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Preface and cknO\\ ledgm nts 

Baruch Coll e I proud to celebrate the poetry of Wallace teven , one of this century' tin 

m ncan pot't and his relat,onsh1p to the visual am Pilmtmg m Poet(} 'Poetry ,n Pamt,n vis 
1 

ahze tor the 1Ir t tim , both the influence of mod rn art on t vens' po tic dev lop g u­
th influence of h1 poetry on vI ual artists ment and 

The v1vrd imagery of Stt>vens' poetry has 1mp1red generations ot modern artists from Ro rt 
Mothel\-ell and Wilham Baz1ote to Jasper John , Jennifer Bartl tt and Je e Murry It 1 1 b 
ute to the po" ·r ol teven ' wor~ that 11 still continues to in pire a broad range of cont:m~ 

rary artI t 
I would like to acknowledge the expertise and d1hg nt cooperation of my co-curator Glen 

Macleod, author ol \,\.a/I.ice te,em and t1.1odcrn Art (Yale University Pres, 1993) Dr 
Mac:Ll'od I.' ~Y for this e h1b1t1on catalog repres nts a s1gn1ficant contribution to art history 

as \\ell a to tesl.'ns 1ud1e 
The Mr hkin Gall ry I especially grateful to th many museums, galleries, private collec­

tors and artists "ho generou loans made the e. h1b111on po 1ble I would lrke to ackn01,J. 
rdg tho, "ho as 1sted us m locating works of art and in securing loans Anne d'Harnoncourt 
and Marge Kline, Ph1lad lph1a Museum of Art tarr Figura, the Museum of Modern Art, 
Richard Fr Id and a cha ewman, Yale Un!'ersI1y Art Gallery, Patrick McCaughey, Eugene 
Gadd, John Teahan and Andrea Miller-Keller, the Wadsworth theneum; Tara Redd, 
Marlborough Gallery atasha rgmund, Paula Cooper Gallery; Carol Corey, Knoedler & 
Comp.an~, and 1lham Goldston, Universal L1m1ted Art Ed1t1om, Inc For help in developing 
the h1b1t1on, thanks lo art h1 torians Dore Ashton and Franc1 V O'Connor, literary cholars 

Walton Litz and Peter acc,o, H,ldy Cumming , W1ll1am Benton Museum of Art, and Timothy 

Rub Hood Mu eum of Art 
It I a great pleasure to acknowledge the encouragement and upport of Baruch College 

Pr 1den1 Matthew Goldstein and Provost Lois Cronholm Their commitment to prov1d1ng cul­
tural program at Baruch College has b.,en e sent1al to the success of the Mishkin Gallery. I 
\\Ould al o I11..e to thank Teresa Karamanos, Director of College Advancement, orman 
faimte,n Dean ot the School of Liberal Arts and Sciences, John Todd, Chair of the Engh h 
D partment; and Grace Schulman, Prof wr of English, for their support of the exh1b111on and 

115 programs 
For their e pert,se I am gratetul 10 the Baruch College Office of Publrcat1ons--epec1ally, 

Edith Pave e, director and Diane Harrigan editor Wallace Stevens' poetry ,s quoted with the 

permI ,on of lfred A Knopf, Inc 
To, cat.ilog I dedicated to Lawrence Ard1n, exh1br1ton designer 

ndra Kraskin 
0 rector dne Mishkin Gallery 

nd educat,on.1/ prOfl(dms are supported b} grdnts trom 
C iJrl~ Fe I Fund iJnd The Baruch College Fund 
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Charles Sheeler 
Aremberg Apartment. e-w York, c. 1918 
Photograph of casein s1l\ler print, 8 x I 0-
Collecuon of the Philadelphia Museum ol Art 
Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection 

The paintings, listed from top to bottom, begmnmg at the upper left, above the chest of draw­
ers, are Joseph Stella, Landscape (1914); Andre Deram, Nude (c. 1909). Above the sofa 
Georges Braque, Fox (drypomt, 1912); Pablo Picasso, Violin and Guitar (1913), Marcel 
Duchamp, ude Descending a Staircase, no. 3 (1916); Pierre-Auguste Renoir, The Bather (c. 
1917-18); Picasso, Sull Life: Bottle (drypomt, c. 1912), Picasso, Female ude (1910-11). On 
the righthand wall Morton Scharnberg, Mechanical Abstraction (1916); Charle Sheeler, Barn 
Abstraction (1917); Sheeler, L'hasa (date and present location unknown). 
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I. Artistic Influences on Wallace Stevens 

WALLACE STEVE S 
AND MODERN ART 

by Glen Macleod 

ch attention to painters as I do to writers because, except 
-1 pay 1ust ahs mu blems are the ame. They seem to move ,n the same direction 
technically, t eir pro 
at the same time. (L, 593) 

11 
e Stevens ( 1879-1955) was always a poet of the eye, and his poems are known for their 

Wa ac e He followed the contemporary art world closely, often conceiving poems in 
vivid ~:t~o ~urrent issues engaging visual artists. Therefore, his poetic development parallels 
respo f d art in America from the Armory Show of 1913 to the nse of Abstract 
the course o moth er~ 950s He recognized th,s pattern in his career and thought of it as es5en­
Express1on1sm m I ~ed "The Relations between Poetry and Painting," which he delivered as a 
tial 1 His essay en 1 , d fi th I 
lecture at the Museum of Modern Art in 1951, makes clear the pro1oun s,gni 1cance ese re a-

tions had for him: 

The paramount relation between poetry and painting today, between modern man and 
modern art, 1s simply this. that m an age in which disbelief 1s so profo_undly prevalent 
or, if not disbelief, 1nd1fference to questions of belief, poetry and painting, and the arts 
in general, are, in their measure, a compensation for what has been lost. ( A, 1 70-71) 

In Steven ' view, modern poets and painters are united in the search for what he called a 
•supreme fiction" -a vision of reality that will provide, in our skeptical century, the profound 
spiritual satisfaction of religious belief. The artworks and documents in this exh1b1llon trace the 
outline of this search through key episodes m Stevens' poetic career and in his wide-ranging 
influence among ontemporary artists 

The Arensberg Salon, 1913-23 
When Stevens left Harvard m 1900, he moved immediately to ew York City. There he first tried 
his hand at Journalism, then went to ew York Law School (1901-03), and eventually found 
work in the growing insurance industry. In 1916 he Joined the Hartford Accident and Indemnity 
Corporation and moved to Connecticut. He wa named a vice pre 1dent of that company m 
1934 and remained in that position for the rest of h1 hfe. 

Stevens' mature career as a poet began m ew York when he became associated with a 
group of avant-garde wrrters and artists !hat came together m the wake of the famou Am1ory 
Show of 1913 2 Held in lhe Sixty-Ninth Regiment Armory, which still stands at Lexington 
Avenue and 25th Street, the Armo,y Show was an enormous exh1b1t1on of American and 
European art that is historically important primarily bee.au e 11 first introduced the American 
public to Post-lmpress1oni m and Cubism. The show wa a revelation to young Amerrcan artists 
and wrrters, Wallace Stevens among them, and from this experience we can date the ri e of 
modernism ,n all the arts in America. 

Stevens' chief link with the ew York avant-garde was Waller Conrad Aren berg, a friend 



-----------· •••• --~---~-~----~--------
from h,s Harvard days Steven and Ar nsbe had k 
worked on llterary magazine-St vens on th~ Harv~rJ~d:veral course-; togeth rand had both 
Monthly Th<' two men had fallen out of touch after coll ocate and Arensberg on the Harvard 
at the time of the Armory how Arensberg h d ege, but they rene,vcd their friendship 
was overv.helmed by ,t Soon thereaft r '~ ~9i°/tmp dowhn frofm Boston to see th. exh,b,tion, 
to be I th h f • , e an ,s w, e moved to ew 'II k d 

a e art o mod rnIs1 e~perimen1a11on in Ame S or in or er 
th re ,s anyone to whom the rmory how of 1913 rica tevens recalled, I don t uppo,e 

I the Armory how Arensberg purcha ed the f,r t~~~I more than ,t meant to h,m (l, 8211 
pioneering collection of modern art, now housed at ~e P~,f:~n:'";5 that would grow into h,s 

Throughout the 1910 . the Aren bergs' apartment in ew 'lie p la Museum of Art 
writer and artists met s veral times a week to h th h ork was a kind ol salon' ,vhere 
gue ll, included the composer Edgard Varese tha;\rt,:~ ~t ustm for modem art Regular 
r ranc,s P,cab,a and h,s wife Gabri lie Buffet P,cab M /rce Duchamp, Albert Gle1ze1, 
Demuth and the writer Alfred Kreymborg • M ,al a; ay, Charles Sheeler, and Charles 
W1ll1ams.l For Walla e Stevens who wa us~all:~~y :r~ Julna ~arnes, and William Carlos 
was a precious source of st,m~lat,on and support II for:;;athgat ering , the Arensberg salon 
tural background out of which h,s fir t book Har;on,um (1 g2J~, :~:~:~~tellectual and cul 

Cubi m 

Photographs by Charles heeler record the Aren berg apartment as Stevens would have known 
11 m about 1918, ,ts walls crowded with painting by Cezanne Picasso Braque Matisse 
Duchamp, P,cab,a, and other What chiefly 1ntere ted Arensberg al this ·t,me wa~ Cubism 
wh,ch marked the crucial break with the Western 1rad111on of repre entat,onal art • 

The Cubists new method of depicting three-d1mens1onal obiects opened the door to all the 
imaginative po Ib1l,t1es of modernism, pointing the way to the exuberant inventiveness of 
tevens Harmon,um Cub, m probably inspired Stevens to experiment with fragmen1a11on and 

multiple perspective in such early poems as •Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird and to 
develop h,s character, t,c manner of organ121ng long poems into separate but related tanzas • 
The legendary d1ff1culty of Stevens' verse may also be seen as part of the heritage of Cubism A 
Cubist \\Ork like Picasso's Tete d'homme (1912), for example, has been so thoroughly analyzed 
into tra,ght Imes and a few geometric shapes that the original subiect ,s hardly recognizable 
Untutored viewers are likely to be puzzled by the apparent discrepancy between the etching 
and 115 title In order to overcome th,s difficulty, they mu t confront their own conventional 
ways of seeing, discard them, and look freshly As Stevens puts 11 the viewer •must become an 
ignorant man again ' ICP, 360) 

Marcel Duchamp's famous ude Descending a ta,rcase (1912) h1ghl1ghts this aspect of 
Cubism and develops ,t m a new direction. Th,s painting had been the mo t publ1c1zed attrac­
tion of the Armory Show, scandalizing conservative critics and becoming a symbol in the 
American press for all modern art. It wa hung prominently in the Arensberg apartment upstag­
ing Cubist works by Braque and Picasso The ude was so shocking ch,eOy because of 115 1,tfe, 
which promises a fairly racy spectacle Yet the naked female anatomy Is hardly d1scern1ble in 
the angular construc1Ion that confronts the viewer The title arouses t1t1lla1,ng expec1atIons that 
the painting ,tseff frustrate, Without the t11le, the ude would probably not have attracted more 
comment than the many other Cubist works on display Jt the Armory Show Th,s point was not 
lost on Wallace Stevens, whose quirky titles often create a s,m,lar effect The poem The 
Emperor of fee Cream: for example, turns out 10 have nothing to do ,ther "1th emp rors or 
w,1h ,ce cream in the literal sense. To one reader baffled by such obliqueness, Stevens conced 
ed (with some irony) that ·possibly the relation [between the 111le1 and the poems! 11 not as 
direct and f,teral as ,t oughl to be" (l, 297) 

Dada 
Duchamp's choice of the title ude Descending a raircase was meant to ~pater /es bourgeois, 

10 
provoke the general public and conservative rnlic It wa a Dada geslure Ind ed. the art of 

Duchamp 15 the mo>I c haractemt,c proclucl of lh 
movement kno,,,,n as ew York Dada Unlike Cubism 
Dada ,s not an artIst1C style but an a1t11ude or "a of 
life a nos thumbing affronl to all e-,tabl,shed rnnven 

t1ons Probably Duchamp's mosl 1nfluen11al Dada cn 
at1on was the art form kno>Vn as the readym.1de In 
creating a readymade, the artist sef t an ordinary 
mas -produced ob1ect and d,spfay, 11 as a work ol ,Jrt 
H,s first readymade 81cycl<' Wheel (1913), cons, ted 
of a bicvcl wheel mounled up11de down on top of J 

four-legged stool Over the next decad<', the art,sl er 
ated a number of these works-a. hal rack, a bonfe 
rack a melaf comb The concept ol a re.idymade r.i, • 
es the most ba11c aesthet,c 1s1~es The v1ew<'r s aulo 
mat,c first reaction fs ,t art/ cannot be answC'red 
w,1hout addressing 1he complex ph,losoph,cal qu 

1,on •What 1s art/" As Duchamp put 11 •1 was interest• 
ed ,n ,deas-not merely in v,wal products I wanted to 
pul !art) once again at the service of the mmd •• 

/n Advance of the Broken Arm r 1915), a snow 
shovel was ·the first Readymade to be called by thal 
name •1 It hung m Duchamp's ew York studio during 
the 19101. where tevens may >Veil have een 11 To 
such a work we may trace the origins of Pop Art and 
Concepluaf Art For Duchamp the creati,e act had 
nolhmg to do with craft mansh,p, since the artwor~ 
was machine-made Rather, in fookmg at the snow 
sho, el, the viewer 1s aware of 11 as an obJect omehow 
made pec,al by the artist's choice It 1s the concept. 
not the obiect itself, that ,s of primary aesthetic interest 
Finally the snow hovel ,s there to define a profound 
tale of mind In th, sense, there ,s a direct line of 

development from the 1nventIon of 1he readymade 10 
Mm1maf1 t Art, which seeks lo strip art down lo 115 
barest essentials. An analogous fine connects 
Duchamp's snow shovel with Stevens· clear-eyed med 
Ita1Ion on no1hmgnes1 in "The Snow Man• (CP 9) 

urreali m and Abstraction 

M.u-«I Dudwnp 
lnA.d, ottM8ro.l:t'f1.Arm 191'i 
Roadym ' ,now ,ho,, I Original lost or 
d ,u,d,d 

Photogr.1ph from 8oJr. In o1 VJ/, 19-41-42 
Ge-bbn i1l\lt'f print s J" " 2 ,• 
Coll,a,on 01 11,e Ph lade p/,1• Mu,eum o1 Art 
Lou, and w.iir,- 1\..-mbo,g Colloction 

With the breakup of the Arensberg circle m lhe early 1920 Wallace te,en, cea ed wrillng 
entirely for the rest of the decade, devollng h,s attention instead to h, new family (his daugh­
ter Hoity was born in 1924) and to h,s increasing re~pon 1b1lit1es at the Hartford cc,d nl and 
Indemnity orporat,on When he took up poetry again in about 1930 he no longer had th 
privileged a cess to the , ew York avant-garde that he had enioved ,n the company of Wafter 
Arensberg For a poet who had drawn hi- Inspirat1on from the art "orld, f,ving in Harttord was 
not generally st,mufatmg The city d,d. however, provide one enormous advantage- the 
Wadsworth Atheneum. 

The Wad worth Atheneum 

The Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford wa at the time the most modern mu,eum in the coun­
try, presenting work by the most advanced European arti,ts even before ,t appeared ,n ew 
York Under the direction of A herett ("Ch,ck•) Au tm, the Athen um had the first urreal"I 



e hibihon m America 'eM•r uper-Rea/11m, 1931l and the first Picasso r trospecuve 119 341, 
sponsored th \\orld pr~mIere of the G!'rtrude te,n V1rg1I Thomson opl'ra Four .imts m Thrt•e 
Art, 119341, and brought to Hartford ,uch leading f1gur m the arts as alvador Dali, Gertrud 
tem, George Balanchine, Le Corbus,er, Walter Gropius, Aaron Copland, and Paul Bowles By 

tortunat co,ncid nee tevens found himself, m the 1930s, once again at a v,tal center of 

avant-garde activity 
Throui;h frequent vIsIts to the Wadsworth Atheneum-,upplemented by making trips to 

ew Yori.. City vcral times a month and by reading American, British, and French period,. 
cal.,_ tev ns wa, able to follow contemporary development m the"' ual arts clo ely In the 
highly polihc11ed atmo phere ot the 1930s--a period very similar, m th, respect, to the 
1990s-proponent, of mod rn art \\ere becoming polarized into the ™-O oppo mg camps of 
urrealism and abstraction. During this crucial trans1t1onal period m h,s career, tevens fol 

lo\\ed both of these movements with great interest, and his ambivalence toward both of them 
helpl'd to hape the development of h,s poetry and his poetic theory 

urr~alism 
The ,ame playful humor and delight m odd 1u~taposItIon that made Stevens feel at home with 

ew York Dada also drew h,m to Surrealism. He v, 1ted the Atheneum's ground-breaking 
New r uper-Real,,m exh1b1t1on •not Just once, but quite a number of lime , • according to 
Jame Thrall Soby I At the same time he was careful to avoid being class1f1ed as a urreal,st and 
disdained the more outrageous antics of that group 

For tevens, a perhap for most people, h,s ambivalence toward Surrealism focused on the 
flamboyant figure of alvador Dali He had little patience with Dali's publicity-grabbing stunts, 
uch a arnvmg for his l1rst vI It to Hartford wearing a loaf of bread for a hat Yet Stevens pur­

cha eel the lengthy catalog of Dali's one-man how at the Museum of Modern Art ,n 1941, and 
he would surely have admired Dali's La Sol,tude 
(1931) which was m the e"'er Super-Re,1/1 m 
e h1b1t The Atheneum purchased La o/1tude 
from that exh1b1t1on, making 11 the first Dal, 
painting to enter the collection of an Am rican 
museum • Stevens who was an admirer of 
Dutch realism, would have liked Dali's mell u 
lous techniqu learned from 'Vi rmeer Dali's 
evocative use of deep Rena,s ance pace-the 
vast emptiness of his sea and sky-wh,ch lends 
mystery ,rnd psychological depth to the spare 
scene, might be compared to s1m1lar effects m 
Stevens' poetry, from "The now Man to •Th 
Auroras ot Autumn.•10 

6 

T"'o Surrealist portraits ugg I oth r afhnit,es 
with Stevens' work M,rn Ray's Unt,tle<i ( 194 3) 
develops the Cubist use of multiple per rwctIv 
in a Surreali,t direction It can be read ,1s two 
profiles facing each other, as one frontal he.id 
with a prominent ear, or as a cup or pitcher with 
handle n The point of Man Ray's tramforma­
tIon, Is less formal (as m Cubism) than psycho• 
(og1C al, 11 suggests m a humorous way the 
complex111es of a human character So, m some 
of Stcvrn, most charattemtIc poems-like 
Bantams m Pine-Wood ' or 'le Monocle de 

Mon Onde -the humorously skewed lan­
guag ,s th fiumg expre,s,on of an odd but fully 

re,1lized persona 
Andr~ Masson's Woman from Martinique> (1 'J4 I) Is a portrait constructl'd out ot cd1bl 

imagery whose xotIc appeal JI<,() suggests cannibal, m Steven rv up the m m, ture of 
ingredients in his poem of 1938 Cuisine Bourgco1se • where the cannib,11 f a t becOITI 

metaphor for the spiritual poverty of modern life 

These days of d,smherit,rncc wt· f asl 
On human heads 

brought m on leaves, 
Crowned with the first cold buds On these we lrve 

o longer on the ancient cake of seed, 
The almond and deep fruit This bitter meat 
Sustains us (CP 227 28 

This metaphor of the ghoulrsh banquet also appears in canto xv of •The Man with the Blue 
Guitar" (19371, Stevens' long poem wnuen m response to Surrealism 

The portraits by Masson, Man Ray, Picasso, and Klee provide an obvious answer to cnllcs 
who complain of the lack of "real• human characters m Stevens poetry, comparing him unfa 
vorably with Robert Frost m this resp Cl Such rnt,c are seeking comparisons m the wrong 
place For Stevens, the most relevant pr ced nls are often m the realm of the visual arts, not 1,1 
erature His charact rs, like Mrs Alfred Uruguay, Lady Flora Lowzen, the Arabian, and anz,a 

unzI0, with all their abstract and distorted qual1t1es, are the poetic equivalent of these mod­
ern•st portrait paintings 

Ab traction 
In the 1930 , Surrealism was opposed to ab traction ma theoretical truggle for dominance in 
the field of modern art If Surreal, m stood for the 1rra11onal, for lrterary content, and for f,gura-
1,on, then abstraction came to stand for uller rational, m, pure formalism and nonob ect,v,t 
As Herbert Read put ,t m Art ow (1936) 

1 
Y 

isYll.;ii,on phot<>sraph of t\bqr.ict Art e11.h1b1t1on at 1h \V. d\""-onh Athrnrum H,1rtford 19 t5 
ourtcw of l~ Art.h1vn o( the W,1d,;;~orth All"w-n<"um Hanford 



In !l<'nrr,1I lhl' \J)(•( 1l1c ,,lly modC'rn held Is IPft lo two mov ments wh h d 
morC' to rl1vl"fRC' ,1nd which m.1y be prov1s1on,1lly labeled "abstrac:c le; more and 
I\I Thou11h al thror r,trc-mes-.1 Mondrian against a Dal, ,thP,e i:: msup~rr~al­
h,w1 • noth1nR in ommon, yet the space-ix>twC' n them ,s occupied b ov~mcnts 
wm•s in thr m1ddlc-ot wh,ch we find ,1rt,s1s like-Picasso and Henry M~~: ~~broken 
c,innot ,1s\I11n confidently to either school •1 om we 

l<'v<'ns would hJvl" included himself ,n the middle with Picasso and Moore 
Thr poC'I w,1s ,1s w II vers('(! in abstract art as he was in urrealism, and he was 

,1mb111alrnt about both movement, He wa interested in the work of the b equally 
Mondrian for instance-, l>ecause of th ,r common Dutch anc~try •- a stlract painter P1et 
W cl h h "" ear Y as 1935 the 

,, w.ort Al rneum h,1d featured Mondrian in the exh1b1t1on Abstr.ict Art (which also in~lud, 
ed lhrc- othrr artl\ls working ,n pur ly geometric abstractions ,1um Gabo, Antoine Pevsner 
,1nd, ,nr Domel,1) 11 A photograph of th,, exh1b1t1on show two canvases by Mondrian d,s· 
pla)Ni as IC'V<'ns would have seen them Composition ,n Gray and Red and c 
fJ/uc-,inc/ White (1935) The theneum bought this last painting in 1936 for I~ i:=:~~~:~ln 
IC'Ction, ,t wa\ the''"' American museum purchase of a "-Ork by that artist.,. Stevens' daugh­
:~~r~~lled that the Mondrian work at th Atheneum ,, re •among the things that he liked 

As a rule however throughout the 19 30 , he thought of abstraction a a tendency he ought 
to avo,d in h, own poetry II represented to him an overly intellectual approach to art and life. 
As ,1 faithful reader of P,1rt1san Review, Stevens kne\\ abstract art theory "ell Hi fam,lianly 
,-,th that magazine helped h,m to formulate h, prec"e obJect,ons to abstraction The art edi­
tor of Part, an Rev,ewfrom 1937 through 1943 was George L K Moms, an abstract paintenvho 
al,o helped finance the magazine, Because he had uch an influent,al posI1Ion. Moms· Mit,ng 
had broad impact, they helped create a climate of opinion in which a wide range of abstract 
art could flourish 

Moms theoretical principles were clearly-not to ay rog,dly--defined He promoted strict 
adherence to the logical consequences of the Cub, I 1rad111on, a ratlonal,st reduction of forms 
lo their most basic lructural elements. Morns· Compo 1t1on (1940) ,s a good example of h,s 
own geometric-abstract painting, 11 ,s like many that "'ere published in Parti an Reo,ew to 1llu1-
trate h, theorellcal essays. Th,s painting Is interesting a a purely abstract composI11on, but ,t ,s 
easy to see Stevens' point that uch art ,s too rational, that 11 ignores the emotlonal and pmtu• 
al aspects of life. H,s poem 'The Common L,fe• (1938) uses the imagery of geometric abstrac­
tion in this sense: 

In this light a man Is a result, 
A demonstration .. 

The men have no shadows 
And the women have only one side. (CP, 221 l 

tn this poem, the radical reduction of form to tra,ght Imes and nat planes represent unfeeling 
intellectualism Stevens ,s distancing h,m elf from abstract art wh,ch he associates w,th the 

geometnc abstract trad1t1on. 
One reason Ste1.ens avoided abstraction so carefully was that he was naturally ,1ttracted to 

it From his earliest career, critics had chided h,m for wr1t1ng poetry that was too d,ff,cult too 
intellectual So, throughout the 1930s, he took ure to avoid any assoc1a11on w11h ab tract art 
,n order not 10 call attention to this problematic aspect of h, own poetry._ It was a remarkable 
turnaround when. in the 1940s, he came to the conclusion that the "cogn111ve element" (L 500) 
,n try needed to be emphasized. and he confidently sub~tled the fir I section of the poem 
N=s toward a Supreme F,ct,on• •11 Musi Be bstract In doing so, he had in mind 

Mondrian's pure geometric abstractions as an analogy " 

8 

Paul Klee Wallace 1even1' favorite ,1rtIst 
Paul Klee wads . ..1 in his op,n,ons of modern 
Usually guar c-u h 
a,nters, Stevens was forthright about I " one 

pl have the greatest liking tor Klee (L, 5951 
ames Johnson Sweeney, who was director of 

) 
1 

R Guooenheim Museum wh n he 
the So omon "" 
knew Stevens, recalled that •Paul Klee was one 

r on he used 10 speak to me about He liked 
~ee , James Thrall oby, who was assistant 
director of the wads,vorth Atheneum until 
becoming ass,stant dir ctor of the Museum of 
Modern Art ,n ew York ,n 1942 also reported 
that Stevens wa very much interested in Paul 
Klee • 1 know he was because when I used to 
follow h,m through the gall ry [at the Museum 
of Modern Art!, he alway stayed long;

1
r
8 

m the 
Klee gallery than anywhere else. And 
tevens friend, the poet and scholar Samuel 

French Morse. remembered that "he had every 
book of good color reproductions of Paul Klee 
up to 1955 He really did like Klee very 

much ••9 

Klee wa another artist, like Picasso and 

Paul Kitt 
S<.·1lt.1nzf:"f (T,ghtrop,p Wiil~l"f). 1913 
lllhogr•ph 21 , 15' 
Collect,on of lhe 1'ew York Public library 

Moore, who was claimed by both the Surrealists 
and the abstract,omsts ,n the 1930s His art ,s 
too ,d,osyncrat,c to categorize. and that Is sure 
ly one thing that drew tevens to 11 amt of 
Inner Light could be the title of a Stevens poem 
(compare •r,nal oliloquy of the Interior 
Paramour" or "The Candle a amt"), and the fr1ct1on between the title (lrad,t,onal, elevated, 
mys11call and the artwork (modern. earthy) ,s like !evens, too Tightrope Walker exh1b1ts the 
quality of ,maginat,on most typical of both Klee and Stevens The cartoonhke rendering of the 
circus performer has a quirky, childlike humor-lively, orogmal, and somewhat grote5que-tha1 
might be compared to the !evens of •The Comedian as the Letter C. "·" Details often have gre.it 
interest because the artist ha devoted clo e attention to texture and color, quality of lme the 
ImagInatIve drama made po ,ble by an ambiguous use of space Yet each of these elements ,s 
made to serve the overall effect so that finally one ,s most aware of what tevens called ·the 
determmmg personality" of the art,st.n The personal11y informing Klee's works Is both d11tinc 
tive and distinctively Steven ,an. 

Wallace Steven ' Per onal Art Collection 
Stevens' own small art collection has been Justly described as paintings that, ,n a quiet way, 
protested against Cubism, Fau111 m, abstraction, harkenmg back to lmpre111on1sm or returning 
lo Barb,zon ·reality 2• These artworks do not reflect h11 interest ,n avant-garde art but rather 
h,s lifelong famnat,on with the Paro of h1 ImaginatIon (s,nce he never traveled there) The col­
lection ,s composed mainly of small canvase by minor French artists most of these p.1mtmg 
purchased sight unseen through a Parisian bookseller The chief interest of the collect,on in the 
context of th,s exh1b111on, ,s that some of these paintings found their way into poems A small 
pamt,ng of olive trees by Jean Marchand provided the •upper, part,culdr bough in, 1,1y, 
Marchand" that concludes the second stanza of "Conno, eur of Chao, (CP 21 S), and "The 
Latest Freed Man mention 'the portrait of Vidal" ( tevens' bookseller ,n Paro,) ICP, 2051 by 
Jean Labasque that hung ,n the poet's bedroom 
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The mo t sIgmtIcant such incident involves 1,1/ Life by Pierre Tai Coat, the painting that 
Steven named Ange/ Surrounded by Peasants. It inspired his poem • Angel Surrounded by 
Pav an : ,n "h1ch the angel of reality speaks the famous Imes. 

I am the nece ,ary angel of eanh, 
Smee, ,n my sight, you see the earlh again 

Cleared of ,ts s1tfi and tubborn, man-locked set (CP 496--97) 

These ltne also gave Stevens the title for his collected essays, The ecessary Angel. He 
explained the connection betv.een Tai Coat's painting and his poem "'The angel 1s the Venetian 
glass bo" I on the left with the little spray of leave in It The peasants are the lemnes, bottles, 
and the glasses that surround ,t" (L, 650). This episode epItomIzes both the attracttons and the 
dangers of studying Stevens' relatton lo the visual arts For who v.ould ever have suspected, 
",thoul Steven,' letter as evidence, that such a connectton ex1sts1 Stevens Imagmat1on has so 
transformed the painting that ,ts relation to the poem 11 entirely obscured And yet, knowing that 
the relation exists, this episode g"es u a rare. remarkably mlImale view of Stevens' verbal-visu­

al Im, ~malton l "ork 

II. Reciprocal Relations Bet"'een Painting and Poetr : Two Poems,' even Arti I 
Stevens poems Ane.:dote ol the lar' and The Man with the Blue Guitar were each in ptred 
bv he " ual arts Jnd they have each In turn, inspired other works of visual art The relations 
bem een poetry and painting, in Ren Wellel:1 words, •have to be conceived as a complex 
,cheme ol d1alect1cal relation h,ps which work both ways, from one art lo another and vice 
~ a, and m.iy be complete! transformed within the art wh,ch they have entered '2 In this 
exh1b11ton " can ob,erw in concrete detail this abstract principle in action. 
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"Anecdote of the Jar" 

te-ens and Duchamp: the Jar as Readymade 

I placed a Jar ,n Tennessee, 
And round tl was, upon a hill 
It made the slovenly wilderness 
Surround that hill 

It took dominion everywhere 
The 1ar was gray and bare 
It did not give of bird or bush, 
Like nothing else in Tennessee (CP 76) 

•Anecdote of the Jar" bears a close family resemblance 
to Marcel Duchamp's readymades, \Vh1ch Stevens 
knew well from his experience in the Aremberg rncle 
during the 191 Os Duchamp's most famous readymade 
was created for the First Annual Independents 
Exh1b111on, which was held ,n the Grand Central 
Palace on April I 0, 1917 The •Indeps:· as the exh1b1-
t,on was called, was to be completely democrat,c 

.. 

open to anyone who could pay the SS entry fee In order lo test this claim, Duchamp entered 
a commerCtal urinal as a work of art, calling ,t Fount,,in by R. Mull longinal losll It 11 docu­
mented in a photograph by Alfred Stieglitz The work was reiected, and Duchamp together 
with Aren berg) resigned in protest from the hanging committee. 

The second issue of The Blind Man-founded as the ofhc,al organ of the •Indeps· and edit­
ed by Duchamp-focused on the ar1IstIc issues ra11ed by this controversy We kno"' that Stevens 
read It h,s close fnend Pitts Sanborn sent h,m a copy on May 23, 1917 2• The ar11cle "The 
Richard Mutt Case• make the first and 1111 most cogent defense of the readymade as a v.ork of 
an In this article, the ar1Ist Is defined not as a craftsman but simply as one who chooses 

Whether Mr Mutt with his own hand made the fountain or not has no importance 
He CHOSE It. He took an ordinary article of life, placed 11 so that ,ts useiul sIgnitIcance 
disappeared under the new lttle and point of view-created a new thought for that 
obJect 2 

The act of choosing a readymade allowed Duchamp, ,n his own \\Ords. lo •reduce the idea ot 
aesthetic cons1derat1on to the choice of the mind •2• The parallel with Wallace Ste,en, later 
def1nil1on of poetry as 'the act of the mind ,s obvious 

The readymade becomes the focus of a med,tallon in Stevens' term on the relallon 
between reality and the imagination. It draws the v,e"er's attention to the thing in itself 
divorced from ,ts conventional function and context. and Il gain< authority therebv, con ttluting 
a focal point around which a new order may coalesce 

The enigmatic gesture that ,s the subJect of teven 'poem ·Anecdote of the Jar· m,ght \\ell 
descnbe the creation of a readymade The speaker selects an ordinary ob1ect .1nd place, It in a 
strange context. "I placed a Jar ,n Tennessee, I And round Il was upon .i hill" lempha,,, addedl 
In doing so, he ·creates a new thought for that obiect• -ii!, T~ Blind Man aid of Duchamp s 
Fountain-so that the new arrangement Is unique: "Like nothing ele In Tenne, ee • This ge, 
lure 1\ essenttally ambiguous What does 11 mean to place a Jar on a h1l1topl I the Jar 1t<el a 
work of an or an instance of antt-ar11 Like Duchamp' read)mades Ste,ens pcxm raI e, th e 
questions without answenng them "One of the es ent1als ot pO(•lry " amb1gu1ty • ,..,,ote 
Ste-ens I don't feel that I have touched the thing until I touch 1l ,n amb1guou, form •v 
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The h,,torical ,cholJr and literary rnt,c Roy 
Han,t:v Pl•Jrce ha, found what Is probably the par­
t,cul.u mass-producrd ob1ect Stevl'ns had on mind 
when he wrote the poem This Dominion ide 
Mouth peoal fruit 1ar was available on Tenn ssee 
on 1918, when te,en, tr av led there prior to '"'l 
mg • Anecdote of the Jar • 2• II 1s spec,all} designed 
10 take •domon1on" everyvvhere, and It Is unque,. 
t,onably •gray and bare· once the Jar 1s associat 
ed. m the poem. with the power of lhe 
,magonallon 1t may not be irrelevant that such Ja" 
were commonly used as containers for "moon­
shine • The poem's peculiar comb,nat,on of ontel 
lectual ser,ousnes, and deadpan humor links 11 
closely with the art o( Marcel Duchamp 

Artist Respond to •the Jar" 

Clae Oldenburg, Cros • edion of a Toothbrush 
with Paste in a Cup on a ink: Portrait of 

cLo .. oldrnbu,i 1nd coo, 1, -.n B~•• Coosje' Thinking 
,,.,..,.,.ph of Cron 1<-<1,on • • Too1hbn,,h "' h One ol many artist, to re pond to tevens 
P•"" m • C14> on • < •• ""'' o( Com ' Anecdote of the Jar• 11 Claes Oldenburg (b. 1929), 
;""i'~'! ;:~ron ~ ntNJ "''th J>O'l--urelfwflE' ~n.-.m ma\ter of the Duchamp1an trad1t1ons of Pop Art 
1 19 a-, ~·2 ,•, b 111,.• and £nv1ronmental Art H11 proJect Cross-Section 

H.lu< ulffl. tftl C.rm.>nv of a Toothbru,h with Paste m a Cup on a Smk 
!'holograph court 'of Old.nhu'l! • nd "" Bn,,:gtn Portrait of Coo Je's Thmkmg, created w11h h,s w,re 

c00 , 1e van Bruggen. exemplifies both these trad,t,ons It began as a proposal for a comm,ss,on 
bi the UnM·rs1ty or Harttord •Hartford made me think o( the poel Wallace Stevens who had 
livro and \\Or ro m the city• He was interested especially m Stevens double life as poet and 
insurance e,ecut,ve, •\\h1ch had made (h,mJ question the relallon of art lo life, ImagmatIon lo 
real,t , one 0 ( the central concerns o( our approach. He describes the conception o( this work 

V\e as\QC1atro three particular poems by tevens with the toothbrush m a cup 
"Anecdote of the Jar," which evo~es the image ol a large-scale container, like a cup, set 
m a landscape, •Of Hartford on a Purple Light. which concerns the passage or the sun 
and the ehects of light on the landscape and So-And- o Reclining on H r Couch, 
whJCh onterwea,es the human body w,th geometry, particularly the triangle 'l 

Oldenburg's notebook pages illustrate various stages on the development o( this idea 
including po s,bk· reierence to Wallace tevens· the phrase •1 placed a Jar• next to the cup 
,hape, 1he note "insrnpllon to WS on the base o( a monument-Sized desk pen; and the trian­
gular cross-,ect,on incorporating the a, b, and •c references from So-And-So Reclining on 
Her Couch• 

The ch,ef intere I of 1h15 -.ork ,s ,n the contrast between lhe uuerly pec1fic and mundane 
,ub1ect-.1 loothbrush in a cup on a 51nk-and the abstract reducllon of forms to a simple right• 
angled triangle The \el') concept o( analyzing onto ·cross-secllon" so lowly and familiar a sub­
Jett the comb,nat,on of purely abstract ideas with particular concrete places or things, 1 
e enllall IC\' n Ian The title of h,s well-known poem "The Idea of Order at Key West to 
g"e onl one e amplt' ep,tom,ze-; th,s way of thinking 

A photograpl, sho'I, Oldenburg's completrd \\Ork in situ The sculpture stands in an out 
door em ,ronMrn~ a strting ,ts ind,v1duality again I ,ts surroundings and e tabl1shmg itself at 
tht" center or a new idea ot order 
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SU.h Arm;,1an 
rtw, Potlrt, C, 'fl,-, 1991 
Sp'< .tit.,. comm,, ,OM'd court-,., rd jl 1ht-Llnn,1n Found.it.on (CK Ar-tgrl~ 

,ah Arma1an1, 
The Poetry Carden 
Thr mo,t qu1l'II~ sp,•ctan,1.ir 
-.o,k 01 [nvironmen1al ,\r 
m,p1red b Wallac.e le e<1s 
• n cdotl' ot the lar• , rhe 
P()('try Gard n by S1ah Arma Jan, 
(b l CJ39J at the LannJn 
F ounda11on h adquarter in Ln, 
Angeles mce the Lann.in 
r ound,11,on 1s dedicated to up 
porting boih contemporary art 
and contemporary po t,v, The 
Poetry Garden was de,igned 
both as a retreat for gallery vIs1 
tors and neighbors and as a site 
for literary events, as wi,II a, 
being a wor~ ot art ,n 11> own 
right Modeled on the anc, nt 
P r ,an •paradise garden," ,1 " 

•a space for solitary conll'mpla 
lion. social congress. and 
en1oyment of In rature,"lO 

Ste,ens' poem ,s the local 
theme of th, space. II inspired 

the blue ceramic Jars that nl.-en one corner of the garden, as ArmaJan, assertro, "becau,e that 
corner needs a bright spot of color " 31 And the complete text of the poem 11 elf 1s mscnbl'd m 
ceramlC tile along the top o( the tall benches lining the garden walls "The text ,s l,t from above 
by standard outdoor fixtures that em,t a yellow, candlelight glo,, during evening readings •11 

The poet Mark Doty de rnbes the effect of such readings "In this garden, the work of the poet 
who ,s reading become, ·the Jar'-everythong on the garden seems to revol,e around the lan­
guage that I placed at ,ts center, where a simple metal podium II always ready to receive the 
text o( the reader J 

ArmaJani elected "Anecdote of the Jar' because 1t "speaks to the d,cholomy between an 
obJecl ol art and 11> environment Our 10b ,s to reconcile these two polarille, •J.1 H,s very Ian 
guage reflects the twin heritage or Duchamp and Steven the conceptual and nv,ronmental 
views of art, the notion that art should be a reconcd1at1on of oppo51te 

Jasper John , The ea on 
The easons by Jasper Johns Cb 19 30) pays homage to both Marcel Duchamp and Wallac 
Stevens This important series Is Johns's most autob1ograph1cal work, full of p r onal symbol 
and echoes o( h,s earlier work. with each panel containing a, part of the compo ,1,on a ren­
dering o( his own shadow The cries also acknowledges important influence, on h, art, tK 
development There are many reference to Picasso, for example, part,cularl to h, painting, 
Minotaur Moving His House (1936) and The hado" (1953) 

Like Clae Oldenburg, Johns was one of the founders ol Pop Art in the 1%0, H,, dc,1d 
pan paintings o( such imper onal images as larget and flag, were part of ,l r act,on in 1hc ,1rt 
\\orld against the high seriousness and deep psychJC engagement ol Ab..tract Expre 1oni m 
which had dominated the 1950 His menlor was Marcel Duchamp, \\-ho \\Ith h, aloof in11:I 
lectual1ty and ironic humor. has remained (or Johns ,1 revered figure The panel Fall cont,11n, a 
profile o( Duchamp, ,1 tribute to a guide and 1-.indred pmt 

The Seasons o,ves 115 conception lo the poetry of \'\allace te,en In 1 'l85 John, \\a asked 
by the Anon Pres\ to illustrate a special ed1t1on ot teHn 'l)O('m J5 Having JU t completed a 
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J.u~rJohns 
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painting entitled Summer he decided to make an tch­
ing basro on this painting for the front1sp1ece of the 
book In rereading Steven 'poetry, Johns was struck by 
•The Snow Man• and conceived the Idea of dmng an 
entire easonal sequence. 36 The Winter panel includes 
an image o( a nowman that ref r to tevens 

Duchamp and tevens are Joined as part or Johns's 
personal iconography 

"The Man with the Blue Guitar" 

Steven , Picas o, and the Blue Guitar 

I th, picture or Picas o' , this "hoard 
or destructions • a picture or our elve . 

ow, an image or our society? 
Do I sit, deformed, a naked egg, 

Catching at Good-b~e. harvest moon, 
Without eeing the harvest or the moon? 
(CP, 173) 

"The Man with the Blue Guitar" Is the poem by Steven 
most directly based on his interest in modern art In 11 

tevens 1dent1f1e with Pica o, the quintessential modern artist and undisputed leader of mod­
ern art He alludes to Pica so in various ways The poem's title alone suggests Picasso, ince he 
was inextricably a soc1ated with the guitar image. In canto xv (quoted above), Stevens refer to 
the artist by name and quotes his actual word Stevens ran across the phrase "une somme de 
destruction • in an interview with Picas o publi hed in the French art magazine Cah1er d'art.37 
His translation •hoard or destructions• (wh,ch he pell "horde" in A, 161) is a deliberate pun 

l11St.ill.it,on photograph ol P~blo Plano The Old Gu,w,11 (190JI 
in lh(" u.sso f th W~ rth Alhenf"Um Hartford 1914 
C rtesy ol 1 \\ ds-,ooh Athenoum H•rtford 
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,ntended to capture some or the breadth of the French term The notion of art a, a hoard of 
destructions applies most easily to PJCasso' Cubist phase during which he analy7ed the obJect 
into various, more or less geometric. parts--as in Tete d'homme and the many Cubist variations 
on the guitar theme v1s1ble in the photograph of his studio wall 

"The Man with the Blue Guitar" 1m1t.1tes Cubism in Its form, which 1s a series of variations 
on the theme of 1maginatIon and reality The po m has no systematic narrative prof;ress,on or 
argumentative structure, rather individual stanzas are Juxtaposed in varying relations of s1mI 
larity and contrast like the elements of a Cubist painting This casual approach to poetic form 
uited Stevens' temperament Indeed, one reason "The Man with th Blue Guitar" 1s such a 

landmark in Stevens' career ,s that in 11 he discovered what would become his most character-

1 t,c way or organizing long poems Stevens also Im1totes ub1st collage by including in the 
poem words and phrases snatched from other contexts. The Picasso quotation 1s on such col­
lage element Another Is the phrase •Good-bye, harvest moon· Cm,squoled from the popular 
song •shine on Harve t Moon"). Stevens splices these quot.111ons into his poem the way Picasso 
would incorporate a piece of sheet music or a fragment o( wallpaper into his compos1t1on 

teven ' description of the guitarist also calls to mind the well-known painting The Old 
Guitar, t (1903) from Picasso's Blue Period. Steven had seen this painting in the Picasso retro­
spective at the Wadsworth Atheneum in 1934 The poem begins. "The man bent over h,s gui­
tar I A hear man of sorts,• suggesting the posture or Picasso's guitarist by comparison with that 
o( a tailor. Canto ,x returns to the same figure· •1 am merely a shadow hunched/ Above the 
arrowy, still lrings • But Stevens explicitly cautioned his readers, "I had no particular painting 
or Picasso's in m,nd" (L, 786) His primary intention 1s to invoke Picasso as the leading figure 
or the internauonal art world Stevens means to imply, thereby, something about his own rela­
tion to modern art 

The poem was written in 1936-37 when Picasso was known as a •pure• artist who had 
never shown any interest m oc1ally "engaged" art We must therefore avoid the anachronism 
of associating "The Man with the Blue Guitar" with the kind of art Picasso produced m 
Guern1ca P,ca so's chief alliance during the 1930s 
was with the Surreal! ts Although he never officially 
Joined the Surrealist group, he began exh,b,tmg with 
them in 1925 and counted several of them among h,s 
clo est friend The pec1al I sue or Cah,er d'art m 
which Stevens found his Picasso quotation wa devot­
ed entirely to Surrealism The Pica so tevens includes 
in "The Man with the Blue Guitar• Is primarily the 
Surrealist P1 asso Thus Steven ' witty transformations 
or Imaginat1on into reality, and vice ver a, have the fla­
vor of Surrealist metamorpho s The dream imagery, 
free as o iat1on, black humor, violence, and monster 
that characterize thl~ poem are Stevens' re ponses to 
Surrealism the most vital avant-garde art movement or 
that time 

By 1dent1fy1ng with Pica so in th1 poem, tevens 
Is asserting h,s own place in the vanguard of mod­
ernism The man with the blue guitar ,s both Picasso 
and Wallace Steven 

Artists Re pond to "the Blue Guitar" 

Robert Mother.well, Blue Air 
A number o( artists have been inspired by the potent 
comb,nat,on of P1c.i so and Stevens in "The Man with 
the Blue Guitar• Among them ,s Robert Motherwell 

Robert Motherwell 
Blut>A1r 1946 

011 ,md s.Jnd on pJperbo.ard -11 J • 18 1• 

Coll"ct1on of the H,ri.hhorn Vl.u-.eum ,md 
Sculpture C~rden 
Sm1th')()tuan ln\(llution W1,;.hmgron 0 C 
Gift of Jo,<-ph fl H11>hhor1 I %b 
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(1915-91) one of the most intellectual and 
Jrllculate of th Abstract b:press1oni\ts who 
came to m,1turity 1n the late 1940~ and early 
1950s He was also perhaps the most literary of 
this group alluding with ase 1n writing and 
conversation to the 1gn1f1cant writer and lller­
ary documents of modernism He 1111 d paint­
ing~ Mal/arm~' wan, Kafka's Room, and 
Beckett's Space. did an entire series called The 
Hollow Men after T.S Eliot' poem, and illus­
trated edition of James Joyce Octavio Pal, and 
other writer 

Motherwell felt a partitular kinship with 
Stevens becau e he, too, came from an pm,, 
leged background and had a Harvard edu a­
lion that sometimes made him feel I olated 
among avant-garde art, ts 

Rob<rt "•th•rw•l1 

I think the fact that he was a business­
man, a connoisseur of wines and teas 
and food, a patrician, probably greatly 
prejudiced the bohemian milieu of 
Greenwich Village m those days 1n a 
way that 1s difficult to exaggerate. I am 
not a busme s-man. but have suffered 
enough my elf from the other a priori 
cl1ches to know how hurtful and unfair 
II ,s.18 

~ Bf.,. Cu,r.,r (To 11>//ac~ Sr=n•J. 1990 
Coll of papo, •nd acn,hc on un,as pa,,..I Jo, 24" 
Privat col N:11on O 1995 Dtd.ilu"' founc:fat,on Inc 

He al o used to d fend Steven 'work against those who thought he was too much of an 
ae thete and were all for Wrll1am Carlo Williams." 19 It was not u ual for Motherwell to quote 
American poets m his es ay . but he did quote Stevens In the essay "Painter's Object • (1944) 
for example, he used a stanza from "The Poems of Our Climate• to cr111c1ze the present state of 
abstract pamlmg 40 And when he ed11ed (with Ad Reinhard!) Modern Artists m Amenca m 1951, 
he quoted a passage from The ece ary Angel on "the pressure of reality" m order to explain 
the recent ascendancy of ab tract art 41 

The temperamental affinity between Motherwell and Stevens was not d by others as"' II 
Frank O'Hara thought ot Stevens as •the American poet probably most similar m sens1b1li1y lo 
Motherwell • defining what he meant as follows 

Ste,ens' "Thirteen Ways of Looking al ,1 Blackbird Is almost a paradigm of 
Mothen~ell's conception of the •,eries," m which variations on a visual motif invite 
the artist and the viewer to see things with as much 1ngenu1ty and insight [as isl avail­
able to each without violating the e,senllal 1dent1ly of the m111al image 41 

In choosing JS an analogy for Motherwell's work Stevens' poem "Thirteen Way of Looking al 
a Blackbird• 0 Hara probably ho1d 1n mind not only Motherwell's series pamtmgs-the best 
knoY.n of which are the Elegies for the Spanish Repubhc-but also his career-long predilection 
for the color black.•l 

Mot'ieruel has done e,eral artworks related to Stevens, all of them 1nsp1red by "The Man 
• the Blue Guitar In 1983 he recalled, "Years ago, maybe thirty years ago, I called one of 

my paintrngs or collages! the Blue Guitar."•• The year was 1946 and m fact he created two 
such wor~ one a painting, the other a collag Both were tllled Blue Air In recalling this 
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episode he eem, to have c.onfusro the two "Al one time I wanted to make a pa,n1 ng called 
'The Blue Gur1o1r.' but thl' shape turned out to be a wood instrum nt-a clarinet or a file I do 
not remember I have not seen the pre.lure in years •• lnvest,gat,on hows thJI th memories 
ref r 10 the collage Blue Atr, now in a prrvate collection Another letter from Moth rwell pro 
v,des further clues to the gen sis of this collage •Th re rs a kind of lm.igmary ,nstrum nt m 11 
but more like a woodwind, and rs dominantly blue (The guitar hapc I sod ply a Cubist IC on 
that I probably avoided 11, especially in making a collage which IS .i Cub, t 1nvent1on and 
hence a reference by ind1rect1on )"•6 By changing them trument Motherwell d,si;uJSed hr r f 
erenc s both to P,casw and to Stevens The painllng Blue Air m this e~h,b11ron drsgu, ,ts 
insprration even further by venturrng mlo nearly pure ab,1rac11on Th compos1t1on I evident 
ly based on the human figure. but rt has been enllrely transformed One rs r minded ot th • 

lines from Stevens poem 

othmg must stand 

Between you and the shapes you take 
When the crust of shape has been destroyed (CP 183) 

Much later ,n his career, MotheMell returned to The Man with the Blue Guitar• and com­
pleted two collages based on 11. The Blue Gutlar (To Wallace Stevens/ (1990) shows the painter 
returning mold age to the in p1ra11on of h1 youth paying trrbute to a great poet who was also 
a kindred prril. 

David Hockney, The Blue Guitar 
David Hockney (b 1937) first read "The Man 
with the Blue Guitar" 1n the summer of 1977 
when he was staying with Henry Geldzahler 
on Fire Island 47 He responded deeply to the 
poem's central focus on P,casw and to ,ts 
playful variations on the theme of the 1mag1-
nat1on confronting reality. Immediately he 
completed a et of drawings inspired by the 
poem. That fall he decided to develop these 
drawing into a set of colored etching u mg 
a method devised by Aldo Crommelynck for 
Picasso 

The method of colour etching ,ts If 
was chosen not simply as the mo t 
appropriate for lranslallng the linear 
coloured drawings on to a plate for 
printing, there wa also a poignancy 
about u ing a technique which had 
been invented for P1 asso but which 
the master had not had a chance to 
use before his death.48 

In 1977 the 20 etching were published 
a a portfolio and as a book by the Peter burg 

Dn,d Hockney 
T~OldCu,tJn r'from TheBlueCu,t,, 1q11,..n 

Etc.hm Jnd .quJhnt,, .:?0 1 )L ta• eJ ~IOn 00 
0 D•v1d Hoc kn,v 
Coll0<t,on of tho Mu=m of Modern Ar,, ew Yor 
Photop•ph rounes o( Chnst ~, ,w York 

Pres The full 11tle of the book emphasizes the comple mterrelallon between poetry and 
painting this series exempl1f1 ; The Blue Gutlar Etchings by David Hockney who was msplfed 
by Wallace Stevens who wa tn ptred by Pablo P1casw On the 1acket of th book Hockn y 
explains the relation of hrs prints 10 Stevens poem 
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The etchings themselve were not conceived as literal 1llustrat1ons of the poem but as 
an interpretation of its themes in visual terms. Like the poem, they are about Iran for 
mations within art as well as the relation betv.een reality and the 1mag1nat1on, o these 
are pictur~ within picture and different tyle of representation Juxtaposed and 
reflected and d1 solved within the ..ame frame•• 

Hockney is not illustrating Stevens' poem but Iran lat1ng his poetic method into the realm of the 
visual arts. The imagery in Hockney's etchings comes from Picasso, not from the poem In the 
frontispiece, not only the central image of Picasso's The Old Gwtari t but also all the red and 
green drawings m the border surrounding 1t allude to Picas o In keeping with the spirit of 
Stevens poem, Hockney refers particularly to the Surrealist Picasso of the m1d-1930s 
Hockney' etch mg A Picture of Ourselves, for instance, borrows imagery from Picasso's paint­
ing Two ude on the Beach (1937) and from his etchings Model and Surrealist Sculpture 
(1933) and culptor at Re t and Model w,th Mask (1933) 50 

In the same year, 1977, Hockney did two paintings on the same theme Self-Portrait with 
Blue Guitar and Model with Unfin1 hed Self-Portra,t.51 And the theme has re urfaced at least 
once mce 1hen in the snapshot-collage St,// Life Blue Guitar 4 Apr,/ 1982.12 

Ill. The lnnuence of Wallace Steven on Contemporary Arti ts 

It ,s a v1s1b1/1ty of thought, 
In which hundred of eyes, ,n one mmd, see at once. (CP, 488) 

o other American poet has inspired a broader range of artists than Wallace Stevens In select­
ing artworks for this exh1b1t1on, therefore, we have had to omit works by many artists The 
works we have chosen to include repre ent the full pectrum of responses to Stevens' poelry, 
from pure ab traction to straightforward f1gurat1on, from delicate lme drawing to painterly 
Expressionism, from small watercolors to very large mixed-media constructions, from serene 
still l1fes to apocalyptic v1s1ons We hope th1 representative grouping will make undeniably 
clear the extent and variety of Steven ' appeal to visual artists. 

One reason Stevens has had such wide-ranging influence 1s that he 1s such a complex and 
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many-sided poet Each artist 
responds to that aspect of Stevens 
that speaks mosl directly to him or 
her There is the Slevens of •The 
Snow Man," whose cold rationalism 
surfaces m Jasper John 's Winter; the 
Stevens of the Florida poems, whose 
gaudy, sensual effects correspond to 
those m works by Wilham Baz101es 
and Grace Hartigan, the High 
Romantic Stevens of The Auroras of 
Autumn, whose sublime vision 
inspires Jesse Murry, Gregory Botts, 
and Jennifer Bartlett, the Stevens 
whose delicate nuance are like the 
color harmonies of Milton Avery or 
Fa1rf1eld Porter, the comic Steven , 
whose spirit pre 1de m work by 
W1ll1am Burney, M1m1 Gro , and 
Claes Oldenburg, and the Stevens of 
endless hes1tat1ons and rev1sIons, 
like those m works by Jack Tworkov 

or Richard D1 benkorn The 11st could be greatly pandC'd 
Another reason 1evcns speaks so directly lo .irt1sts 1s that his poetry wa ott n wrrnen m 

direct respon c to contemporary developml·nts m the sual art Hrs mature car r (1913-5'il 
exactly panned th period from the Armory ho"' (19131 to the ascendanc of Abstract 
Exprcs 1onism m the 1950s, and Stevens follo..,ed the ~ours<' ot mod rn art during tho-e ar 
with close attention His Collected Poems, in the word, ol Hayd n Carruth •pre<,enl to u thl' 
,-..hole movement of this century m art •sJ Stevens awarenl~• of contemporar) 1 sues m the art 
world helped to deterrnine the subJects and the cr1trcal "ocabulary hl' chose to use or avoid and 
the ways of thinking he explored m both his poems and his ~ssay His podry addre, prob­
lems that concern most modern artists, and 1t speaks the dialect of the art world 

Taken together, the artworks m this section of the exh1b1t1on provide a kind of guided tour 

of Stevens poetic world 

Milton very 
Milton Avery (1885-1965) grew up m 
Hartford, Connecticut As a lover of poet­
ry, he was naturally aware that Hartford 
was also home to one of America's great­
est l1vmg poets, Wallace Stevens. Avery's 
wife and fellow art1sl Sally Michel Avery, 
recalls that poetry played an important 
role m their life together The family often 
read poetry out loud Milton especially 
liked doing thi , and he would read 
favorite poems again and agam.s• 

One of the poem he liked best was 
Stevens' "The Man with the Blue Guitar 
Probably he was drawn to the poem's MIiton Avery 

witty allu I0n to Picasso, since he (like V/•o 19&1 

Stevens) often u ed guitar images m his ~ 11°"1~:~• 0~2.~~~•· 1 H ~•rxhba""' 
own paintings as self-conscious refer-
ences to the undisputed leader of modern art With a s1m1lar mixture of respect and humor, 
Avery also named his dog Pica so1 Often he read "The Man with the Blue Guitar• aloud to h1 
family ss Robert Hobbs has suggested that Avery's Self-Portra,t (1947) may be related to Stevens' 
poem since 1t show the artist dre sed entirely 1n blue 56 This painting also calls to mind that 
poem's central theme of the complex relations between 1maginat1on and reality 1n the back­
ground are other paintings, all of them portraits of h1 wife and daughter posing Th, 1 the selt­
portraI1 of an artist for whom life and art are me tricably mtermmgled 

Another of Avery's favorite poem was •The Idea of Order at Key We t Thi poem took 
on special s1gnlf1cance for him when, on doctor's orders, he spent the winter of 1959--60 m Key 
West, living m a rented hou e with h1 family As Martica Sawin has pointed out, Avery's Lone 
Bather (1960) seem clo ely related to "The Idea of Order at Key We t •s L1!..e Steven\ poem 
this painting depicts a mgle female figure on a beach, facing awa from u toward th vibrant­
ly colored sea and sky She I the poet-artist figure who creat , the "orld m v.h1ch we live 

For she was the maker of the ong she ang. 
The ver hooded, tragic-gestured sea 
Was merely a place by which she walked to mg 

he was the single artificer of the v.orld 
In which he ang, And v.h n she sang, the sea, 
Whatever self 11 had, became the self 
That was her song, for he was the maker (CP, 129) 
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Accord mg to his wife, what very loved most about Stevens poetry was its ound 18 The close 
affinity between Stevens and A,ery may perhap best be ummarized by drawing an analogy 
between Avery' ensuou u,e of color and te,ens· ensuous use of language It Is a sensuous 
nes at once elegant and trange, startling and seductive Martica Sawin relate 11 to their com 
man experience in Hartford • Avery and tevens were both frugal ew Englanders by 
cond,t,onong. who seem to be forever compen ating for some early sensory deprivation by rev. 
el mg on exotic and subtle hues • 

l•ck f'AOrlo\' 
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Jack Tworkov 
Jack Tworkov ( 190~2) reached maturity as part of 
the Abstract Expr Ionist movement, whose lead­
ing figures were Jackson Pollock and Willem de 
Kooning Ab tract Express1on1 m emphas1z d spon. 
taneIty, freedom, direct expression of emotion, and 
an exuberant, painterly delight on the medium itself 
Tworkov's paintings Adagio (1953) and Guardian 

o I (19521 are typical of the "ge tural" abstraction 
for which this movement Is known (Other artists on 
th, exh1b1llon associated with Abstract 
Express1on1sm are William Baz,otes, Robert 
Motherwell, Richard D,ebenkorn, and Grace 
Hartigan.) 

Like Wallace teven . the Abstract Expressionists 
developed their art under the combined influences 
of Surrealism and ab traction during the 1930s and 
early 1940 , and their mature paintings provide a 
suggestive parallel to Stevens very ab tract late 
poems, uch as "The Auroras of Autumn· and "An 
Ordinary Evening on New Haven."59 The Abstract 
Express1on1 ts became famous in the early 1950s. at 
the same time that Stevens was becoming known as 
perhap the greatest living American poet, whose 
work owed ,ts •maJor• status primarily to a coher­
ent, overarching aesthetic theory aturally they 
turned to Stevens' writing for help on expla,nong the 
new painting they had recently developed 

It wa chiefly the publication of Stevens' collected 
es ays, The eces ary Angel, in late 1951 that made 
,t possible to think of Stevens as an art theorist 
Earlier that year, he had delivered his lecture "The 
Relations between Poetry and Painting• at the 
Museum of Modern Art. Soon thereafter the muse• 
um had published this lecture as a pamphlet. Dore 
Ashton records that ,twas •pondered and quoted for 
years afterward" by the ew York painters 60 

Stevens way of thinking about art was o congenial 
to these artists that his es ays were 1mmed1ately put 
into service explaining the new movement For 
example when Robert Motherwell and Ad 
Reinhardt published Modern Artists in America on 
the fall of 1951, they quoted Steven1 to explain the 
rise of abstraction m contemporary painting This ,s 
where the 'pressure of reality, in Wallace Stevens' 

phrase. has led the maJority of our most ,mag,nallve and ferllle ,1rtIm 'It Is not that there ,s a 
new ,mag,nallon but that there is a new reality It ,s this new reality that we want to 

document•& 
Jack Tworkov, too, was reading and talking about Wallace Stevens in the early 19501 This 

was not unusual, since Tworkov originally wanted to b a poet He had been an English ma1or 
at Columbia College befor dropping out to devote himself to painting Dorothea Rockburne 
who was a student at Black Mountain College in the early 1950s. r calls h,s d1scuss1ng Stevens 
there on July 1952 •2 We may surmise what aspects of Stevens Tworkov responded lo by exam­
ining the markings he made ,n his own copy of The ecessary Angel on the m1d-1970s '' All 
the markings are in the essay "The able Rider and the Sound of Words, which focuses on the 
concept of nob,l,ty-a central issue for both Stevens and the Abstracl Express1onIsts. The Impor· 
tance of this ,dea for Tworkov ,s clear from his Journal: •1 wanl to make paintings more noble 
more real more truthful than myself The pictures should transcend me""' Tworkov's yearn mg 
for tran cendence led him to share Stevens highly romantic view of art as a replacement for 
rel,g,on As Tworkov noted m h,s Journal, "My pr d,cament ,s that I'm essentially a rel,g,ous 
man-a religious man without a rel,g,on-and so abstract art ,s perhaps the nirvana towards 
which I reach •&s But he was equally drawn. like Stevens, to the idea of art as a response to the 
"pressure of reality." In a Journal entry dated January 21, 1947, he had typed. "Style Is the effect 
of pressure,"&& And he underlined the passage about this idea (quoted above) in his copy of The 

eces ary Angel 
Both Adagio and Guardian o 1 are ba ed on the human figure, but as on Willem de 

Kooning's famous series of Women, the chief interest of these works Is their exuberant brush­
work.• 7 The painter's-and the v1ewer's-atten1Ion ,s not so much on the nominal subJect as 
on the act of painting itself long arm-strokes tra,l,ng thickly through oil paint, partial Impres­
sIons sketched spontaneously, untidy passage, enlivened by rapid hes,tat,on and second 
thoughts. so that the final painting is the record of a process rather than a conventionally fin 
,shed work. The cnt,c Harold Rosenberg labeled this process "action painting. and 11, doe• 
ly analogous to the late poetry of Wallace Stevens 68 In The Aurora of Autumn ( 1950), for 
instance, Stevens' central ubJect Is life itself in Its most characteristic mode, in the proce s of 
change This theme Is embodied in the figure of the "necessary angel whose self-descnpt,on 
might easily apply to the figure in Tworkov's painting 

Am I not, 
Myself only half a figure of a sort, 

A figure half seen, or seen for a moment, a man 
Of the mind, an apparition apparelled on 

Apparels of such lightest look that a turn 
Of my houlder and quickly, too quickly, I am gone/ (CP 497) 

Fairfield Porter 
Fa,rf,eld Porter (1907-75) was vitally interested in poetry He wrote poetry himself. and he mar­
ried the poet Anne Channing. His personal library was rich in books of poetry and about po 1-
ry.6• To list his poet-friends ,s virtually to catalog the cw York chool of poetry, and he paint­
ed portraits of many of these figures-Frank O'Hara, John Ashbery Jame chuyler, and 
Kenneth Koch, among them 

Although Porter never met Wallace Stevens, he devoted serious and searching attention to 
Stevens' poetry throughout h,s art,sllc career, from the m,d-1930s till the time ot h1 death on 
1975 In one characteristic episode h,s wife remember, Porter gomg to bed one evf.!ning in the 
1960s, clutching Stevens' poems and announcing, ·rm going to understand them 1f ,1 k,11, 
met•·o In h,s library were tevens' Parts of a 'A'orld 11942), Col/ectro Poems (19541, Opu, 
Posthumou (1957), and Le/ler, (1966).' 1 He quoted te,en; frequently ,n letters, in his critical 
writing, and in con,ersat,on In 1936 he based a linoleum cut on teven 'poem "The Men That 
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h,rfield Porter 
L tzz,e •tth<· r,1>1 19 58 
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are Falling," and he chose Steven as a model when he began writing art crit1c1sm 1n the 
19S0s 7l Although he certainly admired many other poets, he seems to have seen Stevens, in 
particular, as a kindred sp1ril. 

The painting L1zz1e at the Table (1958) beal'l> witness to this aesthetic k1nsh1p The canva 
show the artist's two-year-old daughter, eated in a high chair, looking out across the breakfast 
table The meal is over, but the table has not yet been cleared, and among the items remaining 
1s a book Its lime-green dust Jacket 1dent1fies 11 as Wallace Stevens' Opus Posthumous. 
Probably, as Anne Porter has remarked, the art1s1 had been reading Opus Posthumous al break­
fa 1, and he simply painted 1he book where he had left it,71 But the impromptu appearance of 
Stevens' book 1n Porter's painting 1s more than acctdenlal Ralher, 11 1llu trale Porter's dictum 
that "the profoundesl order 1s revealed in what ts mosl casual " 74 

This episode exempl1f1es one of Porter's central art1st1c aims, and 1t was one that he fell he 
shared wtth Stevens In a critical essay of 1970, Porter quoted Slevens, Wallace Stevens 
said 1he aim of poetry was wllhout imposing, without reasoning at all, to find the eccentric at 
the base of design' This 1s both the artist's v1s1on and hts sense of order "75 In fact, Stevens never 
\, rote exactl this phrase Porter has "pul logelher'' this statement using excerpts from two ep­
arate poems, as he explained in a letter to his friend Arthur G1ardelli 
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The American poet Wallace S1evens expre sed some1h1ng !hat I like, !hat I agree with, 
and I will make a collage of some of his remarks to produce this: without imposing, 
without reasoning at all (one discovers) the eccentric 10 be lhe base of design. '6 

One part of Porter's •collage quo1at1on 1s taken from lhe poem "Like D corat1ons m a 1ggcr 

Ceme1ery" 

It was when 1he tr es wcr leafless first m ovember 
And their blacknes became apparen1 thal on first 
Knew the eccentr,c to be the base of de 1gn. (CP, I 51 emphasis added) 

Here the poet gaze unflinchingly at barest reality c•the eccenlnc ') and finds 11 a solid founda­
tion for po lry ("the base of design") 

Porter combined 1h15 phrase with anolher taken from • oles loward a Supreme Fiction, 
perhaps Stevens' greatesl long poem 

But 10 impose 1s not 
To chscover To discover an order as of 
A season to discover summer and know 1t, 

To discover winter and know 1t well, to find, 
ot to impose, not to have reasoned at all, 

Out of nothing to have come on maJor weather, 

It 1s possible, possible, possible It must 
Be possible (CP, 403-04, emphasis added) 

Both Porter and Steven sought, in their art, lo get in !ouch with "reality.• This 1s not easily done 
In order to see real11y at all, the artist must strip himself bare of all rational or 1maginat1ve pre­
conceptions, so that he will not •impose• them on what he sees Both Porter and Stevens avid­
ly ought such clarity not as an end in itself but because 1t could serve as a firm foundation lo 
support a loftier, more sp1r1tual vision. Their shared aesthetic goal wa lo capture the miracu­
lous occurrences in the everyday life, the erend1p1tous moments when the ordinary suddenly 
takes on extraordinary 1gn1f1cance.77 

Hilton Kramer once characterized Porter's painting as "French art w11h a Yankee accent," 
a combination of sensuousness and austere spir,tuality.78 The description applie equally well 
to S1evens' poetry 

William Baziote 
William Baz101es (1912-63) wa a great 
admirer of Stevens' poetry. Robert Motherwell 
recalled that "W1ll1am Baz1ot was deeply 
inlere ted in !evens, partly because both 
were born in Reading, Pa. •79 This geographi­
cal coincidence probably meant a great deal 
to Baz1otes because he had a "sentimental, 
almost mystical notion about 'psychic con­
nections,"' according to art historian Mona 
Hadler.80 During his year in Reading, he 
became friendly with the poet Byron Vazakas 
Baz101es' inlerest in Steven was nurtured by 
this friendship. •1 introduced Bill to contem­
porary literature," Vazaka recalled, "including 
my two favorites, MacLeish and Stevens 
I know he liked 11, e pec1ally Stevens earlier 
work. "81 Baz1otes' wife. too, recalls his inter-

William Bu,ot~ 
F,~urt" ,in i Tightrope 1947 
Oil on tJnv.1c. JO" 42• 
Coll( t1on ol the ~1elropol,t.m -..,,u eum of Ar1 
Gitt of Dr and M" LOU•\ R \..\.1tst"ml,1n 1917 
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est in tevens poetry, she ,toll has a copy o( The Man with the Blue Guitar that he gave her a, 

a go(t in 1952. • 
A compan on of Bazootes painting Figure on a Tightrope ( 1947) with Stevens poem • A Lot 

of People Bathing in a tream helps lo characterize the affinity between the e two artists. 
figure on a Tightrope ,s a typical Bazootes canvas in the sense that ot includes a few boomor­
phoc•abstract iorms su,pended in a n,ckenng my teroous atmo phere o( delicately modulated 
color Like many of hos most characterosto works. this one has the look o( an underwater scene 
The be.iuty of the color contrasts w,th the trangene s o( the form , creating a deliberately 
ambivalent effect BazIO1 s ought in hos own word,, "an image coming on from the uncon­
scious making 1rra1,onal elements work together In my type o( painting, I often feel we have 
horror and something very beautiful. A certain strangene , too "83 A omilar combination o( ele 
menh can be found in tevens· "A Lot o( P ople Bathing in a Stream• in which the exp rience 
o( wImmIng in a tream becomes a kind o( Surreal metamorphosis 

We bathed in yellow green and yellow blue 
And in these comic colors dangled down 

Like their part, ular characters, addict 
To blotche,. angular anonymod 
Gulping for shape among the reeds. tCP 371) 

The c,v,lized contour, o( the speaker's world dissolve in th,s l1qu1d element in a way that Is both 
humorous ( comic") and vaguely unsettling ("Gulping for hape J Soon the poem modulate 
from these bright colors and antic wordplay into a more somber key· 

It was passing a boundary. 0oat1ng without a head 
And naked, or almo t so, into the grote que 
Of being naked. or almost o, In a world 

Of nakednes !CP, 371) 

There , something uncomfortable in this grotesque" description, something too vulnerably 
•naked," and this "the very point of the poem, which concludes 

How good It was at home again at night 
To prepare (or bed, in the frame of the house, and move 
Round the rooms, which do not ever seem to change (CP, 372) 

This poem use underwater imagery to symbolize a Journey into the uncon c,ous, JU t as 
Baz,otes doe in paintings like Figure on a Tightrope The Journey ,s exhilarating but also fright­
ening, 1-\oe are refreshed, but also relieved, when It ,s over The lure of th 1rrat1onal ha a 
Baz,otes sa,d of certain o( Goya· picture ··a mixing of beauty and horror that I (incl very excit­
ing •11< Baz,otes' painting and Steven,' poetry share tho fundamental ambivalence about the 
irrational element m art, and this account for the similar quality o( Imagona1Ion In their work. 
\.\l• may think of them together as representing an identity o( sensib1l1ty" such as Stevens 
thought toe 1st bct\\t>en certain poets and paint r ( A, 164) 85 

Richard Diebenkorn 
D1t ,nl<orn 9~2 93 wa introduced to the poetry o( W.illace tevens in 1946 by the painter 
David Park Dav,<l Park read the poems stanza by stanza to his drawing clas es whose as ogn­
menl 11 wa to ma~e rapid lone drawings using the images as subJCtt 6 Among the poem Park 
r ad aloud were h,rteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird," D,s,llusoonment of Ten O'Clock," 
Metaphor of a Magn,f,co, and •Earthy Anecdotc•-all from tevens first book, 
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1-/armonium • 1 Do benkorn responded 1mm!'d1Jtely to 
Stevens poetry becau e o( ,ts ·very graphic and color 

charged imagery ' 
The ,dea o( usmg Stevens poetry as a stimulus lo 

drawing attracted D,ebenkorn deeply. "The stud nts, I 
bemg one o( them, lovt>d ,t and I ldter used the device 
m some o( my classes-always successfully."8" The 
pomt ol such an exercise was to give the student 
•insight onto one's own art, tic potenl1alit1es and capac­
,t,es Here ,s h, more detailed descropt,on ol h,s 

procedure 

The student wa given rather l,ule lime 2 to 3 
m,nut , and was forced to gather, concentrate 
h,s ompress,ons-encouraged to loc,1t an 
,mage and state 11 (by necessity) 1mmed1ately A 
d1sc1plone was imposed which was very d,ffer­
enl from the usual elementary art school draw 
mg a sIgnmen1 wherein the student has endless 
t,me to qualify, prepare hos reactions and 
re ponses, become bored or tired, etc Here he 
tapped ,n h,m elf when he dod, a fre h, direct 
and concise avenue to graphic expres oon 
which often would surprise horn The results 
(the drawings) were surprising also and this 
along with great 1mmed1acy and v1v1dness o( 
,mage and drawms were the measure of •sue 
cess o( the enterprise as far as I and I thmk 
David, were concerned •• 

Richird D1,benlom 
Unt,rl,-d ,4 1 q 
G .udcl'l H ')'lie r.1-,. n, o1nd p.1 wd p.apr, 
on p.11)('f 38). is• 
Pnvilf' callee 1100 

C.ourte-sv ol Knoedlrr Co New 't'ork 

In D,ebenkorn's experience, ,t was Steven 'poetry that worked best m the clas room •1 used 
work o( poets other than Stevens, o( course but none had the magic lor th,s purpose, that he 
did "92 •or all the modern poets there are none who give me subJeCI!> that are as v,v,d ,1s 
Stevens "91 

D,ebenkorn thought o( Stevens as a poet who could give visual art"t access to their own 
creat"e potential He derived this notion from his own ,mmed,ate personal response lo 
Steven poetry The strength o( that response suggests that he recognized on Stevens a funda 
mentally similar art,st,c temperament Thus John Elderf,eld, wrotmg on the catalog of 
D,ebenkorn' drawings at the Museum ot Modern Art m 1988 cited tevens as the poet whose 
sens,bolity ,s clo e,t in spont to Doebenkorn's 

The Ocean Park serie illustrates this affinity particularly well Doebi..nkorn ,s known as ,1 

painter o( hcs1tal1ons and revi ,on , who allo"s the stage of compo11tion to remain vos,ble 
alongside and underneath the (mal de ,gn This aspect of hos work alogn horn with the Abstract 
Expressoonosts, especially Willem de Koonmg, who e pamtmg had an important, earlv influence 
on D1ebenkorn's career Eldert,eld relate th, aspect oi D,ebenkorn s work lo "Th,rte n Ways 
o( looking at a Blackbird" 

11 Is a ,( thirteen ways and more o( looking at the world are ,1ccumulated in a s1n11le 
work As we retrace the layers of their accumulatoon, we retrace the mull1phc1ty of 
their interpretation •• 

We c.in relate Doebenkorn's painting to "Thirteen Ways ol Looking at a Blackbird• on another 
sense as well. Like De Kooning and other of the bstract E pressoonists, D,ebenkorn often 
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worked in ,ene A possible ,ubtttle for lhe Ocean Park s ries which includes well over 300 
works. might be •Hundreds ol Ways of Looking al a Landscape • 

Ullima1ely, 1he alltnily ber.,een D1ebenkorn and Stevens comes down lo their lundamen­
lally similar wa of looking al 1he ,,orld tevens I known-paradox1cally-bo1h for his vivid, 
oncrele imagery and tor his ab tractness and obscurity In the same way, D1ebenkorn began as 

an abwa t p,11nter, h1fted to figuration in 1956, and turned lo abstract1on aga,n in 1967 As his 
painting areer ,hu11led comfortably between abs1ract1on and representalIon. o a work like 
Unt,tlt?d 114 (19831 hovers between landscape and abstract de Ign, bet.,een rattonal. geometric 
form, and 11rat,onal, organic proce s The drawing Is al once playful and elegant linear and 
p,llnterly. ,ensuou and re trained. According to Elderl1eld, 11 Is D1ebenkorn's mlere I m such 
oppostles-or, more precisely, m the relation h,ps between them-lhat unifies his entire wor~ 

the unity of h,s ach,evemenl proceeds from a relattonsh1p b tween ab traction and 
repre-,entat,on and between 1magmatton and reahly, !hat reveals d,fferenl emphasis m 
d,ffNenl periods bul that persists through !hem JUSl the same 95 

Th,, unifying element ,s also what links D1ebenkorn most clo ely to Wallace Stevens Stevens 
descnplton of his personal "1maginat1on-real,ty complex could describe D1ebenkorn's outlook 
a, ,veil as ht own 

Somet,m~ I beheve in the ImagInatIon for a long time, and then. without reasoning 
about 11. turn to real,ty and bel,eve in that and !hat alone Bui both of the e things pro-
1ect 1hemselve endlessly and I want them lo do JU t that (L, 710) 

Both Stevens and D,ebenkorn conceived of artIstIc activity a an endless series of confronta 
lions between Imagina1Ion and an ever-changing reahly In th,s sense, we m,ghl 1hink of the 
Ocean Park series as D,ebenkorn's p1clonal ver ,on of whal Stevens called, in •An Ordinary 
Evening in ew Haven h, own "endle sly elaborating poem" (CP, 486) 

Grace Hartigan 
Grace Hartigan (b 1922) first came lo prominence as one of the so-called •second generation· 

'ew York chool artists !hat included, among olhers, Helen Frankenthaler, Jasper Johns, Robert 
Rauschenberg, Larry River , George Segal, and Claes Oldenburg. There wa clo e inleracllon 
bet.,een painters and poets in th,s group, as Hartigan recalls, "My relation with the ew York 
School' poets--Schuyler, Ashbery, and Koch as well as O'Hara, was a source of st1mula11on, 
strength, comfort-all wonders--in lhe 50's • She lirsl read Wallace Stevens' poetry al 1he urg­
ing ot Frank O'Hara, who made a habit of promoting Stevens among his painter-friend "I was 
'introduced' lo Wallace Stevens ,n lhe early 50's by my beloved friend Frank O'Hara."% 

Hartigan read Stevens' poems with an eye to expressing her own aesthe11c aim,. This ,s 
clear from the stalement she wrote in 1956 for the Museum of Modern Art' historic exh1bil1on 
T"e/ve Americans This brief manifesto that "summarizes her artistic goals as well as any !hat 
has been \Htllen• (according lo Robert S. Mallison) concludes with a quotation from Stevens' 
"The Idea of Order at Key West 

I have found my 'sub1ect." 11 concerns thal which ,s vulgar and vital in American mod­
ern l,fe, and the poss1b,t,1,es of ,ts transcendence inlo 1he beau11ful I do not wish 10 
describe my subJect matter, or renecl upon ,1 I want to disllll it until I have ,ts 
~,ence Then lhe rawnes must be resolved inlo form and unity; w1lhou1 the "rage for 
order• how can there be art 111 

Here Stevens' 1mpa,s1oned outcry •o Blessed rage for order" -that w neatly conflales the spir­
itual, emotional, and rational components of 1he poe1Ic impulse-serves as shorthand for 
Hartigan own artIslIc obJecllves 
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HarttgJn s 1n1eresl in 
Stevens ,, mosl fully !'mbod 
,ed in the painting The thC' 
( 1962), whose 111le com s 
from the lasl line of his poem 
'The Man on the Dump 
Where was ,1 one firs! heard 

of ihe truth/ The th~ ' The 

1960s were an ,mport,rnl 
lrans It,onal period for 
Hartigan By the lale 1950s 
the mood ,n ew York had 
changed "the camaraderie 
fell apart ·•· 1 In 1960 she 
marned and moved lo 
Bal11more During the 1 960s. Graco H,rt,g.,n 

no longer al the cenler of rh, 1hr SIudy 11 1 %2 

avant-garde actIvIty. she 
"struggled to find what my 
sub1ect was and what 
1here was ,n Abstract 

011 on cam,ar;, 27 '.II; -41 1/J• 
Collecllon ot lN" OaY1 Mu~um ~nd Cultur.11 CMtt>r \I\ lle!oley Co11"8t 
'Aelleslt"Y Ma\s.achust"tts 
G1h ol Mr Jnd Mrs Jo ph Shulof 1Eln.a Kain Cl•, of 19JJI 1972 

Expressionism for me The the came as I was slruggl,ng for imagery and losing II " 1 

explains the genes, of 1h1s pa,nling: 

I found my ell through lhe 50's reading "The Man on the Dump' over and over 
I feel close to making order-beau1y--0ut of garbage or chaos So In !he early 60's, 
having moved lo provincial Junky UU KY) seedy Bal11more, I decided lo do a pa,nl 
ing about all th,s which I called The the.101 

She 

She began lhe paIntIng w11h imagery !hat then became more and more abstract, JUSI as tevens' 
poem begins w,th concrete image but concludes w11h an abstract statement 

Day creep down The moon Is creeping up 
The sun ,s a corbed of nowers lhe moon Blanche 
Places there, a bouquel Ho-ho The dump I full 
Of images 

Where was ,tone first heard of the lruthl The lhe (CP 201 -03) 

Hartigan compares Stevens' playful u e of language in th,s poem to Abstract Expression, m 
"'Ho-ho ts sort of hke 'The lhe'-a kind of throwaway repetItIon It's like Abstract 
Expre sionism 'Lei' loosen 11 up here Let's throw the language around a little b11 .,.,.. The the 
Study #1 in this e h1b1t1on exempl,fie the colorful, painterly bru hwor~ of the finished paint~ 
mg, as well as 11s sugges1Ion of a gridl,ke structure ord ring the surface of 1he canvas The final 
version of lhe painting The the #1 (Empire late Plaza Art Collection, Albany, ew York) 1, typ­
ically Abstract Expres ,onist, too, In ,ts large size (80 1/2 x 115 ¼r--a forcetul rem,nder 01 the 
ambitious sp,nt !hat un1f1es Hartigan· entire career Th, also he as oc,ate, with "The Man on 
the Dump• 'II speaks of tnumph, isn't Truth triumph1•I01 

Jane Wilson 

Jane Wilson (b 1924) is lhe only painter in th, exh1b111on apart trom Marcel Duchamp who 
actually knew Wallace Steven per onally In 1953 her hu band John Gruen, who was co:ripo,-
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Janr W1l.son 
.!wnn1<.•r 1tJ TilTH 1 q73-31 
Odon c,m\. 1 to is• 
Collt"Ct1on of Nr1I \\in'-.rl 
Counew off, hb.tch GJII"'), 

mg a wng cycle based on Stevens 
poem "Thirteen Ways or Looking at a 
Blackbird, wrote to the famous poet 
mvrting hrm to listen to the ~ngs and 
stay to dinner "For ome rea on, God 
only knows what rt could have been 
he accepted the mvrtatron and came 
to where we lived,· recalls Gruen 
•we were really m deep shock at the 
fact that he agreed to come 10. 
Stevens drd indeed come, listening to 
Gruen' songs, looking at Wilson's 
paintings, and haring dinner w,th 
these two young artists. The famously 
reclu 1ve poet apparently enIoyed th,s 
rare outing, he earned on a lively cor­
re pondence wrth Gruen and Wilson 
from then until h,s death in August 
1955 Wilson suggest that Stevens 
plea ure m their company may have 
had ometh,ng to do wrth their shared 
interest rn the relation between the 
arts "I su peel that 11 may have been 
an intere ting, relatively remote rela­
tron h,p with young people who were 
starting out and who were connected 
to variou parts or the current [scene I, 
since music art, dance, and poetry 
were all interrelated at that po1n1.•1os 

Wilson has always con rdered th, per onal connection with !evens •a kind or private po -
session· that lends pecral s1gnrficance to her reading or h,s poetry.106 But her interest ,n 
Ste\en<' poetry began long before she met the poet Both he and Gruen were introduced to 
Stevens' poetry by their iriend and teacher at the Un1vers1ty o( Iowa Austin Warren In tho e 
early day , the} u ed to read the poems aloud to each other Their library contains well-marked 
copies ot Steven 'Harmon,um 11923) [a grft from Au tin Warren), The Man with the Blue Gwtar 
(1937), Pam of a World (1942), and The Auroras of Autumn (1950) 

Wilson discovered that reading Stevens' poetry could put her ,n the right state or mind for 
painting •1 found whenever I picked up a book o( h, and began reading here and there 
that I alway iound a poem that allowed me to enter rnto a certain cl,mate or mind exact­
ly the kind or climate or territory that I needed to be in in order to paint So rt was the mo t 
direct way of completel} focusing." One poem that was particularly useful for th, purpo e was 
"Anecdote of the Jar." •the first poem of hrs that became internalized way back al college. It's 
,till ,mmed,ateh conducive lo the frame of mind I need when I paint." 107 

I've always felt a private affinity with [Stevens') work." says Wilson 108 Thinking, lrke 
Stevens, in terms o( analogies between the arts, she draws a parallel between Stevens' use of 
pol'lIc rhythm and the artists way oi looking "There' a poem about a bouquet ["Bouquet of 
Rose, m Sunlight' ICP, 430-31)1 in which he enumerate the color. The rhythm o( the poem 
and the \\JY the ment,onmg of the color ,s used ,s very like the rhythm or looking intensely. • 
And he associate< her own preference for natural light with the "v1v1d sense m reading hrs 
poetr, of being out of doors When I read his poetry, I feel he is peaking from and creating an 
outdoors ,,1uat1on Perhaps I'm thinking about the presence or outdoor light, which might 
be either out of door< or indoors• She shares Stevens· interest m "the physicality of objects• and 
1 fa,cmaled by the idea-recurrent ,n Stevens poetry-"that the obJect is also the poem or 

28 

d that they are ulumatcly m<epar.iblr ••O'J • 
pa1n1ing, an nsl rs somewhere connetted to both my l.indscape .ind still hie work, 

"The foct ::~ ~~~::P we can see thrs m Summer Te,1 nme (1978-81) whose lam1l1.u still­
writes Wilson I t a certain strangcn ss by being p.i,nted to look a if they have been modeled 
h(e ob1ect arc en 1' plaster Th summer light warms the scene, but ,1 al o h1ghhghl ccr-

bas rehe( lrom c ay or b h ht th d k 
in uaht,es oi the compos1t1on. the purely geom tnc o JCCt at I e rig e Jr 
tam abstr,1ct q ed out above the carafe on the left the ghostly shapes of ab<ent win bot• 
colu;~~: ~:~~~c~~se rich 'effects of I,gh1 and sh,1dow, wh,ch depict spa11ally th interplay 
1I:1\\-cen ab traction and representa11on, between ,magmallon and reality are enhanced by the 
b bd --' I 11 a Stevens,a.n restraint translated ,nto pictorial terms To describe thee pen• 
su us-u pa e e- · I , t •so q et or 
ence of tudying such a painting, we might quote one ol Wi son s avorite poems, u u 

Ro es ,n unlight" 

thrs effect 1s a consequence of the way 
We feel and, therefore, 1, not real except 
In our ense of rt 

Our sense of these things changes and they change 
ot as m metaphor, but m our sense 

or them So sense exceeds all metaphor 

It exceeds the heavy changes or the I rght 
It ,s like a flow o( meanings with no speech 
And of as many meanings as of men (CP 430-31) 

William Durney 
II ,, \Olhmg, t,,o Grear Th,n~. 1980 
Acrylic and gouache on p,1~r 11 I◄ x 8 '/•• 
Collection of the .in1\t f\e,w Bnlam Connechcut 

William Burney 
The painter Wilham Burney (b. 1927) rs also a 
scholar of Wallace Stevens. ow an ementu pro­
fes or of English at Central Connecticut State 
Un1vers1ty, he published, at the beginning o( h, 
teaching career Wallace Stevens (Twayne United 
States Authors enes, 1968), a book that Is still a 
standard reference work for college tudents. 
Burney has painted off and on all h1 lite At age 
24, he wa accepted at the graduate program of 
the Yale School of Art and Architecture, but he 
eventually went on to get a PhD in Engh h instead 

In 197 3 Burney took up painting eriously again 
Many of his works have titles drawn from Steven, 
for rn lance This Green prout Why (trom 
"Question Are Remark •1, A F/1ppdnt 
Communrcat,on Under the Moon (from "The 
Auroras o( Autumn") and Ting-Tang To sing ltrom 
"The Bed of Old John Zeller') But h1 paintings 
are not based on the poems a directly a the<e 
titles may imply "I've said Wallace te,ens taught 
me how to paint, Burney writes, "but no spec1f1c 
poem d,d that I've never done a painting with a 
teven poem ,n mind •m He describe~ the origin 

of hrs lltle th, way· "It did not occur to me to use 
phra es from teven poem, to entitle my painl­
ings until I went to a recital of 'ed Rorem, et­
trng, of !evens J)Ot'm\ and realized he was doing 
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w1lh Im vo al linr what I wa, dong w,th my v1,ual line •112 Th 
,1rt1,l''i trvt'n ,.:in h,1b1t of drawing 1n,pirat,on from inler-irt 

1
1
5 

pisode clearly 1llustrat the 
h , ana og,es. Burney bl 

ogn,zr t <' p;irallrl brtwrrn h1, own painting and Stev ns' poet onl b was a e to rec 
art torm mu'it ry Y Y analogy with a third 

Thr lltlr II 1, oth,n[l, No Great Thing com from the p f 
which b gin'i oem O 19S0 enlltled "Imago," 

Who c,m p1 k up the wright of Britain, 
Who can movr the erman load 

r ,, to the rrench here 1s France again/ 
Imago Imago ln1,1go 

It I nothmg, no greJt lh1ng (CP, 439) 

'Imago",,'' ,, po,twar Amen an poem that des ribe the power of ,mag,nation as a • 
fortitude that an 11ft the weight of history, bringing peace and gorgeous 

MJl..ing th, h avy rock a place, 
Which 1, not of our lives compo ed 
Light/ ,ind ltghtly, 0 my land, 
Movr lightly through the air aga,n (CP, 439) 

Burney tran late th, feeling of imaginative power into a more personal realm. Of h 
painting /I I ot/11ng, o Great Thtng he writes: 1 e 

The clown I uch an airy being, you can see through him He 1s not hanging from the 
moon; he I lightly moored to the moon. And yet he contain the stars, as m a cup 
• In looking for a title for the ~.amtmg, my eye lit on the phrase m Stevens' poem, "Imago," 
ll I nothing, no great thing. What take place [m both po m and painlmgl is a meta-

morpho I like that of a pupa becoming an imago, an adult winged form 
The airy clown's actions, his supporting a real dog and a real cat, and his dropping a real 

tar into a real boy's real hands, cause the hills to billow, to become the cockles of the 
boy' heart, the whole world to be blood red. Looking at the painting, one feels that ,ts 
world has become one the boy can command, and a m the poem, to do so 1s nothing, 
no great thing, because the world outside the painting is already deeply m accord with the 
change of heart which I, the painter, have accomplt hed in the pa ion of my med1ta­
t1on.11l 

The fairy-tale quality of th1 painting, with its fanciful draftsmanship, clearly show the influ­
ence of Paul Klee, who is Burney's-as well a Wallace Stevens'-favorite painter. Like Klee' 
Tightrope Walker in this exhibition, It is othing, o Great Thmg depicts a circus performer 
who is to some extent a land-in for the artist himself· he is willingly engaged ma rt ky and dan­
gerous performance that demands all of his skill and concentration but that 1s also, from a prac­
tical point of view, slightly absurd. St ven would certainly sympathize with this view of art1 -
tic creation as a balancing act, comic but serious at the same lime. 

Claes Oldenburg 
Like Cross-Section of a Toothbru h in the central gallery, Sneaker Lace (1991) was another 
sculpture that Oldenburg and his wife Coosje van Bruggen considered for the University of 
Hartford He had already fabricated a model of the culpture when they received the comm1s­
s1on for that project: 
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We wanted to refer to the poet Wallace Stevens, who had lived and worked in the. 1ty. 
The transformed ordinary object of the Lace seemed to us lo suit the poet' sens1btl1ty. 

) 

Claes Oldenburg 
Sneaker LJc~ ,n Limdsc.ope with Palm Trees 
1991 
Four-color lithograph 57 x 42 112• cd1t1on 55 
Court y of Leo Castell, Graphics. cw York 

Th title ot tevens' collected v.ork.,, *The Palm 
at the End of the Mind • also hinted at an al1tn-
1ty, since the Lace llr t acquired 11!. sculp1~

1
r:I 

scale through a comparison to a palm tr 

The analogy between the neakcr lace and the palm 
tree-a virtual totem for Stev ns-would certainly ha\le 
amused the poet, who delight d 1n such urreal 1uxta­
pos1t1ons and unexpected re emblances. We need only 
think of such title as "The Emperor of Ice Cream or 
"Oak Leaves Are Hands" to agree that Oldenburg's 
sculpture 1s in tune with Stevens' sens1bd1ty The palm 
analogy 1s made visually explicit in the lithograph 
Sneaker Lace m Land cape with Palm Trees (1991) 

Mimi Gross 
The artist M1m1 Gross (b. 1940) 1s particularly drawn to 
the work of Wallace Stevens-both his poetry and his 
essays-..in interest that may have been kindled by the 
poet Ted Weiss, who was her teacher at Bard College 
At some periods 1n her career, Gross has found herself 
reading poetry almost exclusively When her daughter 
was young during the 1970s, for instance, she often 

read lyric poetry because 1t was possible to read 1t m a relatively short time and then to "carry 

1t around m your head" long afterward 
Cross's figurative work ts l1v ly, colorful, and often w1tty-quaht1es we also associate with 

Red Grooms, her former husband, with whom she collaborated on such outsize constructions 
as the legendary environmental sculpture Ruckus Manhattan When that proiect was first hown 
at 88 Pine Street m Manhattan m 1975-76, instead of a catalog the two artists issued a news­
paper, the Datly Ruckus, whose front page was modeled on the ew York Times. It was Gro s's 
idea to replace the Times' motto "All the ews That's Fit to Print" with a quotation by Wallace 
teven : "It 1s possible that to seem-ti ts to be,/ As the sun 1s something eeming and tt 1s • 

These are the opening Imes of "Description without Place• (CP. 339), a poem that 1s an appro­
priate epigraph to Gros 's art since, as she points out, 1t I about the nature of 1llus1on. She thinks 
of Stevens as the great poet of illusion, because he expresses the "made-up culture" of America 
and because "in our time you have to make up your own standards. Stevens affirms this ,,. The 
exuberant theatricality of Rucku Manhattan reflects the high-spirited, comic aspect of Stevens 
that I perhaps mo t concentrated 1n "The Comedian a the Letter C" (CP, 27-46) 

Gro s has done a number of portraits of favorite writers, among them Marcel Proust, T.S 
Eltot, Christopher Isherwood, and Virginia Woolf In creating these piece , she works from pho­
tograph , and her primary concern is to expre s her intere t in the writer and hi or her work, 
rather than to capture an exact ltkene . She has done several portraits of Wallace tevens, 
including one pamtmg on cut-out aluminum that I in the collection of the Lannan Foundation 
in Los Angele Mr. and Mrs. Wallace teven (1 982) 1s the largest of these The image of Steven 
is ba ed on the photograph from the du t Jacket of h1 Collected Poem , but Gro s' treatment 
of it I delightfully inventive. Anyone familiar with tevens' life will notice that the friendly red­
head_ s1tt1ng on the arm of the poet's chair doe not re emble h1 wife Elsie Gros explains that 
the figure of the wife I purely imaginary· at the time she made this work she knew virtually 
nothing about Steven 'per onal life. "He' so private you feel you know him very well. .. I 
wa flabbergasted to learn he wa married." 

A friend posed for "Mrs tevens," who function in the fm1 hed work as the poet' inspir­
ing Mu e, or mtenor paramour. It I after m1dn1ghl, according to the clock at the upper left, and 
Stevens ts sitting up late in the darkened living room The complaisant young woman be 1de 
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him hare the vital, earthy red color of hi com 
fortable armchair. Contrasting with her warmth 
and the directness of h r stare the blue-ling d 
moonlight (always 1n Stevens associated With 
the 1mag1nat1on) lend the cene a cool and 
my tenou air that corresponds 10 the poers 
own detached, med11a11ve gaze away from the 
viewer The cartoonl1ke drawing approximate 
the ironic tone of so much of tevens' verse 

Jennifer Bartlett 

Jennifer Bartlett (b 1941 J 1s known for her artis­
tic cl~nng. "Her amb111on, once fired, has no 
limit, remarks the art cnt1c John Ru sell 11& In 
contra ting Wallace Stevens with her former 
teacher and friend Jack Tworkov, Bartlett 
remarks, "Steven had a more flamboyant imag­
ination and character "117 She might have had 
herself in mind 

Tworkov' wife remembered Bartlett's early 
~:~•';~8~!,•~:ri,m•n 1989 intere t 1n Stevens' poetry "(She] pent a sum-
0,1 on u11,,>< 72' 72• p.i,nted ,-ood rabl• 18 'I•' mer in our house in Provincetown [in the early 
20, 17 •t,-, breal formed and "elded ho1-rolled steel 1970s] it was she who got me seriously 
co~ 2s, 14' d,amrlcr involved in tevens-€ pec1ally in the Blue 
Coortew or Paula Cool'<'• Galler)' e-w York Guitar, a favorite of hers •118 She recalled the 

young artist walking about the house reciting 
tanza from this poem-a picture que memory, though Bartlett herself think 11 •a glamoriza­

tion of the actual event. ' 119 With the creation of her F,re series in 1989-90, however, Bartleu 
openly claimed Steven as a kindred pint 

Every \,ork in the F,re erie (which numbers at least eighteen paintings) ha a 11tle or sub­
title borrm,ed from Wallace Steven The Hou e wa Quiet and the World was Calm, Anything 
1 Beautiful 11 You Say It Is; The Comedian a the Letter C; Botanist on Alp, Fi h and Bread 
De crIptIon wllhout Place Tarantula . Anecdote of the Jar· Water Lilies· Crude Foyer; and so 
on. The e allusions are never simple in their meaning; though Bartlett's canvase are crowded 
with imagery. the image are not drawn from Stevens' poem . In this sense, Bartlell I extend­
ing the modern trad111on of oblique relation between title and painting that tevens him elf 
learned from Marcel Duchamp 

What 1nsp1red the Fire paintings 1s ugge ted by one of the largest in the series, p,ra/. An 
Ordinary Evening in ew Haven (9 x 16') John Rus ell notes that this title "may not seem relat­
ed to the image of red-hot upheaval that goe with 11, but to those who know that during h r 
fir t marriage Miss Bartlett spent a lot of time in that univer 1ty city, 1t may start th 1maginat1on 
rolling." 120 Bartlett herself comments on this painting "I began reading a lot of poetry and I 
found myself going back to Wallace Stevens and th1 poem, which I think I one of h1 greatest 
poems I perhaps would not have responded to that had I not lived in ew Haven at an 
extremely important lime in my life It was my fir t experience outside of California (where she 
grew up) and 1t was my introduction to the East Coast al a very exciting period at Yale 1n art " 121 

Perhaps the title image of the ··spiral' in this painting and the central image of fire in th1 
series are related to the convergence of the e two image 1n the final couplet of 'A Duck for 
Dinner." the fourth poc•m in Stevens sequence Owl's Clover· 

When shall lush chorals p,ral through our fire 
And daunt thJt old assassin, heart's desire/ (OP, 66, emphasis added) 
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10 
be an act of exorcism and renewal The conflagration th,1t r.iges throuJlh 

Thi eries e m b h destructive and puritying infernal and purgatorial Bartlett , aiming JI 
these canvases I ot f the late poetry of Wallac Steven ' such as in •Thc uroras ot 

bl ty characteristic o "H h 
the u ,mi h I tic moment of existential terror occurs 1n a 1s1on of fire e op ns 1 

• w ose c 1mac 
AUtumn, / On flames" (CP 416-17, empha Is added) 
door of his ~o~~~s. The Countrym;n is typical of th F,re s ries .is a whole Placed in front of 

Bartlett s I re three dim ns1onal obJ cts-1n this cas a wooden table .rnd .i m tal 
many 0: 1~;

5
: p::~ 1~ r:plicas a~p ar on the two-dimensional c,rnvas behind them The inter 

cone- Ph b eel and their artistic representation 1s turther compl1catc•d b cau e the 
lay b tween I e o J • k h 

p h I have obviously b en fabricat d a~ part ot th artwor . T I\ 1nv11 a very 
obiects I em edvt st on on the relation between appear,rnce and reality and on ~inds and 
Steven ,an me , a , 
degrees of art1f1ce 

The subtitle "The Countryman allud s to Stevens' po m of that title. 

Swatara Swatara, black river, 
Descending. out of the cap of midnight, 

A countryman walks be 1de you 

The place of a swarthy presence moving, 
Slowly, to the look of a warthy name (CP, 428-29) 

The poem describe a syna sthellc experience 1n which the black river 1s the visual embodi­
ment of its name, the chant "Swatara, Swatara" become the rich sound of blackness and the 
poem itself be om the "place of a swarthy presence moving• By appropriating Steven lltle 
"The Countryman" for her own painting, Bartlett confirms the poet's respect for verbal-visual 
correspondence and perhap means to suggest that the blacknes so prevalent 1n her F,re paint­
ings ha a depth of meaning the viewer can only guess at 

Je e Murry 
Wallac Stevens was a central influ­
ence on the African-American artist 
Jes e Murry (1948-93). During one 
e pec1ally productive period of his 
car er, in the mid-to-late 1980s, 
Murry thought of Stevens a •an 
angelic intelligence who ha been 
form spirit, mentor, and guide 
It is through his poetry that I find 
1nsp1rallon."121 He knew much of 
Stevens' poetry by heart and 
believed that Stevens' poetic theory 
directly addres ed the chief con­
cern of contemporary painters; •1 
think hi poetic I the mo t com­
plex and relevant statement of mod-
ern art."121 

Its• Murry 
Grl!t'n" th, M~ht Jnd Out of \lad-• Woven 1987 
Q1f and WJ> on p.lpt'r l2 • 40° 
Collet lion ot G«>rge C~nt.1.nn1, tw York 

At the time Murry painted Green 1s the 1ght. and Out of Madne Woven, in th1~ exh1b1-
11on, he consciously thought of him elf in the Romantic trad1t1on in which "painting and poet­
ry are the only weapons I have to combat the 1ns,rn1ty of the world and the only mean I 
have of acquiring a spiritual grip on the chaot,c nature of experience." R pre entat1onal paint­
ing seemed to him 1mposs1ble. "(11) ha\ imply added more and more image to the dump• Yet 
he also realized that ab tract painting had reached an 1mpa se, 11 was at the end of an exhaust-
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ed formalist trad1t1on. The way out of th1 dilemma, for him, was lo be found , 
tral concept of a upreme f1ct1on I proceed by staling that paintin is a in Stevens len. 
mg is a upreme f1ct1on • He envI 1oned a new kind of ab t g poehtic act, that paint 
•extra-visual content," a "new inwardnes , a poetic dimension: raction I at could include 

Murry's ae th tic aim were summed up in a stat ment I ued in conne 
man exh1b1t1on (which included Green ,s the ,ght, .ind Out of Madness W. Ct10n With his one 
Galle!) in December 1988 oven) at the Sharpe 

Although the work 1s inspired by the romantic land cape tradition, particular! li 
Con table and Friedrich, Murry know that in a late technological a e wh y urner, 
and emptine s rule and the art obiect Is devalued as a meaningle g ere vacuity 

f ss sign, It Is too I t lo paint rem nature His most essential ource Is the poet Wallac St h a e 
d b h I e evens w om h cons1 ers to e t e tru y great Post-Modernist mind Like Steven th be e 

lh f d b I f I h s, e artist lieves 
at 1n an age o 1s e 1e, on Y l rough a willing uspensIon of disbelief, b an a 

mind or the 1magIna1Ion can we save our elves This is the ew R Y ct of 
ks oman11c1sm that 

see , not transcendence but a reaffirmation of existence through the mind, and the 
minds image of itself conceived within the context of landscape Murry believes, as 
Stevens believed, in art a a supreme fiction It must be abstract, It must chan 
must give pleasure. ge, It 

M~rry wa mo t intere ted in su;h late long poems as • An Ordinary Evening in ew 
Haven and "The Auroras of Autumn, in which Stevens achieves a kind of Romantic sublimi­
ty. This heroic version of Stevens owes much to the teaching of Harold Bloom. with whom 
Murry took a cour e at Yale 1n the mid-1980 . Indeed, the term paper Murry wrote for that 
cour e reads like a personal manifesto. Titled "Painting Is a Supreme Fiction Wh I R d 
Wallace Stevens," the essay uses a critical vocabulary and point of view that echo bot: 

1 
ea 

and Bloom evens 

A number of Murry's titles from this period refer to Stevens poem , for example, A ea 
Shade (from "Tea"), The Weather and the Giant of the Weather (from • ote toward a Supreme 
F1ct1on," I v1), The Sky Behold (by analogy with "the sea Behold" in "A Duck for Dinner"), In 
the Golden Regions (which Murry associated with "The Auroras of Autumn," vI), and To the 
R1S1ng Moon (which he associated with "An Ordinary Evening in ew Haven," v) 12• The lltle 
Green 1s the ight, and Out of Madne s Woven comes from "The Candle a Saint· 

Green Is the night and out of madness woven, 
The self-same madness of the a tronomers 

And of him that sees, beyond the astronomers, 
The topaz rabbit and the emerald cat, 

That sees above them, that sees rise up above them, 
The noble figure, the essential shadow, 

Moving and being, the image at its source, 
The abstract, the archaic queen. Green Is the night (CP, 223) 

Murry's canvas depicts an abstract landscape turbulent with the •madness" Stevens locates in 
··the image at its source,/ The abstract" And like Stevens, Murry has much more in mind than 
the mere weather "I turn to the idea of God and the knowledge of weather and the experience 
of light as the materia poetIca of painting. And I know that the light as weather, a God takes 
on a spiritual force and poetic power as the tangible and concrete manifestation o! the ImagI• 
nation makes the particulars of my sub1ect1v1ty or inwardness tenable, actual, real 
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. ond this highly Romantic mod inro a more 
. hort career, Murry mov(d b~y h enthusiJsm tor Stev ns wa 

L.iter in h~~~~1~usly Postmodern stance-At the same t1~,: w;s ,,cutely Jwar of the ra<1al 
tentauve tl~1< need to come to rerms with Stevens ~.ic~smW ,ither• (CP, 264) • irgm Cirrymg 
qualified y t work in uch poems as •The ews :n t e ll And h kne"' w II th anL'cdotc 
stereolyP:s (~P. 71 ), and A Discovery of Thoutt '~;i,~ 2 at1on.1I Book Award, one of whom 
a Lantern being hewn d photograph or JU ge o d •who'< the coon/"lH While 

abou~~:~~:lyn Brooks Looking at fthe P~tu~~/;:v~;~ ~:1 c~uld not o,erlook the J)('rsonal 
was ucd to dr,1w sustenanc rem ev 
Murry cont1n 12" 
hm1tatIons of Stevens the man 

G egory Bolls 
r Bott (b 1952) is a painter whose aspira-

Gregory b hedly Romantic He is committed to 
uon are ut~: ~smencan Sublime through painting 
pursuing in this endeavor are the Abstract 
His great pretrs;;rt,cularly Jackson Pollock and 
Expres ioni 'an who sought spiritual exaltation in 
Barnett ewm ' p II k 

b t lio n •What he contemplates in o oc pure a s rac 
is the Romantic ec tatIc, comments poet-critic 
David Shapiro "With ewman, he privileges the 
sublime."' 27 In trying to progress beyond what he 
sees as the ultimate failure of Abstract 
Expres ion ism, Botts ha adopted Wa}lace Stevens as 
a guide In Harold Bloom's words, h,s interpretive 
agon as an artist centers on ewman and Pollock. 
for whose paintings Stevens serves as an enabling 
substitution • I2e Botts himself puts It th1 way 

The Abstract Expressionists were cutting out 
content that Wallace Stevens was able to 
include. Abstract E pressIonIsm doesn't final­
ly last. I'm putting the content back in ,n 

Gregory BollJ 
F11w~ ,n Lind Jpe ~5 1990-cu 
Acrylu ~rounrl 011 on canva 'J'l x l 1 '/Z-
Call t,on of the art,.,t ~ \orl,. 

•1 probably came to Wallace Stevens through Harold Bloom," ays Bott He discover d 
Bloom's critIcI m in about 1985 at a lime when he had become disgruntled about the level of 
content in art critIcIsm • Bloom' high enousne s, intensity, and contagious enthus,a m 
eemed to provide exactly what he mI sed elsewhere in d1scuss1orl!> ol art Eventually, he b gan 

sitting in on Bloom's clas es at ew York University "The feelings I had in my painting were so 
s1m1lar to how he would discuss !evens· poem 'The Rock.' for instance That has been enor­
mou ly validating for my work• A number of paint1ngs--The Oomm,mt Blank (1987), for exam• 
pie-have grown directly out of his reading of Bloom' \\Ork • I've basically taken Harold"s 
writing as being poetic In itself" Bloom I mtere ted in Bo~ painting, too, praising his Y.Ork 
and associating It directly with Wallace Stevens' poetry: 

The longer I stare al a maier Botts paIntIng. the more inescapably I seem to be pro1ect­
ed into the vI ual analogue of the mo t mten e of Wallace Stevens' lat r poems 
If anyone in our time paints an Auroras ol Autumn ,t will be Bott no 

figure m Land cape 115 (1990-92) in this exh1b1t1on Is from Bolls' sene The F,ct,on of the 
Leaves Cl 987-92) The series began with two paintings titled atter tevens, Dommat,on of Black 
11987) and The Dominant Blank (1987 88) The vI ual mspIratIon for the e works was J sun<et 
on a lagoon v1s1ble from Bott ·s Mud10 in anta B.ubara 13 In both p,11nt1ng , alternating bands 
of orange and blue are overpamted \v1th le;ify branches ot euc,1lyptus trees, blacl. ,1s 1( 1lhou-
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C'ltl'd ag.1onst the ,un\et ut onto this scene are purely abstract rectangles, deep purple in col 
Figure ,n land,c.1pe 115 ,s a variation on th,s theme, though considerably smaller than m or 
"ork on the series Bo_'.ts ,s trivong, on David Shapiro's formulat,on, for •a new abstraction ~:'. 
uratl'd with the figure 1 '1 Looked at another way, Bot Is seeking to rev1tal1ze the abstract tr . 
d,t,on by enlisting the r~ources of l_andscape painting. He thinks of h,s mixture of abstract, a 
and r<'pr sentallon as analogou to the way Wallace Stev ns poetry has 'place to II b on 
ot onto ab traction by" ay of thought, a in The Rock' or 'An Ordinary Evening on e.;, H~~tu~ns 

lllu tration of Wallace teven ' Poetry 

K,1th')"-n J;acob1 
CO\.f'f de\1gn for Th<" WJflJCt!' 

tr\ t"m /001™I Fall 1984 
Courte,y of the W,1llace ~l~ens. 
Soc ,t-ty PohdJm, f\iew York 

F THLTIQ,LI 

\Vightm.in Will1.ims 
Title, p.a , ,'lu .. tr,u,on fc JX'(t.JI 

edii-on or W.11l;ace-Slt'\ot-n~ poem 
htlif't,que du M.1I 1945 
C ummmg1on Pre5s 
Collt-cllon ol Ihit Prmc.elon 
UOIVt'f'lll) L ,br.ir.o 
Photograph coort~y of 1tw> 
Hu'1hn ton llbrJI)' S.m M.mno 
C,11,torn a 
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Kathryn Jacobi 

The art,;l Kathryn Jacob, (b 1947) became interested ,n Wallace 
tevens poetry when she wa asked to design the cover for the 

first issue of The Wall,Ke Stevens Journal (Spring 1977). •t was 
workmg as a freelance illustrator and designer, and I was asked 
to bring a portfolio so that I could how Robert Deutsch (the edi-
tor! the material I became more and more interested 
tevens and I've found that ,r been a very sustaon,~n 

love •• H Jacob, , now art editor of The Wallace Stevens Journa~ 
Four samples of her cover art spanning more than a decade are 
included on th,s xh1b1t1on, w,th ,llu trallons drawn from •s 
Surface Full of Clouds: "Thirteen Ways of Looking at ea 
Blackbird.• "The Reader: and "The Owl on the Sarcophagus a 

Wightman William 
In 1944 the artist Wightman Williams (d 1956) Joined the fledg­
ling Cummington Press, a private press devoted to fine pnnt,ng 
of spec1al-ed111on books Harry Duncan, who founded th press 
at the umm,ngton School of the Arts on Cummington, 
Massachusetts, recalls, "Wightman Williams was my partner at 
th,s press from 1944 until h,s death on a car wreck at Ro"e, 
Massachusetts, on 1956 Many of the books v.,e printed tog ther 
were illustrated by h,m •11• In add1t1on to prov,dong ,llus-
trat,ons, Williams was on charge of handling the paper for these 
book .1 JS Among the books the two collaborated on were Robert 
Lo\\ell's land of Unknowing (1944) W1ll1am Carlos Williams 
The Wedge (1944) and The Clouds (1948), Tennessee W,11,ams' 
I Rise ,n Flame Cried the Phoenix (1951), and Allen T,1te's The 
Hovering Fly (1949), wh,ch J .M Edelstein consider "the mas 
terp,ece of the press."116 After Wightman Williams' d ath, the 
pres published a memorial volume entitled Requ,escat ,n P,,ce 
(19561 with an elegy by Barbara Gibbs, a portrait by Bernard 
Perlin, and a foreword by Allen Tate 117 

Wallace Stevens greatly admired the work of the Cummington 
Pre s, which had printed hos ores toward .1 upreme F,ct,on on 
1942 (without 1llustrat1on except for a spare, appropriately geo­
metric-abstract design on the title page) He supported the 
press's actlVIIICS by wa,vong any royalt1e1 and even offering to 
subs1d1ze the printing of EstMt1que du Mal •,f that would make 
the difference between what you v.,ould like to do ,md what ot 
might otherwise be necessary to do•• 18 •The Cummington Press 
,s very much my dish he wrote to Duncan, and he was delight 
ed when he received his copies of f rMr,que du Mal 'The 

1 cannot tell you how pleased I am b th1 m I am going to k P all 
books are mar.eli°us t I I am quote sure that they go to people who are good enough for them 
of them for a whi e unk, h ,en by the Am rican In,toture or Grar,hoc rts as nn<? oJ the r ,tty 

523
_ 5151, The boo was c o 

(L 46 ll'J 
Be I Books of 19 the ,llustrat,ons for [,th t1que du M,il Ix-tor the pr , had obt.1onc-d p r 

w,11,ams drew poem According to Duncan 'ThP ,llu,trat,on, wcr p.,n o1 ,1 pack• 
m1ssIon to publish ~tcvch•ns to attract Ste,cns' apr,rov,1I They wer sent on " portfolio to 

ntended to snare t e poem, h I "M II 
as 1 

10 
let U\ publish ,t. , o,u Stcvc:ni responded posot,-ely to t e propo,a r , ,~ms 

induce horn d Ju•t how apposote they are I ,hall ha,c to lca,e to ho vortu IL 
d 0 , are extraor ,nary , II 

rawin.,., I ded hos reaction to Wilham , drawon s ,n J I tter to A en late 
487 _881 He a 10 recor 

1 
don 

I 
know Mr Williams but I have ,e n the drawings, which r mind me ot an ,1dv1:r­

t,sement over the entrance of one of th m~v,c: places here ";.h,ch ,, hawing Th 
Picture of Dorian Gray The advC'rt1scment I Wild• and Weird IL, 4981 

There are fourteen ,llustrat,ons, including the one on the title page ,., They seem to how a fig­
ure weaving at a loom who becomes increasingly entangled in the web untJI e, ntually he or 
she ,s ,nextricably interwoven with It (as on the title page) Though the "eavong motif does not 
a ar on Esthet,que du Mal, ,t , common ,n Stevens poetry One s cllon of ores toward a 
ppe F ct,on concludes • A fictive covering/ Weases always ghstenong from the heart and 

Supreme , . • b I • b" 
mind" 1CP, 396, empham added!. And Stevens poem The Dwarf d sen es 1le as a we v.,e 
weave· • ow ,1 " eptember and the web ,s woven / The \\eb ,s woven and you have to wear 
,1• (CP. 208) 1•1 Wolhams' drawings illustrate both these aspec~ of the ImagonatIon 11 may pro­

tect and adorn but ,t can also be restricllve 

Kurt Seligmann 
The woss-born artist Kurt elogmann (1900-62) was a 
member of the Surrealist circle on Pans He came to 
America at the outbreak of the econd World War, like 
many European art, ts and intellectuals and e,,entual­
ly became an American c,t,zen Seligmann was 
involved on most of the Surrealist actIvItIe in ew Yori. 
during the early 1940s, publ,sh,ng articles and ollustra 
loons regularly on th Surrealist maga11nes Vie"' and 
WV and partIcIpatIng on th famous First Papers of 
Surreal, m exh1b1t1on on 1945 

John Bernard Myers recorded on hos diary a v,s,t 
woth Seligmann and ho w,fe on October 1945 

It ,s ,1 JOY to vos,t horn on hos studio at 40 West 
Fortieth Street high above Bryant Park In 
one corner Kurt has a large press for making 
etchings, a technique at which he ,s highly 
prof,c,ent In another space he does h11 oil 
painting. ne wall ,s completely covered with 
shel,e1, upon which are grouJX'(l hundred of 
books-old and strange ed1t1ons dealing large 
ly with alchemy. astrology, and other form, of 
pre,c1ent1f1c onqu,ry. Seligmann has spent 
year, collecting these volume1, many of 
which are e tremely rare o one more 
than Seligmann, among the urreali,1, has 
been 10 on touth with ·the m<lrvelou\ •10 

8.any.iin rr s 
Coll lion oi the ~ York P\ilil1c l1br,11y 
rhowgr.iph court of the tlunt1n on L , ry 

m i\\.lnno 1.fOf .a 
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The art,sl's interest on the occult aligns horn with several crilocs who have In1erpreted Steven 
poetry on term of alchemocal symbolism. 144 Seligmann's authoritative book The Mirror ~f 
M.ig,c ( ew )or~ Pantheon) was published on 1948, the same year that Myer approached 

!evens about publi,hong ,ometh1ng on h1 Pro pero Pamphlets series, circulated by the Gotham 
Book Mart As Myers describes that episode 

1 had been on orre,pondence with Wallace Stevens about his writing a puppet play, 
only 1o be told that he had many years before written two (playsl-but would send us 
a pamphlet-length poem instead What I received wa the magnificent (perhaps a mas­
terpiece) A Pnm111ve Like an Orb Kurt eligmann upon reading ot instantly agreed lo 
provide three [sic] drawings ••s 

The two 1llu trat,on eligmann produced are typical of his drawings during these years, depict 
mg urreah t creatures on un anny poses, and they suit the poem on both the,r strangenes and 
1he1r heroic quality tevens himself was quite pleased with these illustrat,ons, a he wrote 10 
the printer 

I thmk the drawings do very well and, becau e they transpose the poem onto some­
lhmg quite different, they give the 1magmatIon an enlightening experience: a kick 
Moreover, I think that the arrangement of the poem, that 1s to say, the placing of the 
1llustrat1ons where they are placed, the general pacing of the make up, extremely 
good and I wouldn't ay It 1f I didn't think o 146 

tevens willingness to collaborate with artists like Seligmann is one of the clearest md,ca­
toons that his mtere t on the relatoons between poetry and paontmg wa more than theoretical 
'To a large extent, the problem of poet are the problems of painters,• wrote Stevens (OP, 187), 
and his habit of thonkmg on these term help to explain why his poetry speaks so d1recl)y to lhe 
concerns of modern painters. Indeed, when Stevens spoke of "poetry,• he often meant pamtong 
as "ell "There ,s a universal poetry that I reflected on everything," he speculated (following 
Baudelaire), "a fundamental aesthetic of which poetry and pamtmg are related but d1ssimilar 
manifestations" ( A, 160) Ho faith in th1 universal language os lhe basis of h1 central search 
for the sp111tual fulfillment of a •supreme fiction• In th1 ongoing poetic proJect, he thought of 
painters as his natural allies This collaborative spI11t endures, 40 years after hos death, on the 
many young artists who continue to fond on pIratIon on Slevens' po try. 
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