 
which regrew each night. He was released by 
Hercules, who killed the vulture. Prometheus has been 
considered both a Satan figure through his disobedi
ence of Zeus, and his animation of man (as otherwise 
clay object) and a Christ figure through his compassion 
for mankind and his gift to man that can prove both 
beneficial and destructive. 

(460) 

32ln "Farewell to Florida" Stevens uses the line: "The snake has left its skin 
upon the floor" to suggest the "serpent" literary motif, as Burrows defines it, as a 
symbol "of regeneration (symbolized in the replacement of its skin each year by a 
new skin)," while in "The Auroras of Autumn" Stevens uses the phrase "form 
gulping after formlessness" to describe the universal symbol of the "serpent seen 
devouring itself [that] symbolizes both the eternal (circle), the cyclic in life, and 
the fusion of the meanings that life is achieved through death and that good 
emerges from evil in an unending cycle" (C£ 117, 411; Burrows 461 ). 
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33Christ says in Matthew 18:20: "where two or three are gathered together 
in my name, there am I in the midst of them." 

3'1:n the chapter "Origin, History, and Destiny of Satan" from .Bihk 
Readings for the Home, the anonymous author writes in relation to this passage 
from Ezekiel: "The reference to his 'tabrets' and 'pipes' probably means that he led 
the angelic host in song. In the earthly sanctuary the covering cherubim 
overshadowed the mercy seat" ( 495). 

35
Holly Stevens suggests that this poem was most likely written in 1953 

(xiv). 

36Holly Stevens suggests that these poems were also written towards the end 
of Stevens's life in 1952 (xiv). 

37 Burrows defines alchemy as a "pseudo-science which attempted to create 
superior metal (gold) from inferior (such as lead); its description involved imagery 
of male and female properties during sexual intercourse; the experience or 
relationship would be successful if a philosopher's stone or pneuma were found to 
act as a catalyst. The pneuma (air) was considered the inspiration of love (God) of 
the man and woman. Therefore, the aim of alchemy was transcendence" ( 449). 

38Stevens's point is that we tend to think of ourselves as either better or 
worse than we really are instead of seeing ourselves as imperfect beings with only 
imperfect solutions to our problems. 

39Lovejoy suggests that "it is in Aristotle that we find emerging another 
conception--that of continuity--which was destined to fuse with the Platonistic 
doctrine of the necessary 'fulness' of the world, and to be regarded as logically 
implied by it ... The Scale of Being, then, as implied by the principle of the 
expansiveness and self-transcendence of 'the Good,' becomes the essential 
conception of the Neoplatonic cosmology .... And since to contain and to 
engender difference, 'to produce otherness,' is the very essence of the Creative 
World Soul, it will necessarily do this in the maximal degree, and therefore 
produce things opposed to one another, and not merely things different to a degree 
falling short of opposition. Only so will its perfection be realized" (55, 63, 66). 
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