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Introduction

Who was Wallace Stevens? The time has come when the question
Edmund Wilson asked in "The Kipling that Nobody Read" ("But who was
Kipling?") can profitably be asked about Stevens. Like Wilson, I
believe that knowledge of an author's life and personality can contribute
to a fuller understanding and appreciation of his work.,

Stevens himself apparently thought so too. In his commonplace
book, "Sur Plusiers Beaux Sujets,'" he quoted from a review of a Cezanne
exhibit and then added the following comment:

I note the above both for itself and because it adds to

subject and manner the thing that is incessantly overlooked:

the artist, the presence of the determining personality.

Without that reality no amount of other things matters much.

(0P, xxxix)

And in two essays, "The Irrational Element in Poetry" and "Effects of
Analogy." he discussed the ways in which poems are both determined by
and disclosures of the poet's personality (or "temperament,"” or "semse
of the world").

The truth is that a man's sense of the world dictates his

subjects to him and that this sense is derived from his

personality, his temperament, over which he has little

control and possibly none, except superficially, It is not

a literary problem. It is the problem of his mind and nerves.,

(NA, 122)

Because of this, Stevens wrote, a poet's work cannot help but be auto-
biographical, "in spite of every subterfuge'" and "even though it may be

totally without reference to himself" (NA, 121).

There are two reasons that this seems a good time to move away from
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the strictly "literary" problem of Stevens' poems and turn our attention

' Pirst, it seems to me that

to the problem of "his mind and nerves.'
the exploration of the philosophical ramifications of Stevens' ideas,

as contained in his poems, has just about reached the point of dimin-
ishing returns. Efforts to pin down the exact nature of Stevens' beliefs
about imagination and reality have become increasingly rarified and
repetitious. Studies of his late poems as "acts of the mind" have

grown progressively more abstract and theoretical, thereby coercing the
reader into seeing the poems themselves as unremittingly abstract and
theoretical. While Stevens' beliefs about imagination and reality are
important, and many of his late poems are undeniably abstract and
theoretical, I believe it would be refreshing at this point to remind
ourselves that these poems were after all written by a man who_actually
lived in the world and that their sources lie not only in his "jdeas"
but also in his feelings and experiences. New Critical canons against
such biographically-oriented criticism have eased, and indeed recent
Stevens studies have shown an increasing interest in the man. Helen

Vendler's On Extended Wings (1969) pointed out the influence of Stevens'

ascetic temperament in his poems. By relying on the poetry alone for
insight into Stevens' personality, I believe she gave an unbalanced
picture of the man, but her willingness to raise the issue of the poet's
personality was liberating for Stevens criticism., Other writers such as

A. Walton Litz (in Introspective Voyager: The Poetic Development of

Wallace Stevens, 1972) and Lucy Beckett (in Wallace Stevens, 1974) have

quoted extensively from Stevens' letters to support their accounts of

his poetic development. An interesting recent example of an effort to
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link Stevens' poetry to the personal anxieties reflected in the journals
and letters is Richard Ellmann's essay "How Wallace Stevens Saw Himself"

(in Wallace Stevens: A Celebration, edited by Frank Doggett and Robert

Buttel and published in 1980). According to Ellmann, "How [Stevens] saw
himself, how he valued and then revalued what he saw, provided the
impetus to write that poetry in which he was both actor and spectator.
In this sense he was right to consider that his poetry was personal"
(170).

My second reason for deciding that a study of the man is in order
is the growing amount of biographical material that is now becoming
available. The single most important stimulus and source for my
investigation of the man behind the poems is Holly Stevens' Souvenirs

and Proptecies: The Young Wallace Stevens (1977), which includes the

complete text of the journals Stevens kept from 1898 to 1909. Souvenirs

and Prophecies is a rich record of Stevens' ideas, feelings, and

experiences during his twenties; thus it complements the previously

published Letters of Wallace Stevens, which reveals mainly the older

Stevens (few early letters having survived).

The bibliography includes a list of additional biographical
material now available, including a number of anecdotal references and
brief memoirs by other writers, friends, and business associates.
Several of these items have appeared in recent issues of The Wallace

Stevens Journal or were published in connection with the Stevens

centennial in 1979. (See for instance the contributions by Wilson

Taylor, Holly Stevens, and Peter Brazeau in Wallace Stevens: A Celebra-

tion, edited by Doggett and Buttel.) Perhaps before long it will be
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possible to approach Stevens' life in terms of a full-scale biography.
The only existing biographical study, Samuel French Morse's Wallace

Stevens: Poetry as Life (1970), is a useful survey of Stevens' life,

but it does not pretend to be more than a brief ovérview. My own
study is less concerned than Morse's with the external events of
Stevens' literary career; what I have attempted instead is a more
thorough and systematic analysis of the underlying forces at work in
Stevens' temperament and the ways in which those forces stimulated and
shaped his poems.

In the journals of Souvenirs and Prophecies we see Stevens as a

nineteen-year-old Harvard undergraduate and on a summer vacation in

his hometown of Reading, Pennsylvania. We follow him to New York, where
he struggles to earn a living as a reporter while learning to adapt to
city life. He reluctantly sets aside his literary ambitions and enters
law school; for two years he suffers the drudgery of clerking in a law
office. He describes his once-in-a-lifetime wilderness experience in
the Canadian Rockies following graduation. Then come dismal years of
efforts to establish his own law career, years which finally begin to
bear fruit when he enters the insurance field in 1908. Meanwhile he
carries on a five-year courtship of Elsie Moll, a girl from his
hometown, leading to their marriage in 1909.

My first two chapters are devoted to a close reading of these
journals and the letters to Elsie which gradually supplanted them.
Although written several years before the poems of Harmonium, they
clearly reveal in Stevens the preoccupations and contradictions which

would eventually shape his poems. Most strikingly, they show that
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the vacillation between "imagination" and "reality" (and the struggle
to reconcile the two) which characterizes Stevens' later poetic career
was an outgrowth of a basic ambivalence which was rooted in his
temperament from the beginning. The theme which pervades the journals
is the young Stevens' struggle to reconcile his esthetic values with
the seemingly harsh facts of life in the "real world." The journals
demonstrate Stevens' deep-seated enthusiasm for nature (whether a
brilliant sunset or an icy winter day in Central Park) and for marathon
walks through the New Jersey countryside, as well as his linguistic
inventiveness and playfulness, his love of metaphor and embellishment.
They also reveal the darker side of his personality, the black moods
that came over him in periods of ennui. Such passages provide a
personal context for the "dejection odes" which occur throughout
Stevens' career, from "The Man Whose Pharynx Was Bad" to "The Course
of a Particular."

The last four chapters deal with the major phases of Stevens'
poetic career. These chapters draw on both poems and letters to trace
Stevens' psychological growth--his feelings about people and places,
his responses to natural surroundings and seasonal changes, his
struggle against ennui and the deadening of his emotional life. I
have been concerned with the external events of his life only insofar
as they shaped and influenced his inner life.

The governing purpose in my discussions of individual poems has
been to delineate "the pvesence of the determining personality." I
have tried to bring to light the feelings, anxieties, and enthusiasms

which motivate and inform the poems. I hope I have shown that Stevens'
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poems are often personal in ways that are not obvious on the surface.
My discussion of Stevens' poetry has been selective, concentrating on
those poems with the clearest autobiographical content (for example
"The Comedian as the Letter C") and on the lyrical passages which
offer the most direct expressions of personal feeling. Not only the
sensuous poems of Harmonium but many poems from throughout Stevens'
career have a strong basis in personal feeling and experience, and
these are the poems to which I have given primary attention. If I
slight the more philosophical and abstract poems which make up much
of Stevens' late work, it is not only because they are less relevant
to my biographical concerns but also because they seem to me weaker
and less interesting as poetry. I am not aiming to deal with the whole
of Stevens, but with the Stevens that matters most to me.

A subsidiary theme running throughout this book concerns Stevens'
effort to overcome a private failure of feeling by means of renewed
contact with the reality of ordinary appearance, with what he called
"the normal." I find the lyrical core of Stevens' poetry in this
effort, and in its transitory and problematic successes, rather than
in his labored attempts to find conmsolation in the creation of abstract,
transcendent fictions (the "hero," the "supreme fiction'"). My last
two chapters, on Stevens' late work of the 1940s and '50s, are largely
devoted to attempting to show that this affection for "the normal"
persisted even when Stevens seemed most preoccupied with his grandiose
fictions.

In old age, Stevens turned inward in a poetry of introspective

meditation, apparently divorced from the external world. Yet he was
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still moved to seek moments in which he could rediscover the feeling
for everyday reality. Such moments were rarer and harder to come by,
thus all the more precious and poignant. Despite the predominance of
Stevens' philosophical concerns, the lyrical voice continues to be
heard in his last work, and through it, for me at least, a saving

sense of the man behind the poems.



Chapter One

Half Dream, Half Deed: 1899-1904

Wallace Stevens began to keep a journal while a student at Harvard
in 1898. He wrote little, however--occasional comments on his reading.
Most of his creative energy went into the poems and stories he wrote

for the Harvard Advocate and other school publications. These early

pieces have been given detailed attention by Robert Buttel in Wallace

Stevens: The Making of Harmonium. The one period when the under-

graduate Stevens kept his journal regularly was the summer of 1899,
which he spent at his home in Reading, Pennsylvania, and at Wily's farm
in nearby Berkeley. It was a fulfilling time for him, as he stored up
a rich supply of impressions and observations. At the end of it he
wrote:

The three months have been kind to me. Certainly tbe memory

of them will surpass any other that I have--the complete

change of intellectual vestment has been like the exchange

of a dusty road for a path through green and happy fields.

(sp, 59)

Stevens' sense of beauty began with his esthetic response to nature.
The summer journal is filled with descriptions of nature, and the
descriptions usually emphasize sensuous details--colors, shapes, sounds,
and scents. Nature for Stevens was not a subject for scientific study
but a source of images, as in the following passage:

In the sunset tonight I tried to get the value of the

various colors. The sun was dimmed by a slight mistiness

which was sensitive to the faintest colors and thus gave
an unusual opportunity for observation. In this delicate
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net was caught up first of all a pure whiteness which

gradually tinted to yellow, and then to heavy orange and

thick, blazing gold; this grew light again and slowly

turned to pink. The featherv deer-grass before me twinkled

silverly in a little breeze, the ordinary blades of green-

grass and wheat stubble glittered at their tips while the

ragweed and clover were more dark and secret. The middle-

distance remained stolid and indifferent. The horizon, on

the contrary, was deepening its blue--a color to which the

outermost clouds were already turning. The pink in the sky

brightened into a momentary vermilion which slowly died

again into rose-color edged with half-determined scarlet

and purple. The rose-color faded, the purple turned into

a fine, thin violet--and in a moment all the glow was

gone. (SP, 55)
At times Stevens was content merely to catalog colors. (In 1909 he went
so far as to write a poem which consisted entirely of a list of colors.)
But here the colors are incorporated into a little drama of light--
deepening, turning, brightening, fading, dying. The denoumeni comes
in the final clause set off dramatically by a dash--"and in a moment all
the glow was gone." We even hear the applause in the comment which
Stevens added to his description of the sunset: "My feelings tonight

1" Another element of

find vent in this phrase alone: Salut au Monde
Stevens' description which makes it more than simply a detached record
of observations is his use of metaphor (the mist is a "delicate net" in
which to catch the colors) and his way of characterizing the colors by
personification (the ragweed and clover are "dark and secret"”; the
middle-distance is "stolid and indifferent"; the scarlet is "half-
determined"). We can see Stevens' delight in figurative language at
work even in what purports to be an objective rendering of "the value of

the various colors," The "scientific" tone in the beginning of the

paragraph gives way to the pleasure of arranging and dramatizing the
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sunset.

Next to colors, Stevens was perhaps most interested in scents. A
catalog of flowers in the Wilys' garden includes the appearance and
smell of each. Sweet peas are told from everlasting peas by their
"frail and delicate" scent; bergamot has a "spicey smell" and its leaf
"smells almost as good as the flower'; mignonette is '"a little, vigorous
flower with a dry, old-fashioned goodness of smell"; and so forth
(SP, 44). Again Stevens' love of metaphor is apparent, as in his
description of snapdragon as "a close-knit, yellow, tumbled sort of
thing which if looked at closely reproduces a man in the moon or rather

the profile of a Flemish smoker." There is even an early example in

this passage of Stevens' propensity for inventing words. He had written
of the poppies, "The least breath of wind shimmers over them and the
impression of them is certainly comparable to that of Wordsworth's
daffodils," but he revised the ending to read, "the impression of them
is daffodylic."

Stevens was attracted to the grand =spects of nature-—sunmsets,
clouds and sky, vistas, weather. But he was not oblivious of the

particular and the intimate, He wrote in one journal entry:

The first day of one's life in the country is generally a
day of wild enthusiasm. Freedom, beauty, sense of power
etc. press one from all sides. In a short time, however,
these vast and broad effects lose their novelty and one
tires of the surroundings. This feeling of having exhausted
the subject is in turn succeeded by the true and lasting
source of country pleasure: the growth of small, specific
observation. Weary of the deep horizon or green hill omne
finds immense satisfaction in studying the lyrics of song-
sparrows, catbirds, wrens and the like. A valley choked
with corn assumes a newer and more potent interest when one
comes to notice the blade-like wind among the leaves . . .
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It is the getting below the delightful enough exterior

into the constantly surprising interior that is the source

of real love for the country and open air. (SP, 48)

Apparently the contrast between "interior" and "exterior" is, in this
passage, the same as that between "small, specific observation" and
"yast and broad effects." But even in his observations of the small and
specific, the lyric of the song-sparrow and the wind in the leaves,
Stevens was still really dealing with exteriors, with the surfaces of
things. He reacted to nature as an artist, delighting in its beauty--
not as a scientist who seeks the abstract laws which underlie and "ex-
plain' natural phenomena, nor as a mystic who seeks intimations of the
transcendent in those phenomena.

Stevens sometimes seemed to regard nature as a superior, because
more original, form of art. Soon after his return from Cambridge to
Reading, he wrote:

There is one advantage in being here. Instead of the bad

photographs of Tintoret and Reynolds or the reproductions

of Hermes and Venus you have the real thing: green fields,

woods etc. (SP, 41)

A little later he commented that "no one paints Nature's colors as well
as Nature's self" (this even though the sunset that inspired it "was not
very fine"™!) (SP, 41). This observation led him to meditate on the
artificiality of literature compared to life. He found a character in
a Robert Louis Stevenson story he had been reading to be

a paper doll and entirely literary, patly illustrating the

difference between literary creations and natural men. Out
in the open air with plenty of time and space I felt how
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different literary emotions were from natural feelings.

(sp, 41-2)

Although this last passage reveals Stevens' distrust of the
Martificial®™ and the "literary," the esthete in him was quite prepared
to mingle "literary emotions" with 'natural feelings," letting art
enhance nature and nature enhance art., One evening, coming home from
a field where he had been watching the sunset, he was struck by the
moon "hanging in the dark east."

I felt a thrill at the mystery of the thing and perhaps

a little touch of fear. When home I began the third canto

of "Endymion" which opens with O moon! and Cynthia! and

that sort of thing. It was intoxicating. (SP, 46)

It was not enough for the young Stevens to let Keats express his
feelings; he felt the need to do it for himself., It was his esthetic
response to nature that first stimulated Stevens to write:

It is quite impossible for me to express any of the

beauty I feel to half the degree I feel it; and yet it

is a great pleasure to seize an impression and lock it

up in words: you feel as if you had it safe forever.
(sP, 48)

Nature was Stevens' source of energy and his source of material:

Today I have been freshening up and storing myself with
new [illegible word]: a half-hour in the garden, the sight
of two immense white clouds in the field over the bridge
and the notes of a catbird singing in the rain. . . .
Country sights both purge and fill up your famcy . . .
(sp, 47)

Three days after this entry he remarked, "Have also been planning more

poetry: I am full of bright threads-—if I could only gather them
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together~-but I'm afraid I'm almost too lazy" (sp, 48).

Although Stevens wrote hardly any poetry that summer, he did
record some ideas for poems. He also recorded his ideas about what
poetry should be. The fascinating thing about this early journal is
the inconsistency between what Stevens reveals about his own e.-lLetic
sensibility and what he says when he philosophizes about the function
of art. The division in his mind is nowhere more apparent than in the
contrast between his idealistic notion of the moral function of poetry
and the purely esthetic feelings which actually prompted him to write.
Here is the kind of thing that appealed to his poetic instinct:

Thought for Somnet: Birds flying up from dark ground at

evening: clover, deep grass, oats etc. to Circle & plunge

beneath the golden clouds, in & about them, with golden

spray on their wings like dew. Produce an imaginative

flutter of color. (SP, 51)

This is the esthete in Stevens, the proponent of a 'pure poetry" of
images that serve a mood rather than an idea. The next journal entry
shows Stevens' mind moving from observed particulars to "poetic"
generalizations, motivated by the desire to convey nothing beyond
"color, sound & motion':

There is a good chance here to write a sketch containing

color, sound, & motion. The plants, the sun, the dam,

the birds, the flowers, trees, wind, cicadas, shadows,

cropping fruit, contrast of stillmesses, contrast of white

house, lichens, looming phlox, dead leaves and grass on

ground in the green, sun making leaves transparent almost,

air of plenty, glitter of birds in air, brown and black

blotched barks of trees, Georgic distances, presence of
possible romance (moon, stars) etc. etc. (SP, 54)

The frame of mind represented in these remarks lies behind much of the
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poetry of Harmonium, written fifteen years later. As late as 1928,
Stevens answered a critic's query about "Domination of Black' by
saying "its sole purpose is to fill the mind with the images & sounds
that it contains. . . . You are supposed to get heavens full of the
colors and full of soundé, and you are supposed to feel as you would
feel if you actually got all this" (L, 251).

Yet Stevens' observations concerning the proper role of poetry
often sound like implicit rejections of his own poetic practice. He
had begun his journal, in the £fall of 1898, with some thoughts on
poetry copied from the letters of Benjamin Jowett. In the passage
quoted by Stevens, Jowett defined "true poetry'" as "the remembrance
of . . . the noblest thoughts of man, of the greatest deeds of the
past," and condemned lesser poetry as "a flattery, a sophistry, a
strain, in which, without any serious purpose, the poet lends wings
"to his fancy and exhibits his gifts of language and metre-—Such an one
ministers to the weaker side of human nature; he idealizes the sensual
. . " (8P, 20). Stevens expressed a similar sentiment in an entry
made the following March:

Art for art's sake is both indiscreet and worthless. . . .

Beauty is strength, But art-—-art all alone, detached,

sensuous for the sake of sensuousness, not to perpetuate

inspiration or thought, art that is mere art-—-seems to

me to be the most arrant as it is the most inexcuseable

rubbish,

Art must fit with other things; it must be part of the
system of the world. And if it finds a place in that

system it will likewise find a ministry and relation that

are its proper adjuncts. . . . What does not have a

kinship, a sympathy, a relation, an inspiration and an

indissolubility with our lives ought not, and under healthy
conditions could not have a place in them. (SP, 38)
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During his summer in Pennsylvania, Stevens had an occasion to
argue against art that was "sensuous for the sake of sensuousness."
He was looking at some paintings done by his scientifically-minded
friend Christopher Shearer, who claimed that '"nature was superior to
art."

1 said that the ideal was superior to fact since it was

man creating & and adding something to nature. He held

however that facts were best since they were infinite while

the ideal was rare. Now compare his hesitancy in putting

nature above art, his materialistic religion and beliefs,

and does it not seem as if he were unaware of anything

divine, anything spiritual in either nature or himself?

If this be so do his pictures possess humanity? Are they

not so much mere paint: sky and trees and blank places

holding a bird or two? (SP, 45)
A few days later Stevens asserted, "I'm completely satisfied that
behind every physical fact there is a divine force. Don't, therefore,
look at facts, but through them" (SP, 54). This transcendentalist
faith was apparently something Stevens would soon outgrow. But what
remained was the unwillingness to accept mere fact, even the fact of
beauty, as an adequate justification for art. Throughout his life,
Stevens had a restless need to go beyond his own genuine respomse to
sensuous beauty and find ways of humanizing his poetry. His idealism
became less naive, more guarded, but never entirely left him,

The passage quoted above wavers between the notion of nature as
mere "fact," to which man must "add something," and the notion of
nature as immanently divine, whose divinity we merely need to recognize.

The same distinction between the artist as active creator and as passive

receiver (a traditional Romantic dilemma) recurs throughout Stevens'
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work. In the earlier poetry, particularly in Harmonium, Stevens seems
to emphasize the creative role of the poet ('"Out of my mind the golden
ointment rained,/ And my ears made the blowing hymns they heard."
["Tea at the Palaz of Hoon"]). 1In his later poetry the poet's role
becomes more passive, more receptive to the world, as in '"Notes toward

a Supreme Fiction," where the poet's goal is

To discover an order as of

A season, to discover summer and know it,

To discover winter and know it well, to find,

Not to impose . . . ’

(cP, 403-404)

Stevens was aware of the inconsistency between his poetic feelings
and his poetic theory. He seems to have deliberately sought contact
with reality in its mundane aspects as an antidote to his esthetic side,
He had a horror of sentimentality because he sensed his own tendency
toward it. When he spent a day collecting insects with Shearer and
another scientific friemd, he "felt in the two men an entire lack of
poetic life, yet there was an air of strict science, an attentiveness
to their surroundings which was a relief from my usual milk and honey"
(SP, 49). The ironic self-deprecation in the phrase "my usual milk and
honey" shows that already Stevens was wary of his tendency toward an
over-refined estheticism and sought the bracing influence of unpoetic
facts. In the same way, he found a necessary counter-balance to poetry
in his Harvard classes. The tedium of his studies and the urge to
escape into the out-of-doors is the theme of one of his sketches from
the previous spring, 'A Day in February" (SP, 26-27). But, as he wrote

on June 20, study provides a poet with a needed contrast, "a place to
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spring from."

The mind cannot always live in a 'divine ether." The lark
cannot always sing at heaven's gate. There must exist a
place to spring from--a refuge from the heights, an anchorage
of thought. Study gives this anchorage: study ties you down;
and it is the occasional willful release from this voluntary
bond that gives the soul its occasional overpowering sense
of lyric freedom and effort. Study is the resting place--
poetry, the adventure. (SP, 41)

In later life, Stevens' daily grind at the office was the "voluntary
bond" that gave him the needed "anchorage," and without which his
poetry might not have been possible.

As Stevens tried to correct his poetic dreaminess, so he tried to
avoid aimless shifts of mood and channel his restless energies. In a
single paragraph from the July 31 entry he expressed both his ambition
and his idealism. Stevens wrote that his friend Livingood

begins to yield to the expectations of the community,

desiring more or less to be well-thought of, quenching

his independence and getting into the highway. It seems

strange that he should take all these things so seriously.

I don't think he is quite free, yet, from the fascination

of moods. He ought to have one definite and simple ethical

rule which like a weather-cock could point every direction

and yet be always uppermost. Moods ought not to wreck

principles. He needs stability of desire. Personally I

mean to work my best and with my might and accept whatever

condition that brings me to. Such a principle strikes me

as the only true sort of one, the real rockbottom. (SP, 50)
Stevens himself, of course, would soon be "getting into the highway,"
first as a would-be journalist, then as a lawyer, and finally as an
insurance executive.

Interestingly, one of the recurrent themes in Stevens' journals

and letters is the inconstancy of his own character through shifting
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moods and changing tastes. Thus his desire for a rockbottom principle
is a reflection of his own personal need for stability. This impulse
to find an absolute, and with it a sense of order, contrasts with his
relativism and hedonism.

1f Stevens' natural tendency was to dissipate his considerable
energy in dreaming and dabbling and self-indulgent moodiness, he was
aware of the dangers of such instability. The primary danger, for him,
was that of becoming jaded and succumbing to ennui. For Stevens, as
for Hawthorne, the one unpardonable sin was the failure of feeling.
"Somehow," he wrote a little farther on in the same entry quoted above,

what I do seems to increase in its artificiality. Those

cynical years when I was about twelve subdued natural and

easy flow of feelings. I still scoff too much, analyze

too much and see, perhaps, too many sides of a thing . . .

(sp, 50)

Although the Wilys had fallen on hard times, he had failed to notice
"the pathos of their condition" as quickly as Livingood: "I am too
cold for that." This inhibition blocking the "natural and easy flow

of feelings" returned to haunt Stevens in such poems as "The Man Whose
Pharynx Was Bad"; it was the strain of melancholia which was the shadow
side of Stevens' exuberant sensualism.

A rather desperate effort by 3tevens to reconcile his devotion to
pure beauty with his determination to participate fully in the active
life is recorded in an August entr& in the journal:

I thoroughly believe that at this very moment I get none

of my chief pleasures except from what is unsullied. The

love of beauty excludes evil. A moral life is simply a
pure conscience: a physical, mental and ethical source of
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pleasure., At the same time it is an inhuman life to

lead. It is a form of narrowness so far as companionship

is concerned. One must make concessions to others; but

there is never a necessity of smutching inner purity.

The only practical life of the world, as a man of the

world, not as a University Professor, a Retired Farmer

or Citizen, a Philanthropist, a Preacher, a Poet or the

like, but as a bustling merchant, a money-making lawyer,

a soldier, a politician is to be if unavoidable a

pseudo-villain in the drama, a decent person in private

life. We must come down, we must use tooth and nail, it

is the law of nature: "the survival of the fittest";

providing we maintain at the same time self-respect,

integrity and fairness. I believe, as unhesitatingly

as I believe anything, in the efficacy and necessity of

fact meeting fact—-with a background of the ideal. (SP,

53-54)
The remarkable thing about this passage is that Stevens sets up two
irreconcilable poles and then tries to make them go together by force.
Fact and ideal, social Darwinism and the moral life, are rudely juxta-
posed but do not achieve any kind of harmonious reconciliation. The
gap remains unbridged; the effort to keep the ideal as a "background"
in a brutal world of tooth and nail is lame and unconvincing. The
ambivalence which Stevens at nineteen could not overcome stemmed from
his conviction that "the love of beauty excludes evil." The world for
him was still divided into an esthetic realm, pure and unsullied, and
a practical realm which he found deeply repugnant., He knew that he
could not live exclusively in either realm, but he could not see at
this point how to reconcile them. He was divided between an impossibly
high idealism and a correspondingly ruthless cynicism. Before he would
be capable of his mature poetry, he needed to broaden his esthetic to

include evil (for which read ugliness, banality, mundane reality).

This conflict is, I believe, at the root of Stevens' lifelong pre-
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occupation with the interplay of imagination and reality. It may be
that in his life he failed to achieve an integration: he was forced
to live one life at the office and reserve his inner poetic life for
home. But in his poetry, with its incessant variations on the theme
of the interdependence of reality and imagination, he did achieve at
least provisional and momentary integrationms.

Nine months after his idyllic summer in the country, as Stevens
prepared to leave Harvard and set off for a new life in New York, he
again expressed his ambivalence between the competing ideals of the
active life and the contemplative life, between working and dreaming.
He still saw the two ideals as absolute and irreconcilable:

I should be content to dream along to the end of my

life--and opposing moralists be hanged. At the same time

I should be quite as content to work and be practical--but

I hate the conflict whether it "avails" or not. I want my

powers to be put to their fullest use--to be exhausted

when I am done with them. On the other hand I do not want

to have to make a petty struggle for existence--physical or

literary. I must try not to be a dilettante--half dream,

half deed. I must be all dream or all deed. (SP, 71)

Stevens' fear of being a dilettante was a sound insight, but I would
have located the danger precisely in his tendency to be "all dream'--
not in the conflict between dream and deed. If Stevens had been content
to dream along to the end of his life, he would indeed have remained

a mere dilettante. It was the counteracting effect of his drive toward
work, toward an accommodation with the mundane world, that strengthened

and broadened his esthetic. A major step in that broadening was his

confrontation with New York.
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On June 15, 1900, the day after Stevens' arrival in the city where
he was to spend the next sixteen years of his 1ife, he announced to his
journal,

1 do not like it and unless I get some position that is

unusually attractive I shall not stay. What is there to

keep me, for example, in a place where all Beauty is on

exhibition, all Power a tool of Selfishness, and all

Generosity a source of Vanity? New York is a field of

tireless and antagonistic interests--undoubtedly fascinating

but horribly unreal. Everybody is looking at everybody

else--a foolish crowd walking on mirrors. I am rather glad

to be here for the short time that I intend to stay--it

makes me appreciate the opposite of it all. (sp, 72-73)
Stevens did not find an "unusually attractive" position--only an
unglamorous and low-paid job as a reporter. Yet he stayed--at first
to prove himself, and then because he found himself gradually coming
to like New York. He never lost his appreciation for "the opposite''-—-
the countryside of Reading or New Jersey, and the pristine beauties
of poetry and philosophy—-but his world grew to encompass the cruder
side of life that at first seemed "horribly unreal" to him.

He was dismayed by the squalor of his surroundings. While describing
his boarding house he noted, "I have just slaughtered two bugs in a
wall of my room. They were lice!" The people were uncouth; returning
from dinner he found the steps on either side of the street lined with
boarders "leaning on railings and picking their teeth." The faces of
the office buildings looked "hard and cruel and lifeless" (sp, 72). "I
shall say my prayers up the chimney," he wrote. "That is their only

chance of getting above the housetops" (SP, 73). He missed the country-

side around Reading: "Now my flowers are all in milliner's windows &
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in tin-cans on fifth-story fire-escapes" (SP, 80).

Stevens' initial reaction to all this ugliness was to try to
reinforce his inner world of ideal beauty. "In coming down to brick
and stone," he wrote, "I must be careful to remember the things worth
remembering. I am going to get a set of Lowell's Plato as soon as I
can afford it and use that as a sort of buoy" (SP, 79).

Despite the moments of disillusionment and loneliness, the journal
also reflects Stevens' efforts to maintain his spirits and the curiosity
he felt about his new surroundings. He was proud of his independence;
after a month he was pleased to be able to report that he had not yet
written his father for money: "I am beginning to save already--perhaps
a bad week will come & consume what I have laid up--still I have saved
& the sense of miserliness in me is tickled" (SP, 80). Moreover, he
was fascinated by the overwhelming variety of new sensations, the very
disorder and heterogeneity of the city. His bias against the arti-
ficiality of literature compared to life, already present in the
journal of the previous summer, was strengthened by the invigorating
example of New York. A clue to his changing esthetic standards appears
in his growing impatience with sonnets (which had been his favored form
of expression throughout his Harvard years). After perusing Stedman's
"Yictorian Anthology" he announced,

There's precious little in the sonnet line there that's

worth a laurel leaf. Sonnets have their place, without

mentioning names; but they can also be found tremendously

out of place: in real life where things are quick,
unaccountable, responsive. (SP, 80)
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In this impressionable twenty-year-old, drawn to the "quick,

' we encounter the antecedent

unaccountable" qualities of '"real life,'
of the middle-aged poet who would celebrate the world's multiplicity
and the aging poet who would seek renewed contact with commonplace

reality. But for the young Stevens, this discovery of New York was

part of the process of breaking away from the effete estheticism of

fin de siecle English and American literature.

In the midst of the struggle to survive and earn a living, Stevens
found time to observe and to record his observations, sometimes in
horror, sometimes in amazement, sometimes in delight, sometimes in
pity. The part of the city that most fascinated him was the waterfromt.
Several passages in his journal describe this scene in detail; let one

serve as an example:

Oct. 21.

West street, along the North River, is the most
interesting street in the whole city to me. I like to
walk up and down and see the stevedores and longshoremen
lounging about in the sun. They are always dressed in
overalls and a blouse, with a cap on their heads, a pipe
in their mouths & their hands in their pockets. They are
either fine big-boned, husky fellows, or wretched decrepit
wrecks. Then there is such a tremendous amount of business
done in West street by the Jew with a few combs or cuff-
buttons of cat's-eyes from Mexico to sell, through the
hucksters, & fishmen, and grizzly oyster-openers, & ferry-
keepers up to the men who run the steamship lines. The
street is as cosmopolitan and republican as any in the
world. It is the only one that leaves the memory full
of pictures, of color and movement. (SP, 88)

In the summer of the previous year, a rural setting of birds, flowers,
trees, wind, etc., had suggested to Stevens "a sketch containing

color, sound, & motion" (SP, 54). The esthetic appeal of '"color and
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movement"” still held its power over Stevens' sensibility, but he was
learning to find it in the urban milieu that had at first repelled
him. Yet, characteristically, it was precisely the romantic and
exotic aspects of New York, rather than the familiar and mundane, that
excited Stevens. Perhaps the "old sailor, drunk and asleep in his
boots," who "catches tigers in red weather" (in "Disillusionment of
Ten 0'Clock," 1915) is a descendant of the man Stevens met in a bar on
an August night in 1900, who had been around the Horn and who told
wonderful stories about "shark's teeth, shark's timidity, the Magellan
cloud (of stars), flying fish & their flight . . ." (SP, 85). Or
. perhaps the brilliantly colored nightgowns of that poem are a distant
echo of the "pajamas of an explosive and screaming character" worn by
a sailor Stevens met on a Portuguese sailing-ship (SP, 83). The
special virtue of the wharves was their double appeal, to the esthete
in Stevens (lover of the strange and exotic) and to the realist--the
one who, in "The Comedian as the Letter C,"

. « . inhaled the rancid rosin, burly smells

Of dampened lumber, emanations blown

From warehouse doors, the gustiness of ropes,

Decays of sacks, and all the arrant stinks

That helped him round his rude aesthetic out.

(cp, 36)

Like Crispin, Stevens was learning to "round out" his esthetic by
including a wider range of experience, even experience that his
fastidiousness would earlier have rejected as anti-esthetic.

Stevens wrote about the human misery he observed around him--the

derelicts sleeping on benches in Washington Square; a man in rags

crossing Fifth Avenue, "his hands in his trousers pockets, his head
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bent and his hat well pulled-down" (SP, 74); a man suffering from
delirium tremens who "struggled and squirmed--a snake himself" (SP,
85). ("In spite of the horrible sight & example, a bystander picked
up & emptied the drunkard's bottle.”) But as the months passed,
Stevens acquired the New Yorker's protective shell, so that in March
he could write:

To illustrate the change that has come over me I may

mention that last night I saw from an elevated train a

group of girls making flowers in a dirty factory near

Bleeker St., I hardly gave it a thought, Last summer the

pathos of it would have bathed me in tears. (SP, 101)
I am not sure whether the tome of this passage is boastful or self-
critical: is Stevens proud of outgrowing his sentimentality or ashamed
of becoming insensitive? (In the summer journal of 1899 he had
denounced his coldness in failing to notice the pathos of the impover-
ished Wilys and contrasted himself to Livingood, who was moved to
tears.)

While Stevens was learning to appreciate the urban features of
New York, he was also learning to recognize the presence of nature,
in however diminished a form. His first dismayed reaction had been a
feeling of being cut off from nature. The rugs and wallpaper of his
room gave him "flowers and birds enough of rags and paper--but no more"
(sP, 73). After a month in New York his homesickness prompted him to
write, "Whatever else I may be doing I never fail to think of the
country about Reading. During August I hope to run over & see all
the roads & hills again. Besides, they do not seem real to me uniess

I am there" (SP, 80). He reread his rapturous accounts of the moon in
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his last summer's journal and lamented, "Neither sun nor moon is part
of my world this year" (SP, 80).

When Stevens moved to a new address on West Ninth Street in July,
he catalogued his natural surroundings: a glimpse of sky from his
window; ivy covering the opposite wall; a couple of mountain asters
growing amid the exposed clay of the yard; and several birds "who make
a little music for me in the mornings" (SP, 82).

He had written once before of learning to enjoy the minutiae of
nature after the first "vast and broad effects" wore off. Now he had
to learn to notice the small manifestations of nature which were all
that the city offered and to find consolation in them. Like Frost's
Oven-bird, he had to learn "what to make of a diminished thing," and
in so doing to define for himself an esthetic which conld take the
place of the previous summer's ecstatic moon-worship.

On August 3, after a month and a half in New York, Stevens had
dinner in a restaurant on the top of a twenty-three-story building and
made an important discovery: it was possible to enjoy sunsets even in
the city.

My first--or practically my first sunset of the summer.

Everything deliciously pure & calm. Over Brooklyn was a

low, dark ridge like a mountain with deep crimson peaks--

or like a wall over which one looked into the rose-gardens

of Paradise. . . . Looking toward the West I could see

the river--like a shattered crystal. The sun simply went

down--no colors--no delays--a simple progress. But the

air was incomparably clear & revealing. (SP, 83-84)

It was at this point that Stevens confessed, "I begin to like New York

& do like it hard." His habit of working late at the Tribune office
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and walking back to his room in the early morning hours gave him a
chance to rediscover the night sky and to experience tne city in a
pensive mood.
September 10--4 A.M.
Have just returned from work. A most lovely night--The
morning star—-

How keen, how bright, how free from all despair--
So I have gone to seed, The city deliciously still. A few

magic stars dropping through the sky--which startle and

dazzle one. Amazing freshness & purity in the air.

(sp, 86)

Rereading his country journal had made Stevens wonder "why I write so
much about skies" (SP, 81); now, after the hiatus of the first few
weeks in New York, he was renewing the habit., By November the moon
was once again a part of his world, enough so that he could remark
matter-of-factly, "The moon has not been bad of late" (SP, 90).

Skies and sunsets were one phase in Stevens' rediscovery of nature;
the other (judging from the length and frequency of journal entries)
was Central Park. The first mention comes on October 18:

I have been walking in the Park of late in the mornings.

The weather has been cool and clear and bright. The leaves

begin to fall thickly & the wind is becoming audible.

(sp, 87)

These walks in the Park were precursors of the later, more ambitious
excursions into the New Jersey countryside and along the Palisades. But
during this period, the Park walks were the next best thing to a visit
home to Reading. Once, on a wintry February evening, Stevens even

recaptured the religious feeling he had missed since coming to the

city-~though it lasted only a moment.
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I got to the Park after sunset, although the Western
horizon was still bright with its cold yellow. . . .

The park was deserted yet I felt royal in my empty palace.
A dozen or more stars were shining. . . . I wandered about
in a maze of paths some of which led to an invisible cave.
By this time it was dark and I stumbled about over little
bridges that creaked under my step, up hills, and through
trees. An owl hooted. I stopped and suddenly felt the
mysterious spirit of nature--a very mysterious spirit, ome
I thought never to have met with again. I breathed in the
air and shook off the lethargy that has controlled me for
so long a time, But my Ariel-owl stopped hooting & the
spirit slipped away and left me looking with amusement at
the extremely unmysterious and not at all spiritual hotels
and apartment houses that were lined up like elegant
factories on the West side of the Park. (SP, 98)

Stevens had found that he could embrace the challenge which New York
offered to his ambition without having to abandon his esthetic need
for nature and solitude. He wanted to be like his Harvard predecessor
Philip Henry Savage, who '"went into the shoe business & still kept an
eye on sunsets & red-winged blackbirds--the summum bonum" (SP, 83).

At the same time he was discovering the excitement of the city's
cultural life, feasting himself on plays, concerts, and galleries.
He saw Maude Adams in Rostand's L'Aiglon, Sarah Bernhardt in Hamlet,

and Ethel Barrymore in Captain Jinks of the Horse Marines three times.

("It pays a fellow to see an ardor through," he remarked. [SP, 1001)
The latter inspired him to try his hand at a romantic comedy to be
called Olivia, fortunately never completed.

While Stevens was sorting out his impressions of New York he was
also getting his first taste of the working world in his capacity as a
reporter on the New York Tribune. He was paid according to the space

he filled, which at first was "not especially profitable" since he had
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to spend much of his day sitting in the office "waiting for something
to happen” (SP, 79). But before long he was earning "good wages''--
often twenty or twenty-five dollars in a week--until he was put on a
salary of fifteen dollars a week. He found himself particularly busy
during the presidential campaign. On October 16 he saw William
Jennings Bryan "make 4 speeches in 3 hours" (sp, 88)., On November 10
he reported in his journal, "Been having a devil of a time--campaign
finally over. Went home for election day, & voted the Democratic
ticket--Bryan" (SP, 89). (At twenty-one Stevens had not yet become a
rock-ribbed Republican. In fact, during the thirties he still consid-
ered himself a sympathizer with leftist ideals if not leftist ideology.
Apparently his conservative Republicanism was a rather late develop-
ment.)

Stevens complained that his work on the Tribune was "dull as dull
can be" (SP, 90) and wished he could be "up and away and doing something
that has some flash to it" (SP, 85). Yet the discipline of journalism
may well have been an important influence in his artistic development.
According to Witter Bynmer, who was a classmate at Harvard and knew
Stevens in New York, Stevens' work as a reperter "was a very good
offset to the fastidious instructionu we had been receiving at
Cambridge" (SP, 96). Stevens' account of his first efforts to write
for the newspapers gives support to Bynner's view. Shortly after his
arrival in New York he applied to the Evening Post for a job and was
required to write some '"special articles" as samples of his ability.
From the titles one can guess the subjective and impressionistic style

of these articles: "A Happy-Go-Lucky Irishman," "Wharves and the
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Sea," and "A Battery Naples." The day after he took these articles
to the Post his journal recorded, "Re-wrote my 'Wharves and the Sea'
in an impersonal vein" (SP, 75). Behind this laconic entry we can
well imagine the advice given Stevens by the editor of the Post after
reading his first effort. Stevens must have sensed that his Harvard-
bred literary style might not be suitable for newspaper writing, for
he had promised himself a few days earlier,

I have determined upon one thing, and that is not to try

to suit anybody except myself., If I fail then I shall

have failed through myself and not through the imitation

of what such and such a paper wants. (SP, 74)
But apparently pragmatism won out over this resolve; he did try to
adapt himself to the paper's standards, and the educational value of
the effort was, as Bynner claimed, probably salutary. (His re-write
must have been sufficiently impersonal, for the Post did offer him
a job.)

In any event, a month later Stevens himself came out against
Harvard and for impersonality in a revealing passage. The occasion
for his remarks was an article by anoth:r Harvard graduate, Daniel

Gregory Mason, which he had just read in the Harvard Monthly.

Mason illustrates the effect of Harvard on a man's per-
sonality. The essay was written all through by a quaint

& entertaining person. As a matter of good taste, it
should have been written by nobody at all: it should have
been absolutely impersonal. But Harvard feeds subjectivity,
encourages an all consuming flame & that, in my wmind,

is an evil in so impersonal a world. Personality must

be kept secret before the world. (sp, 82)

The weakness of such undergraduate poems as "Vita Mea" is that they
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convey a blatantly personal, confessional message by means of a
stilted form and manner. As Stevens' style matured, he learned to
express his deepest feelings through indirection; the manner became
more impersonal and reserved, and at the same time the content became
more authentically personal. Like Eliot, Stevens hated the idea of
consciously displaying himself through his poetry but believed that a
poet's personality is the source and formative power of his poems.
Poetry that is deliberately confessional may mask the poet's true self
more effectively than poetry that is superficially "impersonal."
("Effects of Analogy" contains Stevens' fullest statement of his view
of the role of the poet's personality in his work.)

Stevens was led beyond his shallow undergraduate estheticism both
by the diverse stimuli of New York--the things he observed as a resident
of the city--and by the particular demands of his newspaper work. His
taste was changing in the direction of a tougher esthetic, free of
sentimentality. But the dualism in his nature continued to be reflected
in swings of mood from ambition and energy to lethargy and melancholy.
As self-styled "realist," he saw things as they were, took the world
on its own terms, and felt confident of his power to compete and make
something of himself. ("Hang it--a fellow must live with the world--&
for it and in it" [SP, 85].) Yet he loathed the constraints of routine
and the sordidness of money-making and yearned for escape into an ideal
realm of art and beauty.

Sometimes I wish I wore no crown--that I trod on some-

thing thicker than air--that there were no robins, or

peach dumplings, or violets in my world--that T was the
proprietor of a patent medicine store--or manufactured
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pants for the trade--and that my name was Asa Snuff.
But alas! the tormenting harmonies sweep around my hat,
my bosom swells with "agonies and exultations"--and I
pose. (SP, 90)

Stevens recognized that the expression of his esthetic feelings often
contained an element of posturing, but the feelings themselves were
genuine and made it difficult for him to accept the mundane world.
Next to immersing himself in art, the obvious vehicle of escape was

travel. He wrote of his "desire to be off somewhere . . ."

. « . I could enjoy mornings in Florida and afternoons
and long nights in California--breathing fresh air and
living at leisure--away from the endless chain to which I
am fastened like a link--at constant strain., . . . The
calling is remote . . . May will be maddening when it
comes, I keep asking myself~-Is it possible that I am
here? . . . I hope to get to Paris next summer--and mean
to if I have the money. . . . But to fly! (SP, 90)

Talked with father--who is kept busy holding me in check.

I've been wanting to go to Arizona or Mexico, but do not

have any good reason for doing so. . . . Europe is still

on the other side of the ocean. (SP, 94)

Stevens was sometimes lonely and homesick. In July he wrote,
"The proverbial apron-strings have a devil of a firm hold on me & as
a result I am unhappy at such a distance from the apron" (SP, 81).
When he did go home for a visit in October he reverted to moon-struck
poeticizing. With Livingood he watched the moon rise and "apostrophized
it."

Livy very drunk. Coming down the hillsides we would turn

to the moon through the trees and hold dialogues with it.
Charming night. (SP, 87)

A few nights later:
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I have a great affection for moonlight nights somehow--

& could cry "moon, moon, moon" as fast as the world calls

“thief" after a villain--What a treasure house of silver

and gold [the moon and stars] are--& how lovely the planets

look in the heavens--Bah--mere words. (SP, 87)

This moon-worship was a temporary regression to the naively enthusi-
astic estheticism which Stevens was in the process of outgrowing. He
called Reading "childish & weak" (SP, 84) because such enthusiasm
was beginning to seem sentimental to him as he became accustomed to
New York's cold hard light. It is not surprising that the moon was
to become Stevens' emblem of the imagination that enhances the world
but also distorts and falsifies it.

At the end of six months in the city Stevens had been won over
to his new environment. On January 1, 1901, he wrote:

I have come to like New York heartily and sincerely.

It is a fine thing to have your hands full every day--

& N.Y. keeps them full, Then the interest of the town

is strong. I have about made up my mind never to settle

down in Reading. (SP, 96)

In March he was even more emphatic; on a visit to Reading he found it
"the acme of dullness & I was glad, therefore, to get back to this
electric town which I adore" (SP, 100).

But it was also in March that the conflict between Stevens'
literary ideals and his practical judgment came to a head, precipitated
by discussions with his father. During the visit home his father urged
him to take up law. Stevens hesitated because, he said, "this literary

life, as it is called, is the one I always had as an ideal & I am not

quite ready to give it up because it has not been all that I wanted it
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to be" (SP, 100). He inquired about a job with a publishing firm but
was disillusioned to learn that the work would be mainly clerical and
would pay starvation wages--"The mirage I had fancied disappeared in
the desert--where I invariably land" (SP, 100-~101). He wrote to his
father suggesting that he quit the Tribune and devote himself to
writing, but in his father's reply he found his idea "torn to pieces."
Stevens might have rebelled, but he had too much respect for his
father's judgment and found himself, however reluctantly, agreeing
with it. '"He's a wise man," the son wrote. '"He seems always to have
reason on his side, confound him."

We don't know exactly when Stevens made his decision, for he
abandoned his journal in mid-March. This fact in itself is probably
a sign that he had given up his aspirations to a literary career.
All we do know is that in October he entered New York Law School. His

father had won; more accurately, the "father" in Stevens had won.

Stevens spent two years attending the New York Law School and one
year clerking in the office of W. G. Peckham while he studied for the
bar exam. The first year of this period in his life is a great silence;
he kept no journal and there are no published letters to tell us how
he felt about his renunciation of the literary life. We can only
assume he was concentrating his energy on his studies and repressing
his creative impulses. But in the summer of 1902 he began journalizing
once again and kept it up, in spurts, from that time until his letters

to Elsie Moll began to take precedence seven years later.
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The dominant theme of Stevens' journal from summer 1902 until
his admission to the bar in June 1904 is his aspiration to a life of
health, activity, and physical and mental vigor. He seemed happiest
when he could regard himself as "a hearty Puritan." But this major
theme is interwoven with a second theme, the impulse toward escapism,
estheticism, and dreams, which was still present although often hidden
or muted.

Stevens' "Puritanism" was not so much a matter of belief or
ideology as it was an outpouring of energy. He needed action and
challenge, a channel for his energy, or it turned inward and made him
restless and melancholy. His law studies do not seem to have given
him the outlet he craved; he found it instead in the long walks which
he began taking on his days off. These walks not only released the
week's pent-up energy but aroused his mind from its lethargy.

The main elements of the "hearty Puritan" strain in Stevens are
brought together in a passage from October 1903, shortly after his
return from his vacation in the Canadian Rockies. Stevens' Puritanism
was essentially a desire to face the world with hard-headed realism
and meet it without evasion, and this desire was rooted in his physical
vitality. He was happiest when he could unleash his tremendous
physical energy, and marathon hikes were his favorite way of doing so.

On Sunday I stretched my cramped legs--doing my twenty-

five miles with immense good cheer. . . . At twilight

I picked my way to the edge of the Palisades & stretched

out on my belly on one of the dizzy bosses. Overhead in

the clair de crepuscule lay a bright star. I've grown

such a hearty Puritan & revel in such coarse good health
that I felt scarcely the slightest twinge of sentiment.
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From the tone of this passage, I gather he was pleased with his freedom
from sentiment; at this moment, he would have regarded any strong
emotional response to the star as mere sentimentality, akin to his
adolescent moon-worship. I am reminded of the earlier entry in which
he found it worthy of note that the sight of some poor factory girls
did not move him to tears. Of course, there is also the possibility
here of a touch of irony. He seems to be bragging about his indif-
ference to the star's beauty, but perhaps he is at the same time slyly
mocking himself for that indifference. It would be like Stevens to
want it both ways--to want to enjoy his good-humored, unsentimental
realism while keeping the door open at least a crack for his tender
esthetic sensibility. As the passage continues, he opens the door
a little wider:

But tonight I've been polite to a friend--have guzzled

vin ordinaire & puffed a Villar y Villar and opened my

dusty tobacco-jar--and my nerves, as a consequence, are

a bit uneasy; so that the thought of that soft star comes

on me most benignly. Tomorrow, however, I shall reassume
the scrutiny of things as they are.

He relishes the thought of the star but regards his pleasure as a
weakness, a temporary lapse from his true vocation, 'the scrutiny of
things as they are." This scrutiny is best carried out if one's
life-style is based on simplicity and moderationm, neither indulging
the senses nor mortifying them.

Fielding, in Amelia, rightly observes that our wants

are largely those of education and habit, not of nature.

My poverty keeps me down to the natural ones; and it is

astonishing how the tongue loses a taste for tobacco;
how indeed the paunch accommodates itself to the lack
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of fire-water. Indeed, sound shoes, a pair of breeches,

a clean shirt and a coat, with -an occasional stout meal,

sees one along quite well enough,

This modest asceticism is sought not for its own sake, but as a means
of steadying the nerves and freeing the mind for the vigorous pursuit
of the active life.

Only, at the same time, one must have ambition and energy

or one grows melancholy., Ambition and energy keep a man

young. Oh, treasure! Philosophy, non-resistance, "sweetness

and light" leave a man pitiably crippled and aged, though

pure withal. (SP, 127-28)

The themes of this passage--walking as physical and emotional therapy,
restraint with respect to sensual pleasures, ambition and energy, and
facing the world without sentimentality or evasion--are the threads
which are woven through his journal.

The immediate occasion of Stevens' resumption of his journal in
August 1902 was a bad case of depression. 'I might put a light face
on it," he wrote, "and say it is merely a depression rising from lack
of exercise, but from my present point of view I see nothing but years
of lack of exercise before me." He promised himself that he would "go
wayfaring all day long" the next day (SP, 103). After his Sunday
outing in New Jersey (a 17%-mile walk from Hackensack to Paterson via
Spring Valley Road, Ridgewood, and Hohokus--"'a good day's jaunt at
this time of year"), his spirits showed a dramatic recovery: "I've
had a handsome day of it and am contented again." "As usual," he

commented, the fresh scenery "set me contemplating. I love to walk

along with a slight wind playing in the trees about me and think over
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a thousand and one odds and ends" (SP, 104). The physical stimulus
of walking released Stevens' mind from its worst affliction, ennui.
It was also a sensual delight in itself, as a fall entry demonstrates:

I doubt if there is any keener delight in the world than,

after being penned up for a week, to get into the woods

on such a day--every pound of flesh vibrates with new

strength, every nerve seems to be drinking at some

refreshing spring. And after one has got home, how

delicious to slip into an easy chair & feel the blood

actually leaping in ome's pulses, a wild fire, so to

speak, burning in one's cheeks. (SP, 111)

Undoubtedly one reason walking had such a good psychological effect

on Stevens was that it helped him control his tendency to put on too
many of those "pounds of flesh." ''Walking," he wrote, "is my only
refuge from tobacco & food" (SP, 129). Trapped by his work or limited
by bad weather, he would become enraged by his "sleek figure & fat
face" (SP, 130). After one such period of forced inactivity, a fine
April day gave him the chance he had been waiting for, and he was able
to record in his journal that '"yesterday, I walked a score of miles
sloughing off a pound at every mile (it seemed)" (SP, 131).

An essential element in Stevens' Puritanism was his need for
active participation in life. Detached contemplation, he had sug-
gested in the October 20 entry, left him feeling "crippled and aged."
His pursuit of the active life was based not so much on a sense of
duty or work ethic as on an acute psychological and physiological need.
It was a function of his temperament--"a suasion not to be denied," as

he later said of writing poetry. He wrote from painful and repeated

personal experience when he said that "one must have ambition and



39
energy or one grows melancholy."
In February 1904, four months dfter he had proclaimed himself
"a hearty Puritan," he complained bitterly of the past two wasted

months.

What a duffer I am! I live as much without energy as if
I were an old man with a bank account. I don't even dare
to make new resolutions-~they are so damned disappointing.
I have my golden haze--& that's all. (SP, 128)

Another entry, from the following month, repeats and enlarges on

this self-criticism:

Walking is my only refuge from tobacco & food; so today

I put on an old suit of clothes & covered about twenty
miles or more-—to Palisades and back. Felt horrible when
I started: heavy, plethoric, not an idea in my head &
accusing myself for having let the past week go by so
vainly. I must instantly become a harder taskmaster to
myself. This is all simple enough when one is free on a
good road; but somehow it becomes next to impossible in
town during the week. It enrages me to see my sleek figure
& fat face and to think how I have lost ambition & energy.
T haven't a spark of any kind left in me--no will,--
nothing. And the worst of it is that if I make new
resolutions, I do it with my tongue in my cheek.

The passage goes on to describe "a most beautiful day in the woods,"
But "there was no spirit in me to feel any elation."

The sky was silver, the trees were touched with blue

shadows, the melting snow gleamed on the emerging rocks.

Yet feeling that I had done no good, of late, I felt

quite as though I carried the burden of some undefined

sin--and that feeling deadened me to all others. (SP,

129-30)

In these complaints from early spring we find the dark side of Stevens'

Puritan temper--the disgust with his "golden haze" of vague, dreamy
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longings; the physical and mental lethargy; the loss of will; the
sense of guilt; the deadening of feéling. It was this ennui that
Stevens tried to combat with his resolutions to work harder and achieve
more. Ambition and energy were the antidotes to morbid self-contem-
plation and "the burden of some undefined sin."

Stevens had no interest in sin as a theological concept, but
he was still enough the child of a Puritan culture to know about guilt.
Stevens was not truly the hedonist that Yvor Winters called him, or he
would have been content with his escape into estheticism, his ''golden

haze," and would have remained merely another decadent fin de siécle

poet. It was his Puritan temper that drove him to go beyond this
outmoded romanticism and discover a new romanticism which Qould fuse
the love of beauty with truthfulness to things as they are.

"The scrutiny of things as they are'"--that and the commitment to
ambition and energy are the two key elements of Stevens' Puritanism.
The two are connected: Stevens' wish to see things as they are found
its complement in his determination to act in the real world and make
an impact on it. His realism encompassed both thought and deed. He
wanted no ivory tower—-or rather, he resisted his impulse to sequester
himself in an ivory tower.

One aspect of "things as they are" that forced itself disagree-
ably on Stevens' awareness was the necessity of making a living. 1In
a spring 1903 journal entry, he spoke of his plans for working in a
law office until he could get enough business to start his own.

The mere prospect of having to support myself on a very
slender purse has brought before my mind rather vivid
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views of the actual facts of existence in the world.
There are astonishingly few people who live in anything
like comfort; and there are thousands who live on the
verge of starvation. . . . [Sltarting with nothing
whatever--to make a fortune--is not wholly inspiring
after a fellow has spent more or less time lolling about.
It is decidedly wrong to start there with one's tastes
fully developed & to have to forego all satisfaction of
them for a vague number of years. . . . Another phase

of the thing is that when one has lived for twenty-five
years with every reasonable wish granted & among the
highest associations--starting at the bottom suddenly
reveals millions of fellow-men struggling at the same
point, of whom one previously had only an extremely

vague conception. There was a time when I walked
downtown in the morning almost oblivious of the thousands
and thousands of people I passed; now I look at them with
extraordinary interest as companions in the same fight
that I am about to join. At first, I was overwhelmed . . .
(sp, 114)

The uneasy mixture of compassion and condescension in this passage
indicates that Stevens' new-found interest in his struggling fellow-
men had not entirely overcome his elitist prejudices. (Other passages
show Stevens at his misanthropic worst, making snide remarks about
Jews with "suspiciously long hair" or a woman who "had a sﬁout like
a swine" [SP, 131}.) But the need to participate in the tedious task
of making a living did undoubtedly have a humanizing influence on
Stevens. His cultivated taste was a barrier between him and the
average man, but there were méments when he expressed a somewhat
wistful desire to be more in touch with ordinary humanity, with what
he called "the normal."

Stevens' new consciousness of "the actual facts of existence"
was a phase of his effort to outgrow his own sentimentality. His
query about Witter Bynner in April 1904--""Has he passed safely through

the sentimental, sketchy stage?" (SP, 132)--might be a reflection on
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himself. Stevens was uncomfortably aware of his own tendency toward
sentimentality and therefore tried to cultivate emotional toughness.,
I believe Stevens was primarily a lyrical poet of feelings rather than
an intellectual poet of ideas. The excessive abstraction and philoso-
phizing in his later poetry were consequences of his effort to guard
against the characteristic danger confronting the poet of feelings--
sentimentality. (In "Imagination as Value" [1948] Stevens said that
the romantic "is a failure of the imagination precisely as sentimen-
tality is a failure of feeling.") Thus he prided himself (if partly
facetiously) on observing a bright star overhead with "scarcely the
slightest twinge of sentiment.”

Actually, Stevens' response to nature varied considerably
according to his mood., Sometimes he was a sharp-eyed observer,
delighting in details and recording his perceptions with careful
accuracy. At other times, in his more "poetic" moods, his whimsical
and fanciful side came into play, and he spun out imaginative metaphors
or summoned fairies to occupy the landscape. In the city he wore the
mask of urban sophistication, but on his New Jersey jaunts he allowed
his ambivaleﬁce to express itself more freely. His affection for the
real and his creative impulse to transform and add to the real were
intimately commingled in his nature descriptions. Here is a passage
written in camp on the Kootenay River during Stevens' Canadian Rockies
vacation:

There are three fires burning now. One, the moon, lights

mountainous camels moving, without bells, to the wide

North; another, the twilight, lights the pine tops and
the flaring patches of snow; the last one, the camp-fire,
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shines on Mr. Peckham in an enormous woolen shirt, on

Hosea (Mr. Hosey) warming his hands, on Tommy baking

beans--or rather a stew of beans, bugs, dirt and twigs.

(sp, 119)
The long sentence begins with a metaphoric picture of clouds as a
caravan of camels--a most exotic image considering the actual
setting--and ends with an unblinking catalog of the dubious contents
of the stew. Stevens the esthete and Stevens the realist join hands--
in this instance with rather incongruous results.

Two examples from April 1904 show Stevens as careful observer
and amorist of reality:

Once, when I stopped to drink, my eye fell on a green point

which in a week will be a weedy skunk cabbage. (SP, 131)

How clean & precise the lines of the world are early in

the morning! The light is perfect--absolute--une sees

the bark of trees high up on the hills, the seams of rocks,

the color & compass of things. (SP, 133)
The last phrase hints at the esthete in Stevens: he is not interested
purely in the things themselves but also in their "eolor & compass."
Out in the hills and woods of New Jersey Stevens' detached "scrutiny
of things as they are" became also partly an esthetic pleasure in the
colors, compositions, and imagery of the landscape. A hillside
covered with white flowers seemed to mirror the white clouds above--
"carrying out a pretty composition" (SP, 107). The color blue on a
distant horizon was both sensuous and emotional in its appeal--''one
of the few things left that bring tears to my eyes (or almost). It

pulls at the heart with an irresistible sadness" (SP, 133). When

mere description was not enough for the poet in Stevens, he turned
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" to metaphor, transforming clouds into camels. Thus the mountains of
British Columbia appeared "hooded in the gray of their rocks like
deathly nuns" (SP, 121), and the hills of northern New Jersey, from
a good vantage, looked like '"very decent waves or like clouds or
like great ships" (SP, 132). This impulse in Stevens to transport
"the thing itself" into a more ideal or more exotic realm was most
pronounced at the shore. "My fancy is not at all marine," he
admitted. '"The sea is loveliest far in the abstract when the
imagination can feed upon the idea of it. The thing itself is dirty,
wobbly and wet" (SP, 107). But the metaphoric flights in Stevens'
journal are relatively rare; usually he was content to record the
appearances of things in a straightforward way. Helen Vendler's
assertion that Stevens' "devotion to the physical world was largely
nonexistent" may seem justified by his poems, in which an intense
imaginative energy has been brought to bear on that world. But her
assertion is contradicted by the journals, which are filled with
loving accounts of the physical world, both its grandiose forms and
its minutiae.

The pantheist/transcendentalist strain in Stevens' feeling for
nature was still present despite his growing concern for "things as
they are." His religious temper, like Santayana's, was more esthetic
than moral or doctrinaire. Both the interior of a church and the
out-of-doors could arouse his sense of awe, but his predilection 