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The reader will perhaps imagine the sensations which
now arose in Jones to have been so sweet and delicious
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that they would rather tend to produce a cheerful serenity
in the mind, than any of those dangerous effects which
we have mentioned; but in fact, sensations of this kind,
however delicious, are, at their first recognition, of a very
tumultuous nature, and have very little of the opiate
in them. They were, moreover, in the present case,
embittered with certain circumstances, which being mixed
with sweeter ingredients, tended altogether to compose a
draught that might be termed bitter-sweet; than which, as
nothing can be more disagreeable to the palate, so nothing,
in the metaphorical sense, can be so injurious to the mind.
(189)
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have mentioned.
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A

SYMBOLIG AGTION IN A.POEM
BY KEATS _

\

gm ARE here set to analyze the “Ode on a Grecian Urn” as 2 viati-
cum that leads, by a series of transformations, into the oracle, “Beauty
is truth, truth beauty.” We shall analyze the Ode “dramatistically,” in
terms of symbolic action. :

To consider language as a means of information or knowledge 1s to
consider it epistemologically, semantically, in terms of “science.” To
consider it as a mode of action is to consider it in terms of “poetry.”
For a poem s an act, the symbolic act of the poet who made it—an act
of such a nature that, in surviving as a structure or object, it enables us
as readers to re-enact it,

“Truth” being the essential- word of knowledge (science) and
“beauty” being the essential word of art or poetry, we might substitute
accordingly. The oracle would then assert, “Poetry is science, science
poetry.” It would be particularly exhilarating to proclaim them one if
there were a strong suspicion that they were at odds (as the assertion
that “God’s in his heaven, all’s right with the world” is really a counter-
assertion to doubts about God’s existence and suspicions that much is
wrong). It was the dialectical opposition between the “aesthetic” and
the “practical,” with “poetry” on one side and wtility (business and
applied science) on the other that was being ecstatically denied. The
relief in this denial was grounded in the romantic philosophy itself, a
philosophy which gave strong recognition to precisely the consrast be-
tween “beauty” and “truth.”

Perhaps we might put it this way: If the oracle were to have been
uttered in the first stanza of the poem rather than the last, its phrasing
proper to that place would have been: “Beauty is #oz truth, truth 70z
beauty.” The five stanzas of successive transformation were necessary
for the romantic philosophy of a romantic poet to transcend jtself (rais-
ing its romanticism to a new order, or new dimension). An abolish-
ing of romanticism through romanticism! (To transcend romanticism

447
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450 ADPPENDIX A

prior to fulfilment—not exactly arrested ecstasy, but rather an arrested
pre-ccstasy.t :

Suppose that we had but this one poem by Keats, and knew nothing
of its author or its period, so that we could treat it only in itself, as a
series of internal transformations to be studied in their development
from a certain point, and without reference to any motives outside the
Ode. Under such. conditions, I think, we should require no further ob-
servations to characterize (from the standpoint of symbolic action) the
main argument in the second stanza. We might go on to make an
infinity of observations about the details of the stanza; but as regards
major deployments we should deem it enough to note that the theme
of “pipes and timbrels” is developed by the use of mystic oxymoron, and
then surpassed (or given a development-atop-the-development) by the
stressing of erotic imagery (that had been ambiguously adumbrated in
the references to “maidens loth” and “mad pursuit” of Stanza I). And
we could note the quality of incipience in this imagery, its state of arrest
not at fulfilment, but at the point just prior to fulfilment.

Add, now, our knowledge of the poem’s place as an enactment in 2
particular cultural scene, and we likewise note in this second stanza a
variant of the identification between death and sexual love that was so
-typical of 19th-century romanticism and was to attain its musical monu-
. ment in the Wagnerian Liebestod. On a purely dialectical basis, to die
in love would be to be born to love (the lovers dying as individual iden-
- tities that they might be transformed into a common identity). Add-
ing historical factors, one can note the part that capitalist individualism
plays in sharpening this consumhmation (since a property structure that
heightens the sense of individual identity would thus make it more
imperiously a “death” for the individual to take on the new identity
made by a union of two). We can thus see why the love-death equa-
tion would be particularly representative of a romanticism that was the
reflex of business.

Fortunately, the relation between private property and the love-death
equation is attested on unimpeachable authority, concerning the effect
of consumption and consummation in a “mutual flame”:

IMr, G. Wilson Knight, in The Starlit Dome, refers to “that recurring tend-
ency in Keats to image a poised form, 2 stillness suggesting motion, what might
be called a ‘tiptoe’ effect.”

SYMBOLIC ACTION IN A POEM BY KEATS 451

So between them love did shine,
‘That the turtle saw his right
Flaming in the phoenix’ sight;
Either was the other’s mine.

Property was thus appall’d,
"That the self was not the same;
Single nature’s double name
Neither two nor one was called.

The addition of fire to the equation, with its pun on sexual burning,
moves us from purely dialectical considerations into psychological ones.
In the lines of Shakespeare, fire is the third term, the ground term for
the other two (the synthesis that ends the lovers’ roles as thesis and
antithesis). Less obviously, the same movement from the purcly dia-
Jectical to the psychological is implicit in any imagery of a dying or a
falling in common, which when woven with sexual imagery signalizes
a “transcendent” sexual consummation. 'The figure appears in a lover’s
compliment when Keats writes to Fanny Brawne, thus:

I never knew before, what such a love as you have made me feel,
was; I did not believe in it; my Fancy was afraid of it lest it should
burn me up. But if you will fully-love me, though there may be
some fire, twill not be more than we can bear when moistened and
bedewed with pleasures.

Qur primary concern is to follow the transformations of the poem itself.
But to understand its full nature as a symbolic act, we should use what-
ever knowledge is available. In the case of Keats, not only do we know
the place-of this poem in his work and its time, but also we have mate-
rial to guide our speculations as regards correlations between poem and
poet. I grant that such speculations interfere with the symmetry of
criticism as a game. (Criticism as a game is best to watch, I guess,
when one confines himself to the single unit, and reports on its move-
ments like a radio commentator broadcasting the blow-by-blow descrip-
tion of a prizefight.) But linguistic analysis has opened up new possi-
bilities in the correlating of producer and product—and these concerns
have such important bearing upon matters of culture and conduet in
general that no sheer conventions or ideals of criticism should be al-
lIowed to interfere with their development. »



« [°AS] PArssed,
ST} SIARD], [PAS] [EUODPANOWT SATIOR, 3l 01  S[2A9] [EUCTIBATIONE O]
o1 21913, YSNOXGR 3 S[PAI] [EUONBAROTE OM3 Jo AIIqissod o3 24T S,
woxy sa8e1s SA1S00NS o Aq POYSHEISY AFTEI[D U MOU Aq $BY JE

3amo >3 Burssedans puk Jo N0 SuTA0I8 ‘UOIIDIIP MU € Ie3 ‘PauLio]

~[{ea 131 31 9snwx waod Y, PIYSIUY U3 SEY JUSTIRAOUE B “A[Te3])
-uorede Te103 9 Jo 1adse uSruaq Ajoym
&.Sﬁum [enytnds & go 1ids sey axo13 “uBiew pue ‘worssed © Sf (pIGM
‘13435 ATrpoq o wioxy | onBuoy Suryored e pue peays103 mﬁﬁnﬁ_ e,
“1949F A[(ATe? JO [9A9] Y3 [9AS] III0 3P SIABL, ST PUy  uorssed
uewmy Surqiearq |Te,, JA0qe AJPUTAID ‘SHOIIOI[SY ST YOIYM “T9AST [EIUSp

~U20§UeH B ST SIOYJ, "SUI[edI PIISERUO) PUR IDUMSIP OM] OIUT UOISIAIP -

I23[2 B SB POISOJIURUN 212 289} ‘BZUBIS PATR SR U ‘SUOREIIOJSUET
[eUToIUT 08IopUN ST} JuTes SGY I I (SSIIOISIP JO 9SIPAIUL SIRUD
ST S[[ 1 1813 03 PAZRN[OSJE POOTY B 5§8) INOYSNOIY) PaureIuleny s§ 187l
uopenSe o1 ousp]  JuPmdoPASP 0q SN 21971 ‘wIngpat darssiSord
2 se Anopod Jo sxmen o Aq ‘Arxyy st wigna Ing  woneySe rernoad
B J501I8 JO 3]EIS B UT $9XY JO qUoUeIed soEUT 9[0UM B st weod 2],

'snfuo1 Suiypred ¢ pue ‘pesysto] Smuwing
‘p Loo pue [n3morIos-uaTY 3Te3Y € $3Ae] 1LY T,
‘as0qe ey worssed ueuiny Surqiearq [V
{Sunok 1042 Joy pue ‘Sunued Ioad o4
pfolus 2 01 [[NS PUE WIEA I243 10,
joso] Addey “Addeq ssowmr [eao] Addey a1014
f9T J349 107 sBuos Surdid 1243 Yo
‘paneamun Asipopw Addeq ‘fpuy
¢norpe Suridg sy piq 3049 Jou SoArs] MOX
pays joutrea 18q1 jsydnaq Addeq “4ddeq gy

]I ¥ZURIS UF SARIUYGDP sowodaq ‘( Jinds, 51 pue  JEOSUSS,, I3 SISEN
-T0> TIIYM) BZUEIS PU0sss 1P U padopasp pue ‘(UIAIp Jo UMY
3q 01 SBAL SPATIOWT JO [2A9] ST JOTROYA SNOINP Seas GOIYs) BZUEIS JSIOf.
o ur paster Anpiquissod oy, pajeredss Butaq Jo ssoooxd o U ‘uors
-sed 571 pue WONOE ST SIANOTT 0M] 37} 995 2 (Zuras s3I JO WD
o Apredoad uuaumv SPQ 93 JO BZUE)S [ENUD 93 “BZUEIS PII) oﬁw U

e snsoed mn_ pamaspar durrepms Afipoq ® Jo L1prq
-1550d-31 03 S0 SPEI] SsoUPANERI> U0dn S53MS SIT PIM TISIONITEWOT Jo

<y SLYHEA Xa€.WHOd V NI NOILDV DJITOIWMAS

- Emo”oﬁﬂm @ ur wuﬂu«?uum SE “MA0TA UENSIIYD) STY3 PUY 72932 [e10w

e yo Auedord o st aousgrd (speuoissed pue SOV RO PI[[Ed M
$IA37600 971 JO SIUNOOTE 9T sk “Uorssed ST IrM [eIIIUSPT HORIE § IK1Tew
o3 sprwr yorym) xopered uwensuqy o Aq ng czwoued e Jo £11d,
-doxd o1 s1 worssvd 30usy ‘uotssed ur [es01dIdeI SIT SBY UOROE SoAROTX
Jo rewwrelS TRIJ2I01SEXY YT UL (SNY) SSLIIUDD YL 1940 3orq Idueld
03 osned 1gSrox oM ‘oroy womoe pue ‘Sywaned Swefe jo Surgesdg
*(uonniosstp sty
01 paf os pue An30d ST 3o TORESS?D SR JOF SPRTH LR SUTAL] Jo SIpoTT
£q A[uo £x20d 2313M PInOd QuEBID 1IRLY SE JEgMOes) Apoq s1g Jo safe
-AeI 511 uT JustAed 10eXo-pnom ‘sautf siq yo wonoayiad o xof Sunjew
Ul Jeqp Suqey oueRsa ‘Ajrenqgrep jou USnoqy ‘SurSemocous sdeyred
U2A2 “19AdF s1 257 pnod 3y ‘Anood Jo rpuonnoexd e se snqgy, zwedy
ue sem purar s3sod 9 2usird ® sem Apoq sgeod o3 ySnow ng
« 14T WB[Y 2@ Sutesg (), ‘Wwo0d Paipury B UL Ajreriow sy
Jo 3101m Y se FAys o1 e Furgoo[ sf8es JoIs v I, SeM s183Y | "HON
~BSTI2s JOTI12 Jo wosiod 513 PRIBqIaoexa Jeq AJisIoa 01 puIm) [ JF Jo ‘Sur
~Jo93 s3euorssed swuos Jopun Surogms sem ] Jo 9w p[e]oxdsiaao woold
yey Joypry “Aep nbuen e passed 300 per | [[f UsYel SeA T 210J3q
SQIUOJ 9 J0F Jer A®S IS [, 13O I UM $59] yomey ‘Amsod peaz
0] U429 JoU .ﬁoﬁduﬁﬁouuu WE J,, ‘sa853J00d 97 I3)®[ SYFUOTT M3 & jng
A3 ST momm asodumod 03 Juem ] iSSMURUOD 3Y PUY  PUIY
-0q JABS] A9T3 I2A0F A JOJ SISIVA 383 I} LM 0 JUNUOY ARoTeds,,
ST 27 1e1)3 mnﬁmﬁou Y9 6I81 Up "SSoU[I 8E[ SIY SULMP 310IM SIE9Y
5333337 3ueusiod 9 ur Jes]o b spew st 3eod 1R Jo uopipuos fevsiyd
971 pue swaod Iy Tr uonesle JO 93BIS 9T UaaMIIQ UOLE[2II0 U], -
*(souElsqns SutA[I9pUn TWOWITUOD SYI “SSIUT[E JUIES I3 JO $IPOTH Ing
9T Ao [[I0 PUE 2405 U2MI3] SRHUCD JEJ[ OYI IIANNRYM JOJ 1D
oisryd o173 M 9150 38 Sutaq SN 1aa9y o1s1qayd 913) punoxd uowwod
® W0J} UONBALIGP JIOYI GIM Panqui 9 P[nom. SSIUJE ot o spoadse
[e AGRI5TA Urensqns [EUCHMIBSUOd JO PULY B S8 2 seM SSOU[E sig
“poouaLrads 91 Apoq Jo PUIIT JO SUONEUIIOJSUER) JOAJIEY AL  "UORIPUOD
feors&yd suy Jo soyzwd yerorery oy sea 215 ‘1YIN0Y SIY J0 Azpasor
SUDIUT DY JOAIIEYA,  '9SED SSIESY UL S1eIs SUr] oqy Surdpsuann pue
Surpuedxs sapour Aipoq Jenonred € asdwy8 weo s (Soworme T I '
70 sSunum o M se) 19497 537 Auedwmoode yeqy sSurmSen ofo1e 03
uoneuroUr Jernoad SR YA ‘SSIUTIE S,SIEIT JO MOTWY 94 JEYAM WOLY

v XIENHIAV A% 4



454 , APPENDIX A

Prophesying, with the inestimable advantage that goes with having
looked ahead, what should we expect the new direction to be? First,
let us survey the situation. Originally, before the two strands of the
fever had been definitely drawn apart, the bodily passion could serve
as the scene or ground of the spiritual action. But at the end of the
third stanza, we abandon the level of bodily passion. 'The action is
“far above” the passion, it “leaves” the fever. What then would this
transcendent act require, to complete it?

It would require a scene of the same quality as itself. An act and a
scene belong together. The nature of the one must be a fit with the
nature of the other. (I like to call this the “scene-act ratio,” or “dra-
matic ratio,”) Hence, the act having now transcended its bodily set
ting, it will require, as its new setting, a transcendent scene. Hence,
prophesying post eventum, we should ask that, in Stanza IV, the poem
embody the transcendental act by endowing it with an appropriate
scene.

‘The scene-act ratio involves a law of dramatic consistency whereby the
quality of the act shares the quality of the scene in which it is enacted
(the synecdochic relation of container and thing contained). Its
grandest variant was in supernatural cosmogonies wherein mankind
took on the attributes of gods by acting in cosmic scenes that were
themselves imbued with the presence of godhead.?

Or we may discern the logic of the scene-act ratio behind the old
controversy as to whether “God willed the good because it is good,” or
“the good is good because God willed it.” This strictly theological
controversy had political implications. Buit our primary concern here
is with the dramatistic aspects of this controversy. For you will note
that the whole issue centers in the problem: of the grounds of God’s
creative act. :

Since, from the purely dramatic point of view, every act requires a
scene in which it takes place, we may note that one of the doctrines
(that “God willed the good because it is good”) is ‘more sym-
mctrical than the other. For by it, God’s initial act of creation is itself

*In an article by Leo Spitzer, “Milien and Ambiance: An Essay in Historical
Semantics” (Scptember and December 1942 numbers of Philosophy and Phe-

nomenological Research), one will find a wealth of material that can be read as
illugtrative of “dramatic ratio,”
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given-a ground, or scene (the objective existence of goodness, which
was so real that God himself did not simply make it up, but acted in
conformity with its nature when willing it to be the law of his crea-
tion). In the scholastic formulas taken over from Aristotle, God was
defined as “pure act” (though this pure act was in turn the ultimate
ground or scene of human acting and willing). * And from the stand-
point of purely dramatic symmetry, it would be desirable to have some
kind of “scen¢” even for God. This requirement is met, we are sug-
gesting, in the doctrine that “God willed the good decause it is good.”
For this word, “because,” in assigning a reason for God’s willing, gives
us in principle a kind of scene, as we may discern in the pun of our
word, “ground,” itself; which indeterminately applies to either “place”
or “cause.”

If even theology thus responded to the pressure for dramatic sym-
metry by endowing God, as the transcendent act, with a transcendent
scene of like quality, we should certainly expect to find analogous tac-
tics in this Ode. For as we have noted that the romantic passion is the
secular equivalent of the Christian passion, so we may recall Coleridge’s
notion that poctic action itself is a “dim analogue of Creation.” Keats
in his way confronting the same dramatistic requirement that the theo-

logians confronted in theirs, when he has arrived at his transcendent

act at the end of Stanza III (that is, when the benign fever has split
away from the malign bodily counterpart, as a divorcing of spiritual
action from sensual passion), he is ready in the next stanza for the
imagining of a scene that would correspond in guality to the quality of
the action as so transformed. ¥is fourth stanza will concretize, or
“materialize,” the act, by dwelling upon its appropriate ground.

Who are these coming to the sacrifice?
To what green zltar, O mysterious priest,
Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,
And all her silken flanks with garlands deest?
What little town, by river or sea shore,
Or mountain built with peaceful citadel,
Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn?
And, little town, thy streets for evermore
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell
‘Why thou art desolate, can ¢'er return.
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458 APPENDIX A

creative act). Necessarily, there must be certain inadequacies in the
conception of this ground, precisely because of the fact that immortality
can only be conceived in terms of death, Hence the reference to the
“desolate” in a scene otherwise possessing the benignity of the eternal.

The imagery of pious sacrifice, besides its fitness for such thoughts of
departure as when the spiritual act splits from the sensual pathos, sug-
gests also a bond of communication between the levels (because of its
immortal character in a mortal scene), And finally, the poem, in the
name of the Urn, or under the acgis of the Utn, is such a bond. For
we readers, by re-enacting it in the reading, use it as 2 viaticum to trans-
port us into the quality of the scene which it depicts on its face (the

scene containing as a fixity what the poem as act extends into a process).-

The scene on the Urn is really the scene bekind the Urn; the Urn is lit-
erally the ground of this scene, but transcendentally the scene is the
ground of the Urn. -‘The Urn contains the scene out of which it arose.

r

We turn now to the closing stanza:

O Attic shapel Fair attitude! with brede
Of marble men and maidens overwrought,
With forest branches and the trodden weed;
Thou, silent form, dost tease.us out of thought
As doth cternity: Cold Pastoral| .
When old age shall this generation waste,
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe
‘Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st,
- ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,~that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

In the third stanza we were at 2 moment of heat, emphatically shar-
ing an imagery of loves “panting™ and “for ever warm” that was, in the
transcendental order, companionate to “a- burning forehead, and a
parching tongue” in the order of the passions. But in the last stanza,
as signalized in the marmorean utterance, “Cold Pastorall” we have
gone from transcendental fever to transcendental chill. Perhaps, were
we to complete our exegesis, we should need reference to some physical
step from phthisic fever to phthisic chill, that we might detect here a
final correlation between bodily passion and mental action. In any
event we may note that, the mental action having departed from the

SYMBOLIC ACTION IN A POEM BY KEATS 459

bodily passion, the change from fever to chill is not a sufferance. For,
as only the denign aspects of the fever had been left after the split, so
it is a wholly benign chill on which the poera ends.* .

1 wonder whether anyone can read the reference to “brede of marble
men and maidens overwrought” without thinking of “breed” for
“brede” and “excited” for “overwrought.” (Both expressions would
thus merge notions of sexuality and craftsmanship, the erotic and the
poetic.) As for the designating of the Urn as an “Attitude,” it fits in
ddmirably with our stress upon symbolic action. For an attitude is an
arrested, or incipient @cz—not just an odject, or thing.

Yeats, in A4 Vision, speaks of “the diagrams in Law’s Boekme, where
one lifts a paper to discover both the human entrails and the starry
heavens” This equating of the deeply without and the deeply within
(as also with Kant’s famous remark) might well be remembered when
we think of the sky that the “watcher” saw in Keats’s sonnet. It is an
internal sky, attained through meditations induced by the reading of a
book. And so the oracle, whereby truth and beauty are proclaimed as
one, would seem to derive from a profound inwardness.

Otherwise, without thesc introductory mysteries, “truth” and
“beauty” were at odds. For whereas “beauty” had its fulfilment in
romantic poetry, “truth” was coming to have its fulfilment in science,
technological accuracy, accountancy, statistics, actuarial tables, and the
like. Hence, without benefit of the rites which one enacts in 2 sym-
pathetic reading of the Ode (rites that remove the discussion to a dif- -
ferent level), the enjoyment of “beauty” would involve an esthetic kind
of awareness radically in conflict with the kind of awareness deriving
from the practical “truth.” And as regards the tactics of the poem,
this conflict would seem to be solved by “estheticizing” the true rather
than by “verifying” the beantiful,

Earlier in our essay, we suggested reading “poetry” for “beauty” and
“science” for “truth,” with the oracle deriving its Liberating quality

+1In a letter to Fanny Brawne, Keats touches upon the feverchill contrast in 2
passage that also touches upon the love-death equation, though here the chill
figures in an untransfigured state:

I fear that I am too w.n.&nun for a dying kind of Lover. Yet, there is
a great difference between going off in .warm blood like Romeo; and
making one’s exit Jike a frog in a frost, - .
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462 . APPENDIX A

the beginning, where the two aspects were ambiguously one, the bedily
passion would be the “scene” of the mental action (the “objective symp-
toms” of the body would be paralleled by the “subjective symptoms” of
the mind, the bodily state thus being the other or ground of the mental
state). But as the two become separated out, the mental action trap-
scends the bodily passion. It becomes an act in its own right, making
discoveries and assertions not grounded in the bodily passion. And
this quality of action, in transcending the merely physical symptoms
of the fever, would thus require a different ground or scenc, one more
suited in quality to the quality of the transcendent act.

The transcendent act is concretized, or “materialized,” in the vision
of the “immortal” scene, the reference in Stanza IV to the original scene
of the Urn, the “heavenly” scene of a dead, or immortal, Greece (the
scene in which the Urn ‘was originally enacted and which is also fixed
on its face). To indicate the internality of this vision, we referred to a
passage in Yeats relating the “depths” of the sky without to the depths
of the mind within; and we showed a similar pattern in Keats’s ac-
count of the vision that followed his reading of Chapman’s Homer.
We suggested that the poet is here coming upon a new internal sky,
through identification with the Urn as act, the same sky that he came
upon through identification with the enactments of Chapman’s transla-
tion.

This transcendent scene is the level at which the earthly laws of con-
tradiction no longer prevail. Hence, in the terms of this scene, he can
proclaim the unity of truth and beauty (of science and art), a proclama-
tion which he needs to make precisely because here was the basic split
responsible for the romantic agitation (in both poetic and philosophic

idealism). That is, it was gratifying to have the oracl¢ proclaim the’

unity of poetry and science because the values of technology and busi-
ness were causing them to bé at odds. And from the perspective of a
“higher level” (the perspective of a dead or immortal scene transcend-
ing the world of temporal contradictions) the split could be proclaimed
once more a unity. : : .

At this point, at this stage of exaltation, the fever has been replaced
by chill. But the bodily passion has completely dropped out of account.
All is now mental action. Hence, the chill (as in the ecstatic exclama-
tion, “Cold Pastoral!”) is proclaimed: only in its benign aspect.

We may contrast this discussion with explanations such as 2 mate-
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rialist of the Kretschmer school might offer. I refer to accounts of mo-

 tivation that might treat disease as cause and poem as effect. In such

accounts, the disease would not be “passive,” but wholly active; and
what we have called the mental action would be wholly passive, hardly
more than an epiphenomenon, a mere symptom of the disease quite as
are the fever and the chill themselves. Such accounts would give us
no conception of the essential matter here, the intense linguistic activity.
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174 WORDSWORTH IN CONTEXT

viously social genres—epic, fiction, and drama—have proved
more attractive to new histaricists or cultural materialists than the
Iyric because the social genres are full of social and historical
detail. When these two materialist critics brin ¢ aspects of its histor-
ical moment to bear on Tintern Abbey, they seem to me to end up
seriously mistaken; I want to ask here what aspects of the theory
om evidence, and the theory of lyric, their mistakes bring into
relief. . '
T will begin with the easier case, that of Levinson. Since Words-
-worth and Dorothy visited the Wye with a guidebook, and since
their itinerary included the town of Tintern and the Abbey itself
(both described in their guide), Levinson decides that Words-
worth’s omission, in the course of his poem, of descriptions of the
Abbey and the vagrants that were to be found within its precincts,
as well as his omission of Tintern and its industrial workers,
amounts to a suppression of fact in the service of historical denial
and anticollective feeling. “Wordsworth's pastoral project,” she
writes, “is 2 fragile affair, artfully assembled by acts of exclusion”
(WGPF, 32). She defines the poem as a pastoral, and she seems to
feel that even in a pastoral “acts of exclusion” (at least certain ones)
are impermissible. Wordsworth's supposition that the wreaths of
smoke glimpsed above the trees might point to the existence of a
Hermit (his earlier supposition being that they might be 2 sign of
“vagrant dwellers in the houseless waoods")? is sternly judged: the
persona of the Hermic, says Levinson, “confesses its divorce from
an order of collectivity that might validate poetic achievement”
(34). 1t does not seem to matter that the speaker nowhere in his
utterance identifies himself as a poet.4 Surely, if a speaker is not
identified within the poeim as a poet, he need not express feelings
about how his poetry is to be validated, nor provide a collective
reading group as an exhibit in his lyric, It might be argued that
the subtile—GOMPOSED & FEW MILES ABQVE TINTERN ABBEY, ON
REVISITING THE BANKS OF THE WYE DURING A TOUR, JULY 13, 17g8—
sufficiently distinguishes its speaker as a poet, but I would argue
that giving a title to a poem is the anthor’s privilege; uttering the
lines is the speaker’s function, The speaker drarmatically imagined
here is not a writer, though he is a talker, a traveler, a social
observer, and a brather, Wordsworth often identifies himself as a
poet; and very often (even in an “autobiographical” poem) he
does not. The needs of a specific genre (here, elegy and topo-
graphical description) play a role in how the speaker 1Is imagined,
as do the philosophical aims of the speaker.
Levinson's annoyance with what she takes as Wordsworth’s self-

* VENDLER: TINTERN ABBEY : 175

portrait in Tintern Abbey is that the speaker, in discussing his past,
leaves out Wordsworth's earliest political disappointments.
“Wordsworth learns,” she writes, “to sever his interests from his-
tory ... that had, he felt, betrayed him ... and to align .Hr.mB
instead with poetry, a safer investment” (36). Of course, this is 2
false disjunction. Wordsworth's interests were aligned with poetry
long before they were aligned with politics. His first surviving
poem is a celebration of the bicentenary of his school,
Hawkshead, written. when he was fifteen; no fiftecn-yecar-old can
write accomplished heroic couplets, in a pentameter that has
rhythmic variety and musical intelligence, who has not been read-
ing many books of verse. It might more truly be said that politics
was an’ interruption of Wordsworth's _oum.mﬁmm.&_:m mrmﬂsmﬁﬁ
with poetry, to which he reaffirmed his commitment when his
political enthusiasms had been checked by the .H.nmwoﬁ I am not
sure that it is correct to say that he felt that “history” had betrayed

hiin. The account in The Prelude suggests that .he felt human -

nature (in its turn to violence) had betrayed his former idealized
view of human nature, so that he “Yiclded up moral questions.in
despair” (1805 Preluds, 10.900), Whether, as H.Q.mbmo: thinks,
poetry is (in her vulgar phrase) a “safer investment” than politics
depends on what one judges poetry to be. No poet, so far as I can
see, has ever considered it “safe.” The despair of artists is not only
a legend. In any case, Levinson’s argument depends on our <on-
sidering the lyric speaker of Tintern Abbey to be coterminous with
the historical Wordsworih, a canard that should by now be impos-
sible to anyene writing on lyric. Wordsworth did not conceal (or
‘repress” or “exclude”) in his poetry, taken as a whole, his political
investments and his political disillusion; that he should be obliged
to mention them in his every poem, or even in Tintern Abbey alone,
is a manifestly absurd requirement. )

. Levinson continues with a judgment about the plot of T intern
Abbey: “The primary poetic action [of the poem],” she writes, “is
the suppression of the social” (37):

The audience consists of one person, the poet’s “second self,” and
even she is admitted into the process a third of the way through, a
decidedly feeble gesture toward externality. (38)

Sometimes one wonders whetherrone has wmm.a the same poem as
Levinson. The female auditor is first Bnﬂnbba.@.. in fact, two-
thirds of the way through the poem (in line 114, in a total of 159
lines), Levinson’s Janguage is strange: we usually don't speak of an

-
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which focuses not on historical or social representation but on
language, is an apparently more sophisticated approach than
Levinson’s. :

Levinson's Afterword gives away her instinctive response Lo
ﬁﬂg Abbey, which is that the poem is meaningless and annoying
to her:

If a teacher wants his students to feel the force of “Tintern Abbey,"
which is the force of its negativity [i.e., its “cancellings” and ,.mcw?.nmw.
ings"], he cannot approach the poem a5 a finished product, endeared
by its experimental, essayistic rhetoric..OF what use is the record of a
victory, and of a victory bound to seem nugatory to the modern
reader? What does it mean today te know that Nature never does
betray the heart that loves her? Who fears that it would, or did? . . .
‘What do these words mean to us? (66}
m cannot imagine that anyone would find “essayistic rhetoric”

endear{ing].” The falsity of Levinson’s tone here suggests she has
never found anything to like in the poem. The modern reader is
surely to cm pitied if she cannot find “the record of 2 victory”
humanly stirring in itself. With some soul-searching, Levinson
might even find parallels in her own experience to the phases of
experience explored by Wordsworth, and the “victory” might
come 1o seem not so “augatory” after all. Levinson says that
ﬂoﬂmmionr.m universalizing remark about “a man speaking to
men” is a “platform . . . that denies the historicity and the instru-
mentality of lterature” (§6). It is not surprising that she so judges
1t, since she has not found its “nugatory victory” speaking to her
own expentence. She does not recqgnize by what means lyric both
participates in history and is effective within history.

The symbolic order, as €. S, Peirce pointed out, accomplishes
what can be accomplished by no other means:

Without denying that we cannot eseape from language, from
Thirdness, .m.n_zum shows, us that Thirdness (linguistic, symbolic signs)
can symbolically represent Firstness. According to his theory of signs,
__:u.m_.w. art i5 language (Rhematic Symbol) used to show, picture,
symbolize the quality of immediate consciousness that can: never have
been immediate to consciousness.®

The symbolic order is not the documentary order. Poetry is fic-
tion, and creates existence (as Stevens said) on a fictitious plane. It
15 true that the resemblance of the fictitious plane to the actual
plane can often be 5o strong as to be deceiving; but the presence
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or absence of histerical and factual matter does not change the
nature and location of the plane we are talking about,

Arrangement is the central function of art; arrangement itself
is what speaks history in the lyric. In Tintern Abbey, the arrange-
ment is both triadic (the poem breaks into three equal pieces, not
four as Levinson says) and hierarchical (as she notices). The three
pieces are, rooghly, 2 description of a landscape invested with
memory; a narrative autobiography; and an address to a female
companion. These preserve, historically speaking, three nine-
teenth-century specificities—the importance of the new imag-
inative nexus between scenery and memory; the secularizing of
spiritual autoblography; and the nascent equality of women to
men. These three nincteenth-century specificities can be further
specified: the scenery is rural and the pastoral memory of the
speaker has been interrupted by his period of urban residence;
the autobiography still requires an active presence to replace the
deity (this will be less true in twentieth-century spiritual auto-
biography as we find it, e.g., in Stevens or Lowell); the equality of
woman scen in Tinfern Abbey is more easily predicable outside
marriage rather than within it (this is being arpued to our day).
Further nineteenth-century specifications of the poem are pos-
sible: the scenery is that of the author’s own nation and forms a
part of nationalist feeling; the ausobiography depends on a hier-
archical psychology and cosmology left over from Aristotelian
scholasticism, but substituting the mind and self for a theologi-.
cally defined soul; the equality of woman is based on the indis-
tingnishability of female from male psychic life rather than on
political or biological grounds. Al of these theoretically further
specifiable specificities determine the history of nineteenth-cen-
tury England just as rmuch as charcoal burning and tourism.

"To Levinson, the omission of the “collective” means an omission
of the historical, but she conceives of the historical solely in factual
and materialist terms. It is a poor definition of the historical that
does not include changes in epistemology, national sentiment, and
so on, exemplified in a particular but representative case. Lyric,
unlike the social genres, does not incorporate interaction with a
“collective”; it privileges the mind in its solitary and private mo-
ments, The poet doés not have to make any special eflort to place
himself in solidarity with “the collective”; the only thing that
distinguishes poets from the rest of us is that they have the
singuiar aesthetic and linguistic equipment to trace the nuances of
common imzgination, thought, and feeling in a way less crude
than the norm., The “instrumentality” of their work is both to echo
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182 WORDSWORTH IN CONTEXT

in social experience; she lacked his knowledge not only of the
French scene (including his sexual experience there} but also his
knowledge of Cambridge and London, In any case, the poem says
only that the sister addressed at the end has not yet passed
through the crucible of suffering already endured by the speaker,
and the poem thus belongs to the genre “Initiate to Ephebe,”
regardless of its autobiographical origins.

Barrell's animus against the poem shows up in the vulgarity of
his reprise of Dorothy's envisaged future: “Dorothy’s wild ec-

stastes will simply mature, like fruit or cheese, into a sober plea-

sure. . .. Dorothy will grow up and sober up” (160, 162). The
Intimations Ode alone would give the lie to such a summary of
Wordsworth's convictions about matnrity, Fallings from: us, vanish-
ings, blank misgivings, obstinate questionings of sense, as well as
ecstasies, make up the child’s experience, just as sense responses to
“The clouds that gather round the Setting sun” (Ode, 1. 200) or, in
Tintern Abbey, to the farms “green to the very door” (1. 17), are part
of the experience of the adult. What Wordsworth narrates as loss
and recompense, an ebb and subsequent fow, Barrell redescribes
in progressivist terms (which he ascribes to Wordsworth), present-
ing an experience of matyrity from which women are excluded.

*We can say with reasonabie confidence,” Barrell asserts without
a scintilla of evidence, “that it was important for Wordsworth that
the ability of women to grasp the principles of abstraction should
W_m conceded only at the level of a potential, not an actual; ability to

o s0™: .

Thus in “Tintern Abbey” Dorothy is pramised Future membership

. among the company of the intellectual [italics mine]; only for Wordswerth

to withhold it for the time being, and perhaps indefinitely. . . . The
prayer [Barrell adds] that [Wordsworth] begins to utter . . . “Ohl yeta
little while, / May I behold in thee what I was once’—is no more or less

Emumw_.mwnzoumﬁﬁaponqnmn Uouoﬂ_iw_aﬁ_&ovaauﬂ.wsn_mOnEu
benefit. (161, 162) .

Otherwise, Barrell concludes, Wordsworth could “no longer ap-
peal to Dorothy as the Bank of England, underwriting the value
and meaning of the ¢oins and banknotes he issues” (168) in his
abstract language. In short, as Barrell vulgarly concludes, “The
polite needed the uneducated and impressionable to know and to
keep their place, if they themselves were to remain in exclusive
possession of the top spot” (166). He does not perceive that what
Dorothy is promised is membership among the company of the
morally suffering, not among “the company of the intellectual.”
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Barrell’s account of the poem rests, like Levinson’s, on several
assumptions about lyric and about evidence. It regards lyric as a
naively mimetic form, in which historically identifiable characters
("Wordsworth” and “Dorothy”) appear as in a play, acting out top
spots and bottom spots, carrying into the poam not only biclogical
attributes liKe their sex but also biological abilities to mature like
feuit or cheese. Yet at the same time, and in the same cwnmﬂwr
Barrell's theory regards lyric as a woodenly allegorical form, in
this case one of sex war (which materialists address along with, or
instead of, class war). In Wordsworth’s poem the female presence
must stand (in Barrell's view) for Woman and her brother must
stand for Patriarchy. Finally, Barrells theory regards lyricas a
means for staging allegories of language, by which the critic is
authorized to substitute for the story the poem actually tells—of
the passage from innocence through social suffering to a sober
recognition of the sadness of humanity’s choral song—a different
story about the poet’s appropriation to himself alone of certain
kinds of intellectual language. .

These mistakes about lyric are not new ones. ‘They are testi-
mony of a tendency in modern readars, whose sensibilities have
been wained on the social genres, to turn all lyrics into m_ﬁﬂn
stories peopled with novelistic details of sex, class, m.um social
conflict, stories most absurd when they attempt to describe “abso-
lute” lyric. (Emily Dickinsen and female influences, Emily Uﬁw_w-
som’s putative abortion [“Split the lark and youw'll find the music®],
and Emily Dickinson and the Civil War are only the most
egregious examples of this recent biographical criticism of the
lyric, managing to avoid the essential issues of UEE.Eon.m poetry
in favor of desperate attempts to historicize her in materialist
fashion.) Levinsen's reproachful indices of omission (since Tin-
tern is in the guidebook Wordsworth used, since we know he knew
about vagrants, why aren't these things in the poem?), and Bar-
rell’s insistence that Wordworth niust have endorsed a connection
between gender and language because some of his contempo-
raries did, are both examples of a misplaced historicizing of lyric.

The principal question raised by these reinterpretations of the .

poem is what is to count as evidence and as methed in reading a

lyric. Accusing a lyric of “suppressing” what a ¢ritic was disap- .

pointed not to find withjn it (as if to say of a novel, ..wzﬁ.iwnw_n mm
its internal sonnet sequence?™) is of course always possible; it is
also always otiose, Lyric—~to a far greater extent than the social
genres—offers itself as an analogous, symbolic, algebraic account
of experience, rather than as 2 mimetic.one. This is because lyric
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"a guilty sinner) could be one focus of an adversary position; at
least one would be operating on the terrain proper to lyric, and
noton that proper to the novel. But such a criticism would have to
admit that the genre of lyric itself cannot exist without offering
such identity roles. If the present paradigms are unsatisfactory .
{and they have been much satirized—“Why so pale and wan, fond
lover” or “My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun®), then some

" notion of alternative paradigms might be offered. But advocating
(like Levinson) Dickensian description within the restricted comnt.
pass and structural concision of the lyric will not do.

As for Barrell's imputation of linguistic oppression to Words-
worth, surely Tintern Abbey must be the first post-Christian poem
in English in which a man asserts that male and female experience

. are absolutely identical. That is, the woman is introduced first by
the gender-neutral noun, “Friend,” and ounly later as “Sister”; the
speaker announces that ber present experience asa passionate but
socially inexperienced young person corresponds exactly to his
own past experience when he was a passionate but socially inex-
perienced young person. He announces further that her future
experience, when she has passed through the crucible of social
soriow, will correspond to his own present state. In short, Words-
worth assumes a necessary human ordeal (as Keats saw and said)
by which one passes from “the chamber of maiden thought” into
“dark passages.” The two figures in the poem represent the
younger sister of the speaker and the speaker himself, but they
also represent Maiden Thought and Dark Passages, respectively,
not, as Barrell seems to think, Woman and Patriarchy. Lyric has an
interest in dehistoricizing the self, not to obscure its historicity but
to make the claim that symbolic or allegorical langudge is as
accurate—or more accurate—as a second-order mimetic means
than first-order documentary language can be. The narrow con-
viction on the part of cultural materialists that allegory, symbol,
and analogy represent the “suppression” of the social betrays a
fundamental misunderstanding of the charismatic means of lyric
‘poetry, which must schematize and reiterate, rather than describe
and expatiate, if it is to remain true to its own principle of compaci
analogical representation. .

There are ways of historicizing lyric, as I have said above, which
should derive from the language in the poem, not from theories
of language generally available in the poet’s century, not unless
there is evidence in the poem that the poec was availing himself of
them; here, that would mean the speaker’s using a language for
his sister not already used for himself; or not asserting the identity
of her experience and his own; or not foretelling a future for his

VENDLER: TINTERN ABBEY : 187

sister identical to his éwn present. The poet did none of these
things in characterizing his speaker. He wrote, accurately, of a
man who had been through things in the world that his sister was
necessarily on her way to encounter.

If T were to look at the language of Tintern Abbey as a symptom
of its historical moment, I would notice especially two things. One
is the difference between the way the word “nature” is used in the
second part and the way it is used in the third pare (it does not
appear in the first part at all). The word “nature” in the second
part means “the natural world,” and is not personified: “nature
then . . ./ To me was all in 211" (11, 72, 75); “I have learned / To look
on nature . . . hearing oftentimes / The still, sad music of human-
iry” (ll. 88-91): “well pleased to recognize / In nature and the
language of the sense / The anchor of my purest thoughts” (IL
107-9). In part three, "nature” is personified as female, How did
this change take place? I suggest it was enabled by the entrance of
the thought of the speaker’s sister, who becomes the genius loci, If
we did not know that the following remarks were made of person-
ified female nature, about whom would anyone with some knowl-
edge of The Prelude think they were written?

. "tis her privilege,
Through all the years of this our life, to lead
From joy to joy: for she can so inform
The mind that is within us, so impress
With quietness and baauty, and so feed
With lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues,
Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men,
Nor greetings where ne kindness 1s, nor all
The dreary intercourse of daily life,

Shall e’ar prevail against us, or disturb ,
Qur cheerful faith, thae all which we behold

full of blessings. . . .
Is full of blessings (. 123-34)

For me, at least, this passage has the savor of Svmm we know,
biographically, of Wordsworth’s and Dorothy's association at Dove
Cottage; and it reminds me forcibly of the moment in The ?.&:.&.m
where his sister’s saving tenderness is the cause of the speakei’s
recovery from breakdown:

: then it was
That the belovéd Woman in whose sighe - .
- Those days were passed—now speaking in a voice
Of suddan admonition like a brook

o
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of Wordsworth than the new historicists—in the necessarily generalized and private em-
phasis of the lyric; in the identity of experience predicated of the speaker and his sister;
and in the doube that all poetic “silences” are in fact “suppressions” or “cancellings.” We also
agree that the industrialization of Tintern is irrelevant to the speaker’s interest in the
development of his own self over time. Abrams exposes the predictable outcome of every
mode of tendentiously ideological eriticism that abways knows what it will find.

8. Tintern Abbey, 1. 20; quotations-and line references for Tintern Abbey are from The
Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, ed. Thomas Huachinson, rev. Ernest de Selincoust
(1936; reprint, London: Oxford University Press, 1959),

4. In fact, he scarcely identifies himself by gender; though I think we infer his gender
from his two references to men-~the first, when he defines the feclings of unremembered
pleasure a5 ones that have “no slight or erivial influence £ On that best portion of a geod
man's Jife" (Il. 32-33), the second, in » simile, when he says he bounded, in youth,
“Wherever nature led: more like a man / Flying feom something that lie dreads than one
Who sought the hing he loved™ (I, 70-72). Strictly speaking, both of these generalizations
could have been used by 2 woman, since neither is predicated literally of the speaker.
However, conceding che Iikelihoad of the st s being inale, itis nstructive (o read
the poem as if it were spaken, sav. by George Elfot, judging how [itde would need 10 be
changed of the feelings expressed.

5. I was acwally "composed,” i.c., written down, on the way to Bristo), which is below
the Abbey, a face of which Levinson makes heavy weather—though we know that Words-
worth camposed in his head, walking, before he wrote passages down. Both processes can
be called by the word “compose.” The eriginal subtitle had “written,”

6. John K. Sherriff, The Fate of Mraning (Printeton: Princeton Linjversity Press, 1989),
89, .

7. Prelude {1803), 1090728, in The Prelude: 1799, 1805, 1850, ed. Jonathan Words-
worth, M. H. Abrams, and Siephen Gill (New York: Norten, 1979), 408,
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