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 This — I hate to do this to the missing people, but what we talk about today will 

definitely be on — definitely be on the next test.   

 Last time on Wallace Stevens we talked about one of his major ideas, of how 

nature is changed by the human consciousness, by the observer, and also by art.  That 

we impose order on nature with art.  The “Anecdote of the Jar,” that slovenly wilderness, 

when the jar is placed on the hill in Tennessee it takes dominion everywhere and the 

wilderness surrounds the stars — the jar.  As a point of reference.  It imposes order on 

chaos. Frost once defined poetry as a temporary stay against confusion and I think 

that’s a pretty good way to look at it. 

 “The Idea of Order at Key West” extends as another application of Stevens’ idea 

in that the woman who’s singing may have been inspired by the sea.  But it’s not the 

sea’s song, it’s her song ‘cause she’s the maker.  And she makes the sea what it is to 

us because of the song that she sings.  Just like the lights on the docks divide up the 

night sky.  The artificial manmade artifact imposing order on nature. 

 The second big theme in Wallace Stevens — and this is very reductive.  I realize 

that.  You can’t just take a man as complex and poetry as complex as Stevens’ and say 

we have two big themes, but I think it does give you a little bit of a handle when you’re 

reading other poems by Stevens to keep these things in mind.  And one of the other 

major things is the spirituality of Stevens or the lack of it.  His discontent with traditional 

Christianity, traditional religion, traditional ways of thinking, and his emphasis on art and 

poetry as perhaps something that might come to supplant that.  That if you can have a 

system of belief based on morality and moral law and God, you can also have a system 
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of belief based on ice-cream, based on pleasure, based on art, based on music, based 

on the only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream. 

 Let’s look at “A High-Toned Old Christian Woman” first.  Now, she’s not 

speaking.  She’s being spoken to, obviously. 

  Poetry is the supreme fiction, madame. 

And he uses that phrase in other places to talk about poetry being the supreme fiction.  

They even mentioned that in the Introduction.  It says, “Poetry was ‘the supreme fiction’ 

that enabled human beings to apprehend reality as a whole instead of in fragmentary 

flashes of insight.”  Apprehend reality as a whole.  Poetry is the supreme fiction. 

 In another place Stevens said, “Poetry make the real more real.”  I’m sure all of 

you walked out in the snow and read “The Snow Man.”  Did anybody try that?  Well, did 

you see the nothing that was there and the nothing that was not there? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Well, you didn’t have to have the junipers shagged with ice to really get the effect, but 

mine are all laying out in the driveway under a ton of snow. 

 “Take the moral law.”  Now, this is what I just said and we’ll try to see it as the 

poems say it. 

  Take the moral law and make a nave of it 

  And from the nave build haunted heaven.   

A nave is a portion of a church, right?  So take the moral law.  Take the Ten 

Commandments, take Jesus’s injunction to love one another, whatever you want.  And 

build a nave of it.  Build a church of it.  And then haunted heaven will evolve out of that.  
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What comes from the moral law, the idea of an afterlife, an eternity.  Then he says, line 

6: 

  But take the opposing law and make a peristyle, 

  And from the peristyle project a masque 

  Beyond the planets.  

If you can take moral law and make a church out of it, you can take the opposing law, 

the law not of moral authority but the law of pleasure, the law of art, the law of poetry, 

and make a peristyle of it.  And a peristyle, of course, is that shape of a Greek temple.  

Pagan, yes. 

  Thus, our bawdiness, 

  Unpurged by epitaph, indulged at last, 

  Is equally converted into palms, 

  Squiggling like saxophones.   

Notice this was written in 1923, and Stevens liked jazz.  Jazz will show up in a couple of 

other places. 

  And palm for palm, 

  Madame, we are where we began. 

So he’s trying to get her to agree with this argument. 

  Allow, 

  Therefore, that in the planetary scene 

  Your disaffected flagellants, well-stuffed, 

  Smacking their muzzy bellies in parade, 
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  Proud of such novelties of the sublime, 

  Such tink and tank and tunk-a-tunk-tunk [like that jazz] 

  May, merely may, madame, whip from themselves 

  A jovial hullabaloo among the spheres. 

Why he chose flagellants with muzzy bellies who are beating themselves, whipping this 

joyful noise out of ‘em, but it’s about as far as you could get from the concept of, say, a 

contemporary or a traditional church service. 

  This will make widows wince.  But fictive things 

  Wink as they will.  Wink most when widows wince. 

If he’s hurt her feelings, he’s sorry.  But this is something she doesn’t have to accept, 

but it’s something he wants to deal with. 

 Now what is gonna be expanded in one of the greatest poems from the 20th 

century, “Sunday Morning.”  Much revised.  When it was originally published, part of it 

was left out.  He restored some missing stanzas.  He rearranged the stanzas.  And this 

is the last form he left it in and I think it’s the most satisfactory. 

 There’s a dramatic situation going on here.  There’s a woman who thinks — and 

we get her thoughts.  There also seems to be a voice that is either hers or a voice that 

she hears, or maybe the voice of the poet or the voice somehow of the poem that 

answers her or questions her as her thoughts progress.  There’s even a little humor in 

here, I think, as far as that goes.  But it builds and you have to watch it go.  It also 

contains some truly beautiful lines. 

  Complacencies of the peignoir  
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By the way, peignoir can only be pronounced peen-war, if you want to be very French 

about it.  And I’m thinking maybe it’s what he wanted to do since he has that long A in 

complacencies. 

  Complacencies of the peignoir 

Doesn’t that sound good?  Oh, well.  I don’t know. 

  . . . and late 

  Coffee and oranges in a sunny chair, 

  And the green freedom of a cockatoo 

  Upon a rug mingle to dissipate 

  The holy hush of ancient sacrifice. 

 So the title tells us the time of day and the day of the week.  It’s Sunday morning 

but she’s not in church.  She’s not even dressed.  She’s wearing her peignoir, or peen-

war, and drinking coffee and eating oranges in a sunny chair.  This is absolutely — oh, I 

don’t know.  Have you ever felt guilty when you cut church?  But, at the same time, 

wasn’t that nice to have the papers there and no rush?  That’s what she’s doing. 

  She dreams a little, and she feels the dark 

  Encroachment of that old catastrophe, 

  As a calm darkens among water-lights. 

  The pungent oranges and bright, green wings 

  Seem things in some procession of the dead, 

  Winding across wide water, without sound. 

  The day is like wide water, without sound, 
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  Stilled for the passing of her dreaming feet 

  Over the seas, to silent Palestine, 

  Dominion of the blood and sepulchre. 

 Well, wow, we’ve taken quite a turn from oranges and cockatoos and sunny 

chairs and coffee into her thinking of the ancient sacrifice, of her thinking of the death 

and resurrection of Jesus so long ago which is being celebrated in all the churches that 

she is not attending this morning.  But some afterglow of — she did — can’t you tell that 

at one point she was certainly a church-goer so she’s remembering these things.  And 

they come to disturb her in her complacency, her self-satisfaction, her happiness on this 

day. 

 And she wonders, I assume 

  Why should she give her bounty to the dead? 

             What is divinity if it can come 

  Only in silent shadows and in dreams? 

  Shall she not find in comforts of the sun, 

  In pungent fruit and bright, green wings [there’s that cockatoo], or else 

  In any balm or beauty of the earth, 

  Things to be cherished like the thought of heaven? 

 Now, look at that.  That’s not really that hard.  Why should she give her bounty to 

the dead?  Swinburg talks about, in the Hindu [inaudible], dead limbs of gibbeted gods.  

The sad religion, the religion of sadness.  Why should she give her bounty to that?  Is 

divinity only in silent shadows and in dreams, in the silent text, in the tradtions that we 
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are taught but that we do not see?  There haven’t been any burning bushes and voices, 

and so forth, in the 20th century.  “Shall she not find in comforts of the sun.”  Now, the 

sun figures often in his ideas about some kind of future substitute for traditional religion.  

It’s not necessarily worshiping the sun, but the sun is kind of a symbol of life and the 

earth, fruit and birds.  Balm or beauty of the earth as opposed to dreams.  Things to be 

cherished like the thought, the idea of heaven.  There’s the idea of heaven, but here’s 

an orange. 

  Divinity must live within herself: 

An old idea.  William Blake and others. 

  Passions of rain 

Now, these are all things that take place on the earth and in human experience.  Not in 

scripture, not in story. 

  Passions of rain, or moods in falling snow; 

  Grievings in loneliness, or unsubdued 

  Elations when the forest blooms; gusty 

  Emotions on wet roads on autumn nights; 

  All pleasures and all pains, remembering 

  The bough of summer and the winter branch, 

  These are the measures destined for her soul. 

 I think that second stanza is extremely important to understanding this poem.  

Divinity is within her, not outside of her.  Not in some ghostly sounds from Palestine.  

And then these listings of passions of rain, and so forth, apparently would have 
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reference to the author as well as this woman, and I think maybe even to you.  I think 

these are suggestive.  You could all probably come in and try to remember something 

that occurred to you that — in your life that involved passions of rain or moods in falling 

snow.  Loneliness but also elations, the good and the bad, the ups and the downs of a 

real human life. 

 This one line knocks me out.  “Gusty emotions on wet roads on autumn nights.”  

Now, I don’t know if that’s evocative for you, but it’s evocative for me.  

  All pleasures and all pains, remembering 

  The bough of summer and the winter branch. 

The cold and the warm. 

  These are the measures destined for her soul. 

 Complete change of tone.  He goes back to the past and tradition. 

  Jove in the clouds had his inhuman birth. 

  No mother suckled him, no sweet land gave 

  Large-mannered motions to his mythy mind. 

I like mythy mind for Jove. 

  He moved among us, as a muttering king, 

  Magnificent, would move among his hinds, 

  Until our blood, commingling, virginal, 

  With heaven, brought such requital to desire 

  The very hinds discerned it, in a star. 

Now, Jove has been changed into the traditional Christian god from the Pagan god who 
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certainly moved among us but who had no human birth.  But then “brought such requital 

to ddesire / The very hinds [the shepherds] discerned it, in a star.”  God come to earth. 

  Shall our blood fail?  Or shall it come to be 

  The blood of paradise?  And shall the earth 

  Seem all of paradise that we shall know? 

Is it possible that this is it, that the earth is all the paradise we’re gonna get from the 

bowel of summer with its leaves and the winter branch without them, with snow? 

  The sky will be much friendlier then than now, 

Then when we realize, or if we realize, or if you accept, or if the woman accepts, or 

whoever accepts, the idea that this is all we’ve got.  That after this earth there is no 

other existence. 

  The sky will be much friendlier then than now, 

  A part of labor and a part of pain, 

  And next in glory to [only one thing] enduring love   

  Not this dividing and indifferent blue. 

The sky will come on.  It’s still a physical sky but it’s not separating us from some kind of 

paradise.  It’s a real sky.  It’s a sky illuminated by a real sun or a real earth. 

  She says  

Now the woman speaks herself. 

  She says, “I am content when wakened birds, 

  Before they fly, test the reality 

  Of misty fields, by their sweet questionings; 
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  But when the birds are gone, and their warm fields 

  Return no more, where, then, is paradise?” 

Okay.  You tell me this earth can be earthly paradise and all paradise that we know and 

she says, “I am content.”  Complacent is another — complacencies of the peignoir.  

When she hears the little birds in the field.  Well, when the birds are gone, where is 

paradise then? 

  There is not any haunt of prophecy, 

  Nor any old chimera of the grave, 

And then he lists the traditional, classic ideas of an afterlife. 

  Neither the golden underground, nor isle 

  Melodious, where spirits gat them home, 

  Nor visionary south, nor cloudy palm 

  Remote on heaven’s hill, that has endured 

  As April’s green endures; or will endure 

  Like her remembrance of awakened birds, 

  Or her desire for June and evening, tipped 

  By the consummation of the swallow’s wings. 

 Look at what he’s just said.  None of these ideas — or what he said in the first 

stanza — thoughts of heaven, from the golden isle or to the alesian field or to the 

heavenly paradise that Dante envisioned, which is mainly light, by the way — none of 

these things have endured like April’s green, like spring.  I can just see e.e. cummings 

going, “Yes.”  Or will endure.  They haven’t endured or they won’t endure like her 
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memory of awakened birds.  The superstitions are not as enduring as even her memory 

of the real or her desire for the real to return.  “Her remembrance of awakened birds / Or 

her desire for June and evening.”  That she can wish for and hope for to return.  So long 

as she is living it will. 

 She says, “Okay.  All right.  I’ll give you that.” 

  She says, “But in contentment I still feel 

  The need of some imperishable bliss.” 

And this is the need that man has always had.  This is the need that creates the 

thoughts of heaven.  It’s hard to think that this is it.  It’s hard to believe that is all.  That 

with the end of your life, all nature ceases, as Crane talks about.  She still feels the 

need for some imperishable bliss.  The happiness on earth, that’s all very fine.  But what 

about the happiness in heaven that I’ve been taught about, that I’ve been believing in?” 

 Somebody answers.  “Death is the mother of beauty.”  By the way, Wallace 

Stevens’ favorite poet, he said at one point, was John Keats.  And if you think about a 

poem like the “Ode on Melancholy,” he says she dwells with beauty, beauty that must 

die.  The salt sand waves and rainbow, the anger in the mistress’s eyes, the wealth of 

globed peonies that he talks about that we see every spring, they’re all gonna die.  And 

one of the reasons that we love them and we appreciate their beauty is the fact that 

they’re not permanent.  They will change.  Transciency.  They will go.  Death is the 

mother of beauty.  Imperishable bliss is not the beauty that we understand. 

  . . . hence from her, [from death] 

  Alone, shall come fulfillment to our dreams 
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  And our desires.  Although she [death] strews the leaves 

  Of sure obliteration on our paths, 

  The path sick sorrow took, the many paths 

  Where triumph rang its brassy phrase, or love 

  Whispered a little out of tenderness, 

  She makes the willow shiver in the sun 

  For maidens who were wont to sit and gaze 

  Upon the grass, relinguished to their feet. 

  She causes boys to pile new plums and pears 

  On disregarded plate.  The maidens taste 

  And stray impassioned in the litteriing leaves. 

Remember in “The Emperor of Ice-Cream” he says, “Let the wenches dawdle in such 

dress / As they are used to wear, and let the boys / Bring flowers in last month’s 

newspapers,” or however that goes.  I’m paraphrasing.  The women — the girls 

represent beauty and the boys represent desire, and all of these things are promised by 

death.  This is why their beauty will change, their beauty will fade, their beauty will go, 

and so will desire.  Desire shall fail.  So in the meantime, it’s kind of a carpe diem sort of 

idea.  Enjoy this life while you have it.  It’s all you get. 

 Well, she has a question — or somebody does. 

  Is there no change of death in paradise? 

  Does ripe fruit never fall?  Or do the boughs 

  Hang always heavy in that perfect sky, 
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  Unchanging, yet so like our perishing earth, 

  With rivers like our own that seek for seas 

  They never find, the same receding shores 

  That never touch with inarticulate pang? 

Look at these lines.  Of course there’s no change or death in paradise.  It’s always the 

same.  It’s an imperishable bliss.  The ripe fruit doesn’t fall.  The ripe fruit doesn’t get 

eaten either.  The boughs hang always heavy in that perfect sky.  It’s almost like art.  It’s 

static, unchanging, even though it looks like our perishing earth.  What Yeats calls the 

place where whatever is begotten, born and dies.  That’s what we live in.  “With rivers 

like our own that seek for seas / They never find.”  Swinburn has a line — he says, “We 

thank what gods may be that no man lives forever, that dead men rise up never, and 

even the weariest river winds somewhere home to the sea.”  But in paradise the river 

has no sea to go to.  It’s already there.  It’s static. 

  “The receding shores / That never touch with inarticulate pang” reminds me of 

another 19th century poet, of Matthew Arnold, talking about islands in the stream.  I 

always call that the Kenny Rogers poem.  But, you know, we’re separated.  We’re not 

touching although we may have touched at one time.  Inarticulate. 

  Why set the pear upon those river-banks 

  Or spice the shores with odors of the plum? 

  Alas, that they should wear our colors there, 

That they in heaven should wear our earthly colors there. 

  The silken weavings of our afternoons, 
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  And pick the strings of our insipid lutes! 

  Death is the mother of beauty, mystical, 

  Within whose burning bosom we devise 

  Our earthly mothers waiting, sleeplessly. 

“Devise” is a great word.  Devise means to conceive or imagine or invent.  We do this.  

This is part of the art. 

 Then he has this vision.  I don’t know if these are these muzzy bellied flagellants 

again, but it’s some kind of pagan celebration, kind of a May Day vision he has. 

  Supple and turbulent, a ring of men 

  Shall chant [in the future] in orgy on a summer morn 

  Their voisterous devotion to the sun, 

  Not as a god, but as a god might be, 

Not worshiping the sun but the sun is a symbol as a god might be. 

  Naked among them, like a savage source [the sun]. 

  Their chant shall be a chant of paradise, 

  Out of their blood, returning to the sky; 

  And in their chant shall enter, voice by voice, 

  The windy lake wherein their lord delights [the sun], 

  The trees, like serafin  

Ah, okay.  We can use heavenly images.  We can make the trees the angels 

  . . . and echoing hills, 

  That choir among themselves long afterward. 
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  They shall know well the heavenly fellowship 

  Of men that perish and of summer morn. 

  And whence they came and whither they shall go 

  The dew upon their feet shall manifest. 

This brotherhood of this ring of men who are celebrating the sun know the heavenly 

fellowship, heavenly in an earthly way, of men that perish, men that die and are no 

more.  And summer morns that turn into afternoons and into nights.  “And whence they 

came and whither they shall go.”  The answer is on their feet.  It’s the dew.  The dew 

appears in the morning and evaporates in the evening and is gone.  You come out of 

nothing and you go back into nothing. 

 Winds up back with the woman, the complacent woman in her peignoir. 

  She hears, upon that water without sound, 

  A voice that cries, “The tomb in Palestine 

  Is not the porch of spirits lingering. 

  It is the grave of Jesus, where he lay.” 

  We live in an old chaos of the sun, 

  Or old dependency of day and night, 

  Or island solitude, unsponsored, free, 

  Of that wide water, inescapable. 

We’re cut off from that.  These modern people here in 1923.  We no longer have that.  

It’s not the porch where the spirits were, where the stone was rolled back.  It’s the 

grave.  Unsponsored, free.  Frightening to be unsponsored and free, but that’s the 
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existential turn that the last century took. 

 Winds up with descriptions, a closing scene of the physical earth with its animals 

and plants. 

  Deer walk upon our mountains 

Not heavenly mountains but mountains of granite and shale. 

  Deer walk upon our mountains, and the quail 

  Whistle about us their spontaneous cries; 

  Sweet berries ripen in the wilderness; 

  And, in the isolation of the sky, 

  At evening, casual flocks of pigeons make 

  Ambiguous undulations as they sink, 

  Downward to darkness, on extended wings. 

 A beautiful final image but as ambiguous as the language that it includes.  Very 

troublesome.  And I’m not satisfied at all that I’m happy about understanding what that 

means.  Walt Whitman said, “Are you so proud of yourself that you can get to the 

meaning of poems?”  Well, this one bothers me because I’m not happy with that.  The 

casual flocks of pigeons, their undulations are ambiguous.  They have more than one 

meaning, more that one possible interpretation.  They are sinking downward to 

darkness.  I’m satisfied perhaps he means it’s the natural world and the natural ending 

of the world is darkness.  As they sink on extended wing.  There’s nevertheless a 

beautiful, physical, real, earthly image of the deer and the sweet berries, and so forth. 

 This poem has a lot in it.  It doesn’t say we should supplant Christianity or 
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traditional religions with a return to paganism and go out and worship the sun.  It 

suggests, rather, that we do have things that can compensate for the loss of that eternal 

bliss in the temporary bliss of things that die because death is the mother of beauty.  

The ripe bowels on the earth do — the fruit does fall.  As do we all finally.  I don’t know.  

 But isn’t that a beautiful poem?  Doesn’t it have some wonderful language in it?  I 

have no idea why that resonates with me so much.  “Gusty emotions on wet roads on 

autumn nights.”  I’d give my right arm to have written that one line.  And he wrote 

dozens of them.  It’s not fair. 

 Well, all right.  I feel like we’ve just had Sunday School.  I’ll see you next time.  

William Carlos Williams will be — I think you’ll enjoy Carlos Williams if you’ve never 

read much of him before.  He certainly will be vastly different from Wallace Stevens. 

 

 


