
















imagewith variationsthat hehadcarriedout in looking at theblackbird
or the sea surfacefull of clouds" (124).The poemthatwould seem to be
in the political line is really asignificantmodernistnext step,an inheri-

. tor of the mostassiduouslyinnovativeearly modernismof Harmonium:
the impressionism-gone-awryof "Sea Surface Full ofClouds,"thesound­
concretenessof ditties suchas "Bantams inPine-Woods"and"Depression
BeforeSpring," thecubismof "ThirteenWays ofLookingat a Blackbird."
Composingthis poemremindsthepoetthatone form ofimprovisationis
constraint.The potentialbotch of "The Manwith the BlueGuitar," sub­
sumedby putativedoubtsaboutits directionlessextemporizedstyle, is
rescuedat themomentwhenin line 4 "believe" becomesan intransitive
verb, and then, amazingly, anoun that brings forward the intransitive
sense,non-attachment."Good air, my only friend, believe."Then: "Be­
lieve would be abrotherfull / Of love, believewould be a friend. . .."
Thus thepotentiallyabortiveself-pity of thefinalline-"Poorpale,poor
paleguitar"-becomesa triumphof aspirationalrelease.

Years later, "The Plain Sense ofThings" grappleswith verbal limita­
tion imposedby anotherfactor-age-inaddition to the usualseasonal
downturn,autumninto winter.It is a time of failedmemoryandlinguistic
infacility: "It is difficult even to choose the adjective / For thisblankcold"
(428). Inventionhas become difficult."It is asif / Wehadcome to theend
of the imagination"(428). Hints of rescue are here already, in thephrase
lias if." The greenhouseneedspaintandthe chimneytilts. Thepoemhas
the nostalgiaandretrospectivespirit of severalotherlate poems(for in­
stance:"Ariel wasgladhehadwrittenhis poems"[450]),but the analogy
betweenthecomingwintry domesticlandscapeandthe "WHOLE OFHAR­
MONIUM" (L831),the overallStevensianproject, isnowheremoreexplicit
thanhere.As EzraPound,nearthe end,decidedTheCantoswasa "botch"
(qtd. in Wilhelm 342), so Stevensconcludesthat"A fantastic effort has
failed." "The greatstructurehas become aminorhouse"(428).

Once again,linguistic infacility as a thememakesthe poem'slanguage
falter. Of course, the adjective finally selected tomodify "cold" is "blank,"
adazzlinglygoodplain-sensechoice, soalreadytherearehintsof the con­
trol allegedto havebeenlost. Does oneneedto havefull imaginativepow­
ers to choose''blank'' for "cold"? No. Perhapsthe poet'simaginationis
deadafter all,despitethepresentpoem.

Yetthis blankness,this end-state,canconstitutea poetics,andtheendof
the imaginationis itself one of thosethings thatthe imaginationalone has
thepowerto imagine.It is not just"thegreatpond"on this declinedestate
thathas "to beimagined,"butalso "Theplainsense of it" itself,"without
reflections" (428). In the same way that cantoXX of "The Man with the
Blue Guitar" representsan advancefrom early modernism'simposition
of limits, "The Plain Sense of Things" takes Stevens animportantstep be­
yondthethoughtlessness-as-thoughtstrategyof poemssuchas "The Snow
Man" and"No Possum,No Sop, No Taters"and"Disillusionmentof Ten
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O'Clock." The "inevitable knowledge" here is that the turning-point "Yet"
("Yet the absence of the imagination had / Itself to be imagined" [428])

.derives inexorably from failure, from breakdowns in the structure of the
larger linguistic project, and from the human beauty of such incoherences.
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Notes

JWallace Stevens, Wallace Stevens: Collected Poetry and Prose, 107. Further references
to this source will be cited in the text with page number(s) only in parentheses.
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