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  THE CLOSING LINE of Wallace Stevens’ final poetic statement in his Collected Poems, “Not Ideas About the Thing But the Thing Itself,” reads: “It was like / A new knowledge of reality” (CPP 452).1 The line expresses a sense of finality that extends far beyond the poem itself. In her book Stevens and Simile, Jacqueline Vaught Brogan interprets the finality of this sentence to be indicative of Stevens’ decision “to conclude the final poem of his Collected Poems . . . with a simile that summarizes his entire poetic enterprise” (166). Although her claim might sound bold, I agree with it: what Stevens sought in his poetry was the discovery of a “new knowledge of reality”—a knowledge that reveals the “thing itself,” and not merely ideas or concepts about the thing. However, simply because Stevens sought this “new knowledge of reality,” it does not mean that he achieved it, either in his poetry or otherwise. In the closing remarks of his philosophical study of Stevens’ poetry, Things Merely Are, Simon Critchley concludes that “Stevens’s poetry fails” (87). The failure is not in the composition of verse—Critchley offers little commentary on the success of Stevens’ writings as works of poetry. Instead, he claims the failure is epistemological: it is Stevens’ poetic enterprise of discovering a “new knowledge of reality” that reveals the “thing itself” that fails.
 In accordance with his primarily philosophical interests in Stevens’ work, Critchley proposes that the poet’s “entire work might be viewed as an extended elaboration of the guiding question of epistemology: the relation between thought and things, or mind and world” (22). By reading Stevens’ concepts of imagination and reality—which Critchley calls “the two master concepts of Stevens’s poetics” (23)—through the epistemological categories of mind/world or thought/things, he argues, “Stevens’s late poems stubbornly show how the mind cannot seize hold of the ultimate nature of the reality that faces it. Reality retreats before the imagination that shapes and orders it. Poetry is therefore the experience of failure” (6). Each poetic act attempts to bring the ultimate nature of reality into words, but time and again it fails. What emerge are not things themselves, but words, symbols, concepts, and so forth; and in that failure, the poet remains incapable of bridging the divide between mind and world, thought and things. [End Page 225]
 The literary critics Marjorie Perloff and George Lensing agree that Stevens’ poetry fails to attain a “new knowledge of reality” that reveals the “things themselves.” Perloff reads “Not Ideas About the Thing But the Thing Itself” as a work of irony, signaled most clearly by the poem’s title: “The title of the poem is particularly ironic because the poem, it turns out, presents, not the ‘thing itself’ at all, but a very individual ‘idea about the thing’—one man’s sense of the world” (339). For Lensing, the poem’s own lyrical language undermines the possibility that it could reveal the thing itself: “When, for example, we learn that the ‘cry’ is ‘part of the colossal sun,’ we see the synthetic powers of an active mind: a taxonomy deriving from an interior mind rather than the exterior world. As a result, the transition of the mind into the realm of spring inevitably signals ideas about the thing rather than the thing. It cannot be otherwise. . . . The poem makes this admission grudgingly” (Wallace Stevens 231).
 While I would agree that the majority of Stevens’ works express and even accept the failure articulated by these three critics, I would argue that his later poems offer hints of a relationship between mind and world that moves beyond that of failure.2 In order to see those hints at work in his later poems, I would suggest that we need to attempt to read those works without the basic assumptions about the mind in the epistemological framework—i.e., that 1) the mind is distinct or separate from the external world, and 2) the only valid form of knowledge is propositional knowledge. Critchley does propose such a way of reading Stevens’ late poems: “his...
 
 
 
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		

			
				
				Purchase/rental options available:
					 Buy Issue for $25 at JHUP


				
			


		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					2160-0570
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					0148-7132
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 225-241
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2012-11-17
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											
	
	


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								
								
								

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				Accept
					
						
								
						
						
						

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	