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 Well, I made an outrageous statement when we got to Robert Frost and quoted 

one of my favorite professors who stated Robert Frost was probably the best American 

poet of the 20th century so far.  Well so far.  The 20th century is over.  You wouldn’t 

know it sometimes.  But as far as that goes, the next two poets that we’ll be reading, 

Stevens and William Carlos Williams, who are different writers but who share some 

similarities.  They’re my favorites.  I would hate to do without Frost, but I think in the 

long run I’d hate more to do without Stevens.  I’ll try to convince you of some of that. 

 Born in 1879 and died in 1955, 76.  Much has been made about Stevens — the 

fact that Stevens was an insurance man.  Well, he wasn’t exactly an insurance man but 

he was an executive at the Hartford in Connecticut.  His father was an attorney.  He 

went to Harvard for three years but he studied modern languages and then later 

realized that he needed to make money so he went to law school.  It was New York 

University law school.  He practiced for a while, the partnership failed, and then he went 

into the legal department of the Hartford Insurance Company and he was, apparently, a 

successful insurance executive.  He was vice-president of that firm. 

 There’s a legend that the people that Wallace Stevens worked with didn’t even 

know he was a poet until he won the Pulitzer Prize, that he kept it from them, that it was 

all top secret.  That’s probably not so.  There’s another school of thought that perhaps 

he was kept on at the Hartford because of the fact that he was a prize winning poet.  

But who knows.  He did go to work every day just about. 

 But he started publishing — well, let.  He was 35 when he first started publishing 

in little magazines like Poetry in Chicago in 1914, and his first book of poems didn’t 



ENG 351 Lecture 13 2 
 
come out until 1923 when he was 44 years old.  But he’d been writing all along and he 

knew the contemporary writers of the day, William Carlos Williams and others like that.  

But he didn’t hang out with ‘em.  He stayed in town and did his work. 

 They — oh, Brendon Gill, who’s a New Yorker writer, grew up in Hartford and he 

can remember people talking about Stevens walking to work.  It was about a mile to his 

office and he walked to work every day and walked home, rain or shine, snow or 

whatever.  And if people offered him a ride, he always turned ‘em down.  Gill’s sister 

once saw Stevens walking down the street, kind of talking to himself, and he stopped 

and took a step backwards and thought for a minute, and then went forward.  And she 

thought maybe the word he was looking for wasn’t right, that he was trying to compose 

poetry as he walked along.  I walk to school every day and I’ve tried that and it doesn’t 

work.  It’s kind of dangerous, too.  You’re apt to be run over.  But that may be true, it 

may not be true, but it’s fun to think about. 

 It is true that his intellectual life was very separate from his business life and very 

important to him.  When he married, he warned his wife that his life was an intellectual 

life, was a life of words and paper.  His daughter, Holly Stevens, a writer herself, tells 

the story about coming home one day and all the lights were off in the house.  And she 

was worried because she knew her father was supposed to be home and she wandered 

around till she finally found him, sitting in a room of the house in the dark.  And she went 

over to him — he was very quiet — and she said, “Dad, what’re you doing?”  He said, 

“Thinking.”  Which is apparently what he did a lot of.  I think that walking he might’ve just 

been thinking. 
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 A couple of notes that we will refer back to as we look at these poems.  Stevens 

talks about the beauty of reality and the dependence of that beauty on the human 

observer.  It’s the human observer that makes the beautiful beautiful.   Two repeated 

activities show up in his poems: the self as an active observer or playing musical 

instruments.  Playing a musical instrument is another way of producing beauty and 

creating reality. 

 Another major theme is that — and this is one of the themes of modernism in 

general — is that Stevens saw that there was no longer a shared belief.  When Milton 

was writing Paradise Lost, the audience he was writing for believed everything he was 

writing, believed in that.  They shared this common system of belief.  But in the 20th 

century that was no longer possible.  That was no longer — you just couldn’t assume 

that everybody shared that belief. 

 As for Christianity, Stevens came to feel that it had lost its power to do whatever 

it was supposed to have done in the first place.  It certainly wasn’t a uniting force that 

we could all share.  And he took it — he decided the romantic idea — I think it’s 

romantic — that perhaps poetry could supplant religion finally as being a new universal 

connector.  That’s just about as naive, I think, as you can get but it’s a beautiful thing to 

think about.  I don’t think he really believed that.  I think — well, he may have believed 

that.  I think he just thought it was fun to think about and it gives us something to think 

about. 

 He was a poet of ideas.  He was a philosophical poet in some ways but don’t let 

that put you off because he didn’t think of himself that way.  He said, “I am a poet of the 
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earth.”  In fact, here’s my favorite line of prose from Stevens: “The greatest poverty is 

not to live in a physical world.”  So that would give the lie to the idea of being totally 

intellect like the creatures in Bernard Shaw’s Back to Methusala who sit on rocks in the 

rain and work out algorhythms.  No.  The physical world is what makes the intellectual 

world worthwhile.  And he also said, “Not ideas about the thing but the thing itself.”  

William Carlos Williams said something very similar -- “No ideas but in things” — and 

we’ll talk about, when we get to Carlos Williams, how these two men differed just a little 

bit on that. 

 But Stevens is difficult but he’s not impenetrable and he is not maddeningly 

difficult like someone like Ezra Pound or portions of T.S. Eliot.  If you look at Wallace 

Stevens long enough and you think about it, you can get to it.  And that’s part of the 

pleasure, I think.  We forget sometimes that there are complex pleasures that require 

little effort and the rewards are, I think, appropriately a little bit greater than that which 

comes easily to us.  So let’s look at a couple. 

 Well, let’s look at “The Emperor of Ice-Cream,” a good illustration.  Difficulty is a 

characteristic of most modern poetry but don’t be put off until you give it a chance.  “The 

Emperor of Ice-Cream.”  Let me read it and then let’s see what we can find out about 

our complex pleasure.  By the way, Wallace Stevens considered this — he said once 

that this was his favorite poem — of all of his poetry, at any rate. 

  “The Emperor of Ice Cream” 

  Call the roller of big cigars, 

  The muscular one, and bid him whip 
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  In kitchen cups concupiscent curds. 

  Let the wenches dawdle in such dress 

  As they are used to wear, and let the boys 

  Bring flowers in last month’s newspapers. 

  Let be be finale of seem. 

  The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream. 

    * * * 

  Take from the dresser of deal, 

  Lacking the three glass knobs, that sheet 

  On which she embroidered fantails once 

  And spread it so as to cover her face. 

  If her horny feet protrude, they come 

  To show how cold she is, and dumb. 

  Let the lamp affix its beam. 

  The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream. 

 By the way, Stevens should be read out loud.  He’s a poet of sound as well as 

meaning, and he appreciated the — I mean, some of the phrases I’m not even sure 

what in the world they mean.  “The auroras of autumn, auroras of autumn.”  I don’t know 

what the dawns of autumn would be, but isn’t that pretty?  Auroras of autumn.  Just try 

to say that.  Auroras of autumn.  It just feels good in your mouth.  The auroras of 

autumn.  Maybe that’s what he was thinking about as he was walking along: auroras of 

autumn. 
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 “The Emperor of Ice-Cream.”  He commented a little bit about this poem and he 

said this much.  He said ice-cream — he was trying to think of what was pure good, 

what was pure pleasure, what is something everybody loves.  And don’t tell me you 

don’t like ice-cream.  But in case you do, I’m sorry.  But this is pleasure personified, 

pure pleasure.  I said good and good is part of it, but pleasure is the main thing.  When 

we talk about “A High-Toned Old Christian Woman” next time, we’ll get back to that 

idea. 

 All right.  The emperor of pure pleasure, “The Emperor of Ice-Cream.”  Who’s 

speaking in this first stanza?  “Call the roller of big cigars / The muscular one.”  You 

remember Old King Cole, all right?  He called for his pipe and he called for his bowl and 

he called for his fiddlers three.  So this is the Emperor of Ice-Cream speaking.  He’s 

getting orders.  “Call the roller of big cigars.”  He wants a big cigar.  “The muscular one, 

and bid him whip / In kitchen cups concupiscent curds.”  I love to see a great big long 

fancy Latin word stuck up against a good old-fashioned Anglo-Saxon word.  

Concupiscent curds.  Supercilious so-and-so.  What’s concupiscent mean?  Hmmm?  

Well, what do you do when you see a word and you don’t know it?  Look it up.  Well, 

what’s it mean?  You know, if somebody was offering me some curds, concupiscent or 

not, I’d want to know what in the world it was.  Concupiscent means strong desire, 

especially sexual desire.  Concupiscence is — well, later he talks about her horny feet.  

It’s the same thing.  Concupiscent curds. 

 “Let the wenches” — now, that’s a nice word — “dawdle in such dress / As they 

are used to wear.”  Let the world go on the way it will.  “And let the boys / Bring flowers 
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in last month’s newspapers.”  Let courtship continue.  Let the boys come to the girls.  

“Let be be finale of seem.”  Now, this is his order.  And look at the words.  “Let be be 

finale of seem.”  What’s finale mean?  Hmm?  The end.  Let be be the end of seem.  

What’s seem?  Appearance.  Something that only seems to be, something that’s not 

real.  Let be be being. Let reality.  Let be be the end of appearance.  “Let be be finale of 

seem.”  Quit dwelling in the imaginary.  “Let be be finale of seem.”  Just think about that 

for a minute.  Isn’t that a wonderful sentence?  “Let be be finale of seem.”  Why?  

Because the only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.  Get over it.  That’s it.  It’s the 

truth.  Pleasure is the final principal.  If you can build a nave of law, if you can build a 

religion of law, you can build a religion of pleasure. 

 “Take from the dresser of deal” — further orders.  This ordinary chest of drawers.  

What is this woman doing in the second verse?  Well, why would you take that sheet 

and spread it so as to cover her face?  She’s dead.  And “if her horny feet protrude,” 

that sheet’s too short.  I like that idea.  “They come to show how cold she is, and dumb.”  

She cannot speak because she’s dead.  This is reality.  Don’t be afraid to look at it.  “Let 

the lamp affix its beam.”  Go ahead and look.  Let be be finale of seem.  “The only 

emperor is the emperor of ice-cream” and she is out of it now.  Let that be an example 

to you. 

 I think that poem is pretty accessible when you get down to it, isn’t it?  Well, let’s 

go back and look at one that is a little bit more abstract perhaps and not quite as 

mysterious.  “The Snow Man” I mentioned to you and it didn’t snow.  But try this.  The 

snow man, of course, is not a snowman.  It’s not a thing that a kid might make in the 
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snow, but the snow man is probably the speaker.  You can’t be sure in a — I never feel 

that I’m hearing Wallace Stevens speak.  I feel I’m hearing some voice, some — it’s not 

exactly a narrative voice, but some poetic voice that is involved in the activity it’s 

involved in, but it’s not necessarily a dramatic situation.  Here’s one of the few where it 

almost seems to be. 

  One must have a mind of winter 

  To regard the frost and the boughs 

  Of the pine-trees crusted with snow; 

    * * * 

  And have been cold a long time 

  To behold the junipers shagged with ice, 

  The spruces rough in the distant glitter 

    * * * 

  Of the January sun; and not to think 

  Of any misery in the sound of the wind, 

  In the sound of a few leaves, 

    * * * 

  Which is the sound of the land 

  Full of the same wind 

  That is blowing in the same bare place 

    * * * 

  For the listener, who listens in the snow, 
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  And, nothing himself, beholds 

  Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is. 

 That one’s accessible, too, isn’t it?  “One must have a mind of winter / To regard 

the frost and the boughs.”  Regard means to look, to see, the observer.  And you must 

not have a preconception.  You mustn’t have a poetic mind.  You mustn’t have your 

ideas already set.  A mind of winter: cold, empty, sterile blasts.  Empty your head to look 

at the frost and the boughs of the pine trees crusted with snow.  And it’s also nice to 

have been cold for a long time.  This works best if — I suggest you try this.  Go stand in 

the snow.  I stand next to my juniper shagged with ice.  “Behold the junipers shagged 

with ice, / The spruces rough in the distant glitter / Of the January sun.”  We’ve seen 

that this year.  “And not to think / Of any misery in the sound of the wind.” 

 Now, if you’re out there looking at the snow and you hear the wind, and you go, 

“Oh, the wind sounds unhappy.  The wind is misery.  The winter is expressing its cold 

misery.”  The winter is not doing anything.  The winter is a season.  Nature doesn’t have 

a mind.  Nature doesn’t have emotions.  We would putting the emotions on it if we said, 

“I hear the sad misery of the wind.”  No, not to think of any misery in the sound of the 

wind, in the sound of a few leaves, which is the sound of the land full of the same wind 

that is blowing in the same bare place.  For the listener. 

 And the listener is just like a regarder or an observer, is also taking in, “who 

listens in the snow,  / And nothing himself” -- not representing anything, just a mind of 

winter just coming out there to have it experienced.  “And, nothing himself, beholds” — 

sees, observes, listens to — “Nothing that is not there.”  Doesn’t go out there to say, 
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“Oh, I’m going to feel bleak and I’m going to feel miserable and I’m going to feel the 

coldness and the bleakness of winter.”  No.  That’s not there.  So he beholds nothing 

that’s not there.  But he does behold the nothing that is.  This really isn’t Zen.  It’s the 

idea — it’s the realization that nothing is there.  When you realize nothing is there, then 

there is something there and that’s nothing.  Right?  “Let be be finale of seem,” folks. 

 Well, when we get to “Sunday Morning” I’ll see if I have any more success 

convincing you of some of this.  I know you know this is true.  It’s just that you really 

have to participate.  You have to do it to do it.  We’ll save “A High-Toned Old Christian 

Woman” until we get to “Sunday Morning,” because I want to take two of his main ideas 

and discuss one today, and then “Sunday Morning” next time.  I think “Sunday Morning” 

is probably one of the greatest poems of the 20th century and I invite you to read that 

carefully for next time. 

 But look at “Anecdote of the Jar” first.  I remember when I was in high school, I 

think, is the first time I came across a Wallace Stevens poem and this one was it, and I 

thought it was silly.; Now years later I don’t think it’s silly anymore, but let’s just see. 

  I placed a jar in Tennessee, 

  And round it was, upon a hill. 

  It made the slovenly wilderness 

  Surround that hill. 

Wallace Stevens, I don’t think, ever went to Tennessee.  He stayed in New England and 

then in the wintertime he made trips to Florida as often as he could.  But he wanted — I 

think he chose Tennessee because he figured it would be wilderness enough plus it’s a 
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pretty name: Tennessee.  I placed a jar in Arkansas.  Somehow that doesn’t quite have 

it. 

  I placed a jar in Tennessee, 

  And round it was, upon a hill. 

  It made the slovenly wilderness 

  Surround that hill. 

The slovenly wilderness.  Now, just envision this.  A jar.  It’s not a great big jar.  It’s just 

a jar, an ordinary jar.   

  The wilderness rose up to it, 

  And sprawled around, no longer wild. 

  The jar was round upon the ground 

  And tall and of a port in air. 

    * * * 

  It took dominion everywhere. 

  The jar was gray and bare. 

  It did not give of bird or bush, 

  Like nothing else in Tennessee. 

 What happens when he puts this manmade object, this jar, this artifact — it’s just 

an ordinary terra cotta jar.  It’s just a gray, bare jar.  I know what I see.  I see — the type 

of shape that I see.  But it’s a made thing.  He puts it on this hill in Tennessee and it 

becomes a point of reference.  The slovenly wilderness suddenly has a point.  It all 

relates to where it is in relationship to this manmade thing that is put into the landscape. 
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 This is the wrong image entirely.  I probably shouldn’t mention it.  But if you’ve 

ever seen a nuclear facility with a big cooling tower, or whatever that thing is — down by 

Lake Dardenella in Arkansas there’s a big red one.  They call it a nuclear thing.  You 

can see it for miles before you get to it.  In this beautiful countryside of peach orchards 

and so forth, then there’s this thing, this manmade thing, and it takes dominion 

everywhere.  Of course it’s its size, but it would work if it was just a jar.  In other words, 

nature is slovenly.  Nature has no meaning.  Nature has no point of reference until two 

things happen.  One, man imposes some order on it by putting one of his objects in it 

and, two, when an observer observes it there. 

 Look over on 1245, “The Idea of Order at Key West.”  And, as they tell you, Key 

West is an island south of Florida where Stevens vacationed.  Ramon Fernandez, that 

he mentions in line 44, he claims he just pulled that name right out of the sky.  He just 

needed a name.  That it’s not a reference to this French literary critic.  But in the 

dramatic situation, the speaker and Ramon Fernandez have heard a woman singing by 

the sea in St. Augustine — St. Augustine in Key West.  “She sang beyond the genius of 

the sea.”  We’ll come back to that line. 

 Go down to line 10: 

  The song and water were not medleyed sound 

  Even if what she sang was what she heard, 

  Since what she sang was uttered word by word. 

  It may be that in all her phrases stirred 

  The grinding water and the gasping wind; 
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  But it was she and not the sea we heard. 

 Look at what he’s saying.  The woman is singing by the sea.  Is she singing the 

sounds the sea gives to her to sing?  It may that some of the sound that she’s singing 

may have been suggested by the sounds of the sea, but that’s not what she’s singing.  

See how that works?  “The song and water were not medleyed sound.”  The sea 

sounds pretty.  Everybody likes to hear the surf.  But it’s not a medley and it’s not 

harmonious, it’s not ordered and it’s not music.  It’s just noise.  But she may have been 

inspired by it.   

  It may be that in all her phrases stirred 

  The grinding water and the gasping wind; 

It might have been inspiring.  But that’s not what you hear when you hear her singing. 

  But it was she and not the sea we heard. 

Why? 

  For she was the maker of the song she sang. 

“Maker” is a heavy word.  Maker is an old word for poet.  Maker is an old word for, you 

know, that kind of creator.  She is writing the song that she’s singing as she sings it. 

  The ever-hooded, tragic-gestured sea 

  Was merely a place by which she walked to sing. 

She’s not singing the sea and the sea is not making her sing, but she’s singing by the 

sea is assenting for her singing.  That’s fun to say.  But you gotta — it’s not making her 

sing.  She’s singing.  It’s just a place.  Next stanza: 

  If it was only the dark voice of the sea 
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  That rose, or even colored by many waves; 

  If it was only the outer voice of sky 

  And cloud, of the sunken coral water-walled, 

  However clear, it would have been deep air, 

  The heaving speech of air, a summer sound 

  Repeated in a summer without end 

  And sound alone. 

If the song she sang was the song of the sea and had come from the sea, it would just 

be a sound because that’s all we have.  It’s just a sound.  It may be very beautiful, the 

sunken coral water-walled and so forth.  It may have been that pretty, but it’s still just 

noise.  It’s still just sound.  Then he says, in the middle: 

  But it was more than that, 

  More even than her voice, and ours, among 

  The meaningless plungings of water and the wind, 

  Theatrical distances, bronze shadows heaped 

  On high horizons, mountainous atmospheres 

  Of sky and sea. 

Think of Florida landscapes you’ve probably seen.  Think of the seascape, the clouds, 

these bronze shadows heaped, heaped, heaped.  It’s just the background.  That’s just 

the picture.  But this is more than that.  It’s more than her voice, this song. 

 Line 34: 

    It was her voice that made 
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  The sky acutest at its vanishing. 

Think about perspective in drawing class where the sky finally vanishes there at the 

horizon. 

  She measured to the hour its solitude. 

She gives order of even time to the place. 

  She was the single artificer of the world 

  In which she sang. 

Look how this is progressing.  She’s the maker of the song she sang at the beginning.  

Now she’s the maker of the world she’s singing in.  She was the artificer.  That’s a great 

word.  Artificer.  Artifice.  Art.  Something that is made.  And she’s creating the world 

through her art. 

  And when she sang, the sea, 

  Whatever self it had, became the self 

  That was her song. 

See how that builds?  Isn’t that — doesn’t that make some pleasurable sense?  “The 

sea, / Whatever self it had, became the self / That was her song.”  She gives the sea its 

identity.  She gives nature’s meaning.   Why?  “For she was the maker.” 

 Then we have observers of the artist. 

  Then we, 

  As we beheld her striding there alone, 

  Knew that there never was a world for her 

  Except the one she sang and, singing, made. 
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The only world for the artist is the world that the artist makes by the artist’s making.  

“Except the one she sang [into existence] and, singing, made.” 

  Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know, 

  Why, when the singing ended and we turned 

  Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights, 

  The lights in the fishing boats at anchor there, 

  As the night descended, tilting in the air, 

  Mastered the night and portioned out the sea, 

  Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles, 

  Arranging, deepening, enchanting night. 

Tell why the glassy lights on the fishing boats at anchor there.  Can you think of any 

time where you’ve ever been on a lake or a dock at night and the lights reflected in the 

water, the lights at the end of the pier, the lights on the boats?  They order the place.  

Artificial.  Artifists.  Manmade objects in the night that portion out the night and give it 

order and give it space.  Just like the jar on the hill in Tennessee.  And this is definitely a 

humanistic approach. 

  Oh!  Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon, 

  The maker’s rage to order words of the sea. 

This is one of the impulses to art is to impose order on chaos.  It’s the sound of the 

waves and the sound of the sea, and all of that.  The maker singing makes order of it, 

makes meaning for it. 

  Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred, 
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  And of ourselves and of our origins, 

  In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds. 

Demarcations like the order, like the words.  Keener sounds, the actual sounds of the 

words once they’re created. 

 He loves that word “portal.”  I don’t know what he means by portal half the time.  

He says in “Peter Quince”:  “Beauty is momentary in the mind— / The fitful tracing of a 

portal; / But in the flesh it is immortal.”  And then we take that paradox and he explains 

it, and I think can convince us of it.  But a portal is a door, of course, or a gateway.  It’s 

an entrance.  “Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred.” 

 I don’t think, if you think about Stevens very much, you can look at nature again 

or art in the same way.  I don’t think you can think about them in the same way.  Robert 

Browning said, “We love first when we see the painted things we’ve passed a thousand 

times and cared to see.”  Now, that part of art we recognized before.  That nature 

means something to us because we’ve had it represented to us in art and photography 

and other ways, and we’re told it’s beautiful.  You ever seen an ugly tree?  You’ve seen 

ugly trees because you know what beautiful trees are supposed to be like because of 

art.  Or ugly sunsets, you know.  Bad taste, really gross, too much fuschia.  You know, 

just like a Hawaiian poster.  That’s one way it works.  Another way it works is to think it 

has no meaning whatsoever unless we impose it on it.  Well, it’s fun to think about. 

 Look at  “Disillusionment of Ten O’Clock.”  Can you believe somebody who’s 

doing insurance law can be thinking about things like this when he’s on vacation?  I 

think it’s pretty neat.  John Berryman called Wallace Stevens the funny money man.  
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Because he thought, you know, poets shouldn’t have money.  That’s contradictory.  And 

Stevens said, “Money has a kind of poetry of its own.”  Which is probably pretty 

accurate.  But he still doesn’t live in a world — he lives in a world where the imagination 

is important.  You have to have an imagination to look at the sea and sing.  Imagination 

is what enables us to see the order that man puts on nature. 

  “Disillusionment of Ten O’Clock” 

  The house are haunted 

  By white night-gowns. 

This is the vividness of the imagination versus the dullness of the ordinary.  If you are 

ordinary, if you don’t have an imagination, everything is ordinary.  But in the world that 

he envisions, the extraordinary ought to be the ordinary. 

  The houses are haunted 

  By white night-gowns. 

  None are green, 

  Or purple with green rings, 

  Or green with yellow rings, 

  Or yellow with blue rings. 

  None of them are strange, 

  With socks of lace 

  And beaded ceintures. [Those are just belts.] 

  People are not going 

  To dream of baboons and periwinkles. 
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  Only, here and there, an old sailor, 

  Drunk and asleep in his boots, 

  Catches tigers 

  In red weather. 

Most of us have white night-gowns and dull dreams.  Don’t dream of baboons and 

periwinkles. 

 Look over on — “Gubbinal,” 1241.  Similar theme.  The world is dull only if you 

want it to be so, only if you refuse to observe nature.  Walking in the snow with Stevens, 

I think, would be quite different from walking in the snow, just alone and not thinking 

about anything except how cold you are.  Next time you need to use your mind of winter 

and try to see the there that is not there and et cetera. 

 “Gubbinal” is a country bumpkin.  In other words, the name of this thing could be 

“Bubba” just as well as “Gubbinal.”  It’s just a red-neck or a philistine, somebody who 

doesn’t have a taste for the imagination of creativity. 

  That strange flower, the sun, 

  Is just what you say. 

  Have it your way. 

    * * * 

  The world is ugly, 

  And the people are sad. 

Now, look at all the other things the sun could be. 

  That tuft of jungle feathers, 
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Like the sun and a metaphor for a parrot. 

  That animal eye, 

  Is just what you say. 

A star, 93 million miles from here. 

  That savage of fire, 

  That seed, 

  Have it your way. 

    * * * 

  The world is ugly, 

  And the people are sad. 

 The literalists, the ones who — oh, the same kind of — I don’t know.  If you like 

imagination to the point where — somebody has said to me before, “Why don’t poets 

just say what they mean?”  As John Keats would say, “Well, life is short so go for all the 

gusto you can, and even enjoy your sadness.  The end.”  I don’t think so.  Wallace 

Stevens, in a poem called “A Motive for Metaphor,” which we don’t have, said that we 

have metaphor because we can’t look at the truth directly.  It’s too intense.  You have to 

come at it through metaphor.  You have to come at it through comparisons.  That 

savage of fire, the sun.  Emily Dickinson said, “Tell all the truth but tell it slant.”  You’ve 

got to sneak up on it.  You have to do it metaphorically.  Success in circuit lies. Oh, 

every now and then I’ll hear somebody say, “I hate poetry.”  I want to say, “Have it your 

way.  The world’s ugly and the people are sad.” 

 Well, let’s try “Peter Quince.”  Or would you rather do “Thirteen Ways of Looking 
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at a Blackbird”?  Or is it really material?  “Peter Quince.”  Okay.  “Peter Quince.”  Here 

he — why he pulled that name out, nobody knows.  It doesn’t have anything to do with 

his poem — or it doesn’t seem to.  If you remember in Midsummer Night’s Dream, they 

had the play within the play.  The locals put on the play with the lantern, and this and 

that.  And Peter Quince is this peasant organizer of the thing. 

 I saw a production of that in South Carolina, a college production of Midsummer 

Night’s Dream and they often do — like sometimes they’ll have these peasant 

characters speak Cockney or something to try to differentiate them.  What this — this 

was at a women’s college, The South Carolina College for Women at the time.  

Winthrop University now.  It is coed.  But when I taught there, I got to get in a lot of 

plays because they had to use faculty for male roles.  You can’t put on The House of 

Bernard Alba, you know, every season.  You know, you have — or Little Women.  You 

know, you have to branch out.  I got to play Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman when I 

was 24 years old.  Had to pad me out and gray me.  Now I could just walk onstage.  It’s 

terrible to think about it.  

 Where was I going?  Oh.  They cast local people in some of these parts and they 

cast some real local people in South Carolina for the — so it was, “This is my lantern 

and this is my moon, and it’s a story of Peermus and Theesby,” you know.  It’s just 

absolutely wonderful.  Much better than those fake accents that college kids — 

American college kids feel like they have to put on when they do Shakespeare.  That’s 

an odd accent that doesn’t exist anywhere but in the imagination.  And they also feel 

they have to float a little bit when they do it, but I won’t get off on college productions.  I 
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love college productions of Shakespeare when I have to go see them. 

 But Peter Quince.  Where he came from, I don’t know.  Caviare is a keyboard 

instrument.  He apparently is speaking to a woman in a room and he has an argument 

to make.  Let’s see if we can follow his argument. 

  Just as my fingers on these keys 

  Make music, so the selfsame sounds 

  On my spirit make a music, too. 

All right.  Now, do you go with that?  Can you let him have that? 

  Just as my fingers on these keys  

  Make music, so the selfsame sounds  

  On my spirit make a music, too. [Okay.] 

    * * * 

 

  Music is feeling, then — not sound. 

Okay.  We got to that point.  So music is feeling, not merely sound. 

  And thus it is that what I feel, 

  Here in this room, desiring you, 

    * * * 

  Thinking of your blue-shadowed silk, 

  Is music. 

Ah, now he elevated that a little bit, didn’t he?   

  . . . It is like the strain 
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  Waked in the elders by Susanna. 

Once again, we have to have a little bit of background.  But the story of Susanna and 

the elders is a beautiful story in the Apocrypha, in the Book of Daniel, I believe it is, in 

the Apocrypha.  She was a chaste woman who was spied upon when she was bathing.  

There’s always been a lot of spying upon people bathing in the Bible, you know.  Why 

didn’t they go inside?  I never have really understood that.  

 But these two old elders were spying on her and tried to seduce her, and she 

rejected them and so they turned her in and said that she had been immoral.  Well, 

Daniel interrogated them and he asked them — he interrogated them separately.  He 

was a judge.  And they got confused about what kind of tree they were hiding behind.  

One of ‘em said a pear tree and one of ‘em said a quince tree, or something like that.  

And so he cleared her.  It’s not really important.  What’s important is it’s been 

represented over and over and over in painting, is Susanna being stared at by these 

two old men.    

  . . . It is like the strain 

  Waked in the elders by Susanna. 

    * * * 

  The basses of their beings throb 

  in witching chords, 

The basses really would be the basses of their beings, but also the bass as in the bass 

clef. 

  . . . and their thin blood [these old men] 
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  Pulse pizzicati of Hosanna. 

That’s fun to say, whether you care about what it means or not.  Pulse pizzicati.  You 

know, when they pluck the strings — pluck, pluck, pluck, pluck. 

    II 

  In the green water, clear and warm, 

  Susanna lay. 

  She searched 

  The touch of springs, 

  And found 

  Concealed imaginings. 

  She sighed, 

  For so much melody. 

Remember, music is feeling, then, not sound.  So she sighed for so much feeling as 

well as melody.  And then she is shocked by the discovery, by these elders’ discovery. 

  A breath upon her hand 

  Muted the night. 

  She turned— 

  A cymbal crashed, 

  And roaring horns. 

And then he changes the rhythm and goes into couplets, but listen to the sounds.  

  Soon, with a noise like tambourines, 

  Came her attendant Byzantines. 
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    * * * 

  They wondered why Susanna cried 

  Against the elders by her side; 

    * * * 

  And as they whispered, the refrain 

  Was like a willow swept by rain. 

    * * * 

  Anon, their lamps’ uplifted flame 

  Revealed Susanna and her shame. 

    * * * 

  And then, the simpering Byzantines 

  Fled, with a noise like tambourines. 

The refrain, the music, was like a willow swept by rain.  Isn’t that pretty?  Okay.  More 

philosophy if indeed — or more argument. 

  Beauty is momentary in the mind— 

  The fitful tracing of a portal; 

  But in the flesh it is immortal. 

Now, how could that be?  Because we know that flesh dies.  

  The body dies; the body’s beauty lives. 

  So evenings die, in their green going, 

  A wave, interminably flowing. 

  So gardens die, their meek breath scenting 
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  The cowl of winter, done repenting. 

  So maidens die, to the auroral 

  Celebration of a maiden’s choral. 

  Susanna’s music touched the bawdy strings 

  Of those white elders; 

All right.  She inspired feeling which is meek in the strings of these old men. 

   . . . but, escaping  , 

  Left only Death’s ironic scraping, [on that violin] 

  Now, in its immortality, it plays 

  On the clear viol of her memory, 

  And makes a constant sacrament of praise. 

 The body dies, the body’s beauty lives.  The story of the lust of those old elders 

which we read about thousands of years later carries through art the beauty of Susanna 

which never really, really, really dies.  In the feelings that she awakened in those elders.  

The body dies, the body’s beauty lives.  Her “music touched the bawdy strings / Of 

those white elders; but, escaping, / Left only Death’s ironic scraping.”  Because it cannot 

touch her.  Because in her immortality, in the clear viol, violin, of her memory.  And we 

still praise her and here’s the poem to prove it.  Can you go with that?  Believe that?  I’m 

willing to believe that. 

 Let’s see if there’s a short one.  “The Death of a Soldier” is an unusual short 

piece but it has some imagery, just direct imagery, that I think is very interesting.  Just a 

use of natural images without comment. 
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  Life contracts and death is expected, 

  As in a season of autumn. 

  The soldier falls.   [subject, verb] 

    * * * 

  He does not become a three-days personage, 

  Imposing his separation, 

  Calling for pomp. 

He doesn’t rise from the dead.  He doesn’t call for pomp and celebration.  He is dead. 

  Death is absolute and without memorial, 

And then look what the comparison is. 

  As in a season of autumn, 

  When the wind stops, 

    * * * 

  When the wind stops and, over the heavens, 

  The clouds go, nevertheless, 

  In their direction. 

Now, see that in your minds.  You’ve seen it before, but remember.  You’re outside.  

This is a real place.  The season is autumn.  The wind stops but the clouds are still 

moving.  The wind you felt is no longer on you.  You no longer experience the wind and 

yet you can see the clouds and the heavens above you moving.  It’s kind of an odd 

feeling the way he presents it. 

 Something else that’s unusual about this is I don’t recall Stevens ever repeating 
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a line in the middle of a poem, but look the way he does it. 

  As in a season of autumn, 

  When the wind stops, 

    * * * 

  When the wind stops and, over the heavens, 

  The clouds go, nevertheless, 

  In their direction. 

That’s — I don’t know.  I can’t describe that.  It’s almost visceral.  It almost feels like it’s 

a slight punch in the chest.  When the wind stops.  It’s like he’s liked that so much he’ll 

say it again.  When the wind stops.  Yeah.  Well, you think about that next time the wind 

stops and the clouds are still moving. 

     


