Wallace  Stevens  as Wittgensteinian








Here is the first of the thirteen stanzas of Wallace Stevensís famous and wondrous poem, ë13 ways of looking at a blackbirdí: 





Among twenty snowy mountains,


The only moving thing,


Was the eye of the blackbird.





Of this, James Guetti, in his Wittgenstein and the grammar of literary experience, � justly remarks, 





       ì[T]here may be no difficulty in visualizing the parts of this sentence, the ìsnowy mountainsî, even if not exactly twenty of them, and a small, bright eye. But there would seem to be a problem in organizing them into an entire image...


	The simplest problem here is one of visual scale and perspective. What single ìpictureî could a blackbirdís eye? One might think of a ìsurrealî superimposition of pictures -- some extravagant sort of double exposure -- but that would appear to generate more possibilities and so more problems. Is that eye in a head, and by virtue of what contrast of light and colour would it then be visible? ...But after all, it is difficult to estimate how far this shuffling of representational techniques would go, given the problem created by the pivotal line, by the fact that the blackbirdís eye is ìmovingî.î





A central question raised by this stanza, then, and I believe it to be raised in one way or another by every single stanza in the remainder of the poem too, is simply this: In what sense exactly (if any, indeed) can we justly regard this as a description of a way of looking at a blackbird? 


	For sure, there are other ëways of lookingí than the ways involved in and with visual perception. And so for sure part of what is in process in Stevensís poem is the relatively straightforward task of ëremindingí readers of the many meanings, which we can crudely refer to as variously ëliteralí and ënon-literalí, of ìlookingî. But what fascinates, what grips about this first stanza of this poem -- and several at least of the other stanzas have the same feature -- is that it looks so like it involves a visual looking. One so naturally experiences this little haiku-like piece of literature as generating an image. But, just as Guetti says, when one presses on this experience, when one ëlooksí closer, the ëimageí starts to collapse on one; or rather: either quite to disintegrate, or to become an image of such a strange sort that it is not clear we can easily succeed in imagining it, let alone draw or paint it (even if we were a very good artist)...


	Borrowing from Cora Diamond,� I should like to say that some of the ways of looking that appear to be natural to the implied reader of ì13 ways...î, we only imagine that we can succeed in realizing: for instance, we merely imagine that we can successfully image or visualize this first stanza. And what we imagine that we can thus image is itself nonsensical: it cannot be put into prose without falsifying it, and its poetical presentation remains forever strange to us. We just donít know what it would be -- it doesnít as yet mean anything, for us -- to know that and to see (that) only a blackbirdís eye (is) moving, among twenty snowy mountains. It is, I am arguing, Stevensís genius to allow us to learn from gradually figuring this out for ourselves, when at first the stanza seems so overwhelmingly to yield us something that can be seen, a way literally of looking at a blackbird.� 


	We imagine that we can visualize this, what the poem ëdescribesí. What is it to imagine this, at least as a way of looking at a blackbird, without imaging it? The poem lets us learn gradually, the hard way, that our imagination is wrong, is over-reaching. Reading the poem with understanding is giving up the illusion that it is, in the ordinary sense, to be understood at all. This first stanza, as more obviously others, such as the second





ìI was of three minds


Like a tree


In which there are three blackbirdsî





and the fourth





ìA man and a woman


Are one.


A man and a woman and a blackbird


Are one.î





undermine oneís sense, as one ëworksí through them, that there is, first impressions notwithstanding, anything to be understood here: 


>>In what senseìLikeî?! One is supposed to be able to make any simile work. But one hasnít the foggiest how to put stanza two to work. 


>>>>îA man and a woman are oneî: sure. ìA man and a woman and a blackbird are oneî: ??!?  And now one perhaps looks back at ìA man and a woman are oneî, and wonders whether one understood any one thing by it, clearly, after all.� One surely didnít imagine, let alone image, just one thing: or if one did, that image had little or even nothing to do with what anyone else might or would necessarily understand by the phrase. The fourth stanza first obscures and thus begs a contrast between the two ëcasesí, and finally it makes one think whether perhaps they are in some respects surprisingly alike after all.





	Part of the teaching of this poem, then, is that when what we most appear to have on our hands is something visual, visualisable, something like an image, something that can be -- or is a product of being -- looked at in the most straightforward of ways, then in just those cases we should beware, or look out (to coin a phrase). The ëreality effectí, as Barthes called it, is beautifully exploited in Stevens, as (in different ways) in some of the other greatest of modernist writers, such as Hemingway (also discussed in this vein, in Guettiís book). In this most natural way of reading the expression ìlookingî, it is not clear that there are any such lookings at blackbirds at all, present(-ed) in Stevensís poem.�  


	And this is so, I would submit, even in the wonderfully still and apparently least-strange of the poemís stanzas, the last:





It was evening all afternoon.


It was snowing


And it was going to snow.


The blackbird sat


In the cedar-limbs.





There is much to discuss here, much to say for instance about the peculiar apparent duration of the image apparently created here.� I will restrict myself in the present context only to the following three points:


   Firstly, the first two lines appear to set a scene, straightforwardly. They appear to tell you simply and vividly what was happening (viz. It was snowing a lot.). But the repetition of that deeply simple phrase, ìIt wasî, is deceptive: The first ìIt wasî characterizes how things were over a long period of time (ìall afternoonî). Whereas the second is actually apposite only to moments: ìIt was snowingî is past continuous, and applies to what was happening at some given moment in the past. We can tell this by ìAnd it was going to snowî: that is only so when it carries on snowing. So, unless it snows forever, this can only be so at certain specified times. Thus the first line establishes a time -- the whole afternoon. The second (re-)establishes a/the time -- some particular point in the afternoon. And now one has to ask: Did the blackbird sit in the cedar limbs for the whole afternoon? Or just at some point in it?


	Stevenís poetry are full of such ëfalse friendsí as ìIt wasî is here: repetitions of words or phrases that crucially work to establish a rhythm or pattern that pulls the reader, and yet between which there is a difference in signification that subtly upsets the ëeasyí effort to establish a visualizable sense of what is happening; or, indeed, to establish any stable sense at all to the words as a whole. 


   Secondly, we should also perhaps note a peculiar effect of the ìAnd it was going to snowî. A more natural turn of phrase here would have been ìAnd it was going to keep (on) snowing.î The line could of course be read as ì...it was going to snowî -- to really snow and snow. But it is (of course) referring us to what was going to happen later: And it is to say the least strange to speak in this way of the future when what is spoken of is something that is already happening. The most natural, normal context for ìIt was going to snowî is to refer to a time at which it hadnít yet started snowing. And yet, by hypothesis (as it were), it was evening all afternoon -- it was snowing the whole time. The ìAnd it was going to snowî somehow throws one: it somehow questions the knowledge one has as to what has been happening so far. It is almost as though what Stevens clearly gives with the one hand -- that it was snowing a lot, and had been for some time -- is taken away with the other -- that ìit was going to snowî. Precisely in emphasizing just how much of a wintery day this is/was -- itís really going to snow, bigtime! -- Stevens manages to half undercut the sense of same, too. One is left half-wondering whether it really has been snowing, even at all, after all...


  And thirdly, a perhaps-half-silly but nevertheless I think unignorable question: If you are looking at a blackbird up in a tree, motionless, in persistent heavy snow that has been falling for some time, do you see very much at all? Do you see, at any rate, any black? Do you succeed, in such a situation, in looking at -- or at least, in seeing -- a blackbird?





Or consider the delicately conceptual eighth stanza:





When the blackbird flew out of sight


It marked the edge 


Of one of many circles.





Here, the blackbird, at the moment at which the poem focusses, is ex hypothesi not visible. There is no such thing as seeing the horizon of what one can see, neither at the ëfarí edge of that horizon, ëbeyondí which is in the unseen or invisible, nor at the ënearí edge of that horizon, ëbeyondí (or ëbeforeí) which is the seer. Thus Wittgensteinís discussion of just this -- in this instance, primarily of the latter -- towards the end of the Tractatus: 





5.632 The subject does not belong to the world: rather, it is a limit of the world.


5.633 Where in the world is a metaphysical subject to be found? You will say that this is exactly like the case of the eye and the visual field. But really you do not see the eye. And nothing in the visual field allows you to infer that it is seen by an eye.


5.6331 For the form of the visual field is surely not like this























Fig. 1





The diagram is crucial to our purposes here. It brings out by contrast, by absurdity, the sense in which we might usefully characterize the visual field as without limit(compare also here TLP 6.4311). The horizon of vision is not like the limit of (say) a football field: It makes no sense to look across the former, while the latter is defined by its visibility and measurability.





Similarly, the crucial guiding words for how to read Wittgenstein, and how to understand his talk of ëlimitsí from the Preface to that same book: ì[T]he aim of the book is to draw a limit to thought, or rather -- not to thought, but to the expression of thoughts: for in order to draw a limit to thought, we should have to be able to think both sides of this limit (we should therefore have to be able to think what cannot be thought).î As Diamond remarks, of this, ìHe then draws the conclusion from those remarks that it will therefore only be in language that the limit can be drawn. and what lies on the other side of the limit will simply be nonsense.î � The circle that Stevensís blackbird marks is precisely a circle that cannot be drawn; or, better, as the blackbird draws it it does so in a way that is not visible. What is blackbirdy outside the circle is for the looker nothing. It makes no sense for one to hope to see this invisible. Stevens teaches here a lesson that Wittgenstein too teaches. One seems to see the blackbird flying out of sight, in oneís mindís eye. But in this stanza, as in the others, it would be a complete mistake to try to force what one seems to see into being a real seeing; it would be a deep conceptual mistake indefinitely to try to will oneself to suspend the disbelief that one will still probably feel in the middle of this. For belief here, acquiescence in the image 


-- the would-be stable imagination -- seemingly generated, in this poem, leads one in just the wrong direction. The point of the thing is to learn from the collapse of many of oneís efforts to obey the poetís implied instruction, ìTry out these 13 ëways of lookingí at a ëblackbirdí for yourself.î � In the case of the eighth stanza, the absurdity of the effort to capture in vision or, by analogy, in thought of any kind the limit, the ëfarí horizon, is I would submit entirely of a piece with the method of Wittgensteinís work. For this ëblackbirdí at the end -- at the edge, at the limit -- of the mind, is the same delicate deliberate nonsense as the limit drawn by Wittgenstein in Fig. 1, above.





	Thus Stevens opens up for us what ìlookingî can mean, and undermines the prejudice that looking need be visual -- but not in service of a merely reactive counter-prejudice (the kind of prejudice that some post-modernists or deconstructionists � might assume or enjoy, for instance), that (say) looking can mean just anything one pleases. Rather, one has to be reminded of and to figure out, simultaneously, what ìlookingî actually does mean and can mean for one / for us. One can see that roughly this is the teaching of the poem, by considering the following question, a question I suggest is more or less implicit in the cumulative action of the poem as one reads to its end and then re-reads: Is any and every sentence with the word ìblackbirdî featuring in it a vehicle for ìlookingî at a blackbird, in some suitably loose sense of the word ìlookingî? Surely not: For instance, a mere mention of the word ìblackbirdî, as in the sentence, ìPronounce the word ìblackbirdîî hardly seems well-described as involving or implicating a way of looking at a blackbird. Likewise, nonsense-sentences or ungrammatical sentences involving the word ìblackbirdî. And it is in approximately these ways -- though of course more subtly; that is how the poetry gets to work its magic -- that I claim the word ìblackbirdî -- and thus the word ìlookingî -- typically appears, in this poem. I.e. The word is more mentioned than used, here; or, if you prefer, it is ëusedí very roughly in the way words are ëusedí in nonsense-poetry, but with a more enduring appearance of sense. You can of course (if you wish) insist that all the same such occurences or mentions are uses of the word ìblackbirdî (and ìlookingî); fine, only notice the qualitative difference between such uses and other things we call ëusesí. (And now we start to notice or be reminded of something of importance about the use(s) of the word ìuseî...)  I suggest that an important aspect of the poem is obscured if we fail to see that the word ìblackbirdî in Stevensí poem tends to veer for instance toward mention more than toward use, and that the language of the poem as a whole is ìidlingî as a car engine idles: it is not working language, it is not going anywhere (except perhaps on holiday). It shows us our language and our life with it mainly by contrast, via absurdities. It does not show us nor even necessarily point us toward any blackbird, real or imaginary. 





At the start of this paper, I quoted a Wittgensteinian literary critic, putting broadly and specifically Wittgensteinian ideas to work, as he does throughout his book (by drawing for instance on Wittgenstein on aspect-perception, and on the use of language and on there being an other to this use, which Guetti sometimes calls ìlanguage on displayî (compare ìlanguage on holidayî)), in helping to place Stevensís poetry in a light that will illumine it, not falsify or reduce it. But by this point in the paper, a gradual shift has occured. We are on the cusp of a new way of looking at -- or using -- Stevens. There have been a number of moments, in the above discussion of ì13 waysî, wherein it appeared less that I, a (Wittgensteinian) philosopher and appreciator of literature, were seeking to render Stevens clearly by means of using Wittgenstein as a tool with which to place or illumine his words; and more: that I was actually finding the kind of insights and therapeutic manoeuvres that are Wittgensteinís teaching in Stevensís poetry.� And that is the real point of the present paper: to see what we can learn by trying to read Stevens as a Wittgensteinian; as making, through his ëstrong-grammaredí poetry, a set of moves that invite the reader to learn almost exactly the kinds of thing about themselves and about their tendencies to mire themselves in misunderstandings that Wittgenstein invites his reader to learn, through his therapeutic writing, his philosophy of delusion and its overcomings.� 


	


	I want now to try to establish this perhaps-surprising parallelism more firmly, by offering a reading of a little gem over-full of riches, Stevensís ìAnecdote of the jarî:








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


And tall and of a port in air.





It took dominion everywhere.


The jar was gray and bare.


It did not give of bird of bush,


Like nothing else in Tennessee.








The first thing I want to say here, is that you cannot place a jar in Tennessee. You can place a jar on a shelf, or in a cupboard -- or even on an elephant, with a bit of planning and assistance -- but there is no such thing as placing a jar in Tennessee. The ludicrous coupling of the relatively small (the jar) with the very large (a state) is integral to the entire work of the poem. It is repeated in the second line, where it is again considered perfectly normal by this speaker to note the shape of the jar (round) cheek by jowl with where it was placed (on a hill!). ...There is no such thing as placing a jar in Tennessee; I rather think there is no such thing as placing it ìupon a hillî, either. One could place a jar at the summit of a hill, perhaps, but not simply ìupon a hillî, surely. 


	Actually, of course, the above claims are not correct. If one searches hard enough for a context, one will usually be able to find one: You could place a jar in Tennessee, if you were, for instance, standing on the state-line with Kentucky, and placed the jar one side rather than the other. But this hardly helps; for the context we have now dreamed up is surely not the one the poem asks for. No such particular -- sense-giving -- context is provided, and any such would, I submit, somewhat spoil the poem. For this poem surely asks us bluntly, precisely to place a jar in/on a vague place: on a hill in Tennessee as opposed to (say) in a cupboard, or in some other place in which we are accustomed to placing a jar. 


	We try to imagine placing a jar in Tennessee. We fail. We fail to find a context for this small-large contradiction that remains true to what the poem is evidently interested in. This of Stevens is, as Cavell (following Wittgenstein) puts it, a ìspeaking outside language-gamesî. There is more that can be said than can be imagined, not vice versa as we so often suppose.� There is more that can be said than can even be dreampt of, on this philosophy. 


	And now something else interesting starts to happen, beyond even seeing Stevens as a roughly Wittgensteinian philosopher doing his own literary philosophizing. We start to see how Stevensís poetry, such as the striking opening of this poem, might be able to help us get further with (understanding) Wittgenstein (and with practicing philosophy, after Wittgenstein) than we normally do. For isnít something like this what we ought to say of some of the most crucial -- imaginary -- scenarios in Wittgensteinís philosophy, too? Take Wittgensteinís rather famous (or infamous) ëwoodsellersí, who have been ably dissected in recent years by my fellow ëNew Wittgensteiniansí: Cavell, Conant, Crary and Cerbone.� These characters, the ëwoodsellersí, seem to have a different logic from us, for they pay more for piles and wood that are spread out, and less when the wood is piled up. Indeed, they say there IS more wood, when it is spread out, even when they witness the spreading. But what Cavell et al have submitted is that Wittgenstein wants us to see for ourselves that we will, if we keep on failing to establish a context of significant use for ëthe woodsellersíí talk, if we ongoingly fail to see/understand what game is being played here, eventually cease to regard a scenario as having successfully been sketched here at all. We may, for instance, withdraw the claim that ëthe woodsellersí are really doing the same thing as what we would call ëcountingí (or ëpricingí). We will not be content to say that they have an arithmetic, only a different arithmetic, if that leaves us unhappily hovering between the claim that they have something which recognisably is an arithmetic, with a comprehensible logic to it, only one slightly different from our own, and the claim that they do not have what we would call an arithmetic or a logic at all.


	In other words, we ëNew Wittgensteiniansí urge that Wittgenstein has deceived us into the truth here. He has made us confront an unclarity in the ways we want to use words such as ìarithmeticî or ìlogicî, through deceiving us into thinking that a coherent scenario has definitely been sketched, in sketching ëthe woodsellersí. Into thinking that the life of a tribe has surely been described here, and that if we cannot understand it/them, then so much the worse for us.


	The use of the term ìthe woodsellersî is arguably crucial to the deceit we tend to impose on ourselves here: this term instantly makes it seem as though a group or ëtribeí has been indexed. So ëtheyí must be describable, we think. But perhaps this ëtheyí in the form that we want to describe them (e.g. as buying and selling) are nothing but a fiction. Or rather: a complete fantasy, a fiction of a fiction. 


	Mightnít we now, having read the ìAnecdoteî, put all this rather more snappily?: these woodsellers are no more a stable object of our description than the jar being placed in Tennessee. Our desires with regard to our words must and do give out: the mistake is to imagine that we can succeed in imagining successfully the ëscenariosí depicted here. Or again: we merely imagine that we can imagine them. Or again: we may well withdraw the use of the word ìscenarioî or even of ìdescriptionî, on reflection. (Or again, even: a humanly-attainable supreme fiction would be something that utterly appears to be a fiction, and yet that can facilitate our learning that it is ëonlyí a fiction of a fiction; and thus can help us to be clearer than ever about the real world: To see it aright, (containing) fictions and all.)


	The power of this case from Stevens is stronger perhaps than the power of some of ì13 ways...î: because here we never ëmerelyí make a point about what can be intelligibly visualized. Here, we are at the coal-face of what makes sense (or otherwise). Robert Frost talked of ìthe sound of senseî as integral to poetry: I believe he was right. But how much more crucial, and not only but perhaps especially in great Modernism, the sound(s) of nonsense. This is what remains, this is what endures even once one has truly learnt from poems such as these of Stevens.


	Back now to the detail of the ìAnecdoteî. I want to focus for a moment on these lines:





The jar was round upon the ground


And tall and of a port in air.





It took dominion everywhere.


The jar was gray and bare.





Again, we note the marvellously peculiar, almost schizy emphasis on the dimension, here indeed the alleged largeness (we learn that the jar was ìtallî... Compared to the hill? Or compared to Tennesseeís great mountain ranges, perhaps?!) of the jar. Indeed, it takes ìdominionî. In its simplicity, in its sparseness, in presumably its presence as a cultural/human icon, it ìtook dominion everywhere.î The way the next line is sounded is crucial here: ìThe jar was gray and bare.î is simple, brutal and short. It is interesting how much more abrupt the ending of this line reads as being than does the last line of the first stanza. That line, just 4 syllables following a line of 9 syllables, seems to fit fine; ìThe jar was gray and bareî has 6 syllables, following the previous lineís 9, but it is somehow a far blunter and more abrupt ëearly finishí. What I want to suggest here is that at this point especially, the jar, the poem, is iconic of languageís taking dominion over nature. But not just the language ëof everydayí. Also, or indeed rather, the ëiconicí language that is not language -- the language that is not in use -- of poetry. This, as witness the ìAnecdote of the Jarî,� is languageís second nature -- its culture. Not its nature, its natural everyday meaningful consequences,� its existence as part of a numberless set of doings, but its culture, of what Guetti calls ìgrammatical effectsî: the effects that language has on us in virtue not of purely personal psychological associations, but in virtue of the various more or less intersubjectively sharable modes in which (good) literature, especially poetry, works on one: through sounded repetition, through ëthe sound of senseí, through ëthe sound of nonsenseí, and so on and so forth.� 


	The jar abruptly, absurdly, masters nature. The language does. Its dominion, the dominion of sparse words, in their placement in the poem, such as ìThe jar was grey and bareî, is far stronger than the dominion of prose, for it runs on whether the wilderness does or not: everywhere, it remains strange.





	I have outlined a suggestion, then: that Stevens encourages us to form a kind of belief about what we can succeed in imagining, and then facilitates our learning from the collapse of that belief under its own weight. I believe that Stevens exposes more clearly to view actual life, ordinary language and life, through exposing to us, marvellously, language as it goes on holiday. Stevens discloses the sensical through ëviolatingí the limits of language.� But we neednít think he thereby succeeds in saying the unsayable, nor need we think any other such nonsequiturs. Rather, what lies on the other side of the limit is simply nonsense. Stevens makes that nonsense fun, and a thing of beauty, as thus he midwifes our coming to find and feel where the ëlimití is. He allows us to bump our heads up against it with pleasure, and with a growing self-awareness.


	The fun � and the glorious absurdity or almost schizoid bizarreness in Wittgensteinís discussion is less often appreciated. This again inclines me to think that Stevens can not only do Wittgensteinian philosophy, but also can help to render perspicuous -- ëvisibleí -- what Wittgensteinian philosophy is. Compare the opening section of the Investigations:





ì[T]hink of the following use of language: I send someone shopping. I give him a slip marked ëfive red applesí. He takes the slip to the shopkeeper, who opens the drawer marked ëapplesí; then he looks up the word ëredí in a table and finds a colour sample opposite it; then he says the series of cardinal numbers -- I assume he knows them by heart -- up to the word ëfiveí and for each number he takes an apple of the same colour as the sample out of the drawer. --- It is in this and similar ways that one operates with words.î





Wittgensteinís blunt apparent-insistence at the end here has silenced most Wittgensteinians (though not Cavell, and his ëschoolí, including Stephen Mulhall and David Stern, on whose work I loosely draw, here.). Most ëWittgensteiniansí tend to meekly swallow that this is how language is: that this is a shop in which a practical -- paradigmatic -- use of language is shown us. But surely a more reasonable response, on re-reading, is to be struck by the unreasonable character of Wittgensteinís ìIt is in this...î, and in particular by the frankly bizarre character of this ëgrocerís shopí. A momentís reflection probably suffices to show that none of us in our adult lives has seen or heard of a shop where anything remotely like this happened/happens. This is... a parody of a shop. We should instantly suspect that it yields a parody of how language works. And this is what we find. Language as it is embodied in this ëexampleí is not a paradigm of how Wittgenstein thinks language actually works; it is a parody of how language works according to very the picture of language that Wittgenstein is wishing to undermine in us. When one overcomes that picture and the parody (not: embraces the latter, as for instance some behaviourism does), then one can start to see language aright. One can return to the beginning of all oneís philosophical journeyings, and know the place -- know oneís way about -- for the first time.


	There is then a hidden strangeness in the founding example/scenario of Wittgensteinís masterpiece. The same is true, I would submit, of his other most famous such scenarios: crucially, in his ëbuildersí (in section 2ff. of the Investigations: these builders have a ëlanguageí that consists of just 4 words) and in the ëwoodsellersí (mentioned above, who pay more for wood when it is spread out on the ground than when it is piled up), among others. We learn about us, we get reminded of features of our lives with language so obvious that usually we cannot see them, cannot bring them into focus, not just, and indeed not best, through the plain focus on ordinary, everyday, practical examples that is the staple of ëOrdinary Language Philosophyí and allegedly of Wittgenstein, but through the collapse on us of ëimaginaryí fantasy ëexamplesí, which at first we were much attracted/tempted by. Wittgenstein ëexposesí or discloses ordinary language and life most tellingly when he exposes language as it is when he sends it covertly on holiday, as it passes beyond this horizon that is not visible, speakable, or thinkable, the ultimate limit that limits us from nothing that we actually want, and beyond which there are only what Stevens calls ìThe Creations of Soundî. Creations which try their best to resist our misfiring attempts to domesticate them.





Stevens invites us to look ëat a blackbirdí in the ways he proposes; and it seems so much as if visual looking is possible here! And then we gradually come... to see that it is mostly not, and that in fact we may even want to give up the claim that any kind of looking is. He invites us to watch him or someone placing a jar ìin Tennesseeî, and then gradually to come to give up the absurd invitations that are the bread and butter of this ëjarí. Wittgenstein invites us to look at the scenarios, the activities he proposes (the ëgrocerís shopí, the ëbuildersí, the ëwoodsellersí etc.) as if they were real, as if they were languages that we could speak, or at least understand, and then we gradually come to see that they are not -- to be precise, that they are not what we wanted them to be. And that is philosophy, after Wittgenstein: returning to your concepts, in and with which you live, and knowing them for the first time. But the best route to where you are right now lies for Wittgenstein, as for Stevens, via the nothing that is the delusions of sense we entertain when we appear to be saying or ëshowingí what allegedly lies beyond the limits of thought or language.





Many have perhaps missed many of the willing -- willed -- absurdities of Stevensís texts. But how many more, including the very philosophers and scholars who have claimed to be Wittgensteinís truest commentators or heirs, have missed almost entirely the absurdist atmosphere that permeates so much of Wittgensteinís best work! So much of Wittgensteinís writing, especially in the last 15 years or so of his life, crucially involves scenarios that are subtly (or in some cases even fairly obviously) quite ëmadí. This is an absolutely vital aspect of his method. Dusty Wittgenstein scholarship has occluded or domesticated this ëmadnessí -- to its and our great cost. Wittgenstein has come to seem more assimilable with the philosophical tradition than he actually is: his ëargumentsí have been brought to bear against those of more traditional philosophic voices -- and have (rightly) been found wanting. One can only understand Wittgensteinís real point -- he can only win -- if his texts are allowed to ëself-deconstructí on one, and if this is understood to be the point of them, not an argument against them! 





If one approaches the Investigations not from Frege or Russell but from certain poets, such as Stevens, one may be in a better mood to see what Wittgenstein is actually up to. Rather than shoehorning Wittgenstein into the constraints of analytic philosophy, we should perhaps learn to see his kinship with Stevensís educative poetry of the absurd. Less of a tired emphasis on logic, more of a journey via ëillogicí -- via jars in Tennessee and blackbirds seen at the point of flying out of sight -- will I think help us to understand the true, therapeutic nature of Wittgensteinís philosophy of logic -- throughout his career. Wittgenstein believes that one has to go by the way of delusion, if one wants to arrive at truth. Stevens agrees, unlike Russell, and (on balance) unlike Frege.� 





Simon Critchley, in his intriguing recent book, Things merely are: Philosophy in the poetry of Wallace Stevens,� rightly paints Stevens as transcending/overcoming Kantianism. Wittgensteinís philosophy can helpfully be seen as above all doing precisely the same.� Kant sought to show the limits of knowledge and reason, via his effort to set out the transcendental conditions of possibility for these things. To sum up what I have argued in this paper: Stevens, as Wittgenstein(-ian), takes us to ëthe other sideí of language, ëbeyond the limití. And finds the ëplaceí then reached to contain not ineffable truths, nor thoughts that canít be uttered, nor an indescribable formless realm, nor even visions or acts of imagination, but simply: the words, the sounds, the fabulous, sensuous, delicious, sometimes hysterical, sometimes weird or mad or unpleasant delusions of sense that they produce, that they are the creations of.� ìBlackbirdî and ìJarî are in the end about not imagining nor looking -- they are (ëaboutí) language. The language, language ëout of useí, language which iconically ërepresentsí only itself, and which seemingly ëgestures atí a nothing that presents itself as a something about which nothing can be said... language which lacks transparency and which thus, marvellously, takes dominion. Languageís possible aspect(s) of non-transparency is wonderfully displayed by Stevens, much as it is ëdisplayedí and in play in the literary presentations -- the ëimaginary scenariosí etc. -- in Wittgenstein, and furthermore is explicitly discussed by him at scattered points, as a kind of necessary complement to what seems to be his ëphilosophy of the ordinaryí, throughout his later writing, for instance at quite a number of points in ëPart IIí of the Investigations. 


	That is what is presented to us, by Stevens as I read him. Language, and its fantasised other, ìthe signifiedî (as opposed to its real other and confrere: reality). Not, we might say, a blackbird(s); nor even a jar.





    I have focussed here on a few of Stevensís early poems, which I believe to be generally his best poems. But later Stevens also has real genius, and has I suspect just as deep a philosophical interest for his readers. Early Stevens, to generalize very crudely, tends to focus our attention most helpfully and concentratedly on the nature of our language, of our mindedness, and on the world as involving our mindedness. Later Stevens tends to focus our attention most helpfully on the nature of the world, including the world thought of as independent of our throught.� These are two slightly differing emphases, two sides of the same coin. Things merely are, as Critchley points out (later) Stevens ësaysí. But among the things that (ëmerelyí) are, as (early) Stevens ësaysí, are poems and imaginations, words and their speakers, and much much more. We and our pasts and all our works -- including those works that rail against mere being, against things as they are, those works that do not leave everything as it is -- are real, and part of what Stevens calls ìabsolute factî. Thus Stevensís corpus overcomes the apparent tension between ìwhere there is no imagination, there no thing may beî, and ìthings merely are [whether we imagine them or no]î, and Stevens need not be seen, as Critchley sees him,� as torn between these two aspects.


	I have pointed up in the body of this paper how Stevens shows us our language -- just as Simon Critchley points up how Stevens shows us the world. There is a therapeutic aspect to both (interrelated) tasks, as Critchley rightly points out.� But what is most therapeutic of all is seeing how the two tasks are entirely complementary.� 


	We could never not be nature, even though -- no; in fact, because -- nature is not there for us. (This is part of what one sees when one ëseesí ìJarî or a jar or ìBlackbirdî or a blackbird clearly.� )  So Stevensí poetry does not ultimately fail, as Critchley claims it does.� It succeeds, as Wittgenstein succeeds, in the only way one can: intermittently (even: rarely). For non-intermittent -- final -- success in attaining clarity, beautifully, would mean and be: no more poetry. Such a ësuccessí would be in some ways regrettable: it would mean that we no longer had a recognisably human life. The psychological, cultural, linguistic roots of the need to philosophize and poetize are so deep and widespread that we know not what it would be, in fact, to be entirely beyond them. (Except that it would not be anything like the human.)


	


    I have not attempted here anything remotely resembling a complete reading of the two (early) poems of Stevens that I have concentrated on, still less to extend such a reading or such a treatment further into his oeuvre (though I believe that many more of Stevensís poems would respond well to such a treatment: including such fine poems as ìFabliau of Floridaî, ìThe Snowmanî, ìAcademic discourse at Havanaî and indeed ìThe man with the blue guitarî, not to mention most of those others which Guetti discusses in some detail in his book.). I have rather attempted to display some aspects of these two poems which are I think important, and even revelatory of a number of ways in which philosophy and literature can interact and mutually inflect: For the conclusion to this paper is a perhaps-triply-surprising one. On the one hand, we can be helped to read Stevens through understanding and following a Wittgensteinian ëphilosophy of languageí. (This much, James Guetti I think already proved, over a decade ago.) On the other hand, when we thus read Stevens, at deep and crucial moments we find him following a roughly Wittgensteinian line in the substance or ëcontentí of his poetry. This is the meaning of the present paperís title. But it is crucial not to read this awrong: we violate Guettiís methodological injunctions and critical discoveries / aspect-revelations, if we take Stevens to be expressing a Wittgensteinian philosophy. Rather, his poems remain strange.� They do not get successfully translated or paraphrased. They do philosophical work of their own; this is poetry as philosophy, but poetry that remains poetry, all the same.� And so then, on the third hand: this sheds some light on Wittgensteinís own writing. The ëactioní of Stevensís poetry, as its invitations to the reader dissolve upon that reader, makes more strikingly perspicuous what has eluded many readers of Wittgenstein: much the same method, of inviting the reader to adopt a perspective or an idea, and then seeing whether it really does / yields what s/he wants from it, or whether rather it collapses on one. And then of seeing what one can learn from that.


	And, if my paper has succeeded, these three hands will not seem separated from one another. A right hand and a left hand are one. A right hand and a left hand and a third hand are one...








Section IX of Stevensís ìNotes toward a supreme fictionî opens as follows:





ìThe poem goes from the poetís gibberish to


The gibberish of the vulgate and back again.


Does it move to and fro or is it of both





At once? Is it a luminous flittering 


Or the concentration of a cloudy day?î





A kind of answer occurs, a few lines later: ìIt is the gibberish of the vulgate that [the poet] seeks.î (my emphasis). 


	Wittgensteinís philosophy is an attempt at ëreturningí us, via a necessarily roundabout route (via nonsense, gibberish that pretends to be something different), to ourselves, to our ëordinaryí language, to an unencumbered awareness of what we really want to mean and what we can mean. Wittgenstein returns language, we might say, to itself.


	Stevensís least-acknowledged achievement, or at least this is what he seeks to achieve, then, is perhaps his rendering the kinds of nonsenses that are our ordinary temptation very vividly perspicuous to us, via bizarrenesses, that appear not to be so, such as I have exposed in ìBlackbirdî and ìJarî. 


	And that is a pre-eminently Wittgensteinian endeavour.





So, these ëthree thingsí I hope to have rendered more perspicuous: 


a Wittgensteinian orientation toward the reading of Stevens; 


a reading of Stevens thus generated which displays Stevens as Wittgensteinian, as furthering the kinds of therapeutic tools to understanding that Wittgenstein majors in;


 and (finally) a Stevensian orientation toward the reading of Wittgenstein.    			Perhaps next, therefore, should come a paper on ëWittgenstein as Stevensianí. Never forgetting Wittgensteinís own remark that philosophy should properly be written as a kind of poetry.� 





												�








� Altanta: U. Georgia Press, 1993; p.55.


� In her ìEthics, imagination and the method of the Tractatusî, in my The New Wittgenstein (London: Routledge, 2000), wherein (passim) she argues that much of what interests Wittgenstein philosophically is what in fact we (can) only imagine that we can imagine.


� Again, let my use of the word ìliterallyî not cause offence here: it is simply a quick index of the important -- ëgrammaticalí -- distinction between looking with the eyes and other things that we call ìlookingî.


� A very similar process is at work in the process and progress of another of Stevensís early poems, ìMetaphors of a magnificoî.


� And such teaching of the poem naturally extends into the following kind of point: That the reader has to come to decide for themselves what is well-described as one or another way of looking, and what isnít, among what is presented here. We shall return to this point below, in discussion of Wittgensteinís method in his greatest writing, such as in the opening of Philosophical Investigations.


� See for instance the --different -- points discussed by Guetti on p.169 of his op.cit. .


� Op.cit., p.149.


� Stevensís poems are marvellously replete with such faux instructions. Compare for instance the two nonsensical commands explicitly encoded into ìFabliau of Floridaî (emphases added to highlight these commands): 





Barque of Phosphor


On the palmy beach





Move outward into heaven,


Into the alabasters


And night blues.





Foam and cloud are one.


Sultry moon-monsters 


Are dissolving.





Fill your black hull


With white moonlight...


� I have in mind for instance Derridaís infamous -- and signally misleading -- claim in ìSignature, Event, Contextî that using a bit of language as an example of agrammaticality or of error is at all the same kind of thing as using a bit of language, such as the same bit of language to undertake a speech act.


�  And even perhaps explained by it? See below.


� I refer here to Wittgenstein throughout his career. One might say that Wittgensteinís early philosophy is an austere and concise quasi-poetry of logic, his later philosophy an equally austere yet circlingly dialogue-ical quasi-poetry of logic.


An intermediate case, ëbetweení Stevens and Wittgenstein, of ëweak-grammaredí (sometimes somewhat prose-like, sometimes ëexplicitly philosophicalí) poetry, a case that I should like to investigate in depth on a future occasion. is T.S.Eliot, specifically his ìFour Quartetsî. For some indications as to how this investigation might proceed, see my Ph.D thesis, Practices without foundations? (Rutgers Univ., 1995), and my Book Review of Martin Warnerís philosophical reading of the ìFour Quartetsî, in Philosophical Books 2003.


� This point is the burden of the closing chapter of Guettiís op.cit., ìSaying and imaginingî.


� See especially pp.115-125 of Cavellís The claim of reason (Oxford: OUP, 1979), and Craryís and Cerboneís essays in The new Wittgenstein, (op.cit).


� See also many of Stevensís other poems, such as (famously) ìThe Idea of Order at Key Westî.


� See my ìMeaningful Consequencesî, joint with James Guetti, Philosophical Forum 1999, for discussion.


� As already intimated, it should not be thought here that I am instituting a crude absolute dualism of nature vs. culture, meaningful consequences vs. grammatical effects. As I will explain more fully below, in comparing my interpretation of Stevens with Simon Critchleyís, a crucial ultimate point of Stevens, as of Wittgenstein, is that, handy and vitally-ordering as such dualisms are, they must be understood as complementary with a non-dualistic understanding of our place in the Universe, too. It is part of human nature to seek to limn that nature as if from outside. And it is part of human nature to have and inhabit all such riches of culture.


� Other great artists who I believe do the same include William Faulkner (see my essay in The Literary Wittgenstein on this) and Peter Greenaway (in his early films, especially the shorts and The Draughtsmanís Contract and Drowning by numbers; perhaps also in Prosperoís Books).


� One fails to understand Wittgenstein, I submit, if one never or only very rarely giggles or laughs out loud at his text.


� The proviso here references the moments when Frege appears to recognise, albeit reluctantly, that such trafficking in delusion might be necessary. Compare Fregeís invocation at some crucial moments in his work of ìhintsî, or of ìa pinch of saltî, and his audacious reply to Kerry on concepts and objects. On the latter, see my "Logicism and Anti-Logicism are equally bankrupt and unnecessary", in Haller and Puhl (eds.), Wittgenstein and the future of philosophy, Proceedings of the Austrian Ludwig Wittgenstein Society (2001/2), 380-8.


� London: Routledge, 2005.


� I argue this in my ìOn approaching schizophrenia via Wittgensteinî, in Philosophical Psychology 14:4 (2001), 449-475, and in my ìThe new Humeís new antagonistsî, in my The new Hume debate (London: Routledge, 2000; jt. edited with Ken Richman).


� For more on this with particular reference to the (roughly parallel) case of Faulkner, see my ìLiterature as Philosophy of Psychopathology: William Faulkner as Wittgensteinianî, Philosophy, Psychiatry and Psychology 10:2 (2003), 115-124, to which the present paper is a kind of companion piece, and my ìOn delusions of sense: A reply to Coetzee and Sassî, on pp.135-142 of the same issue.


� Critchley is broadly right, then, about our being able to encounter ëthe things themselvesí most especially in Stevensís later work. Though they are also very much present in his early work: not only in poems like ìThe Snowmanî and ìThe Comedian as the letter Cî, but, I would suggest (if I had time), in many more. We might put the point this way: jars, hills, blackbirds, mountains, poems etc. are things in themselves.


� See p.85 and p.61 of Critchley. The interlocking complementarity of the two, and the way in which the trail of the serpent of the  physical is all over the human, and not merely (as James held) the reverse, may be seen, I believe, in the motion of passages such as Section XXII of ìThe man with the blue guitarî (italics added):





ìPoetry is the subject of the poem,


From this the poem issues and 





To this returns. Between the two,


Between issue and return, there is





An absence in reality,


Things as they are. Or so we say.





But are these separate? Is it 


An absence for the poem, which acquires





Its true appearances there, sunís green, 


Cloudís red, earth feeling, sky that thinks?


 


From these it takes. Perhaps it gives,


In the universal intercourse.î


� See p.83 and p.59 of his (op.cit.). There is indeed a kind of wish to bring poetry to an end in Stevens, as there is in Wittgenstein a kind of wish to bring philosophy to an end. These are wishes that one can act on or attempt to act on; they are not, however (contra ëend of philosophyí philosophers, etc.) wishes that one can often realize. 


� Critchley writes (p.86), ìOn the one hand, literature is an act of idealization governed by the desire to assimilate all reality to the edo and to view the latter as the formerís projection... On the other hand...literature does not aim to reduce reality to the imagination, but rather to let things be in their separateness from us.î My suggestion is that these two tendencies are happily married in Stevensís corpus. In the hands of a magnificently deep and skilled poet, in Stevensís hands, these two tendencies can be joined, as it were in a mudra.(I will explore this connection between Stevens and Buddhism in a future paper.)


� It is also a crucial ëthemeí of ìThe man with the blue guitarî: 





ìA dream (to call it a dream) in which


I can believe, in face of the object,





A dream no longer a dream, a thing,


Of things as they are...î.





(Opening of section XVIII; p.142, The Palm at the end of the Mind (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1971).) ...Dreams too are things. The only ëthingsí which are truly not anything, which are less even than a dream, are the ëcontentsí of delusions. The nothingnesses that are the seeming-substance of nonsenses.


And compare also Cora Diamondís discussion of ëthe truth in solipsismí, at the opening of her The Realistic Spirit (Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1991).


� See e.g. p.6 and p.87 of his book.


� And this is one of the points at which I think I part company with Critchley. Critchley is willing to understand great poetry as involving the submergence of philosophical ìpreoccupations into the particular grain of the poemsî. (p.32)  Whereas I think that we have to let poetry be, to let it stand. Poetry is a way we speak; great poetry is never merely philosophy in another form. If I thought that Stevens merely ìsubmergedî a philosophy ìinto the particular grainî of certain poems, I would not think him a great poet. I agree with Frank Kermode that later Stevens sometimes does do this, and when he does, his poems fall away from the true greatness of his oeuvre, which is most undoubted, it seems to me, in the early poems of his such as those on which I have focussed in this essay. Those are poems which remain strange to us, remain poetical, even ëafterí we have worked through them to find their provision for philosophical insight.


� In this respect, it is akin to the Film as Philosophy discussed in my forthcoming edited collection (with Palgrave) of that title. Films such as Memento and Last Year at Marienbad remain films, even after one has described the philosophical work they accomplish. Or, better: one can only fully understand that philosophical work by seeing how it is inextricably tied to its filmic presentation. Or, better: accounts of the philosophical work accomplished are only ever allegories of the work -- the film -- itself.


� I owe a lot in the genesis of this paper to some remarks of Simon Critchley during a talk at UEA on Stevens, though I donít know whether he will see that. My greatest debt in the writing of the paper -- and it is a very great debt -- is to my colleague Jon Cook, with whom I have worked precisely on these issues for years, in our research and our teaching, including at a joint presentation we made on Stevens to a LitPhil conference at Warwick, on the 25 Feb. 2005, a presentation which covered the ground written up here. My thanks also to the audience at that talk for a very stimulating discussion, especially to Christine Battersby and Martin Warner. And finally, I owe a huge debt of thanks to my former colleague James Guetti, who first enabled me to understand Stevens as a deep ëgrammaticalí poet, whose influence is certainly deeply present in what understanding of this shows through in this paper, and whose work on Wittgenstein and literature remains I believe probably the best yet written.








