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Abstract 
 

 

 
Wallace Stevens’ poetry is full of objects. These include a jar, some rocks, thirteen 

blackbirds, coffee and oranges, ice-cream, umbrellas, chocolate, pots and pans, 

flowers and fruits, a glass of water, rainbows, lions, chickens, tables, bowls, statues, 

boats, a turban, a monocle and a blue guitar. Yet there are few studies that inquire into 

the complexity, diversity or specificity of Stevens’ objects in themselves. Instead, the 

critical tendency is to view them as either fictional and abstract, or the inaccessible 

things of an inhuman reality. This thesis addresses this lacuna by attending to the 

peculiar difficulty immanent to certain of Stevens’ objects: the jar, trash, a pineapple 

and the rock. These objects, I argue, are difficult because they resist and exceed the 

taxonomies that we commonly apply to textual objects, in particular the conceptual 

dualisms between text and object, thing and idea, and matter and meaning. Far from 

conforming to the reality-imagination binary by which they have typically been 

understood, this thesis argues that they perform alternative ideas of order and even 

dis-order, each in a different but exemplary way: the jar comprises an indeterminate 

materiality that reorganises the difference between ideas and things; trash undermines 

the systems of value by which we not only make meaning but identify what it is to be 

human; putting a pineapple together undoes transcendental and representational 

poetics; the rock stages a recalcitrant margin from which meaning and matter emerge 

already entangled.  
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These objects are Stevens’ unique responses to the modernist preoccupation with 

objects in that they experiment with reorientating W. C. Williams’ famous dictum: 

“no ideas but in things.” Because they call into question the categorical difference 

between the objective world and the text, whilst simultaneously resisting the collapse 

or flattening of this division, Steven’s objects are also examples of that difficult 

intersection between text and object that continues to cause problems for both new 

materialist and poetic ontologies. The aim of this thesis is not to resolve the difficulty 

of these objects but instead to pay attention to it, to the entanglements, infractions and 

free play that this difficulty articulates, and to the disorientations of the poetic object 

more generally. In this way, the thesis demonstrates the absolute importance of objects 

to poetry. It thereby contributes to the recent turn in critical theory towards the study 

of theoretical materialism, to the poetics of objects, and to our understanding of 

Stevens. 
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Introduction 
 

 

 
Does poetics have a place in the history of materialism? Does poetry 
really “matter”? 

  
— Daniel Tiffany, Toy Medium, p.9 

 

 

 

Cultural, literary and philosophical studies have over the last three decades turned 

their attention to the material world and its objects. Often referred to as the “material” 

or “object turn,” it swerves away from what it considers the anti-realism of the 

“linguistic turn” that defined much of the twentieth century. In 2003, physicist Karen 

Barad spelled out the stakes of this corrective: 

Language has been granted too much power…Language matters. 
Discourse matters. Culture matters. There is an important sense in 
which the only thing that does not seem to matter anymore is matter. 
(“Posthumanist Performativity” 801) 

A year earlier, Graham Harman had published Tool-Being, which boldly declared a 

new realism and championed objects as the primary ontological entities of our 

material world and philosophical interest. Baudrillard’s predicted revenge of the 

“alienated, accursed” object had arrived (111). But if this turn can be described as a 

shift from text to object, what then is the fate of poetry’s objects? How does a textual 

or literary object—which could be both the object in a text and the text as object—

matter? A consequence of the material turn for the textual object is that contemporary 
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theories tend to favour the object’s non-linguistic and extra-literary materialities over 

its more textual generations of significance. Even Bill Brown’s “thing theory,” which 

provides the material turn with a popular paradigm for theorising literature’s objects, 

often prioritises the physical and historical reality of a textual object over its linguistic 

specificity. The risk here is that literature and poetry cease to matter. When matter 

matters and language is reduced to its representational function, poetry will be thrown 

out of the new materialist republic. On the other hand, when language matters, the 

textual object can be seen to obviate the material world. It provides evidence of the 

negative power of language to summon things in their inevitable absence, perhaps 

even replacing them with the materiality of language and a discursive excess that 

matter cannot encompass. Things become ideas. In this critical dialectic, which 

crosses textuality with materiality, the textual object is a symptom of what matters, 

taking a radically different form depending on whether one holds language or objects 

to be of greater importance. 

 

Objects in the poetry of Wallace Stevens can be seen to follow a similar dialectic. 

Either they are meaningful, which is to say the ideal objects and images of the 

imagination; or mere matter, the barren and meaningless things of an unknowable 

reality against which meaning is made. This reflects Stevens’ ongoing concern with 

how it is that the poet encounters and describes reality, his often equivocal usage of 

the terms “reality” and “imagination,” and what he once called his “reality-

imagination complex” (L 792).1 This internal debate has assumed supernova status in 

Stevens’ criticism, which has taken the intricacies of this insoluble complex and made 

it the solid ground for decades of often bifurcating epistemological debate. Depending 

on their theoretical perspectives, the aim of critics has been to decide how Stevens 

perceived or conceived of the relation between reality and the imagination, or mind 

and world, as well as his preference—philosophical and poetic—for one or the other. 

In this way, Stevens’ criticism becomes polarised across antithetical lines, a fact 

neatly encapsulated by B.J. Leggett:  

Stevens is the poet of the imagination; he is the poet of reality. He is 
the doctrinal poet of ideas; he is the poet of words, less concerned 
with doctrine than with feeling. He is a Symbolist; he stands 

 
1 “While, of course, I come down from the past, the past is my own and not something marked 
Coleridge, Wordsworth, etc. I know of no one who has been particularly important to me. My 
reality-imagination complex is entirely my own even though I see it in others” (L 792). 
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opposed to the Symbolist and post-Symbolist poets. He belongs to 
an idealist tradition; he belongs to a naturalistic tradition…He works 
through a dialectical process from thesis to antithesis to synthesis; 
his poetry is not dialectical in any Hegelian sense. His private 
symbolism is consistent throughout his poetry; his symbols such as 
sun and moon, blue and green, do not always mean the same 
thing…So it goes, through a string of oppositions that could be 
lengthened to a tedious survey of more than fifty years of critical 
controversy. (Wallace Stevens 3) 

Stevens’ objects become markers or even pawns in this debate. Because they are so 

abundant and diverse, they can be made to take different shapes (real or unreal) 

depending on the stakes of the critical perspective being lobbied, and minimised or 

magnified depending on critical requirements. Again, it is the critical perspective that 

decides how objects matter. 

 

However, Stevens’ objects also cut across the turns and terms of both popular 

criticism and philosophical categories, throwing a spanner in the dialectic of matter 

and meaning. This thesis argues that there are objects in Stevens’ poetry that are not 

simply real or ideal, text or object. In most cases these objects are both thing and idea, 

and in every case they work to challenge the critical applications of binary thinking as 

well as the bifurcating terms of epistemological and ontological discourses. They are 

no longer simply the object as articulation of subject and thing, but its source and 

remainder. Although they are visible, familiar and available to thinking about them, 

they also exceed and confound attempts to identify and articulate them according to 

the paradigms and taxonomies by which we commonly comprehend objects, instead 

experimenting with alternative ideas of order and, importantly, dis-order. They can be 

messy, excessive, contradictory, plural and transgressive. They are what I call 

Stevens’ “difficult objects” after a phrase taken from the opening verses of his long 

poem “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven.” Stevens said this poem was about “plain 

reality” (L 636), and yet it is full of “intricate evasions” between “Appearances… 

Words…Dark things” (CPP 397), which elaborate the entanglement of things, 

language and poetry. This thesis takes difficult objects as its subject matter in order to 

participate in the unseating of binary thinking and epistemological resolutions in 

Stevens studies, as well as to rethink the stakes and contribution of Stevens’ objects to 

his poems and poetics. Although objects are many and diverse in Stevens’ poems, 

there is a lack of critical attention directed at them. Rethinking objects in Stevens 



 10 

addresses this critical lacuna and announces a need for more nuanced studies into 

Stevens’ objects and textual objects more generally. 

 

This thesis treats in detail four of Stevens’ difficult objects: the jar in “Anecdote of the 

Jar”; trash in “The Man on the Dump”; a pineapple in “Someone Puts a Pineapple 

Together”; and the rock in “The Rock.” The aim is not to resolve the difficulty of 

these objects but instead to pay attention to it, to the entanglements, infractions and 

free play that it articulates, and to the complexities of the poetic object more generally. 

For this reason, my method for approaching these objects is exploratory, employing 

close reading not in order to make a close analysis but to get close to the details and 

difficulties that an exemplary mode of reading (reading that looks to specific texts for 

examples of more general arguments) does not always notice or necessarily elides. In 

lieu of a methodological framework as such, this thesis is orientated to what is 

difficult about objects and to paying attention to that difficulty, even though this act of 

paying attention is also difficult and disorientating. To this end I evoke the 

attentiveness of Simone Weil, who suspends the identification of an object until it has 

been given due attention; and Sara Ahmed’s disorientation, a preliminary step in her 

larger project of queer phenomenology, which favours the insights and new avenues 

for thought that come of being disorientated above those modes of inquiry that aim to 

resolve, neutralise or master that which is difficult or messy about these worlds in 

which we exist and seek to orientate ourselves. It is by paying attention to these 

difficult objects that I hope to not only make a contribution to thinking about objects 

in Stevens but also to perspectives on how poetry matters, in every sense of the word. 

 

This thesis begins by locating the textual object at the intersection of literary theory 

and object studies. In this introduction I outline various critical taxonomies that are 

routinely applied to objects in order to show how they dissemble the difficulty of 

textual objects in particular. I divide these taxonomies into the epistemological and 

ontological (although there is no hard and fast difference). While it is true that this is 

merely another way of saying that our knowledge categories exist in order to help us 

make sense of what a thing is and means, I intend this reorientation as a way of 

recuperating this difficulty as something essential to these objects and our encounter 

with them rather than something to be resolved. 
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In the first section of this introduction, “Epistemology and Stevens’ objects,” I review 

the secondary literature on Stevens’ objects to show how they are sutured to resolving 

the problem of epistemology in Stevens. Although this problem is recognised by the 

literature, its resolution is prioritised ahead of a thorough engagement with the objects 

themselves. Moreover, the objects orientate us to the problem in a way that resists its 

resolution, exposing its salient difficulties. The following section, “Ontology and the 

textual object,” moves away from Stevens studies to consider contemporary 

ontological theories of objects and how they understand the textual object. Faced with 

the problem of the very different ontologies of text and object, these theories tend to 

resolve it by a reductive prioritising of one over the other. Beginning with new 

materialist ontologies, I find that current popular (and not so popular) object-

orientated theories, namely actor network theory, object-oriented ontology2 and vital 

materialism, resolve this problem by necessarily prioritising the object over the text, 

compressing textuality into their flat ontologies until it is almost unrecognisable. On 

the other hand, it is not text but objects that are problematic for poetic ontologies, 

which find in favour of the text, even when they desire to reconcile the two, such as in 

the cases of the romantic symbol and modernist poetry’s direct treatment of the thing. 

And yet, poetic ontologies are more inclined to recognise (rather than resolve) the 

ontological difficulty that leads to this split between text and object. In the 

introduction’s final section, I make the claim that the textual object, which occurs at 

the intersection of text and object, as well as idea and thing, announces the dual 

problematics of both ontology and epistemology. This entanglement of being and 

seeming indicates the kinship of text and object, as well as the disorientation this 

relationship occasions. It is this difficult entanglement that Stevens’ difficult objects 

materialise.  

 

. . .  

 

 

 
2 Although I use the British variant “orientate” and its various forms in this thesis, when 
referring to object-oriented ontology I use the American variant as this is how these theorists 
refer to themselves and it has become a standard designation. 
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§1 Epistemology and Stevens’ objects 
 

 

Not all objects are equal. The vice of imagism was that it did not 
recognize this.  

 
— Wallace Stevens, Materia Poetica: XXII, (CPP 918) 

 

 

Objects are everywhere in Stevens’ poetry. Some are well-known, such as the jar, the 

blue guitar and the thirteen blackbirds, but there are many more: boxes and houses, 

coffee and oranges, ice-cream, a monocle, stars, pots and pans, flowers and fruits of 

many kinds, “chop-house chocolate / And sham umbrellas…porcelain chocolate / And 

pied umbrellas” (CPP 83-84), a tree at the end of the mind, local objects, inconstant 

objects, new objects, artificial things, and lights that “mastered the night and portioned 

out the sea” (CPP 106). Stevens’ poetry contains enough objects to fill Yeats’ “foul 

rag and bone shop” three times over; and yet no one has explored the possibility that 

Stevens’ poetry is about objects. The objects themselves, although often prominent 

and titular, can appear trivial when seen alongside Stevens’ impressive poetic 

operations, difficult abstractions or philosophic reflections.3 Citing British philosopher 

C. E. M. Joad, Stevens once wrote that “The subject-matter of poetry is not that 

‘collection of solid, static objects extended in space’ but the life that is lived in the 

scene that it composes” (CPP 662). Although critics have fiercely debated for decades 

precisely what sort of “life” is valued by Stevens, they seem to have agreed that what 

matters in Stevens’ poetry is certainly not “objects.” It should come as no surprise, 

then, that there has never been a comprehensive study of Stevens’ objects. 

 

Moreover, when critics do have reason to attend to Stevens’ objects they do so usually 

within the framework of what Stevens once referred to as his “reality-imagination 

complex” (L 792). This phrase has stuck with critics and its terms have provided 

grounds for their own epistemological complex. For this reason we are still contending 
 

3 A call for papers published on The Wallace Stevens Society website points out that critical 
attention to Stevens’ objects before or above other concerns is rare: “Stevens’ relationship with 
the objects of the material world has seldom been explored, perhaps in part because of the 
tendency of Stevens’ readers and critics to emphasize his tendency toward abstraction.” “Calls 
for Papers,” The Wallace Stevens Society Web Site, wallacestevens.com/ws_cfps.html. 
Accessed 12 September 2012. 
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with what Leggett once called “the mind-world duality from which the bulk of 

Stevens criticism issues” (Wallace Stevens 17). It should be noted that the persistence 

of this dualism is not without justifiable provenance. Stevens used the words “reality” 

and “imagination” often and crucially throughout his work. His collected essays, 

published as The Necessary Angel in 1951, are subtitled Essays on Reality and the 

Imagination; however, he never settles on a clear definition of these terms or their 

relation to each other. In one of these essays, “The Noble Rider and the Sound of 

Words,” which deals extensively with the topic, Stevens argues that one of the 

problems with the art of the early twentieth century originates in a work’s inability to 

withstand “the pressure of reality” (CPP 650). He also says, however, that good art 

relies on this pressure, not only for the potency generated by this antagonism but also 

for the reason that the imagination must adhere to reality: the imagination “has the 

strength of reality or none at all” (CPP 646). In some of his writings Stevens’ tended 

to shift his allegiance from reality to the imagination and back again without apology: 

…I have no wish to arrive at a conclusion. Sometimes I believe 
most in the imagination for a long time and then, without reasoning 
about it, turn to reality and believe in that and that alone. But both of 
these things project themselves endlessly and I want them to do just 
that. (L 710) 

His posthumously published aphorisms are full of references to reality and the 

imagination that seem to endlessly contradict each other. For example, the statements 

“Metaphor creates a new reality from which the original appears to be unreal” (CPP 

908) and “The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which you know to be a fiction, 

there being nothing else” (CPP 903) can be found alongside “The ultimate value is 

reality” (CPP 906) and “There is nothing in the world greater than reality. In this 

predicament we have to accept reality itself as the only genius” (CPP 914). Stevens’ 

inconsistent use of these terms has done nothing to dissuade critics from seeing them 

as central to his work. These contradictions have been attributed by some to Stevens’ 

change in priorities over time; but even if shifts do occur in Stevens’ thinking, which 

they no doubt do, the arc of these changes is understood, once again, as moving 

between binary terms. Critics such as Douglas Mao argue that these changes see 

Stevens working towards a greater awareness of an empirical reality, whereas others, 

such as Harold Bloom and Roy Harvey Pearce, argue that it is the “supreme fiction” 

that preoccupies him in the end. John Serio argues that the difference simply 

illustrates the range of positions discretely held by Stevens over his lifetime: 
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In some poems, “The Snow Man,” for example, the speaker is 
overwhelmed by an overpowering, intractable reality – “the nothing 
that is” (CPP 8). In others, such as “The Idea of Order at Key West” 
or “Tea at the Palaz of Hoon,” the speaker absorbs reality with an 
imagination that subsumes all. (3) 

It is hard not to assume an either/or mindset in the face of this and the result has been 

the polarisation of Stevens’ criticism.  

 

In what follows, I trace this duality and the debate about epistemology that nurtures it 

throughout Stevens criticism. I do not wish to reanimate this problem of epistemology 

for its own sake—there have been decades of scholarship devoted to it already and 

some would say we have moved on to more relevant things; however, the question of 

objects in Stevens makes it inevitable, if for no other reason than not taking it into 

account risks making epistemological assumptions. Moreover, rather than the problem 

itself, its stakes and philosophical implications, I aim to show that in these debates the 

problem is resolved, or appears to be resolved, only critically. In other words, 

although scholars employ various means to resolve it, including casting it away or 

deeming it irrelevant, the problem persists beneath the many critical frameworks that 

have been brought to Stevens’ work. This in turn indicates the fundamental difficulty 

of his objects, which are suspended between the terms of this debate. In this way, the 

persistent question of epistemology in Stevens, rather than prompting us to solve it, 

can serve instead to orientate us to the difficulty of his objects and of textual objects 

more generally, which cannot be reduced to “solid, static objects extended in space.” 

 

In the hands of critics, Stevens’ objects are often no more than the idea, activity or 

experience that they represent or provide access to. A pineapple is not a juicy and 

aromatic tropical fruit but a stack of clever metaphors; a cabin is a psychic interior, a 

rock is a mise-en-abyme and a jar is “not the object itself…but what the poet sees 

when he uses these images as bridges into another territory of experience” (Probyn 

12). This attitude is due in large part to the strongly idealist tenor of Stevens’ criticism 

in which Stevens is seen to tackle the tension between reality and the imagination by 

favouring the latter, writing poems where “the image tends to become more valid than 

the thing to which it corresponds” (Simons 449). Early critics were overall undecided 

as to whether this was a good thing or not. Most praised his verbal mastery but it was 

also argued that “the beauty of his sounds and his colours are not enough” (Murphy 
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367). Many grappled with his obscurity and apparent paucity of content. One early 

commentator quipped that “His gift for combining words is fantastic but sure: even 

when you do not know what he is saying, you know that he is saying it well” (Wilson 

62). He was labelled a symbolist and romantic, but also an aesthete, hedonist and 

dandy.4  Randall Jarrell was critical of Stevens’ treatment of objects in particular: 

“Stevens has the weakness—a terrible one for a poet, a steadily increasing one in 

Stevens of thinking of particulars as primarily illustrations of general truths, or else as 

aesthetic, abstracted objects, simply there to be contemplated; he often treats things or 

lives so that they seem no more than generalizations of an unprecedentedly low 

order…But surely a poet has to treat the concrete as primary” (339). Delmore 

Schwartz, in a far more sympathetic frame of mind, observed that in Stevens’ poetry 

“There is always an abstractness present; everything is turned into an object of the 

imagination” (52). Schwartz could see weaknesses in this method but thought them 

justified when the objects, the “blue guitar, the statue, the duck…the bread and stone,” 

become “figures and metaphors for a richness and meaningfulness” (52). 

 

The new critics were mostly laudatory of Stevens (although they preferred his 

contemporary T. S. Eliot), especially the influential R. P. Blackmur, who celebrated 

Stevens as “free master of the fresh and rejoicing tongue of sensibility and fancy and 

the experience in flush and flux and flower” (300). And yet, Stevens continued to 

come under fire from those who would accuse him of a dangerous divorce from 

reality. In a time when poets as well as artists more generally were asking “not 

whether artists should concern themselves with politics but how they should do so” 

(Costello Planets 1), Louis Untermeyer, one of Stevens most vocal detractors, called 

him a “conscious aesthete ‘at war with reality’” (71). Another critic said that Stevens’ 

early poetry is “the kind of verse that people concerned with the murderous world 

collapse can hardly swallow today except in tiny doses” (Burnshaw 42). 

 

Poststructuralist criticism took a far more favourable view of Stevens’ complicated 

engagements with reality. Deconstruction, in particular, was the right audience for his 

emphasis on fictionality and the death of all the gods, as well as the indeterminacy of 

his protean, qualified assertions. Paul Bové claims that for Stevens “not only is the 

 
4 For more on Stevens’ critical reception in the early years see Doyle, The Critical Heritage, 
and Riddel, “The Contours of Stevens’ Criticism.” For a more recent and up-to-date survey see 
Newcomb, “Critical Reception.” 
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self and the other defined as fiction, but ‘empirical reality’ is seen to be finally devoid 

of transcendent certitude; in the last measure, we are left with nothing but ‘fiction’” 

(181). On such a view objects lose any substance or anteriority they might have had, 

instead referring endlessly in a chain of fictions until finally, in the words of Joseph 

Riddel, “all the old dreams, the nostalgias for recovering the ‘thing itself’ or ‘things as 

they are’ are put in quotation marks” (“Metaphoric Staging” 335).5 In J. Hillis Miller’s 

reading of “The Rock,” the poem’s eponymous object, which for some represents the 

most really real reality of Stevens’ oeuvre, is a wholly textual entity. It is continuously 

created and recreated in a chain of fictions along with the other interchangeable 

images of the poem (icon, cure, fruit, etcetera). The effect is a mise en abyme: “As the 

reader tries to rest on each element in the poem or on a chain of elements forming a 

single scene, as he seeks a solid literal ground which is the curiological basis of the 

other figurative meanings, that element or chain gives way, becomes itself a verbal 

fiction, an illusion, an icon…The element becomes an Abgrund, not a Grund” 

(“Stevens’ Rock” 18). In contrast, Marjorie Perloff denies Stevens the indeterminacy 

afforded him and his objects by deconstruction, arguing that his symbolism is too 

referential and his form too coherent. Her example is the cabin in Stevens’ long poem 

“The Auroras of Autumn,” which she claims is “almost a textbook exemplar of Eliot’s 

Objective Correlative” (Poetics of Indeterminacy 22). Stevens’ separation of subject 

and world is such that the objects of the external world exist to provide symbols for 

the inner architecture of the poet’s mind. Although Perloff’s cabin is far from the 

groundless objects of Miller et al, the emphasis on inner states rather than material 

objects is a shared one. Not surprisingly, Harold Bloom warmly acknowledges 

Stevens’ “essential solipsism,” in which his poetic acts of the mind display an isolated 

consciousness of an inner reality, where things owe their existence to the imagination 

and its desires (“Introduction” 12). 

 

This acceptance (for the most part) by poststructuralism did nothing to dispel the 

criticism of Stevens’ apparent divorce from empirical reality. Fredrick Jameson, in a 

scathing essay on Stevens (which is simultaneously a critique of postmodernism’s 

divorce from reality), argues that “In Stevens we never have anything but an abstract 

subject contemplating an object world which is thereby construed as being equally 

abstract. As with the great ‘illustrations’ of classical epistemology…where 

 
5 See also Riddel, The Clairvoyant Eye. 
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impoverished tokens from the external world (a desk, say) are drawn in as sheer 

indifferent ‘examples,’ the items of the external world must in Stevens equally be 

laundered of their cultural and social semantics” (12). He observes that Stevens’ 

“umbrellas in Java” (CPP 77), for example, are quiet regarding the cultural systems 

and Third World materials that would have produced them; instead they speak of 

modern capitalism via its luxury items. This poet, says Jameson, is “a detached subject 

contemplating a static object in a suspension of praxis and even rootedness” (15). 

Perloff was also deeply critical of Stevens’ apparent lack of engagement with the 

realities of the twentieth century, suggesting that Stevens lived exclusively in the 

“pays de la métaphore” of his own making (“Revolving” 47). It was this kind of 

criticism that lead to the campaign to prove Stevens’ commitment to and participation 

in reality and its politics, which produced, for example, Alan Filreis’ Wallace Stevens 

and the Actual World, James Longenbach’s The Plain Sense of Things, Jacqueline 

Vaught Brogan’s “Wallace Stevens: Poems Against His Climate,” and the special 

issue of The Wallace Stevens Journal titled “Stevens and Politics” (vol. 13, no. 2, 

1989). 

 

Jameson called Stevens’ “subject-object framework” the worst kind of epistemology 

(12). But epistemology, for better or worse, has long been the bread and butter of 

Stevens criticism. In the 1980s, Gerald Bruns claimed that “The epistemological turn, 

whereby the mind is all in all, is foundational for Stevens and is presupposed by the 

entire tradition of Stevens’ criticism” (“Stevens” 25). Bruns asks “What happens to 

our reading of Stevens’ poetry when the problem of how the mind links up with reality 

is no longer of any concern to us,” which is, as the title of his essay says, to read 

“Stevens without Epistemology” (24). However, he pursues this question by reading 

Stevens with epistemology and then showing how the voice of the other—“the speech 

of the unmade world” (38)—prevents an epistemologically stable position for his 

poems. In other words, there is no Stevens without epistemology, only Stevens with a 

problematic epistemology. Bart Eeckhout, one of Stevens’ best and most devoted 

critics, declares that “much of Stevens’ work is epistemological in inspiration. Its 

central question, in philosophical terms, is that of the knowledge relation between 

subject and object: How can we know (and, no less important for a poet, describe and 

represent) the external world around us?” (“Stevens” 109). In Wallace Stevens and the 
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Limits of Reading and Writing, Eeckhout embraces the complexities of the 

epistemological and in conclusion recommends we do the same: 

There are many ways, in short, in which epistemological questions 
are deflected and hybridized in Stevens’s writings, from the ironical 
and the ludic, the aesthetic and the physical, to the libidinal and the 
volitional, the psychological and the existential. A synthesis that 
fails to register these complications can offer only a lopsided portrait 
of the demands made, and the rewards procured, by this 
idiosyncratic body of work. And it will fail to do justice to the 
complexity of the factors that collectively constitute our human 
finitude. (269) 

It is the tendency of critics to try to solve or resolve this complexity. Even Eeckhout 

chooses to focus on how Stevens’ subject is constrained by limits, which Eeckhout 

calls the “epistemological nexus of perception, thought, and language—a nexus often 

parading in the post-Coleridgean guise of a reality-imagination debate” (Limits 142). 

These limits are where poetry realises its own reality. Stevens’ poem “Study of Two 

Pears,” for example, presents an epistemological problem that demonstrates for 

Eeckhout how it is that objects must adapt to human perception and subjective 

experience. The poem starts out trying to describe an object (the two pears of the title, 

which may or may not be a painting) directly, without the mechanics of resemblance, 

declaring that “The pears are not viols, / Nudes or bottles. / They resemble nothing 

else” (CPP 180). However, by the end of the poem this aim is thwarted and “The 

pears are not seen / As the observer wills” (CPP 181), alerting the reader to some form 

of discontinuity in the encounter with these objects. In most cases, critics focus on this 

difference as the unavoidable transformation of the object into an object of the 

imagination. The pears become textual objects in contradistinction to the pears that the 

poet was initially contemplating and trying to present. Eeckhout argues that there are 

two very real pears out there but in here, where we and language operate, they must 

“adapt”: 

The pear has sufficient materiality to impose its own sensual 
restrictions and not to comply with our silly fancies, but if it is to be 
seen at all, it must adapt to the fact that seeing is a relational 
category that can never, in the final analysis, be contained by the 
object of perception. (166) 

For Charles Altieri, who gives this poem ample attention in “Why Stevens Must Be 

Abstract,” the aesthetic status of the pears is even more pronounced. For him, the 

pears’ “Physical shadows…become metaphorical shadows, which then become 
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metapoetic shadows serving as an emblem for the very overdetermined absence 

language is in the process of creating” (99). He not only accepts but celebrates the 

absence created and filled by the textual object or object of perception. Indeed, for 

Altieri the pears are not even pears but a painting of pears, which allows him to argue 

that “we need a painting to learn how to see a pear” (98). The poem is thus about how 

seeing exceeds the thing seen to such an extent that we require an already seen 

presentation, i.e. a framed representation, in order to comprehend that excess. The 

empirical or concrete object is just not enough and dissolves under the weight of its 

own image. Eleanor Cook praises lines 2-4 of “Study of Two Pears”—“The pears are 

not viols, / Nudes or bottles. / They resemble nothing else”—as an example of 

Stevens’ expert rendering of particulars: “He keeps them simple, often short, and 

sometimes achieves a remarkable sense of presence” (Poetry 154). Is it any mistake 

that Cook finds this acclaimed “sense of presence” in the description of what the pears 

are not? 

 

In other words, a poem ostensibly about pears is not about pears after all. As objects, 

they dissolve within the referential, especially self-referential, structures of the poem, 

adapting (or failing to adapt) to the abstract and languaged conditions of the 

imagination. In his not entirely favourable preface to William Carlos Williams’ 

Collected Poems 1921-1931, Stevens charges Williams with a “passion for the anti-

poetic” (CPP 769). This has licensed many critics to claim for Stevens the opposite 

position, reading in his disregard of Williams’ objectivist poetics a wholesale 

declaration of the irreparable split between objects and text. Admittedly, it would be 

hard to imagine Stevens claiming that anything depends on a red wheelbarrow—or 

would it? Brogan says “Study of Two Pears” is “rather obviously pitted against 

‘objective’ poetry” (“Wallace Stevens” 80), but to take issue with Williams’ 

objectivist poetics is not necessarily to be for wholly subjective or idealist poetry. 

Leggett reads this poem controversially, arguing that it actually comes closer to reality 

when the pears devolve into “blobs on the green cloth” (CPP 181). This formlessness 

indicates a new and radical kind of seeing for the poet, by which he can perceive an 

object in its uniqueness, freed of its domesticated familiarity and “conventional 

meaning,” until the pears become decidedly “unpearlike” (Wallace Stevens 126). 
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Leggett attributes to Stevens a peculiar version of abstraction that draws away from6 

the conventional and familiar, the “rotted names” (CPP 150), and in this way actually 

draw closer to a concrete and particular reality. This unconventional definition of 

abstraction reconciles Stevens’ focus on reality with an idealist perspective to produce 

a strange kind of idealist realism. In Wallace Stevens and the Aesthetics of 

Abstraction, Edward Ragg works with a definition similar to the one used by Leggett, 

arguing that Stevens leaves behind his penchant for “pure poetry” early on in his 

career as a poet, replacing it finally with an idealist abstraction in which sensuous 

experience constructs reality. For Stevens, says Ragg, “it is precisely poetry’s job to 

challenge, even dissolve, binary distinctions between reality and imagination, subject 

and object, body and mind, the material and immaterial” (96-97). Stevens’ poem 

“Prelude to Objects” is a playful riff on this idea because, as Ragg says, “There is no 

prelude to objects” (118) from this idealist viewpoint and the poem is therefore 

written by someone “untroubled by epistemological doubt” (117). 

 
It is common to see critics solving Stevens’ epistemological dilemmas by privileging 

the experience of the subject at the expense of the object. For Bonnie Costello, who 

writes extensively about poetry and the genre of still life, it is the failure of the 

painter/creator in “Study of Two Pears” that stands out. The poet concedes his painterly 

task of “beholding and composing” because it has the undesired effect of reducing the 

image of the pears to “blobs” (“Stevens” 176). In this way, the poem foregrounds not 

just the problems encountered in the attempted representation of an object but the need 

to abandon mimetic desires, something that she argues Stevens will do better in the 

later still life poem “Someone Puts a Pineapple Together,” which takes up again the 

difficulty that closes the earlier poem. In that later poem, she says, Stevens surrenders 

“the doomed goal of fixing an image of reality” and instead embraces the textual object 

as a construction of metaphor and multiple perceptions (“Stevens” 176). Thomas 

Martin does something similar, solving the epistemological problem of ekphrasis by 

putting the subject on the table in place of the pineapple. Although he claims that the 

poem’s parallels between pineapple and perceiver make the two more like one—“each 

appellation or description of subject could apply as well to object, and each description 

of object could apply as well to subject” (47)—and in that way collapse the subject-

 
6  The word “abstraction” derives from the Latin verb abstrahere, to drag or draw away 
(“abstract, v.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/759. Accessed 20 
October 2020). 
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object binary, his first and final words are for the subject, claiming that the poem is 

“Not merely a study of object, nor even of subject and object” but rather “about 

someone perceiving a pineapple on a table,” in which case “Still life gives way to the 

scenario that makes still life possible” (27). Martin concludes that because the object is 

explained in terms of the subject, the object-world is questionable whereas the subject 

is the centre of the poem and, by extension, reality. This poem is discussed in detail in 

chapter three, where I examine more examples of how critics solve the poem’s difficult 

questions, focussing in particular on an essay by Jeffery Blevins, which develops an 

excellent reading of the poem but also ties it to a reparatory teleology. For Blevins, the 

poem is an exercise in closing the gap between subject and object, which is to say of 

solving the epistemological problem of a priori apartness with what he calls a “poetics 

of participation” (114). 

 

Another strategy for dealing with the complexity of epistemological questions in 

Stevens is to argue that it is simply not relevant. In Wallace Stevens and the Demands 

of Modernity, Altieri rejects Eeckhout’s claim that epistemological questions are 

fundamental in Stevens (3). Far more important and widespread, he argues, is the 

question of how the imagination creates things of value by responding to ideas and 

experience: “Poems are objective displays of acts of mind attempting to make 

concrete the processes of feeling that occur as we shift our positions in the world and 

toward the world” (231). I noted above Altieri’s aesthetic position on Stevens and the 

pears. In that same early essay he argues for the destruction of reference—that we 

“throw away the lights” (CPP 150)—and for the poet to move away from the 

sensuous and towards how sensations are framed, “the form of our knowings” (“Why” 

96). Angela Leighton takes a similar position. She notes the preponderance of objects 

in Stevens, saying that he is “quintessentially…the poet of objects, of things which 

catch the attention but seem devoid of human reference” (176). However, she quickly 

qualifies that statement substantially, saying that Stevens brings a Keatsian, 

aestheticist perspective to these objects, which are in fact objets d’art, souvenirs from 

a recondite realm of pure poetry and beauty. She gives as an example the candle in an 

early play “Three Travelers Watch a Sunrise” (CPP 606ff): “That candle, out of date, 

secluded from the weather of the contemporary, will figure throughout Stevens’ life as 

the object and subject of art. It is, as the echo suggests, an art for art’s sake by another 

name, shining ‘for the beauty of shining’. It is of no use to anyone, but casts a kind of 
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self-regarding, objectless light” (177). This sort of criticism risks recommitting 

Stevens to the aestheticism of the ivory tower; although, as Leighton recognises, it 

would be an aestheticism with a view of the public dump (175). 

 

Helen Vendler also states that Stevens is so much more than “a poet of 

epistemological questions” (Wallace Stevens 6). She calls reality and the imagination 

“those unrevealing words” and argues that, although they often appear in opposition, 

the division between them is more of an emotional one than an epistemological one 

(10). Stevens’ “locus of reality,” she says, is “the interior world of perception, 

emotion, and intellectual construction” (5). Reading Stevens’ late poem “Local 

Objects,” Vendler describes a scene in which the poet takes the familiar objects of his 

life (not domestic objects but the things that he sees on his walks through and around 

town) and transforms them into the things of an internal, emotional life (7-9). He gives 

them names and, presumably, meaning. But, she says, they are no longer the objects of 

his walks through the park or by the river; instead, these objects have become 

containers, metaphors for the poet’s personal, emotional experience of the world and 

its multitude of things. Further, Vendler tells us that these objects work like the letters 

in an algebraic formula: they can be substituted with other experiences, including 

those of the reader, calibrating the poem to individual psyches. According to Vendler, 

many of Stevens’ poems work this way. Gina MacKenzie and Daniel O’Hara expand 

Vendler’s sense of these local objects as containers for internal states by reading the 

poem alongside Winnicott’s concept of the transitional object. The authors argue that 

“One of the things this poem does, as all of Stevens’ poems do, is create that 

transitional space in which the objects of the world can become local objects, if not 

objects of home. That is, like the child, the poet can imagine or adopt and adapt 

objects as toys to his needs for psychic growth” (244). It does not matter whether a 

child’s transitional object is a teddy or a scrap of material, nor does it matter what x or 

y Stevens saw in Elizabeth Park on his way home from work. What is important is 

how the object is “adapted” for use in the successful substitution of object for 

experience or feeling in the aesthetic event, and in a poetic form strong enough to 

accommodate “the volatility of the inner world” (Vendler Wallace Stevens 5).  

 

The empirical real is not always sidelined in Stevens criticism. Stevens was one of 

Miller’s Poets of Reality (before Miller’s conversion to deconstruction), and for many 
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critics Stevens is committed to a real and concrete version of reality. Critics do not 

agree on what that commitment entails, however. Sebastian Gardner responds to the 

anti-realist tendency in Stevens criticism by arguing that to read Stevens without a 

mind-independent reality is to trivialise the poetic task he sets himself: “Stripping 

Stevens’ poetry of the realist obligation to answer to something outside itself would 

leave it without coherent motivation, with nothing to prove and nothing to do” (329). 

In other words, solving Stevens’ epistemological questions with a strong presence of 

reality makes much more sense for critics like Gardner. Just because Stevens knew 

and felt his distance from the real, and revelled in the “imperfect” of a human and 

languaged sphere, does not mean that the imagination was all in all for him. As 

Patricia Rae says, “to acknowledge a faculty with the power of transforming objective 

reality is not necessarily to deny that reality any degree of independence” (180). As 

Stevens once put it: “The real is only the base. But it is the base” (CPP 917). 

 

Rae is one of many critics who solve Stevens’ epistemological problems by reading 

him in the pragmatist tradition. 7  In The Practical Muse, her study of pragmatist 

poetics, Rae refutes the view that Stevens is an aesthete and “fictionalist” (38). She 

argues that Stevens was wary of idealist metaphysics and, like William James, who 

was an important influence for Stevens, was critical of poetry that ignores the “real 

world of sweat and dirt” (James qtd. in Rae 38). Although well aware of the 

uncertainties that attend knowledge of the empirical world, Stevens, like other 

pragmatists of the Jamesian line (who are less suspicious of reality than those 

influenced by Richard Rorty), was concerned with aligning both his poetry and his 

theories as closely as possible with an objective reality. Stevens, says Julianne 

Buchsbaum following Rae, is “always bringing us back to the real, what he would call 

the ‘rock’ or ‘the first idea’” (95). 

 

The rock is, for many of Stevens’ more reality-leaning critics, an exemplar of the 

minimal, mere or plain reality that necessarily undergirds his poetry, especially the 

later poems. Simon Critchley, who is particularly attentive to the role of the real in 

Stevens’ poetics, calls the rock “the hard, alien reality of the thing itself” (75), which 

 
7 Stevens has been tied to this tradition through the influence of William James, in particular by 
Rae and Jonathan Levin. Stevens was at Harvard at the same time as James—Douglas Mao 
calls it “James’s Harvard” (20)—and although there is no evidence that their paths ever 
actually crossed, Stevens was certainly influenced by James’ ideas. 
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is “unadorned by poetic incantation and gaudy decoration” (62). In this way the rock 

can be said to provide a cure of poetry, which is to say it checks the power of the 

imagination and prevents it from creating fictions unmoored from reality. Reading 

Stevens’ late poem “The Rock,” Critchley says that “poetry can endlessly make 

‘meanings of the rock’, but if these meanings are nothing when set against the rock, 

then they are worthless” (83). Douglas Mao would agree with Critchley that reality 

forms a base for Stevens’ poetics; however, he does not regard Stevens’ rock as a cure 

for poetry, adhering instead to the more common interpretation that the rock, although 

the “starting point of the human and the end” (CPP 447), must be cured by poetry. It 

would appear that for Stevens, writes Mao, “Poetry’s necessity…has to do not with 

some lack on the part of the world without humans but rather with that world’s 

unsettling lack of lack” and thus poetry’s aim can be to draw closer to that physical 

world—even though it can be violent—or to revel in human “secondariness” or both 

(228). Mao cites the rejection of metaphor in “Study of Two Pears” as an example of 

the first option (222). 

 

Reality is less metaphysical for those critics who focus on the everyday and its objects 

in Stevens. Andrew Epstein argues that it is the quotidian objects of Stevens’ poems—

the jar, the pineapple, the pears, the trash—that challenge most deeply the reality-

imagination binary. Although our encounters with even the most ordinary of objects 

are hampered by “inherited definitions, stale descriptions, and habitual ways of 

perceiving” (50), poetry can effect a liberating defamiliarisation, what Russian 

formalist Viktor Shklovsky famously referred to as poetry’s ability to “make the stone 

stony” (qtd. in Epstein 57). Moreover, Epstein recognises in Stevens’ poetry a debt not 

just to the powers of poetry but also to these ordinary things. Stevens’ poem “The 

Man on the Dump,” for example, shows us how even trash can be a source for poetry: 

“the poet’s task is ‘to sit among mattresses of the dead, / Bottles, pots, shoes and 

grass’ and to write poems (perhaps uttering slightly over-the-top, romantic phrases 

like ‘aptest eve’ and ‘Invisible priest’), without ever forgetting that the source of 

poetry is to be found in the gritty, multifarious detritus of daily existence (CPP 186)” 

(65). In The Poetics of the Everyday, Siobhan Phillips also uses the concept of the 

everyday to challenge inherited critical dichotomies endemic to the reality-

imagination debate, claiming that “In his daily poetry, Stevens confronts and 

ultimately refuses the choice between two terms” (72). She argues that the repetitive 
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and habitual nature of Stevens’ everyday, which is to say his work as an insurance 

executive as well as the habits surrounding that work, such as walking to the office 

each morning, are aligned with his poetic concern with recurrence and diurnal 

rhythms: “This writer’s business schedule seems thus to be a part of his poetics rather 

than a prevention of his poetry, the fixed habits of his professional life taking up a 

project that his verse analyzes more subtly” (72).8 Critchley also credits Stevens’ 

recognition of reality and its things with his ability to undermine the epistemological 

binary, albeit in a different way from that proposed by Phillips and Epstein: 

Stevens’s poetry allows us to recast what is arguably the 
fundamental concern of philosophy, namely the relation between 
thought and things or mind and world, the concern that becomes, in 
the early modern period, the basic problem of epistemology. It will 
be my general claim that Stevens recasts this concern in a way that 
lets us cast it away. (4) 

For Critchley, although Stevens’ epistemology is based on a Kantian separation of 

mind and the thing in itself, in the poetic act they are actually disclosed as a “two-in-

oneness,” a phenomenological disclosure that Critchley likens to Heidegger’s 

conception of poetry as dwelling in being (30). This is how Stevens manages to cast 

away the problems of epistemology and experience instead a sense of calm in the face 

of reality “that comes from learning to look at things, being there with things in a way 

that does not seek to dominate them or appropriate them to the understanding” (5). 

 

Phenomenology and its contraction of the space between reality and imagination is yet 

another way of solving these epistemological problems. For Ariane Mildenberg this 

means that Stevens’ poetry seeks to recover the phenomenological eidos or essence, 

and make visible “the ‘unreal’ context without which the ‘real’ would not exist” (17). 

Stanley Scott argues that for Stevens reality is accessible to language not only as the 

“concrete reality of experience” (83) but, more importantly, as the “reality of being” 

(86). According to Thomas Hines, Stevens’ rock is “a self-sufficient truth in 

 
8 Phillips’ picture here is contrary to the thrust of Paul Mariani’s recent biography of Stevens, 
which trades on a split between Stevens the insurance executive, who absorbs his father’s 
conservative values, and Stevens the (comparatively) rebellious poet—a supposed 
contradiction played up for dramatic effect by Mariani. But as Stevens himself said, he was not 
so divided as the apparently opposing nature of these occupations suggest: “I don’t have a 
separate mind for legal work and another for writing poetry. I do each with my whole mind” (L 
414). This apparent split had already been challenged by Thomas Grey in The Wallace Stevens 
Case: “Stevens can speak to the lawyer or legal theorist as a kind of therapist for the habitual 
and institutional rigidities of binary thought” (6-7). 
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itself…[it] is Being” (270). William Bevis says that “every reader of Stevens knows to 

go beyond the neo-Kantian antimonies” that are reality and imagination (108-109). He 

goes on to argue that for Stevens the reality of “things as they are” is a third term that 

emerges from the imbrication of the opposed external reality and internal world of the 

imagination; this is a “reality in which the object and the relation to the object has 

become one” (109). It is to this phenomenological reality that J. Hillis Miller was 

referring when he included Stevens in his book Poets of Reality (just as 

phenomenologists will exclaim “back to the things themselves” when what they 

actually mean is back to the things as perceived) and claimed that “The dialogue 

between subject and object is Stevens’ central theme…a mystic marriage” (224). In 

this pre-deconstruction period, Miller declared that Stevens’ poetry abandons “the will 

to power over things” (8). Although this sounds like something Bill Brown or an 

object-oriented ontologist would say, Miller’s Stevens is not interested in things so 

much as the experience they make possible. Zachariah Pickard observes that although 

modernism’s objects appear to announce an “independent reality,” Miller cannot 

renounce the lyric speaker and so falls back into romantic consolidations of subject 

and object (86). 

 

Miller argues—against the “will” of the subject—that Stevens’ objects are not 

symbolic, they “do not have meaning, nor do they point towards some ideal world 

which they signify”; they are what they appear to the subject to be, namely “coloured 

forms in motion” (228). The shapeless blobs and colours in “Study of Two Pears,” for 

example, are intended to evoke “the surface of things” (CPP 45) and in turn to reject 

any “beyond” of this experience (229). It is poetic images such as these that 

apparently flicker with the mutability of time and being in ways that mere objects 

cannot. This early Miller, like Critchley, called the rock “the uncreated rock of reality” 

(246), but as we have seen, Miller’s definition of reality is not the Kantian real that 

Critchley wants to recognise because, according to Miller, Stevens’ reality is that 

which is known by the senses and by the imagination. Their difference lies in Miller’s 

conflation of reality with image: “To place reality in the imagination by abstracting it 

does not mean, however, twisting it into some unreal mental fiction. It means the 

power to carry the image of the very thing alive and undistorted into the mind” (248), 

to which Ragg has replied “this last sentence does not sound like ‘reach[ing] the 
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uncreated rock of reality behind’. It is the ‘image’ of the very thing that is arrested 

rather than the thing itself” (24n.111). 

 

The picture that emerges from this survey of objects in Stevens’ criticism is of a 

Kantian world carved up by knowing and not knowing, with the real standing in 

absolute contrast to our understanding and transformation of it. In most cases, the role 

of Stevens’ objects according to his critics is to stand for either reality or the 

imagination, an example of the inaccessible real or of reality as created or perceived 

by the mind; they are either material or meaningful, real or ideal. This persistent 

duality and the binary thinking that underpins it stems from critics trying to solve the 

epistemological problems ingrained in Stevens’ poetry and thought. As I have 

indicated, these problems have long been recognised by Stevens’ critics, who aim to 

resolve them either with the bifurcating methods detailed above or by casting them 

away, replacing them with other issues, such as aesthetic or social questions, deemed 

more interesting or contemporary. According to Altieri, “when one is clear that a 

philosophical position cannot avoid the aporetic, one probably should withdraw one’s 

allegiance and look elsewhere” (“Review” 239). Accordingly, he, like many others, 

does not resolve the epistemological problem in Stevens, he simply looks elsewhere. 

Meanwhile, the problem persists, especially where Stevens’ objects are concerned. 

 

Recently there have been attempts to rethink the problem from new perspectives. In 

American Poetic Realism, Mark Noble (about whom Altieri is speaking when he 

suggests one ought to “look elsewhere” than the aporetic) observes an aporia between 

the desire to assert an immanent material world and the materialist thought of that 

immanence, which creates an “epistemological fissure” (26). Stevens’ poetry is 

uniquely able to articulate that aporia precisely when it fails to elaborate a coherent 

materialism as a solution to this problem. In this way, Stevens’ poetry specifies the 

“ineffable mechanics” of our existence within a material world (160). Jeffery Blevins 

also identifies in Stevens a challenge to Kantian dualism, arguing that Stevens engages 

with “the seemingly unbridgeable ellipsis between the sensual world and our 

perceptions, inherited from Kantian metaphysics. There is a strangely symbiotic 

relation here between physicality and metaphysicality that bears further investigation, 

as a possible twist on traditional accounts of the tensions at work between reality and 

imagination in Stevens’ work” (112). I have more to say about Blevins in chapter four. 
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The “poetics of participation” (114) that Blevins elaborates is also the theme of a 

review of essays on Stevens by Zachary Finch in The Wallace Stevens Journal 

published in 2015 (which also discusses Noble’s book). Finch observes that much of 

the recent work in Stevens studies is concerned with this coming together of divided 

parts, in particular the “question of ‘taking part’—in the felt apartness of the real, in 

the particular otherness of a Stevens poem” (270).9 Bülent Eken’s essay on Stevens 

and Deleuze also rethinks otherness in Stevens, in this case as a Deleuzian “expression 

of a possible world” (490). Daniel Tiffany takes a different route again, showing how 

Stevens’ poetry contributes to the construction of reality. In Toy Medium, Tiffany 

argues that science relies on representations to give us our apparently realist 

understanding of material substance. When a scientist speaks of atoms they do not 

offer up a “real” object to be seen and verified because reality on this scale is 

invisible, rather they rely on images that “serve as models of unobservable 

phenomena” (3). This apparently realist realm of physics is not so very different from 

the material imaginary of poetry: “Both science and poetry proceed, in part, by 

making pictures of what we cannot see (or what merely escapes our notice), by 

attributing corporeal qualities to inscrutable events” (5). It is in this way that Stevens’ 

poetry, says Tiffany, “completes the task of science” (134). The images in the final 

stanza of “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven,” for example, make “of solid things 

precisely what atomism makes of our bodies: a world of words (and pictures), where 

bodies are made of dust and shadows, where language is a kind of force traversing the 

substance of things” (134). 

 

I recommend all of this insightful work. However, for the purposes of this thesis, I 

must point out that these scholars are still looking for ways to resolve the question of 

epistemology. What this thesis aims to do is show the value of aiming not to resolve 

this question but rather to stay with it, and to do so by focusing on the difficult object 

as difficult, not a problem to be solved as such. Moreover, Stevens’ objects manifest 

the problem of epistemology in Stevens in such a way that it cannot be cast away. 

Before turning to Stevens’ difficult objects in chapter one, in the next section I show 

 
9 Finch notes that participation is also a significant concept for Altieri in Wallace Stevens and 
the Demands of Modernity, in which Altieri (in his own words) focuses on how “the unreal 
imagination participate[s] in realization,” an alternative to the less-involved act of description 
(117). On this picture, things are reconstructed and reordered according to the abstracting 
powers of the mind. For Altieri, in other words, participation is an activity of the idealist 
imagination, whereas for Blevins, it extends the ethical integration of self with world. 



 29 

that the textual object poses a comparable problem in the area of object studies and 

contemporary ontologies. Initially, I intended my research into object studies and, in 

particular, new materialist approaches to objects as a search for a method for this 

thesis. However, I encountered a bifurcation in the ontological status given to textual 

objects that mirrored what I was seeing in Stevens studies, albeit on a different axis of 

knowledge. Therefore, the following section is not a methodology but a further 

refinement of the difficulty that I am tracing, which is the difficulty that poetry’s 

objects pose for both philosophy and literary theory. 

 

. . . 

 

 

 

§2 Ontology and the textual object 
 

 

…it has now become more or less axiomatic that ‘words and things’ 
must go their separate ways. 

 
— René Girard, “To Double Business Bound,” p. viii 

 
  

It is possible that to seem—it is to be.  
 

— Wallace Stevens, “Description Without Place,” (CPP 296) 
 

 

As I have already indicated, the last few decades have seen a considerable theoretical 

turn towards objects. 10  In 1983 Jean Baudrillard observed that the object is “the 

 
10  Selected readings in this area include: Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, 
Objects, Others; Appadurai (ed.), The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural 
Perspective; Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of 
Matter and Meaning; Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things; Boscagli, Stuff 
Theory: Everyday Objects, Radical Materialism; Brown, A Sense of Things: The Object Matter 
of American Literature; and Other Things; Brown (ed.), Things; Cohen, Glass, Paper, Beans: 
Revelations on the Nature and Value of Ordinary Things; Connor, Paraphernalia: The Curious 
Lives of Magical Things; Candlin and Guins (eds.), The Object Reader; Erickson, The Fate of 
the Object: From Modern Object to Postmodern Sign in Performance, Art, and Poetry; 
Harman, Tool Being: Heidegger and the Metaphysics of Objects; Hodder, Entangled: An 
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alienated, accursed part of the subject” and predicted that it would have its revenge 

(111). According to Bill Brown, founder of literary “thing theory,” that revenge was 

already taking place (“Thing Theory” 14). The now wide-spread focus on objects is a 

defining component of the “material turn” and the “new materialisms.” The latter is 

now a common umbrella-term given to theories or studies that aim to rethink 

materiality and foreground the inhuman in order to better understand both human and 

inhuman forms and the systems within which they operate. In this context, objects are 

no longer regarded as ontologically inferior to the subject, mere matter or 

consequences of the mind, but rather as agential, vital and independent entities. As 

Bruno Latour puts it: “things have become Things again” (“Why” 236). The status of 

the textual object in this preponderance of things is unclear, however. Objects in texts 

are frequently employed as examples of objects or things; however, their textuality is 

often overlooked or under-theorised. In this section I enquire after the textual object in 

object studies,11 as well as poetic ontologies, not to discover an alternative way of 

 
Archaeology of the Relationships between Humans and Things; Jacobus, Romantic Things: A 
Tree, a Rock, a Cloud; Johnson, Persons and Things; Latour, Reassembling the Social; 
Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind: A Theory of Material Engagement; Mao, Solid 
Objects: Modernism and the Test of Production; Daniel Miller, Stuff; Daniel Miller (ed.), 
Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter; Morton: Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology 
after the End of the World (Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the 
World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton 
Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: 
Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and 
Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the 
End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the 
World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton 
Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: 
Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and 
Ecology after the End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the 
End of the World)(Morton Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World); 
Schwenger, The Tears of Things: Melancholy and Physical Objects; Stewart, On Longing: 
Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection; Tiffany, Toy Medium: 
Materialism and Modern Lyric; Viney, Waste: A Philosophy of Things. 
11 The phrase “object studies” describes the diverse area of scholarship within new materialism 
that is concerned with objects or things in particular. This area is the focus of my review here. 
A note on terminology: I use the word “object” predominantly to describe the objects of my 
study, except when I am referring to the thinking of another person or when the word “thing” 
has a peculiar connotation that I intend. The word “thing” is typically used in object studies 
and philosophical discourse generally to describe an entity that is in some way unknown or 
withdrawn from human consciousness or experience. The exception to this norm is when 
people like Graham Harman use the word “object” in all cases because they claim that all 
objects, not just things, withdraw (of which more below). Although I certainly do not know 
everything about Stevens’ difficult objects and it will take the undoing of knowledge systems 
to investigate them closely, my aim is not to argue for their withdrawnness or their 
“thingness.” 
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approaching Stevens’ objects but to show how the textual object is also a problem for 

ontology.  

 

First I argue that although Bill Brown’s thing theory does recognise the difficulty of 

the textual object and its “indeterminate ontology” (Sense 13), he is inclined to resolve 

the problem in favour of a non-textual materiality. Next I show how this resolution is 

ubiquitous to object studies, which I divide into three categories: relational theories, 

which claim agency for the object through (and as) its relations with other objects; 

object-oriented ontology, which maintains the autonomy of the object from the subject 

as well as other objects; and vital materialism, which combines relationality and 

autonomy to further emphasise the object’s agency. The combined aim of these 

otherwise diverse theories is to afford agency to the object, recognising it as 

autonomous or independent from human desires and frameworks, and to stage a 

materialist rethinking of the Kantian mind-world split. I ask whether they can 

approach the textual object in a way that does not require choosing between text and 

object, as if sundering text from material reality was the only option, and therefore 

whether object studies can teach literary studies how to acknowledge the textual 

object in a way that does not subordinate it to an epistemological position. What I 

discover, however, is that the textual object poses a problem for these object theories, 

a problem that is solved by emphasising the object’s materiality while displacing and 

dispersing its textuality within a flat ontology. Turning instead to poetic ontologies, I 

discover the obverse: the object can be an obstacle to poetry’s unique access to being. 

However, poetic ontologies are more inclined to be aware of this problem as 

something intrinsic to poetry. This review of various ontologies does not aim to be 

comprehensive, merely to show how deep and wide this problem goes.  

 

In the previous section of this introduction—“Epistemology and Stevens’ objects”—I 

showed that for the well-trodden paths of literary studies (most of which are on 

display in Stevens’ criticism) the problem of these objects is an epistemological one 

that typically entails emphasising the difference between idea and thing. In this section 

I reach the conclusion that the textual object is difficult not only for epistemological 

but also ontological reasons, which is to say that this object stands at the intersection 

of two, not-unrelated problems, where thing and idea, as well as matter, meaning and 

textuality all collide. In what follows, I explore this intersection further through the 
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work of Bill Brown and John Frow, who both evoke the difficulty that is the textual 

object in their explorations of the strange entanglement of persons and things. It is 

important to note that this intersection is not a stable paradigm or taxonomy for 

understanding objects. I am not introducing it here to make a philosophical claim 

about the textual object, only to illustrate how existing philosophical claims propose to 

resolve its difficult nature. What this indicates, however, is actually the intractable 

problem that the textual object raises for established knowledge systems and 

taxonomies. In other words, this introduction has not aimed to identify the textual 

object as such but to further demonstrate the stakes of its difficulty, as well as to signal 

its consequences for both literary theory and new materialisms. 

 

 

Thing theory 
 

Thing theory has been a dominant paradigm for examining objects in literature for the 

last two decades. Its architect, Bill Brown, was the editor in 2001 of a special issue of 

Critical Inquiry called “Things” (vol. 28, no. 1), in which things are indisputably 

established as a serious subject for critical discourse.12 At the heart of his project is 

Heidegger’s intention to look at the object instead of through it: 

We look through objects because there are codes by which our 
interpretive attention makes them meaningful, because there is a 
discourse of objectivity that allows us to use them as facts. A thing, 
in contrast, can hardly function as a window. We begin to confront 
the thingness of objects when they stop working for us: when the 
drill breaks, when the car stalls, when the windows get filthy, when 
their flow within the circuits of production and distribution, 
consumption and exhibition, has been arrested, however 
momentarily. The story of objects asserting themselves as things, 
then, is the story of a changed relation to the human subject and thus 
the story of how the thing really names less an object than a 
particular subject-object relation. (“Thing Theory” 4)  

Brown acknowledges the strangeness (if not actually the difficulty) of the textual 

object or “thing” of literature. His textual objects are not Kantian things-in-themselves 

 
12 According to the authors of “Between Thing and Theory,” which is the introduction to a 
special issue of Poetics Today called Betwixt Things and Theory, or, The Reflexive Turn, part I 
(2003), “Perhaps the most telling sign that the material turn is indeed here is the appearance in 
autumn 2001 of a special issue of the journal Critical Inquiry on ‘Things’” (Knapp and Pence 
652). 
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outside of knowing—“‘No ideas but in things’ doesn’t mean no ideas” (Sense 1)—but 

neither are they reducible to objects of knowledge. They are ambiguous and difficult 

to determine, a fact displayed in the polyvalence of the word itself: “things is a word 

that tends, especially at its most banal, to index a certain limit or liminality, to hover 

over the threshold between the nameable and unnameable, the figurable and 

unfigurable, the identifiable and unidentifiable: Dr. Seuss’s Thing One and Thing 

Two” (“Thing Theory” 4-5). In his most recent book, Other Things, he uses the word 

“thing” to describe the objects in Don DeLillo’s Falling Man that are not finished or 

fixed, are different or even wrong, “a dynamic that moves—under the sign of things—

from general to particular, abstract to concrete, vague to precise. Things are critically 

different” (17). These things are neither simply real nor ideal but exist somehow 

between humans and the object world—“The story of objects asserting themselves as 

things…[is] the story of how the thing really names less an object than a particular 

subject-object relation” (“Thing Theory” 4)—and yet they are not reducible to this 

relation. Unlike other object theorists, such as Graham Harman (as I show below), his 

work cannot avoid or flatten the differences between subject and object, or between 

text, subjectivity and the object world, even though the in-betweenness of the textual 

thing radically undermines the received distinctions between these terms. 

 

At its best, thing theory maintains for the literary thing an “indeterminate ontology 

where things seem slightly human and humans seem slightly thing-like” (Sense 13). It 

acknowledges that things are many things and that they contribute to literature in ways 

both significant and disruptive of systems of meaning and power. It has an advantage 

over other object-orientated theories in that it does not prescribe an ontology for the 

object (or thing) that precludes textuality and it is therefore undeterred by the 

difficulty textuality poses for material accounts of objects. However, there is a 

recurring tendency in thing theory to refer the contribution or agency of the textual 

object to the outside of the text. Textuality is thus still subordinated to the non-textual 

realities of politics, matter and history. This reinstates a distinct object-subject divide, 

solving the difficulty of the textual object and the fertile problems it raises. In this 

way, Brown’s interest in the difficult liminality of the textual object can at times 

become an assertion of the absolute difference between thing and object (or thing and 

idea), endorsing the view that the textual object is only a negative presentation of the 

real thing, whatever that may be. 
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In A Sense of Things, Brown argues that literature’s “things” can be agents in the 

production of meaning, not just the commodities of subjective exchange and 

communication. The monarch’s seal in Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper is 

one example. The seal is central to the text precisely because it is not just a symbol of 

monarchial authority but also a real object that defines, via its possession, the identity 

of the king. The seal is both physical symbol and metaphysical defender of the 

symbolic order: “The object’s unquestioned importance stabilizes the structure of 

meaning through which life is lived at court” (41). But what about the structure of 

meaning that is the text in which the seal is inscribed and the language of which it is 

composed? In Brown’s account, the structure of meaning that is the text is separated 

from the structure of meaning that is the court. The object contributes to both but in 

very different ways: in the court it contributes as a material and immaterial entity—it 

is a thing, an idea and an agent—but in the text it contributes only as a representation 

of a real seal. Brown’s reading of the seal is sagacious, but it does not account for the 

textuality of this object in a way that is sufficient to the study of textual objects as 

such. 

 

Determined not to look through objects as if they were windows, thing theory is 

sometimes guilty of looking through the text instead as though it were only a window, 

which is to say merely (and invisibly) instrumental. In A Sense of Things, Brown says 

tellingly “I understand the novels I read in the following pages as windowsills on 

which to lean and to look out” (14). In his reading of the houses in Henry James’ 

novel The American Scene, the merely representational function of the textual object 

is even more plain. Brown celebrates the agency of the houses, which are afforded the 

“right to narrate their own story” and, most importantly for Brown, mount a critique of 

human systems of value and exchange (Sense 184). However, Brown acknowledges 

that the presence of this narrative in the text is owing to James’ use of the pathetic 

fallacy and prosopopoeia: for the houses to remain inhuman they can only be 

represented negatively by means of these figural devices. Again, although Brown is 

interested in the linguistic mechanics of this textual object, it is only in order to 

understand how the textual object negatively represents a real reality. These examples 

demonstrate Brown’s underlying Kantianism and his commitment to a non-human, 

non-textual agency, which translates to an underlying rejection of the textual object in 

favour of non-textual things. I do not want to be too critical of Brown on this point 
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because these examples illustrate just how difficult it is to apprehend the textual object 

in its strangeness without reasserting (or collapsing) the ever-possible/present duality 

between text and empirical object. However, it is important to note that Brown is 

predominantly concerned with solving this difficulty of textual objects, an aim that 

cannot help but reduce the object to either non-textual thing or effect of language. This 

reduction is typical of object-orientated new materialisms. In what follows I further 

illustrate this point by surveying objects studies and its encounters with the textual 

object and textuality more generally. 

 

 

Relational objects 
 

There are multiple ways in which object studies asserts the agency and sovereignty of 

objects and the material or non-human worlds, but perhaps the most ubiquitous is the 

claim that objects are relational, networked or “social.” In his introduction to The 

Social Life of Things (first published in 1986), Arjun Appadurai submits that objects 

are social in the sense that they contribute to the systems of commodity exchange that 

create value. It is this relationality that gives objects their agency. This position takes 

the form of a corrective to the view once widely held in the social sciences, by Emile 

Durkheim in particular, “that the inner properties of objects do not count, that they are 

mere receptacles for human categories” (Latour We 52). This attitude can also be seen 

in the structuralist propensity to locate meaning outside of a thing and instead in the 

structures or contexts in which it is found. It is now increasingly commonplace across 

the social sciences, especially anthropology, environmental studies and sociology, but 

also in social or critical theory, to say with Bourdieu that “the things that people make, 

make people” (Daniel Miller “Materiality” 38). Appadurai admits that this position 

can disavow the role of human production, but argues that it does so for good reason, 

namely to acknowledge and examine the effects that the material world has on the 

human social and cultural realms. Turning Marx’s commodity fetishism into a 

sociological methodology, he argues that a certain amount of what he calls 

“methodological fetishism,” the practice of “follow[ing] things in themselves,” is 

necessary if we want to attend to things and how we circulate with them, illuminating 

“their human and social context” (5). What this predicts, however, is that although 

relational theories of matter and materiality often purport to challenge or collapse 
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dichotomies such as human and thing (Hodder), science and technology (Alder), and 

nature and culture (Latour We), this can come at the cost of disavowing other modes 

of cultural production such as the aesthetic. 

 

Bruno Latour has proposed an advanced ontological model of this intra/inter-relational 

object that has proved very influential. I examine it in some detail here because it also 

highlights the problem that textuality creates for relational ontologies. Latour 

dethrones the subject (and with it traditional metaphysical conceptions of the subject-

object divide) in favour of a flat ontology of human and inhuman objects. In what is 

called “actor network theory” or ANT, Latour claims that subjects are a human variety 

of objects and all objects can be understood as actors or “actants” in and even as 

relational networks (“On”). Therefore when Latour says “things have become Things 

again,” he means that things, which we have come to think of as unmediated, separate, 

undeniable objects of fact, have again become gatherings, arenas, meeting places, 

objects of concern (“Why” 236). Latour agrees with Heidegger that objects are a 

gathering or assembly of elements, but challenges Heidegger’s ontological separation 

of object and thing. He expands Heidegger’s sanctified “Thing” to include complex 

objects such as space shuttles and dolomite, arguing that philosophers get things 

wrong precisely because they focus their attention on simple things such as a rock or a 

jug rather than the many complex objects that actually make up our experience of 

things (“Why” 233-234). In this way, Latour turns our attention away from matters of 

fact or critical situations in which one must drill down to find the truth of things, and 

advocates instead for attending to the many parts and associations that relate endlessly 

to comprise objects, including human objects. 

 

This theory evolves from Latour’s critique of modernity as a system of dualisms 

(science and politics, subjects and objects, nature and society, etcetera) and pure 

forms such as nature, discourse and being. In We Have Never Been Modern Latour 

argues that modernity disavows the relationality that produces its dualisms:  

Here on the left are the things themselves; there on the right is the 
free society of speaking, thinking subjects, values, and of signs. 
Everything passes in the middle, everything happens between the 
two, everything happens by the way of mediation, translation, and 
networks, but the space does not exist, it has no place, it is the 
unthinkable, the unconscious of the moderns. (37) 
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Latour reinstates this in-between, calling it the “Middle Kingdom” or central 

collective “out of which people and things are generated” (79). The objects of this 

collective are hybrids or, after Michel Serres, “quasi-objects,” which are 

much more social, much more fabricated, much more collective than 
the ‘hard’ parts of nature, but they are in no way that arbitrary 
receptacles of a full-fledged society. On the other hand they are 
much more real, nonhuman and objective than those shapeless 
screens on which society…needed to be ‘projected’. (55) 

Latour’s key point with respect to these objects or “actants” is that they are not 

intermediaries between poles or mixtures of “two pure forms,” but mediators: “A 

mediator…is an original event and creates what it translates as well as the entities 

between which it plays the mediating role” (78). Actants are objects (human and non-

human) that act, speak, produce, perform and effect change. The agency of actants can 

be said to derive not from an objective autonomy but from a primary relationality. In 

this way Latour reinstates the agency, complexity and historicity of objects, which he 

recasts as entities that construct subjects just as subjects construct objects: “The 

witnesses to this second half of history are constituted not by texts or languages but by 

silent, brute remainders such as pumps, stones and statues” (82). 

 

Until recently, little work had been done on possible applications of ANT within 

literary studies, which is understandable given that Latour says ANT “isn’t applicable 

to anything” (Reassembling 141). Even Rita Felski, who supports an ANT-influenced 

literary criticism, says that it is difficult when dealing with someone who has a “lack 

of interest in the language-world distinction” (“Latour” 739). However, Felski finds 

opportunities for a descriptive (rather than interpretive) literary criticism in Latour’s 

tracing of human and non-human agency by way of networks as well as in his critique 

of critique. Felski argues that to view the text as an actor is to recognise that it is part 

of a wider network that includes more than just the literary artifact. This has the 

important effect of rejecting both the ego of the literary critic, with her unique access 

to the text, and the disinterest of the sociologist. What Felski advocates is “Neither 

close reading, then, nor distant reading but what we can call mid-level reading” (741), 

which bears a strong resemblance to Heather Love’s “Close but not Deep” method of 

reading. In The Limits of Critique Felski calls it “postcritical reading” and describes it 

in “ANT language” as “a matter of attaching, collating, negotiating, assembling—of 

forging links between things that were previously unconnected. It is not a question of 
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plumbing depths or tracing surfaces…but of creating something new in which the 

reader’s role is as decisive as that of the text” (173-4).  

 

However, it is unclear how literary interpretation under ANT and its move to the 

middle would encounter the textual object and in particular the difference between an 

object in a text and an object outside of a text. With the intention of downplaying this 

difference, Felski asks: “What is the difference between being carried away by a 

narrative and by a subway train?” (“Latour” 740). The way that Felski phrases her 

question implies that the difference is minimal because we can be “carried away” by 

both, and yet her point relies on conflating two kinds of being carried away that are in 

fact very different. An un-ANT answer to her question would recognise that the first 

requires us to recognise metaphor and its operations while the other does not. Far from 

being minimal, this difference is, I would argue, significant. Felski notes that “It is not 

that one experience is false or illusory while the other is real…rather, the former 

requires our solicitude and active participation in a way that the latter does not” 

(“Latour” 740). Felski seems to be referring to the act of reading, but she does not 

point out that this participation depends on our ability to recognise this important 

difference between the experience of a train and the experience of a text. ANT’s flat 

ontology cannot acknowledge this difference. 

 

This may seem counter to Latour’s claim that poetry is uniquely capable of closing the 

gap between nature and culture. In “What Is the Style of Matters of Concern?” he 

recommends that we listen to poets when they behave as if language and our 

subjectivity do not separate us from reality, such as when Czesław Miłosz insists that 

we can “Let reality return to our speech” (Miłosz qtd. in “What” 92). Moreover, he 

argues that poets do not bridge this gap so much as demonstrate the unity that existed 

before the imaginary but effective bifurcation of reality. However, I submit that 

textuality is precisely what this claim must disavow. Latour recommends that we 

“follow those rare philosophers who accept that they must follow the poets in their 

relentless quest for reality” (96), such as Alfred North Whitehead. The poets that 

Whitehead follows are the romantics, whose textual objects are well-known as the site 

of romanticism’s strived for correspondence between poet and natural world.13 Not 

surprisingly, these objects act—or are expected to act—like Latour’s actants, which is 
 

13 See Whitehead, Science and the Modern World and The Concept of Nature. See also Isabelle 
Stengers, Thinking with Whitehead, p.152ff 
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to say like mediators that never were independent things, staging Shelley’s experience 

in “Mont Blanc” when the “everlasting universe of things / Flows through the mind” 

(lines 1-2). However, these objects are equally well-known for failing to achieve their 

sublime goal for the reason that textuality resists being reduced to an experience like 

riding a train; they will not be flattened.14 In other words, Latour’s ontological project 

forgets what Appadurai acknowledges, namely that theorising the so-called sociality 

of objects is a “methodological fetishism” and necessarily limited in its scope by its 

inability to register different modes of production and consumption, such as reading. 

While Felski and Latour are not wrong to question certain hard differences between 

our experience of texts and other objects of reality, especially when that difference is 

reduced to false versus real, a theory that cannot acknowledge that there are different 

language games in play here is a problem for literary criticism if not for theory more 

broadly. 

 

 

Autonomous objects 
 

At the other end of the ontological scale that is object studies are those theories that 

speculate a wholly autonomous object-world separate from the human subject. 

Quentin Meillassoux reaches this position by way of a critique of what he calls 

“correlationism,” which is the idea that objects are only ever for a subject, that “we 

only ever have access to the correlation between thinking and being, and never to 

either term considered apart from the other” (5). He claims that all of western 

philosophy since Kant (including phenomenology, analytic philosophy and post-

modernism) is entirely correlationist, excepting only a naïve strain of realism; 

philosophers are interested in the relations between things and not the things in 

themselves. Meillassoux’s project, a prototype of speculative realism, counters this 

correlationist dominant by reviving the idea that objects have primary qualities. 

Although human sensible experience of the real world is always relational and 

indirect, this experience does not exhaust the qualities of the object, which are “in the 

object in the way in which I conceive them, whether I am in relation with the object or 

not” (3). Qualities must attach to some real object; there can be no sensation of 

 
14 Paul de Man puts forth perhaps the best known of these critical readings of romanticism. I 
have more to say on this below. 
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redness without there also being a thing capable of redness. Meillassoux’s critique of 

correlationism thus opens the door for new ways of thinking that position objects 

ontologically before their relational activities, instead of requiring that objects are the 

effect of their relations.15 

 

This non-relational, autonomous object is the cornerstone of object-oriented ontology, 

also known as OOO. Spearheaded by Graham Harman, it counters correlationism by 

maintaining first and foremost a “deeply non-relational conception of the reality of 

things” and aims to reconceive the object—which includes human objects and non-

material objects such as wishes—as an independent, non-marginal, non-derivative 

entity (“Well-Wrought Broken Hammer” 187). OOO puts objects, and not just human 

objects, at the centre of being. Harman bases his theory on an unorthodox reading of 

Heidegger’s famous tool-analysis in Being and Time. Harman takes what he calls 

Heidegger’s “sweeping campaign against presence: whether it be presence to the mind 

or anything else” (Quadruple Object 36) and turns it into an argument for a 

withdrawal more radical than Heidegger’s, in which objects preserve a reality in 

excess of their relations. The ground-breaking insight of Heidegger’s tool-analysis is 

that we rely on objects, such as hammers, to work for us and it is not until they are 

broken that they become present to consciousness and we see them as objects. Thus, 

we do not initially encounter the world and its objects through our conscious 

perception of them but rather as equipment, in their mode of being that Heidegger 

calls ready-to-hand. Heidegger subsequently observes that for an object to be ready-

to-hand it must be withdrawn from presence because if it is serving its purpose as 

equipment it cannot also appear to consciousness as a discrete object. Contrary to 

Husserl’s phenomenological insight that objects are known to us by their appearance, 

it is actually the withdrawal of objects in their equipmental mode of being that informs 

our usual or first encounter with the world.  

 

Against most readers of Heidegger, Harman claims that this analysis yields “an 

ontology of objects themselves” (Tool-Being 1). Heidegger establishes that the object 

itself is not an object of theory but rather an entity withdrawn into a pre-ontological 

 
15 Although Meillassoux’s critique of correlationism lies at the heart of speculative realism, 
this movement splinters into many and varied factions depending on how material reality is 
understood. For more on this see Levi Bryant et al., The Speculative Turn and Peter Gratton, 
Speculative Realism. 
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structure of equipment. In this pre-ontology objects are not independent entities, 

however; they are parts of a system, and never wholly severed from their second mode 

of being, which is to be present-at-hand. Harman’s radical modification is to argue 

that when we use a tool without considering the tool itself and the tool as object is 

withdrawn from our view, it is not withdrawing into a pre-structural or non-individual 

equipmental soup but into a “dark subterranean reality that never becomes present to 

any practical action any more than it does to theoretical awareness” (Tool-Being 1). 

Harman’s object is neither practical nor present, which for him are both relational 

modes. Conversely, it is ontologically prior to all relations. Relations are always a 

translation or distortion of reality and for him “praxis distorts the reality of things no 

less than theory does” (Quadruple Object 44). It is this radical withdrawnness that 

Harman uses to ascribe autonomy to the object and dethrone Dasein, which is no 

longer ontologically responsible for the object. On this view there exists an absolute 

gap between objects and their relations, with objects being self-identical and 

irreducible to their relations. 

 

Timothy Morton, another theorist of object-oriented ontology, agrees with Harman 

that objects are fundamentally withdrawn and inaccessible. In Realist Magic, Morton 

explains that all “the things by which we specify the object are not the object” and 

what we are experiencing when we interact with objects is actually the emergence of 

appearances, which are themselves a record of the object’s absence or disappearance 

(27). Morton argues that although we can only ever know the object by way of these 

appearances, there must be an inaccessible core that is the object otherwise nothing 

would ever change. This is where Morton and Harman diverge. For Morton, an object 

does not withdraw into the dark reality that Harman proposes, rather withdrawal 

simply is this core, the “unspeakable unicity” of the object (16). Because the qualities 

of an object are changeable depending on who (or what) is perceiving it and because it 

has to be all of its possible manifestations as well as being reducible to none of them, 

the object can never be exhausted by its appearances, which is to say that there must 

be a core object which no other object can ever touch. This absolute withdrawal means 

that sensual experience occurs in “a region of traces and footprints” (18) that “floats in 

front of objects” (19). Morton’s radical claim is that because it is in this aesthetic 

dimension that all properties (including time and space) emerge, causality itself is 
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aesthetic: “Time, space and causality…just are ways in which an object appears” 

(“Object-Oriented Defense” 214). 

 

OOO’s re-orientation to the object necessarily rejects the thing/object division 

articulated by Kant. The Kantian object is a known entity; it is what it appears to be 

and is known, made, defined and described by the subject. The Kantian thing in itself, 

on the other hand, can never be known. It is beyond the subject/object divide but only 

insofar as it names the impossibility of knowing anything beyond subjects and objects. 

The thing in itself, as opposed to an object that appears, is unknowable and 

unpresentable. OOO claims to the contrary that it is possible to speculate on the world 

of things beyond human knowledge, and so both the concept and term “thing,” which 

exist to differentiate what is known from what is unknowable, are no longer necessary. 

For OOO it is objects all the way down. 

 

OOO’s ontological flattening and downgrading of relations has garnered a great deal 

of criticism. Steven Shaviro, for example, contrasts Harman’s claims to that of 

Harman’s precursor, Alfred North Whitehead, who is similarly wary of the 

correlationist tendency to prioritise human-object relations and defends the existence 

of “really real” things (qtd. in Shaviro “Actual Volcano” 281). However, Shaviro 

argues that their two theories of objects diverge drastically when it comes to the role 

of relations in the being of objects. For Whitehead, relations are fundamentally 

necessary to objects because without relations “There is no way to bridge the 

ontological void separating independent substances from one another,” rendering the 

universe static and immutable (“Actual Volcano” 282). Shaviro adds that for 

Whitehead it is precisely because entities have comparable relations that they are 

ontologically equal, which is the status that OOO seeks to maintain for its autonomous 

objects. For Whitehead, according to Shaviro, relations do not exclude the 

independence of entities, rather independence and implication are ontologically 

coincident. The objects of OOO, insofar as they are autonomous substances, are self-

identical; they just are. Existing ontologically prior to their relations, they are equal in 

a flat ontology because they all withdraw. According to Shaviro, who eventually sides 

with Whitehead, the problem of access remains. How do objects go from existing in 

this autonomous state to existing in a dynamic network of presentation and meaning? 

How do they come to exist for each other? In “Systems and Things,” Jane Bennett 
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levels similar criticism at both Harman and Morton, questioning their need to 

prioritise autonomy when they can claim the same degree of agency for objects 

without disavowing their relations. In his response to Shaviro’s essay cited above, 

Harman shifted his focus to claim that “the whole purpose of my philosophy is to 

show how relations happen, despite their apparent impossibility” (“Response” 295), 

and yet this profound and primary withdrawal remains the hallmark (and source of 

much criticism) for OOO across its various forms. 

 

Harman and Morton explore the possibility of an OOO literary criticism in their 

respective essays “The Well-Wrought Broken Hammer” and “An Object-Oriented 

Defense of Poetry.” Although their methods are different, they both bypass the issue 

of a text’s relationality by positing the text as an OOO-styled autonomous object. 

Harman’s method is to show how “texts are to some extent autonomous even from 

their own properties” (202). He wonders how much modification a text can take 

before it is no longer the same object: 

Instead of just writing about Moby Dick, why not try shortening it to 
various degrees in order to discover the point at which it ceases to 
sound like Moby Dick? Why not imagine it lengthened even further, 
or told by a third person narrator rather than by Ishmael, or 
involving a cruise in the opposite direction around the globe? (202) 

Harman’s pursuit of autonomy prevents him from accessing the text in any 

meaningful way; what was a textual object is now just an object, its dynamics of 

presentation and meaning reduced to what Shaviro would call a “sort of sterile 

display—which is all that it can be, in the absence of its direct effects upon other 

entities” (“Actual Volcano” 288). 

 

In “An Object-Oriented Defense of Poetry,” Morton applies his notion of aesthetic 

causality to show that “the meaning of a poem is (in) the future” and that poetry 

actually changes the structure of reality (221). When the poem as object withdraws 

and its meaning emerges, it is withdrawing into the future to construct a physical 

architecture in time and space; it is “not simply a representation, but rather a non-

human agent” (215). For Morton, reading a poem is not about finding hermeneutical 

points of access, rather it involves the performance of being and its futurity. But how 

do we access this future withdrawn object and, perhaps more importantly, its 

“meaning”? McKenzie Wark is critical of Morton’s lack of attention to the question of 
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access, which Wark calls “the labor or praxis via which a thing is known” (272). She 

argues that the withdrawal of OOO’s objects is not owing to the ontology of the object 

but to OOO’s contemplative and poetic style: “I don’t think it’s the object that 

withdraws; I think it’s OOO that occludes the ways in which objects are known in the 

first place” (272). Morton’s OOO fails to produce a successful ontology of objects 

because it disavows the strength of its own metaphors. Ironically, on this view, his 

OOO can only account for the praxis that is literature or textuality, and not for the 

ontology of objects outside of a text at all. 

 

OOO pays a high price for the autonomy of its objects. The question of being might be 

different from the question of access (according to Levi Bryant to confuse the two is 

to succumb to the “epistemic fallacy” [Democracy 59ff]), but if an object is sealed off 

ontologically it would appear that it is also effectively sealed off epistemologically. 

The questions of access and being are indeed confused, but this is perhaps less a 

problem of the philosophical endeavour than their inextricability. Together they pose 

the question of presentation, a question that is particularly troublesome for OOO and 

also particularly relevant when considering what an OOO approach to literature might 

look like. Ian Bogost, an OOO philosopher who pursues a pragmatic speculative 

realism, extending it “beyond first principles, into the practice of metaphysics itself,” 

concedes that among the questions still facing OOO is how to deal with objects “that 

are also complex structures or systems crafted or used by humans” (29). The literary 

text falls into this category. Any theory that maintains an essentially non-relational 

object is going to encounter problems when faced with textual objects.  

 

Grant Hamilton proposes an OOO literary theory in more depth than Harman and 

Morton. He agrees with Harman’s position (as defined by Hamilton): “any theory of 

literature or literary criticism that is inflected with the concerns of object-oriented 

philosophy must refocus critical attention back towards the literary work as an object-

in-itself” (53). This means rejecting those theories that subordinate the text to external 

or internal systems, ideologies or relations. In fact, it means rejecting the search for 

meaning tout court and instead, the literary critic must “speculate on the text in such a 

way that new concepts emerge – concepts that can give us a different way of looking 

at and thinking about the world” (30). Hamilton comes very close to a new critical 

rendering of a literary text in his arguments for text as object-in-itself, but whereas 
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New Criticism would see in this objectivity the text as totality, for Hamilton this 

objectivity is the withdrawal of the text-object, leaving him with only personal, 

creative, speculative responses to the text. To make sense of a text he recommends 

such questions as: “Do I like this novel? Am I affected by this poem? What do I 

connect with or identify with in this short story?” (125). It is tempting to dismiss 

Hamilton’s literary theory as simply too bizarre, especially when he goes on to 

elaborate a machinic relationship of inputs and outputs between reader and text,16 but 

it is the result of a serious application of speculative realism’s two precepts: the object 

must be outside of relations and enquiry must be speculative. And in it we can see 

how hard—if not impossible—it is to create an OOO literary theory that does justice 

to our encounters with literature. 

 

OOO has not found a successful way of doing literary criticism and I cannot see how 

OOO can study an object in a text without forgoing its claim to absolute withdrawal 

for the simple reason that objects in texts are always already in texts, embedded in a 

relational network of meaning that is both text and reader. Texts are never flat 

ontologically and yet this flatness is a basic requirement of OOO. Moreover, given the 

questions for OOO around access and relations, object-oriented ontology’s inaptitude 

in literary studies points to a larger problem for OOO. 

 

 

Vital objects 
 

Jane Bennett, as mentioned above, is critical of Harman and Morton for excluding so 

vehemently any relationality in the primary ontology of objects. Bennett advocates her 

own theory of objects, called “vital materialism,” that “toggles” between the relational 

and the autonomous (“Systems” 227). She posits that objects can be autonomous and 

withdrawing, like those of OOO, but also parts in systems or networks. In this way 

Bennett aims to give them a very real and powerful agency without disavowing 

relations. This agency, which is at the core of Bennett’s theory, is a capacious, 

Spinozan conatus that she calls “thing-power”: “so-called inanimate things have a life 

of their own, that deep within them is an inexplicable vitality or energy, a moment of 

independence from and resistance to us and to other things. A kind of thing-power” 

 
16 For more on this, see Evan Gottlieb’s review of Hamilton in Critical Inquiry. 
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(“Force” 358). Bennett associates this vitality with an object’s excess, “an efficacy of 

objects in excess of the human meanings, designs, and purposes they express or serve” 

(Vibrant Matter 20). 

 

In Vibrant Matter, Bennett admits quietly that actually objects can only be “quasi 

agents or forces” (viii; my emphasis) if they are also always relational, which she 

believes they must be given that “an actant never really acts alone. Its efficacy or 

agency always depends on the collaboration, cooperation, or interactive interference 

of many bodies and forces” (21). However, she continues to assert the naïve realism of 

a (quasi-)independent thing-power for ethical and ecological reasons: 

I argue that projecting a moment of “naive realism” into one’s 
political theory may foster greater ethical appreciation of power, an 
appreciation that I try, in a preliminary way, to tie to an ecological 
project of sustainability. (“Force” 349) 17  

It is important for Bennett that objects are agents so that we can both sympathise with 

them and take seriously the plight of a world that is not only human. However, this 

has opened her up to charges of anthropomorphism and sentimentality. Steven Connor 

argues convincingly that instead of vital materialism attending to something outside of 

the human, “things have been smuggled over the border into the land of the living, 

where we, of course, take ourselves to reside, and rule the roost” (“Thinking” 3). 

Another criticism of Bennett can be levelled at her echoing of Henri Bergson’s 

concept of élan vital, which describes the spontaneous morphogenesis or development 

of organisms, an early vitalism that is signalled by many of the various object-

orientated philosophers. As Andrew Cole has so thoroughly shown, Bennett has to 

disavow the mysticism that Bergson knew was required for thinking this hypothetical 

concept, and that what is ostensibly a move to grant influence and power to objects 

actually succeeds in reinstating precisely the logos principle that these thinkers aim to 

reject (Cole 113). 

 

The overlap of autonomy and relationality can also be seen in Bennett’s vital 

materialist approach to literature. Bennett refers to the literary text as a “text-body,” an 

 
17  Bennett is aware of the danger that vital realism will be considered a naïve realism, 
especially when seen from an Adornian perspective (Vibrant Matter 17-19). She aligns her 
project with Adorno’s theory of non-identity, but as Steven Connor points out she then 
“removes from it the very principle of transcendence which ensures the distance or desisting of 
the nonidentical” (“Thinking” 2-3). 
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agential object that is also mediative, bringing the reader into affective contact with 

the real, “less wordy” world (“Systems” 232). A text-body’s relationality is agential 

because it can have material effects by making us feel the material world. She freely 

cites Whitman’s Leaves of Grass to argue that “poetry, if enmeshed in a fortuitous 

assemblage of other (especially nontext) bodies, can have material effects as real as 

any other”: 

If you read Leaves of Grass in conjunction with “the open air every 
season of every year of your life,” and also bound in affection to 
“the earth and the sun and the animals,” while also going “freely 
with powerful uneducated persons and with the young and with the 
mothers of families,” then “your very flesh will be a great 
poem”…Texts are bodies that can light up, by rendering human 
perception more acute, those bodies whose favored vehicle of 
affectivity is less wordy: plants, animals, blades of grass, household 
objects, trash. (“Systems” 232) 

Poems are important because they reference objects or reality outside of texts, helping 

us to see and, importantly, feel them. This is important for Bennett’s eco-ethical ends 

because it claims that “Poetry can help us feel more of the liveliness hidden in such 

things and reveal more of the threads of connection binding our fate to theirs” 

(“Systems” 232). In turn, Bennett’s vital materialist literary criticism opens her to the 

same charges of anthropomorphism and unacknowledged mysticism that her non-

textual applications do. Perhaps the bigger issue for literary theory, however, is that 

for her a text has to refer affectively to a non-textual, material reality in order to be not 

only agential but even merely relevant. Although Bennett relies on affect where 

Harman relies on autonomy and Morton on causality, once again this theory can only 

afford agency to the textual object by referring us away from the text and those 

relations occurring within the text.  

 

 

The problem of textual objects 
 

The problem that the textual object poses for object studies is not typically 

acknowledged from within the field; and on those occasions when it is recognised, it is 

resolved in favour of materiality over textuality. This is further demonstrated by two 

recent books that aim to show how it is that poetry is actually a material phenomenon. 

In Postmodernism in Pieces, Matthew Mullins observes that the pivotal question for 
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anyone studying textual objects is: “Are we talking about things, or are we talking 

about language?” (21). This question is also at the heart of the tension between 

postmodernism and neomaterialisms, which Mullins seeks to resolve by showing how 

it is that postmodernism’s emphasis on social construction is actually an ontological 

concern for the materials (and material processes) from which the social is 

constructed:  

Although it has traditionally been characterized as a subversive 
enterprise committed to the demystification and deconstruction of 
social categories such as race, gender, class, and nation that produce 
culture, what makes literature postmodern is its preoccupation with 
the material things and interactions that constitute those seemingly 
ready-made social categories. The great insight of postmodernism, 
then, is not that our social categories are somehow artificial or 
inauthentic, but that they are continuously the products of material 
processes. (4) 

To say that postmodernism is materialist is not simply to recast the way we see a 

bygone period in the history of critical thinking, and not only because, as Mullins 

argues, postmodernism is not an ism but the end of isms, “a perpetual afterism” (7).   

Mullins resolves the difference between “talking about things”—which is the purview 

of materialism—and “talking about language”—which was a central concern for 

postmodernism or the linguistic turn—by uncovering the materialist and constructive 

processes at the heart of postmodernism. In The Limits of Fabrication, Nathan Brown 

takes a similar if decidedly more scientific route to claim that poetry is capable of 

constructing physical reality not merely representing it. He “sidestep[s] the 

epistemological aporia” that separates poetry from matter by looking instead to what 

he calls poetry’s “pragmatic capacity” (19). New instruments in nanotechnology are 

capable of not only imaging but manipulating matter at the nanoscale. Brown switches 

to this quantum level to argue that poetry is no longer restricted to image-making: 

To continue, today, to pursue the proper locus of poetry’s 
participation in the economy of materialism via the figurative power 
of the poetic image is to chase a red herring. Rather, the locus at 
which we might think the relation of science and poetry vis-à-vis 
materialism shifts from figuration to configuration, from fabulation 
to fabrication, from the evocation of images to the making of 
material structures, from mimesis to poiēsis. This is the context in 
which we might return to and reexamine the ancient determination 
of poiēsis as making, of poetry as a form of building or a practice of 
material construction. (21)  
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The limitation to this consolidation of poetry and science (or text and matter) is that 

poetry is recast as an instrument of science, which is to say that poetry is valued for its 

ability to make something really real. As Altieri points out in his review of Brown’s 

book (alongside other attempts at object-orientated literary criticism), this integration 

cannot ultimately work “because the basic agendas for how the arts relate to the world 

involve possibilities of the imagination rather than new discoveries of how facts might 

be constituted” (“Ontological Turn” 313). Although Altieri might not agree with me, I 

would add that Brown’s claim to have side-stepped the “epistemological aporia” puts 

this problem all the more firmly on the table for those of us still wondering how 

poetry matters in not only a materially-reductive sense.18  

 

The textual object poses a problem for these new materialist ontologies. Theories that 

aim to challenge the dominance of the subject over the material and non-human world 

not only downgrade the all-too-subjective agencies of the text but lack the framework 

for fathoming it. Text must be bent out of shape for it to accord with a flat ontology. 

To put it another way, a text’s claim to meaningfulness is ontologically irreconcilable 

with the materiality of the object as conceived by object studies, where either text and 

meaning or object and matter are primary—you cannot have it both ways. This puts us 

back in the realm of the ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy as understood 

by Plato. Object studies upholds this old split, choosing in favour of philosophy’s 

access to real objects. Poetic ontologies, of course, claim the opposite: that poetry has 

unique access to ontological truths. In what follows, I stage a brief history of poetry 

and the object to show that although modern poetics has repeatedly been drawn to 

textual objects, they are no less a problem for poetry than they are for materialist 

theories. 

 

 

 
18 There is an instructive correlation here between Brown’s book and Daniel Tiffany’s work 
mentioned in the last section. Brown claims that his work picks up where Daniel Tiffany’s 
ends because it brings visibility to the atomic and nanoscopic scales, which for Tiffany are 
invisible. However, it can also be said that Tiffany’s work is not inferior to Brown’s because it 
has less technology at hand but rather that it is distinct in its motivation because it refuses to 
dispense with the image in the way that Brown’s requires. 
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Poetic ontologies 
 

In poetic ontologies, it is objects that have been charged with obscuring truth. 

Language—poetic language in particular—is, according to Heidegger, not 

representational but ontological: it is how entities becomes present to and for us. 

Language can never be an object—it is the medium of presence not presence as 

such—but nor does it simply bring to light what is there or already present: “language 

alone brings what is, something that is, into the Open for the first time. Where there is 

no language, as in the being of stone, plant, and animal, there is also no openness of 

what is” (71). Moreover, he charges “objectification” with blocking our way into the 

world of being: “By building the world up technologically as an object, man 

deliberately and completely blocks his path, already obstructed, into the Open” (113). 

Poetry can reopen the path to being by unconcealing or disclosing things, meaning 

that the object is an obstacle that poetry can and must counteract. In Heidegger’s essay 

“The Thing,” although not specifically about poetry, he tells us that in order to 

contemplate something as it is in itself (the jug as vessel for holding, for example), it 

must not be understood as an object, which is to say as something that is made or 

represented (165). This poetic repeal of objects has been called “disobjectivation” by 

Alain Badiou in his short essay “The Age of Poets,” where he argues that poetry, 

when it comes closest to speaking ontological truths, effects “the destitution of the 

category of object. More precisely: the destitution of the category of the object, and of 

objectivity, as necessary forms of presentation” (Manifesto 72).19 It is in this way that 

poetry undermines the subject-object dyad, as well as cognition and knowledge, 

making way instead for truth and a notably poetic kind of thought (76). 

 
19  In this essay, published in Manifesto for Philosophy (1999), the “age of poets” is a 
philosophical category determined by those poets for whom disobjectivation was a main aim, 
namely Hölderlin, Mallarmé, Rimbaud, Pessoa, Trakl, Mandlestam and Celan. It concludes 
with Celan as he, according to Badiou, “completes Heidegger” (77). Badiou writes about this 
age again in The Age of the Poets (2014) and in the eponymous first essay of this volume. This 
is different from the one cited above (a fact to which the added definite article alerts us), and 
yet its position on the object is the same: 

the poetry of these poets activates a de-objectification. What is an 
object? It is what disposes the multiple of being in relation to 
meaning or signification. The age of the poets animates a polemic 
against meaning, thus targeting objectivity, which is being as 
captive of meaning, and proposing to us the figure without figure, or 
the unfigurable figure, of a subject without object. (16) 
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Poetry does not always solve its ontological questions by bankrupting the category of 

the object, however. If it did, it would create a neat counterweight to my claims 

regarding new materialist ontologies and their destitution of text. The truth is not so 

straightforward. Firstly, Heidegger’s staging of presence becomes the site of an 

ontological problem recognised by postmodernist theories; I come back to this below. 

Secondly, romantic and modernist poetries are full of objects. The former, known for 

its “enthronement of objects” (Bayley 555), was particularly fond of natural objects, 

whereas the modernists preferred everyday objects such as a wheelbarrow or a bar of 

soap. In both cases, textual objects are employed to close or reject that gap fingered by 

Plato and to participate in or as something “real” or closer to truth. As Paul de Man 

has shown, “Poetic language seems to originate in the desire to draw closer and closer 

to the ontological status of the object, and its growth and development are determined 

by this inclination” (Rhetoric 7). This is not out of reverence for materiality as such 

but for the allegedly pure and whole condition of the natural world in contrast to the 

finitude and crude materialism of the human condition. Modern literature, says 

Michael Davidson, is founded at least in part “on the possibility of release from limits 

of time and space—through myth, image, stream of consciousness, spatial form—in 

order to transcend the materialism that infects every aspect of urban life” (4). 

 

Understandably, it is often poetry’s textual objects that are called upon to establish 

this proximity. Romanticism’s textual objects are the point at which image fuses with 

thing to achieve the desired transcendence of human finitude. (The preponderance of 

natural objects in romantic poetry might seem at odds with the “disobjectivation” 

desired by Heidegger’s poets, and yet is this not a comparable displacement of the 

category of the object as it is subsumed into the infinity of being?) Coleridge’s 

formulation of the symbol as the harmony of object and mind, Keats’ negative 

capability and Wordsworth’s sublime objects of nature, which reveal the “invisible 

world” (Prelude VI.602), are well-known examples. In Reading Twentieth-Century 

Poetry Edward Larrissey argues convincingly that romanticism is more inclined to 

empiricism than is generally recognised and that the “reign of the thing” more 

commonly associated with modernist poetics reaches back to romanticism also (3). In 

Romanticism and the Object Larry Peer says that “there is always a close, even 

symbiotic, relationship between ‘will,’ ‘self,’ and the material world in Romanticism,” 

and he follows de Man in arguing that “If we carefully observe the nature of the 
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Romantic image, through numerous languages and across several disciplines, we find 

again and again that language strives to become nature through an aesthetic 

manipulation of the object” (2). Geoffrey Thurley calls this the “Rise of Object-

Dominance” and claims that during the romantic period “things—phenomena, 

objects—begin to exist in their own right and for their own sake. The poet’s concern is 

still with meaning…But in order to gain meaning—to be poetic—the poet now 

requires the thing to be itself, not the emblem of some anterior world-order” (56). The 

thing must be both autonomous and in sympathy with the poet, an “interior 

objectivity” to use Peer’s phrase (2). It can be argued that Thurley’s rather extreme 

position does not sufficiently account for romanticism’s idealist strain (Thurley’s 

claim that this objectivity is not in contrast with subjectivity because the latter 

“becomes objective” [43] is not sufficient for Larrissey), and yet the important 

mediating function that the object performs for romanticism is undeniable.  

 

Modernist poetry announces a metaphysics increasingly distinct from romanticism and 

yet it too, at least for a time, strives to close that gap between objects and language. 

Instead of aspiring to a metaphysical transcendence, however, much early modernist 

poetry proposes to achieve this by staging the object as it is in itself, cutting back on 

metaphor, elaborate expression and Baudelairean correspondences. As Bonnie 

Costello wryly submits, “modernism preferred the illusion of ‘solid objects’” (Planets 

9). We can think here of William Carlos Williams, with his red wheelbarrow and his 

plums, the latter “so sweet / And so cold” (“This” 372), who attempts to put the real 

and physical world into poetry’s spotlight while also championing the power of the 

imagination to present this world in its immediacy. He says reprovingly in “Spring 

and All” that rhyme and meter, alongside “crude symbolism” and associations, are 

“designed to separate the work from ‘reality’” (102).20 His famous caveat “no ideas 

but in things” (Paterson 14), which lends modernism its abiding motto with respect to 

objects, is mirrored in imagism’s “Direct treatment of the ‘thing’” (Flint 199) and 

Louis Zukofsky’s objectivism, which is guided by what Zukofsky called “sincerity”: 

the practice “of seeing, of thinking with the things as they exist, and of directing them 

along a line of melody” (12). In The Material of Poetry, which takes as its subject the 

 
20 Reading “El Hombre,” James Longenbach observes that “Williams praises an object for 
standing alone, for being nothing but itself, and he wants to foster the impression that his 
words work in the same way, denoting only their objects and rejecting any extraneous 
correspondences” (Resistance 53). 
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objects of modernist poetry, Gerald Bruns argues that this “poetry enjoys a special 

ontological relation with ordinary things of the world” (9). He notes the substantial 

materiality of poetry’s words, lines, graphemes and marks on the page as one way that 

poems take their place alongside the things of reality, but he also notes an intimacy 

between “real” things and textual objects that is not merely metaphorical.  

 

In both romantic and early modernist poetries, textual objects are very often tasked 

with the job of closing the gap between ideas (and the persons who have them) and 

things. However, the legacy of these projects of immediacy has been to draw attention 

to their implausibility and to the persistence of differential dynamics within language, 

if not the hard difference between words and things. In the late 1960s, 

deconstruction’s sceptical re-readings of romanticism demonstrated the underlying 

temporal difference or belatedness that prevents the unity of the symbol from taking 

place. As Paul de Man has shown, although romantic poems are full of natural objects 

comingling with the products of the imagination in such ways that it becomes 

“difficult to distinguish between object and image, between imagination and 

perception” (Rhetoric 7), we forget that this relationship can only exist in language 

and as such “does not exist in actuality” (8). It is from this perspective that Robert 

Pinsky can affirm that poetry from Keats to Stevens takes place “between the 

conscious mind of which the poem is a part and the oblivious, natural universe toward 

which it yearns,” in a relation of irreconcilable conflict or contrast (60). 

 

The fate of modernism’s textual objects can be said to go the same way. Williams’ 

sought-after immediacy comes to smack of naivety and he is now read, not entirely 

unkindly, as having “one of the most highly mimetic poetics in modernism, along with 

a faith in language’s referential capacity virtually beyond recapturing today” (Mao 

233). It can also be argued that Pound was not interested in things as such but rather 

how they can be made to reflect subjectivity in “an intellectual and emotional complex 

in an instant of time” (Pound “A Few Don’ts” 200). His famous imagist poem “In a 

Station of the Metro,” for example, uses “petals on a wet, black bough” (39) to draw 

humanity and its darkened mood to the surface and frame it in a lasting image. 

Pound’s “thing” is not an object as such but an arrangement “in social and psychic 

space” (Nicholls “Poetics” 57). Likewise, Michael Riffaterre has traced through 

Ponge’s poetry “how the shadow of the subject is cast on the text of the object” (32) 
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and when Serge Gavronsky, Ponge’s friend and translator, tells us that “it cannot be 

said of Ponge that he is a poet of things…His primal and consistent interest has been 

in language and not in the things he has used language to describe,” we are wont to 

believe him (4). It will be of no surprise to many that it is Wallace Stevens who has 

been charged with sounding the “death-knell of the romantic object” (Bayley 554) 

with his claim that “It is a world of words to the end of it / In which nothing solid is its 

solid self” (CPP 301).  

 

What are we to make of this failure of the textual object to bridge worlds? For one, it 

may not be a failure at all but rather a theory shift. In The Art of Twentieth-Century 

American Poetry, for example, Charles Altieri sees it as something of an 

epistemological revolution, in which the early modernist poets, confronted with the 

Cartesian subject-object split, establish a new poetics that Altieri calls “presentational” 

realism, which stresses “not accuracy to the object but accuracy to the felt moment of 

perception” (4). Douglas Mao in Solid Objects, on the other hand, credits modernist 

literature with not only an awareness of the ontological separateness of the object but 

also an Adornoian inclination to protect it from the subject because of the object’s 

susceptibility to a modern “subjectivity grown rapacious and fantastically powerful” 

(8). This separateness is considered possible or inevitable ontologically—Mao’s title 

refers to the solid ontology of the object as “otherness in its most resilient opacity” 

(5)—which is why for modernist poets “the object world represented something like 

the last terrain of the utopian (or the prelapsarian)…at times when consciousness itself 

seemed both the mark and the substance of exclusion from paradise” (9). In 

Modernisms: A Literary Guide, Peter Nicholls offers a very different reading again, in 

which modernist poets are forced to affirm this separateness in order to protect 

themselves from otherness (3). Although there are significant differences from the way 

objects in modernist poetry are understood—Mao himself notes the stark difference 

between Nicholl’s position and his own opposing assertion that these poets “attempt to 

ensure the object’s extrasubjective integrity [and] to take the part of this radical other” 

(Mao 10)—what is common is that the object remains at a distance from the poets and 

their poetry. In other words, regardless of epistemological and aesthetic attempts to 

resolve it, the ontological problem of text and object remains. Brian McHale has 

shown that “ontological rifts” such as this one are characteristic of poetry, except that 

the poetics of modernism downplay it in favour of a “special knowledge” of reality, an 
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attitude exemplified by New Criticism, which “retained, extended and developed the 

High Romantic view of poetry as giving access to special knowledge, knowledge 

perhaps superior to, certainly different from, scientific knowledge. According to 

Modernist theory, the dominant of poetry…is epistemological: whatever else it may 

be or do, poetry is first and foremost a cognitive tool for the acquisition of knowledge 

of reality” (24). It took the arrival of postmodernism to challenge this hubris and for 

the ontological rifts of poetry to resurface, which affected significantly, as we saw, the 

reception of these poets. 

 

This is not to say that Plato was right. On the contrary, what postmodern theory learns 

from this is that if we are in fact separated from something we might call “reality,” 

then perhaps text is more real to us than those things it fails to present. Hence the 

intellectual rupture of the twentieth century described by Derrida as that “moment 

when language invaded the universal problematic, the moment when, in the absence 

of a center or origin, everything became discourse” (Writing 354). According to Jon 

Erickson in The Fate of the Object, early modernism employed the textual object to 

“fix the figure against the ravages of time” (9)—for Erickson objectivity is a form of 

resistance to reification—but the materiality once associated with modernism, its 

ground, is increasingly consumed by the figure in the hyperreality of the postmodern 

world. It begins to look like it is indeed text all the way down. The postmodern or 

linguistic turn and its associated schools and movements is not something that needs 

justification here. The point that I want to make is that although there is a defining 

turn towards textuality, it does not equate to solving the problem of ontology in favour 

of text in the same way that object-orientated philosophies seek to make the object the 

primary ontological unit. On the contrary, there is increased recognition of text as 

staging the undecidability of things (even though this undecidability often has a 

decisively linguistic aspect), which puts the question of ontology squarely on the 

table, often in the shape of a poem. Ontological uncertainty or tension is, arguably, a 

condition of the postmodern. McHale describes postmodern lyric as what happens 

when epistemological claims to unity fail and the “Ontological fault-lines” that have 

lain hidden come to the foreground “without any recuperative move toward 

reconciliation and reintegration” (26). Hence the displays of radical fragmentation, un-

making and linguistic (including aural) materiality, as well as the celebration of 

indeterminacy and plurality. Erickson argues that trying to overcome dichotomies like 
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subject and object is futile and the only workable alternative is to “acknowledge and 

develop what would be the most productive tension between these things and to stop 

worrying about overcoming any split” (8). Marjorie Perloff, looking back after thirty 

years to her influential book The Poetics of Indeterminacy (1981), says she did not 

intend to isolate a category of poetry so much as notice that there were poets (like 

Ashbery, but also earlier ones like Rimbaud and Mallarmé) who could not be read by 

the new critical method, which is to say “for their ‘symbolic’ meanings” (Poetics in a 

New Key 111). This is another way of saying that poetic indeterminacy—“the creation 

of indeterminate forms” (Poetics in a New Key 111)—was what became visible (it 

always already being there) after the reign of New Criticism and the epistemological 

bias in poetry and criticism was over. 

 

These “Ontological fault-lines” are at the heart of twentieth-century poetic theory. 

Although Heidegger’s poetic ontology discussed above substantiates the priority of 

language, his thinking betrays a modernist nostalgia for presence in language that 

theory after him has rejected, even as he can be seen informing the direction of said 

theory. In other words, as I said above, the linguistic turn cannot be reduced to text 

dominating objects or reality because presence is also eventually denied to language. 

William Allen has shown that it was Heidegger who observed the difficulty at the 

intersection of poetry and ontology that goes on to become a central question for 

continental philosophy, by observing that there is “something peculiar about the 

language of poetry or literature that seems to exceed or undermine the attempts of 

philosophy to pursue an ontological inquiry, that is, to try and bring to language an 

understanding of the meaning or nature of being” (3).  Blanchot and Derrida, Allen 

argues, are exemplary for their engagement of this difficulty. Instead of adhering to 

Heidegger’s essentially metaphysical solution to this difficulty, their work recognises 

it as somehow intrinsic to being and/in language. Hence Blanchot’s question (in 

response to a similar one from Mallarmé): “What is the result of the fact that we have 

literature? What is implied about being if one states that ‘something like Literature 

exists’?” (Space 43). His elliptical answer is that “the work of art reduces itself to 

being” and yet it does not exist, at least not in “the manner of a thing or a being in 

general” (43). Where a textual object is concerned, this can look a lot like the absence 

of things. The corresponding and somewhat polemical assertion that words perform 

“the murder of the thing” is precisely the position that Peter Schwenger extracts from 
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not only Blanchot but also Lacan, Heidegger and modern poets including Ponge and 

Stein.21 However, Schwenger stages this absolute difference between words and things 

only to oppose it with the observation that the thing continues to haunt language even 

after its apparent death: “If there is a murder of the thing by the word, then, this does 

not definitively annihilate that thing; it only transposes it to the scene of an 

interminable haunting of language” (“Words” 113). The difference between words and 

things, which is so absolute that one cannot survive in the presence of the other, turns 

out to be not so absolute. Moreover, it is the textual object—which Schwenger 

describes as “unfamiliar, disturbing, uncanny” (113)—that stages this haunting not 

just by its negative presentation of absence but by the fact of its materialisation around 

or in this absence. In this way, Schwenger muddies the very difference to which he 

initially attests, and the textual object, although participating in this difference, also 

defines its limit or the point at which this difference declines.22 The textual object is 

not, therefore, to be defined by either presence or absence, but its resistance to being 

reduced to either.  

 

This brings us back to the indeterminate ontology recognised by Brown’s thing theory. 

Both Brown and Schwenger rely on or return to a clear distinction between things (in 

their various material and unpresentable forms) and the object in language. And yet, 

both are drawn to the strange and even disturbing in-betweenness of the textual object, 

as evidenced by the entanglement of matter and language, and text and objects, that 

keeps asserting itself in their accounts. Brown and Schwenger want it both ways: the 

thing is both here and not here; it is both in language and only negatively presented by 

language; words and things are opposed, except when they are not; things are missing 

and yet thingness is a reoccurring, irresistible presence. Foucault was right when he 

said that “‘Words and things’ is the entirely serious title of a problem” (Archaeology 

49). These contradictions are not lost on these authors (Brown, for example, is torn 

between identifying the thing in its opposition to idea and taking it to be a semi-textual 

relation between subject and object) and yet this difficulty is downplayed as a mere 

effect of the inaccessibility of things, on the one hand, and the limitation–cum–
 

21 The title of Schwenger’s essay, “Words and the Murder of the Thing,” is a partial quotation 
from Lacan: “The symbol manifests itself first of all as the murder of the thing, and this death 
constitutes in the subject the eternalization of his desire” (qtd. in Schwenger 113). 
22 It is no coincidence that Derrida’s concept “hauntology” replaces the fixed terms of classical 
ontology, namely presence and absence. For more on this see Barad, “Quantum Entanglements 
and Hauntological Relations,” where she argues that quantum entanglement is “empirical 
evidence for a hauntology!” (260). 
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potentiality of language, on the other. However, this thesis contends that this difficulty 

is not a by-product of an absolute difference—the difference between words and 

things, subjects and objects—but of an entanglement that resists critical attempts to 

untangle it as much as it resists attempts to encounter it; an indeterminate ontology 

indeed. 

 

If these attempts to untangle or resolve the difficulty of the textual object take the 

form of a dialectic in which otherness is reduced entirely to representation and things 

to human equivalences, how might we resist this dialectic? John Frow, in his article 

“A Pebble, a Camera, a Man Who Turns into a Telegraph Pole,” asks the same 

question: “might it be possible to evade this dialectic in order to imagine a world in 

which persons and things are partly strangers and partly kin? In which we recognize 

that ‘the question of things, even the question whether they are, is inseparable from a 

question about what they do, or what can be done with them’?” (276).23 How can we 

re-orientate ourselves to the problem of textual objects in a way that does not reinstate 

this dialectic and reduce the object to a predetermined position on the hierarchical 

scales of knowledge and existence, self and other, text and thing? 

 

We can assume that the sort of world Frow is asking us to imagine—“in which 

persons and things are partly strangers and partly kin”—would be disorientating to say 

the least. Appropriately, he offers a strange example. It is Murray Bail’s story of a 

man who turns into a telegraph pole while standing out on the street in order to spy on 

a young woman through her bedroom window. The merger of man and pole is neither 

total nor the reconciliation of two opposites, says Frow. Instead, their difference 

“gives way to a mixing in which things and persons exchange properties and partly 

resemble and partly don’t resemble each other. In this world you can still tell the 

difference between persons and things, but the difference is not an ontological 

absolute” (278). It is the textual object—the man-pole—that achieves this uncanny 

merger, establishing not just a world but an object in which man and pole exist in their 

entangled state. For Frow this is an analogy of the actual state of relations between 

persons and things, in which identity is fluid and even multiple: 

Rather than thinking in terms of an opposition of things to humans 
or of inanimate material entities to bodies endowed with 

 
23 Frow is quoting Bill Brown in “How to Do Things with Things (A Toy Story)”, p.936-7. 



 59 

consciousness and intention, it makes sense to recognize both the 
heterogeneity of things in the world—complexly ordered along 
intersecting scales running from the material to the immaterial, the 
simple to the complex, the functional to the nonfunctional, the living 
to the inert, the relatively immediate to the highly mediated—and 
the fluidity of the relations between these categories. Thingness and 
the kinds of thingness are not inherent in things; they are effects of 
recognitions and uses performed within frames of understanding. 
(285) 

This is an epistemologically disorientating world. And yet, this epistemological 

uncertainty determines a very particular kind of ontology. The being of things (human 

and nonhuman) is determined by “recognitions and uses” but their fluidity is 

evidenced by how we read things: “the heap of stones [can] be read as an 

arrangement” (283); “persons are and can be read as things” (283); and, in the case of 

the work of art, Frow notes “the unpredictability of the relation between inscription 

and uptake, the uncontrollability of the reading process” (281). Moreover, all of 

Frow’s own and best examples in this essay are literary, suggesting that it is the 

textual object that disorientates us, that invites and allows the uncertainty of knowing 

to establish an ontology in which being is fluid and multiple. 

 

We can compare Frow’s imagined world to Brown’s “materialist dream” (937) in his 

early essay “How to Do Things with Things (A Toy Story)”, which is the essay from 

which Frow quotes when he proposes reimaging the relationship between persons and 

things. In this essay Brown argues that textual objects can tell us about more than just 

the social life of things and their materiality. They are points of access to the invisible 

dimensions of the material world and the history of things: “Literature might then 

serve as a mode of rehabilitative reification—a resignifying of the fixations and 

fixities of thing-ification that will grant us access to what remains obscure (or 

obscured) in the routines through which we (fail to) experience the material object 

world” (937). Brown’s main example is a doll from a novel by Shawn Wong called 

Homebase, which is given to a young Chinese American boy and becomes a kind of 

transitional object that helps the boy navigate the death of his parents as well as his 

cultural displacement. The doll, says Brown, is a hybrid object, “an uncanny 

transmutation between identities—the animate and the inanimate, object and subject, 

person and thing” (941). Moreover, these kinds of objects participate “in the 

intersubjective constitution of reality” (942). This is the “indeterminate ontology” that 



 60 

he pursues in A Sense of Things, “where things seem slightly human and humans seem 

slightly thing-like…the metamorphosis of the one into the other” (13). 

 

In Brown’s world, it is ontology that is indeterminate and so Brown relies on the 

epistemological certainty of the textual object qua representation to face and present 

this indeterminacy. When he says that persons seem like things and vice versa he is 

saying that the performative powers of representation are letting us see this 

indeterminacy, making it appear. This is the inverse of Frow’s epistemological 

uncertainty/ontological determinacy dynamic. This is not at all to say that Brown and 

Frow propose opposing theories, but that together they pinpoint the intersection of 

being and seeming that the dialectic aims to resolve: that indissoluble convergence of 

“the question of things” and “a question about what they do, or what can be done with 

them.” Moreover, they do this by way of the disorientation of traditional or familiar 

ontological and epistemological realities—Brown’s uncanny doll and Frow’s 

grotesque, impossible man-pole, to which we can add Schwenger’s objects, all of 

which are “unfamiliar, disturbing, uncanny” (“Words” 113).  

 

In this introduction I have retraced the threads of meaning and order teased out by 

both literary and philosophical studies back to this fourfold intersection where the 

epistemological entanglement of ideas and things collides with the ontological 

problem of being and seeming. This intersection is not a harmonious assembly like 

Heidegger’s fourfold gathering of earth, sky, divinities and mortals, but a 

disorientating and difficult tangle of possible subject/object arrangements and 

categories. At this juncture, the textual object is both the untreatable remainder and the 

uncanny source of the neatly taxonomised objects and things favoured by philosophy 

and literary theory in their attempts to disentangle this knot. It is here that I locate 

Stevens’ difficult objects. In the following chapter, I bring my attention to these 

objects, to their dis-order and the specificities of their difficulty, reorientating the 

thesis away from the pursuit of meaning and order, and its resolutive dialectics as 

surveyed in this introduction, to deal instead with the richly poetic residue of this 

pursuit. The aim of the next chapter is not to define difficult objects as such or to 

establish a distinct category of objects but to enquire into their difficulty, which is 

understood as a compound resistance to order that withstands the permanence of 

identification in favour of alternative ideas of dis-order that are intricate, messy and 



 61 

impermanent without being immaterial or wholly undecidable. This reorientation is 

also a disorientation, which is to say that it does not propose to resolve this difficulty 

but rather that it manifestly intends not to resolve it, staying with this difficulty and 

the difficulty of staying with it. In this way, I hope to show the centrality of these 

objects and their difficulty to Stevens’ poetry and poetics, but also to demonstrate the 

absolute importance of the intractability of the relationship between objects and poetry 

for both literary studies and new materialisms. 
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Chapter One 
 

Difficult Objects 

 
 
 

To fix it is to put an end to it. Let me show it to you unfixed.  
 

— Wallace Stevens, “The Noble Rider and the Sound of 
Words,” (CPP 664) 

 
 

 

“Difficult objects” is a phrase taken from the first canto of Stevens’ poem “An 

Ordinary Evening in New Haven.” What this poem elaborates, however, is not so 

much a detailed example of a difficult object as what this difficulty entails. Stevens 

said that his aim in writing this poem was “to try and get as close to the ordinary, the 

commonplace and the ugly as it is possible for a poet to get. It is not a question of 

grim reality but of plain reality” (L 636), but the poem demonstrates how difficult this 

actually is. It opens with the statement that “The eye’s plain version is a thing apart, / 

The vulgate of experience” (CPP 397); but this “thing” is not as “plain” or simple as it 

sounds. This “thing apart” is a part of experience but also apart from it, calling 

attention to the ambiguity of this division. The poet says he will entertain “A few 

words” about this, but those words run on into qualifications (“and yet, and yet, and 

yet—”) before he has even begun. We might wonder, then, as many critics have 

before, whether the “thing” of the first line is a thing of empirical reality or a 

“version” of this reality as perceived by the eye/I; is it a thing “apart” from the poet or 
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a part of his experience, which is to say the “vulgate of experience”? Instead of a clear 

answer or something “plain” to see or understand, however, the poem encounters 

difficulty and disintegration:  

These houses, these difficult objects, dilapidate  
Appearances of what appearances,  
Words, lines, not meanings, not communications,  
 
Dark things without a double…   

(CPP 397) 

In this way, the poem begins by opening a standard epistemological line of enquiry 

only to erode precisely the epistemological categories needed to make sense of that 

enquiry. Trying to resolve this difficulty only leads to a similar impasse when this 

difficulty is posed as a question of composition: “Of what is this house composed if 

not of the sun?” (CPP 397). The poem offers antithetical answers—it could be 

composed of “the sun,” as suggested in the question, or we might “Suppose these 

houses are composed of ourselves” (CPP 397), as suggested in canto two. The 

difference between “the sun” and “ourselves” might be starkly obvious, and yet “these 

difficult objects” seem to be composed of both possibilities. 

 

How, then, are we to understand what is meant by “plain reality” and the “vulgate of 

experience?” Of what are these houses composed? Are they real or ideal or some other 

thing? The secondary criticism sets out to solve the poem’s difficulties taxonomically. 

Keith Manecke calls it the poem’s “struggle” with reality and the imagination, and 

understands the difficulty in those terms: “the possibility of …perception more direct 

and less mediated” on the one hand, and “the possibility of perception as imaginative 

construct and projection” on the other (83). Many critics aim to resolve this difficulty 

by identifying the poem’s distinct relationship between reality and imagination, as 

well as the epistemological status of the houses. Julianne Buchsbaum argues that the 

poem is devoted to empirical reality, “enacting the pragmatic method of bringing the 

weight of reality to bear on imaginative figurations and abstract propositions” (100). 

Bart Eeckhout is on the side of the mind, where the difficult houses speak to the 

freedom and limits of a perceiving mind in the composition of what seems to be 

(Limits 144-145). Glen Macleod construes a characteristic and abstract drift away 

from reality towards the imagination in which the original house “gradually 

dissolves…in the restless imagination of the writer” (“Wallace Stevens” 11). Still 
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other critics would resolve the difficulty by neutralising the gap between reality and 

the imagination. Jack Gutorow, for example, recognises an initial opposition between 

two different houses: “the actual house and its intentional version (i.e. its perception 

and conscious realization) [which] is also the opposition of the sun and its 

resemblance…which is distorted by our senses and language” (137). Rather than 

privileging either house, however, the poem resolves the difficulty by opening the 

mind to a phenomenological reality in which mind and world, poem and thing, poet 

and philosopher meet. Karen Helgeson recognises the problem of the “subject-object 

gap” for which the poem suggests a “restoration,” a particular kind of “imagining” by 

the subject that can increase communication (close the “subject-object gap”) without 

eradicating difference (“Anding” 276). The suggestion in canto II that the “houses are 

composed of ourselves” (CPP 397) is a temptation that the poem wants us to resist 

because “Stevens,” she says, “was not interested in a world he could not touch. The 

kind of union promised by visionary idealism is no union at all, but rather a 

difference-ignoring, world-effacing identity” (“Anding” 283). 

 

In these examples we see again how epistemological frameworks structure responses 

to the text but do not help in ultimately determining the identity of the houses or the 

mode of their composition; it only multiplies and polarises possible readings. 

Although taxonomic readings of this poem that solve its central difficulty are possible, 

I would argue that they miss something critical, exposing the insufficiency and/or 

entanglement of the categories of reality and the imagination, real and ideal, thing and 

idea, particular and universal, “sun” and “ourselves.” These difficult houses insist on 

an alternative to taxonomic and epistemological readings that does not disavow “The 

difficulty of the visible” (CPP 405). The houses are referred to as both “appearances” 

and “things,” but these nouns are complicated by their contrastive modifiers, 

“dilapidate” and “Dark.” Thus the houses are appearances that—being dilapidate—are 

also not quite appearances; and although they are “things” or material houses, they are 

also connected paratactically to the materiality that is “Words, lines,” and so they are 

not simply matter, the bricks and mortar of an empirical structure, but something 

rather more shadowy. The poem addresses the materiality of language without 

“meanings” and yet there is no lack of significance here and the houses do not 

withdraw into an inhuman darkness. Darkness appears frequently throughout Stevens’ 

poems and in most cases it does not imply an inhuman lack or subterranean situation; 
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on the contrary, the dark is the mundane, the all-too-human terra without the 

transcendent lights of cognition, imagination and other a priori structures of order. 

Hence Stevens’ instruction in “The Man with the Blue Guitar”:  

Throw away the lights, the definitions, 
And say of what you see in the dark 
 
That it is this or that it is that, 
But do not use the rotted names.     

(CPP 150) 

The difficulty that this poem registers is not so much how to identify these objects as 

how to apprehend these houses in the dark without fixing their identity or resolving 

what is difficult about them by imposing order. 

 

The word “difficult” has its roots in Latin dis-, meaning reversal or privation, and 

facultas, meaning ability or power. To encounter Stevens’ “difficult objects” is to 

undergo or accept a kind of undoing of one’s ability to account for them by way of the 

usual taxonomies; the categories we use to identify objects are insufficient to this 

object and its possibilities. But this does not mean they are inaccessible or resist our 

cognition entirely, only that they resist fixed identities and containment by concepts. 

Similarly, it is not the case that they cannot be understood by either empirical intuition 

or cognitive judgement, only that the object will exceed attempts to fix its identity. In 

this way, the difficult object can be compared to the aesthetic object, which Kant 

understood as also irreducible to conceptualisation. The aesthetic object cannot be 

subsumed under a priori concepts and therefore prompts the free play of the faculties, 

in which the imagination is unconstrained by the understanding in its search for a 

concept. The free play of the difficult object is of a different kind, however. In the 

case of the aesthetic object, the properties of the object are insufficient and, indeed, for 

Kant they are purely formal. Hence the reflective judgement refers the indeterminacy 

of the form of the object to the free play of the mind, meaning that the subject’s ability 

to deal with the non-conceptual overshadows the object itself. The indeterminacy of 

the difficult object, on the other hand, is not referred to the mind in this way, but 

rather occasions a kind of free play of the object itself.  

 

The properties of the difficult object are not insignificant but central and, together 

with the object’s potential meanings, are not constrained by conceptualisation and 
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cognitive order. I am not proposing that Stevens discovered a new category of objects, 

only that Stevens’ difficult objects are experiments in the rejection of those orders that 

would reduce the object to either an object for us (empirical, aesthetic or linguistic) or 

an inaccessible thing. Instead they suggest that our categories for understanding 

objects are inadequate to objects. This redefinition of free play is more like 

deconstruction’s free play of meanings, which deauthorises the powers of the mind, 

than Kant’s free play. Crucially, however, the difficult object resists Derrida’s 

reduction to discourse. The difficult object refuses to give up either language or 

matter, instead pointing at the free play of meanings and materialities, appearances 

and things. 

 

Perhaps the most difficult thing about Stevens’ difficult objects is suspending our own 

impulse to order, renouncing our compulsion to provide a solution or category for 

these objects in place of the poetry’s apparent lack of assertion. The OED tells us that 

the adjective “difficult” is not just the reversal of facultas but can also describe 

something “requiring much effort or skill to deal with; presenting obstacles to 

progress or accomplishment.”24 In other words, a difficult thing is usually experienced 

as something to be resolved or surmounted, not just as a difficult thing as such. 

Difficulty tends to incite our “rage for order” (CPP 106), as Stevens might have put it. 

The numerous resolutions applied to the difficult houses in “Ordinary Evening,” as 

well as the many examples given in the introductory chapter of this thesis, are all 

instances of this need to control difficulty. 

 

Stevens is known for being an intimidating and difficult poet, perhaps even “too 

difficult” (Serio 1). In “On Difficulty,” George Steiner’s influential essay on the 

subject, Stevens’ poem “Anecdote of the Jar” provides a principle example of what 

Steiner calls “tactical” difficulty, which sees the poet intend obscurity or 

undecidability in order to “deepen our apprehension by dislocating and goading to 

new life the supine energies of word and grammar” (273). Stevens’ difficulty is 

particularly obvious to those who have taught his poetry. It is the recurrent theme of 

Teaching Wallace Stevens, which has contributions from many of Stevens’ best critics 

including Vendler, Milton Bates, Cook, Brogan and Joan Richardson. It begins: “To 

point to the ‘fabled difficulty’ of Wallace Stevens’ poetry, in Joseph Carroll’s apt 
 

24  “difficult, adj. and n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/52485. 
Accessed 18 October 2020. 
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phrase, is to explain a great deal about the equally legendary difficulty of teaching 

Stevens” (Serio and Leggett ix).25 The 2017 special issue of The Wallace Stevens 

Journal called “Teaching Stevens” is similarly preoccupied. In a survey review of 

essays on Stevens published in 2017, Jason Stevens (no relation to the poet) notices 

that all the articles from this special issue “touched in one way or another on difficulty 

in Stevens’s poetry and the subsequent challenge of helping students navigate the 

aesthetic spaces they encounter there” (281). Recent engagement with Stevens’ 

difficulty is not confined to this special issue, however, and J. Stevens goes on to 

detail numerous instances of critics wilfully engaging this difficulty, a preoccupation 

that he links to the current critical willingness to consider affective and sensuous 

modes of engagement with and within text. Accordingly, he concludes that Stevens’ 

poetry’s “resistance of the intelligence” can help us “to see more feelingly the world” 

(288). This affective frame for difficulty is consistent with The Princeton 

Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, which states that poetic “difficulty is experienced 

at the juncture of thought and feeling” (Osborn 366). Although I agree that resisting 

the intelligence is certainly central to Stevens’ poetry, I find this dichotomy between 

thinking and feeling to be problematic, especially when it aims to define difficulty in a 

way that seeks to make it less difficult, effectively restricting not only difficulty’s 

scope but also its uncertainty. It is yet another example of how we attempt to control 

difficulty, seeking to reverse its reversal of facultas. Even Steiner’s sagacious essay on 

poetic difficulty is an example of this aim to control the uncertainty wreaked by poetic 

difficulty, proceeding as it does by way of a typology that classifies difficulty into four 

distinct categories. Davide Castiglione’s recent book Difficulty in Poetry takes this 

desire for order even further, greatly expanding Steiner’s typology to create an 

empirical and scientific theory of difficulty that serves as analytic tool and aesthetic 

taxonomy (8). While his theory can tell us a lot about how difficulty is created 

semantically and otherwise, it turns the critical enterprise and the act of reading a 

poem into an exercise in classifying and controlling difficulty by providing a very 

precise and technical “checklist of [the] linguistic phenomena” that engender it (as the 

subtitle of one of Castiglione’s earlier essays indicates—see “Semantics.”) 

 

 
25 The cover of this book states that the “inaccessibility of his work, even for practiced readers, 
is legendary among teachers and students alike, who have struggled for decades with his 
work’s resistance to conventional teaching methods.” 
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Steven Shaviro is one critic who takes an alternative approach to Stevens’ difficulty. 

He identifies what it is that is difficult in Stevens—his “radical and disquieting 

abandonment of traditional poetic concerns” and later poetry that “is forbidding 

because it moves in a different space from that of our usual critical paradigms”—and 

yet instead of resolving those “forbidding” impediments to reading Stevens he 

resolves to read into that difficulty by paying attention to it and its consequences 

(“‘That’” 220). Stevens’ poem “The Course of a Particular” and its central object, 

winter leaves, is an example germane to this thesis. Shaviro observes that a common 

way of reading this object is to focus (as Harold Bloom does in Poems of Our Climate 

[358]) on the difference between the cry of the leaves as something that the poet has 

anthropomorphised—a cry for the poet—and the cry as something “in the thing / 

Itself” concerning “no one at all,” a sound unaccompanied by human “fantasia” (CPP 

460). Shaviro counters this approach to the poem when he goes on to observe that 

“Stevens is not puzzling over epistemological dilemmas but radically questioning the 

very terms in which those dilemmas are stated” (“‘That’” 224). In other words, what 

the poet raises in this poem is not the dilemma or problem of how to identify the 

object but the difficulty of how not to identify it according to established “critical 

paradigms.” Thus, the difficulty is not a problem to be resolved or surmounted but a 

challenge to critical paradigms, to determinate judgement and the “rage for order,” so 

as not to destroy or lose those “ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds” (CPP 106). 

Shaviro argues that in “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” making up one’s mind, 

particularly in accordance with the fixity of metaphysical dualisms, is fatal, and he 

quotes the following lines:  

We say of the moon, it is haunted by the man  
 
Of bronze whose mind was made up and who, therefore, died.  
We are not men of bronze and we are not dead.    

(CPP 402-3) 

Better to be the spirit who “resides / In a permanence composed of impermanence” 

(CPP 403) where identity is neither fixed nor in constant, repetitive flux (Shaviro 

“‘That’” 226). Although Shaviro is here focused on human attitudes, his observations 

can be extended to the world in which the human “resides” and the poem’s difficult 

houses, those “dilapidate / Appearances of what appearances,” which are also 

permanent although composed of impermanence. Their identities are not fixed; on the 

contrary they are the possibility of both things and ideas, shimmering with both reality 
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and the imagination. These houses are difficult because they resist the difference 

between these epistemologically-charged terms without invalidating either of them or 

collapsing that difference. Like the winter leaves, they challenge the very terms on 

which identity is ordered. It is in this difficulty and not its resolution that these objects 

are acknowledged as neither simply real nor ideal but some difficult and paradoxical 

combination that is also a suspension of the categories that we use to order and see the 

world. 

 

The word “difficult” is itself a version of the intractability of the difficult object. It 

muddies the difference between a thing in itself and an object for me, and challenges 

the terms of the encounter between subject and object. It is unclear from the phrase 

“difficult objects” whether the word “difficult” modifies an object or my experience of 

an object. Is there something inherently difficult about the object that affects my 

ability to know it? Or do I find the object difficult through no inherent difficultness of 

its own but because of a deficiency on my part? This line of thinking seeks to 

understand the property of being difficult as either objective or subjective, and thereby 

to codify the nature of the experience of the object. It is an attempt to resolve the 

difficulty, to reverse the reversal (the privation) of the ability to classify and identify 

the object by reinstating the primacy of epistemological categorisation and thus 

subject-object dualism. Additionally, we can acknowledge that this adjective (like 

many others besides) marks the difficult spot where the difference between thing and 

idea, or thing in itself and object for me, is not (yet) established or still emerging. 

 

Does all this difficulty mean that “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” fails to reach 

its goal of “plain reality” (L 636)? Not if plain reality is a complex and even messy 

world. Although the word “plain” might prepare us for a reality that is straightforward 

or uncomplicated, this adjective can describe equally well something that is without 

adornment or concealment, which in this case could mean that the difficult or 

complicated nature of reality is not concealed by the introduction of a priori categories 

and concepts, fixed “meanings” and “communications”—“the rotted names.” 

According to Foucault in The Order of Things, we order our world and all of its things 

by applying grids or codes to establish identity (via sameness and difference). There 

are various “linguistic, perceptual, and practical” grids, as well as the deeper cultural 

grid that superimposes itself over the others, determining the episteme, which Foucault 
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is particularly concerned to uncover (xxii). Stevens’ desire to get close to “plain 

reality” could be read as an attempt to remove those grids and thus to see the world 

and its things plainly, which is to say as they are without mediation. However, the 

pursuit of plain reality in “Ordinary Evening” is not as simple as lifting grids and it 

does not, in any case, uncover the primacy of reality or imagination, idea or thing, or a 

ground of unity that collapses or precedes this dualism. Instead, the poet encounters a 

strange and difficult tangle of “objects,” “houses,” “appearances,” “Words” and “Dark 

things”; they are as “crude collops” before they “came together as one, / A 

mythological form, a festival sphere.” 26  Like Foucault’s encounter with Borges’ 

Chinese encyclopaedia, which is an encounter not only with an exotic system of order 

but also and more darkly with the limits of our own, the object does not cohere to a 

grid or system of order that is familiar, appearing “to disturb and threaten with 

collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the Other” (xvi). Stevens’ 

pursuit of plain reality does not end in collapse, but we do encounter a messy reality 

where our age-old distinctions blur, giving way to the inconsistent intricacies of 

dilapidate appearances and things. Moreover, the adjective “plain,” which is typically 

thought of in terms of the classical Latin etymon planus, which has the sense of “level, 

flat, smooth, simple, straightforward, obvious,” has an alternative etymon, plenus, that 

means “full, complete, entire.27 Far from an uncomplicated reality is one that is full or 

complete and thereby encompasses all the possible forms, meanings, entities and 

identities that make a world. Perhaps plain reality is messy and complex, “plain” 

describing an excessive, inestimable reality in its entirety that is no longer concealed 

by the grids of order and judgement. On this reading, resisting the “rage for order” 

(CPP 106) does not simplify reality or reduce it to a bare, barren plain; on the 

contrary, it reveals the mess that is reality. 

 

This chapter has not yet given an adequate example of a difficult object. The difficulty 

that I have traced through the houses of “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” and 
 

26 Collops are pieces or slices, especially of meat, or folds of flesh, and thus these “crude 
collops” gesture at the folds of materiality that inhere in our images of reality, a reference that 
is both bluntly corporeal and yet carefully hidden inside this archaic word choice. (Cf. “Notes 
toward a Supreme Fiction”: “The real will from its crude compoundings come / Seeming, at 
first, a beast disgorged, unlike, / Warmed by a desperate milk” [CPP 349]). It also reminds us 
that our bodies are houses. Eleanor Cook says that this house is meant “in the widest sense, 
including the body as house, house as a structure of belief (‘house built on sand,’ Matt. 7:26), 
etc., here with actual houses before the mind’s eye” (Reader’s Guide 260). 
27 These two senses of “plain” are often confused in English. See: “plain, adj.2.” OED Online, 
OUP, Mar. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/144978. Accessed 20 May 2020. 
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the leaves of “The Course of a Particular” is still not difficult enough, although it does 

pose the question of difficult objects. It does not illustrate just how difficult the 

difficult object can be or in what ways it will manifest, so it serves only as a 

preliminary dis-orientation or dis-facultas. Nor has this chapter established an 

unequivocal definition of the difficult object. The difficult object is not an ontological 

or conceptual category; it is heterogeneous, experimental, transgressive, hybrid, 

mutable, and it names a problem with existing categories. This is why an exploratory 

approach is necessary for this thesis and why the principal method is the close reading 

of Stevens’ poetry and objects. Close reading is, as Perloff has taught us, a 

commitment to the poem, to its reading and rereading, and thus to an inductive—or 

what she calls “differential”—criticism (Differentials xiff). It provides this thesis with 

a method for exploring how the object is operating in the poem, how it participates in 

or antagonises the poem’s structure, meaning and poetics, without assuming a priori 

knowledge of such things. It is not a formalist close reading but a reading that expects 

the interplay of formalist, structuralist, historicist, biographical, intertextual, even 

inter-material inputs. This is the case simply because the objects themselves contain 

all such elements in the transgression of categories, concepts and critical paradigms. 

Paying particular attention to what is difficult (messy, ambiguous, disorientating, 

illogical, peculiar, disordered), we begin to see how these objects waver between thing 

and idea, the material and immaterial, and “resist the intelligence / Almost 

successfully” (CPP 306). 

 

Although this thesis does not follow any one critical paradigm, it also cannot expect to 

escape them. My method does share with thing theory an attentiveness to textual 

objects and, in particular, their peculiar difficulty. Priyanka Anne Jacob observes that 

“Thing theory is first about attentiveness. It is a call to look at things freed from their 

functions and meanings in our lives, and to notice their properties—not what they 

mean, but what they do and what they are like” (“Surfaces” no page). John Plotz adds 

to this that thing theory’s “job should consist of noting the places where any mode of 

acquiring or producing knowledge about the world runs into hard nuts, troubling 

exceptions, or blurry borders—of anatomizing places where the strict rules for 

classifying and comprehending phenomena seem suddenly no longer to apply. 

Lacunae like these cry out for thing theory” (118). Stevens’ difficult objects name 

such lacunae. 



 72 

In this thesis, attentiveness is partly achieved by close reading, but it is important also 

to specify how that attention is orientated, especially given that we expect to meet 

with disorientation and difficulty. If we are not aiming to solve, indeed if we are 

aiming explicitly not to solve what is difficult about these objects, then paying 

attention to them in all of their mess and complexity will be necessary. This is where I 

want to introduce Simone Weil to the thesis. Her widely known concept of decreation 

is not directly relevant until the final chapter, where I argue that the difficulty of 

Stevens’ late rock is the key to his decreative poetics. However, her related method of 

attention is instructive from the start. In fact, it is by paying attention to Stevens’ 

difficult objects that we will see how he eventually arrives at his own poetic version of 

decreation. Weil speaks of the importance of attention in both Gravity and Grace and 

Waiting on God, two posthumous collections of her writings, where the term describes 

a non-self-interested orientation to objects: 

Attention consists of suspending our thought, leaving it detached, 
empty, and ready to be penetrated by the object; it means holding in 
our minds, within reach of this thought, but on a lower level and not 
in contact with it, the diverse knowledge we have acquired which 
we are forced to make use of. Our thought should be in relation to 
all particular and already formulated thoughts, as a man on a 
mountain who, as he looks forward, sees also below him, without 
actually looking at them, a great many forests and plains. Above all 
our thought should be empty, waiting, not seeking anything, but 
ready to receive in its naked truth the object that is to penetrate it. 
(Waiting 56) 

The English word “attention,” its correlate in French “l’attention,” and the French 

word for waiting, l’attente (the original title of Waiting on God is Attente de Dieu), all 

derive from the Latin root adtendêre, meaning “to stretch to.” The English word 

“attend” encompasses the extent of these words to express the primarily mental but 

also physical act of stretching towards something: “to direct the mind or observant 

faculties, to listen, apply oneself; to watch over, minister to, wait upon, follow, 

frequent; to wait for, await, expect,” to consider, to regard; “be present at.”28 Weil’s 

distinct rendering of attention picks up on the passive effort required to orientate the 

mind while also waiting and watching, being present with the object without judging 

or transforming it. The title Waiting on God (originally Attente de Dieu) was chosen 

 
28 “attend, v.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/12780. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
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by publishers to reflect a favourite expression of Weil’s: en hypomene, waiting in 

patience (Waiting viii). 

 

For Weil, attention is non-teleological in the sense that it aims to strengthen or 

develop the faculty of attention itself. It is a “Method for understanding images, 

symbols, etc. Not to try to interpret them, but to look at them till the light suddenly 

dawns. / Generally speaking, a method for the exercise of the intelligence, which 

consists of looking” (Gravity 120). However, attention is not without its ideology as it 

is primarily a mode of prayer: “Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer” (Gravity 117). 

Paying proper attention to a geometry problem, for example, is preparation for the 

more intense application of attention to God through prayer (Waiting 57). Attention, 

for Weil, is always orientated towards God. 

 

Weil’s notion of attention overlaps with her better-known concept of decreation, 

which seeks to undo or uncreate the structures imposed by the emergence of 

subjectivity: 

Decreation: to make something created pass into the uncreated. 
     Destruction: to make something created pass into nothingness 
A blameworthy substitute for decreation. (Gravity 32) 

Weil goes on to explain how decreation is the activity of revealing the pre-subjective 

and uncreated unity of man with God, suspending the self as thinking, perceiving, 

representational, even creative agent. Not even the imagination is allowed because it 

“is continually at work filling up all the fissures through which grace might pass” 

(Gravity 16). Instead of imposing knowledge with its concepts and categories, 

decreation requires paying attention to things without our usual modes for 

understanding them, putting aside “all particular and already formulated thoughts” 

(Waiting 56). However, decreation, like attention, is necessarily orientated towards 

God. By comparison, Stevens’ modern and secular reformulation of decreation reveals 

human creative potential: 

Simone Weil in La Pesanteur et La Grâce has a chapter on what she 
calls decreation. She says that decreation is a making pass from the 
created into the uncreated, but that destruction is a making pass from 
the created to nothingness. Modern reality is a reality of decreation, 
in which our revelations are not the revelations of belief, but the 
precious portents of our own powers. The greatest truth we could 
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hope to discover, in whatever field we discovered it, is that man’s 
truth is the final resolution of everything. (CPP 750-51) 

In chapter five I have more to say on this reformulation and its application to poetry, 

but for present purposes, I want to draw attention to how orientation operates. Both 

Weil’s attention and decreation are directed through their objects towards God; their 

orientation is God. Stevens repeals this orientation towards God—the “revelations of 

belief” (CPP 750)—in his reformulation of decreation. However, he replaces that 

divine orientation with an orientation towards the human or the “precious portents of 

our own powers.”29 Weil’s method of paying attention is instructive to this thesis’ 

study of textual objects; however, neither Weil’s nor Stevens’ peculiar orientations 

can be adopted because they are not orientations of the object but of the subject. 

Therefore, we must ask: is it possible to conceive of an orientation towards objects 

that is not corrected in the direction of something else? 

 

In Queer Phenomenology, Sara Ahmed asks what it means to be orientated. She 

argues that often people as well as objects are orientated along normative and 

performative lines, and her project is to bring attention to queer orientations, which 

can also be dis-orientations. Although her focus is primarily on bodily and social 

orientations, of sexuality and race in particular, her first chapter focuses on orientation 

to and of objects, her point of deviation being phenomenology’s intentionality thesis. 

When Edmund Husserl declared “back to the things themselves” he heralded a new 

direction in thinking about how we experience the objects of the material world. In 

Ideas he takes his own writing table as an example, but, as Ahmed shows, the kind of 

attention that Husserl brings to the table necessarily disavows many things about the 

table, even the table itself, as well as important aspects of Husserl’s relation to it. She 

argues that he writes “as if” he were orientated towards the table but this object, like 

the objects of phenomenology (and philosophy) more generally, is only an illustration 

of what Husserl actually wants to say. In other words, in Husserl’s work “The object 

appears not as a thing to which we should, as readers, direct our attention; it is not so 

much a thing as a way of saying something” (25-26). Husserlian phenomenology is 

another example of how attention to an object can actually be attention directed 

through the object and not in fact to the object itself. 

 
 

29  I argue in chapter five of this thesis that Stevens is not in fact convinced by this 
reorientation; it is, however, how he understands the modern subject to be typically orientated. 
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Ahmed shows us how we might pay attention to that object in a different way. She 

notes how Husserl’s writing table has a background comprised of both other objects 

and its own history, which includes the labour that made the table and how the table 

got into Husserl’s study, as well as the domestic work that needs to go on in the other 

room (or when he has left the room) in order for Husserl to use the table and thus 

make it what it is: a desk for writing.30 This writing table also orientates Husserl, 

allowing “phenomenology to take the shape that it does” (26), as it does Ahmed 

herself, for whom a writing table provides a place of one’s own, but also becomes an 

orientation in her own writing: “Once I caught sight of the table in Husserl’s writing, 

which is revealed just for a moment, I could not help but follow tables around” (22). 

The writing body becomes “itself” when it arrives at the table, “doing the work that 

the equipment allows the body to do” (46), just as the table becomes “itself” when the 

writer sits down at it. Orientation for Ahmed is the arrangement of the object and the 

object’s history with the subject or various subjects. It is comprehensive in that it 

brings what is not visible (or normatively made invisible) to the foreground as well as 

noting and taking “unofficial paths” instead of those that are well trodden (19). To 

broadly paraphrase Stevens, we might say that Ahmed brings the planet to the table. 

 

Crucially, Ahmed urges us to stay with what is dis-orientating in order to make room 

for new and different “shapes and directions” (172). Phenomenology recognises 

disorientations, she says, but ultimately aims to straighten them out. Merleau-Ponty 

speaks of not only “the intellectual experience of disorder, but the vital experience of 

giddiness and nausea, which is the awareness of our contingency,” before telling of 

how moments like these can be overcome (qtd. in Ahmed 4). Even when Heidegger 

attends to a broken object and argues that this attention reveals heretofore unknown 

properties of the object, Ahmed argues that this attention is orientated towards the 

normative function of the object (47-49). Broken or otherwise, the hammer is 

perceived as intending along a single, normative line according to what it should or 

can do. Moreover, this “cannot” is only in relation to me. For example, when the 

hammer is “too heavy” it is too heavy for me but perhaps not for you. For Ahmed, this 

sort of attention does not reveal anything new, it just tells us about the attributions of 

properties (49). 

 
30 Ahmed calls this the “political economy” that allows the male philosopher to sit at his desk 
and pay attention while someone else, who is often female, attends to the children, food 
preparation and cleaning the house along with the desk itself (Queer Phenomenology 32). 
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Ahmed suggests that instead of trying to reorientate the object or ourselves to their 

proper paths, we can pay attention to the disorientation: “if we stay with such 

moments [of disorientation] then we might achieve a different orientation toward 

them” (4). Disorientation is not, for Ahmed, an opportunity for re-orientation 

according to normative functions or directions; she is not even looking for or to forge 

alternative or queer directions. Rather she sees it as an opportunity for 

defamiliarisation, to “re-encounter objects as strange things” (164). In this way, we 

face the object but in such a way that allows it to be oblique, paying attention to how 

the object does not cohere rather than making it cohere and thus overcoming its 

“disalignment” (172). Ahmed also describes the disorientating object as having to 

avert itself, echoing Stevens in “Credences of Summer” when he says “It was difficult 

to sing in face / Of the object. The singers had to avert themselves / Or else avert the 

object” (CPP 325). This defamiliarisation does not evade or bracket the familiar; on 

the contrary, it brings the familiar to a new light and allows the object’s history to 

come alive, a history that includes “how it arrives…what it comes into contact with, 

and the work that it allows us to do” (164). 

 

If we pay attention in this way, the object itself becomes an orientation not because it 

is conscious or vital, or because we invent “specific scripts…to make them talk” 

(Latour Reassembling 79). On the contrary, we see how this object arranges the text, 

how it emerges from the text as an arrangement of material, textual and historical 

elements, and also how the text emerges from the object and its orientations. Paying 

attention in this way also draws attention to how our orientation to the object affects 

the object and how the object’s orientations affect us (remembering that attention can 

never be impersonal or objective, especially in the case of textual objects, where 

attention will always be interpretation in some form). By paying attention to difficult 

objects and thus orientating ourselves and our reading towards them, we welcome the 

reorientation and even disorientation of our ideas of order. This orientation is a re-

orientation to the problem of objects such that we do not expect to solve this problem 

either for the object before us or for objects in general. It is also a dis-orientation 

because it requires suspending the critical impulse to find stable and static identities 

for these objects. The aim is to stay with disorientation and the disorientated object, to 

stay “with the trouble,” as Donna Haraway has said in a different—albeit 

comparable—context (Staying). 
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This thesis does not apply queer phenomenology as a methodology for two reasons. 

Firstly, I am reoriented to objects by Ahmed’s excellent reorientation to objects and 

their relations, but this is not the extent of queer phenomenology as a method and I do 

not take up her feminist disorientations of social and cultural norms. Secondly, 

Ahmed’s queer phenomenology is itself directed through objects to the social 

organisation and performativity of the subject. It is what she calls a “disorientation 

device” (172) for bringing attention to the queer subject, although in its development 

she tries it out on objects. In Ahmed we find a critique of the method of looking 

through objects that is nonetheless another example of it, a consequence of the study 

of objects that I’m beginning to feel might be unavoidable. 

 

In addition to disorientation, Sara Ahmed’s replacement of the subject-object dialectic 

and its autonomous bodies with a messy entanglement of things has been a touchstone 

for my thinking in this thesis:  

To critique the subject by making the object autonomous is to 
replicate the problem of a subject-centered history (objects become 
like the subjects they were intended to replace, as that which can 
stand up insofar as they stand apart). My approach is to think of 
subjects and objects as parts of worlds in which we are entangled; 
these “tangles” make worlds too messy to start with things assumed 
as apart from other things. (Willful Things 211n.4) 

This mess is an ontological premise of the worlds in which we live, feel, experience, 

identify and think, and they cannot be sorted into fixed identities without doing 

violence. Barad reiterates Ahmed’s emphasis on entanglement.31 As I mentioned in 

the introduction, she questions the diminished role of matter in a critical climate 

focused on seemingly non-material things. Perhaps surprisingly, Barad goes on to 

argue not for matter before or above the more subjective concerns of language, 

discourse and culture, but for their entanglement. Borrowed from theoretical physics, 

Barad’s original discipline, she uses entanglement to describe how it is that “matter 

and meaning are mutually articulated. Neither discursive practices nor material 

 
31  Mark Noble sees Baradian entanglement in Stevens: “Her method recalls features of 
Stevens’s poetic experimentation where it claims to address the “entanglements” that come 
with employments of Bohr’s complementarity: “diffraction does not fix what is the object and 
what is the subject in advance, and so, unlike methods of reading one text or set of ideas 
against another where one set serves as fixed frame of reference, diffraction involves reading 
insights through one another in ways that help illuminate differences as they emerge: how 
different differences get made, what gets excluded, and how those exclusions matter” (Barad 
Meeting 30)” (Noble 221n.234). 
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phenomena are ontologically or epistemologically prior. Neither can be explained in 

terms of the other. Neither has privileged status in determining the other” 

(“Posthumanist Performativity 822).32 She calls her theory of entanglement “agential 

realism,” which argues that matter is not “a blank slate, surface, or site passively 

awaiting signification”—it contributes actively to its own meaningfulness (821). This 

performativity is not an agency inherent to each individual phenomenon, however; it 

is the pre-phenomenal intra-activity of the world—Ahmed’s “tangles.” In other words, 

agency is not a property or attribute of a thing, as it is in vital materialism and ANT, 

and should not be considered anthropomorphically; rather it describes the ongoing 

reworkings and reconfigurings of the world in which every thing is active in its own 

signification or what Barad calls “iterative enactments” (822). This intra-active agency 

would be Barad’s answer to Brown’s and Frow’s question of what an object does as 

well as what an object is. 

 

This thesis does not assume a Baradian framework, but it does share with Barad a 

desire to think the entanglement of what has previously been thought of as antithetical, 

namely matter and meaning, but also Stevens’ categories of reality and imagination, as 

well as poetry’s thing and idea—even as those terms are always already imposed as 

categories onto our thinking and by our thinking. Likewise, although Ahmed has been 

only a peripheral guide here (albeit an inspirational one), in Stevens’ difficult objects I 

locate an implicit critique of dominant ideologies and ideal autonomy that reveals 

messy worlds and ideas of disorder that are out of keeping with many perspectives on 

Stevens, especially those that would reject the idea that there might be anything 

feminist in Stevens.33 This should explain (in case there is a query) why I, a female 

Australian, would choose to write a thesis about the objects of a dead, white, 

American man of significant privilege and sometimes questionable values. Even if 

Stevens’ personal life-poetry intersection is not relevant and even anathema to us, his 

difficult objects are still valuable examples of an attempt to resist dominant modes of 

thinking about both objects and poetry. His work and this thesis still rely a great deal 

on privileged perspectives and frameworks of reading. However, I maintain that 

 
32 Although this term can also describe things that are simply intertwined, Barad emphasises 
that in her usage it means more than that: “To be entangled is not simply to be intertwined with 
another, as in the joining of separate entities, but to lack an independent, self-contained 
existence” (Meeting ix). This thesis maintains Barad’s stricter definition. 
33 For fascinating discussions of the feminine—if not actually the feminist—in Stevens see 
Wallace Stevens and the Feminine, Schaum and Brogan’s essays in particular. 
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Stevens’ difficult objects are committed to reorganising and even disorganising certain 

structures of power and knowledge, including representation and binary logics, a 

commitment that this thesis takes to be a form of critique and for that reason aims to 

reproduce in its own disorientating pursuit of difficulty. 

 

This thesis examines four difficult objects. They have been chosen from across 

Stevens’ oeuvre, roughly one from each decade of his writing life, and presented here 

in chronological order. I demonstrate how each of these objects challenges 

classificatory logic and established ideas of order, in particular the split between 

things and ideas, and negotiates the entanglement of materiality and textuality, 

performing the tension of Stevens’ “reality-imagination complex” without resolving it. 

Each of these objects stages this challenge and these negotiations differently. 

Consequently, these four objects function as episodes, which is to say that although 

none of them can confirm categorically what a difficult object is, each of them is an 

exemplary difficult object. Each one is an example that not only generates but is its 

own rule, proposing itself as a hypothesis without seeking the confirmation of that 

hypothesis.34 These objects are the jar, which is a non-orientable plurality of ideas and 

things; the trash, which is constitutive of poetry, its materia poetica, even as it is 

excluded from it; the pineapple, which (almost) materialises the difficult apartness at 

the core of both poetry and philosophy; and the rock, which stages that vertiginous 

margin from which meaning and matter emerge already entangled. Some difficult 

objects are more unthinkable than others. The pineapple, for example, is too thinkable 

and thus not difficult enough, failing to “resist the intelligence / Almost successfully” 

(CPP 306). The trash, on the other hand, is always pushing us beyond what can be 

thought or what we want to think. Some are more indeterminate than others. The jar, 

for example, is a free play of material properties, whereas the rock recasts the order of 

the whole only to cause the collapse of the poetic. Together this collection of 

exemplars does not validate a thesis so much as reorientate the field of Stevens’ 

objects. 

 

In summary, this thesis does not propose an epistemological or ontological position on 

Stevens’ objects. It does not seek to answer the philosophical question of how we 

know objects or what things are. On the contrary, the difficult object articulates an 

 
34 I am following Giorgio Agamben’s logic of the exemplar from “What is a Paradigm?” 
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uncertain and disorientating tangle of matter and language, poetry and life, reality and 

imagination, order and chaos, thing and idea. It cannot be reduced to the real object of 

the material turn or the ideal object of the linguistic turn; or to the corresponding 

objects of the epistemological debate within Stevens’ studies. It responds to the 

modernist poets’ preoccupation with things and how to present them in language by 

challenging the logocentric authority to disentangle things from discourse in the first 

place. In this way, the difficult object suggests a revised topology for not only 

Stevens’ objects but also his “reality-imagination complex,” which is no longer a 

sliding scale but a tangled manifold where the certainties and purities of division are 

eclipsed (even if only briefly) by the uncertainties and impurities of entanglement. In 

this way the difficult object also recasts the textual object more generally as a 

challenge to the dualist paradigms that direct our thinking about both poetry and 

objects. 
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Chapter Two 
 

The Jar – “Anecdote of the Jar” 

 

 

 
“No ideas but in things” said William Carlos Williams repeatedly in Paterson (14, 18, 

205). The question of how to put a thing before the mind’s idea of it was a dominant 

feature of modern American poetry, from Pound’s “Direct treatment of the ‘thing’” all 

the way to the objectivist view of the poem itself as a thing. Stevens was backhanded 

on the subject of Williams’ realism and on his “special use of the anti-poetic” (CPP 

770), and this friendly disagreement between the poets is often taken to be yet another 

example of Stevens’ own anti-realist poetics in which “a brilliant bowl” (CPP 178) is 

simply not enough. In the same way, many readers of Stevens’ “Anecdote of the Jar” 

overlook the poem’s central object in its capacity as a jar (or even, in some cases, an 

object) and regard it instead as merely a representation of something more important 

and more abstract, namely an “idea.” It has been called, among other things, a creative 

act, an art object, a point of view (a not-quite-Emersonian transparent eyeball), a 

symbol of the imagination and an allegory of the power that human beings wield over 

nature, a power that is celebrated by some and deplored by others. At its most 

extreme, it is thought to be merely a metaphor for metaphor and “mined by 

generations of students teasing out its seemingly endless self-referentiality” (Righelato 

81). The jar, it would seem, is nothing but ideas. 
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However, there is a materiality to the jar that is not simply linguistic. This chapter 

diverges from most previous readings of the poem to argue that the jar is not reducible 

to any single meaning in much the same way that a jar is not made from the same 

substance as that which it contains. The reason for this can be traced back to the 

indeterminacy of the jar’s material properties. For example, we do not know if this jar 

is made from glass or earthenware, and whether it is full or empty, handmade or mass-

produced. The consequence of this jarring indeterminacy is that readers make their 

own decisions or assumptions regarding the jar’s properties, often basing their 

readings on these decisions, thereby determining both the materiality and the meaning 

of the jar according to their own inclinations. For example, Helen Vendler has to 

assume that the jar is earthenware or she cannot make her influential claim that this jar 

is the modern American descendent of Keats’ urn, a hand-made product (both literally 

and metaphorically) of the American wilderness. Even avoiding these identifying 

choices is a decision for the non-presence or essentially symbolic nature of the jar. 

The overall effect is that there seems to be numerous jars, each different from the 

others, often to the point of incompatibility. However, because this is a consequence 

of an indeterminacy in the poem, there is no ur-jar to which they can refer like so 

many versions of one thing, and so the jar just is its many materialisations. It is a glass 

jar and an earthenware jar; it is hand-shaped, hand-blown and mass-produced; and so 

on. A difficult object indeed. Although this non-orientable object cannot exist in our 

physical reality, it is not merely a textual construct. The jar’s indeterminate materiality 

exceeds the text not because it refers to something outside of the text or because it is a 

non-textual materiality, but because it is the ontological obscurity at the heart of the 

text. In this way, the jar performs the difficult intersection of text and matter, or ideas 

and things, recasting Williams’ directive in an experiment that challenges the 

orientability of meaning. 

 

This chapter contains two sections. The first begins by bringing attention to the 

ambiguous ways in which the poem describes the jar’s physical properties and the 

indeterminacy that accompanies this. Following that, I consider each of the jar’s 

possible properties in turn, along with the critical interpretations that both create and 

rely on them.35 When the physical properties thought essential to the jar are changed, 

 
35 It is not possible to consider every possible property that a jar might have so I have tried to 
consider at least those present in the critical literature and any others that seem particularly 
relevant or just interesting to an understanding of the jar’s construction. 
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the jar itself (as object) changes. This exposes how radically different and often 

opposing these interpretations are and, at the same time, the indeterminacy that seems 

both to act as catalyst for this interpretative activity while also undoing it. In this way, 

my reading of the poem through its secondary criticism reconstructs the jar as a 

plurality of material forms entangled with intellectual meanings. The second and 

concluding section of this chapter seeks to make sense of how this collocation of 

primary indeterminacy and plural materialisation might be intrinsic to the jar rather 

than a problem to be solved. To this end I consider the genre of the poem, the placing 

of the jar, and the kettle logic that describes how the jar can be multiple jars that 

contradict each other without occulting each other’s existence. What I discover is a 

difficult object that refuses to offer a solution to the epistemic debate surrounding 

ideas and things, insofar as that debate is observable in both the modernist poetry of 

objects and Stevens criticism, while also expanding it to include the ontology of 

poetry. 

 

. . .  

 
 
 

§1 Properties of the jar 
 
 
A jar is a hollow container; a simple and common object. It is man-made from 

substances such as clay or glass, it is round (to greater or lesser degree) and its 

purpose is to contain. Additionally, a jar usually has a wide-mouth, wider than a bottle 

and without a spout, which differentiates it from bottles and jugs, as well as 

emphasises its holding or storage quality over other possible but not essential uses 

such as pouring. Some jars can have handles like a jug, especially the ones used for 

Appalachian moonshine, but they are rare in the age of mass-produced, glass jars. We 

can assume that Stevens’ jar has even the most basic of these characteristics by virtue 

of the fact that it is a jar; nevertheless, the poem tells us very little about the jar’s 

actual physical properties, and when it does reveal details, they are almost always 

ambiguous. It does not tell us what the jar is made from, what it looks like, how it is 

made or what it contains. Is it made of glass or clay or something else? Was it made 

by hand or on a factory line? Is it uniformly round, cylindrical, conical, misshapen or 
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round at its lip and base but square in its middle (a common shape in mason jars)? Has 

it been placed upright, sideways or upside down? Does it have a lid, lip or handle? Is it 

in one piece or broken? Does is contain preserved fruit, alcohol, sunlight, rain, dirt, 

something else or nothing? 
 

It is the task of this chapter to examine this peculiar indeterminacy in detail, but for 

the moment it is sufficient to say that even the most apparently straightforward of the 

words used to describe the object—“tall,” “gray” and “bare”—are ambiguous. The 

word “tall” lacks a reference point—the jar is tall compared to what?; “gray” is an 

ambiguous colour somewhere between black and white, but it can also refer to a lack 

of character, a dullness; “bare” can refer to what the jar might contain, in which case 

nothing, or to a lack of adornment or other coverings, in which case the jar might by 

full, containing any number of different substances that go unremarked in the absence 

of a label or other identification. The adjective “round” is less ambiguous as a physical 

property, and yet how this property modifies the jar and its landscape is both central to 

the poem and yet not made clear. In this way, the indeterminacy of the jar’s roundness 

bleeds into the object’s relationship with the world at large. The effect of this material 

indeterminacy, as I will now show, is to create multiple interpretations and multiple 

jars, and to resist the solutions to the problems of epistemic discourse that criticism 

wants this poem to announce. It might at first seem jarring that this unconventional 

reading of the poem does not begin at the beginning with the indubitably important 

genre to which this poem belongs, namely the anecdote, and the jar’s placement in 

Tennessee. I note therefore that, after examining the properties of the jar, I will return 

to these broadly contextual frames in the chapter’s second section, where I argue that 

the material indeterminacy of the jar is what stages the intersection of text and object. 

 

 

“round” 
 

A jar is “usually more or less cylindrical in form”36; it is almost always round at least 

at its lip and base, and usually in body as well. Roundness is the first of the jar’s 

properties to be mentioned explicitly in the poem: 

 
36 “jar, n.2.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/100790. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
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I placed a jar in Tennessee, 
And round it was, upon a hill. 
It made the slovenly wilderness 
Surround that hill. 
 
The wilderness rose up to it, 
And sprawled around, no longer wild. 
The jar was round upon the ground…  

(CPP 60-61; my emphases) 

Roundness is a principal feature of the poem’s first two quatrains, which is to say 

most of this twelve-line poem. The jar was “round,” a property that makes the 

wilderness “Surround” the hill on which it has been placed. The influence of this 

roundness in the poem increases until the wilderness “sprawled around, no longer 

wild,” which is a significant transformation. Finally, the jar “was round upon the 

ground,” which seems a repeat of the earlier line “round it was, upon a hill” except 

that now the roundness has seeped into the very earth, into the g-round. The roundness 

of the jar effects a corresponding roundness in not only the wilderness and the natural 

environment but also in the materiality of the poem. The first two thirds of the poem 

are saturated by the mellifluous sound of roundness: “round…Surround… 

around…round…ground.” The word “surround” is based on the prefix sur- and the 

verb undāre, meaning “to rise in waves.”37 This is a good description of the effect 

wrought by the repetition of the sound of round; but it is also possible to see and hear 

in “surround” the prefix sur- and the word “round,” in which case “surround” would 

suggest something like “super-round” and emphasise the power or importance of 

roundness. 

 

The property of roundness attracts incompatible readings: from Donald Gutierrez who 

claims that this “Roundness is an endlessly appealing quality” (53) to Frank 

Lentricchia who sees in the roundness of the jar a “madly incisive and potentially 

scary jabberwockian sense” (11). It is almost invariably cast as a principle of order, 

although exactly what kind of order varies widely as well.  Examining this property 

and the consequences of its non-specificity exposes roundness as the first major 

contributor to the jar’s critical plurality. The materiality of this property does not 

affect only the jar, but rather through the jar it also affects the landscape of the poem 

and in turn how the jar is read as an agent (or not) within this landscape. Gutierrez, for 

 
37 “surround, v.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/195058. Accessed 
20 October 2020. 
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example, understands this roundness as “the symbolic design of purpose placed in 

nature, which itself lacks purpose or order…Accordingly, human circularity, human 

centralization, civilizes ‘wilderness,’ not only the wild, that is, but chaos, nullity, 

meaninglessness, by providing it structure” (54). This interpretation is exemplary of 

the structuralist basis of many readings of the poem, which see in the poem a 

traditional nature/culture binary (Erickson 8). In these readings the poem can be on the 

side of man or nature, or it can be undecided, but the antithesis remains. There are 

many examples to this point, notably in the early criticism: 

Very likely the little poem is meant to suggest nothing more than the 
superiority, to an intensely civilized person, of the simplest bit of 
handicraft over any extent of unregulated ‘nature.’ (Chase 211) 
 
[A] wild disorderly landscape is transformed into order by the 
presence of a symmetrical vase…The jar itself—simple and 
symmetrical, a product of the human consciousness and not of 
nature—is a very fitting symbol for man’s dominion over nature. 
(Baker 376) 

For Gutierrez, this is a benign, almost salvationist act in which art is afforded the same 

power as God, who “is a circle, whose Circumference is nowhere and whose Center is 

everywhere” (54). Yvor Winters recognises the same dynamic but disagrees as to both 

its efficacy and its desirousness: 

The jar is the product of the human mind…and it dominates the 
wilderness; but it does not give order to the wilderness—it is vulgar 
and sterile, and it transforms the wilderness into the semblance of a 
deserted picnic ground…The poem would appear to be primarily an 
expression of the corrupting effect of the intellect upon natural 
beauty, and hence a purely Romantic performance. (436-437) 

For some readers, roundness is an actively oppressive property, “the concentric 

domination of man spreading a perimeter of order in the chaos of forms” (Benamou 

83). Lentricchia argues that the jar’s roundness is chiefly responsible for its 

“imperialist” persona (11). Roundness is first a formal property of the jar, but the 

corresponding tonal roundness of the poem, what he calls “jar music, in the major key 

of ‘round,’” consolidates aurally the poem’s major theme of dominion by being 

everywhere, “insidiously invasive” and “into every damn thing” (11). According to 

Lentricchia, the poem registers this tone as dangerous, even mad, and this is an 

indication that the speaker is not themselves aligned with the jar. The poem can then 

be read as a socio-political commentary on the sort of person that is aligned with the 
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jar, which is to say with modernisation’s rage for order and discipline. Lentricchia 

himself takes the side of the wilderness. Rainer Emig associates the jar’s “sprawling 

around” and the dominion that subsequently unfolds with the inherently violent 

relation between nature and culture: “The poem is a modernist reminder of the 

destruction that underlies…American history” (73-74). Bonnie Costello says it is with 

the jar that the “imperial speaker makes the planet his table” (Planets 30-31) 

 

In all of these readings, roundness is a property associated with a decidedly human 

order, whether creative or destructive. However, in an alternative application of the 

nature/culture binary, it can also be argued that roundness is not primarily human. As 

Gutierrez inadvertently points out, the circle appears to us in such familiar objects as 

“the wheel, the rainbow…the halo, attractive roundness in the human body…flowers, 

waves, sun and moon, hills and mountains, and the “globe” itself” (53). Besides the 

wheel, all of these things we owe to nature. In “New England Verse,” another poem 

from Harmonium, Stevens says “I found between moon-rising and moon-setting / The 

world was round. But not from my begetting” (CPP 87). “Being is round” says Gaston 

Bachelard in Poetics of Space (249); “what calm there is in the word ‘round.’ How 

peacefully it makes one’s mouth, lips and the being of breath become round” (253). 

Reading Rilke’s poem about a walnut tree, he says that “The world is round around 

the round being” (254). In a letter to Émile Bernard, Vincent van Gogh once mused 

that “people used to think that the earth was flat...But that does not alter the fact that 

science demonstrates that the earth as a whole is round, something nobody nowadays 

disputes. For all that, people still persist in thinking that life is flat and runs from birth 

to death. But life, too, is probably round, and much greater in scope and possibilities 

than the hemisphere that we now know” (370). Joseph Carroll ascribes the jar’s power 

to its “perfection of empty form” (Wallace Stevens 36) a roundness that he finds in 

both the jar and the poem: “The jar simply is round, and because it is round, the 

wilderness moves to surround it” (37). Carroll admits, however, that this roundness 

probably picks up on a roundness that already exists in the wilderness and that the jar 

merely formalises and emphasises, creating the impression of human design, a fact 

that hollows out what would otherwise be “a moment of aesthetic triumph” (36). As 

Simon Critchley says, claiming to speak for Stevens: “We find an order in things. 

Poetry reorders the order we find in things. It gives us things as they are, but beyond 

us. Poetry, it might be said, gives us an idea of order” (11-12). 
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The jar’s roundness can also be understood to describe perspective. For Emerson, 

perspective goes out from the eye in circles: “The eye is the first circle; the horizon 

which it forms is the second; and throughout nature this primary figure is repeated 

without end. It is the highest emblem in the cipher of the world” (174). He describes 

being a “transparent eye-ball” (29) that absorbs nature in order to become one with it, 

before acknowledging that “Nature always wears the colours of the spirit” (29) and 

that it is perspective that makes even the meanest nature “round and symmetrical” 

(31). Pat Righelato looks to Emerson in his critique of the colonising power of the 

“I”/eye in “Anecdote of the Jar.” For Righelato, Emerson’s transparent eyeball is “the 

expression of a colonising consciousness” (82) in which “‘I’ becomes ‘eye’, infinitely 

expansive, capable of encircling nature,” dominating it by annexation to the self (83). 

This is not egoless, as Emerson claims it to be, but rather an example of an egotistical 

sublime in which the identification of self with nature is less the “eye” becoming 

nature than nature becoming an all-seeing “I.” The theme of both Emerson’s 

transcendentalism and Stevens’ poem is power, says Righelato. The circle is, in this 

instance, a colonising motif. And yet, he says, Stevens’ jar as a trope for 

consciousness is less successful than Emerson’s eyeball. The jar is a closed form and 

hence “Steven’s circling is a demarcation line, an exclusion zone” (81) and yet 

Stevens’ poem rebukes both Emerson’s colonising eyeball and Keats’ romantic 

programme for uniting consciousness and nature through art. 

 

The perspective from the jar might not be the only one in the poem. B. J. Leggett 

argues that, yes, the jar does impose its perspective via a dominating roundness, but 

any critical perspective that would challenge this dominance is also an imposition: 

“any order, any interpretation of the Tennessee wilderness would be an imposition and 

therefore not a true depiction of that world as it is” (Early Stevens 203-204). Even the 

depiction of the wilderness as untouched and naturally chaotic is an imposition and a 

perspective. Although roundness is bracketed by Leggett as only one of many 

perspectives, it also describes the shape that those perspectives upon perspectives 

make: a centrifugal spiral of Nietzschean perspectivism. Roundness is not always an 

imposing perspective. According to John Vernon, roundness is a kind of turning that 

describes how the world is seen differently from different points of view. Stevens 

once wrote that “The absolute object slightly turned is a metaphor of the object” (CPP 

921), which Vernon explains by arguing that: 
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the object is never absolute, since it is always slightly turned, that is, 
seen from a point of view—which means that it is always a 
metaphor, a unity of itself and the observer, a symbol. This…has 
been best explained by Ortega y Gasset. Two men looking at the 
same object see, in a sense, two different objects, since each sees the 
object “slightly turned,” to use Stevens’ phrase. But as Ortega 
asserts, this does not mean that one version of the object is false; nor 
does it mean that both versions of the object are false and the object 
has an absolute true reality behind its various perspectives. Rather it 
means that the reality of the object completes itself in each point of 
view. (122) 

On this view we could say that not only does Stevens’ jar go “round,” turning to 

consolidate each perspective and is therefore always “slightly turned,” but also the jar 

is the turn that describes how perspective shifts to create a new object, and a new 

world, for each point of view.38 

 

 

“tall and of a port in air”  
 

At the end of stanza two we are told that the jar is “tall and of a port in air.” This 

phrase is generally considered coterminous with the argument that the jar dominates 

or towers over its surroundings. However, it can also be considered a change in 

perspective that shifts from a jar-centred roundness to a wilderness-located experience 

of the jar’s tallness. Samuel Keyser notes that the properties of the jar are as follows: 

“(1) it is round; (2) it is tall and of a port in air, i.e. imposing; (3) it is gray and bare, 

i.e. barren” (588). He charts these properties with respect to formal changes in the 

poem. The difference between “round” and “tall and of a port in air” is marked by the 

replacement of the early sound-play involving “round” for a ternary end-rhyme that 

begins with the word “air.” However, not much changes semantically for Keyser. He 

does not register a change in perspective, only a slight transition between the order 

imposed by roundness and the jar’s taking “dominion everywhere,” a transition that 

makes the same point but with a slightly different emphasis. The poem is, for Keyser, 

semantically consistent: “The placing of the jar in the wilderness is the act of poetic 

creation which imposes form on disorder” (589). This interpretation of “tall” as 

imposing can be carried over into the word “port,” in which case “port” will mean 

 
38 Compare the imperfect world-making of “The Man with the Blue Guitar:” “I cannot bring a 
world quite round, / Although I patch it as I can” (CPP 135). 
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“bearing” or “comportment,” and a “port in air” is a towering or imposing bearing. 

This is the definition of “port” given by Eleanor Cook in her notes to the poem 

(Reader’s Guide 68). Camille Paglia assumes this definition when she says that the 

“Jar has a proud separateness (it is ‘of a port in air’—stately), making the world 

legible but also transcending it” (125). Buelens and Eeckhout agree when they 

describe the jar as “carrying itself with a ‘port in air’” (53). Marie Boroff argues that 

the jar’s bearing, its “port,” is defined by its tallness: “because [the jar] is ‘tall,’ and 

makes the wilderness rise up to it, we can infer that its bearing is dignified—that it has 

hauteur in both the literal and the metaphorical sense of that word” (89). 

 

However, “tall” can also be seen to introduce a new perspective. The difference 

between “round” and “tall” that Keyser skips over is more telling than he chooses to 

admit. Tallness is relative to both the perspective doing the seeing and to whatever it 

might be compared to. We can ask: from what perspective is the jar tall? If one was to 

look at a jar from above or within or perhaps even nearby, it would probably be clear 

that it was indeed “round upon the ground.” But if one was to take a perspective from 

below the jar, perhaps looking up at the jar from further down the hill, it might not 

appear round at all but rather “tall” against the surrounding trees or shrubs, or lack of 

flora or other objects directly around it. The jar’s previously obvious roundness or 

circularity turns into an upward movement and the jar becomes “tall and of a port in 

air.” This shift from roundness to tallness would require a significant change in 

perspective. Both Lentricchia and Leggett register this change in perspective. That the 

poem is no longer concerned with roundness means for Lentricchia that the 

nature/culture divide has been crossed and the poem’s speaker now takes the 

wilderness’ point of view (10). Leggett takes this shift one step further than 

Lentricchia, arguing that when the poem shifts from a jar-centred concentration on 

roundness to the perspective that the wilderness is being dominated, a third 

perspective emerges that “exposes the artificiality of any given perspective” (Early 

Stevens 205), recognising that all perspectives are dominating to some degree. He 

quotes Nietzsche from The Will to Power: “every centre of power—and not man 

alone—constructs the rest of the world from its point of view” (qtd. in Leggett 200). 

 

Accordingly, the word “port” can also change meaning in support of this switch in 

perspective. Another prominent meaning for the word “port” is “gateway,” which 
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suggests or at least supports some kind of change or transition at the end of stanza 

two. This sense of the word “port” comes from porta, which is Latin for gate, and its 

various senses almost always refer to a transition or transitional space of some kind. It 

can mean simply gate or gateway, although this usage is mostly historical. More 

commonly, a port is a water gateway or harbour to a town. It is also “An opening in 

the side of a ship for entrance and exit, or for the loading and unloading of cargo,” 

also known as a porthole; a haven or refuge; a destination; a mountain pass; “An 

entrance or means of access, esp. to the senses or sensory organs.”39 Port is also the 

left side of a ship, which is the side that docks at a port and thus opens onto the town. 

In its verb form, “to port” can mean “to turn to port.” Even the fortified wine known 

as port is named for the town Porto, a principle port in Portugal, i.e. a gateway to 

Portugal. In light of this, the word “port” in line eight suggests a transition or volta 

(the end of line eight is where one would usually find a volta in a sonnet). William 

Bevis would agree, if for different reasons. He says the phrase “of a port in air” is “a 

crisis of voice, for either the voice is ridiculously fastidious or it is sarcastically 

humorous. We must turn against something, the voice or the jar. The voice turns 

against the jar, and we can side with the voice” (270). Samuel Morse notes a change in 

tone at this point, which he attributes to the fact that Stevens, the far-travelling 

insurance lawyer, was unresolved about Tennessee. Morse cites numerous letters that 

Stevens wrote to his wife in April 1918 (“Anecdote of the Jar” was published in 

October 1919) when he was in Tennessee, including one in which he states “I have 

always been of two minds about Tennessee. Sometimes I like it and sometimes I 

loathe it” (L 206). Likewise, Morse decides that ultimately “between jar and 

wilderness…the poem makes no choice” (9). 

 

As Keyser notes, it is at this point that the poem moves from playing on the “round” 

sound to rhyming “air” with “-where” and “bare.” What, then, is the significance of 

“air” given that it replaces “round” as the poem’s first major word, sound and theme? 

The phrase “in air,” as we saw above, can simply refer to the height and therefore 

dominant bearing of the jar; but for some critics this “air” has a vacuous implication. 

Kenneth Lincoln asks: “Is this bombastic jar, then, part of a nautical window in the 

air, sailing into space above ground, or perhaps a harbor to God’s heaven in the sky, a 

chalice for divine interconnection?” (203). Carroll, in a more serious tone, claims that 
 

39 “port, n.3.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/148090. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
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the “source of [the jar’s] power is its perfection of empty form. It is ‘of a port in air,’ 

stately and imposing but also vacant, a mere circular opening in the air” (Wallace 

Stevens 36). Air, for Carroll, equals vacancy, as if air is, in fact, nothing. Air has a 

significant place in the human imaginary, contributing to what Steve Mentz calls in 

his article of the same name “a poetics of nothing” (30). He says that “when we look 

at air, we…see Nothing” (31) and yet this “Invisibility is power: In symbolic terms, 

air’s power flows from invisibility” (40). The terror that faces the human when 

confronted with this invisible force is owing not only to air’s power as an elemental 

force—such as wind—or its proximity to the void, but also to air’s significance as the 

substance we breath and need for life itself. Air names, arguably, our most extreme 

vulnerability. To be “in air” is a terrestrial given. All humans, jars and hills are 

necessarily “in air.” Indeed, because breathing is a property of being human, being “in 

air” is essential for human life. In Terror from the Air Peter Sloterdijk argues that we 

are newly aware of this dependency, an awareness that marks the true commencement 

of the twentieth century, which began when poison gas was first used as a weapon of 

warfare (9ff). Rather than attacking directly the body of the enemy, gas attacks the 

enemy’s environment; terror, says Sloterdijk, comes from the air. Until this first gas 

attack (in Ypres in 1915), humans were unaware of their existence “in air” and it was 

not until it was taken away, until it was understood that the air can be poisoned, that 

air becomes visible. The relation of man to nature becomes, then, not one of 

emancipation or mastery but of dependency.  

 

 

Glass 
 

“It took dominion everywhere” is a bold claim that can be seen to reinforce the power 

trope discussed above under the properties of both roundness and tallness. And like 

those properties, it can be used to support a number of claims. However, the word 

“dominion” also introduces a new set of questions regarding the substance of the jar 

by way of a pun that was not uncovered until 1977. In a short “Iconological Note” in 

The Wallace Stevens Journal, Roy Harvey Pearce shares his discovery: a Canadian 

company by the name of Dominion Glass Co. made a glass fruit jar called the 

“Dominion Wide Mouth Special,” which circulated widely in the U.S. from 1913. 

Embossed on the side of the jar are the words: “Dominion Wide Mouth SPECIAL 
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MADE IN CANADA.” In fact, a history of the Dominion Glass Co. published online 

at the Historic Glass Bottle Identification & Information Website tells us that the 

company made numerous jars with the word “dominion” embossed on their side in 

various formats, as well as a glass insulator (Lockhart et al.). Pearce is sure that 

Stevens had such a jar in mind when writing the poem, a claim he cryptically supports 

with the fact that Stevens was travelling in Tennessee in April and May of 1918, the 

year before the poem was published in Poetry. 

 

If the jar is indeed what Pearce is suggesting and Stevens’ jar is made from clear glass 

with the word “dominion” embossed on the side, then dominion is a material and 

linguistic property of the jar. The jar must carry the word “dominion” with it 

“everywhere” it goes and, in turn, so would the speaker who carries the jar. Antonio 

Jiménez Muñoz, speaking of this poem, notes that advertisements take a brand with it 

“everywhere” (Jiménez Muñoz no page). However, this jar is not being carried 

around, it has been placed on a hill. The property of glass coupled with an optical 

effect does, however, enable the taking of the word “dominion everywhere.” If this 

particular jar was placed on a hill and the sun shone down into it, a refracted and 

perhaps distorted trace of the word “dominion” would be projected onto the 

surrounding hillside. In an effect of the light and over the course of a day (the sun 

taking its course) the word “dominion” might even be taken “everywhere.” The 

dominion of the jar over the surrounding landscape, indeed “everywhere,” in this case 

relies on an optical pun to achieve its linguistic dominion. 

 

It is not necessary to imagine this optical effect to argue that the jar’s dominion is a 

linguistic one enabled by the property of glass, however. According to Kenneth 

Lincoln, the transparency of the glass realises a conflation of jar, I, and eye, in which 

he hears Adam’s “age-old arrogance” (203). Lincoln is evoking Genesis 1:26 and 

2:19: 

And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: 
and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the 
fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over 
every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. 
 
And out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast of the 
field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see 
what he would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living 
creature, that was the name thereof. 
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Lincoln argues that the dominion imposed by the jar is challenged by the disorder of 

the poem’s rhymes, metre and erratic syllables. This suggests that the poet and jar are 

not allied and that Stevens is opposed to the arrogance of linguistic dominion as well 

as of the colonisation and dispossession that it figures. It is not a coincidence that the 

jar “took dominion everywhere” in Tennessee, a state “already renamed from a 

Cherokee village, Tanasi (place names make Stevens continuously aware that we 

stand on previously named, indeed inhabited, native American ground)” (203).  

 

 

“gray” 
 

If the jar is indeed a Dominion Glass Company jar, then the question of substance is 

resolved. However, this is far from certain. In her study of preserving and canning in 

Appalachia, Danille Christensen considers this identification to be “unlikely given that 

Dominion was a Canadian firm and there were so many other locally produced fruit 

jars on the market in 1918” (155n29). Moreover, the poem goes on to say that the jar 

is “gray and bare.” In his “Iconological Note” Pearce notes that the glass of the 

Dominion Glass Co. jar is especially “gray and bare” (65), but under what conditions 

can a glass jar be considered “gray”? Not to mention “bare” if it has the words 

“dominion” embossed on the side. Focusing on the adjective “gray” for the moment, it 

could describe dirty or cloudy glass, or glass on a gray day or with gray contents. Or it 

could describe the grayness of an earthen or stoneware jar. To assume that the jar is 

made from clay or earth rather than glass has a significant effect on the poem, not to 

mention the jar. Suddenly the jar does not seem quite so apt for juxtaposition with 

nature. This perhaps explains Helen Vendler’s decision to assume that the jar is made 

from “grey stoneware” (Wallace Stevens 45). For Vendler, the jar does not oppose 

nature, on the contrary it tries (but fails) to speak poetically for the American 

wilderness in the same way that Keats’ urn speaks for romanticism’s unity of nature 

with art. Seen through this intertext, the poem is Stevens’ entreaty for a modern 

American poetry and his “vow to stop imitating Keats and seek a native American 

language that will not take the wild out of the wilderness” (46). In this way, he 

dramatises the predicament facing American poetry as it seeks to find this new voice 

by contriving an internal struggle:  
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The language of the poem deliberately reflects the absurdity of the 
American artist’s attempt to write a lyric: shall he use language 
imported from Europe (“of a port in air,” “to give of”) or “plain 
American that cats and dogs can read” (as Marianne Moore put it) 
like “The jar was round upon the ground”? The poem keeps trying 
to write itself in inherited stanzas and showing us that it cannot, 
wrecking each proposed stanza form as it goes along, not only 
destroying its tetrameters with trimeters and pentameters, but failing 
to find any rhyme for “hill” except itself, abandoning its first notion 
of alternate rhymes for no rhyme at all, then deciding to rhyme three 
lines in a row (“air,” “everywhere,” “bare”). The American poet 
cannot, Stevens implies, adopt Keats’s serenely purposive use of 
matching stanzas drawn from sonnet practice. (46) 

Because Stevens is capable of writing like Keats, of maintaining a high style as well 

as applying classical metre and rhyme, Vendler can argue that the failure of the jar to 

be the urn (and of the poem to emulate Keats’ poetry) is a performance of the 

disjunction between the romantic tradition and what is required by Stevens’ current 

climate, a tension also staged in the difference between the objects themselves. As 

Vendler points out: “Where Keats had…an Hellenic urn, the American poet has…a 

grey stoneware jar” (45). This “stoneware jar” is metonymically an aesthetic 

representation of the American wilderness, but its greyness bespeaks the deficiency of 

modern American poetry. Like the urn, the “stoneware jar” would almost definitely be 

made by human hands (unlike the glass jar, which is more likely to be industrially 

produced) and made of a substance similar to the urn. In this way, the jar is only a 

wannabe aesthetic object that indicates the failure or inability of Stevens (and his 

contemporaries) to create an object equivalent to the urn but relevant to the concerns 

of modern American poetry. That is not to say that the jar is American poetry’s urn, 

but that American poetry has no urn and that importing Keats’ urn into this modern 

context only produces a sterile, grey jar. Bevis also sees sterility in this grey jar, which 

for him shows that the poem is rejecting the trim roundness of the “ceramic order” 

successfully imposed by the imagination in the first two stanzas (268). 

 

Vendler’s reading poses the question not just of substance but of production, a 

property that locates the jar in debates regarding American and modernist aesthetics. 

In contrast to Vendler’s way of thinking, it is possible that the jar is a mass-produced 

object. This is Glen MacLeod’s position in Wallace Stevens and Modern Art where he 

claims victory for the jar as an example of a new modernist artform. He compares it to 

Duchamp’s Fountain of 1917, which is a mass-produced object repurposed as an art 
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object. Louise Norton, writing in Duchamp’s magazine, The Blind Man, argues for the 

aesthetic status of the Fountain, which had just been excluded from the inaugural 

exhibition of the Society of Independent Artists in New York:  

Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not has 
no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, 
placed it so that its useful significance disappeared under the new 
title and point of view—created a new thought for that object. (5) 

MacLeod observes that the narrative of “Anecdote of the Jar” follows the making of a 

readymade, from the placing of the jar in a “strange context” right up to the closing 

line, which declares the uniqueness of this newly made art object (Wallace Stevens 

21). Norton says it is of “no importance” how the fountain was made, but it is in fact 

very important. If Mutt (or Duchamp) had made the fountain with his own hands, it 

would be a piece of sculpture (although not an uncomplicated one as the charge of 

vulgarity might still stand) and the insoluble question of craftsmanship that surrounds 

the readymade would lose its significance. Choosing the object rather than making it 

is key to the readymade, but even more important, in the case of Duchamp’s Fountain 

at least, is that it is an ordinary mass-produced object. MacLeod is therefore convinced 

of Pearce’s theory because the glass, mass-produced jar makes it possible for 

MacLeod to argue that it is, like a readymade, a found object, which is to say not 

made but “placed.” David Haglund agrees that the jar is a response to Fountain but 

argues that Stevens was not aiming to reproduce a ready-made because he saw the 

poverty of that kind of art. Predictably, Haglund thinks that the jar is an “earthen 

vessel of cylindrical form” and that “the homespun image of the jar” is far from the 

mass-produced un-homeliness of the dislocated readymade (130).  

 

 

“bare” 

 

The adjective “bare” can be taken to mean that the jar is empty, a property that I 

discuss in detail below; but it is also an ambiguous adjective that again speaks to a 

material indeterminacy. The word “bare” can have a number of meanings that would 

allow the jar to be bare and yet not empty. It can mean “Without covering; 
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…Unconcealed, undisguised, open to view,”40 which suggests that the jar is without 

labelling or other embellishments such as embossing and/or it is open to the elements, 

not shaded or hidden by surrounding bush. “Bare” can also mean destitute of 

something, which could refer to a lack of contents, but also to the jar’s quality or 

worth, to its literary or artistic effect, or to a lack of stylistic or poetic ornamentation. 

“Bare” can also designate simplicity; the jar could be simply a jar, a mere object or 

thing. In other words, a “bare” jar could indeed be an empty jar, or it could be an 

unadorned or plain jar that does contain something. The possibilities for what it might 

contain are endless, so here I consider only the most probable. 

 

The jar might contain local produce. This could be in the form of fruit or preserves, 

such as would be stored in Dominion jars. Buelens and Eeckhout observe that if we 

imagine local produce inside the jar it “becomes something of a local product that is 

able to capture the natural-organic essence of its Tennessean soil” (55), which reminds 

them of the line from Stevens’ poem “Theory,” which establishes identity in a 

similarly synecdochal exchange: “I am what is around me” (CPP 70). This 

nature/local produce synecdoche establishes an affiliation between jar and 

surroundings similar to the effect that Vendler’s choice of “stoneware” as substance 

has on the jar as representative of a modern Americanism. It can also reiterate the jar’s 

ordering of the wilderness. If the jar contains preserves or moonshine made from local 

ingredients, for example corn growing around or even on this hill, the jar becomes a 

preserver of the wilderness, taming it by bottling it and making it available for use, but 

also preserving it. The poem tells us that the jar “did not give of bird or bush,” which 

might make a synecdochic relationship based on preservation of local vegetation 

unlikely or, as Gert Buelens and Bart Eeckhout suggest, it may be indicative of an 

unfulfilled desire: “an enactment of the very desire for cultural linkage rather than…a 

convincingly established connection” (56). 

 

The jar might contain moonshine, an alcohol that is often illicitly produced and which 

was popular in the Appalachian region (which includes the mountainous region of 

Tennessee) from the late 1700s and usually made from locally grown corn (Joyce 14). 

Pearce notes that moonshine could have been kept in Dominion jars, but it was also 

commonly contained in earthenware jars, pots and jugs (65). Stevens jar could very 
 

40 “bare, adj., adv., and n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/15500. 
Accessed 20 October 2020. 
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well contain moonshine and yet it is hard to reconcile this sober, controlled poem with 

its inebriate precursors such as “Be Drunk,” Baudelaire’s imperative to intoxication 

from Paris Spleen: “You must be drunk always…Not to feel the horrible burden of 

Time that crushes your shoulders and bends you earthward, you must be drunk 

without respite” (71). Or with Rimbaud’s drunken boat, which becomes “lost under 

the hair of coves, hurled by the hurricane into the birdless ether” (217). But 

drunkenness does not always involve flailing and lurching around sideways. In 

Intoxication, Jean-Luc Nancy tells us that Socrates, who you might think never got 

drunk, “leaves in the morning without staggering, having drunk like none other. In 

truth, his intoxication precedes all others. It is immemorial” (7). Nancy suggests that 

the relationship between philosophy and poetry began at a Dionysian “drinking binge 

or banquet” (6), drunkenness inaugurating a relationship that has proved difficult ever 

since. Rimbaud’s drunken boat (not discussed by Nancy in Intoxication) stands at the 

moment when poetry rejects metaphysics, its drunkenness a prelude to the agonising 

morning-after of failed transcendence, where one looks into the “open abyss” (Nancy 

7).  Perhaps the jar, in the wake of this disintegration of poetry’s great myth of the 

transcendental imagination, is left stranded, bone dry and empty, on high ground, 

which is to say that if the jar does indeed contain moonshine, then it is empty just the 

same.41 

 

 

Empty 

 

The jar is assumed to be empty by those readers who would make this object the site 

of ontological disclosure. According to Mark Price, it is because the jar is empty that it 

 
41 I think it is interesting that Stevens did not rhyme “hill” with “still” in the poem’s fourth line, 
instead choosing to rhyme “hill” with itself. This non-rhyme draws attention to the possible 
rhymes Stevens did not choose, including “still,” which might make us think of the first line of 
Keats’ “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” “Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness.” The word “still” in 
this famous apostrophe refers to the urn’s perpetual, timeless state. It still displays and 
expresses unwavering aesthetic values once relevant to classical Greece and later to romantic 
poetry. It is also still in the sense that it is inert to the speaker’s interrogation. A still is also an 
apparatus used for distilling alcohol. Keats’ poem unmistakably distills the essence of 
aesthetics; what could be more pure than the urn’s words: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty”? That 
Stevens did not use the word “still” suggests that Stevens’ jar is not a modern incarnation of 
the urn—or not a successful one in any case; it is not “still” the embodiment of classical 
aesthetics, timelessly apposite to modern art and poetry. The jar “does not give of bird or 
bush”—it is no “Sylvan historian.” Therefore, by not using the word “still,” the poem signifies 
the end of the urn’s timelessness and its inapplicability to modern American aesthetics. 
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can be the “location for the immergence of the world,” a Heideggerian opening or 

portal “in which what is occurs” (371). 42  Costello compares it (in passing) to 

Heidegger’s jug: “Stevens’s jar may signify the object as container rather than surface, 

a thing to put ideas in and also an ideational transparency around which things can be 

organized. (Stevens’s jar in Tennessee is like Heidegger’s jug in ‘Thing,’ a void 

constituted by the container, and a gathering of earth and sky)” (“Planets” 446). 

(Costello writes that she draws this idea that objects can be Heideggerian containers 

for being from Bill Brown’s The Sense of Things; however, Brown does not mention 

Stevens’ jar as an example of a “Thing.”) 

 

Heidegger’s jug appears in a lecture from 1950 entitled “The Thing,” where 

Heidegger tries to think beyond the subject to “the thing in itself” or, at least, “the 

thing as a thing” (165). This thinking marks a break in Heidegger’s approach whereby 

instead of thinking about the world in respect of Dasein, he wants to think about the 

world, about earth and sky, about things as they are beyond the subject. The object 

that he takes for this purpose is a jug. Because it is empty it can be filled and emptied 

again, which Heidegger recasts as gathering, holding and giving, acts that bring 

together earth and sky, mortals and divinities. In other words, the jug brings the world 

into being. The jug’s emptiness is, for Heidegger, a void that can be filled, a void for 

this primordial gathering of the fourfold. It is significant that although the jug is man-

made, the void is not: “the potter takes hold of the impalpable void” (167) and so the 

man-made jug contains the inhuman void. Stevens’ jar, if it is indeed empty, might 

contain this void. In which case, the poem becomes a primordial scene where the 

world, wilderness and all, is gathered together in and by the jar.  

 

A jug’s properties differ from those of a jar, however. A jug has a handle where a jar 

usually has none because the jug’s purpose is not just to contain but also to pour. The 

same can be said of the furrow in a jug’s lip, which channels the liquid over the lip in 

the act of pouring. Although Heidegger’s jug encloses a void, the gathering of earth 

and sky is achieved by filling the jug with water and wine. These contents are then 

 
42 Unfortunately, Price bases this argument on a misreading of the text. He says that “the jar 
itself…is a ‘port of air’ and therefore empty” (371), whereas the correct quotation is “port in 
air.” However, Price could still make his point using the correct text if he were to assume that 
the jar is empty, rather than using the “port of air” as evidence. Moreover, a “port in air” is also 
an adequate description of a “portal” so perhaps Price’s mistake was only a typographical 
error. 
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poured out, given to man as drink and to divinities as libation. It is only with the act of 

pouring that the four-fold is complete. It is the jug’s handle and lip that make possible 

the pouring or giving, which in turn makes possible the worlding. We do not know if 

Stevens’ jar has a handle (a Dominion jar will not have one, but an earthenware jar 

used for moonshine might), and it almost certainly does not have the same lip as a jug. 

Therefore, there is a very good chance that Heidegger’s jug and the jar are 

topologically very different objects and that the jar does not have the physical 

properties necessary for it to gather a world in the sense that Heidegger intends for his 

jug. 

 

However, if one reads the emptiness of the jar as the negative space of language, the 

need for these physical properties disappears. Barbara Johnson also compares Stevens’ 

jar to Heidegger’s jug, but her jar does not need to pour, it works because it is an 

“ever-open receptacle,” much like an ear, for “Speech. Address. Words” (68). The 

emptiness of this jar is the void of signification, and although the jar’s forming of this 

void is how it takes dominion, it cannot “defend itself from being filled” (68). This 

reading removes the need for the handle and pouring lip, a modification to the jug that 

also occurs in the formation of Lacan’s vase, that signifier of signification. In Seminar 

VII, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, Lacan asks “the question of what man does when 

he makes a signifier” (147). Then he develops his well-known allegory of the vase, 

transposing Heidegger’s jug into the domain of signification. What is crucial for 

Lacan is that in the making of the vase (which is necessarily a handmade object, 

pottery being “the most primitive of artistic activities” [148]) the potter fashions not 

only the object but also the void within it. For Lacan this process describes 

signification itself, which arranges itself around a lack. This lack is present in all 

instances of representation as the absence of the thing signified and present 

ontologically as the hole in the real where the Thing itself is missing: “This Thing, all 

forms of which created by man belong to the sphere of sublimation, this Thing will 

always be represented by emptiness, precisely because it cannot be represented by 

anything else—or, more exactly, because it can only be represented by something 

else” (160). Lacan’ vase—an empty, handmade container—is a signifier of “nothing 

other than signifying as such or, in other words, of no particular signified” (148). In 

“Wallace Stevens and the Ethics of Lacanian Desire,” Axel Nesme argues that the jar 

is, like Lacan’s vase, a signifier of signification that contains the same unpresentable 
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lack. The jar tames the wilderness without but, as Nesme reminds us, “it also shapes 

the emptiness within” (182).  It is, for Nesme, one of the strategies that Stevens 

deploys to approach the Thing, which is to say “via a specific object” that is capable 

of displaying the extimacy of that lack (186). 

 

Emptiness, on these views, is not just another property of the jug, vase or jar, a 

secondary or negotiable property that can be swapped in and out like glass and earth. 

Emptiness is the void at the heart of signification but also subjectivity and the worlds 

of experience in which we exist. The jar remains empty at an ontological level even 

when or if it comes to contain something. In fact, this emptiness is what makes it 

possible for the jar to contain, for the simple fact that hollowness is needed for the act 

of filling or containing to take place, but also for the poem to make meaning at all, if 

one accepts the premise that we make meaning through a desire to fill an unfillable 

lack. “Much as the potter’s vase is fashioned around a central void,” says Nesme of 

Lacan’s argument, “the poetic signifier revolves around a Thing that, although 

resisting symbolization, is also the focal point of human desire” (182). In this way, 

emptiness also explains the critical plurality generated around the poem because it 

induces a desire for meaning that can never actually exhaust the jar, which is to say 

never overcomes its emptiness. Instead, the hole is temporarily filled with the many 

imaginary jars created by critics; but even when full, the jar remains empty.  

 

However, the jar does not have to be empty for it to stimulate a desire for meaning. 

Buelens and Eeckhout argue along faintly Lacanian lines that the poem is “an engine 

of desire” (60), hence the poem’s critical plurality. However, this is not owing to 

emptiness but the literal ordinariness of the jar, its “jarring objectivity” (50). “A jar is 

a jar is a jar” (53), they say, “an uncommunicative object that resists all signification 

beyond the literal even as it triggers the reader’s desire to make it stand in for 

something else” (49). It is the ontological stability of the jar, its solid thereness, that 

stimulates the desire for a symbolic dimension and thereby generates the critical 

plurality. (Of course, it can still be argued that this jar is empty in the Lacanian sense 

at the same time, but the point I am making is that it is not necessary to argue that line, 

in which case we have to register it as a not-intrinsic framework even if our particular 

critical biases might say otherwise.) Desire is still an “impossible project” (Catherine 
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Belsey qtd. in Buelens 60), but it is not the jar’s emptiness as a property of the object 

that stimulates it. 

 

The jar does not have to be empty to be an “engine of desire” and generate its many 

often incompatible meanings. Emptiness is a useful metaphor for thinking about how 

desire drives the generation of meaning, a metaphor that can be used in general to 

understand how signification works. However, it is too general to be applied here as 

the sole or even primary reason for this jar’s peculiar critical plurality. The jar that we 

are paying attention to here is not just a signifier for signification but also an ordinary 

object, a particular or singular jar, that can be empty or not. Moreover, in conceptual 

terms, emptiness is not the precursor of fullness. Lacan tells us that the vase “creates 

the void and thereby introduces the possibility of filling it…emptiness and fullness as 

such enter the world, neither more nor less, and with the same sense” (Ethics 149). 

Emptiness and fullness, however you look at it, are coterminous and neither one is 

more essential to the jar than the other. 

 

. . . 

 

 

 

§2 Anecdote of a difficult object 
 

 

The previous section has shown that the properties of the jar are not determined in the 

poem, and yet readers decide on its properties in order to interpret the poem and make 

claims for and about the jar. Instead of these readings being incorrect or misconceived, 

or even multiple interpretations of one, original jar, which cannot be located, together 

they perform the jar as a multiple and self-contradictory object. In this section, I 

explore the inevitability as well as the logic of the jar’s weird plurality. Although this 

plurality seems like a textual effect, a closer look at the jar’s indeterminacy discovers 

that the jar is not strictly text or object but, like a Möbius strip, a non-orientable object 

at the intersection of materiality and meaning. 
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The poem invites multiple orientations to the jar from the very beginning when it 

announces itself as “Anecdote of the Jar.” In his reading of this poem, Frank 

Lentricchia explains that an anecdote relies on a “bigger story” (3) or external system 

of meaning outside of the smaller story or anecdote. In order to understand the 

anecdote, one has to be aware of this essential but unannounced context, hence the 

name “anecdote,” which comes from a Greek word meaning “things unpublished.”43 

The first section of this chapter demonstrated that the “bigger story” that makes sense 

of this anecdote changes depending on what theoretical framework a reader brings to 

the jar. For example, Lentricchia needs a jar that can help him to confront the evils 

and shortcomings of structuralism and Marxism, which have invaded literary theory, 

so he uses the roundness of the jar to create the “aural imperialist” (11). This is not the 

same context or theory applied by Vendler, for example, whose bigger story is the 

history of lyric; or Nesme, for whom the bigger story is the structure of signification. 

 

When the anecdote and its audience are not “unified by a single myth,” says 

Lentricchia, the anecdote loses its “rhetorical power” (4). However, neither the jar nor 

the poem suffers from a loss of rhetorical power. On the contrary, the power of this 

frequently anthologised poem to keep people reading and making meaning stems not 

from a “single myth” but from its resistance to be reduced finally to any single “bigger 

story.” It is the jar’s indeterminacy that allows for many readings and multiple 

theoretical frameworks to all be applied at the same time without ultimately 

disregarding or disenfranchising the poem. Which is not to say that this poem is not an 

anecdote. On the contrary, it employs the expectation of the anecdotal form, namely 

the expectation that readers will search outside of the text for a framework, to allow 

for or invite these multiple readings. These readings are “unified,” as Lentricchia 

stipulates, but not by any one story or “single myth”; rather they are unified in that 

they each respond to the indeterminacy of the object with their chosen myth. Lacan 

once remarked that “anecdote…dissimulates structure” (Écrits 396) and here we see 

that indeterminacy is the structuring device that the anecdote hides when a reading of 

the poem as an anecdote produces yet another jar. For this reason, but not this reason 

alone, it is important not to reject the poem’s various, contradictory readings formed 

under the imposition of imported frameworks, but to recognise them all as forms of 

the poem and of the jar. In other words, the indeterminacy of the jar is not a gesture 
 

43 “anecdote, n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/7367. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
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towards formlessness but the basis for the jar’s plurality of material form and 

intellectual meanings. 

 

This invitation to plurality is reiterated in the poem’s first line when the speaker says 

they “placed a jar in Tennessee.” To “place” an object on a hill means to put it there, 

to set it down “upon the ground,” but to place something is also an act of 

identification, “To establish, remember, or guess the identity of.”44 In this latter sense, 

“Anecdote of the Jar” begins with the speaker claiming to identify the jar, and yet, as 

we have seen, neither the speaker nor the poem by other means establishes the jar in 

any specificity. Instead, it is the reader that supplies the jar’s details, the reader who 

assumes the lyric “I” and identifies the jar. Because the jar’s properties are almost 

entirely indeterminate, it cannot be said that the reader is invited to uncover or 

discover the jar’s properties, but rather invited to establish them for herself. In other 

words, to offer an interpretation of this poem is not to claim that the jar means X but 

rather to assert that the jar is X, to establish its very identity; placing is making. 

Because each reader produces a different, unique jar, the result is not just an array of 

different readings but also multiple jars that often contradict each other. 

 

Freud’s kettle is another example of an object that takes many contradictory but 

simultaneous forms (as well as yet another famous vessel of psychoanalytic theory). It 

appears in The Interpretation of Dreams when Freud is analysing one of his own 

dreams, which he understands as working to absolve his conscience of professional 

culpability in the case of his patient Irma. Without going into detail here of his 

relationship with Irma, what is interesting about the dream is that it offers multiple 

explanations or solutions that contradict or preclude each other, and yet Freud says 

that “The dream acquitted me of the responsibility for Irma’s condition” (118). The 

kettle is introduced analogically when Freud comes to explicate the structure or logic 

of this dream work: 

The whole plea—for the dream was nothing else—reminded one 
vividly of the defence put forward by the man who was charged by 
one of his neighbours with having given him back a borrowed kettle 
in a damaged condition. The defendant asserted first, that he had 
given it back undamaged; secondly, that the kettle had a hole in it 
when he borrowed it; and thirdly, that he had never borrowed a 

 
44 “place, v.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/144866. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
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kettle from his neighbour at all. So much the better: if only a single 
one of these three lines of defence were to be accepted as valid, the 
man would have to be acquitted. (119-20) 

Of his dream, Freud explains that “these explanations of Irma’s pains (which agreed in 

exculpating me) were not entirely consistent with one another, and indeed that they 

were mutually exclusive” (118). This inconsistency, however, is not a problem, 

because insofar as dreamwork is concerned the issue is not the logical establishment 

of innocence, but rather determining the wish that is being fulfilled. For both Freud’s 

dream and the kettle case, the wish is to acquit oneself of wrongdoing. It does not 

matter that the acquittal is sought in a number of contradictory ways, only that the 

analyst recognises the wish or demand in play.  

 

The consequence for the object caught up in this wish-fulfilment, namely the kettle, is 

that it exists in all of its inconsistent forms simultaneously and even reasonably, if by 

its own peculiar logic. The three kettles are not particular objects in a generic set—

three kettles that all belong to the idea of a kettle, nor do they refer to an original, 

primary kettle; on the contrary, they are three forms of the same kettle all existing 

simultaneously and in contradiction. Similarly, the jar can be said to exist as all of its 

contradictory forms (which are created in response to readers’ demands for meaning) 

without referring to a generic or ideal jar or jar-ness. The various forms of the jar are 

not members of a set; they are the one jar that has been stretched across multiple 

orientations. 

 

This is not the sort of jar that one expects to find in a kitchen cupboard. Freud’s kettle 

is not a real kettle, it only exists in theory and in dreams. Likewise, the jar cannot 

refer to a real object out there beyond the poem or the re-telling of the anecdote—“It 

did not give of bird or bush, / Like nothing else in Tennessee.” Not only is it 

impossible to determine this object’s physical properties, it is also physically 

impossible for this jar to display all of its possible properties at once. Who but a poet 

could create an object that is made of both glass and earth (but not a composite of the 

two), made by hand and machine (but not a combination of the two), and is empty 

even when it is full? It is “Like nothing else in Tennessee” or in any other physical 

landscape possible in a human world. As Lentricchia says, placing a jar on a hill in 

Tennessee is “absurd if thought about through the norms of realism” (7). It could be 

argued, therefore, that the jar is a purely textual construction. However, as I argue 
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below, this is not the case; the jar’s indeterminacy cannot be reduced to an effect of 

text or signification. 

 

Textual indeterminacy, by which I intend something closer to uncertainty than a 

relativist undecidability, can be considered characteristic of language in general as 

well as more specifically. Derrida had many terms for it, including “free play” or in 

some translations simply “play.”45 In “Structure, Sign and Play,” he defines it as the 

substitution of “contents, element, or terms” within a structure, a play both opened up 

and limited by the immobile centre or fundamental ground of that structure (Writing 

352). Owing to the intellectual rupture caused by events of the twentieth century, 

however, we now live in a decentred universe where everything is in free play, which 

is not a radical indeterminacy but “the disruption of presence” (369). For Derrida, this 

rupture was “the moment when, in the absence of a center or origin, everything 

became discourse” (354). Textual indeterminacy also comes in the form of rhetorical 

indeterminacy, as in the case of de Man’s reading of the final line of Yeats’ Among 

School Children—“How can we know the dancer from the dance?” Yeats’ line is also 

an example of kettle logic:  

two entirely coherent but entirely incompatible readings can be 
made to hinge on one line, whose grammatical structure is devoid of 
ambiguity, but whose rhetorical mode turns the mood as well as the 
mode of the entire poem upside down. Neither can we say, as was 
already the case in the first example, that the poem simply has two 
meanings that exist side by side. The two readings have to engage 
each other in direct confrontation, for the one reading is precisely 
the error denounced by the other and has to be undone by it. Nor can 
we in any way make a valid decision as to which of the readings can 
be given priority over the other; none can exist in the other’s 
absence. There can be no dance without a dancer, no sign without a 
referent. (“Semiology” 30) 

There is no authority to which this decision can be referred, leaving the poem 

perpetually unresolved as to its ultimate meaning. 

 

The jar nearly fits Perloff’s definition of indeterminacy as illustrated in her influential 

book The Poetics of Indeterminacy, but with an instructive deviation. She says that 

Stevens cannot be counted as a poet of indeterminacy because although certain of 

 
45 Derrida denied that his work aims to depict meaning as indeterminate. This rejection of the 
term was probably owing to indeterminacy’s association with relativism. See Royle (46). 
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Stevens’ poems “may well be about absence and decentering…there is a big 

difference between the reference to indeterminacy and the creation of indeterminate 

forms” (21-22). Although Stevens does reject the transcendental dynamics of his 

precursors, he does not go far enough in Perloff’s estimation because he remains 

interested in the relation between subject and object worlds. As we have seen, 

however, Stevens’ jar is not merely about decentring, rather it performs it; and yet, 

before we ask Perloff to revise her list of poets of indeterminacy, her point stands. 

Stevens’ jar is not a properly indeterminate form, disinterested in or unmoored from a 

material object and from the question of the relation between subject and object. It is 

more accurate to say that the jar is a plural and contradictory form, a non-orientable 

object—in the sense that its apparently different orientations cannot be reliably 

differentiated— rather than an indeterminate one. 

 

Likewise, although the jar can be said to occasion plenty of free play, Stevens’ poem 

does not solve the problem of the centre in the way that Derrida does. In fact, it does 

not solve the problem of the centre at all, not even with absence. In the first instance, 

the jar resists Derrida’s reduction to discourse when it pivots around the material 

properties of the jar. That this is done by way of the indeterminacy of those properties 

is not merely a secondary effect or consideration. At the centre of this free play (and I 

think it would be foolish to deny there is a centre here) is an indeterminate jar that 

deauthorises the centre, which is to say it deauthorises itself by staging its own 

indeterminacy. In this way, indeterminacy cannot be attributed solely to either 

language or matter, to a textual indeterminacy or an absence of materiality or material 

presence. Instead, this shared indeterminacy establishes the textual object as the 

problem of the centre. In other words, the textual object marks the insolubility of the 

question of what grounds both meaning and matter. 

 

Moreover, this shared indeterminacy also stages the entanglement of matter and 

meaning. This textual object is, as its name promises, both text and object in a way 

that does not dissolve the difference between them but does entangle them such that 

we cannot say where one ends and the other begins, or give priority to one over the 

other. Compare the material obscurity of lyric poetry observed by Daniel Tiffany. He 

gives as an example a riddle about a bell: “I sing round / The truth if I may in a 

ringing riddle” (“Lyric Substance” 80). The speaker is both a riddle and a bell, 
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demonstrating an identification of poem and thing that “is rooted in the phenomenon 

of darkness or obscurity, a quality intrinsic to the riddle…The darkness of the riddle 

becomes a property of the thing encrypted in the riddle, or, more accurately, the dark 

speech of the riddle finds an image of itself in the cryptic nature of the thing it brings 

to life” (81). This is characteristic of the riddle, but, like Tiffany, we can see in this 

ontological darkness the obscure materiality or substance of the lyric. Like the jar, it 

exposes a deep and abiding material (but not meaningless) indeterminacy at the 

intersection between poem and object. 

 

The jar is Stevens’ eccentric contribution to modernism’s fixation with how to get 

things into poems. Reading the poem in light of the modernist directive “No ideas but 

in things,” it does not show us how ideas are “in things” or even how things are in 

poems. It does demonstrate, however, that this problem of ideas and things is exactly 

what a textual object is and does. Its material indeterminacy stages the intersection 

between language and things, between the wilderness of the unthought and the 

ordering function of the mind’s conceptualisations, not as something to be solved or 

even as a defined or recognisable difference, but, like a Möbius strip, simultaneously 

contiguous and separate. This problem substantiates poetry in the sense that it gives 

poetry its epistemological uncertainty or free play, which can translate into plurality, 

and it is the substance of poetry, its ontological obscurity. Although it solves nothing, 

it is an affirmative answer to Frow’s question of whether it is possible to evade the 

dialectic seemingly prescribed by the discourse on things, the jar’s kettle logic having 

replaced our laws of non-contradiction and loosed free play upon the material world. 
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Chapter Three  
 

Trash – “The Man on the Dump” 

 
 
 
In 1932, six years before the publication of “The Man on the Dump,” the Stevenses 

moved into 118 Westerly Terrace, Hartford. Down the hill on Albany Avenue was a 

vacant lot that people used as a dumping ground. Holly Stevens recalls that it was 

“full of tin cans, old bottles, rags, crates, and miscellaneous junk. It was a mess and an 

eyesore, but it glittered here and there on days when the sun shone” (652). There was 

a man living on this dump, who made his home in and from trash, and Holly said that 

she and her father would spend “hours imagining things about him, and making up 

stories” (652). Although Holly’s remembrance forms a mostly likable anecdote, the 

presence and, more specifically, the use of trash in this anecdote is not without its 

difficulties. Trash is not appropriate material for building a home or for children’s 

play (which Holly engages in when she and Stevens use the dump and its inhabitant as 

the basis for their storytelling) or for romantic imaginings (this anecdote speaks of the 

ease with which privilege can romanticise trash from a safe distance); nor is trash 

meant to be appealing (“it glittered here and there.”) It is what is difficult about trash, 

with its transgressive but also creative potential, that underwrites Stevens’ poem “The 

Man on the Dump.” 

 

Trash is that which is not useful or has been used up and is therefore discarded; it is an 

impotent, devalued and often repulsive by-product in the production and consumption 
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of everything from material goods and food to language and civilisation. Without 

trash, however, we would have no way of establishing our systems of value and 

meaning because it is by throwing out what we do not value that we identify and even 

maintain what we do. John Scanlan, in his excellent book On Garbage goes so far as 

to say that the “core of all we value results from (and creates ever more) garbage (both 

the material and the metaphorical)” (9). It is by cleaning up our mess and disposing of 

the trash that we create order. Trash is difficult to conceptualise because it will not be 

fixed by systems of meaning, and paying attention to it reveals disorder, formlessness 

and mess. When we choose not to dispose of it, we risk arresting those systems of 

reason, value and meaning that make us human. In Stuff Theory, Maurizia Boscagli 

wonders if it is even possible to “come face to face with junk’s unmanaged and 

unmanageable residue and its abject liminality” (243). 

 

In “The Man on the Dump,” this residue or trash is what is excessive, formless, 

invisible and even monstrous in language. In this way, the poem exposes that difficult 

stuff that language appears to reject on its way to homogenous and representational 

meaning. It is common to read this poem’s trash as a metaphor for stale images, the 

poem devaluing and rejecting certain poetics in order to confer value on others. This is 

a decidedly modernist act of waste management that aims to clean up an inherited 

cultural wasteland. I diverge from this reading, paying attention to the trash instead of 

rejecting it out of hand, and noticing what it is and what it does. I discover that the 

poem is not rejecting the trash but rather rejecting the systems of value and meaning 

that reject the trash and in that way willingly encountering the margins of language 

and meaning. The trash is a means to register what is in-articulable in and about the 

process of becoming articulate, which is to say becoming an object—or person—of 

value. In this way, the poem performs the messy and difficult underside of not only 

poetry but being. 

 

Bringing attention to what ought to be rejected is not without its dangers. Reading this 

poem feels less like making sense of it, a hermeneutical exercise, and more like an 

exercise in trying to keep it together even though it feels like the poem is unravelling. 

By the time we reach poem’s final words—“The the”—I am terrified. The 

implications of paying attention to the trash is that I do not know what these final 

words mean or what to value in my own analysis or how to conclude this chapter; and 
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the whole enterprise of reading this poem begins to feel like a horrible mess, perhaps 

even a mistake. By paying attention to the trash I am effectively if cautiously 

conferring value on it, which has the uncanny effect of undoing the very system that 

confers value. Moreover, as I discover the importance not just of trash but of 

disposing of it, of tossing it into a pile outside somewhere so that its absence can 

continue to enforce the comfort and order of the inside, which is me, I am confronted 

with my own conviction that making less trash, even no trash, is an important pro-

environmental practice. How are we to establish value—indeed, how are we even to 

establish what we are—if we do not produce waste or, which is the same thing, do not 

dispose of it but reuse or recycle it in a closed loop system? The answer is something 

uncomfortably posthuman and perhaps post-language as well, and I find myself 

wishing I could have the myth of (my) presence back. 

 

In the first section of this chapter, I look briefly at trash theory, which is the weird 

cousin of object studies in that it pays attention to those marginal or transgressive 

objects that appear on the underside of the subject-object, or object-object 

arrangement. Then I look closely at trash in the poem, paying attention to the objects 

on the dump as well as what happens to language in a poem set on the dump. In this 

way I trace numerous challenges to order that culminate in the final, terrifying last 

words of the poem, the poetic but grossly inhuman “The the,” where both language 

and being break down. 

 

. . .  

 

 

 

§1 Waste studies 
 

 

Trash, waste, junk, garbage, rubbish, excrement, filth, debris and dirt 46  are all 

investigated under the broad and prismatic umbrella of waste studies, a contemporary 

 
46 A note to my use of the word “trash”: Trash is commonly considered cognate with rubbish, 
refuse, waste, junk and garbage, among others. These words are often interchangeable and yet 
have different origins and nuances. Moreover, the texts of waste studies will often define them 
on specific terms that do not always coordinate with each other. The word “waste” is 
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field of inquiry that can be said to crystallise at a predictable juncture between 

environmental studies and the various tenors of new materialism, where the ecological 

impact of waste meets the question of objects and their agency.47 But trash is also a 

necessary, if overlooked, element of any and all fields of study for the simple reason 

that everything creates some form of waste. “Where there is dirt,” quips Mary Douglas 

in her landmark study Purity and Danger, “there is system” (36). And where there is 

system there will always be dirt because systems are built on how their dirt is 

managed. Civilisation, according to Freud, requires such things as “Beauty, 

cleanliness and order,” whereas “Dirt of any kind seems to us incompatible with 

civilization” (Civilization 40). This is imprinted from infancy when a child learns that 

they must control their urge to defecate and thus to manage their waste in order to gain 

entry to the civilised. In other words, it is the management of waste—the possibility, 

actuality and simultaneous rejection of dirtiness—that enforces this system of order 

that we call civilisation. The same goes for subjectivity and reason, value and culture. 

In Powers of Horror Kristeva shows that in order for the conditions of subjectivity to 

be met, which is to say for the symbolic realm to remain intact, bodily waste and other 

rejected pieces of the self, which she calls the “abject,” must be kept to the margins of 

our existence. Ironically, it is the abject that secures the self: “On the edge of non-

existence and hallucination, of a reality that, if I acknowledge it, annihilates me. 

There, abject and abjection are my safe-guards. The primers of my culture” (Powers 

2). According to Scanlan, that which is valued by Kantian reason—namely knowledge 

and order—“rests squarely on the disposal of doubt, error, uselessness” (8). The 

human pursuit of reason not only requires us to discard unnecessary or disordered 

 
commonly used as a general or umbrella term, as in “waste studies,” so this is a term I often 
use in general discussion; however, in my discussion of Stevens I use the word “trash” in most 
cases because although Stevens gives a general name to the contents of the dump only once in 
the poem, “trash” is the word he uses. In my discussion of trash and waste studies I try to 
accommodate the semantic complexities of these quasi-cognates under the words “waste” and 
“trash” unless I intend a nuance better expressed by an alternative word or I am referring to a 
particular usage by another writer. 
47 Selected readings in this area include: Bauman, Wasted Lives: Modernity and its Outcasts; 
Boscagli, Stuff Theory: Everyday Objects, Radical Materialism; Cohen and Johnson (eds.), 
Filth: Dirt, Disgust, and Modern Life; Douglas, Purity and Danger; Hawkins and Muecke 
(eds.), Culture and Waste: The Creation and Destruction of Value; Kennedy, An Ontology of 
Trash: The Disposable and Its Problematic Nature; Knechtel (ed.), Trash; Laporte, History of 
Shit; Morrison, The Literature of Waste: Material Ecopoetics and Ethical Matter; Rogers, 
Gone Tomorrow: The Hidden Life of Garbage; Scanlan, On Garbage; Scanlan and Clark 
(eds.), Aesthetic Fatigue: Modernity and the Language of Waste; Thompson, Rubbish Theory: 
The Creation and Destruction of Value; Viney, Waste: A Philosophy of Things. 
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materials but it is precisely the work of differentiation, which occurs in the estimation 

and subsequent disposal of said materials, i.e. waste, that establishes order at all.  

 

In other words, trash is not simply the opposite of systems of value and meaning but 

the invisible remainder and regulator of those systems. In Rubbish Theory, a seminal 

text in waste studies, Michael Thompson argues that trash is the mediator and agent of 

value. Located between Thompson’s categories of Transient and Durable, which name 

the kind of value a thing has, rubbish is a “third covert category” that enables 

movement between the other categories and thereby negotiates changes in value (27). 

As John Frow says, waste is the “degree zero of value” while also being “constitutive 

of the structure of value” (“Invidious Distinction” 25-26). In Culture and Waste Gay 

Hawkins and Stephen Muecke argue that waste is central to the creation of cultural 

economies; in Waste: A Philosophy of Things William Viney shows us how waste 

organises temporal experiences; and in The Literature of Waste Susan Morrison 

observes that the entire Western literary canon is permeated with and dependent on 

waste: “Without the material that is discarded, we cannot enter the realm of the 

metaphoric, of literature, and of the imagination” (8). This is why Zygmunt Bauman 

celebrates garbage collectors: 

[They are the] unsung heroes of modernity. Day in day out, they 
refresh and make salient again the borderline between normality and 
pathology, health and illness, the desirable and the repulsive, the 
accepted and the rejected, the comme il faut and comme il ne faut 
pas, the inside and the outside of the human universe. That 
borderline needs their constant vigilance and diligence because it is 
anything but a ‘natural frontier.’ (28) 

Bauman’s garbage collectors are heroes not just because they disappear our unwanted 

trash, but because they maintain the frontier, allowing us to experience that border as 

static, stable and, perhaps most problematically, “natural.” 

 

Trash is most definitely not a static object, however. It is fluid, changeable, ambiguous 

and “does not respect borders, positions, rules” (Kristeva Powers 4). It is difficult to 

speak of the trash because it refuses and worries the categories by which we identify 

things, including itself. On the one hand, trash functions like a category of objects that 

describes discrete entities as far-ranging as apple cores, a bloodied Band-Aid, 

radioactive particles and mining slurry; but it is also that which is no longer acceptable 

as an object. It is what happens to an object when it is no longer of use or value, 
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discarded into the undifferentiated mass of human refuse and relegated to the margins 

of society as landfill and sewage, not to mention the huge, mostly unrecognisable 

islands of plastic junk floating in our oceans. In this way, trash is neither simply an 

object, a thing presented to the mind, nor entirely on the outside of human experience, 

indifferent to value and order. Even the “language of garbage—the various terms that 

point to residues, remainders, and so on,” says Scanlan, “is difficult to pin down. This 

is for the very good reason that its utterances refer to the excrement of meaning itself” 

(10). Trash is nearly impossible to conceptualise because it resists the very systems by 

which we would articulate it; trash is that irrecuperable residue and excess of language 

and representation. 

 

This fluidity makes trash difficult but also dangerous when it forces me to confront the 

only thin and perhaps illusory difference that separates me from my own “unmanaged 

and unmanageable residue” (Boscagli 243). “However hard one tries,” says Bauman, 

“the frontier separating the ‘useful product’ from ‘waste’ is a grey zone: a kingdom of 

under-definition, uncertainty—and danger” (28). “We may call it a border,” says 

Kristeva of abjection, but it “is above all ambiguity. Because, while releasing a hold, it 

does not radically cut off the subject from what threatens it—on the contrary, 

abjection acknowledges it to be in perpetual danger” (Powers 9). To face the trash is 

to admit of this uncertainty and to threaten the stability of no less than reason, value 

and our own selves.48 As Gay Hawkins says, “If waste is our most immediate other 

and establishing our difference and separation from it is the condition of possibility for 

a self, then its persistence, its refusal to go, its visibility, is a primordial threat to the 

drive for wholeness” (15). 

 

Trash is dangerous in other ways too; it has the capacity to challenge and even 

transform old or dominant ideas of order. It is for good reason, then, that trash appears 

in modern literature to worry the boundaries of artistic and cultural production and 

value. As Boscagli points out, trash plays an important role in modernism’s challenge 

to “the hegemony of the metaphysical thought of transcendence” as well as to 

“bourgeois aesthetics” (234). One needs only to think of James Joyce’s scatological 

fascinations and Samuel Beckett’s trash cans in Endgame. Likewise, trash can be a 

 
48 As Bauman goes on to discuss in Wasted Lives, trash describes how refugees and immigrants 
are often rejected people, pushed beyond the margins of not only their country of origin but 
also humanity. 
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means to challenging paradigms of mastery. Like Kristeva’s abject, it “does not cease 

challenging its master” (Powers 2). Hawkins, who is a prominent theorist in waste 

studies, argues that our pervasive culture of disposability—which she defines as “the 

capacity to throw away without concern” (9)—constructs an apparently stable border 

between us and our rubbish. This perpetuates the fantasy of the sovereign self. 

However, if we pay attention to our trash and behaviour around it we observe that 

trash is not so separate, indeed it is “our most immediate other” (15) and “our relations 

with it are fundamental to the very possibility of life” (18). This is an opportunity, she 

says, for new orders of being that include environmental responsibility and sustainable 

waste management. This touches on the common practice in new materialist discourse 

to treat the trash as objects with agency as a means to renouncing “the illusion of 

human exceptionalism” (Boscagli 233). The most prominent example is Jane 

Bennett’s influential monograph Vibrant Matter, which uses trash as a leading 

example in its argument for the “thing-power” of things. This agency ought, she 

argues, to have the ethical effect of changing how we view and treat non-human 

things. I discuss this in more detail in section three of this chapter. Ethics also drives 

those compost or decomposition theorists who would recuperate our trash back into 

newly meaningful systems. Thierry Bardini’s “junk aesthetics,” for example, imagines 

“what if organic and inorganic corpses, landfills turned into lively new chunks of 

cities, planets and satellites turned into hospitable new Earth, could all be instances of 

the same glorious process of composting cultures, of turning decomposition into the 

reboot loop of the eternal wheel of life” (19). This is a “Brave new world,” he chimes, 

in which you can “rot in peace” (19). 

 

Whether the effect is annihilation or transformation—and in a posthuman world there 

might not be a lot of difference—paying attention to the trash exposes that which is 

usually unseen or ignored, the underside of our systems of value and meaning. Trash 

draws “our attention to the absent parts of our worldmaking” (15), says Scanlan, to the 

formless, disordered and indeterminate that Blanchot calls the “residue of being” 

(Space 255). According to Blanchot there are two versions of the imaginary. The first 

is an image of knowledge and appearance, which achieves its “worldmaking” by a 

kind of waste management that cleans up the mess left by being:  

one of its functions…is to quiet, to humanize the formless 
nothingness pressed upon us by the indelible residue of being. The 
image cleanses this residue—appropriates it, makes it pleasing and 
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pure, and allows us to believe, dreaming the happy dream which art 
too often authorizes, that, separated from the real and immediately 
behind it, we find, as pure pleasure and superb satisfaction, the 
transparent eternity of the unreal. (255) 

This residue is not so easily purified or forgotten, however, persisting as the second 

version of the imaginary. Blanchot likens this second image to a corpse not because it 

is dead or opposed to the life of the ego and appearances, but because it is being’s 

materiality, its residue or mortal remains. This image, which makes visible the less-

palatable conditions of our existence, “wants everything to return to the indifferent 

deep where nothing is affirmed” (254) and therefore must be excluded from those neat 

and tidy presentations of our worldmaking. 

 

Poetry is a form of worldmaking. Indeed, poesis is another word for how we present to 

ourselves the worlds that we inhabit and experience. As Blanchot so eerily describes, 

there is a messy, even formless side to the images of our worldmaking, which are the 

unseen and residual parts of both our poems and our worlds. In this chapter, I show 

how Stevens’ poem “The Man on the Dump” uses trash (metaphorically and 

materially) not to challenge individual poetics or images but to suspend the positive 

work of poesis, which is to say the dialectic that makes images by cleansing our 

presentations of their residue, effectively disposing of the unpalatable and formless. 

This reading resists the narrative of poetics as a waste management system, and 

suspends critical interpretations that would perform a similar cleansing or disposal in 

pursuit of a clear and present meaning. The result is a possibly dangerous 

confrontation with a messy poem, the plurality of truth, and a corpse. 

 

. . . 

 

 

 

§2 The dump 
 
 
“The Man on the Dump” opens to sunset in a dump that “is full / Of images” (CPP 

184). It would not be unfair to assume that these images are here because they have no 

value and that the dump is a trope for cultural debris similar to Eliot’s The Waste 
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Land. Bonnie Costello, for one, says the poem “responds…to the seemingly endless 

quest of modernism for fresh images [and] begins with an example of how hackneyed 

these images have become” (“US Modernism” 170). However, the poem’s location of 

these images on the dump can be seen to have another function, namely suspending 

the evaluations and taxonomies that occur not only in certain modern cultural 

paradigms but also in our binary thinking about language, objects and the natural 

world. 

 

In the first lines, the differences between things and images, between nature’s cycles 

and image-making, becomes increasingly less distinct: 

Day creeps down. The moon is creeping up. 
The sun is a corbeil of flowers the moon Blanche 
Places there, a bouquet. Ho-ho . . . The dump is full 
Of images. Days pass like papers from a press.  

(CPP 184) 

Two seemingly dissimilar processes are iterated in these first lines: the diurnal 

rhythms of the moon and sun, and the process of image-making or representation. The 

poem invites a threefold tension between the celestial objects themselves, the 

objective presentation of nature’s objects, and gaudy or elaborate representation. The 

effect of the sun’s rays diffused in the atmosphere at sunset is described as a “corbeil 

of flowers.” This description is already baroque, arguably pretentious, and yet the 

elaborations do not stop there: a “corbeil” can be a basket of flowers or the 

representation of a basket of flowers in stone (or concrete) that is then used as 

ornamentation. This establishes two layers or removes of representation—sun as 

flowers and sun as ornate representation of flowers—which transform the 

unmentionable sun of the real. Moreover, “corbeil” is also a homonym (if your French 

pronunciation is imperfect) of Courbet, the family name of the well-known realist 

painter who declared that “painting is an essentially concrete art form and can only 

consist of the representation of real and existing things” (204). This brings us back full 

circle to a realist view in which we are witnessing the moon rise at dusk (from or 

above the dump), the sun having sunk below the horizon, the implication being that 

the poem can only represent “real and existing things.” And yet placing Courbet, the 

master of realism, into such a blatantly gaudy sentence is not without irony. 
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Reading these first lines in this way suggests the old dichotomy of reality and 

imagination, the tension or choice between the real and its representation as well as 

between realism and the “essential gaudiness of poetry” (L 263), and between nature 

and culture. But there is also a compression of these concepts such that their 

difference and opposition becomes secondary to or contingent on their similarity. The 

logic of the homonym is significant. “Blanche,” another near-homonym, describes the 

whiteness of the moon, which is blanched by the reflected light of the sun. It also 

anthropomorphises the moon, calling it by a woman’s name and adding a touch of 

francophone theatricality with her deposit of a “corbeil” at the dump. The homonym 

adds layers of modification that demonstrate the power of poetic language (perhaps a 

power gone too far), but its play with difference relies on material sameness. 

 

These first four lines make and stack multiple images, sometimes simultaneously, on 

the pattern of the homonym. No wonder the dump is full of images—“Ho-ho,” just 

look how they proliferate! However, it is not only this intentional (if incessant) image-

making that fills the dump, it is also the materiality of language, constantly in excess 

of meaning, and the material temporality of the earth; with each day comes another 

sun/bouquet to be consigned to the dump each night with the moon’s rising. The effect 

is not only to separate out nature from the poet’s imaginings, which is to say the 

effects of language from the “real” that it appears to represent, but also to display their 

concomitant entanglement. In their shared repetitive, productive and material 

processes, any essential difference between nature and culture falls away: “Days pass 

like papers from a press.” Similarly rhythmic and unceasing, machinic but also wave-

like, they produce days and nights, words and sense, which will all ultimately be trash 

for the dump. 

 

This entanglement extends across production and materiality to elimination when it is 

revealed that “The bouquets come here in the papers.” The bouquets are both things of 

nature (flowers and the sun’s rays) and their representation. Likewise, the papers are 

both the passing of days (“Days pass like papers from a press”) and the description of 

a day in a heap of words printed daily to paper. In this short sentence the difference—

which relies on the logic of representation—between things and ideas is suspended. 

On the arrangement of a condensed chiasmus, flowers are brought to the dump by the 

machine of culture while, simultaneously, image-making is brought to the dump by 
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nature’s diurnal decree. One person’s trash is another person’s measure of value. 

Elimination, which is to say how things “come here” to the dump, does not separate 

trash from treasure; on the contrary, if looked at directly, it reveals their entanglement. 

Elimination is not the end of the story; it is only the beginning. 

 

Most readings of this poem do not scrutinise the trash or register this entanglement of 

nature and culture. Instead they recognise a modernist poetics of disposal and disgust. 

The images are variously described as old, hackneyed, clichéd, overblown, stale, 

inappropriate, ineffective, overused, predictable. For Timothy Bahti the clutter and 

“excessive poeticisms” of the poem’s first two stanzas are registered by sarcasm, 

weariness, indifference and scorn (1056). Stephen Sicari feels similarly when he says 

“We are encouraged to laugh at such stuff, if feebly, but our situation is too serious for 

much mirth. It gets worse…” (206). For Costello “the overall feeling is of weariness 

and disgust” (“US Modernism” 170). What exactly is making these critics feel so 

weary and wary? I disagree that these images are inherently clichéd or hackneyed; 

they might not be beautiful or pleasant to read but this is not uncommon for Stevens 

(or forbidden to poetry) and neither is the reworking of perennial tropes such as sun 

and moon. Indeed, the objects listed at the end of this stanza, which these critics are 

also referring to and which I discuss in detail below, are strange and dynamic, and 

very much like those objects that Stevens often piles up in his poems. 

 

I propose that it is not the images themselves that elicit this response but rather their 

status as trash. Trash disgusts us because it threatens to contaminate and pollute. It 

does this by pressing on our physical and psychic boundaries. We are supposed to feel 

this way about the trash in the same way that we are supposed to be disgusted by 

Kristeva’s abject: the disgust response keeps us safe, immured from contaminating 

substances that would jeopardise our bodies and minds. Critics respond to these 

images the way they do because they are trash and not because they are essentially or 

even effectively old, hackneyed, or of little value; rather they become unfavourable, 

even hostile, by virtue of being located “on the Dump.” The rhythms of both nature 

and culture in the production of phenomena and images are felt in this context by 

readers to be repetitive and tiresome, producing only stale and repulsive offerings. In 

this way, it is the critical response that establishes the system of evaluation here and 

demands fresh images. By an act of suggestive ventriloquism, Stevens puts into his 
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readers’ mouths words to the effect of “this is disgusting, Make it New,” an appeal 

that aligns with both modernism and the ideology of disposability written into the 

desires of consumer culture, which creates ever increasing piles of trash. 

 

I do not mean to suggest that this disgust response is an incorrect reading of this poem. 

On the contrary, the poem encourages this response while simultaneously providing 

avenues for its critique. J. Hillis Miller provides an indirect illustration of this point in 

a recent essay and contribution to eco-criticism, “Anachronistic Reading,” which 

stages two readings of “The Man on the Dump.” Although Miller says they are 

complementary, the first is a narrative of disposability while the second is highly 

critical of ecologically destructive waste (non-)management. In the first, which Miller 

calls a “commentary” on the poem, Stevens is seen disposing of all the old images in 

order to make way for new, better images: 

Stevens’s man on the dump has his back toward history and has 
repudiated its images in ‘disgust’ in order to face toward a future 
that will, he hopes, be purified of ideological mystifications. He 
knows, however, that always more such images will come and will 
need, in their turn, to be repudiated and junked, put on the dump, 
time after time, in an endless task of purification. (79) 

The man on the dump, says Miller, is Stevens himself and the rejected images are both 

the “gaudy tropological transformations” of poetry and, as objects on the dump, signs 

of commodity fetishism and consumer culture (78). What Miller does not say is that 

this attitude of disposability, of making only to junk and then make again, is exactly 

what drives the issues he raises in the second reading—the anachronistic eco-critical 

reading—which claims that the deplorable waste management of humans is directly 

responsible for “climate change, global warming, widespread species extinction, 

including the possible self-extinction of homo sapiens, glacial melting, rising sea-

levels that will before long flood my two acres of beautiful shore property on Deer 

Isle, Maine, not to speak of much of Florida and Manhattan, increasingly violent 

storms – hurricanes, tornadoes, typhoons, floods, forest fires” (83). The ideologies that 

Stevens trashes, according to Miller’s first reading or commentary, namely gaudy 

poetry and capitalism, can both be identified as themselves part of the consumer 

culture that alienates products from their modes of production (the “culture in which 

things are manufactured, festishised [sic] as social values, and then thrown away” 

[79]) and thus contribute, again, to the waste management issues raised by Miller in 
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the second reading. So what exactly is Stevens rejecting? The trash or the systems that 

create the trash? 

 

This apparent deadlock in Miller’s article illustrates that alongside the rejection of 

images and corresponding evaluative readings of the poem, there is a rejection of this 

rejection and of the systems of evaluation. The latter is not a meta-reading nor is it 

(only) anachronistic, but rather occurs as a contiguous exception alongside the 

creation (and rejection) of images. Gyorgyi Voros recognises that Stevens’ “dump 

disposes of hierarchy, among other things, even to the extent of including nature’s 

waste along with that of human, cultural waste” (163). This entanglement of nature 

and culture is not a result of devaluing both, which is to say not a result of disposing 

of them both, but of challenging the hierarchical and evaluative practices that separate 

and sort them in the first instance. While perhaps encouraging an attitude of 

evaluation in the reader, an attitude that rejects the trash like the weary and disgusted 

critics above, the poem is also an opportunity for us to critique our tendency for waste 

management, and for hierarchies and binary sorting in particular, and to imagine an 

alternative way of seeing and valuing things. 

 

. . .  

 
 
 

§3 The janitor’s poems 
 

 

From this revised perspective, which observes that it is not objects but evaluative 

practices that are rejected on the dump, we can look closely at the strange pile of 

objects that close the poem’s first stanza: 

…the janitor’s poems 
Of every day, the wrapper on the can of pears,  
The cat in the paper-bag, the corset, the box  
From Esthonia: the tiger chest, for tea.    

(CPP 185) 

It is important to look at these objects in their specificity and not, as many critics do, 

take them together as evidence that there is a pile of faintly disgusting stuff here, an 
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undifferentiated mass of trash that has been discarded in favour of fresh, new images. 

These objects might all be worthy of the dump (to greater and lesser degrees) but that 

does not mean they are meaningless, useless or inert. On the contrary, it is their 

entanglement of meaningfulness and materiality that challenges what we have come to 

expect from the poesis of objects. 

 

The janitor who presides over these objects is a modern-day god of trash. A janitor 

cares for buildings by cleaning and maintaining them, and a large part of the job 

would therefore entail consigning things to the dump. Etymologically, a janitor is a 

doorkeeper, the word “janitor” deriving from Janus, the Roman deity “regarded as the 

doorkeeper of heaven, as guardian of doors and gates, and as presiding over the 

entrance upon or beginning of things.”49 Janus is depicted with two faces, one on the 

front of his head and another on the back; he is the god of duality. On first glance 

then, the janitor is a perfect, present day god of dualist systems or structures that 

necessarily make and discard trash in order to function. Because this Janus is a janitor, 

however, the focus falls not on the tidy elements of these systems but on what gets 

discarded in order to make and maintain them. Moreover, this janitor’s trash is not a 

meaningless mass of undifferentiated matter but “poems,” which opens the door, so to 

speak, for rethinking the relationship between meaning and matter on the dump and in 

poetry, which are beginning to look like one and the same thing. 

 

The “wrapper on the can of pears” is a sign or advertisement for what is inside the 

can. The wrapper not only communicates the contents of the can but performs it; it is 

the wrapper’s announcement that makes the object a can of pears and not a can of 

soup. Packaging tells us how to see a thing and we rely on the truth claim of the 

wrapper in order to identify the object. However, given that the can is on the dump it 

is likely empty, in which case the wrapper no longer correctly announces the contents 

of the can. The wrapper is useless, just like the can. Unlike the empty can, however, 

the wrapper goes on announcing the pears, its materiality exposing the lie in its 

representative act and its claim to truth. The “corset” exposes a similar lie. This close-

fitting garment forms (by reforming and deforming) a body into a particular shape that 

is identified as feminine, creating what Foucault calls “docile bodies” (Kortsch 72). In 

this way it performs femininity and the feminine body, wielding the power to “literally 
 

49 “Janus, n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/100756. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
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fashion or fabricate the parameters of woman’s body and cultural identity” (Shifrin 

13). However, an empty, discarded corset no longer holds its shape and so this 

performance is stripped of the form that would establish the ideal body; the corset 

becomes a critique of the essentialist notion of a natural shape for the female body. On 

the dump, the materiality of the corset obstructs the ideological meaning of femininity 

as this ideal form. Instead of imposing meaning on matter, the discursivity of both the 

wrapper and corset can no longer be separated from their materiality as objects. 

 

“The cat in the paper-bag” upends more than one system of meaning by blurring the 

accepted borders of agency and existence. Imagine for a moment that you are walking 

past the local tip and you look over to see a paper bag jerking and lurching across the 

ground, rolling and leaping as though of its own accord. If you did not know that there 

was a cat in the bag you would be pardoned for believing that this inanimate object 

had somehow been imbued with the power of self-actuation or agency. But once the 

cat was out of the bag—pun most definitely intended—you would realise your 

mistake and remember that inanimate objects do not have the capacity for agency. 

This realisation does not replace the misplaced agency of the bag with human agency, 

however, but with a feral cat. This ferality reinstates the unruly effects of materiality 

within the spectacle. It could be argued that the cat is a non-human agency but it is not 

otherness that Stevens finds and arrays on his dump, nor is this cat intended as a figure 

of power that challenges anthropocentrism with a like agency. And anyway, that is too 

literal a reading of an image that relies punningly on the phrase “to let the cat out of 

the bag” for its significance. The ferality mobilised by this cat is that of the marginal, 

not of the simply wild but of the domesticated that has become untamed, having 

escaped or been thrown out of doors. This ferality is not located either here or there, 

like agency needs to be, or in a human or inhuman body or otherwise, but in the 

relation that sees one fit inside the other. Similarly, we do not know if the cat in the 

bag is dead or alive, and it is not until the cat is out of the bag, so to speak, that this 

most basic discrimination can be applied. Until then, like Schrodinger’s cat, it is both 

dead and alive. 

  

Last in the list is “the box / From Esthonia: the tiger chest, for tea.” That this box is 

“From Esthonia” has prompted the suggestion that this object belongs to the actual 

man who lived on the municipal dump down the hill from the Stevens, a man who 
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may have been a Russian emigrant. Holly Stevens recalls that “On this lot a man, 

seemingly coming from nowhere, built his home…I remember Dad saying that the 

occupant was a White Russian. We spent hours imagining things about him, and 

making up stories” (652). When we focus on the foreignness of the box, the dump 

becomes an even more foreign or alien place, further establishing its separation from 

us as readers and observers, just like Holly and her father up the hill. However, “From 

Esthonia” is only one of the box’s properties. It is also a “tiger chest, for tea.” Stevens 

liked drinking tea and one of his habits at The Hartford Accident and Indemnity 

Company was to make and drink tea every afternoon, which was unusual among the 

executives there (Brazeau 20). 50  A friend and assistant at The Hartford said that 

Stevens “used to love black Russian tea. He’d import that from an import house down 

in New York. I usually took [such packages] out to the house for him” (Leslie Tucker 

qtd. in Brazeau 32). The foreignness of this box obscures but is not antithetical to 

another plausible origin: the box is Stevens’ own trash. The hesitant addition of the 

words “for tea” suggests an intimate knowledge of this box that one would probably 

not have were it in the possession of an unknown man down on the local dump. What 

is more, “for tea” sounds like “for me.” Perhaps the box’s reference to Estonia has as 

much to do with Stevens’ tea-drinking habit as it does with Russian emigrants, which 

is about as much as trash has to do with all of us, on the dump or not. Likewise, the 

words “tiger chest” might be seen to add to the box’s mysterious, foreign air; but 

“tiger” can describe a grain pattern achieved in certain kinds of wood by quarter-

sawing, a favourite of the Arts and Craft movement active in America in the decades 

before this poem was written. Té Tigre was also the name of a tea imported from Sri 

Lanka (then Ceylon) and India by a company called Guillermo Johnston out of 

Montevideo.51 It is possible that Stevens imported this tea for himself. Focusing on the 

foreignness of the box instead of its possible connection to Stevens is to other the 

trash, pushing it down the hill and away from us as we read, write and tell stories up 

here where things are clean and familiar. But if this is Stevens’ box, the trash is 

entwined not only with his person but also with his poetics as he makes poetry out of 

 
50 There are a number of references in Brazeau’s oral biography to Stevens’ habit of drinking 
and importing tea; see pages 20, 23, 32, 33, 72 and 78. See also Letters of Wallace Stevens, 
pages 301, 303 and 324. 
51 I have not been able to discover anything concrete about this tea or its producer (which I am 
assuming is defunct). However, photos of their tea boxes or chests, which display a prominent 
image of a tiger as well as some detail about the company, can be seen online and for sale in 
auctions of vintage objects. See for example: https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/ 
vintage-te-tigre-tiger-tea-tin-box-159350917 
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an object he has discarded. The box becomes the apotheosis of the janitor’s poems, 

which stage not only the irregular materiality of objects but a materiality that is also 

the materia poetica of poetry. 

 

The entanglement of matter and meaning established by these object-poems is not to 

be confused with the transcendence of these categories, however. Sarah McFarland 

argues that because these objects exceed their use (their purposes having been 

fulfilled), they transport the poet “outside of language” (201) in an experience of 

“pure perception,” which is to say “that moment of pure embeddedness in nature” 

(204). However, she has forgotten that they are trash. She refers to Jane Bennett’s 

theory of vital materialism, which attributes agency to objects independent of human 

forces. This agency, which Bennett calls “thing-power,” describes “the strange ability 

of ordinary, man-made items to exceed their status as objects and to manifest traces of 

independence or aliveness, constituting the outside of our own experience” (Vibrant 

Matter xvi). An early example of thing-power in Bennett’s book Vibrant Matter 

narrates an encounter with trash in a storm drain: 

 one large men’s black plastic work glove 
 one dense mat of oak pollen 
 one unblemished dead rat 
 one white plastic bottle cap 
 one smooth stick of wood 
 
Glove. pollen. rat. cap. stick. As I encountered these items, they 
shimmied back and forth between debris and thing—between, on the 
one hand, stuff to ignore, except insofar as it betokened human 
activity (the workman’s efforts, the litterer’s toss, the rat-poisoner’s 
success), and, on the other hand, stuff that commanded attention in 
its own right, as existents in excess of their association with human 
meanings, habits, or projects. In the second moment, stuff exhibited 
its thing-power: it issued a call, even if I did not quite understand 
what it was saying. At the very least, it provoked affects in me: I 
was repelled by the dead (or was it merely sleeping?) rat and 
dismayed by the litter, but I also felt something else: a nameless 
awareness of the impossible singularity of that rat, that 
configuration of pollen, that otherwise utterly banal, mass-produced 
plastic water-bottle cap. (4) 

This trash, Bennett tells us, is alive with thing-power because each of the objects 

display their independence from the human. This is what McFarland is referring to 

when she says Stevens’ janitor objects are “outside of language”; but the singularity of 

Bennett’s objects does not exist outside of language any more than Stevens’ do. For 
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these objects to display their vibrant independence, Bennett has to conjure up a 

“singularity” for them, which she achieves by way of a decidedly poetic performance. 

Her initial list gives a new line to each object and is heavy on adjectives, which 

confers on each object a conspicuous particularity. Additionally, she begins each line 

with the word “one,” further ensuing that each object emerges from the 

undifferentiated mass into its assigned singularity. At first, this list appears a 

straightforward, objective catalogue of objects, but in fact it is a poem about objects 

that performs her peculiar observation, namely the singularity of these things. 

Bennett’s trash stands out “in its own right” because of language not in spite of it. 

Stevens’ list, by contrast, includes almost no adjectives even though the objects are 

described in some detail. Instead of adjectives, their modifications are prepositional or 

relational phrases (except “the corset,” which has no modifier but implies the phrase 

“for the body”), which, as I showed, make primary their peculiar entanglements of 

matter and meaning. Stevens’ list is no less of a performance, but he is under no 

illusion that these objects are not languaged. 

 

. . . 

 
 
 

§4 The dewiest residue 
 
 
Stanza two continues to challenge orthodox taxonomies, in particular those of 

language, and makes a mockery of our binary modes of evaluation and comparison. 

What floats to the top instead is a linguistic and material residue or poetic excess, that 

mess at the heart of language that representation likes to think it has eliminated. 

Again, it is only on the dump that we can encounter these difficult and even disgusting 

things without looking away, rejecting and even hating them. On the dump we come 

face to face with poetry’s “unmanaged and unmanageable residue and its abject 

liminality” (Boscagli 243). 

 

The nature/culture difference is again in play: 

The freshness of night has been fresh a long time.   
The freshness of morning, the blowing of day, one says  
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That it puffs as Cornelius Nepos reads, it puffs  
More than, less than or it puffs like this or that.    

(CPP 185) 

It is impossible to ignore the tension between the freshness of the natural world and 

Nepos’ puffing, between the rolling, breezy anapaests of the first two lines and the 

awkward, stilted rhythms of those following. Like Eleanor Cook, one can discern 

easily “the contraries of ancient and stale versus repeated yet fresh” (Reader’s Guide 

139). Repetition is not always on the side of freshness, however; it can be either fresh 

or stale depending on how it is read. This stanza’s tension is even more difficult than 

Cook suggests because it pivots on the conflicting modes by which freshness (and its 

apparent opposites) are defined. The first line neatly captures this tension by 

suggesting contraries simultaneously. The line can be read either sarcastically to mean 

that the freshness of night has been repeated for such “a long time” that it really 

cannot be considered fresh anymore; or candidly, in which case the freshness that 

night produces continues to be fresh no matter the extent of the repetition. The first 

meaning suggests a human weariness or fatigue with the predictability of not only 

diurnal repetitions but also the poems written about them. Alternatively, the second 

meaning registers renewal and replenishment in nature’s repetitions, celebrating 

nature rather than deriding it. But which of these readings or perspectives is the right 

one? Is it “this or that”? We could go around in circles trying to identify the 

relationships and hierarchies that might be being presented here, unravelling the 

differences between fresh and stale as well as between nature and culture in order to 

assign value. This attempt, however, is analogous to Nepos’ unproductive puffing, 

which amounts to little more than the trivial and relative adjustments of “More than, 

less than.” 

 

Cornelius Nepos was a Roman writer and historian known for his accessible and 

uncomplicated prose (unlike his contemporary, Cicero), which is why he appears 

regularly in Latin readers. Hence Bloom’s observation that in this stanza “morning 

and day have become standard texts also” (Wallace Stevens 145). Moreover, the 

natural world is being read and evaluated through Nepos’ linguistic and moral codes, 

“the blowing of day” incorporated into Nepo’s puffing. Nepos’ clarity came at a cost, 

however, and he has been criticised not only for being repetitious and for providing 

incorrect data on his subjects but also for his questionable ethics. In a Latin reader 

from 1863 his style and accuracy are called into question, and yet he is admired for 
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“the spirit of ‘virtuous morality and stern valour’ which ever breathes forth from his 

pages” (Bryce 10). As J. H. Miller points out, many of Nepos’ biographical subjects 

are murderous despots and warriors (“Anachronistic Reading” 78). In this poem, 

attempts to assign value to the natural world and in turn to sanitise language so that it 

can properly reflect this value while displaying its own is comparable to using 

Nepos—of all people—as a standard by which to measure nature and language. The 

consequence is neither linguistic clarity nor an objective assessment of nature but 

rather a display of triviality, which is present in the connotations of inflation and 

superficiality that attend the word “puff,” but also in the disintegration of identifying 

markers as they are reduced to minor oscillations between “More than” and “less 

than,” and in the only deictical or semantic difference between “this” and “that.” 

Moreover, we are prompted to ask how it is possible that Nepos and his particular use 

of language can have any effect on either the natural world or language. Surely the 

morning breeze—“the blowing of day”—is not so precious that it can be much 

affected by a simile or what one little known and unpopular historian “says.” 

 

Suddenly, the puffing of Nepos is rebuffed: 

The green smacks in the eye, the dew in the green    
Smacks like fresh water in a can, like the sea 
On a cocoanut—      

(CPP 185) 

Green is Stevens’ colour for spring, the earth and new life, connotations that anticipate 

the first line of the next stanza: “Now, in the time of spring.”52  To smack is to 

suddenly strike someone or thing, and a smack in the eye is figurative for a sharp 

rebuff. So it would seem that spring has sprung with sudden force and rebuff to the 

complacent regularity of dull rhetoric and the pitfalls of human judgement as an 

imposition of order. The anapaests have returned, rolling like breaking (smacking) 

waves, but how long will “fresh water” stay fresh “in a can?” Nature is packaged up 

again and will inevitably turn stale, as demonstrated by the following reproduction and 

repetition ad nauseam of “dew”: 

…how many men have copied dew  
For buttons, how many women have covered themselves  

 
52 Cf. The “green queen” in “Description without Place” (CPP 296). 
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With dew, dew dresses, stones and chains of dew, heads  
Of the floweriest flowers dewed with the dewiest dew.   

(CPP 185) 

Dew becomes a stale, over-used adornment, a bauble that signifies only superficially. 

But are those dew-soaked lines really so bad as to precipitate the strong feelings of 

this stanza’s final line: “One grows to hate these things except on the dump”? It is 

hard to imagine that Stevens would hold up for condemnation a gaudy passage such as 

this one, given that he is the poet of Harmonium, a gaudy collection of poems if ever 

there was one. If we take a perspective less inclined to judgement and instead pay 

attention to the dew, we can see how this dewiness breaks the rules of good linguistic 

and even poetic sense; it oozes from between the words and we wish it would stop or 

at least make a bit more sense. With its repetition, the word’s specific meaningfulness 

recedes or is overwhelmed, leaving only the residue (resi-dew) of image and meaning-

making, a material excess that threatens the semantic stability of the text. This dew is 

not stale nature (whatever that might mean) but rather an excess that muddies the 

comparative logic of the “More than, less than” and the clarity that the communicative 

and representational functions of language promise. A residue is what remains after 

the better portion of a thing has been used or used up; it is surplus and dregs, it is 

trash. In this way the dew-as-residue proves a foil to that which clarifies and arranges, 

resisting coherence and instead materialising the trash of language. This dew is 

residue because of a pun, an acoustic resemblance between the words “dew” and 

“residue”; it is a material resemblance, which focuses attention away from semantics 

and the possible nature and romantic associations that come with dew. “One grows to 

hate” this poem’s dewy things not because dew is overused as a poetic image or 

because it belongs to an outmoded poetics but because it is language’s excess, its 

trash, Blanchot’s “indelible residue of being” (Space 255), and it is therefore 

threatening to our ideas of order and meaningfulness. 

 

. . .  
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§5 Between things 
 

 

“Now, in the time of spring” seems to herald a determinate moment in the poem, a 

seeming present that chooses new life over stale images. However, “Now” is a deictic 

word like “this” and “that” in the previous stanza, putting into question which or 

whose present is being referred to here. Spring is a trope in modernist poetry for 

speaking about aesthetic production so its connotation will also change depending on 

what context it is given. However, instead of taking a position in time or space, or on 

the state of images in modernist poetics, the poem tries to get between positions, 

“Between that disgust and this,” suspending systems of meaning in favour of their 

exception. 

 

In modernist poetry, spring symbolises variously; but in two important examples (in 

addition to Stevens’) it is linked to trash. In Eliot’s The Waste Land, spring is a rude 

awakening that reveals just how broken and diseased is the contemporary modern 

world, which is compared to “A heap of broken images” (line 22). Eliot’s dump is 

barren and empty, a land so wasted even the trash is moving on: “The river bears no 

empty bottles, sandwich papers, / Silk handkerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigarette ends / 

Or other testimony of summer nights” (lines 177-79). Even though spring is a time of 

fecundity and new growth, the poem wonders what good can possibly grow in this 

wasteland: “What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow / Out of this stony 

rubbish?” (lines 19-20). Although this is a poem of despair and a mostly negative 

poetics, since its publication it has been credited with suggesting ways for poetry to 

respond to and create in this context, and by forging a path through its own wasteland, 

showing that poetry can be made from “A heap of broken images.” The first poem of 

Williams’ Spring and All, which begins “By the road to the contagious hospital,” was 

written in the weeks after the publication of The Waste Land. It begins in a winter 

wasteland, in the shadow of winter’s contagion, observing “the / waste of broad, 

muddy fields / brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen // patches of standing 

water” (“Spring” 95); but Williams finds here an incipient spring, a quickening, a 

“profound change” (96) that promises a “new world” (95). Spring for Williams is not 

a time of despair but a time to discover a new and local poetics, which emerge from 

the wasteland like new growth. Where Eliot uses spring to accuse both nature and 
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modernity of deception, Williams uses the same seasonal cycles to figure and expect a 

fecund new world for poetry and its objects: “rooted they / grip down and begin to 

awaken” (96). Both poems desire a road off the dump, whether that means leaving 

nature itself behind, spring and all, or finding it in the fecundity of spring and all. 

Although Eliot and Williams have different poetics, spring is the basic trope for 

constructing poetry according to systems of value that discriminate between what is 

waste and what is valuable in making images. Waste, however it is figured, is, in both 

cases, that which one wants to transcend. 

 

Stevens’ spring, his “Now,” is not the same as either of those springs because his 

understanding of trash is different. His dump is not a wasteland to be transcended, it is 

a way to get “between” the differences and discriminations that Eliot and Williams 

employ and in employing create: 

Between that disgust and this, between the things 

That are on the dump (azaleas and so on) 
And those that will be (azaleas and so on).    

(CPP 185) 

Disgust is a powerful word and it appears only this once in Stevens’ complete poetry. 

It describes those strong feelings and unavoidable reactions that discriminate against 

offensive and polluting substances. Susan Miller calls disgust the “gatekeeper 

emotion,” an affective response to otherness that erects and maintains boundaries of 

the body and the self, keeping one separate from undesirable outside contaminants: 

Whether responding to sensory data or to moral or aesthetic 
concerns, disgust speaks to the sense of identity. It declares what I 
am willing to accept as me and mine and what I want to assert is 
outside and alien, what I will embrace with delight and what smells 
bad to me—whether literally, when held to the nose, or figuratively, 
when proffered to the spirit. By specifying what I will not accept as 
related to me, disgust indicates my values but also my anxiety lest 
some contact leave me contaminated or diminished, brought from 
high to low, rolled in the mud and muck of experience. (14) 

Disgust constructs a position, an “I,” by rejecting what is not congruent with that 

position as well as what threatens it. In this way it is intimately connected to the 

mechanics of trash in that disgust affectively announces what must be thrown out or 

rejected in order that the boundaries of the subject be maintained. Eliot and Williams 

are disgusted by their wastelands and the risk of contagion they present. Stevens is 
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not; instead, he is steering “Between that disgust and this,” between springs, between 

styles in modernist poetics, between subject positions. This does not have the effect of 

recuperating what Eliot and Williams reject but of suspending the mechanism of 

disgust that causes the discrimination.  

 

The “(azaleas and so on)” are also subject to suspension if not outright rejection. 

Flowers and plants are tropes for image-making in this stanza as well as in Eliot and 

Williams’ poems. Eliot’s lilacs (“April is the cruellest month, breeding / Lilacs out of 

the dead land” [lines 1-2]) are foreign, he has inherited them, and his despair is owing 

in no small part to the corrupt culture his poetry has inherited. Williams is more 

familiar with his plants, which are the “twiggy / stuff of bushes and small trees” (95), 

as well as the originally European but now local and moderately toxic weed, 

“wildcarrot” (95), which is also known as Queen Anne’s lace. These bushes and 

weeds are local and mundane, described more than named, and their emerging clarity 

is a defining characteristic of Williams’ new poetics of immediacy. Stevens’ flowers 

are both more North American than Eliot’s flowers and less local than Williams’ 

bushes and weeds, a fact that puts him between them, but his flowers are “between” in 

another sense: they are contained in parentheses. They exist in an interval not only 

between Eliot and Williams’ images, between this and that, but between being here 

now and being there later, between presence and absence. This bracketing is not the 

phenomenological bracketing of objectivity or a materialist bracketing of images 

altogether, but a bracketing of aesthetic production that draws attention to the 

mechanisms of discrimination that produce this image or that. These mechanisms 

cannot be wholly rejected here any more than Stevens can write a poem without 

images, and yet we can see now how contextual and even relative they can be. It also 

discloses the “between” as a space for the potentiality of aesthetic productions or 

images. It is unclear whether Stevens’ flowers are dead, decaying or growing on the 

dump, which means that they might be all of these things. The dump is not yet divided 

indexically into “this” or “that” or “Now” or “will be,” nor is it a reduction to pure 

matter or idea, or to a baseline like nature or culture, dead or alive, local or foreign. 

The dump is “between” differences not as the collapse of difference but as the 

possibility of multiple forms that in forming will conform to differentials. In other 

words, the poem is not rejecting images or meaning, only suspending the mechanisms 

of discrimination by which images are made to matter in a given space and time.  
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§6 The moment 

 

 

It is in this “between” that “One feels the purifying change. One rejects / The trash.” 

Does this mean that the “between” is not messy after all but pure and clean and trash-

free? This is the opinion of the many critics who, as I show below, pursue waste 

management readings. However, another way of reading it is to see that this rejection 

is not a form of waste management but a rejection of the concept, category and 

nomination known as “The trash,” along with the desire to identify “this” as trash and 

“that” as something of value, namely poetry and its fresh images. The effect is not the 

collapse of difference but the suspension of the dialectic that would solve the problem 

of trash. This understands what the waste management readings cannot, namely why, 

in the final stanza, the poem is still on the dump and in the mess, and no transcendence 

or tidy-up has taken place. 

 

After “One rejects / The trash” there is a strange pause in the formatting of the poem 

before a reflection on the significance of that moment: 

    That’s the moment when the moon creeps up   
To the bubbling of bassoons. That’s the time  
One looks at the elephant-colorings of tires.  
Everything is shed; and the moon comes up as the moon  
(All its images are in the dump) and you see  
As a man (not like an image of a man),  
You see the moon rise in the empty sky.    

(CPP 185) 

The pause at the beginning of this stanza is strange because instead of following the 

same formatting as the rest of the poem, which starts its stanzas flush with the margin 

of the page, this stanza is indented. Or perhaps it is not a new stanza at all but a 

suspension of some kind in the middle of stanza three right after “the moment” has 

taken place. We cannot be sure, and I will say more on it below, but it does suggest 

that one needs a bit of extra space to interpret what just happened and that anything 

you say about it will necessarily be a reflection. The poem’s response certainly comes 

in with a reflective, backwards-looking tone: “That’s the moment when…”, although 

not quite in past tense. It also repeats the moonrise of the opening lines, an attempt, 

perhaps, at a retroactive interpretation of this experience of the dump. 



 134 

The poem’s interpretation of “the moment” is half gaudy poetry and never-before-seen 

images: “the bubbling of bassoons” and “the elephant-colorings of tires”; and, on the 

other side of a slicing semi-colon, half devoid of images (or aspiring to be): moon and 

man are moon and man with no images in the way to obscure them. Working out what 

exactly is happening here is not going to be straightforward and will probably involve 

making some assumptions about how poetry—Stevens’ poetry—works and what it 

elevates. In other words, readers have to make some waste management decisions. We 

can divide these decisions into at least four waste management styles: transcendence 

or total elimination; transformative gleaning; hoarding; and composting. 

 

The “purifying change” can be read as a moment of pure seeing and therefore of total 

elimination or resolution. This is J. H. Miller’s position when he says that “one sees 

(or thinks one sees) things as they are, without trope or deviation, in a double 

purification of both seer and seen” (“Anachronistic Reading” 79). For Sicari, this is a 

result of choosing the real over the truth: “As we shed everything that gets in the way, 

we achieve a way of seeing that is pure and satisfying. We see the moon as the moon, 

and not as Blanche placing a bouquet. In this “moment,” we see “As a man,” a human 

seeing that brings us closer to the world” (207). For McFarland, as we saw above, this 

“moment of pure perception” happens outside of language (204). The “purifying 

change” is, according to this perspective, waste management par excellence, the dump 

and its trash having been completely expelled from this pure seeing. 

 

Another order of waste management detected in this stanza is the extraction of value, a 

kind of transformative gleaning or recycling. Vendler’s Stevens cannot sit on the 

dump and say “I am sitting on a dump” so he tries instead to say “This dump is a 

flower garden,” a knowing fictionalisation that can perhaps glean the “apt eves, 

invisible priests, and stanzas” mentioned in the final stanza (On Extended Wings 18-

19). In which case the dump is both the truth and “oneself” (19). Longenbach observes 

a similar style of waste management when he argues that the dump is the unsorted 

world, full of culture’s artifacts as well as refuse. The purifying change signals the 

beginning of something meaningful, “the building of a future...When the man on the 

dump begins selecting and preserving his world” (Wallace Stevens 206). In these 

examples the stanza’s waste management is a gleaning that recognises “not everything 

on the dump is trash” (Longenbach Wallace Stevens 206). 
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According to Harold Bloom, the poesis staged by this stanza fails. That does not mean 

that waste management has failed, only that Bloom, unsurprisingly, perceives a style 

all of his own. The poet, says Bloom, “does not believe himself, nor do we believe 

him, when he insists that a reduced moon is the moon itself and that a reduced self is a 

true man, not an image of man. The emptiness of the sky in which we see the moon 

rise is no less a trope than all the rejected images were” (Wallace Stevens 146). This 

“wise refusal of his own decreations” results, however, in what Bloom sees as this 

poem’s enduring “self-disgust” (146). This disgust is a consequence of refusing to 

dispose of something even though it is indeed disgusting. I submit, therefore, that this 

refusal, which is actually Bloom’s refusal to retreat from his image of Stevens the 

solipsist, is an eccentric form of waste management called hoarding. 

 

A final example of how waste management can be applied here is the recuperation of 

trash by way of composting. Langdon Hammer argues that the dump is language as 

“the necessary ground of meaning” (108). This echoes Eleanor Cook’s observation of 

a composting process for language in Stevens’ “Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction”:  

Like matter, names may rot and break down into their constituents, 
syllables or letters. They make a richer soil than dead metaphors, 
and there is no dispute whether they are a source of meaning, for the 
possibility of all meaning is rooted here…Meanings and names 
grow, flourish, and die, but a ground of language remains. 
(“Decreations” 49) 

Cook’s ground of language is, like Hammer’s, “the stuff itself of language, its 

constituents, composed and re-composed” (Cook 50). However, in Hammer’s reading, 

the composting function of this ground exists to manage and sanitize the waste. Its aim 

is a moment and an image without residue “when the moon, ancient object of poetic 

contemplation, ‘rises in the empty sky,’ as unmarked as any fresh page, and it 

becomes both possible and necessary to see and name it newly” (107). 

 

These critics are all quick to discard or manage the trash, displaying the prominent 

attitudes to trash discussed above: disgust and rejection. These examples declare that 

poetry’s value emerges when trash is eliminated and that the poet, followed closely by 

the reader, is tasked with the job of choosing a style of waste management, which is to 

say poetics. I do not think that they are wrong, and yet they are only partially right. 

Poetics requires waste management of some kind or there would be no meaning at all; 
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however, I do not think that this poem is following one practice or suggesting that we 

as readers should either. This dump is much messier than that, which is another way of 

saying that truth is not so easily articulated as simply choosing one mode over another. 

 

Unlike the critics above, B. J. Leggett is not so quick to discard the trash. Instead he 

looks to the trash as a means to undermine systems of order that create trash, in 

particular the ideology of truth. In Early Stevens, his intertextual study of Stevens 

alongside Nietzsche, he critiques this drive towards waste management when he 

argues that the poem is not rejecting trash in the pursuit of truth but rather rejecting 

the concept of truth itself; Stevens’ dump is not a metaphor for reality but a reality as 

metaphor. Like Nietzsche with his “mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, 

anthropomorphisms,” there is no such thing as the truth, only illusions that we have 

forgotten are illusions (Nietzsche qtd. in Leggett Early Stevens 234); or, as Stevens 

puts it in “On the Road Home,” which appears directly after “The Man on the Dump” 

in Parts of a World, “You said, / ‘There are many truths, / But they are not parts of a 

truth’” (CPP 186). Leggett is right—there is no way to successfully reject the trash—

but his critique of waste management can go further. Leggett posits an alternative to 

the trash versus truth distinction when he distinguishes between “fresher” and “staler” 

images, those that are made in awareness of their fictionality and those that participate 

blindly in the illusion of truth, and the poem is shedding its stale illusions. However, 

this discrimination is another form of waste management, albeit a watered-down kind. 

As I have already shown in section four, the poem aims for something between fresher 

and staler, between “More than, less than,” and for an exception to discrimination and 

comparison. Leggett’s dump is not an exception; it is a profound and not necessarily 

incorrect relocation of the rule of fiction. I want to suggest, however, that the 

exception that is the dump is not a fiction more or less false than the truth, but a 

moment between fictions. Again, this is not a moment of truth but an exception to the 

law of non-contradiction that would posit it as either true or not true. 

 

Hence why that pause between stanzas (or in the middle of the stanza) is so important. 

It materialises the “between” as the suspension of those systems of meaning we know 

as language and interpretation. It is not beyond or outside of meaning or the poem, but 

rather the moment when meaning is still only potential within the materiality of the 

poem as formless, invisible stuff. In other words, “the moment” is not an event on the 
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dump that the poem can only describe (or not); the moment is poetry’s moment of 

material excess before meaning emerges as such. It is poetry without borders, a 

mutable and disordered topology of possible things and truths. This calls for 

reappraisal of these lines: “One feels the purifying change. One rejects / The trash.” 

Instead of reading it as a waste disposing act of transcendence (in one form or another) 

of the dump and its trash, it is a rejection of that rejection. This is why the poem 

remains on the dump. It is poetry’s trash—the trash that is poetry—that is being 

exposed, not poetry’s capacity to move or make beyond it. 

 

. . . 

 

 

 

§7 The the 
 

 

Whether or not the poem has, until the final stanza, been about disposing of rubbish 

images, discarding the old in a desire to make it new, or, as I have argued, about 

extending the trash, the poem ends squarely on the dump. The noble pursuits of 

meaning, truth and value, of poetry and philosophy, of declaiming “that which one 

believes,” are rooted in the arranging, managing and sifting of trash. Between the 

beats of this stanza flows the now familiar contingency as meaning, answers, images 

and, finally, “the truth” are referred back to their difficult beginnings. The truth does 

not exist beyond the dump but takes up dwelling there, with the poet, “where all the 

ladders start / In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart” (Yeats, “Circus Animals’ 

Desertion,” lines 39-40). 

 

The poem’s final stanza is arranged around sound, the making and the hearing of it, 

from beats and bird cries to the ear and utterance: 

One sits and beats an old tin can, lard pail.  
One beats and beats for that which one believes.  
That’s what one wants to get near. Could it after all  
Be merely oneself, as superior as the ear  
To a crow’s voice? Did the nightingale torture the ear,  
Pack the heart and scratch the mind? And does the ear  
Solace itself in peevish birds? Is it peace,  
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Is it a philosopher’s honeymoon, one finds  
On the dump? Is it to sit among mattresses of the dead,  
Bottles, pots, shoes and grass and murmur aptest eve:  
Is it to hear the blatter of grackles and say  
Invisible priest; is it to eject, to pull  
The day to pieces and cry stanza my stone? 
Where was it one first heard of the truth? The the.  

(CPP 185-86) 

The opening and repeated “beats,” like the beating of drums or chests, or the stomping 

of feet, are the soundtrack to the assertion of “that which one believes,” the rhythm by 

which such belief is manifest, the rhythm of language and image-making, of world-

forming and subjectivity. One gets near to what one believes by arranging the world 

into iambic pentameter and it is no small sound. It would be hard to hear someone 

else’s belief over this sound of one’s own; indeed, it might even be hard to hear 

oneself. But there is no doubt that this is poetry on the side of poetry, for all its 

variation, imperfection and lack of closure. It is in poetry that one does this arranging, 

asserting one’s belief and defining oneself, but can also always question those things, 

their context and relationship to previous contexts.  

 

The many questions posed in this stanza are not answered directly and even though it 

seems, through all the beating, that a position is being hammered out, this poem is 

asserting the possibility of positions, not any particular one. Although the stanza is 

increasingly intense, reaching a nearly feverish crescendo with the final set of 

questions, there is also something spacious about the choice and freedom to believe 

and create as you like. Will your poems of belief sound like nightingales or grackles? 

Will you write poems that pose the questions of philosophy or find in poetry 

alternatives to the philosophical mode? The italicised utterances—“aptest 

eve…invisible priest…stanza my stone”—suggest three major forms of poetics that 

you might choose from: Miltonic, romantic or modernist perspectives and modes of 

articulation. A poet has all these stylistic and epistemological options and more at 

their disposal; or, as Stevens would say, “The truth depends on a walk around a lake” 

(CPP 333). The tone is not mocking, however; on the contrary, this short history of 

poetic utterance has the weight of truth and an ascending tricolon behind it. It is not 

clear yet whether this plurality is an obstacle to truth, its revelation, or proof of its 

nonexistence. 
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This brings us to the poem’s final line: “Where was it one first heard of the truth? The 

the.” This is one of the most contested and difficult lines of Stevens’ oeuvre. Although 

there are some lines perhaps equally as challenging grammatically or more 

philosophically complex, this one is special for both its compression and endless 

unfolding. There are as many ways to read this line as there are ways and places to 

locate “the truth.” “The” is English’s only definite article. It indicates a person or 

thing, points to it in much the same way as “this” or “that,” but as an article its job is 

not to stand in for something but to make it clear what it is that we’re talking about. 

“The Man on the Dump”—what could be more clear? “The” is good at discrimination 

and order, at stating a thing’s category. It can denote universals (the cat is a noble 

animal) and particulars (the cat sat on the mat), one of a kind (the Cathedral of Notre-

Dame) and, with emphasis, superlatives (the Cat Stevens). And yet, “the” cannot stand 

alone like “this” or “that,” and its statement of category, as well as of identity, 

depends on not just its context but more words. 

 

“The the,” then, indicates itself as an act of indication, as the act of indication. One 

first hears “the truth” in the act of indicating the truth, in the the, not in some other 

thing outside of this indication. In other words, “the truth” does not depend on a pre-

existing thing or principle, rather the truth emerges from an act that can only take 

place in language, an act of identification and discrimination. “The the” refers us to 

the acts of discrimination that happen in and by language, to the assertion of truth and 

meaningfulness by way of chosen taxonomies and beliefs, perspectives and “a walk 

around a lake.” In this way, “the the” asserts that the truth is not a thing but rather 

multiple, possible truths depending on what perspective or belief you choose to apply, 

it could even depend on “a walk around a lake.” Although it refers us to the possibility 

of many and contrasting truths, it indicates no thing, only those margins of becoming 

where any thing, any truth, is yet to be indicated. 

 

Simultaneously, however, “The the” does indicate something: “the.” It indicates the 

word, the materiality that is required to do the indicating. In this way, if it was not 

already obvious, the second “the” is excessive but not unnecessary because it indicates 

the unseen of language. I wager that “The Man on the Dump” is often referred to as 

“Man on the Dump” or even “Man on a Dump”; not in the secondary literature, of 

course, but in conversation, informal notes and mistakes. As long as the major 
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terms—“Man” and “Dump”—are there and joined by a preposition, the referential 

work that is the poem’s name can be achieved.53 Drawing attention to the “the” draws 

attention to an excessive and often invisible materiality in the apparently referential 

functioning of language. This reflexive indication of materiality is poetry’s special 

function. But short of poems full of this sort of linguistic headache (exciting in small 

doses but perhaps not so much en mass), it falls to poetry to find other ways of making 

this indication. This poem uses the trope of trash, which is to say the excess in a given 

system that nonetheless enables or constitutes that system, to highlight the trash of 

language. The poem’s final words, “The the,” are an articulation of this trash no 

longer by way of the trope of trash but as it is in language and in poetry; it is not 

simply poetry’s trash but the trash that is poetry. This is where we first heard the truth: 

in the dense unyielding matter of language and all the potential for meaning that it 

holds. 

 

There is also an ontological depth to this final stanza that is more concerning or 

difficult to reconcile. It is apparent in the objects of this stanza: “mattresses of the 

dead, / Bottles, pots, shoes and grass.” These objects are different from those earlier 

janitor poem-objects, they are less specific and more everyday, but it is their 

materiality, which accentuates the excesses of poetry, that tell us how “The Man” of 

the title dwells on the dump. As William Allen puts it, “the nature of poetic or literary 

language is such that it exposes, by way of its peculiar relation to ontology, something 

excessive about the nature of language itself, and thus also our relation to ourselves, 

our history, and others” (3). Likewise, this poem’s trash is exposing the material 

residue of not only language but also, and not unconnectedly, of the human. The 

“mattresses of the dead” remind us that trash is truly abject and that sitting here is not 

unproblematic. Moreover, death is not a theoretical or aesthetic concept here on the 

dump, but materially present. This is another of the poem’s consistent attempts to 

confront us with that other, alien world of trash, with Blanchot’s corpse-image and its 

residue of being. Death might be the mother of beauty in theory, but when death is 

materialised into an object like it is here, we are reminded that death is something we 

 
53 Eliot noted in a letter to Ezra Pound that The Waste Land was being referred to without the 
definite article and that he desired its correction (Letters 736). Furthermore, Eliot’s poem is 
often referred to as The Wasteland or Wasteland, as if Eliot’s spacing means nothing. The 
importance of spacing in a title is perhaps nowhere more important than Stevens’ “The Snow 
Man,” which is not a poem about a snowman (however, in writing this I had to double check 
that that poem does indeed begin with a “the.”) 
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would really rather relegate to the elsewhere of the dump. It is, quite literally, but also 

metaphorically, a threat to existence. The man on the dump—who might be all of us—

is not just living with the knowledge of death, he is living in its material presence, in 

the realm of the abject or the non-human, which is to say, awkwardly enough, in the 

absence of what is to be human. 

 

The same inversion of presence happens when we consider the “Bottles, pots, shoes 

and grass” as objects on the dump. The shoes are not van Gogh’s peasant shoes, which 

materialise the work and life of the peasant who wears them. These shoes are on the 

dump so they are no longer equipment (or art). The bottles and pots might be broken 

or worn down, or simply no longer useful or of value, as in the case of a single-use 

bottle; and yet, perhaps they are here because they are being used by “The Man” of the 

title. Perhaps he has re-purposed these things of the trash to collect water and even 

cook for himself. Perhaps these shoes, thrown away by their first owner, are now on 

his feet. Thinking back to Holly Stevens’ anecdote of the “White Russian” who lived 

on the Hartford dump, it is not hard to imagine this scene. But what does it mean to 

use the trash, to use a thing that is by definition useless or of no value? To use or value 

the trash, to take it off the dump or out of the bin to reuse, recycle or compost it, 

seems like a good idea, especially as we humans produce ever more extraordinary 

amounts of waste with which to fill and destroy our planet. However, waste 

management that closes the loop by recuperating trash back into streams of use 

presents us with a problem: how are we to regulate our systems of value and meaning, 

and keep not just our house but our subjectivity in order, if there is no waste to call 

other? What does it mean for reason, meaning and value if the trash is no longer 

moved to the margins? What would be the ethical and ontological consequences of 

producing no waste? The “grass” becomes faintly threatening in this context, 

suggesting the naturalisation of the dump as a place of fluid borders, uncertain 

identities and disregard for taboo. Disorder threatens. 

 

This poetry of the dump is an inversion of being or at least of norms of being. 

Heidegger teaches that poetry, Hölderlin’s in particular, constructs a dwelling for 

being: “poetically, man / Dwells on this earth” (Hölderlin qtd. in Heidegger 214). But 

when man dwells poetically on the dump, not in a gathering of the organic and the 

divine but in trash, he dwells in the underside of being, in the disorder and the mess, 
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and in the continual undoing of the poetic creation that Heidegger may have taught us 

to expect.54 It is not anti-poetic here, however; there is still a considerable gathering of 

sun and moon, life and death, but it is a poetics or poetic ontology that refuses to solve 

the problem of presence and instead makes us sit in that problem and wonder what is 

the truth, but also what am I? If the man on the dump is both human and trash then he 

is outside of the desire to order, cleanse and, as Blanchot puts it, “humanize” (Space 

255). He is a corpse but he is not dead. The man dwells in his undoing. 

 

Which leads us back again to the final line: “Where was it one first heard of the truth? 

The the.” Already I noted that in this answer language no longer complies with its 

own system of meaning and the materiality of language is made visible. But there is 

also a breakdown of order that is more disturbing because it opens the end of the poem 

onto a posthuman world. “The” is both a method of identification and evidence that 

something is present or definite, so when it refers back onto itself we know that 

something is not working. On the dump, the systems that we use to identity ourselves 

and objects are no longer in place. Being is in disorder, having folded onto itself, 

which is not to say that here we confront nothingness or even the real. Terrifyingly, 

“The the” does not locate truth over the border in an inhuman outside or absence but 

brings the outside in here so that everything is on the dump. What we confront is a 

mess in which I cannot tell where you stop and I begin, or where I stop and the other 

begins. “The the” is what truth sounds like on the dump, which is to say at the 

beginning of things where one first heard it, and it is what being might sound like in a 

posthuman world. 

 

 

 
54  See Gutorow for an account of houses and edifices in Stevens’ poems as examples of 
“Heidegger’s House of Being” (150). Gutorow notes that there are also dilapidated and empty 
structures in Stevens that are at variance with this concept (151). 
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Chapter Four 
 

A Pineapple – “Someone Puts a Pineapple Together” 

 

 

 
When I go into a fruit store nowadays and find there nothing but the 
fruits du jour: apples, pears, oranges, I feel like throwing them at the 
Greek. I expect, and you expect, sapodillas and South Shore bananas 
and pineapples a foot high with spines fit to stick in the helmet of a 
wild chieftain.  

 
— Wallace Stevens, Letter to José Rodríguez Feo, Oct. 25, 
1948, (L 622) 

 
 
 
Wallace Stevens had a thing for fruit. According to his long-time friend and 

correspondent, José Rodríguez Feo, Stevens was “always going to fruit stores to buy 

things” (qtd. in Brazeau 139), an observation supported by a number of anecdotes in 

Peter Brazeau’s oral biography, Parts of a World. 55  As a young man, Stevens 

 
55 Examples include John O’Loughlin: “He was a great one for ordering fruit from California, 
dried fruit. And he was always looking for the unusual” (72); I. L. Salomon: “he said he 
wanted to pick up some fruit. [On the way to buy it downtown], he talked of fruit…” (134); 
John Gruen and Jane Wilson: “There was a fancy vegetable and fruit store on Fifty-ninth 
Street, and he always stopped there and bought on his trips to New York. He may have bought 
a little fruit for us” (206). Another instance appears in Stevens’ letter to Thomas McGreevy 
after Stevens visited MoMA in New York in 1949: “Is all this really hard thinking, really high 
feeling or is it a lot of nobodies running after a few somebodies? I enjoyed quite as much the 
window in a fruit shop that I know of which was filled with the most extraordinary things: 
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committed to a fruitarian experiment in which he only ate fruit for lunch: “To-day I 

bought a box of strawberries and ate them in my room for luncheon. To-morrow I 

propose to have a pineapple; the next day, blackberries; the next, bananas etc” (L 39). 

Unsurprisingly, many of his poems contain fruit such as pears, peaches, grapes, 

bananas, plums, pineapples, a watermelon, “rouged fruits,” “deep fruit,” “fruit-trees,” 

“fruit and wine” and “the fruit / Of an emperor,” to name only a selection. Fruit is a 

potent and familiar symbol of the cyclic processes of growth and decay; it can evoke 

abundance alongside temptation and even death. Commonly included in still lifes, it 

focuses aesthetic and epistemological questions of perspective, composition and 

representation. In “Sunday Morning,” the “pungent oranges” start out as part of a late 

breakfast only to become “things in some procession of the dead” (CPP 53), while 

death, the mother of beauty, “causes boys to pile new plums and pears / On 

disregarded plate” (CPP 55). Similarly, the apple of “Le Monocle de Mon Oncle” is 

the “luscious and impeccable fruit of life” and love, which “serves as well as any 

skull” to remind us of our human condition (CPP 11). This apple is the earthly 

temptation that separates us from paradise (imagined or otherwise), but fruit can also 

embody that promised wholeness on the other side of language and human desire, like 

Crispin’s plum (borrowed from William’s icebox): a “good, fat, guzzly fruit” that 

“survives its poems” (CPP 33). These fruits draw our attention to the finitude of 

human existence and knowing, as well as to the disjunction or rupture between 

language and what it aims to describe (which is to say that which it cannot adequately 

describe). As “Study of Two Pears” must finally admit: “The pears are not seen / As 

the observer wills” (CPP 181).  

 

The title of Stevens’ poem “Someone Puts a Pineapple Together” (1947) tells us that 

its titular fruit is already in pieces and is therefore in need of or perhaps just 

susceptible to putting together. But why is this pineapple already in pieces?56 If it is an 

effect of perception and language, are we to assume that the pineapple was once 

whole, an unspoilt thing itself in nature or before human consciousness? Perhaps it is 

the specific fragmentation of aesthetics in the twentieth century, in which case the 

 
beauteous plums, peaches like Swedish blondes, pears that made you think of Rubens and the 
first grapes pungent through the glass. But on the whole New York was a lemon” (L 647). 
56 It is interesting, although probably no more than a coincidence, that the Mk 2 grenade, which 
was standard issue for the American armed forces in World War II, was nicknamed “the 
pineapple” owing to the fretted grooves in its cast-iron surface. These grooves were designed 
to enhance fragmentation. 
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pineapple becomes a broken version of Keats’ urn. Or it could be that the art object 

has always been frangible, if not actually broken, as Angela Leighton suggests in her 

discussion of this poem: “The objet d’art, from the start, is not a thing in itself, but a 

likeness, a thing by a ‘tangent’ of seeing or thinking, and it comes with cracks” (180). 

Worse still, says Jeffery Blevins, the pineapple’s apartness might be “ontologically 

prior to togetherness,” and all objects, including ourselves, have this radical apartness 

at our origin (112). Whatever the specific cause or genesis of this apartness, the poem 

is concerned with the reparation of what Blevins calls the “seemingly unbridgeable 

ellipsis between the sensual world and our perceptions, inherited from Kantian 

metaphysics” (112). What is at stake, explains Thomas Martin, is no less than the 

metaphysical, epistemological and aesthetic questions of “reason, art, and reality” 

(28). Putting this pineapple together promises to solve a lot of things. 

 

Ergo, the poem tasks poetry with the job of putting the pineapple together to compose 

or recompose some order of wholeness. The act of composition is, etymologically 

speaking, a putting together, which is reminiscent of Stevens’ poem “Parochial 

Theme” from Parts of a World, which ends: “Piece the world together, boys, but not 

with your hands” (CPP 177). According to an essay by Stevens, this composition 

should be possible because of an alleged original or structural coherence between 

reality and imagination. “Someone Puts a Pineapple Together” is the second part of 

“Three Academic Pieces,” a lecture given by Stevens at Harvard in 1947 and 

published later that year by Partisan Review and Cummington Press, which first 

explains and then demonstrates this capacity of poetry to compose an “accurate” 

reality (CPP 686). The first of these three pieces is an essay called “The Realm of 

Resemblance” and it expounds a poetic theory which states that both reality and 

poetry are structured by resemblance, leading to the significant claim that “poetry and 

reality are one, or should be” (CPP 692). Although the essay acknowledges in passing 

the dissimilarity between things of the material world and the things of poetry, 

resemblance and its proliferation override difference to form a cohesive whole: poetry 

“touches the sense of reality, it enhances the sense of reality, heightens it, intensifies 

it. If resemblance is defined 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” (CPP 690). According to Blevins, this participation of reality and 

imagination creates the shared space that is the productive overcoming of their 
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difference (126). The essay concludes that poetry’s “repetitions of resemblances” can 

be so brilliant that they evolve the “ideal” (CPP 693). In short, the pineapple will be 

whole again. 

 

However, the pineapple’s apartness is more than just a moving symbol for our 

relationship to reality and its objects. Botanically speaking, a pineapple is a priori in 

pieces. It is a multiple or composite fruit, formed from a cluster of fruiting flowers 

(d’Eeckenbrugge and Leal 13). The flowers grow separately, and it is not until they 

begin to fruit that the individual carpels join together to create the pineapple, turning it 

into a whole object. A pineapple starts in pieces, but the totality that emerges obscures 

its original apartness. The word “pineapple” is also made up of initially discrete 

pieces. It is a composite word made from the smaller words “pine” and “apple.” Each 

of these words describe a part of the object known as a pineapple: “pine” refers to the 

fruit’s tessellated surface, which European explorers to the Americas found 

comparable to the surface of a pinecone; and “apple” tells us that it is a fruit. And yet, 

a pineapple is neither a pinecone nor an apple. The word “pineapple” is made up of 

pieces, but these pieces do not come together to compose a positive picture of the 

object in the way that the parts of a car or a jigsaw puzzle might. Rather, it is the 

absence of both pine and apple that composes this signifier. This is more than simply a 

case of words trading on the absence of the object that they name. The differential 

mechanics of metaphor are made literal here in the sense that the pineapple is neither a 

pinecone nor an apple, which is to say that the objects pine and apple are also missing 

from the object itself. What I am suggesting is that the a priori apartness of the 

pineapple is both material and semiotic, as well as a strange combination of the two. If 

we add this to the not-unrelated philosophical fragmentation of the pineapple 

remarked above, the pineapple’s a priori apartness creates a whole deal of difficulty. 

 

The instances of compositeness in this poem do not stop at the pineapple. “Someone,” 

the first word of the title, is also a composite word. Like “pineapple,” it partially 

reveals the object it describes by offering only pieces of its identity. “Some” is a 

grammatical determiner, but what it determines is the indeterminacy of its object. 

Combined with “one,” the resulting word “someone” describes a single person, but it 

is the non-specificity or even non-identity of that person that is stressed. Stevens often 

employs the third-person, singular pronoun “one” in his poems to evoke a universal 
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subject, a representative of persons in general, especially those confronted with 

philosophical conundrums. The decision here to use “someone” instead of just “one” 

emphasises the ambiguity of this person’s identity and perhaps prevents us from 

identifying with them, but it also underscores the use of compositeness alongside and 

perhaps even to obscure apartness and absence. Speaking of the poem’s title, although 

“Together” is not a composite word as such, it too connotes a gathering of otherwise 

separate elements. Not incidentally, the poem is itself one of three pieces (an essay 

followed by two poems), which are collected under the title “Three Academic Pieces.” 

The theme of three is repeated by the poem’s three cantos and their tercets, as well as 

the poem’s “three planets: the sun, / The moon and the imagination, or, say, / Day, 

night and man and his endless effigies” (CPP 693-5).57 The reason for this repeated 

compositeness (as well as the repeated threeness) cannot be separated from the 

difficult question of the pineapple’s a priori apartness any more than can the method 

for putting the pineapple together, which is to say its material and linguistic 

composition. 

 

The poem, as well as the commentary it generates, appears designed to resolve this 

difficulty and thus repair Blevins’ “seemingly unbridgeable ellipsis,” while solving 

Martin’s questions of “reason, art, and reality” (28). However, as I argue in this 

chapter, the poem fails to put the pineapple together. I agree with Martin and Blevins 

that the stakes of this poem are no less than epistemological and ontological, but the 

theory of resemblance cannot solve the difficulty of apartness staged by this object. 

According to this theory, “in the act of satisfying the desire for resemblance [poetry] 

touches the sense of reality” (CPP 690). Poetry’s metaphoricity derives from this 

initial contact between poetry and reality, a contact that emphasises similarity. The 

poem calls this process a “tangent,” a word coming from Latin tangere, “to touch.”58 

This touch is reparative, overcoming difference—the “seemingly unbridgeable 

ellipsis”—to put the pineapple together. However, touch also defines a limit, a point at 

which contact is interrupted and can go no further. Ironically, touch stages the ellipsis 

that the poem is in fact disavowing when it emphasises resemblance. Touch is not the 

reparative gesture this poem needs it to be; on the contrary, it further establishes the a 

 
57 For a thorough discussion of the poem’s threeness see Martin. 
58 It might seem counterintuitive that this essay focuses on touch rather than the more obvious 
sense associated with fruit, namely taste. I hope the reason for this will become clear. For more 
on taste and the sensory importance of fruit in Stevens see the excellent article by Reder.  
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priori ellipsis at the core of both poetry and objects of the material world. The poem 

fails to put the pineapple together, but not because it fails to find a solution to the 

object’s a priori apartness and repair the ellipsis, thereby composing poetry’s ideal 

totality. The poem fails because it purports to solve the difficulty of apartness, 

contravening Stevens’ own claim that “Poetry must resist the intelligence almost 

successfully” (CPP 910). 

 

In what follows, I read the poem alongside the essay to show how the theory of 

resemblance is put into practice. However, the pineapple of the poem prevents the 

desired corroboration of theory and practice, bringing our attention instead to the 

difficulties of putting together this object, which are also the difficulties of poetry. It is 

easy to criticise the theory of resemblance for being naïve or too idealistic, for trading 

on a transcendental assumption, but the poem is more interesting if we trace how it 

fails itself, how it writes the underside of this theory, preventing the composition of 

the pineapple from achieving anything more than a telling destruction of poetry. 

 

. . .  

 

 

 

§1 The tangent swarm 
 

 

The first stanza begins by observing someone observing something: 

O juventes, O filii, he contemplates  
A wholly artificial nature, in which  
The profusion of metaphor has been increased.  
 
It is something on a table that he sees    

(CPP 693) 

Given the poem’s title, we can fairly assume that “he” is the “Someone” of the title 

and that what he contemplates is the pineapple, but this stanza is far from a simple 

description of a pineapple or of a person looking at a pineapple. What we get instead 

is a Stevensian performance of the difficulties of ekphrasis. How do you describe a 

pineapple? Why does he begin in this circuitous, noncommittal way; why not begin by 
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describing its colour, shape and texture, its obvious characteristics? Stevens tried that 

in his earlier and better-known poem, “Study of Two Pears,” which describes in 

painterly language the colours and shapes of two pears; it is unclear whether the 

speaker is describing a painting of pears or a couple of actual pears. Like the later 

poem, it begins in Latin, asserting the speaker’s depth of knowledge in the mock-

confident tone of instruction: “Opusculum paedagogum” (CPP 180), which Eleanor 

Cook translates as “little work for teaching purposes” (137). The later poem uses a 

similar voice of authority in its opening apostrophe: “O juventes, O filii.” The earlier 

poem is determined to describe the pears as they are and not in terms that rely on 

resemblance or association, boldly declaring that “The pears are not viols, / Nudes or 

bottles. / They resemble nothing else” (CPP 180). However, the poem ends in 

disappointment when “The pears are not seen / As the observer wills” (CPP 181). 

“Someone Puts a Pineapple Together” appears to have learnt the lesson of the earlier 

poem and includes the observer from the beginning.59 Instead of setting out to describe 

an object, it will describe someone attempting to describe an object. In other words, it 

recognises the difficulty of observation for ekphrasis. The non-neutrality of the 

observer and their “will” means that they are ineluctably a part of the study they aim 

to achieve, no matter how objective they desire it to be. However, the poem’s speaker, 

who is in turn the observer of “Someone,” is not neutral or objective either. This 

sounds like the beginning of a mise en abyme such as we see in Diego Velázquez’s 

Las Meninas. There is no end to possible observers and their influence on the object 

and each other. Moreover, this chain moves right off the page: I, Holly, am an 

observer of the speaker who is observing the observer of the object and you are an 

observer of my observations. However, instead of focusing on the proliferation of 

difference in any direction, the poem is intent on similarities and on entwining, for 

example, the real object, its representation and any observers into one “wholly 

artificial nature” that is neither wholly artificial nor wholly natural. Charles Altieri 

says the poem aims to find “something positive in the difference” that those last lines 

of “Study of Two Pears” so tragically observe, and thereby to create a “plausible 

reality” in spite of that difference (“Why” 99). Accordingly, instead of proliferating, 

 
59 Alan Filreis argues that this poem is almost definitely about a painting of a pineapple, given 
that Stevens received early in 1945 a watercolour of pineapples by a Cuban painter, Mariano 
Rodríguez (370-371). Altieri, on the other hand, says: “The poem need not rely on analogies to 
painting, because it is after larger resemblances, after a sense of artifice at the very core of 
seeing” (“Why” 100-101). 
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the distance between “Someone” and the speaker-as-observer fades over the course of 

the poem until the final canto where “He” has completely disappeared. However, as I 

hope will become increasingly clear, this is only one of many instances in the poem 

that is not the purportedly successful overcoming of difference but its disavowal. 

 

The poem narrows in on the object, focusing on that “something on a table that he 

sees,” but instead of producing a clearly defined object, the “profusion of metaphor” 

only increases:   

It is something on a table that he sees,  
The root of a form, as of this fruit, a fund,  
The angel at the center of this rind,  
 
This husk of Cuba, tufted emerald, 
Himself, may be, the irreducible X 
At the bottom of imagined artifice,  
 
Its inhabitant and elect expositor.    

(CPP 693) 

In this profusion, “something” (another composite word) and “he” are quickly 

entangled. This is a grammatical strategy often employed by Stevens to blur the 

sometimes-hard difference between subject and object. Moreover, in the middle of this 

sentence we find the telling and conspicuous evasion: “may be.” At the bottom of this 

“imagined artifice” (itself a double negative of appearance) is the “irreducible X,” and 

although there is no one correct way to read this sentence, it is hard not to ask whether 

the X stands for the pineapple or for “Himself”—what is at the centre of this rind? The 

most obvious or frequent interpretation for X is a symbol for “pre- or extralinguistic, 

phenomenal or material reality” (Eeckhout Limits 251). David Galef, however, is not 

alone in arguing the opposite, that the “sentence resolves itself in favor of the poet, the 

‘inhabitant and elect expositor’ of reality” (594). The X could also function as neither 

subject nor object but the interaction between the two. Blevins says as much, although 

he adds that because of the poem’s early deictics, this interaction is actually “blank 

slate with blank slate, ostensibly an objective observation of bland facts, [that] 

acknowledges the interdependence and coherence of world and self” (117). As 

Eeckhout goes on to remind us, X has, since Descartes, been a common metaphor for 

something variable or unknown. It is important to maintain the difficulty of what X is 

or might be, recognising in it the dynamic, ever-reversable chiasmus (another X) at the 

heart of that subject/object/appearance/reality jumble. Or perhaps it is just as Reder 
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observes: “An X shape repeats on a pineapple’s rind like a madly generic, postponing 

asterisk” (260). 

 

This is, so far, a story of increasing complexity and multiplying pieces, which seem to 

only increase the manifold fragmentation of the object. However, the poem has an eye 

to bringing them all together under a third term or “tangent”: 

It is as if there were three planets: the sun,  
The moon and the imagination, or, say,  
 
Day, night and man and his endless effigies. 
If he sees an object on a table, much like  
A jar of the shoots of an infant country, green  
 
And bright, or like a venerable urn, 
Which, from the ash within it, fortifies 
A green that is the ash of what green is, 
 
He sees it in this tangent of himself.    

(CPP 693-4) 

Perhaps surprisingly, the confusion generated by the “irreducible X” is cleared up or 

cleared away, swept under the table by this more pragmatic attitude, which focuses on 

the significant, even cosmic, capacity of the human imagination for metaphor. Under 

its influence, a mere “object on a table” reflects everything from birth and beginnings 

(“the shoots of an infant country”) to death (“a venerable urn”) and rebirth (“A green 

that is the ash of what green is”), which is no less than representation itself. This is 

what happen when someone sees the object in a “tangent of himself.”  

 

A tangent is a straight line or plane that “touches a curve (or curved surface).”60 The 

word comes from tangere, “to touch,” and as an adjective describes something 

touching or contiguous. At that point of contact, the lines or surfaces necessarily veer 

away from each other owing to the angle of the curve. Hence the figurative meaning 

of tangent as “off or away with sudden divergence, from the course or direction 

previously followed.”61 The “tangent of himself” touches the object before veering 

into its own description or understanding of that reality, in which the object “becomes 

a thing / Of weight, on which the weightless rests.” But what of that touch? What 

 
60 “tangent, adj. and n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/197478. 
Accessed 20 October 2020. 
61 Ibid. 
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effect does it have on what comes after? Touch is the most immediate of the senses 

and perhaps the most immediate experience one can have. It brings us into contact 

with a person or object, closing the gap between us. In De Anima, Aristotle argues that 

touch is our primary sense, that without it all the other senses are impossible and 

indeed it would be impossible to live (435b). Mladen Dolar, in his excellent essay on 

the topic, “Touching Ground,” says touch is “a prenatal experience” in which distance 

collapses into “the zero distance, the zero space” (79). In “The Realm of 

Resemblance” Stevens states that poetry “touches the sense of reality, it enhances the 

sense of reality, heightens it, intensifies it. If resemblance is defined 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” (CPP 690). Nature and 

the imagination both beget by resemblances and this is the basic structure of reality, 

according to the essay. Poetry emphasises these similarities by “touch[ing] the sense 

of reality” and in this way it participates in that structure. In fact, Stevens concludes, 

poetry and reality are not separate entities, “poetry and reality are one, or should be” 

(CPP 692). Touch in this context means to paint or draw with a light touch, making 

only small modifications, or to “affect the colour, appearance, or aspect of” 

something.62 Poetry, like the “tangent of himself,” changes reality slightly, not to 

create a new reality but to add something to it, participating in the composition of 

reality by generating appearances sympathetic to and ultimately coherent with the 

reality of nature. But, again like the tangent, this touch also describes how poetry 

touches or comes into contact with reality, collapsing distance and dissimilarity. This 

collapse occurs at the micro level between objects and ideas (which is also to say 

between objects and objects, and concepts and concepts), and at the macro level 

between poetry and reality. Poetry’s special touch establishes points of contact that 

emphasise similarity over dissimilarity, difference disappearing in a show of 

brilliance, which is to say poetic similitude or metaphor. Hence Blevins’ reparatory 

“poetics of participation” (114) in which the subject touches and is touched back by an 

object in a shared and reparatory space, the space of “zero distance.” This is where 

“the ephemeras of the tangent swarm” in a Deleuzian throng of resemblance.  

 

However, a touch is not only a point of similitude or of “zero distance”; it is also an 

encounter with a limit or edge beyond which touch cannot penetrate. In this sense, 
 

62 “touch, v.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/203877. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
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touch, somewhat paradoxically, discloses difference just as much as it emphasises 

similitude. Hence why Jean-Luc Nancy in “The Sublime Offering” associates touch 

with the sublime, the attempt at transcendence that is necessarily stopped at the limen 

or threshold to the other.63 One can also hear (or see) touch in Lacan’s concept of 

tuché, which he defines in Seminar XI as “the encounter with the real,” which is 

always a missed encounter or an encounter with the untouchable ( Four Fundamental 

Concepts 52).64 Touch is the interruption of the continuity or immediacy of contact; it 

interrupts itself. In On Touching—Jean-Luc Nancy, Derrida asks “What is contact if it 

always intervenes between x and x? A hidden, sealed, concealed, signed, squeezed, 

compressed, and repressed interruption? Or the continual interruption of an 

interruption, the negating upheaval of the interval, the death of between?” (2). Touch 

is not simply either contiguity or distance, sometimes touching, sometimes not; touch 

complicates the either/or as well as the inside/outside of contact. Touch, says Dolar, is 

not what it seems to be, namely “firm and palpable, solid and plain,” but rather more 

difficult; indeed, philosophy’s most essential and vexed concepts are materialised by 

touch: “the limit, the difference, the inside and the outside, the nutshell of a self, the 

body, affecting and being affected, materiality, the other, otherness, immediacy, 

mediation, distance, reciprocity, split, the very notion of space, of contiguity, of 

contact, of the limited and the unlimited”—hence “the vastness of the problem” raised 

as and by touch (80). 

 

In “A Taste of Fruit,” George Castellitto implies that there is something perverse 

about Stevens’ distance from reality and his reluctance to “reach out [his] hands to 

touch and taste the fruits of the world,” which he contrasts to William Carlos 

Williams’ healthy appetite for reality (442). Castellitto is right that touching and 

tasting in Stevens’ poems can be very abstract and are always mediated by the poet’s 

awareness of the refractions of language. Carolyn Masel’s wide-ranging article on 

Stevens and touch argues that in every instance touch is not physical in Stevens’ 

poems. The one exception occurs, she says, when “A Dish of Peaches in Russia” 

opens with the claim that “With my whole body I taste these peaches, / I touch them 
 

63 See p.233 in particular.  
64 “Tuché emerges unexpectedly to interrupt the norm of one’s image. The word can be further 
associated with the French taché, meaning stain or accidental mark, and touché which denotes 
being touched…There is a sonic and conceptual connection between Lacan’s tuché and the 
words tyche, touché and taché which suggests that Lacan’s subject is being surprised (tyche), 
touched (tuché) and stained (taché) by the gaze simultaneously. These intertwining meanings 
make direct links between representation, accident and the real” (Manolopoulou 39). 
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and smell them” (CPP 206) only to immediately question the possibility of such an 

experience, arguing that language creates an excess that cannot be consumed (27). 

Masel’s essay is an extensive survey of instances of touch in Stevens; however, it does 

not take into account the complexity of touch that I am exploring here, namely the 

apartness also implied by touch alongside the immediacy of touch as contact. 

Interestingly, the essay ends with lines from “An Ordinary Evening in New Haven” 

that declare the difficulty or “trouble” that the essay declines to discuss: “The 

heaviness we lighten by light will, / By the hand of desire, faint, sensitive, the soft / 

Touch and trouble of the touch of the actual hand” (CPP 406). It is not only language 

that creates difficulty for touch, but also bodies and matter, the “touch of the actual 

hand.” As Castellitto acknowledges, the difference between Williams and Stevens 

rests on the fact that Stevens cannot bring himself to exclude the human observer from 

reality. Williams, he says, created “images [that] represented the specific components 

of reality and not, as Stevens prefers, the consideration of the relationship between the 

perceiver and the matter of the cosmos” (445). However, if Stevens is reluctant to 

touch reality but Williams is not, then Williams is also interested in this relationship—

because what is touch if not this relationship?—but his touch is the touch of 

immediacy and direct contact. What we see in “Someone Puts a Pineapple Together,” 

however, is not a poet less interested in touching and tasting the fruits of the worlds, 

but rather a poet that cannot escape the apartness that this touching also necessarily 

indicates (even though he tries, as section three shows in detail). 

 

This is the difficult and spikey territory that Stevens gets himself into by touching the 

pineapple. The poetics of resemblance uses touch to emphasise similarity, and in so 

doing it risks disavowing difference: when poetry “touches a sense of reality,” Stevens 

says, it “complements and reinforces that which the two dissimilar things have in 

common” (CPP 690). And yet, touch touches difference—that ellipsis at the centre of 

meaning—as perhaps nothing else can. Far from repairing the pineapple’s a priori 

apartness and putting the pineapple together, this touch inadvertently puts apartness 

squarely on the table. Apartness becomes a question of touch, of the sort of contact or 

encounter one might have with the other. In On Touching, Derrida approaches the 

question of touch as the experience of being touched by a question, “la question,” 

which comes not from himself but from the other, from the “prephenomenological” 

(1). “She” (“la”) is the question of the real, of the untouchable or inaccessible beyond 
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that limit that touch touches; but “she” is also something that can be sensed or 

touched, as in Stevens’ “sense of reality,” which is not a sense in the sense of a 

knowledge of reality but a sensation, a touch. “Sense is touching,” says Nancy in 

“Elliptical Sense,” an essay about Derrida, and what is “transcendental, or ontological, 

in meaning is touch: the obscure, the impure, the untouchable touch” (189).  

 

“Someone” touches a pineapple, but is touched back by the question of touch, by 

apartness, difference and the real. “He” will not be able to put the pineapple together 

unless he can find answers to this question. Hence why canto two is concerned with 

the truth of this pineapple and also of poetry. Nancy suggests that touching truth 

requires that “one turns and deviates from it to observe its silence” (qtd. in Derrida, 

On Touching 371n20). Unfortunately, canto two turns towards the truth, not away 

from it, in the aim of resolving the question of touch and the difficulty of the 

pineapple. 

 

. . . 

 

 

 

§2 Incredible pineapples 

 

 

In canto two, the poem’s speaker continues to narrate the “someone” or “He” that is 

contemplating the object. However, the interest turns away from the specificity of the 

interaction and gets more philosophical, asking after the truth of the object. It is 

increasingly clear that “someone” holds the same views as are expounded in the 

preceding essay, which is to say that “He” is Stevens himself (at that point in time 

when he wrote the essay). The canto explains that neither the immediacy of 

objectivism nor its opposite, those positions that reject the possibility of closing the 

gap between mind and world, are capable of touching the truth of the object. Only 

resemblance can touch the pineapple, composing a metaphor that bridges difference: 

the “tuft of emerald that is real” (CPP 695). In this way, the canto is a justification of 

this poem’s method by way of a general and simplistic history of the object in poetic 

theory, which accords with and supplements the essay. As such, it is rather too 
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academic, even though its final lines are probably what Vendler would call this 

poem’s “emotional heart” (Wallace Stevens 44); but far from being a theoretical 

addendum to the main event—the actual composition of the object—this history adds 

more parts to the swarm, in particular the pieces that Stevens thinks he is excluding 

from the object by rejecting in this philosophical history. In other words, this short 

history of the presentation of the object in poetry might clarify Stevens’ position and 

poetics, but it also gives us reasons to doubt his solution, putting the difficult object 

squarely on the table where Stevens would like us to see a glittering and whole 

pineapple. 

 

The canto opens with a moral imperative: 

He must say nothing of the fruit that is  
Not true, nor think it, less. He must defy  
The metaphor that murders metaphor.     

(CPP 694) 

To say or think something “true” about the fruit is not to articulate some universal 

truth of the thing itself and avoid metaphor, but to create fresh resemblances or 

analogies. A dead metaphor is not only not “true,” it is dangerous, murderous even, 

because it destroys our ability to use language to participate in the structure of reality, 

in what is indeed “true.” Again, the effect or impact of the observer’s self is, like the 

tangent, a primary constituent in this image: 

He seeks as image a second of the self,  
Made subtle by truth's most jealous subtlety,  
Like the true light of the truest sun, the true  
 
Power in the waving of the wand of the moon,  
Whose shining is the intelligence of our sleep.  
He seeks an image certain as meaning is  
 
To sound, sound’s substance and executant,  
The particular tingle in a proclamation  
That makes it say the little thing it says,  
 
Below the prerogative jumble. 

(CPP 694) 

The “meaning” of sound in poetry as in music is not what it identifies but the sense 

that it gives and which, as Stevens says when speaking of Mallarmé’s verse, ideally 

creates an “agreement with reality” (CPP 679). The question of identity is a 
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“prerogative jumble,” where truth is a question of authority, of who speaks first and 

loudest, but in a way that generates more confusion than truth. “We are not dealing 

with identity,” Stevens says in the first essay, “Both in nature and in metaphor identity 

is the vanishing point of resemblance” (CPP 687). 

 

To say something true about the fruit requires suspending that “prerogative jumble” 

created by philosophers debating the substance of reality; but, on the other end of the 

spectrum, it is more than simply paying attention to the object and the resemblances it 

makes with the world surrounding it: 

The fruit so seen 
As a part of the nature that he contemplates 
Is fertile with more than changes of the light 
 
On the table or in the colors of the room.   

(CPP 694) 

The observer is a part of the nature that he contemplates, thus “its propagations are 

more erudite” but only in the sense that the observer adds mere “scholia,” which is 

“jotted down in the dark,” no less. The observer has an undeniable effect, but not an 

authoritative or “prerogative” effect; they do not shine light on the matter, so to speak. 

This poetics of the “metaphysician in the dark” (CPP 219) is familiar from Stevens’ 

early poem “The Man with the Blue Guitar” in which the poet “cannot bring a world 

quite round” but can still say something true if they “Throw away the lights, the 

definitions, / And say of what you see in the dark” (CPP 150). 

 

In the next few stanzas the speaker explains how “He” came to hold this view of the 

truth, which he positions between objectivist and more sceptical poetics. He asks: 

“Did not the age that bore him bear him among / Its infiltrations?” Apparently not. 

Stevens was born of the modernist age and its objectivist poetry, in which we hear 

both Williams’ dictum: “Say it: no ideas but in things” (Paterson 14), as well as 

imagism’s mandate: “Direct treatment of the ‘thing’” (Flint 199). That was when “a 

pineapple on the table was enough [and] Green had, those days, its own implacable 

sting.”65 Green is a common symbol or resemblance for nature (and reality as nature) 

 
65 Martin takes this objectivist attitude back further to a time when humans did not consider 
themselves apart from nature: “Consciousness was consciousness of the object, and no rift 
separated subject from object. Indeed, there was no room for, or even need of, the subject. The 
outlook was purely objective” (38). 



 158 

in Stevens’ poems, as in the “green queen” (CPP 296) or “that alien, point-blank, 

green and actual Guatemala” (CPP 219). But across his poems Stevens consistently 

recognises the need for “So much more than that” (CPP 178), as he says in “The 

Poems Of Our Climate,” a poem from the thirties that lampoons the objectivist style of 

presenting objects without recognising the inevitable (and satisfying) contribution of 

“the never-resting mind” (CPP 179) to any experience of the things of the world. In 

that poem he embraces the difficulty of presentation, saying that “The imperfect is our 

paradise…Lies in flawed words and stubborn sounds” (CPP 179). 

 

In the course of this allusion to modernist theories of the thing, the “pineapple” is 

named, which is to say the word “pineapple” appears for the first time since the title. 

Why now? If the theory of resemblance is working, does the object need to be named? 

(Optional exercise: give the poem to someone who hasn’t read it and block out the 

words “pineapple” to see if they can guess what object is being described.) The irony 

of William’s “no ideas but in things” stance is, of course, that one must “Say it,” say 

“pineapple,” and let the apparent immediacy of language—the word for the thing—do 

much of the work. Whereas in “Someone Puts a Pineapple Together,” the word 

“pineapple” does not get us any closer to the fruit. It is used at this moment in the text 

to “say” the poetics of immediacy that it is rejecting. 

 

That “age” of object poetry is contrasted with the ideas of the “forfeit scholar,” which 

make a “furious roar in his [the scholar’s] capital” or his considerable head. Whereas 

Williams’ poetics are minimal in its descriptions of objects, this scholar prefers 

“enlargings,” elaborations of great detail and supplement, as well as “pale 

arrondissements,” which might be to circle around the thing with indistinct renderings 

rather than treat it directly. This is a poetics of ideas, not things. This scholar has been 

associated with Descartes, which is possible if you take the objectivist “age,” as 

Martin does, to have occurred not during Stevens’ time but before the emergence of 

subjectivity.66 Perhaps there is also something of Mallarmé in this “forfeit scholar” of 

 
66 For an alternative reading that sees these stanzas refer to three major stages of intellectual 
history see Martin, p.36ff. According to Martin, this history begins with the immediacy of the 
world, when “a pineapple on the table was enough.” This naïve but “natural” age gives way to 
Descartes’ “enlargings and pale arrondissements,” and an age in which the self is asserted. The 
final and present stage is subjectivism, when the world of objects is always up for debate and 
each individual can hold his or her own opinion in an intellectual “privacy.” Martin’s reading 
here does not directly contradict my own; the difference between the objectivist position and 
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“arrondissements” (the word “forfeit” derives from Old French for “transgress”) and, 

presciently, French theory of the 1960s onward, both of which can be said to put ideas 

before the thing. (However, Mallarme was neither philosopher nor scholar according 

to Stevens [CPP 678].) If we see the scholar on this side (historically speaking) from 

Williams, we can hear them voicing the increasing rejection of a singular, certain or 

presentable reality. Instead of trying to identify this scholar, we can surmise that they 

disagree with objectivist thought, “coming in” with their heads full of those circuitous 

ideas that preclude objectivist immediacy and, in all probability, the pineapple’s 

reparation. 

 

This short history of the presentation of the object declares the metaphysical debate—

or question of apartness—with which this poet of the pineapple must contend. The 

poet’s solution is to side with neither of the above positions. Although “He” heeds the 

scholar’s argument probably more than the opposing one, the scholar is called 

“captious” (fallacious or sophistical), suggesting that “He” does not entirely agree 

with the theory from “there” (France? Not here?) “where the truth was not the respect 

of one, / But always of many things.” The scholar’s fragmentation or apartness is too 

radical for the poet to accept; “He” cannot not share a metaphysics that precludes the 

repair of what Blevins calls “the seemingly unbridgeable ellipsis between the sensual 

world and our perceptions” (112), and yet he must accept the imperfections in 

language and experience. Although “He” can agree that truth might have multiple 

aspects, for him they must be reconciled in the “one,” the poetic ideal that repairs the 

split between language and nature. The solution to this difficult apartness is to posit 

metaphor as the bridge that equates poetry to reality: 

He had not to be told 
 
Of the incredible subjects of poetry. 
He was willing they should remain incredible, 
Because the incredible, also, has its truth, 
 
Its tuft of emerald that is real, for all 
Its invitation to false metaphor 
The incredible gave him a purpose to believe.   

(CPP 695) 

 
theories that reject immediacy is maintained. However, in my opinion, Martin has to work 
Stevens’ words too hard to make them fit his detailed timeline. 
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He does not believe in immediacy as such, nor can he accept radical or 

insurmountable apartness, so he has instead to believe in poetry’s “incredible” 

capacity to compose something accurate to reality—the “tuft of emerald that is real.” 

The word “incredible” means “cannot be believed; beyond belief,”67 and yet here the 

poet is saying that it is the incredible that incites his belief. This sounds like Stevens 

rehearsing his oft-repeated readiness, indeed neediness, to believe in what is not true: 

“The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which you know to be a fiction, there being 

nothing else. The exquisite truth is to know that it is a fiction and that you believe in it 

willingly” (CPP 903). And yet the fiction of the incredible metaphor is not untrue or 

even invented, it is the form that truth takes in language. The “tuft of emerald” is a 

metaphor that is real; it is how poetry touches the truth. The poet has solved the 

difficulty of the object’s apartness by bridging it with the incredible metaphors of 

poetry. This is all theoretical and will need to be tested in practice in the final canto, 

but the poet now has “a purpose to believe” that his poem can put a pineapple together 

and that he can touch its truth. 

 

. . . 

 

 

 

§3 A difficult apartness 
 

 

In the final canto, the poet demonstrates his theory of resemblance by putting the 

pineapple together. Metaphors are piled onto metaphors in a great feat of word and 

image play. The pineapple is not put together as the poet wills, however, not because 

resemblance cannot be avoided, as is the case when Stevens tries to put together two 

pears, but because there is more to metaphor than resemblance. The poetics outlined in 

the preceding essay might work in theory, and Stevens might really “believe” in it, but 

in practice it fails to account for the elliptical pieces or absences that touch on the 

composition of an object. Ultimately, the poet fails to put the pineapple together. 

 

 
67 “incredible, adj. and n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/94046. 
Accessed 20 October 2020. 
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The poem turns back to the fruit on the table, ready to demonstrate canto two’s theory 

of—or should we say belief in—metaphor and update the now outdated “Opusculum 

paedagogum” (CPP 180). But instead of taking the authoritative tone of either 

instructor or an objective observer once removed, the speaker seems almost surprised 

by the wonders of this little piece of fruity flesh: 

How thick this gobbet is with overlays,  
The double fruit of boisterous epicures,  
Like the same orange repeating on one tree  
 
A single self. 

(CPP 695) 

All roads—let’s say all the tiny tessellated grooves on the pineapple’s back—lead to 

“a single self.” What is being described here is a composite fruit, its original 

multiplicity testified to in this tessellated overlay, and yet ultimately it is single, 

consisting of only one part. It has the doubleness, perhaps even duplicity, of being 

fleshy and delicious on the inside, a matter for “epicures,” while being spiky and 

inedible on the outside, reflected in the roughness of the word “boisterous.” It also has 

overlays of philosophical perspective: this fruit is the material thing of objective 

poetics and the aesthetic object of more subjective desires; it is a pineapple on a table 

and a pineapple in the mind. These “overlays” are not just human abstractions added 

(or subtracted) from reality’s totality, but part of the object in reality. They are 

aesthetic gobbets, like the metaphors listed in the following stanzas, but they are also 

just the markings on its skin, traces of its composite materiality. Its pieces are both 

material and meaningful, spikey and subjective; but “Like the same orange repeating 

on one tree,” all of these pieces are of that undivided, single self. Note that this fruit is 

not called a single object; instead the word “self” is indexical here, allowing for the 

overlap of perceiving poet/speaker and the object on the table. This overlap, which is 

also the crossing of multiple into singular or the totalisation of parts, opens a space for 

what Blevins calls the poetics of participation, the reparative engagement between 

subject and object, or reality and imagination, that “offers a way for the poet actively 

to engage the world: materially, idealistically, politically, or otherwise” (126) and thus 

to span “the seemingly unbridgeable ellipsis between the sensual world and our 

perceptions”(112). In this space “poetry and reality are one” in their shared 

“proliferation of resemblances” (CPP 692, 691), remembering that resemblances 

occur in nature as well as in the perceiving mind.  
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The halt on instruction does not last long and we are directed—with not a little 

gravitas—to stop thinking about reality as if it alone had claim to the wholeness of a 

“single self.” And then, the “ephemeras of the tangent swarm”: 

Divest reality 
Of its propriety. Admit the shaft  
Of that third planet to the table and then: 
 
1. The hut stands by itself beneath the palms.  
2. Out of their bottle the green genii come.  
3. A vine has climbed the other side of the wall.  
 
4. The sea is spouting upward out of rocks. 
5. The symbol of feasts and of oblivion .  .  . 
6. White sky, pink sun, trees on a distant peak.   

(CPP 695) 

These metaphors and the six more that follow have been praised for their remarkable 

skill, a veritable “tour de force,” according to Cook (Reader’s Guide 298); “a series of 

twelve wildly fantastic and delightfully astonishing metaphors” (Eeckhout Limits 

162). They are highly original, which is perhaps unsurprising given there is not a great 

deal of pre-loaded symbolic history to a pineapple, as compared to an apple, for 

example. I say more below about various possible symbolic functions of the 

pineapple, but with regards to the list of metaphors it is more important to note that the 

resemblances are more visual than symbolic. For example, the “palms,” the “green 

genii” and the “spouting” sea are all clear references to the pineapple’s tuft of leaves. 

These resemblances demonstrate how the poet sees the pineapple on the table and then 

uses this visual stimulus to swerve away to create a metaphor and, so it would seem, a 

poem. This repeated tangential movement puts the pineapple together by piling 

resemblances one on top of the other in the “proliferation of resemblances [that] 

extends an object” (CPP 691). The arrangement of these lines in the style of a list 

reinforces this stacking operation by piling lines of poetry one on top of the other. 

(The consequence of the lack of enjambment brought about by this method is raised 

below.)  

 

This “profusion” brings us to “the tropic of resemblances,” an apt place to find a 

tropical fruit, especially one composed of metaphor or tropes. This is reality qua 

resemblance where the law is apposition, the layering of pieces edge to edge with each 

other, their touch creating or emphasising their similarity: 
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These casual exfoliations are  
Of the tropic of resemblance, sprigs  
Of Capricorn or as the sign demands,  
 
Apposites, to the slightest edge, of the whole  
Undescribed composition of the sugar-cone,  
Shiftings of an inchoate crystal tableau,  
 
The momentary footings of a climb  
Up the pineapple, a table Alp and yet  
An Alp, a purple Southern mountain bisqued  
 
With the molten mixings of related things,  
Cat’s taste possibly or possibly Danish lore,  
The small luxuriations that portend  
 
Universal delusions of universal grandeurs,  
The slight incipiencies…     

(CPP 696) 

The pineapple becomes a mountain that we climb as the pieces are put in place: 1, 2, 3 

and onwards up this “table Alp.” The rhetoric is of growth and, as we know, 

pineapples grow just “as the sign demands,” which is to say it starts in pieces only to 

grow together, ultimately forming “the whole / Undescribed composition of the sugar-

cone.” But in this growth is also a certain rarefied abundance (“luxuriate” from Latin 

luxus, “abundance”). The pineapple would not have been a common fruit in New 

England for most of the 1940s, firstly because it requires specific growing conditions 

difficult to replicate in northern America, but also because of constraints caused by the 

second world war. In the “Food” section of the New York Times from 1947 (the year 

this poem was presented at Harvard), we learn that “The war cheated us out of 

pineapple, that perfumy, exotic fruit. There were few ships to carry the fresh fruit from 

Cuba and Puerto Rico to the mainland. The tin shortage interfered with the canning of 

the Hawaiian variety, and then, too, there was the problem of getting it from the island 

to here. All that is over” (Nickerson). This growth signifies an abundance or luxury 

over and above the natural fecundity of this fruit and towards the “universal 

grandeurs” of the “purple” mountain and “inchoate crystal tableau.” This object is 

sounding less and less like any pineapple I have ever encountered. 

 

The ascent “Up the pineapple” as metaphor for the poet’s “universal” composition 

evokes a mastery that is perhaps ill-suited to the late 1940s when this poem was 
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published, a time when banana republics were not uncommon.68 Pineapples have a 

colonialist materiality established on the exploitation of plantation workers in the 

Americas and colonies such as Hawaii, where the pineapple is “an object of plunder, 

possession and prestige…an extractive crop grown on conquered soil on plantations 

with cheap, often imported labour” (Okihiro 3). This chimes regrettably with the 

imperialist implications of modernist literary theory and its unitary poems, which 

Brian McHale has referred to as “Poetry as the winning of the West…the kind of 

imperialistic willfulness needed in order to master and unify the wayward 

heterogeneity of the poem” (23). Stevens’ choice of this exotic, tropical fruit is not as 

innocent as summer and pina coladas suggest. Bonnie Costello identifies Stevens with 

a persona in “Landscape with Boat,” who is much like the “He”-become-speaker of 

this poem, “an imaginative man who sees reality from his own imperial perspective, 

his eccentric metaphors showing reality as a tangent of himself” (“Stevens” 177).  

 

Moreover, the ascent pursues a transcendental trajectory that further inflates this 

poem’s claims for poetry. Eeckhout points out that the theory of metaphor in “Three 

Academic Pieces” is anagogic (Limits 231-232). In Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop 

Frye explains that “In the anagogic aspect of meaning, the radical form of metaphor, 

‘A is B,’ comes into its own. Here we are dealing with poetry in its totality, in which 

the formula ‘A is B’ may be hypothetically applied to anything, for there is no 

metaphor, not even ‘black is white,’ which a reader has any right to quarrel with in 

advance. The literary universe, therefore, is a universe in which everything is 

potentially identical with everything else” (125). Frye’s literary universe revolves 

around the central logos, from which universal symbols emanate like godheads. Like 

Stevens in his essay, Frye equates poetry with nature in the sense that poetry is able to 

“imitate” the composition of nature and thus “Nature is now inside the mind of an 

infinite man who builds his cities out of the Milky Way” (119). The anagogic phase of 

the poet, he says, is when the poet pursues a transcendental, religious or quasi-

religious aim for poetry. The climb up the pineapple is, likewise, an incredible ascent 

to unite the many into a universal one. The word “delusion” is a strange choice amidst 

this exalted aesthetic. Stevens is poet enough to turn “artifice” into “reality” (as we 

have seen above and will see again), but can “universal delusions” be folded into 

 
68 See Perloff, “Revolving in Crystal,” for her polemical evidence that Stevens was dreadfully 
out of touch with political reality. Not coincidentally, her title is a reference to the final poem 
of “Three Academic Pieces.” 
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“universal grandeurs” in the same uninterrupted way without irony? The word 

“delusion” is from Latin deludere, “to mock,” and so we might ask, does the poet 

mean to mock this ascent that he seems so intent on making? 

 

Finally, the pineapple is on the table, the result of “molten mixings” 

…of which the form,  
At last, is the pineapple on the table or else  
 
An object the sum of its complications, seen  
And unseen. This is everybody's world.  
Here the total artifice reveals itself  
 
As the total reality.      

(CPP 698) 

The name “pineapple” is passed over, perhaps inappropriate for this “form” that is no 

longer a composite but a totality: “An object the sum of its complications, seen / And 

unseen.” The “profusion of metaphor” has at last added up to a final totality: the 

poetic ideal, which Joseph Riddel calls “the illusion of a ‘total reality’ at the core” 

(“Metaphoric Staging” 328); but it is not an artifice or abstraction divorced from 

reality, it is, or so the poem wagers, how reality and the imagination coexist. The word 

“artifice” has here the sense of workmanship in the composition of art, although it 

retains the sense of a cunning or clever creation. The accomplishment of the poem has 

been to compose a form accurate “with respect to the structure of reality” (CPP 686), 

all of its pieces collecting toward this ideal totality, “toward the greenest cone.” 

 

This totality is of things “seen / And unseen” but, as noted above, in this composition 

there is a preponderance of things “seen.” Operations of sight—observing and 

contemplating—are its starting place and the metaphors generated are predominantly 

visual. Much of this exercise could be reduced to the act of simply looking at an object 

and producing highly visual metaphors, as if poetry was a textual life drawing. This is 

the picture given to us by Cook when, in her gloss of “Someone Puts a Pineapple 

Together,” she recommends this generation of metaphors based on an object that you 

can see, as “an exercise worth trying for any apprentice poet using any suitable object” 

(Reader’s Guide 298). But this fruit is more than just a convenient literary exercise, 

ready to be consumed for the purposes of artistic creation or philosophical reflection. 

As well as the things “seen” there are also those “unseen,” and yet the latter are mostly 
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relegated to the underside of language by the dramatic enjambment between “seen” 

and “unseen.” These unseen elements cause complications beyond the aesthetics of 

still life and even beyond the uncertainties of perception and its plurality. 

 

There are two kinds of “unseen” pieces or elements in this composition: those that we 

can know and those that we cannot, or that are at least more difficult to know. The 

difference emerges when we ask after the meaning of the word “ellipses” in the 

poem’s phrase “the prolific ellipses that we know.” “Ellipses” is a plural noun based 

on the Greek word ἔλλειψις meaning “omission.” This word, although it comes from 

the one root, is the plural for two different words: “ellipse” and “ellipsis.” The most 

obvious meaning for “ellipses” in the context of this poem is the plural form of 

“ellipse,” which is an oval or conic section that is produced “when a cone is cut 

obliquely by a plane making a smaller angle with the base than the side of the cone 

makes with the base.”69  An ellipse fits in this context because the pineapple has 

already been described as a “sugar-cone” and the poem’s final tercet is all about 

planes and conic sections: 

In the planes that tilt hard revelations on  
The eye, a geometric glitter, tiltings  
As of sections collecting toward the greenest cone.  

(CPP 697) 

This assembling (or reassembling) of geometric planes evokes an object not 

“objectively” but by way of form and perspective, which are also the variables of 

resemblance. This technique cannot escape comparison with cubism, and fruit was a 

common still life subject in cubist painting and influential precursory works, such as 

Paul Cézanne’s Still Life with Fruit Dish, which captures its subject from numerous 

angles in a single composition. In Stevens’ words, the cubist painters “assumed that 

back of the peculiar reality that we see, there lay a more prismatic one of many facets” 

(L 601). The artwork or poem can bring this heterogeneous reality to the fore, 

emphasising those difficult to capture details that change with perspective, movement 

and duration, which were not formally acknowledged before cubism. In this way, the 

cubist or geometrical technique recuperates the “unseen” or unrecognised parts of an 

object, turning the ellipses that we cannot present into the “prolific ellipses that we 

know.” It is according to this technique that Stevens composes several well-known 
 

69 “ellipse, n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/60523. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 



 167 

poems such as “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” and “Sea Surface Full of 

Clouds.” It is also how the pineapple is “An object the sum of its complications, seen / 

And unseen” pieces folding together (“complication” from complicare meaning “to 

fold together”) to form the total object, in recognition of not only the object itself, as if 

there were such a thing, but also the “tangent of himself.” 

 

It is even more complicated than that, however. There are “unseen” pieces that cannot 

be recuperated within that totalising fold, that are not merely variables but more 

radically unseen and which we might call pieces of the real. These ellipses are the 

plural of “ellipsis” rather than “ellipse.” Syntactically, an ellipsis refers to an omitted 

piece of information that can be inferred from context or “the nonexpression of a word 

or phrase that is, nevertheless, expected to occupy a place in the syntactic structure of 

a sentence” (McShane 3), such as what Jill “did” in this example: Bob ate a pineapple 

and Jill did too. Ellipsis is also a punctuation mark. Often indicated by three 

successive dots, it can take various graphic forms including a dash or sequence of 

dashes. Such an ellipsis often refers to pieces of a text that are omitted for brevity or 

emphasis, but that can be filled in or known by referring to the original text. In both of 

these cases, ellipsis marks the omission of something superfluous or excessive. 

However, ellipsis can also mark an omission that cannot be so easily discovered or 

recovered. It might be something that is not known or cannot be said, or an 

aposiopesis, where the writer is unwilling to go on. As Frank Lentricchia says, “not 

words left out, but words impossible” (13). Almost by definition, the reason why 

something is omitted, which is to say the intended function of the ellipsis, can be as 

difficult to recover as the omission itself. Anne Toner, in Ellipsis in English 

Literature, refers to these ellipses as “the marks that make manifest literature’s lapses 

into silence,” an instance of writing’s “dependence on the non-verbal” (1). Adorno 

was not convinced of the integrity of the punctual ellipsis (303); but it was something 

of a trademark of modernist writing and used to acclaimed effect by many writers 

from Emily Dickinson to James Joyce.70 The ellipsis is common in Stevens’ poems, 

for example in the final, gnomic lines of “Metaphors of a Magnifico”: “So the 

meaning escapes. / The first white wall of the village . . . / The fruit-trees . . . ” (CPP 

16). It is these final ellipses that ultimately allow for meaning to escape even as words 

 
70 For more on the ellipsis in modernist writing see Toner and also Volpone, “The Poetics of 
the Unsaid.” 
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are being uttered.71 In “Anecdote of Canna,” Stevens employs an ellipsis to help us see 

what cannot or ought not be said about the sunrise: “Now day-break comes . . . ” (CPP 

44). Consider also the famous and much debated line that repeats throughout “The 

Auroras of Autumn”: “Farewell to an idea . . .” (CPP 355, 356, 357). 

 

An ellipsis marks what is unsaid or unsayable, a silence that is both absence and 

excess. In this way, ellipsis is paradoxically essential to language. William Allen takes 

this to its extreme when he says that “Language is nothing but this endlessly repeated 

encounter with its own limits, an ellipsis in which and as which it persists” (208). 

Ellipsis declares the limit of language but also its centre, which is to say the difference 

at the centre or “the deferral within the now of writing” (378), as Derrida puts it in his 

essay on Edmond Jabès entitled “Ellipsis.” This essay, says Nancy in “Elliptical 

Sense,” describes the “entire orbit” of Derrida’s thought, but also his passion, which is 

to see or touch the ellipsis and that way “To see the center differing” (188). Ellipsis as 

this central difference is antithetical to Stevens’ theory of resemblance, which operates 

by way of similitude and logocentrism. The poem’s “prolific ellipses,” which function 

on the underside of language, are, therefore, this theory’s shadow, performing the 

dissimilarity, difference or silence that the brilliance of metaphor obscures in its 

pursuit of a totality. This is another way of saying that ellipsis marks the absence or 

apartness that poetry touches when it “touches a sense of reality”; ellipsis is the 

question of touch, of touching the limit, of touching the untouchable. Hence the 

ellipsis also marks the excess that poetry touches, that “sense of reality” (my italics) as 

both the material world and the real, that cannot be touched except by sense.  

 

“Someone Puts a Pineapple Together” twice uses a conspicuous ellipsis, both 

occurring in its celebrated list of metaphors. The first is: “5. The symbol of feasts and 

of oblivion .  .  .” A pineapple is a “symbol of feasts” by way of an old domestic code 

that saw pineapples used as symbols of first wealth and later, during a period referred 

to (rather sinisterly) as the “Colonial Revival” in North America, hospitality (Okihiro 

172). The perhaps surprising addition of “and oblivion . . .” might signify a rejection 

of this domesticity, which is less surprising given Stevens’ apparent detachment from 

 
71 Eeckhout examines these ellipses in detail in Wallace Stevens and the Limits of Reading and 
Writing, p238ff 
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his own hearth, a recurrent theme in his poems.72 The pineapple would not have been 

a common sight in Stevens’ hometown of Hartford, Connecticut, compared to Florida, 

Stevens’ tropical home away from his domestic home, the fruit itself performing a 

useful tangent, veering away from the norms of Stevens’ New England lifestyle, 

which was starkly different from the climate of his trips down to Florida.73 Oblivion as 

forgetting is itself an ellipsis, perhaps a forgetting of what one wanted to say or how to 

say it; but, as Blanchot says, it is also the case that “forgetfulness is a practice,” and 

not just a mistake or a negation, particularly when it renounces the systems by which 

reason organises experience: 

Theories are necessary (the theories of language, for example): 
necessary and useless. Reason works in order to wear itself out, by 
organizing itself into systems, seeking a positive knowledge where it 
can posit itself, pose and repose and at the same time convey itself 
to an extremity which forms a stop and closure. We must pass by 
way of this knowledge and forget it. But forgetting is not secondary; 
it is not an improvised failing of what has first been constituted as 
memory. Forgetfulness is a practice, the practice of writing that 
prophesies because it is enacted by the utter renunciation of 
everything: to announce is perhaps to renounce. (The Writing of the 
Disaster 75-76) 

Ellipsis as forgetting is the practice of resisting those theories—“(theories of language, 

for example)”—born of the totalising efforts of reason. In this way the poem’s 

elliptical “oblivion . . .” interrupts, if only for a moment, the composition of the 

pineapple according to the theory of resemblance (a theory of language). In this 

moment, which is not, however, restricted by this temporality, writing renounces this 

theory, staging the eruption of the real in its refusal to be represented, the eruption of 

difference in a long list of sameness . . . 

 

 

 
72 Vendler has argued this point: “Stevens was a man without a home…Because [his] marriage 
had proved unhappy, he resigned himself to a future with no hope that things would improve in 
the foyer engendered by romance; in the poem [‘Local Objects’], he uses that French word, 
with its suggestions of the domestic hearth, with bleak irony” (6). 
73  Joan Richardson describes the freedom Stevens found in Florida, which was not only 
different to but sometimes also a secret from Elsie and their life in Connecticut: “These Florida 
trips, where he could let himself go “with the boys,” as it were, shifted in the mid-1930s to Key 
West’s more literary atmosphere, where he met Robert Frost and, on one particularly raucous 
evening, let himself go a bit too much and provoked a fistfight with Ernest Hemingway. On a 
postcard to Elsie written with his bandaged right hand, broken on the novelist’s jaw, the poet 
accounted for his barely legible scrawl by noting that he had fallen down a flight of stairs” 
(18). 
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The second instance again opens a space for difference: “11. There is an island 

Palahude by name—” The ellipsis here is an em dash and it reads like the speaker is 

trailing off, possibly thinking of an island escape or trying to remember the rest of this 

story or even wondering whether “Palahude” is actually the island’s correct name. 

Eleanor Cook tells us there is no real island out there named “Palahude” (Reader’s 

Guide 300), so this textual island has no origin, no reference point, which might mean 

it is merely a piece of fancy, cut off by the ellipsis from further flights. Or the ellipsis 

could mark the silence at the centre of this profuse archipelago of the imagination, “au 

pays de la métaphore” (CPP 920), in which case “the tropic of resemblance” is only 

one aspect of this larger, more complicated region. 

 

These are the most obvious examples of ellipsis in the poem and although their 

presence acknowledges important absences, they are not all that is omitted. The most 

important omission, as I will show, is the calculated omission of omission. Take, for 

example, the list of twelve metaphors: this format ensures that nothing is missing. The 

apposition of the items or pieces, their edges neatly lining up with the next in the list, 

make sure that there are no gaps through which something may be omitted or 

forgotten. These lines, for all their linguistic skilfulness, have always struck me as 

strained and even unpoetic. It is significant that these lines do not permit any 

enjambment, which some, such as Giorgio Agamben in The End of the Poem, would 

argue is essential for poetry. Enjambment occurs when a sentence or thought, a 

syntactical unit, runs over the end of a poetic line and into the other without, 

apparently, stopping. However, the mere fact of that end of the line, that “edge,” 

secures a metrical or material pause. This pause might not seem enough in itself to 

constitute an ellipsis because although there is a gap, the point is that enjambment is 

not actually an interruption but, on the contrary, a way to straddle that gap. And yet, 

enjambment relies on ellipsis to signify something fundamental to poetry: the 

proximal difference between meter and syntax, what Agamben calls “the opposition of 

a metrical limit to a syntactical limit, of a prosodic pause to a semantic pause” (109). 

This little difference or tangible pause between matter and meaning is enough to make 

a poem a poem. In this sense, enjambment is a crucial ellipsis that this poem, at its 

most important demonstration of its theory, takes peculiar, listicle measures to 

exclude. It is true that this list could be read as a modernist method of poetic 

fragmentation and that Agamben’s formulation cannot take this sort of formal 
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experimentation into account. However, as I have been saying, the poem’s method for 

putting a pineapple together is not fragmentation but its opposite: to account for all the 

fragments (perhaps attributing their apartness to someone or something else) and to 

arrange them so that they create a tidy whole with no holes. I have not, however, been 

saying that it works. 

 

The poem’s greatest omission, and the reason that it fails to put the pineapple together, 

is its disavowal of what is missing, of the gaps and dissimilarities between things, the 

absences that we encounter in life and poetry, which, ironically, Stevens has shown 

himself uncannily capably of rendering. Where, we might ask, is the “Nothing that is 

not there and the nothing that is”? Where is “the cry that concerns no one at all,” the 

“absence of the imagination” or the “end of the mind”? The ends and edges in this 

poem are neatly imbricated, “Apposites, to the slightest edge,” desperately excluding 

any hint of a limit, difference or gap between them. The “greenest cone” is a 

superlative whole without ellipsis or silence. It is “more than the odor of this core of 

earth / And water,” more than its “complications” and the imperfections of difference. 

Or at least it aims to be. The poem purports to fold these difficult parts of things and 

language—which we might summarise as difference and materiality, but not only 

respectively—into its green and glittering whole. To achieve this, it must transcend 

the materiality of the object, “this core of earth / And water.” It must refuse the 

pineapple its name in favour not of the thing itself but of a totalising “sum” that omits 

the a priori compositeness or apartness of the object that is performed by the word 

“pine-apple,” not to mention the physical composition of the botanical object. It must 

transform ellipsis into ellipse, swapping one for the other in a homonymic sleight of 

hand. In all of these operations, the a priori apartness of the pineapple is not repaired 

but mystically or anagogically disavowed.  

 

The poem does its best to absorb the elliptical and “unseen” pieces into its 

“proliferation of resemblances”—the phrase “prolific ellipses” even resembles the 

phrase “proliferation of resemblances”—and in this way to forget them, to forget its 

own forgetting. In the final lines it does this by way of its mathematical or geometric 

piecing together, the pineapple “a geometric glitter” whose brilliance obscures 

absence. Across the entrance to Plato’s academy was the sign: “Let no-one ignorant of 

geometry enter here.” On the other side of that entrance, philosophy reigned at the 
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expense of poetry, which was accused of deviating from reality with its inaccurate and 

therefore dangerous representations. Cook tells us that in Stevens’ copy of Adams’s 

Vico, he marked this sentence: “to exercise, and at the same time restrain and curtail 

the imagination, an adolescent should study geometry” (Reader’s Guide 300). This 

poem chooses geometry at the expense of poetry. Stevens said twice (once in an 

aphorism and again, but with slightly different wording, in a poem) that “Poetry must 

resist the intelligence almost successfully” (CPP 910, 306). In a letter from 1936, he 

writes similarly that “poetry must limit itself in respect to intelligence. There is a point 

at which intelligence destroys poetry” (L 305). This resistance is well-known to 

readers of Stevens, all of whom at some time find their intelligence deficient in the 

encounter with his poems, stumbling and even foundering; “in the world of Stevens,” 

says Eeckhout, “one quickly becomes wary of logic” (“Stevens” 115). And yet, this 

poem and the essay that precedes it—both the theory and its precise geometrical 

application—are more aligned to the intelligence than to poetry, to what Blanchot 

calls the “stop and closure” of reason. The essay states that “Perhaps resemblance 

which seems to be related so closely to the imagination is related even more closely to 

the intelligence, of which perceptions of resemblance are effortless accelerations” 

(CPP 689). In light of Stevens’ oft-cited resistance, it would seem that the essay is 

indicting itself here; but, putting aside the question of Stevens’ actual position with 

regard to the intelligence, we can still see how the poem’s method for putting a 

pineapple together is a project of the intelligence to which the poem’s “prolific 

ellipses” are necessarily opposed. They are not just negative or unseen bits that can be 

dialectically or geometrically folded into an uncut object, they are antithetical to the 

proposed method, as well as to reconstruction, reparation and totalisation. They are the 

difficulty that the theory and its subsequent poetics aim to solve by putting the 

pineapple together. Unfortunately, the intellectual bias of this alleged poetics of 

resemblance does indeed destroy this poem. 

 

The reason for the poem’s failure is not the application of geometry in itself as the 

study of shapes or “sections” fitting together in space, but rather the dialectical 

solution that this application promises. The issue here is twofold: the solution is of the 

intelligence, not poetry; and, in the way that it proposes a totality, the solution 

excludes difference, which, in its different forms, is essential to poetry. It is no 

coincidence that poetry’s resistance to the intellect is how poetry retains its elliptical 
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core, maintaining and protecting its right to be difficult and without resolution, never 

fully decipherable or able to be definitively interpreted. It is also how poetry touches 

without touching the material “core of earth / And water,” elliptically including the 

sensible world by turning away from it “to observe its silence” (Nancy qtd. in Derrida, 

On Touching 371n20). Ironically, this solution prevents “someone”—anyone—from 

touching the pineapple, let alone putting it together; the solution “destroys” the poem.  

However, in order for this reading to have traced the pineapple’s pungent gobbets of 

difference, it must be the case that they are not entirely absent. They persist on the 

underside of the poem as the subdued “odor of this core of earth / And water,” 

lingering, the disregarded excess of the “profusion of metaphor,” as we watch the final 

pieces of the pineapple slot into place. Touch might be the most immediate and 

primary of the senses, but, Dolar explains, smell is the most primal in a different way 

considering its “utter chaotic volatility…the nightmare of philosophers, supposedly 

the basest and the most inchoate of all senses, a telltale streak of animality” (82). This 

is everything that the poem would avoid—the sensation of a primal materiality that 

cannot be ordered by the intelligence and thereby resists it. This odour of materiality 

and difference does not unwrite what is being written and yet we can detect, faintly, 

the odour of an anti-theory or alternative poetics that challenges the idealist theory of 

resemblance that thinks itself able to say and touch everything. This is not to say, as 

David Galef does, that the failure of this poem is the success of poetry (589). Rather, 

the failure of the poem to put the theory into practice stages the essential difficulty of 

poetry and the folly of the poetic ideal, which in 1947 Stevens is on the verge of 

relinquishing. His poetry after this time is more obviously and deliberately decreative, 

whereas this poem is self-consciously constructive. His late poems, those published in 

The Auroras of Autumn and The Rock, which are written from 1947 onwards, evolve 

away from the idealising aspirations of the theory of resemblance as well his related 

concepts of the “first idea” and the “supreme fiction.”74 I am not saying that all of his 

poems before this time had the same theoretical underpinnings; on the contrary, 

Stevens had already resisted the intelligence almost a little too successfully in a 

multitude of ways, and yet it is not until the later poems that he really surrenders to the 

 
74 For more on the parallels between “Someone Puts a Pineapple Together” and “Notes Toward 
a Supreme Fiction,” see Juhasz, p.134ff. 
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difficulties that materialise in poetry.75 As the poet says in “The Auroras of Autumn,” 

“Farewell to an idea . . .” and Stevens turns his attention away from the composition 

of ideal form and towards instead that elliptical serpent he calls “form gulping after 

formlessness” (CPP 355). 

 

There is another, parallel reading of this poem in which the pineapple is successfully 

put together to form a thoroughly modernist collage of juxtaposed fragments instead 

of aiming to realise an ideal totality. However, that reading disavows the overt aims of 

Stevens’ theory of resemblance, which is not to say it would be a bad reading—a 

poem is not the sum of a poet’s intentions—however, that reading does not draw 

attention to how difficult this pineapple is for Stevens, how hard he tries to solve its 

difficulty and what he must disavow in order to do so. With my reading I have hoped 

to show how the pineapple stages no less than the difficult apartness at the core of 

both poetry and philosophy, and how essential that difficulty is to poetry. The 

pineapple is a difficult object, and if we want to “say nothing of the fruit that is / Not 

true, nor think it, less,” then it must remain so. 

 

 
75 For more on this shift between the poems of Transport to Summer (1947), which includes 
“Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,” and Stevens’ later poems, see Leggett, “Stevens’ Late 
Poetry.” 
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Chapter Five 
 

The Rock 

 

 

 
[Poetry] is an illumination of a surface, the movement of a self in the 
rock. 
 

— Wallace Stevens, The Necessary Angel, (CPP 639) 
 

 

 

Wallace Stevens’ final collection of poetry was nearly called Amber Umber (L 833), a 

title that would have reflected his commitment to the “essential gaudiness of poetry” 

(L 263), for which Stevens is well-known. Instead, he decided to call it The Rock after 

a poem of which he was particularly fond. It is certainly one of Stevens’ more sober 

titles, and yet “The Rock” and its titular object are no less poetic for their relative want 

of “gaudiness” and they manage to capture instead (if not as well) the essential 

difficulty of poetry. The poem asks us to think of the rock as a symbol for the 

inhuman, material world, providing the blank canvas or otherness on which to project 

the human desire for meaning and imagining, an act that necessarily negates the rock 

itself. However, as I argue in this chapter, the poem does this as a means to decreating 

this dialectic and similar dualist logics. The rock can then be seen to materialise a 

tangled and difficult arrangement of the human and non-human, as well as of the 
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textual, material and meaningful, staging a poetic resistance to the dialectic. Even so, 

these entanglements cannot be contained in the singularity that is a poem and so “The 

Rock” disintegrates into the crisis that the poetic necessarily provokes, a crisis born of 

the very difficulty that this thesis has been tracing. 

 

Rocks might seem crude and simple objects, but they announce an abiding difficulty. 

When Samuel Johnson kicked a rock in refutation of Bishop Berkeley’s 

immaterialism, that rock was a “large rugged mass of hard mineral material”76 that 

opposed the “mighty force” of Johnson’s foot (Boswell 333). For Berkeley, however, 

who remained unconvinced of Johnson’s proof, it was yet an idea in the mind of the 

one who perceives it, an idea that originated in the mind of God. Far from solving 

anything, this bifurcated rock is one of philosophy’s longest standing difficulties. 

However, Bruno Latour has argued that philosophy’s objects, its rocks and pots and 

jugs, are too simple to epitomise the innate complexity of things, hence why “the 

debates between realism and relativism never go anywhere” (“Why” 234). He prefers 

Ian Hacking’s investigation of dolomite in “The Social Construction of What?,” which 

tells of dolomite’s controversial discovery by scientists in the eighteenth century, the 

uncertainty that surrounds how it was formed in the Earth’s early history, and the 

dispute concerning the chemical and biological conditions of its formation. There is 

not much about dolomite that scientists agree on. Hacking’s “dolomite story” becomes 

the story of the difficulty of scientific epistemologies (204).77  Far from being an 

apparently simple object that resists a foot or a straightforward solution to the complex 

problems of science and philosophy, a rock declares the difficulty we encounter when 

faced with no less than the questions of existence, substance and knowledge. 

 

It is not necessary to turn to the specific relationality of dolomite to find difficulty in a 

rock. The word itself is an example of how the object exists as multiple and 

contradictory forms. A rock is a determinate object, a “mass of hard mineral material,” 

such as a stone, a cliff, a boulder, a pebble or a diamond; but rock is also an 

indeterminate substance, that “solid mineral material” (and mass noun) that we call 

 
76 “rock, n.1.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/166697. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
77 Hacking’s point is that although dolomite is a difficult object for scientists, this apparent 
obstacle can be reconceived as the key to its identity. In other words, this difficulty does not 
preclude understanding as something to be mastered or worked out; this difficulty is the way 
that our knowledge of this object is organised. 
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stone, earth or clay. The rock is that particular piece of earth on which Johnson 

stubbed his toe, but it is also God, the Rock of Ages and the cornerstone of the Judeo-

Christian world. It is also the bedrock of knowledge, of the Labour movement and of a 

good relationship; your most supportive friend or guide is your rock. These rocks 

trade on the impression of durability, stability and protection, but rocks are also 

difficult or dangerous, particularly if you are on the rocks or stuck between a rock and 

a hard place. A rocky road will be difficult and filled with problems, and if you are 

rocky you will be feeling unwell, weakened or unnerved. To rock is the act of swaying 

gently, but it is also to agitate or pitch; no one wants their boat rocked. In another 

homophone, a rock is also the roc, a giant, mythical bird strong enough to kill and eat 

an elephant. A/the/rock can be a thing or an idea, material or immaterial, as well as 

divers substances, signifiers, quantities and qualities (think of the difference between a 

clod and a diamond!) depending on your perspective, your value and knowledge 

systems, your ontological standpoint, your intention, your experience and your 

spelling. 

 

Poetry’s rocks are no less difficult. The crude and impermeable materiality of a rock 

makes it a fitting symbol for the inhuman, material world and the thing itself. 

Wordsworth’s rocks so often proclaim a bleak and unintelligible world, what Paul Fry 

calls his “emptying out of natural plenitude…the ‘mineral’ or bedrock basis of 

ontology in Wordsworth, the pervasiveness of the nonhuman even in the human” (79-

80). A rock is a hard and fast limit to signification. According to Slavoj Zizek, the 

Real is “the rock upon which every formalization stumbles” (172). Rocks epitomise 

otherness. In “A Sort Of A Song,” Williams employs the rudimentary symbolism of 

rocks to frame his project of poetic reconciliation: “—through metaphor to reconcile / 

the people and the stones. / Compose. (No ideas / but in things) Invent!” (55). Or as 

George Oppen puts it: “there is nothing left out there / As night falls, but the rocks” 

(“Myself I Sing” 21). A rock is an alien and inaccessible other, but it also stimulates 

the human desire for meaning, providing a blank aspect on which to impress our own 

significations. In Wisława Szymborska’s “Conversation with a Stone,” otherness takes 

the form of a rock that remains inaccessible despite the speaker’s attempts: 

“Go away,” says the stone. 
“I’m shut tight. 
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Even if you break me to pieces, 
we’ll all still be closed. 
      (30) 

However, in this poem (as in Zbigniew Herbert’s “Pebble”), the lyric 

anthropomorphisation of rocks fills them and the otherness they represent with 

meaning. Charles Simic’s poem “Stone” begins by imagining the cool emptiness 

inside a stone but finishes with this intimation of arcane meanings: 

So perhaps it is not dark inside after all,  
Perhaps there is a moon shining 
… 
Just enough light to make out  
The strange writings, the star-charts  
On the inner walls. 
      (9) 

As John Frow says in his critique of the othering of things, this is when “things 

become a vision of God” (“Pebble” 273). These rocks can be organised into things and 

ideas, godless clods on the one hand and icons of divinity or alterity on the other, but 

they also stage the movement between these categories. Mary Jacobus, in her study of 

objects in romantic poetry, argues that the rocks of lyric poetry can be both material 

and immaterial, marking “the limits of subjectivity and readability at the margin where 

meaning comes and goes” (9). These rocks are surprisingly similar to the rocks of 

philosophy and science in the sense that rather than reassuring us with their 

epistemological certitude, they point to what is difficult about knowledge and 

meaning. 

 

It is in this margin, or as this margin, that we encounter the rock of Stevens’ late 

poem. Although “The Rock” is undeniably concerned with the how and why of 

meaning-making and in this way promotes the separation of the material world from 

the products of the imagination, it is also always staging that margin from which 

meaning emerges and where this separation is not yet fixed. To put it another way, the 

poem is ostensibly concerned with covering the rock, finding a “cure” of it so that 

meaning can be made against the barrenness of a material and therefore meaningless 

world; however, the rock resists that dialectic and instead of submitting to this cure, it 

suspends this desire for meaning, decreating poesis and materialising that constitutive 

margin where difference is still a question and not an absolute. Perhaps unfortunately, 

this decreation forces the poem into crisis. Although the rock appears to have failed, it 
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is only when faced with this crisis that we begin to see the difficult object for what it 

is: the impossible articulation of the poetic. In what follows, I trace the narrative of the 

cure and the anti-narrative of decreation, as well as the tension between them, through 

the poem’s three stanzas until finally the poem breaks itself upon the rock not of 

reality but of the poetic. 

 

. . . 

 

 

 

§1 Decreation 

 
 
“The Rock” begins by decreating the familiar signifiers of a human life: the houses we 

grow up in, the memories we make and even meaning itself. This disorientating 

opening gambit sets the scene for the re-creation or re-enactment of what it is to be 

alive. In this way, we witness how it is that human order and meaning is made to 

emerge from “nothingness.” The role of the rock in this dialectic is not explicit, but it 

will be covered over or transformed as an integral part of this process of recreating 

aliveness. If we pay attention to the rock and possible forms of the rock (such as 

clods), instead of submitting to the reuptake of order, the dialectic is suspended and 

we can observe the “queer assertion of humanity” in all its fantastic pre-symbolic 

mess. 

 

 

By what order are we arranged? 
 

The poem’s first canto begins by suggesting the illusory nature of the human 

condition: 

It is an illusion that we were ever alive,  
Lived in the houses of mothers, arranged ourselves  
By our own motions in a freedom of air.   

(CPP 445) 
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The arrangements of “ourselves,” which once we may have taken to be true and free 

(despite being overseen by our mothers), are only an illusion of order and history. The 

poet goes on to undo or decreate this illusion, to lift the “painted veil which those who 

live call life,” to borrow a romantic trope, and to ask, implicitly, by what order are we 

arranged if not our own? Beneath the veil he finds reason to despair, an existential 

absurdity that threatens to dismantle the order or meaningfulness of things, including 

memory, language, love and belief: 

Even our shadows, their shadows, no longer remain.  
The lives these lived in the mind are at an end.  
They never were . . . The sounds of the guitar  
 
Were not and are not. Absurd. The words spoken  
Were not and are not. It is not to be believed.  

(CPP 445) 

It is not hard to see why some early critics read Stevens as an existentialist. However, 

this canto ends with a “birth of sight” and “an incessant being alive” in a “gross 

universe.” How does it get from the nothingness of here to the fecundity of there? 

Confronting this illusion, the old poet probes the nature or foundations of existence, 

repealing the structures of reality with his incantatory negatives: “Were not and are 

not…Were not and are not.” However, what he finds beneath the illusion has the 

effect of catapulting his narrative back into rebuilding the illusion, inciting the desire 

to reinstate or recreate the illusion as if it were real. For this reason, the poem is often 

read as an example of decreation. 

 

As I discussed in chapter one, “Decreation” is a word coined by Simone Weil to 

describe the activity of repealing God’s creation, specifically the human subject:  

Decreation: to make something created pass into the uncreated. 
     Destruction: to make something created pass into nothingness  
A blameworthy substitute for decreation. (Gravity 32) 

The “uncreated” is the pre-subjective unity that is God, which can be understood as 

the subject’s origins prior to God sundering a part of himself to create independent, 

human life. Stevens refers to Weil’s concept of decreation in his essay “The Relations 

Between Poetry and Painting,” published in 1951, three years before “The Rock”: 

Simone Weil in La Pesanteur et La Grâce has a chapter on what she 
calls decreation. She says that decreation is a making pass from the 
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created into the uncreated, but that destruction is a making pass from 
the created to nothingness. Modern reality is a reality of decreation, 
in which our revelations are not the revelations of belief, but the 
precious portents of our own powers. The greatest truth we could 
hope to discover, in whatever field we discovered it, is that man’s 
truth is the final resolution of everything. Poets and painters alike 
today make that assumption and this is what gives them the validity 
and serious dignity that become them as among those that seek 
wisdom, seek understanding. I am elevating this a little… (CPP 
750-51) 

This passage gives to some readers the impression that Stevens is equating “our own 

powers”—which he goes on to describe as the powers of the imagination—with God. 

But this revelation of human imaginative power is not a revelation in fact but rather an 

observation of modernity’s intense and humanist interest in the subject and its 

capacities since the death of all gods (“The death of one god is the death of all” [CPP 

329]). The imagination, he says, is important to “a generation that is experiencing 

essential poverty” (CPP 748) owing to the loss of belief, but he adds that this 

appreciation of the imagination is only “a stage in the endless study of an existence, 

which is the heroic subject of all study” (CPP 751). Moreover, Stevens states that his 

intention is to assert the value of poetry and painting, not to argue that they are the 

sole sources of “our present conception of reality” (CPP 751); there is more to things 

than the imagination. Also discernible is the implication that although it is productive, 

even essential, this celebration of the human imagination can be exaggerated. This is 

the position that we find in “The Rock,” as I will show. 

 

This talk of creative powers begs the question of the “uncreated.” What is the 

uncreated in a secular, modern decreation? In the context of this poem, asking after 

the uncreated is equivalent to asking after the metaphysical and thus symbolic status 

of the rock, and it is a question that is interpreted by Stevens criticism in the usual, 

diverse ways: the rock is Being as source and centre of reality (Hines); the rock is 

enduring nothingness because there is no centre (Bové); the rock is a symbol for 

everything, a “composite trope…too large and self-contradictory” (Bloom Wallace 

Stevens 344); it is a shifting term in a play of signifiers, a mise en abyme (J. Hillis 

Miller “Stevens’ Rock”); it is the sublime and “irreducible reality of death” (Gutorow 

164); it is “the thing, a hard alien reality” (Critchley 83); it is the “barren rock of the 

world” (Mao 246); it is “the alien reality” that “seems to become both plenum and 

void at once” (Noble 159). 
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This critical plurality is a good indicator—in case we needed it—that the rock is a 

difficult object. It continuously slips free of critical attempts to adhere it to any one of 

the above interpretations or metaphysical explanations. Which is not to say that the 

rock is beyond interpretation, an ontological before of language or thought, because it 

can just as easily be said that the rock is pure signification, as J. Hillis Miller does in 

his still-relevant essay from 1976. This impasse tells us that decreation is not a tool for 

identifying the (metaphysical or otherwise) status of the uncreated. What decreation 

does, in the first instance, is draw our attention to the operations by which we identify 

and make sense of things, arranging and rearranging them according to preconceived 

orientations. Decreation in “The Rock” is actually the decreation of decreation, aiming 

to undo not just the created but the meaning-making structures of human 

understanding. It is like compost, according to Cook, who argues that Stevens’ 

decreation of Weil’s decreation—the undoing of meaning, reference and logos—does 

not arrive at a void but at the ground of language, which is like soil, fertile with 

potential meaning (“Decreations” 49). She does not bring her thinking on decreation 

to “The Rock” in particular but, speaking generally of Stevens’ poetry, she says that 

“Like matter, names may rot and break down into their constituents, syllables or 

letters. They make a richer soil than dead metaphors, and there is no dispute whether 

they are a source of meaning, for the possibility of all meaning is rooted here” (49). 

 

More is said on this issue of an alternative decreation below in section three. For now, 

we can see how this begs the question of whether it is possible to apprehend the 

uncreated as such in the absence of these orientations. In one sense, “The Rock” is 

precisely such an experiment, using decreation to draw our attention to the uncreated. 

But these interpretations cannot be erased any more than the language in which we 

locate the rock can be ignored. The uncreated, therefore, is not an answer to the 

question asked by the interpretation of the rock, namely: what is the uncreated? The 

uncreated is the problem raised by interpretation, which is to say by reading and 

writing, and which can also be described as the difficult convergence of language and 

its epistemologies with ontology and the material world. This is, of course, the 

problem of the textual object that this thesis has been tracing. The rock is perhaps the 

ultimate performance of this problem and Stevens’ most difficult object. Jumping 

ahead for a moment to the end of this chapter, we can ask: what is the teleology of a 

problem if not its solution? The answer to this question, as we will see, is crisis. 



 183 

In what follows, I argue that the clods in this first canto are rocks—very difficult 

rocks—that stage the uncreated as a topology irreducible to subject or object, matter 

or meaning; they are multiple and a little bit messy. From here the poem recreates the 

illusion, which is to say makes meaning of existence, by rearrangements in this 

topological field. When the clod-rocks are transformed into a “high rock” and 

covered, for example, familiar hierarchical arrangements of meaning and value are 

established. But for now, a close reading of these rocks finds that the uncreated is 

arranged in a strange mix of human and inhuman, of seeming design and dense 

materiality: 

The meeting at noon at the edge of the field seems like  
 
An invention, an embrace between one desperate clod  
And another in a fantastic consciousness,  
In a queer assertion of humanity:  
 
A theorem proposed between the two—  
Two figures in a nature of the sun,  
In the sun's design of its own happiness    

(CPP 445) 

There is no hard rock of reality here. Instead, the poem describes the beginnings of 

human existence as a “queer assertion” between two clods. A clod can be considered a 

type of rock; it is defined as a “coherent mass or lump of any solid matter,” but 

particularly of earth or clay.78 Although rocks are usually considered hard substances, 

this is not always the case: “Rocks are distinguished by their composition and their 

physical properties, and consist of aggregates of minerals (very commonly silicates or 

calcium carbonate) and occasionally also organic matter (as in, for example, lignite 

and oil shale). They vary in hardness, and include soft materials such as clays” (my 

emphasis).79 But these clods also possess human-like traits: their affective desperation 

and their embrace of one another, an act of interrelation repeated over and again in the 

form of “meeting,” “embrace,” “assertion” (from ad, “to” + serĕre, “to join”), and 

“theorem proposed between the two.” For some readers, this event alludes to a 

meeting between the young Stevens and his future wife, Elsie Moll, a suggestion that 

paints over the difficulty of these lines with biography.80 True or not, it raises the 

 
78 “clod, n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/34531. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
79 “rock, n.1.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/166697. Accessed 20 
October 2020. 
80 Bloom is one of these readers (Wallace Stevens 278). 
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compelling question of a primal topology of desire. In which case, the uncreated is, for 

a moment at least, a pre-Oedipal field of Freudian drives, bringing new meaning to the 

poem’s earlier phrase “the houses of mothers.” This is the semiotic, as Kristeva would 

say, where “the subject is not yet constituted as such,” but there exists an articulation 

(which she also calls the chora) that is the possibility of the subject, not to mention 

representation and identity (Revolution 25).81  An articulation (from artus meaning 

“joint”) is yet another form of meeting and Kristeva states that in the semiotic, 

although there is no “law” that governs or organises its functions, there is an order of 

sorts that that she calls mediation, which “governs the connections between the body 

(in the process of constituting itself as a body proper), objects, and the protagonists of 

family structure” (27). Although neither subject nor “body proper” are yet constituted, 

these “connections” with objects (which are human and non-human, and include one’s 

own body) not only govern the primal arrangement but are required for the ensuing 

constitution of subject and body. In the words of “Final Soliloquy of the Interior 

Paramour,” the poem that immediately precedes “The Rock” in Stevens’ final 

collection:  

This is, therefore, the intensest rendezvous. 
It is in that thought that we collect ourselves, 
Out of all the indifferences, into one thing 
… 
We feel the obscurity of an order, a whole, 
A knowledge, that which arranged the rendezvous.  

(CPP 444) 

Brogan hears a feminine voice in this poem, which “gives expression to what is 

beyond control, beyond order, beyond dominance” (“‘Sister’” 16). This semiotic 

articulation (or meeting, embrace, assertion, theorem) provides an answer to the 

poem’s preparatory question: by what order are we arranged if not our own? That is, 

the (dis-)order of articulation as both assertion and mediation, the prefatory field of 

both language and form. 

 

This meeting of clods cannot be reduced to either coarse materiality or a human story. 

To put it another way, there is an inchoate discursivity in the materiality of these 

 
81 Given that the semiotic is feminine on the model of the maternal, it could be argued that this 
meeting is more likely to figure a pre-Oedipal embrace between Stevens and his mother than 
between Stevens and Elsie. For more on Stevens and the feminine see the essays in Wallace 
Stevens and the Feminine (ed. Melita Schaum), in particular Brogan’s “Sister of the Minotaur.” 
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clods. To embrace (from in + bracchium, meaning “in” + “arm”) is to bring something 

into one’s arms or body. It is a physical act of joining, an assertion of matter, that is 

predicated on having arms and so it is also an assertion of bodies.82 In other words, the 

embrace of these clods is an assertion of matter in the performance of human bodies, 

implying discursivity at the clod-level. The poem insists on this embrace and in this 

way the irreducibility of the clod-pair, recalling Barad’s definition of existence as 

entanglement: “Existence is not an individual affair. Individuals do not preexist their 

interactions; rather, individuals emerge through and as part of their entangled intra-

relating” (Meeting ix). These clods do not pre-exist their meeting; on the contrary, the 

uncreated can be understood as this meeting, which is to say as this strange emergence 

of things and beings and language in their mutual articulation. 

 

This “queer assertion” is not a standard idea of order; it is of a different—and 

difficult—arrangement entirely. Instead of the usual dualism of objects and subjects, 

or matter and meaning, we get a tangle of matter and bodies in a “fantastic 

consciousness.” David Jarraway notices just how queer this assertion is and also how 

prescient is Stevens’ use of the term “queer” given the specificity of its meaning for 

queer theorists today (“Both Sides” 216).83 Jarraway’s exploration of queerness in 

Stevens does much more than just bring to our attention fantastic figures like Madame 

la Fleurie, the “bearded queen” (CPP 432). Instead of just the zero-sum game of 

binary identity, Jarraway finds throughout Stevens’ work the logic of the androgyne, 

which unfixes identity, proposing instead the multiplicity of identity and “different 

forms” that break with the old ideologies of being (“Both Sides” 214). 84  This 

androgynous aesthetics is based on a “suspicioning of any determinate knowledge or 

 
82 Masel rejects the notion of any physicality in Stevens’ embraces: “Who, then, embraces in 
Wallace Stevens’ poetry? No one who is spontaneous and fully human. At best, embraces are 
reserved for futurity; at worst, they have a mechanical, dehumanizing kind of consequentiality” 
(30). She adds that, even in “The Rock,” “their embrace turns out to be only an analogy for the 
true significance of a luminous ‘meeting at noon at the edge of the field’ that remains 
inexplicable, private, possibly ineffable” (29). 
83 Jarraway explores this topic in a number of essays including: “‘Ancestor of Narcissus’: 
Stevens and Psychoanalysis between Freud and Deleuze”; “‘Both Sides and Neither’: Stevens, 
Santayana, and the Aestheticism of Androgyny”; “‘The Novel That Took the Place of a Poem’: 
Wallace Stevens and Queer Discourse.” 
84  Jarraway argues that Stevens inherits this irrational attitude from George Santayana, 
Stevens’ friend and mentor at Harvard, who said: “I am born cleric or poet. I must see both 
sides and take neither, in order, ideally, to embrace both, to sing both, and love the different 
forms that the good and beautiful wear to different creatures” (Santayana qtd. in Jarraway 
“Both Sides” 214). 
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understanding or certitude with respect to human identity” (“Both Sides” 216);85 it is a 

way, in other words, to “resist the intelligence / Almost successfully” (CPP 306). 

 

In this queer light, the “theorem proposed between the two” is not of a binary order 

but an unfixing of identity and endorsement of multiplicity. It proposes an alternative 

to the hierarchical theses customary under the logocentrism of Western metaphysics, 

such as Stevens’ “first idea,” which he elaborates in “Notes” nearly a decade before 

“The Rock.” The “first idea” is either a transcendental or inhuman form, which may or 

may not be material, for example the “inconceivable idea of the sun. // …Washed in 

the remotest cleanliness of a heaven / That has expelled us and our images . . .” (CPP 

329). In “The Rock,” however, the monocausal sun disappears in favour of “Two 

figures in a nature of the sun, / In the sun’s design of its own happiness.” (In 

“Description Without Place,” the sun is site for another of Stevens’ major 

entanglements, seeming and being: “It is possible that to seem—it is to be, / As the 

sun is something seeming and it is” [CPP 296]). The two figures in “The Rock”—be 

they lovers, numbers, atoms or lumps of clay—exist by way of their entangled being 

together. In lieu of the standard categories for establishing identity, this strange and 

irrational arrangement can feel more than a little messy, recalling the way that Sara 

Ahmed thinks “of subjects and objects as parts of worlds in which we are entangled; 

these ‘tangles’ make worlds too messy to start with things assumed as apart from other 

things” (Willful Subjects 211n4). In the world of the rock, which is the start of many 

worlds, the embrace of clods is not an assertion of oneness but a messy emergence, 

where things are not “apart from other things” but arranged in a “queer assertion.” 

 

 

Human rearrangements 
 

Perhaps regrettably, the establishment of a more rigorous order is inevitable. Indeed, 

any interpretation of this meeting—and the disposition of reference or simply reading 

that it requires—will establish more order than the semiotic can be expected to 

contain. But this is how meaning is made and reading depends on the rearrangement 

of the field into subjects and objects, matter and meaningful images. Bloom, for 
 

85 As Jarraway observes, a kind of “vagueness” necessarily accompanies this attitude (217ff). 
This is discussed in more detail in section three where we find an alternative to the “bright 
sight” of this canto. 
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example, reads this meeting by separating the entities into “clods and figures, things 

and words,” which enables him to read a poetic crossing or crisis of interpretation in 

which clods become figures and things become words (Wallace Stevens 342). Bloom 

is rearranging the field and its components according to his idea of a poetic order, 

specifically his infamous theory of poetic crossing. Likewise, the various identities 

given to the rock under the name of decreation (as listed above) are the result of 

various critical re-arrangements. The desire to rearrange, to split object from subject 

and (on the complementary but not identical axis) matter from meaning, is exactly 

what is being staged by this poem’s decreation. Interpretations that arrange on the 

model of “things assumed as apart from other things” (Ahmed 211n4) aim to efface 

the “queer assertion,” replacing it with the codes of a symbolic order. Interpretation is 

an example of how meaning-making more generally aims to rearrange the “field,” its 

components—the clods—twisted and stretched, made to fit the classificatory logics of 

various ideas of order and meaning. The field, seen in this way, is the possibility of 

meaningfulness, Cook’s linguistic compost pile made material and stretching across 

all possible space from the apogee at “noon” to the outside limit or “edge.” Hence the 

topological capacity of the uncreated as a strangely material yet simultaneously 

abstract field. 

 

The “illusion so desired” is created by this desire to rearrange and to straighten out the 

queer assertion. Such is the work of the “As if” in the seventh stanza, and its effect is 

nearly instantaneous: 

As if nothingness contained a métier,  
A vital assumption, an impermanence  
In its permanent cold, an illusion so desired  
 
That the green leaves came and covered the high rock.   

(CPP 445) 

This is a new and more conventional arrangement. What was messy and multiple is 

now dialectical: the clod-rocks are registered as “nothingness”—the “queer assertion” 

suddenly a “blank wall of reality” (Gutorow 165)—which is differentiated from its 

supplement and opposite, “a métier.” The “theorem” of entanglement is replaced by or 

reconceived as this dialectic. The line “As if nothingness contained a métier” is a near 

perfect distillation of how material reality comes to be separated from temporality, in 

particular the temporality of human (or human-looking, i.e. divine) intention, design 
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and orientation. This is the moment of dualism, when the uncreated is reduced to 

nothingness (“In its permanent cold”) so that the dialectic of creation can be built 

upon it. The word “métier,” taken from the French word for service or office, was 

originally used in a religious capacity to mean pious service. The introduction of the 

métier is also the moment of belief—a “vital assumption” in the service of making this 

existence meaningful and thereby countering the earlier absurdity. Thomas Gould 

observes what the métier—as a task or occupation—achieves: “Nothingness does not, 

inherently, ‘contain’ a métier, it is ‘as if’ it does: ‘as if’ being the projective gesture 

which turns belief in nothing into a belief in fiction. It puts belief in nothing to work” 

(167). What Gould does not say is that “Nothingness” is also a projection: the creation 

of the “illusion” requires both nothingness and the métier to be projected onto the 

uncreated as antithetical categories. 

 

The word “nothingness,” as well as its near synonym “nothing,” appears frequently in 

Stevens’ poetry. In the last line of “The Snow Man,” perhaps its most famous 

iteration, nothing is both nothing and something: “Nothing that is not there and the 

nothing that is” (CPP 8). Much has been said about this wonderful line and I will not 

engage the breadth of this topic here, but it will be useful to read this famous sentence 

retroactively as an example of what is established by introducing “nothingness” into 

the uncreated, namely, the dialectic of creation in terms of presence and absence. To 

speak of a nothing that is “not there” is to speak of neither presence nor absence 

because there is not anything, not even “Nothing,” for presence to appear against. But 

if nothing is there, then we have the necessary conditions for presence, which is to say 

the presence of absence. In the second instance, nothing becomes the nothing because 

now (or “there”) we have the conditions for determinable, particular things. It is 

germane that Weil states that “nothingness” is decidedly not the aim of decreation: 

“Destruction [is] to make something created pass into nothingness / A blameworthy 

substitute for decreation” (Gravity 32). I think we can assume that by “nothingness” 

she means the nothing that is there, which is to say absence. In which case, the point 

she means to make is that whereas destruction is a negative movement that creates an 

absence, decreation undoes even the possibility of that opposition between presence 

and absence.  
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The “as if” is paradigmatic of this dialectic of meaning-making, and one that Stevens 

uses time and again throughout his poetry.86 It is a mechanism for rearrangement and 

reorder, for interpretation of the “field” or uncreated, which is the work of both 

writing and reading: “In the way you speak / You arrange, the thing is posed, / What 

in nature merely grows” (CCP 182). Already we have seen how the “as if” establishes 

a dialectic of meaningfulness by identifying or placing an antithesis or “nothingness” 

in the field. Subsequently, it uses the conditional powers of language to establish all 

manner of realities by setting forth those possibilities or possible arrangements. These 

are human rearrangements, the arrangements of “ourselves,” in the dual sense that we 

are responsible for them but also that they arrange us as selves or subjects, which is 

not to say that the field of the uncreated is not human or not ordered but that it is not 

ordered by specifically human design. The “as if” replaces the “queer assertion” with 

what Vendler, in her essay of the same name, calls “qualified assertions.” Vendler 

identifies in the “as if” an important means for Stevens to maintain a state of 

hypothesis in his poems, “form[ing] a bridge between perception and reflection” 

(“Qualified Assertions” 173). The “as if” is a bridge for making sense of things by 

reconceiving, rearranging and reordering them in ways that the human can better 

understand or relate to. In this way it creates a hierarchy of sense, in which the thing 

becomes non-sense or meaningless, and the logic of the rearrangement establishes 

what we have, by this process, come to know.  

 

Under the sign of this “As if,” creating the illusion is described as when “the green 

leaves came and covered the high rock.” This looks ahead to what happens in canto 

two where the covering of the rock by leaves and the subsequent transformation of 

those leaves makes so many meanings of the rock that it becomes “a thousand things” 

(CPP 447). But why is this rock high? A “high rock” is not at all like a clod. That the 

rock is covered with leaves is one thing, but it is another for the clods to be rearranged 

“as if” they were “the high rock,” lofty and singular. This addition of verticality is a 

new arrangement on the hierarchical model of meaning and value; it is not the lateral 

arrangement of embrace. It extends a number of metaphysical, ethical and theological 

possibilities for the rock, not only in this poem but across Stevens’ oeuvre. For 

example, the mountainous rock of “How to Live. What to Do,” a poem from Ideas of 

 
86 This small phrase appears over one hundred times in Stevens’ poems and its use increases 
steadily over time, its highest concentration appearing in the poems published between 1950-
55, which are primarily the poems of The Rock (Brogan, “Stevens and Simile, 19). 
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Order (1936), is nature at its most inhuman, a massive entity straight out of a hostile 

material world. And yet its “great height” is symbolic of the sublime, a “heroic” 

prompt to leave “the flame-freaked sun / To seek a sun of fuller fire” (CPP 103). 

Although this rock does not have the same transcendental kick as the “immeasurable 

height / Of woods decaying, never to be decayed” (Prelude VI.624-5) and similar 

sublime images of Wordsworth’s Simplon Pass episode, for example (nor does it 

intend to—Stevens’ poem rejects the romantic interfusion of mind and nature to 

reconceive sublimity as paradoxically both more human and more material but less 

divine), it trades on the same cardinal trope of sublimity: “great height,” which falls 

under Edmund Burke’s category of “vastness”. Burke points out that of the ways in 

which greatness of dimension can be achieved, great length is less powerful than great 

height: “an hundred yards of even ground will never work such as effect as a tower an 

hundred yards high, or a rock or mountain of that altitude…A perpendicular has more 

force in forming the sublime, than an inclined plane” (114); in this case, verticality 

decides value. Ten years later, a similar rock appears in “Credences of Summer”: 

The rock cannot be broken. It is the truth.  
It rises from land and sea and covers them.  
It is a mountain half way green and then,  
The other immeasurable half, such rock  
As placid air becomes.      

(CPP 324) 

The rock’s great size is central to its value, which is significant—this rock is nothing 

less than “the truth.” 

 

The “high rock” suggests also the elevated rocks of Christian mythology.87 In “How to 

Live. What to Do” Stevens is clear that the encounter with the rock is not a religious 

experience: “There was neither voice nor crested image, / No chorister, nor priest” 

(CPP 103). Cook says the same about “The Rock,” which she says is in contrast to 

“the biblical tradition of God as a rock” (Reader’s Guide 292). However, this “high 

rock” does have biblical intimations that do not require us to permanently identify the 

rock with the Judeo-Christian or hermeneutic tradition, but that include faith as an 

important way of making meaning among others. Christ says he will build his church 
 

87 “Hear my cry, O God; attend unto my prayer. / From the end of the earth will I cry unto thee, 
when my heart is overwhelmed: lead me to the rock that is higher than I. / For thou hast been a 
shelter for me, and a strong tower from the enemy” (Psalms 61:1-3); “For in the time of trouble 
he shall hide me in his pavilion: in the secret of his tabernacle shall he hide me; he shall set me 
up upon a rock” (Psalm 27:5). 
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“upon this rock”—a rock that may or may not be Peter, whose name means “rock” in 

both Greek and Aramaic, and to whom Christ has just said: “thou art Peter” (Matthew 

16:18).88 On this model, the “green leaves” would be the construction of the church 

upon the high rock, which is to say the construction of belief along the lines of 

Christian metaphysics and genesis. The result is a “bright sight,” reminiscent of 

another biblical allusion: “whereas I was blind, now I see!” (John 9:2). This sight is a 

way of interpreting the world, of giving meaningful existence to matter and a “metiér” 

to “nothingness” by separating these things in the first instance. 

 

Verticality and faith are important arrangements for conferring value and straightening 

out the queer assertion. These high rocks jut up and out from the uncreated and the 

result of this rearrangement is 

That the lilacs came and bloomed, like a blindness cleaned,  
Exclaiming bright sight, as it was satisfied,  
 
In a birth of sight. The blooming and the musk 
Were being alive, an incessant being alive,  
A particular of being, that gross universe.    

(CPP 445) 

This explosion of growth and life seems pleasingly abundant, and yet the poem 

suggests that it is not wholly to be desired. Lilacs recall the first lines of The Waste 

Land, Eliot’s famous poem on the deficit of meaning and value in modernity, in which 

these flowers grow “out of the dead land” (line 2). Moreover, the fecundity that 

follows the exclamation of “bright sight” is described in heady words like “musk,” 

“incessant” and “gross,” which suggest a carnal or fleshy overabundance that borders 

on the nauseating. It is this excess of meaning and, importantly, the rearrangements 

that it conceals, that concern the following canto. 

 

This section has shown how the evolution from “clod” to “particular of being” in 

canto one delineates processes of meaning and subject-making. These processes, 

which are also the creation of the “illusion so desired” as humanly-aligned 

meaningfulness, are predicated on the covering and rearranging of the rock, which is, 

initially at least, messy: it is multiple and emergent, human and non-human, material 

and discursive, it is a “queer assertion of humanity” in which, to use Ahmed’s words, 
 

88 The ancient Greeks also had a “high rock” upon which their faith was secured: “Olympus’ 
craggy peaks” (Odyssey 1.119; 24:540). 



 192 

things are not “assumed as apart from other things.” In this way, the poem’s first canto 

is built on the rock, firstly on its assertion as an irrational, entangled emergence, and 

then on its disavowal. In the following section, I show how canto two narrates the 

disavowals of meaning-making ad nauseum, compelling an iconoclastic return to the 

rock in the final canto. 

 

. . . 

 
 
 

§2 “The Poem as Icon” or the cure 

 
 
The second canto cultivates the “gross universe” and its “incessant being alive.” Its 

narrative unfolding sees the imagination further obscure the rock to create a fecund 

illusion of so much meaningfulness and thereby to cure us of the rock and its unholy 

mess. In this way, the canto can be both an effusive celebration of the imagination (it 

has some beautiful pieces of poetry in it) and a condemnation of what happens when 

this takes on mystical proportions, namely the iconisation or fetishisation of poetry. 

Poetry as cure of the rock is thus a pharmakon, both a remedy and a poison. But this 

undecidability is reduced in both the poem and its critical reception to two possible 

claims: either poetry is a cure for the rock or the rock is a cure for poetry. By the end 

of the canto, however, what is needed is not a cure for the rock or for poetry but an 

antidote to the bifurcating gesture of these decisive claims and a return to the “queer 

assertion” of canto one. In this way, canto two stages the demand for the iconoclastic 

and decreative gesture of canto three. 

 

 

A cure for the rock 
 

Canto two opens with the rock only to be rid of it as soon as possible:  

It is not enough to cover the rock with leaves. 
We must be cured of it by a cure of the ground 
Or a cure of ourselves, that is equal to a cure 
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Of the ground, a cure beyond forgetfulness. 
And yet the leaves, if they broke into bud,  
If they broke into bloom, if they bore fruit,  
 
And if we ate the incipient colorings  
Of their fresh culls might be a cure of the ground. 
The fiction of the leaves is the icon 
 
Of the poem, the figuration of blessedness,  
And the icon is the man.     

(CPP 446) 

The cure begins by covering the rock with leaves, but it is the transcendence of their 

fictionality that allows the poem to make so many “meanings of the rock” that by the 

end of the canto it “exists no more.” After the rock is covered, the leaves break into 

“bud,” “bloom” and “fruit,” which are then eaten. This is the “cure of the ground” that 

transforms the leaves into a fiction of themselves. This all happens speculatively, the 

cure administered in a surge of run-on conditionals (“if…If…if…if”) and burgeoning 

plosives, which, like a rumour, vires acquirit eundo. This cure, stimulated by desire 

for the illusion, faces no obstruction. This fiction is then identified as “the icon // Of 

the poem,” an icon which is also “the man.” The grammar here is no longer 

speculative; the cure is working. Finally, the leaves transcend themselves and their 

fictionality—“They are more than leaves that cover the barren rock” (CPP 446)—and 

it is this transcendence that makes possible the total cure of the rock: “In this plenty, 

the poem makes meanings of the rock, / …its barrenness becomes a thousand things // 

And so exists no more” (CPP 447). 

 

This transcendent cure is more than just a little mystical. The word “cure” has its 

etymological roots in cura, Latin for “care.” Before it came to mean a medical 

treatment, a cure was a care or concern of a spiritual nature; in J. H. Miller’s words, it 

was “a cure of souls” (“Stevens’ Rock” 10). The poem’s cure cares for the soul by 

first covering the rock, which, as we saw in canto one, has been made to signify 

nothingness and the absurdity of being, and then transforming that covering into a 

second-order reality. The cure is more than metaphorical; it is transubstantiating. Like 

the Catholic Eucharist, when “the incipient colorings / Of their fresh culls” are eaten, 

the metaphor has been successfully converted into its reality. Existence no longer just 

seems real, as it does in the metaphor of the leaves, but is real. The cure has turned 
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seeming into being, absence into presence. In other words, the method of the cure is 

erased as a part of the cure; it goes “beyond forgetfulness” by forgetting itself.  

 

Like transubstantiation, this mystical conversion requires belief. Not a belief in God or 

the divine, however, but in the imagination. The “icon / Of the poem, the figuration of 

blessedness” announces a veneration of the imagination’s ability to create an icon. In 

other words, the icon represents its own existence. Hence why the icon is also “the 

man”: the imago dei has become imago imaginationis. The veneration of the icon is 

the veneration of the human capacity to transcend not just absurdity but also the 

illusory nature of existence by making it meaningful. This veneration of the 

imagination is romantic in attitude but also has the stamp of New Criticism, which 

emerged in the decade before the publication of The Rock. In a striking coincidence, 

K. M. Wimsatt’s collection of essays written in 1941-52 and published in 1954 (the 

same year as both “The Rock” [first published in Trinity Review in May] and The 

Rock [first published as the final section of The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens]) 

was entitled The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry. According to 

Wimsatt, the poem-as-icon is not only an autonomous and unified object in which 

universal meaning finds concrete form, but, as Cassedy puts it, “a sacred and hermetic 

object to be worshiped like an idol” (11).89 Like Wimsatt’s icon, Stevens’ poem-as-

icon is a totalised and fully present object. It reproduces the organic totality of the 

natural object and subsumes the effects of temporality within itself: “In the predicate 

that there is nothing else. / They bud and bloom and bear their fruit without change” 

(CPP 446). This object is complete, which is also to say hypostatised (something that 

even Wimsatt admits [xvii]), blind to the difficulties that attend not just the ontology 

and perception of objects but the temporality of interpretation and the always belated 

meaningfulness of poetic forms. In other words, like the verbal icon, the poem-as-icon 

cannot admit of the “‘struggle with meaning’ of which all criticism, including the 

criticism of forms, should give an account” (de Man Blindness 27). 

 

“The Poem as Icon,” as both canto and concept, elevates the imagination to divine 

status as creator of perfect poetic forms or “concrete universals,” to use Wimsatt’s 

term and echoing Stevens’ aphoristic claim that “God and the imagination are one” 

 
89 Admittedly, Cassedy levels the same charge at literary criticism after New Criticism: “Even 
de Man, the chief skeptic of the post–New Critical era, speaks with the voice of a religious 
visionary” (11). 
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(CPP 914). This stages what Stevens speaks of in “The Relations Between Poetry and 

Painting” when he suggests that “Modern reality is a reality of decreation, in which 

our revelations are not the revelations of belief, but the precious portents of our own 

powers” (CPP 750-51). But as I argued in section one, Stevens is only in qualified 

support of the power of the imagination. Compare these lines from the Adagia:  

The final belief is to believe in a fiction, which you know to be a 
fiction, there being nothing else. The exquisite truth is to know that 
it is a fiction and that you believe in it willingly. (CPP 903) 

Stevens is drawing a difficult line between believing in a fiction that one knows to be 

a fiction and its blameworthy cousin: believing in a fiction without acknowledging or 

realising that it is indeed a fiction. This is a difference that the icon-as-poem must 

forget in “a cure beyond forgetfulness” where it erases its own form. 

 

 

Dematerialisation at the end of distances 
 

The result is a rapture of “plenty,” in which the leaves, now more than leaves, 

…bud the whitest eye, the pallidest sprout,  
New senses in the engenderings of sense,  
The desire to be at the end of distances,  
 
The body quickened and the mind in root. 
They bloom as a man loves, as he lives in love.  
They bear their fruit so that the year is known,  
 
As if its understanding was brown skin,  
The honey in its pulp, the final found,  
The plenty of the year and of the world.    

(CPP 446) 

This plentiful garden, the “final found,” is the ultimate triumph of the imagination, 

which describes itself as having an organic and ecstatic effect on body and mind. The 

rock has been transformed into the richness and incipience of human experience and 

meaning. Even the “whitest eye [and] the pallidest sprout” will transcend their 

insignificance and flourish here. This world is ripe and honeyed, an Eden of 

meaningful, organicist experiences, having transcended the nothingness of a lithic, 

godless materiality. 
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The imagination in full bloom is often associated in Stevens’ criticism with summer. 

Sebastian Gardner, who writes a detailed account of Stevens’ seasonal metaphysics, 

says summer is the time of “the world apprehended in the full blaze of…imagination” 

(327). “Credences of Summer,” another poem that explores both the boons and 

compromises of having to imagine reality, also proposes a disavowal: 

Far in the woods they sang their unreal songs, 
Secure. It was difficult to sing in face 
Of the object. The singers had to avert themselves 
Or else avert the object. Deep in the woods 
They sang of summer in the common fields.   

(CPP 325) 

This object may or may not be the rock of that poem’s previous canto, which states 

that “The rock cannot be broken. It is the truth” (CPP 324). Because these singers of 

reality desire instead “an object that was near” (CPP 325), the original object must be 

transformed by a complex, three-part process of possession, subjugation and 

declaration. The result is “this hard prize / Fully made, fully apparent, fully found” 

(CPP 325), not unlike the “the final found, / The plenty of the year and of the world” 

of “The Rock,” which is also created of a “desire to be at the end of distances,” a 

desire for presence and immediacy. However, the rock that “cannot be broken” in 

“Credences” is also called “the rock of summer.” This happens before the 

transformations that I am associating with summer and the imagination. In which case, 

this rock is clearly not equatable to the “the barren rock” of “The Poem as Icon” and 

its antithetical relation to the summer garden. But this is precisely the point because 

the antithetical and simplistic structure of the latter is under critique here. The “rock of 

summer” might be opposed to the “unreal” on some level, but it is not the opposite of 

meaning as such and not easily reducible: “It is a mountain half way green and then, / 

The other immeasurable half, such rock / As placid air becomes. But it is not // A 

hermit’s truth nor symbol in hermitage. / It is the visible rock” (CPP 

324). Conversely, the barren rock of “The Rock” is made to disappear. More 

precisely, the barren rock is made barren so that it can be disappeared. This is the 

nuance that Stevens is teasing out in the later poem: beware the imaginative work that 

forgets entirely the first rock and which subscribes to the totalising power of the 

imagination. 
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This dematerialisation of the rock is an act of fiction that erases its own fictionality: 

In this plenty, the poem makes meanings of the rock, 
Of such mixed motion and such imagery  
That its barrenness becomes a thousand things 
 
And so exists no more. This is the cure  
Of leaves and of the ground and of ourselves.  
His words are both the icon and the man.   

(CPP 447) 

The rock is mentioned four times in this canto. The first three all follow the same 

imperative pattern: “cover the…rock,” but in the last instance this exhortation is no 

longer necessary. The rock is elided into this meaningful and fecund “plenty” and 

ceases to be a rock. No longer barren, no longer nothing, it “exists no more” having 

been wholly subsumed into the totality of the imagination and its products; the cure is 

complete and the desire for presence is satisfied. 

 

Perhaps ironically, by the end of this canto we are in need of a cure for all these 

“meanings.” Without the rock they become “of such mixed motion and such 

imagery,” the emphatic “such” suggesting excess and perhaps even hubris. In his 

famous reading of this poem in 1976, which is also the first example of Anglophone 

literary deconstruction at work, J. H. Miller is all but overwhelmed by all of this 

meaningfulness: 

The reader naturally seeks a solid, literal ground, which acts as the 
curiological basis of the other figurative meanings. In doing so the 
reader tries to rest on each of the major terms or on a chain of terms 
that form a single scene, but that term or chain of terms gives way 
every time. It becomes a verbal fiction, an illusion, an Abgrund 
instead of the sought for Grund. (“Stevens’ Rock” 18) 

The effect is a “chain of chains,” he says, in which “the icon is the man is the poem is 

the fruit is the sun is a theorem or geometrical design is the relation of love is…the 

rock” (20). The result of this dematerialisation of the rock along with everything else 

is that meaning looks increasingly worthless. Unfortunately, Miller’s conclusion is 

also of dubious value: “Stevens’ poem is an abyss and the filling of the abyss, a chasm 

and a chasmy production of icons in the chasm…Its textual richness opens abyss 

beneath abyss, beneath each deep a deeper deep” (31). Bloom is also critical of the 

profusion of meanings produced by the poem, which he sees culminating in canto 

three: 
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Shall we say of Stevens’ rock that at last it is both self and other, me 
and not-me, mind and sky, imagination and reality? That would 
make it his image-of-images, a composite trope for his repression or 
internalization of poetic tradition. Of course, that makes it also too 
large and self-contradictory a trope, which is the particular fault of 
section III, Forms of the Rock in a Night-Hymn. There the rock is 
alpha and omega, final reduction and final reimagining, the way up 
and the way down, and too much else besides. (Wallace Stevens 
344-345) 

Bloom is overwhelmed by the many meanings, unable to separate the rock from all the 

things that he thinks it represents. He prefers the sublimity of canto two, its “crossing 

into meaningfulness” and solipsism where “the leaves have ceased to be tropes or 

poems and have become magic or mysticism, a Will-to-Power over nature rather than 

over the anteriority of poetic images” (348). In other words, although this profusion of 

meaning is also happening in canto two, Bloom permits it because the rock is covered, 

and the imagination is in full, unfettered flight. He has submitted to the cure, deceived 

by the poem’s ostensible imperative to de-fictionalise the illusion by venerating the 

imagination and dematerialising the rock.90 When the rock comes back into view, 

however, he can no longer reconcile all these meanings against that recrudescent 

ground. 

 

This saturation point encourages the reader to examine the veneration of poetry and 

the imagination. Whether that was Stevens’ intention or not, it can make us wary of 

submitting to this hubristic cure that professes the “precious portents of our own 

powers.” Stevens does say in “The Noble Rider” that when “the imagination adheres 

to what is unreal,” its figures lose their vitality because the imagination “has the 

strength of reality or none at all” (CPP 645-46). Not to say that this is an unequivocal  

statement—the denotation of “reality” should always be problematical for readers of 

Stevens—and yet it is an explicit recommendation that the high-flying powers of the 

imagination remain checked.  

 
90 The word “illusion” has its roots in illudere meaning “to mock,” which can be broken down 
into in-ludere, “non-play.” Is this canto mocking those who would believe in the illusion and 
submit to the cure “of the ground and of ourselves?” 
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A bitter pharmakon to swallow 
 

Is this cure a cure for the barrenness of the rock or the excesses of the imagination? 

Simon Critchley is one of the few critics who argue for the latter,91 claiming that “the 

desire to be cured of the desire for poetry” is the theme of many of Stevens’ late lyrics 

(83). One such cure is the rock: “poetry can endlessly make ‘meanings of the rock’, 

but if these meanings are nothing when set against the rock, then they are worthless” 

(83). But this reversal of the cure does not halt the antithesis of poetry and rock, it just 

swings it back to the other side. I agree that the value of meaning is here accountable 

to how and if one recognises or includes the rock; however, Critchley’s argument is 

just too close to the position that Stevens assigns Williams in his famously caustic 

introduction to Williams’ Collected Poems 1921-1931 (1934): “His passion for the 

anti-poetic is a blood passion and not a passion of the inkpot. The anti-poetic is his 

spirit’s cure” (CPP 769).92 And just to complicate things, Stevens wrote in the Adagia 

that “Poetry is a cure of the mind” (CPP 913). It would seem that this cure has us 

fixed between a rock and a hard place. 

 

There is nothing fixed about this strange cure, however. It does indeed succeed in 

covering the rock, offering poetry as a remedy against the absurdity of existence and 

the human condition, but this canto also demonstrates how poisonous the veneration 

of the imagination can be. The cure is thus a pharmakon, which is to say both a 

 
91 For some critics the key to this canto lies in how we should understand the preposition “of” 
in the phrases “cure of the ground” and “cure of ourselves.” According to Miller in “Stevens’ 
Rock and Criticism as Cure,” the poem is insisting that we must cure ourselves of not only the 
rock but also of the ground and ourselves. B. J. Leggett, on the other hand, argues that the 
preposition is being used possessively:  

It is, I am arguing, the cure “of or belonging to” the ground and the cure “of 
or belonging to” ourselves. This interpretation is suggested by the context 
alone, but it is reinforced by Stevens’ use of the construction “cure of” in 
his “Adagia”—“ Poetry is a cure of the mind” (OP 201). Miller cites this as 
one of Stevens’ few uses of “cure,” but he does not see its implication for 
his reading of “The Rock.” (“Stevens’ ‘The Rock’” 108) 

92  This introduction has a less than candid tone and it is usually assumed that Stevens’ 
compliments, which are strange and qualified, are forced, hiding a barely concealed criticism. 
This presumption is easy to arrive at if it is assumed a priori that Stevens is a poet of the 
imagination and therefore opposed to the anti-poetic; however, this preface can also be read as 
a poet trying to articulate or come to terms with his own relationship to the anti-poetic, which 
is something that he wants to condemn when it is treated objectively by a poet like Williams 
and yet something that he knows plays such an integral if problematic and often disguised role 
in his own work. 
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remedy and a poison. In “Plato’s Pharmacy,” Derrida describes writing as a 

pharmakon. On the one hand, writing is a technê to increase “memory and wisdom” 

(75); on the other, it is dangerously inferior to living memory and knowledge: “it is 

external or alien…to the living, which is the right-here of the inside, to logos” (104). 

If it is both of these things at once then it must also be neither, hence the “ambivalent, 

indeterminate space of the pharmakon, of that which…remains potency, potentiality, 

and is not yet the transparent language of knowledge” (115). This space is the 

“before” of the decision to interpret pharmakon as either remedy or poison, 

constituting “the original medium of that decision, the element that precedes it, 

comprehends it, goes beyond it, can never be reduced to it” (99). Ultimately it is this 

decision that will destroy the pharmakon by imposing the binary logic of Western 

metaphysics. 

 

Plato’s decision on the matter is well-known: writing is a poison, not a remedy. Canto 

two of the “The Rock” affirms ostensibly the opposing decision, but with nearly 

identical consequences. Poetry and its powers of metaphor are prescribed as a remedy, 

but it incurs a side-effect, namely the reification of difference and the imposition of 

binary logic in the various forms of man opposed to the rock, meaning opposed to 

barrenness or nothingness, and imagination opposed to reality. In response to this 

side-effect, the dose is doubled, and poetry metastasises into the icon, which declares 

itself as the immediacy of meaning and presence. The decision in favour of poetry 

over logos, in other words, goes the way of logos eventually anyway, asserting poetry 

as an icon, a self-presentation that has arrived “at the end of distances.” 

 

Having learned the hard way Derrida’s caution that “There is no such thing as a 

harmless remedy” (“Plato’s Pharmacy” 99), the poem will turn, in canto three, back to 

the rock as an antidote for all this meaning. This is not to say (as Miller does) that 

Stevens’ rock is equatable with Derrida’s pharmakon or any of his non-concepts of the 

“before” of Western metaphysical decisions, such as différance, the trace or the 

supplement. The main reason for this is that the rock is not “antisubstance itself” 

(“Plato’s Pharmacy” 70), as Derrida maintains for the pharmakon, but something 

more material than that. And yet, the project of deconstruction and that of “The Rock” 

have a similar aim: to identify and challenge the logocentrism of human meaning-

making. The antidote, therefore, will have not only to reverse the iconicity of poetry 
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(in the iconoclastic gesture of canto three), but also to decreate the order by which this 

poem has been making its meaning at all. 

 

. . .  

 

 

 

§3 Crisis 
 

 

Canto three has none of the sublimity of the previous canto. It retreats from the 

transcendental cure and its endless repetition of meaning and mastery. Instead of 

aiming to cover and transform the rock, it returns to the rock and the entanglements of 

the first canto, resisting the “illusion so desired” in favour of the “queer assertion” or 

what this canto calls the “difficult rightness” (CPP 447). The rock is the cure for 

neither poetry nor “reality,” but for the dualist logic that would arrange poetry and 

reality in opposition or unity. It is where irrationality prevails and things get more than 

a little out of focus. This suspension of logos is difficult to achieve and to maintain, 

however, and plunges the poem into crisis. In this way the rock is its own 

impossibility, which is the impossibility of containing or articulating the ineluctable 

entanglements of language, world and self. 

 

 

A difficult rightness 

 

The parameters of the lithic field are reinstated: 

The rock is the gray particular of man’s life, 
The stone from which he rises, up—and—ho,  
The step to the bleaker depths of his descents . . . 
 
The rock is the stern particular of the air,  
The mirror of the planets, one by one,     

(CPP 447) 

We are no longer in the garden of meanings with its increasingly insipid blooms; 

instead, the canto begins again with the rock. This time, the apogee of “noon” and the 
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“edge of the field” from canto one are determined explicitly in terms of this elemental 

object. It extends from the unremarkable but foundational rock, “the gray particular,” 

which is also “stone,” the mineral matter that composes rock as well as the hard seed 

from which a fruit grows, and it reaches into the sky, “the stern particular of the air,” 

which suggests the sun as well as our moon and other planetary rocks. The rock is 

coarse materiality and yet it maintains human existence, from the ground on which we 

step to the celestial system that supports us. And then there is the rock from a human 

perspective: 

But through man’s eye, their silent rhapsodist, 
  
Turquoise the rock, at odious evening bright  
With redness that sticks fast to evil dreams;  
The difficult rightness of half-risen day.    

(CPP 447) 

The rock underfoot becomes “Turquoise,” the precious and exotic stone once brought 

to Europe from Iran (then Persia) via Turkey93; while the rock above turns red in the 

manner of celestial bodies at sunset or sunrise, at “evening” or “of half-risen day.”94 

These red and turquoise rocks are not dematerialisations; they are not the same as the 

meanings or colorings” made in canto two, where the rock is made to mean everything 

except a rock. The rock does not become a stone or sun or redness or “too much else 

besides,” as Bloom says (Wallace Stevens 344-345), it simply is many things: the 

multiple particulars of earth and air, as well as the red and turquoise appearances of 

this solid materiality. The rock is not a Universal Form that begets these multiple 

particulars because it is precisely this Platonic formulation that breaks down against 

the illogic of this particular that has many forms. 

 

 
93 According to Gould, turquoise is “one of the more recurrent colours in the Stevens palette—
a colour of inbetweenness or interstitiality…‘blue’ is very often clearly the symbolic colour of 
the imagination (for example, ‘The Man with Blue Guitar’), and ‘green’ that of reality” (165). 
94 The sun’s reddening at rising and setting is caused by Rayleigh scattering. The moon, on the 
other hand, looks red during a total lunar eclipse. There was one total lunar eclipse in 1954 
before “The Rock” was published that year and two in 1953. The eclipses of 1953 may have 
been visible to Stevens either rising or setting (depending on where in North America he may 
have been). The eclipse of 19 January 1954 was entirely visible from Connecticut; however, in 
a letter dated on that day, Stevens wrote that although his “part of the world” could be 
“indescribably brilliant,” “Today it is indescribably dull: it seems about to snow” (L 814). 
“Lunar Eclipses: 1951–1960.” NASA Eclipse Web Site, NASA, 
eclipse.gsfc.nasa.gov/LEdecade/LEdecade1951.html. 
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I will come back to the significance of that remarkable conflation of “particular” and 

“Forms” in a minute. First, we need to address another difference that the poem 

recognises and yet minimises, namely the difference between concrete particulars and 

those more abstract images of the human eye, which is to say between primary and 

secondary qualities. For Whitehead, this difference is an example of the “bifurcation 

of nature” (22), a problematic summarised by Isabelle Stengers in her recent book 

Thinking with Whitehead as “the strange and fully modernist divide between primary 

and secondary qualities”: 

Bifurcation is what happens whenever we think the world is divided 
into two sets of things: one which is composed of the fundamental 
constituents of the universe—invisible to the eyes, known to 
science, real and yet valueless—and the other which is constituted 
of what the mind has to add to the basic building blocks of the world 
in order to make sense of them. (xii) 

Whitehead uses the experience of “redness” to explain how difficult it is to refuse this 

division:95 

The reason why the bifurcation of nature is always creeping back 
into scientific philosophy is the extreme difficulty of exhibiting the 
perceived redness and warmth of the fire in one system of relations 
with the agitated molecules of carbon and oxygen, with the radiant 
energy from them, and with the various functionings of the material 
body. Unless we produce the all-embracing relations, we are faced 
with a bifurcated nature; namely, warmth and redness on one side, 
and molecules, electrons and ether on the other side. Then the two 
factors are explained as being respectively the cause and the mind’s 
reaction to the cause. (22) 

Whitehead protests the bifurcation, declaring that “the red glow of the sunset should 

be as much part of nature as are the molecules and electric waves by which men of 

science would explain the phenomenon” (20). Likewise, the last canto of “The Rock” 

distinguishes between concrete particulars and the appearances that they generate in 

the eye—planets and their redness, for example—only to run them together as the 

many “Forms” of the rock to “produce the all-embracing relations.” The word “form,” 

as Angela Leighton has so saliently shown, is wonderfully unstable, an uncanny and 

difficult combination of abstraction and matter: 

 
95  The Concept of Nature collects The Tarner Lectures, which were delivered at Trinity 
College, Hartford, in 1919. Stevens lived in Hartford from 1916 until his death in 1955. 



 204 

It is an abstraction from matter, removed and immaterial; but it is 
also subtly inflected towards matter. As a word it holds off from 
objects, being nothing but form, pure and singular; at the same time, 
its whole bent is towards materialization, towards being the shape or 
body of something. (1) 

In “The Rock,” the uncertainty of this term is put to good use making the rock difficult 

again. The forms of the rock, which also are the rock, re-establish the uncertainty of 

this field, which the poem keenly calls “The difficult rightness of half-risen day.” This 

difficult arrangement rejects the hard differences between contraries such as 

particulars and universals, first and second qualities, day and night, as well as the 

bifurcation of nature into primary and secondary qualities. Dualism gives way to the 

monstrous illogic of “odious evening” and “evil dreams” in which evil is no longer the 

opposite of good, and therefore cannot be relegated to the outside. The rock elaborates 

instead a topology of multiple irreducible forms. Like Derrida’s pharmakon, the rock 

“does not have the punctual simplicity of a coincidentia oppositorum…[but] always 

exceeds them in constituting their bottomless fund” (“Plato’s Pharmacy” 127). There 

is no absolute or original order here, only the “difficult rightness” of a tangled world 

that constitutes the possibility (even inevitability) but never the presence of that hard 

difference between day and night. In this canto, however, unlike canto one, the 

difficulty of the rock will not be covered over. Instead, recognising and articulating 

this “difficult rightness” replaces meaning-making as the principal job of the 

imagination. This very different orientation explains the tonal difference between 

cantos two and three. 

 

 

Decreative attention or “getting out of focus” 
 

This new orientation replaces the “bright sight” of canto one with “man’s eye, their 

silent rhapsodist.” A “rhapsodist” is someone who recites poems or songs, especially 

ancient epic, but also a “collector of miscellaneous literary pieces.”96 In the latter 

sense, a “rhapsody” is a “literary work consisting of miscellaneous or disconnected 

pieces; a written composition having no fixed form or plan”; also: “A miscellany or 

 
96  “rhapsodist, n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/165130. 
Accessed 20 October 2020. 
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medley; esp. a muddled collection of words, ideas, etc.”97  The human “eye” is the 

“silent rhapsodist,” it collects terrestrial and celestial things or “forms,” which appear 

miscellaneous and disconnected, a composition that has “no fixed form or plan” but 

that together display a “difficult rightness.” Moreover, the silent rhapsodist is not 

concerned to impose form (or to trans-form) but to attend to diverse forms without 

rearranging them according human order. 

 

There is precedence to this rejection of “bright sight.” In a letter to Henry Church in 

1942, Stevens describes how one goes about thinking the “first idea”: “If you take the 

varnish and dirt of generations off a picture, you see it in its first idea. If you think 

about the world without its varnish and dirt, you are a thinker of the first idea” (L 426-

7). He follows up this approval and desire for clarity or “bright sight” in a letter dated 

barely a month later, where he says that “The first step toward a supreme fiction 

would be to get rid of all existing fictions. A thing stands out in clear air better than it 

does in soot” (L 431). However, on this latter occasion, he goes on to add “But I very 

soon found that, if I stuck closely to a development, I should lose all of the qualities 

that I really wanted to get into the thing, and that I was likely to produce something 

that did not come off in any sense, not even as poetry (L 431). A “thing stand[ing] out 

in clear air” was not, he realised, actually the best place to begin. A couple of 

paragraphs later he evokes Nietzsche in an apparently different context but in such a 

way that speaks directly to his misguided pursuit of clarity: “In [Nietzsche’s] mind 

one does not see the world more clearly; both of us must have felt how a strong mind 

distorts the world. Nietzsche’s mind was a perfect example of that sort of thing…The 

incessant job is to get into focus, not out of focus. Nietzsche is as perfect a means of 

getting out of focus as a little bit too much to drink” (L 431-2). Allowing the world 

and its things to get a little out of focus is an approved alternative approach to “bright 

sight,” which, ironically, leads to distortion. George Santayana, who said “this world 

is contingency and absurdity incarnate…To be irrational and unintelligible is the 

character proper to existence” (qtd. in Jarraway “Both Sides” 216), would also have 

approved of this approach. 

 

In 1936 Stevens gave a lecture at Harvard entitled “The Irrational Element in Poetry,” 

where he says that “the irrational element is merely poetic energy” (CPP 783). And 
 

97 “rhapsody, n.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/165133. Accessed 
20 October 2020. 
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yet he argues that “One writes poetry…in order to approach the good in what is 

harmonious and orderly” (CPP 786). Nearly twenty years later, he is writing poetry of 

an alternative orientation that would approach the irrational element instead, resisting 

and undoing that “rage for order” (CPP 106) and its illuminating creations. In “The 

Rock,” irrationality, queerness, vagueness, even mess is valued above the distortions 

created by the “harmonious and orderly.” This is not chaotic, however, but a “difficult 

rightness,” where “rightness” describes a very particular kind of accuracy and even 

value that cannot be measured by the usual, human orders of reason and 

understanding. This alternative orientation is the alternative form of decreation that 

the poem touches on in canto one with its “queer assertion of humanity.” As we saw 

there, decreation is commonly a tool for identifying the uncreated as well as the 

powers responsible for creation; however, it can also be a means for resisting this 

desire to order, name and arrange things according to human ideas. Decreation can be 

a means to letting things get a little out of focus and paying attention to them instead 

of making any decision that will destroy their irrational element, which Derrida would 

call “the original medium of that decision, the element that precedes it, comprehends 

it, goes beyond it, can never be reduced to it” (“Plato’s Pharmacy” 99). This 

disinterested decreation is also what Weil is describing when she says that “Attention 

consists of suspending our thought, leaving it detached, empty, and ready to be 

penetrated by the object; it means holding in our minds, within reach of this thought, 

but on a lower level and not in contact with it, the diverse knowledge we have 

acquired which we are forced to make use of” (Waiting 56). This attentive practice of 

suspending “our thought” and thus our desire to make things make sense is described 

in “Description Without Place”: 

…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.   

(CPP 298) 

This decreative attention recognises that the object under observation does not need 

the mind’s “secret arrangements” or veneer of clarity for it to be complete. To observe 
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is enough and, perhaps surprisingly, the world can then appear as a complete and 

“immediate whole.”98 

 

In “The Rock,” paying attention in this way is to observe things in their “difficult 

rightness,” a complex but less dualist and therefore less distorted arrangement of 

differences. This poem steps back from the assertion of an “immediate whole,” 

however, and finds instead the conditions or background for the whole, its “original 

medium”: 

The rock is the habitation of the whole, 
Its strength and measure, that which is near, point A 
In a perspective that begins again 
 
At B: the origin of the mango’s rind.    

(CPP 447) 

The rock is once again the field as both the conditions for emergence and the 

possibility of difference, this time described as a queer assertion between “point A” 

and point “B.” Karen Helgeson notes the similarity of this alternative topology to a 

passage from Whitehead (“Place” 121), which was quoted by Stevens in a lecture 

three years before the publication of “The Rock”: 

My theory involves the entire abandonment of the notion that simple 
location is the primary way in which things are involved in space-
time. In a certain sense, everything is everywhere at all times, for 
every location involves an aspect of itself in every other location. 
Thus every spatio-temporal standpoint mirrors the world. 
(Whitehead qtd. in CPP 858) 

Although there are parallels between Stevens’ thought and Whitehead’s process 

philosophy, Stevens is not explicitly concurring with Whitehead’s system here 

(Stevens’ intention with this lecture was not to explicate or evidence his own 

philosophical position but to show how philosophers can think like poets). The reason 

he quotes Whitehead is to approve of the poetic “level” at which his insight is 

working: 

These words are pretty obviously words from a level where 
everything is poetic, as if the statement that every location involves 
an aspect of itself in every other location produced in the 

 
98 We can recall again those lines from “Final Soliloquy of the Interior Paramour”: “We feel 
the obscurity of an order, a whole, / A knowledge, that which arranged the rendezvous” (CPP 
444). 



 208 

imagination a universal iridescence, a dithering of presences and, 
say, a complex of differences. (CPP 858) 

In other words, what is at stake for the poetic is to recognise things in their complex, 

undecided, irrational arrangements, their “difficult rightness.” Stevens is less 

concerned in this lecture to say how a poet might come to this insight, which is to say 

differently from a philosopher, but he does say that the poet begins in “a state of vague 

receptivity” (CPP 863), which is, again, that peculiar kind of attention or blurry sight 

that lets things get a little out of focus in order to see them better. 

 

The rock is that “level where everything is poetic,” where everything exists in its 

difficult and messy rightness, the “queer assertion,” before it is untangled by the 

human will to order. It is the “original medium” before the decision to sunder rock 

from meaning, matter from sense. This is not the same as saying that the rock is 

poetry, but rather that the rock is what is poetic in poetry. We see this also in the 

enjambment that threads “point A” and its perspective together with “B,” which 

manifests another form of embrace.99 The key phrase here, “point A / In a perspective 

that begins again / At B,” has no punctuation or syntactic pause, which gives the 

impression of an unbroken contour of meaning, and yet it comprises no less than two 

line-endings. As was said in the previous chapter, enjambment is arguably poetry’s 

most poetic assertion. It is the poetic in poetry—the sustained difference between the 

material and the meaningful, which Paul Valery called “a prolonged hesitation 

between sound and sense” (qtd. in Agamben 109). This differential arrangement is not 

simply antithetical but the suspension of both absolute difference, which is to say the 

enduring separation between matter and meaning, and their coincidence. The sinuous 

line from A to B emphasises the proximal, entangled character of enjambment. In 

other words, enjambment is another of this poem’s queer assertions, those meetings of 

proximal difference that occur between clods and bodies, human and inhuman forms, 

matter and meaning, as well as the rock, the mind and “the main of things.” Together 

these assertions perform a “complex of differences,” a tangled topology that extends 

the poetic into all corners of the known world, not just its poems (and we should not 

 
99 Enjambment is not an embrace made with the arms, an in-bracchium, but by closing distance 
with the legs instead, the English word “enjamb” deriving from en- + jambe in French, 
meaning “in” + “leg” (“enjamb, v.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/ 
62395. Accessed 20 October 2020). 
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be surprised to learn that the word “complex” comes from complectere, which means 

“to embrace.”) This is the “level where everything is poetic.” 

 

 

Crisis 
 

However, this amicable entanglement barely conceals the crisis at its heart. Agamben 

states that if enjambment is the possibility of poetry, then the last line of a poem, 

which has no capacity for enjambment, is not only not poetry but “something like a 

decisive crisis for the poem, a genuine crise de vers in which the poem’s very identity 

is at stake” (113). From this we can extrapolate that all of the poem’s queer assertions, 

indeed the poetic itself, pose a threat to the existence of the poem. Perhaps 

predictably, then, in the final lines of “The Rock” the poem’s performance of the 

“difficult rightness” comes undone, and everything that was built on the rock is 

broken on the rock. This disintegration begins with the further elaboration of the rock 

as a “habitation of the whole” and continues in the unfolding of everything from 

“things” to “the mind”: 

It is the rock where tranquil must adduce  
Its tranquil self, the main of things, the mind,  
 
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.   

(CPP 447) 

It is unclear from the beginning of this final passage how its terms are intended to 

relate to each other. The syntax is unhelpful because meagre, relying more on 

continual supplement than clarifying grammatical or structural detail. Do the 

sentence’s many predicates have only the one subject—the rock—or does “the main 

of things” or “the mind” take over at some point? Is “the main of things” to be equated 

with the rock or the mind? Or is it its own separate category? The same questions can 

be asked with more or less uncertainty of “The starting point,” as well as “space 

itself,” “the gate,” “the enclosure,” and so on to the end of the poem. What does it 

mean to say, “the main of things?” The noun “main” has an original sense in Old 
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English of “physical or mental strength or power.”100 In the previous sentence the rock 

is the “strength and measure” of the whole, so it would make sense that here too it is 

the rock that is “the main of things…The starting point of the human and the end.” But 

syntax as well as alliteration between “main” and “mind” means that we cannot avoid 

associating the mind with a primary position in relation to things or even with power 

over things. However, “the main” is also a poetic expression for the open sea,101 which 

changes the sense from principle or centralising power to a great expanse of things, a 

fluid rather than systematic or fixed “enclosure.” The continued uncertainty of these 

lines plays with these ideas of power and origin but also of containment and space, of 

temporality, liminality, illumination and so on. The possible implications of these 

lines could be extrapolated endlessly, but the more one tries to unravel them, the more 

of a tangle they become. Leighton—in her book about form, not incidentally—says 

that Stevens’ late poems “show him resisting representation and paraphrase almost 

successfully” (186). Things really are getting out of focus. Needless to say, this 

confusion is both syntactical and metaphysical; it is a disorientating mess of both 

words and worlds. 

 

What is ultimately fatal about these lines, however, is not this apparent confusion, 

which works to shift the poem into its liminal, irrational space, but its inability to 

maintain it. They can be experienced as an activation of what Weil calls the “negative 

effort” of attention (Waiting 55), which is to say the decreation of “our powers” of 

judgement and understanding as we surrender to the uncertainty of the poetic. The 

balance between night and day, “the things illumined / By day…and that which night 

illumines,” continues to tip in the direction of night and sleep. Having surrendered our 

“bright sight,” we are baptised (“illumined”) by the night into a darker, vaguer kind of 

seeing. The repetition of the word “night” and the gentle humming susurration of 

“midnight-minting fragrances” are soothing, if not hypnotic, ushering the reader into a 

dreamy liminality and the sleep of reason. This is “Night’s hymn of the rock,” which 

is a cure for neither poetry nor the barren rock but for the Kantian difference between 

rock and self. But the effect falls flat as the poem disintegrates into a sleepy mumble. 

The closing words—“as in a vivid sleep”—are clumsy, lacking Stevens’ usual grace, 

which is normally in evidence even in his gaudier moments. Agamben observes that 

 
100 “main, n.1.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/112514. Accessed 
20 October 2020. 
101 Ibid. 
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the end of a poem can be “cheap” (113), which is an appropriate description of these 

final lines. Little effort appears to have gone into pulling its words together, not to 

mention their dull force and poor paraphrase of Keats famous closing lines from “Ode 

to a Nightingale”: “Was it a vision, or a waking dream? / Fled is that music:—Do I 

wake or sleep?” (lines 79-80). They are not just anti-sublime, they are worse: prosaic. 

 

The poetic has collapsed. The proximal differences that the poem has been so 

carefully maintaining as well as thematising cannot hold, precipitating the poem’s 

identity crisis. The words “vivid sleep” declare the coming of what cannot be declared 

in poetry if it is to remain poetic: either the coincidence of matter and meaning (what 

Agamben calls the “mystical marriage of sound and sense” [114]) or their complete 

and enduring separation. Either way, this is a crisis not because neither of the options 

are satisfactory but because this is a turning point and as such a decision will be made 

either way. The word “crisis” denotes a difficult or dangerous situation, but it comes 

from the Greek for “to decide.” A crisis is specifically a time when crucial decisions 

present themselves; it is a turning point, a critical and decisive moment. The crisis of 

the poem presages attempts at resolution, which is to say the straightening out of its 

queer assertions and the untangling of its entanglements—in other words, the 

destruction of the poetic. This is true not only for what is at stake in enjambment but 

also for the way this poem is read and interpreted. 

 

This crisis does not suddenly materialise at the end of the poem; it has been there all 

the way through. “The Rock” stages this crisis in the constant push and pull between 

the words on the page and the words being read, the poem’s materiality and its 

meaning, between poetry and prose, and also in the worldly entanglements raised by 

the poem. This crisis is the longstanding philosophical and scientific debates over 

existence and being, over substance with its primary and secondary qualities, over 

how we encounter and perceive the world. It is not just linguistic but also at the heart 

of ontological and epistemological inquiry that aims to untangle, define, determine 

and name the things of the world, to decide what and how they are. These decisions 

shut us off from Kristeva’s semiotic and Derrida’s pharmakon, curing us of Ahmed’s 

messy worlds and Stevens’ rock. In other words, they destroy the poetic. 

“[E]verything is poetic” but only for so long as these decisions are suspended; in fact, 

we could go so far as to say that the poetic is this suspension. The rock achieves this 
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suspension when it resists the dialectic that would recuperate its otherness by curing 

and transforming it, making it signify rather than perform the “difficult rightness,” 

which articulates the complexity of this radical and poetic mess. 

 

The irony is, of course, that the rock’s preservation of the poetic is another form of 

decision or definition that turns the rock into a mere fossil of the poetic. In an attempt 

to preserve its act of suspension, the rock neutralises the crisis by swapping the 

tension of difference for the concord of embrace. The poem rewrites its own crisis as 

togetherness, an amicable arrangement of difference that precludes that “excess of 

tension and thought” that would otherwise threaten poetry (Agamben 115). In other 

words, writing the suspension of logos into a poem in the form of an object intends, 

however unintentionally, to contain and curtail an excessive or messy world that 

cannot be contained. Following Jon Erickson’s atypical formulation, objectification in 

modern literature and art is the use of an object to resist “the tide of continual change 

that overwhelms any sense of self, as well as the defining mechanisms of hegemonic 

ideologies” (x). Reification, on the other hand, is when that object cannot or can no 

longer resist and becomes a commodity for “consumption by interpretative methods” 

(xi). The rock resists its own reification until eventually this radical materialisation (or 

objectification) of the “difficult rightness” that cannot be thought, which has also been 

called here the “queer assertion,” the semiotic, the logic of the androgyne, fails or 

succumbs to a more rational, nonthreatening, anti-poetic logic. Likewise, my attempts 

to maintain rather than resolve the difficulty of the rock, as well as the corresponding 

problems of the textual object and the intersection it materialises, eventually succumb 

to my own interpretative ideologies and authority, resulting in this finished product: a 

rational and critical reading of “The Rock.” Even paying attention to the rock still 

means that one has to read, reify and inevitably consume it. Reading this poem, we not 

only encounter the crisis provoked by the difficult object as it tries to suspend its own 

reification, but in doing so provoke the crisis ourselves even if we try to read the poem 

decreatively, which is to say without making the poem mean anything except the 

difficulty of the poetic. Decreation is a way of observing the entanglement of things 

human and non-human, of text and object, matter and meaning, but if done right it 

would leave us with nothing to say. To read and to write, no less than to mean and to 

be, are perpetual crisis talks. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

 
This thesis has been about difficult objects in the poetry of Wallace Stevens, in 

particular the jar, trash, a pineapple and the rock. These objects are difficult because 

they experiment with alternative ideas of order and disorder, resisting orthodox modes 

of interpretation and the classificatory logic typically applied to objects. I have shown 

that although the scholarship is aware of the problem posed by objects in Stevens’ 

poetry, the prevalent critical response to these difficult objects is to find a “cure” for 

them, to resolve their difficult complexions by codifying them according to an 

epistemic field that extends from reality to the imagination. As such, they are 

identified as either more or less real, things or ideas. However, this does not resolve 

their difficulty so much as dissemble it behind knowledge claims. Accordingly, this 

thesis has not aimed to resolve the difficulty of these objects but instead to pay close 

attention to them and the ways in which they reorder and disorientate that epistemic 

field. What I found was that these objects are far stranger, messier and more difficult 

than they first appear. This challenged me to rethink how I understood objects to 

operate in poems and in turn to recognise the importance of objects to poetics, in 

particular their participation in poetry’s attempts to articulate that “difficult rightness” 

(CPP 447) beyond established ideas of order and perhaps even beyond thought. 

 

Taking these objects as its subject matter, this thesis has sought to recast the role of 

textual objects not only in Stevens’ poems but also in the larger discourses of literary 

theory and object studies. The question of the relationship between poetry and the 
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objects of the material world has always been germane to poetry. From Plato’s 

repudiation of poetry for its twice-removed presentation of reality to modernist 

poetry’s preoccupation with things in advance of ideas, this relationship is also 

directly related to poetry’s relevance in a world of real things that includes substantial 

objects such as rocks and nanoparticles as well as social and climactic forces, for 

instance. More specifically, textual objects have always been central to how poetry 

articulates the relationship between ideas and things, as well as corresponding 

dichotomies such as text and object, persons and things. Both romanticism and 

modernism put their textual objects to work in closing the perceived gap between 

these different spheres of knowledge and being (Larrissy; Peer; Thurley). Modernism 

came down eventually on the side of the text (displaying a bias that could be said to 

have heralded postmodernism) and the textual object became the poem itself in a 

manifestation of the materiality of language (Attridge; Bruns Material), as well as a 

presentation in language of human sense and sensations (Altieri Art). More recently, 

the pendulum has swung the other way and textual objects have again become sites of 

an extratextual materiality (Bill Brown Sense; Nathan Brown; Mullins).102 What this 

shows is that the textual object has historically been employed to resolve the 

difference between text and object by establishing the priority of one over the other. 

As I have argued, however, this is the case because the textual object is peculiarly 

positioned to materialise the epistemological and ontological problems that these 

discourses and their associated taxonomies are calibrated to resolve. It is in this way 

that the textual object provides an opportunity for the critique and reorganisation of 

these taxonomies. 

 

Stevens’ difficult objects exploit that opportunity, engaging the modernist 

preoccupation with ideas and things in ways that profoundly disturb the binary logic 

of that conceptual pairing. Instead of seeking to resolve the problems that accumulate 

around these terms and submit yet another idea of their order, these objects stage 

alternative ways of setting forth this relationship that resists both the hierarchical 

difference between things and ideas, and the collapse of their difference. Predictably, 

the result of paying attention to these objects was not that they became less difficult, 
 

102 These pendulum swings are not necessarily antithetical. As Thomas Ford points out in 
“Poetry’s Media,” the “regressive media logic” (450) that sees poetry’s materiality reduced to 
nanoparticles (as is the case in Nathan Brown’s The Limits of Fabrication, which was written 
after Ford’s article incidentally) begins with the theorisation of linguistic materiality by such 
people as Attridge and Bruns. 
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nor did these problems dissipate. On the contrary, the problem of text and object 

extended across conceptual fields and arrangements as the various objects took this 

problem to the four winds by engaging it in diverse ways. If anything, disorientation 

increased. Likewise, these objects were not seen to establish a new theory of textual 

objects or even a new or alternative poetics as such. The examples in this thesis 

expose something just as difficult as themselves—if not more so—namely, the 

difficulty of poetry and the crisis that it records. When I paid attention to these objects, 

it was poetry that emerged as the residue of our knowledge systems, contradicting 

human mastery by exceeding our ideas of order and articulating the mess of subjects 

and objects that make up our worlds. In other words, difficult objects articulate not 

only the difficulty of poetry and the problems that it stages but also the importance of 

that difficulty to poetry’s encounter with the underside of language, where meaning 

and matter are mutually articulated, and nothing is fixed but everything is. Poems are 

difficult objects. This does not (necessarily) entail the mysticism it might seem to 

suggest or even the modernist move in which the imagination replaces God; it can also 

simply teach us critical and personal humility. This awareness of our limitations in the 

face of poetic difficulty impacts how we read not only Stevens but poetry more 

generally, and it has the potential to disarm our more destructive hermeneutic 

endeavours. 

 

Stevens’ poetry is about objects. Not those “solid, static objects extended in space” 

(Joad qtd. in CPP 662) but objects that are perverse, excessive, ineffable, plural, 

intricate, feral and messy. These objects circulate disorder. They dismantle the 

habitual polarisation of Stevens’ poetry into a debate between reality and imagination, 

replacing it with a complex, discordant and difficult topology. These objects are no 

longer simply markers on the road between mind and world but rather nodes that 

reorientate us to and among the perpetual variations and contradictions that saturate 

Stevens’ poetry and make that poetry so famously difficult. Specifically, these objects 

bring into focus the entanglement of poetry and existence, which Stevens called “the 

intricate evasions of as, / In things seen and unseen, created from nothingness, / The 

heavens, the hells, the worlds, the longed-for lands” (CPP 415). These “intricate 

evasions” are tangles that resist our intelligence, preventing it from unravelling the 

warps and wefts of our existence. They occur not only in language—in the 

tropological “evasions of as”—but also in “things seen and unseen,” in objects known 
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and unknowable. This entanglement of not only language but language and the 

material world is enough proof for Stevens that “the theory / Of poetry is the theory of 

life” (CPP 415)—a recurrent principle in Stevens’ poetry and thought—and it is this 

inseparability of being and seeming, indeed their simultaneous articulation, that 

Stevens’ difficult objects stage. The consequence is that, as readers, we are compelled 

to confront the “intricate evasions” at the heart of Stevens’ poetry without means for 

unravelling them. In other words, these difficult objects are invitations to engage with 

what Carroll has called Stevens’ “fabled difficulty” (“Teaching” 242) instead of 

applying ways to resolve it. 

 

I want to conclude this thesis by invoking one final difficult object. Ice-cream is a cold 

and viscous substance, an “intermediate between solid and fluid.”103 It is an example 

of Bachelard’s “paste,” which is a form of the “material imagination” that arises as a 

vital and equalising amalgam of opposing things such as water and earth but also 

matter and self (13).104 In Stevens’ poem “The Emperor of Ice-Cream,” which entreats 

us to “Let be be finale of seem” (CPP 50), ice-cream materialises the poem’s 

entangling of life and death, as well as being and seeming, blurring the edges of those 

crucial categories that we use to define and order existence; a materialisation that is 

simultaneously monstrous and playful. It is significant that the poem does not enshrine 

an emperor of ideas (or some like iteration by another name) or even an emperor that 

represents an abstract universal such as death, reality or the imperfect. Instead, this 

position of authority—and perhaps the only position of authority—is given to a figure 

that presides over a sweet and creamy foodstuff loved by children and adults alike. 

Stevens’ difficult objects show us how to approach Stevens in this deadly serious 

attitude of play. They require us to renounce our rage for order and authority, let go 

the rules of analysis and embrace disorder, in which “the only emperor is the emperor 

of ice-cream” (CPP 50). They teach us to look out for unexpected arrangements and 

strange masters, and, above all, to pay attention to difficulty. 

 

 
103  “viscous, adj.” OED Online, OUP, Sept. 2020, www.oed.com/view/Entry/223909. 
Accessed 18 October 2020. 
104 Steven Connor calls Bachelard’s paste “an alternative order, in which it is not degrees of 
differentiation that count but the intensity of compounding” (Book 224). I propose that the 
whipping of “concupiscent curds” (CPP 50) in “The Emperor of Ice-Cream” achieves this 
intensity. 
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