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INTRODUCTION

We do n o t know; we can only g u e ss . And our guesses 
a re  guided by the  u n s c ie n t i f i c ,  th e  m etaphysica l 
(though b io lo g ic a l ly  e x p lic a b le )  f a i t h  in  law s, in  
r e g u l a r i t i e s  which we uncover— d isc o v e r .

K arl Popper, The Logic o f  S c i e n t i f i c  Discovery

I  have w r i t te n  th e  fo llow ing  study  in  som ething l ik e  th e  

exp erim en ta l s p i r i t  in  which i t  was conceived . These essays do n o t 

o f f e r  a g e n e ra l o r  c r i t i c a l  in tro d u c tio n  to  th e  works of Poe and 

M allarme. They a ttem p t to  pose a q u e s tio n : how the accep tance of

form al l im ita t io n s  and e x c ess iv e ly  p re c is e  language ends up su g g estin g  

th e  i n d e f in i t e .  My purpose i s  to  make s u g g e stio n s , and perhaps a s ­

sum ptions, to  i n i t i a t e  d isc u s s io n , r a th e r  than  to  so lv e  th e  problems 

ra is e d .

I  have long been in te r e s te d  in  the  l i n g u i s t i c  ex p ress io n  of the  

in e x p re s s ib le .  A ugustine, Cusanus and Bruno tau g h t me th e  ru le s  o f 

s i l e n c e .  And M allarm e's  " a t t e n te "  b e fo re  th e  com position o f a p u r i ty ,  

l e f t  to  words the  ta s k  o f both  co n ta in in g  and c o n sec ra tin g  the  t ru th  

o f the  u n iv e rse . In  read in g  P o e 's  cosmology, Eureka, I  recogn ized  

a f f i n i t i e s  w ith  M allarme th a t  I  had n o t known. In  t h is  s tu d y , I  

ex p lo re  th e s e  a f f i n i t i e s ,  and I  s t r e s s  th e  s im i l a r i t y  r a th e r  than  the  

d i f fe re n c e  between th e  two w r i te r s .

E f fo r ts  toward an e s s e n t ia l  u n i ty ,  p ro fe r re d  equ iva lences  between 

th e  symmetry o f cosmos and poem, a c u l t  o f Beauty as sacred  m ystery , 

a re  concerns p e rv a s iv e  in  th e  i n t e l l e c tu a l  landscape  of n in e te e n th
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and e a rly  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry  l i t e r a t u r e .  As many c r i t i c s  have n o ted , 

th e  a e s th e t ic  th e o r ie s  o f bo th  Poe and Mallarme address th ese  them es. 

What i n te r e s t s  me, however, i s  n o t t h e i r  v is io n  o f an unknowable 

Beauty, b u t r a th e r  th e  move toward th e  in d e f in i t e  through c r a f t .

They endeavor n o t to  re p re s e n t  some dream-dimmed s t a t e  a n t i t h e t i c a l  

to  knowledge, b u t in s te a d  to  p re se n t  the  movement toward a p o te n t ia l  

u n ity . The coa lescence  in to  o rd er i s  a fu n c tio n  o f how one conceives. 

Although they  both  procla im  a long ing  fo r  Beauty, I  wonder w hether 

t h is  i s  t h e i r  aim, o r w hether they  impose an a e s th e t ic  o b je c t iv e  on 

t h e i r  work as a cover to  v e i l  t h e i r  l im i t le s s  am bition  to  cap tu re  

the  language of the  cosmos.

I f  we a ttem pt to  understand  t h e i r  h y p e rb o lic  c a l l s  fo r  beauty  

as a sc reen  fo r  a r e a l  emphasis on m ethod, we can see a co inc idence  

in  the  apparen t c o n tra d ic t io n  betw een a Poe committed to  the  r a t i o n a l ­

ism o f D escartes  and a s p i r i t u a l i s t  in  p u r s u i t  o f a " su p e rn a l lo v e l i ­

n e s s ."  For Poe and M allarm e, th e  two p o les  o f  a r t ,  i n tu i t i v e  and 

r a t i o n a l ,  c o e x is t .  In  "The Murders in  the  Rue Morgue," Poe i n s i s t s  

th a t  th e  r e s u l t s  of the  " a n a ly s t ,"  though appearing  to  have " th e  whole 

a i r  of i n tu i t i o n ,"  a re  "b rought about by th e  very  so u l and essence o f 

m ethod."

Poe i s  n o t the  normal a s p ir e r  a f t e r  an i n f i n i t e ,  th e  "rom antic" 

who longs to  lo se  th e  s e l f  and the  work in  a beyond, vaguely determ in­

ed , b u t p ow erfu lly  f e l t .  He a s p ir e s  to  draw bounds, and he uses the  

r ig o r s  o f an a to m is t ic  method to  h in t  a t  th e  shadowy and in ta n g ib le  

realm s. The in e x p re s s ib le  id e a  i s  in  no way synonymous w ith  the  

language employed. The language i s  n o t i n d e f i n i t e ,  no r " im p ress io n -
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i s t i c . "  Aware o f th e  bounds o f se n se , Poe co n fin es  h im se lf  to  the  

phenomenal in  o rd er to  tran scen d  the  l im i t s  o f r a t i o n a l  th o u g h t.

In  the  term s o f Eureka1s "p h ilo so p h e r p ro p er"  (V a le ry 's  modem 

p o e t) ,  P o e 's  " fren zy  tak es  a very de te rm in a te  tu rn ."

The design  in  E ureka, P o e 's  form ation  of " th e  p o s s ib le  a ttem pt 

a t  an im possib le  conception" d isp la y s  how an a b s tr a c t  id ea  comes 

in to  being  through form. As I  continued  to  work through the  t e x t ,

I  r e a l iz e d  th a t  I  had to  change my focus from v is io n  to  method in  

th e  a ttem pt to  accomodate my a n a ly s is  to  P o e 's  concerns. More im­

p o r ta n t ,  I  r e a l iz e d  th a t  h is  method led  q u i te  n a tu r a l ly  to  M allarm e's  

p o e tic .

N e ith e r Mallarme n or Poe delude them selves in to  an id e a l  o f 

poet as "gen ie"  whose mere u t te ra n c e  can count as r e c r e a t io n .  As 

Poe p a rap h rases  the  Baron de B ie lf e ld " :  " th e  mind of man can imagine

n o th ing  which does n o t e x i s t : — i f  i t  co u ld , i t  would c re a te  n o t only 

id e a l ly ,  b u t s u b s ta n t ia l ly — as do th e  though ts o f God." Firm ly 

grounded in  a C a rte s ian  sense o f o rd er and a re s p e c t  fo r  th e  s e l f ­

cognizance o f th o u g h t, they d e s ire  n o t to  c re a te  the  i d e a l .  They a re  

f a r  too lu c id  fo r  such a hope. R ath er, they  a ttem pt to  su g g est id e a , 

w h ile  a l t e r n a t e ly  a ff irm in g  and denying the  p o s s ib i l i t y .  This v a c i l l a ­

t io n  becomes p a r t  o f t h e i r  evo lv ing  e x e rc ise  o f c r a f t .

T h e irs  i s  a co n s tru c te d  im p re c is io n , made up o f  th in g s  co n tra ­

d ic to ry  to  e ssen ce : c irc u m sc r ip t io n , a form al m easure, an emphasis

on th e  m a te r ia l i ty  o f words and on t h e i r  n e c essa ry  a l l i a n c e  w ith  

n a tu r e 's  in te n t io n s .  This le d  me to  what I  c a l l  the  method o f in ­

determ inacy . The method i t s e l f  com prises the  f i c t io n  th a t  g iv es
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r i s e  to  the  a l lu s io n  th a t  i s  a f in a l  harmony.

I  r e a l iz e  th a t  in  a p p ro p r ia tin g  a term  well-known in  ph y sics  

and ph ilo so p h y , I  perhaps g ive r i s e  to  e x p e c ta tio n s  th a t  I  cannot 

f u l f i l l .  I  use th e  word w ith  th e  hope o f ex tend ing  i t s  s p e c i f ic i ty  

to  l i t e r a r y  a n a ly s is .  I  employ in determ inacy  to  mean the co n s tru c ­

t iv e  p ro cess  th a t  lead s  to  th e  e f f e c t  o f in d e f in i te n e s s ;  used in  t h is  

way, the  term  connotes n o t m erely a s ta t e  o r  p ro p erty  a s c r ib a b le  to  

language , such as in d e f in i te n e s s  o r  im p re c is io n , b u t a lso  p re se n ts  a 

p ro ce ss . P a r t i c u la r  procedures form th e  s tr u c tu r e  o f the  work, w h ile  

the  o b je c t iv e  c h a ra c te r iz a t io n  o f i r r e s o lu te n e s s  g iv es  r i s e  to  a k ind  

o f o rd e r .

Under d iv e rse  forms and g u is e s , through a m a te r ia l i z a t io n  of 

doubt in  l e x i c a l  and s y n ta c t ic  o s c i l l a t io n s ,  language tends to  the  

s p i r i t u a l i t y  o f th e  most in ta n g ib le  s p e c u la tio n . The p endu lar move­

ment o f  c o n tra d ic to ry , y e t very p re c is e  d e te rm in a tio n s , g en e ra te s  the  

e f f e c t  o f vagueness. Any im p rec is io n  th a t  appears owes i t s  e x is te n c e  

n o t to  an im p rec is io n  in  th e  use o f w ords, b u t r a th e r  to  th e  ex cessiv e  

q u a l i f ic a t io n s  of m a tte r  as co n cre te  elem ents in  a d e fin ed  space .

My a n a ly s is  c laim s c o n s is te n t  c lo su re  as th e  s tr a te g y  n ecessa ry  

to  prove the  method. W ithin a f ix e d  fram e, th e  a r t i s t  p re s e n ts  an 

amorphous and i r r e s o lu t e  space where a group o f o s c i l la t io n s  s h u t t le  

to  and f ro  between n o tio n s  a n t i t h e t i c a l  as w e ll as complimentary.

T his uneasy d isc o rd  i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  and p a r t  of th e  f in a l  accord .

In a language co n s tru c te d  w ith  g re a t  re sp e c t  fo r  bounds, the  

d e lib e ra te n e s s  o f com position  p re s e n ts  i t s e l f  a t  every p o in t— "th e  

compound as a g e n e ra l r u le , "  in  Poe’ s w ords. Y et, d e s p ite  the  t i g h t -
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ness o f th e  netw ork, the  read e r i s  l e f t  w ith  a sh a rp ly  rendered  

in d is t in c tn e s s ,  a ta n g ib le  p re s e n ta t io n  o f th o u g h t 's  p ro ce sse s .

The success o f the  v e rb a l design  depends, f i n a l ly ,  upon the  sugges­

t io n  o f id e a .

This mimicry o f an e f f o r t  a t  c o g ita t io n  demands th a t  the  

rea d e r tak e  p a r t  in  the  fo rm ation  o f a w hole. Thus, my emphasis on 

a c lo se  a n a ly s is  of t e x t s .  B esides E ureka, I  examine "The Domain o f 

Amheim" and "L andor's  C o ttag e ."  I  a lso  s tudy  M allarm e's I g i t u r  and 

"Une D e n te lle  s 'a b o l i t . "  These s p e c i f ic  w orks, which I  do n o t a s s e r t  

as t h e i r  b e s t ,  e x h ib i t  th e  a r t i s t ' s  p re te n s io n s  to  fram ing and h is  

p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f fe ig n in g . The p rocedure  o f  the  game and our in v o lv e ­

ment in  i t  has to  do w ith  how we o bserve . Linked to  th e  space w herein 

we can im agine, i t  tak es  form as the  so lv in g  o f a problem , an a p p a ren tly  

im penetrab le  m ystery or p u zz le : fo r  example, P o e 's  "utm ost conceivab le

expanse o f space" o r M allarm e's " n u it  d 'in te r r o g a t io n  e t  d 'a b se n c e ."

The adventure  l i e s  n o t in  th e  f in a l  d iscovery  o f  an o rd e r ,  b u t in  

th e  jou rney  toward i t ,  th e  " tend ing  to  th e  form ation  o f the  id ea  de­

signed" (E ureka). A dm itted ly , each a n a ly s is  i s  a s u b je c t iv e  approach 

toward an o b je c t i f i c a t io n  o f the  fu n c tio n s  r e l a te d ,  a search  fo r  a 

b a s ic  law th a t  evo lves out of the  p ro cesses  o f th e  t e x t .  I  a ttem pt to  

show th a t  beyond the  d isc o rd s  and a s sy m e tr ie s , and th e  u n s e tt le n e s s , 

th e re  i s  a l a r g e r  u n ity  th a t  co in c id es  w ith  th e  f in a l  e f f e c t .

What i s  observed i s ,  in  many ways, dependent upon th e  o b se rv e r.

I  owe a g re a t  debt to  th e  work o f Kenneth Burke, to  h is  search  fo r  the  

form al p a t te rn s  th a t  can "awaken an a t t i tu d e  of c o lla b o ra t iv e  expec­

tancy  in  u s ."  H is R h e to ric  o f  M otives.
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CHAPTER ONE

MAKING THE FRAME: THE PLOT OF POE'S EUREKA

I f ,  ind eed , th e re  be any one c i r c le  o f  thought 
d i s t in c t ly  and p a lp ab ly  marked out from amid the 
j a r r in g  and tum ultuous chaos o f human in te l l i g e n c e ,  
i t  i s  th a t  ever g reen  and ra d ia n t  P a rad ise  which 
the  t ru e  poe t knows, and knows a lo n e , as th e  l im ite d  
realm  o f h is  a u th o r i ty — as the  c ircum scribed  Eden of 
h is  dream s.

Edgar A llan Poe, A Review o f D rake-H alleck , 1836
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" I  DESIGN BUT TO SUGGEST"

P o e 's  lab o r  to  combine chosen words to  form h is  p reconceived

"A rt-P ro d u c t” in v o lv es  him in  com pelling r e p e t i t io n s  o f  i n te n t .  The

design ing  power p re s e n ts  i t s e l f  as th e  fundam ental a c t  o f p o e tiz in g ,
1

which i s  g iv in g  a frame to . To "mean to  d e s ig n a te ,"  to  " ta k e  a 

phrase o f l im i t a t i o n ,"  " to  design  to  speak o f ,"  c a r r ie s  o u t " th e  

u l tim a te  design" o f E ureka, the  t o t a l i t y  of e f f e c t  th a t  Poe claim s 

as fundam ental to  h is  p o e tic .  These c le a r -c u t  i n te n t io n s ,  rep ea ted  

in  p la in  te rm s , draw our a t t e n tio n  to  what the  c re a to r  proposes to  

do. Y et, w h ile  cla im ing a d e s ire  to  communicate, Poe d e f t ly  i n h ib i ts  

the  u n d e rs tan d in g . Seemingly ap p reh en s ib le  d e c la ra t io n s  o f  in te n t  

g rad u a lly  in s in u a te  them selves in to  a l a r g e r  scheme, a f a b r ic  o f re ­

la t io n s  la r g e ly  u n in te l l i g ib l e  and beyond d e f in i te  s ta te m e n t.

In  E ureka, b ea rin g  as i t  does two s u b t i t l e s ,  "A Prose Poem" and 

"An Essay on th e  M a te r ia l and S p i r i tu a l  U n iv e rse ,"  a c o r r e la t io n  i s  

im p lied  between th e  a e s th e t ic s  and the  m etaphysics. The e f f e c t  

c re a ted  by read ing  th e  com position su g g e s ts ,  th rough the d e lin e a tio n  

of s e t t in g  (ach ieved  through i t e r a t i v e  d e c la ra t io n s  o f i n t e n t ) , an 

u ltim a te  u n ity . I t s  cosmogony dem onstra tes an uncommon s im ila r i ty  

between th e  e f f e c t  produced and the  s u b je c t  m a tte r ,  an id ea  and i t s  

r e i f i c a t i o n  in  th e  t e x t .

Unity o f e f f e c t  re q u ire s  the  proclaim ed f in i tu d e  o f ground th a t  

c h a ra c te r iz e s  Poe’s o th e r  en c lo sed  sp aces . The su bstance  o f P o e 's  

u n iv e rse , i t s  "o n en ess ,"  comes to  be f ig u re d  fo r th  through h is  " in -
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tu i t io n "  t h a t ,  as a r t i s t ,  he can draw round i t  in  w ords. This 

d r iv e  towards e n c lo su re — c a l l s  fo r  measure and q u a n ti ty — and th e  

need to  e re c t  boundaries fo r  th e  purposes o f d isc u s s io n , sp e c ify  the  

s e t t in g  w herein w i l l  be observed the  s u b t le ,  because i n a r t i c u l a t e d ,  

move toward indete rm inacy .

The g rea tn e ss  o f Eureka and i t s  c e n t r a l i ty  fo r  our p u rp o ses ,

l i e s  in  the  f a c t  th a t  P o e 's  announcing " I  d esign  to  speak o f"  rev e a ls

i t s e l f  as m arker fo r  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  make m a tte rs  once a r t i c u l a te d ,

d e f in i t i v e ly  obscure . In  "The Philosophy o f Com position," Poe w r ite s

th a t  " i t  i s  an obvious ru le  o f A rt th a t  e f f e c t s  should  be made to

sp rin g  from d i r e c t  causes— th a t  o b je c ts  should  be a t ta in e d  through
2

means b e s t  adapted  fo r  t h e i r  a tta in m e n t."  To induce a d e s ire d  e f f e c t  

in  th e  rea d e r  re q u ire s  a conscious and p e r s i s ta n t  a r t i f i c in g .  In  

Eureka, a t  l e a s t  b e fo re  the  l y r i c a l  and expansive c o n c lu sio n , Poe 

w i l l f u l l y  e la b o ra te s  on m an's l im i t a t i o n ,  the  f in i tu d e  o f the human 

im ag in a tio n . U nlike th e  c re a t io n s  o f the  n e c e s s a r i ly  a b so lu te  God, 

whose e x is te n c e  Poe re a d i ly  ad m its, m o rta ls  cannot e l i c i t  such r e c i ­

p ro c ity  o f cause and e f f e c t :

In  D ivine c o n s tru c tio n s  the  o b je c t  i s  e i t h e r  d esign  o r 
o b je c t  as we choose to  reg a rd  i t — and we may tak e  a t  any 
tim e a cause fo r  an e f f e c t ,  o r  the  c o n v erse --so  th a t  we 
can n ev er a b s o lu te ly  decide which i s  w hich.

This in d ete rm in acy , h ere  p rese n ted  as an in te r c h a n g e a b il i ty  o f ends 

and m ean s,is  a s ig n  o f i n f i n i t e  s p i r i t .  Poe d ram atizes m an's i n a b i l ­

i t y  to  e f f e c t  th a t  m u tu a lity  n e c essa ry  to  p e r f e c t io n ,  to  com pleteness 

o f  " p lo t ."  He c o n tr a s ts  t h i s  m u tu a lity  o f a d a p ta t io n  w ith  human con-
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s tr u c t io n s  where a p a r t i c u l a r  cause has a p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t ,  th e  

in te n t  ever d is t in g u is h e d  from th e  consummation:

In  t h i s  se n se , o f  co u rse , p e r f e c t io n  o f  p lo t  i s  r e a l ly ,  
o r p r a c t ic a l ly ,  u n a tta in a b le —b u t only because i t  i s  a 
f i n i t e  i n te l l ig e n c e  th a t  c o n s tru c ts .  The p lo ts  o f  God 
a re  p e r f e c t .  The U niverse i s  a p lo t  of God.

(p. 66)

What i s  the  n a tu re  o f  t h i s  d e s c r ip tio n  o f God’s e x c e llen c e  in  d es ig n , 

a design  so p e r f e c t  th a t  in te n t  r e f l e c t s  i n f i n i t e ly  upon re su lt? .

Sober a r t i s a n  Poe i s  shrew dly making a comment about th e  complex de­

s ig n  o f h is  p rose  essay  which he c laim s must u l tim a te ly  be judged as 

Poem.

P o e 's  t a c i t  a ttem pt to  c re a te  the  v e rb a l  e q u iv a le n t o f a " p e rf e c t

co n sis ten cy "  (co n sid e red  by Poe as the  t ru e  essence  o f the  u n iv erse )

r e s u l t s  in  th e  q u ite  obvious a r t f u ln e s s  of E ureka. The a r t i f i c e s  of

the  " l i t e r a r y  h i s t r i o "  c o n s t i tu te  no embarrassm ent fo r  Poe. His

b e s t  t a l e s  p o r tra y  th e  means by which he c o n s tru c ts  th e  e f f e c t .  The

"wheels and p in io n s—th e  ta c k le  fo r  s c e n e - s h if t in g — th e  s te p - la d d e rs

and dem on-traps— th e  c o c k 's  f e a th e r s ,  th e  red  p a in t  and th e  b lac k  
4

p a tch es"  a re  ree n a c te d  fo r  th e  sake o f  th e  re a d e r .  This rea d e r f in d s  

th a t  d e s p ite  a l l  th e  tra p p in g s  o f f a b r ic a t io n ,  an e f f e c t  has been 

c re a te d  whose s in g u la r  im pression  d e f ie s  comprehension, o r  more p re ­

c is e ly ,  p a ra p h ra se . The a r t i f i c i a l i t y  o f Eureka becomes a l i n g u i s t i c  

phenomenon, a s tu d ie d  am biguity  th a t  the  form al c o n s t r a in t s ,  e la b o ra te ­

ly  d e ta i le d ,  make p o s s ib le .  In  d e c la r in g  t h a t  he can n o t, and th e re fo re  

w i l l  n o t  e x p re s s , th a t  he must f a i l  to  sound th e  i l l im i t a b l e  depths o f
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God’s ways, Poe ends by mimicking th e  i n e f f a b i l i t y  o f the  Godhead 

w ith in  h is  own compass of u l tim a te  r e c ip ro c i ty .

His co n tr iv ed  r e s t r i c t i o n  to  i n i t i a l l y  "fram e th e  id e a  o f a 

l im ite d  space" (p . 1 9 ), to  confine  h im se lf  to  a  p rede term ined  a re a , 

b r in g s  to  mind the  p u rp o rted  a n a ly s is  of how he w rote "The Raven."

The care  w ith  which he d e fin es  the  l im i t s  of h is  p o e tic  endeavor 

amounts to  the  choice o f a c lo sed  chamber:

For t h i s £ t h e  " lo c a le "  o f th e  poemj th e  most n a tu r a l  
su g g estio n  might seem to  be a f o r e s t ,  o r  th e  f i e l d s — 
b u t i t  has always appeared to  me th a t  a c lo se  circum ­
s c r ip t io n  o f space i s  a b so lu te ly  n ecessa ry  to  the  e f f e c t  
o f in s u la te d  i n c id e n t :—i t  has th e  fo rce  o f a frame to  a 
p ic tu r e .

This d e lib e ra te  " v ig n e ttin g "  becomes th e  cadre  n ecessary  fo r  the

ensuing  r i t u a l s  of d i s a r t i c u l a t i o n .6 To ach ie v e -a  c e r ta in  im p ress io n ,

in  ex c lu s iv e  pursuance o f "some amount o f su g g e stiv en e ss— some under-
7

c u r r e n t ,  however i n d e f in i t e ,  o f m eaning," Poe works to  c lo se  o f f  the

s e t t in g  to  be transfo rm ed . In  endeavoring to  draw firm  contours

around ev e ry th in g  i l l im i t a b l e ,  ev e ry th in g  th a t  i s  p o s s ib le ,  he designs

to  u n lim it language though ap p aren tly  a ccep tin g  i t s  bounds.

H is r e a l  la b o r  of com position i s  to  f in d  "term s" to  convey a
8

som ething perhaps " to o  shadowy . . .  to  be r e - s ta t e d ."  Eureka be­

g ins w ith  th e  w r i t e r 's  p e t i t io n  fo r  words adequate to  h is  m a tte r :

What term s s h a l l  I  f in d  s u f f i c i e n t ly  sim ple in  t h e i r  
s u b lim ity —s u f f i c i e n t ly  sublim e in  t h e i r  s im p lic i ty — 
fo r  th e  mere e n u n c ia tio n  o f  my theme?

(p . 9)

Poe v o ices  h is  awareness o f the p overty  o f words, the  r e a l iz a t io n
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9
th a t  "words a re  vague th in g s ."  In  L ig e ia , fo r  example, he s tru g ­

g le s  to  embody fo r  the  rea d e r  j u s t  what i t  was he found so odd in  h is  

b e lo v ed ’s ey es. He p i t s  mere word a g a in s t  th e  im ponderable:

The ’s tr a n g e n e s s ,’ however, which I  found in  th e  ey es, 
was o f a n a tu re  d i s t i n c t  from th e  fo rm a tio n , o r  the  
c o lo r ,  o r the  b r i l l i a n c y  o f th e  f e a tu re s ,  and m ust, 
a f t e r  a l l ,  be r e f e r re d  to  the  e x p re s s io n . Ah, word 
o f no meaning! beh ind  whose v a s t  l a t i tu d e  o f mere 
sound we en tren ch  our ignorance o f  so much o f the  
s p i r i t u a l .  ^

I f ,  as in  "T am erlane," th e  p o e t has "no words— a la s ! — to  t e l l , "  he

dram atizes the tem p ta tio n  to  f a l l  in to  fo rm lessness b e fo re  th a t  which

o u ts t r ip s  h is  powers o f  im aging, f e e l in g  "The l e t t e r s —w ith  t h e i r
11

meaning—m elt/To f a n ta s ie s —w ith  no n e ."

Words, th en , th re a te n  to  f a i l  in  th e  a ttem pt to  communicate the

in e x p re s s ib le .  They deceive us in to  th in k in g  th a t  we have succeeded

where we have n o t— th a t  we can know the  unknowable. Pushed to  t h e i r

l im i t s ,  however, by a w r i te r  who knows how to  d e l im it ,  words can,

pe rh ap s , b r in g  th e  "so u l o f te n  to  a glim pse o f th in g s  su p e rn a l and
12

e te r n a l— to  the  very verge o f th e  g re a t  s e c r e t s ."  This i s  Poe’s

aim. Through th e  p ro tr a c te d  a r t i c u l a t i o n  o f o v e rreach in g , h is  words
13

prom ise a way to  tu rn  toward "a  p o in t in  the  vague i n f i n i t y . "

In  an essay  in  th e  M a rg in a lia , th o se  " p e n c il lin g s "  made "b e-
14

cause th e  mind o f the  rea d e r  w ishes to  unburden i t s e l f  o f a th o u g h t,"

Poe re v e a ls  h is  concern w ith  human d isc o u rse , i t s  l im ita t io n s  and i t s

p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  Aware th a t  language when p ro p e r ly  employed, can shape

and f ix  our th o u g h ts , Poe w r ite s  th a t  th e  "mere a c t  o f in d i t in g  ten d s ,
15

in  a g re a t  d eg ree , to  th e  lo g ic d l iz a t io n  o f th o u g h t."  In  the  same
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essa y , he co n tin u es:

Whenever, on account o f i t s  vagueness, I  am d i s s a t i s ­
f ie d  w ith  a concep tion  of th e  b r a in ,  I  r e s s o r t  f o r th ­
w ith  to  the  pen, fo r  th e  purpose of o b ta in in g , i t s  a id , 
th e  n ecessary  form, consequence and p re c is io n .

How very  commonly we h e a r  i t  rem arked, th a t  such and 
such thoughts a re  beyond th e  compass o f words! I  do n o t 
b e lie v e  th a t  any th o u g h t, p ro p e r ly  so c a l le d ,  i s  ou t of 
the  reach  o f language. I  fancy . . . th a t  where d i f f i ­
c u lty  in  e x p re ss io n  i s  ex p e rien ced , th e re  i s ,  in  the  in ­
t e l l e c t  which e x p e rien ces  i t ,  a want e i t h e r  o f  d e l ib e r ­
a te n e ss  o r  o f  method. For my own p a r t ,  I  have never had 
a thought which I  could n o t s e t  down in  words w ith  even 
more d i s t in c tn e s s  than  th a t  w ith  which I  conceived i t ;  as 
I  have b e fo re  observed , th e  thought i s  lo g ic a l iz e d  by the  
e f f o r t  a t  (w r it te n )  e x p re s s io n .

The b e l i e f  in  the  "power o f words" to  i n s t a n t i a te  a concept does n o t 

c o n tra d ic t  Poe’s a l t e rn a te  re a s s e r t io n s  o f l in g u i s t i c  d e fic ie n c y . In  

t h i s  essay  he makes the  s ig n i f ic a n t  d i s t in c t io n  between th ese  " th o u g h ts , 

p ro p e r ly  so c a lle d "  and what he c a l l s  a " c la s s  o f f a n c ie s ,"  emphasiz­

ing  th a t  i t  i s  th e  l a t t e r  alone th a t  defy h is  e x p ressio n :

There i s ,  however, a c la s s  o f fa n c ie s ,  o f e x q u is i te  
d e lic a c y , which a re  n o t th o u g h ts , and to  which, as 
y e t , I  haye found i t  a b so lu te ly  im possib le  to  adapt 
language .

These "shadows o f shadows" ( th e  "u n th o u g h t- lik e  tho u g h ts"  o f  Eureka) 

a re  d is t in g u is h e d  from what we can th in k . They a re  the  im possib le  con­

cep tio n s  t h a t  haunt Poe, th e  u n th in k ab les  th a t  u n d e rl ie  and d i r e c t  h is  

a e s th e t ic .

When he becomes aware o f th ese  " f a n c ie s ,"  he exp erien ces  an 

"e c s ta sy  . . .  o f a c h a ra c te r  su p e rn a l to  th e  human n a tu re  . . .  a 

glim pse o f the  s p i r i t ' s  o u te r  w o rld ."  His a lle g e d  longing  to  volun­
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t a r i l y  induce the  co n d itio n  of e c s ta sy  (a  being  p u t out o f p la c e , 

u n -ea r th e d , so to  speak) i s  lo c a l iz e d  aga in  in  a l in g u i s t i c  b in d — 

the  need to  make words express th e  p rev io u s ly  in ex p re sse d , and 

th e re fo re ,  in co n ce iv ab le :

Now, so e n t i r e  i s  my f a i t h  in  th e  power o f w ords, t h a t ,  
a t  tim es, I  have b e lie v e d  i t  p o s s ib le  to  embody even th e  18 
evanescence o f fan c ie s  such as I  have a ttem pted  to  d e sc r ib e .

His a s p ir a t io n  to  embody "psychal im pressions"  i s  fo llow ed by the  neces'- 

s a ry  r e s t r i c t i o n :  consummation of h is  in te n t io n  depends upon the  impo­

s i t io n  of a frame on the  vague and th e  s p i r i t u a l .  As he in su la te d

a c tio n  in  "The Raven" in  o rd er " to  b rin g  th e  mind in to  a p ro p er frame 
19

fo r th e  denouement,"  Poe now imposes l im it s  on h im se lf  w ith  the  goal 

o f " induc ing  o r com pelling" a c e r ta in  c o n d itio n . " In  experim ents 

w ith  t h is  end in  view ," he a ttem pts to  summon th e  u n e a rth ly  e f f e c t  

through an in te n t io n a l  b rac k e tin g  o f the  s e l f  from a l l  circum stances 

e x te rn a l  to  the  desideratum . N e v e r th e le s s , Poe concludes, the  c i r ­

cumstances fav o rab le  fo r  producing the  co n d itio n  "a re  n o t th e  le s s
20

r a r e —e ls e  had I  com pelled, a lre a d y , the  Heaven in to  the  E a r th ."  

R ea liz in g  th a t  th e  a r t i f i c i a l  c o n tro l lin g  of c ircum stances fav o rab le  

to  v i s io n ,  making him, a m o rta l, m om entarily aware o f " th e  S p i r i t ' s  

o u te r  world" i s  in fre q u e n t ,  i f  n o t im p o ssib le , he g ives u t te ra n c e  a t  

th e  e s s a y 's  end to  th e  ten s io n  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e s  Eureka.

To draw the  heaven down to  th e  e a r th  i s  n o t th e  p o in t .  R a th e r, 

he longs to  fo rc e  the  a l l  th a t  i s  of heaven in to  a bounded space.

P o e 's  u n iv e rs e , h is  p lo t s ,  s e t t in g s  and p o in ts  of v iso n , a re  a l l  

a n th ro p o c e n tr ic .  H is p a r t i c u l a r  k ind  o f m using, only " h a lf - c lo s in g "
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21
h is  eyes in  o rd er to  then  "double the  beau ty  o f an a c tu a l  lan d scap e ,"

acce n tu a te s  th is  n e c essa ry  i n te r a c t io n  of m a te r ia l  and im m ate ria l.

U nlike th o se  v a in  " th in k e r s - th a t - th e v - th in k  w ith  whom darkness and

depth a re  synonymous," th o se  deluded in to  b lu r r in g  the  bounds o f the

in t e l l e c tu a l  realm , Poe i s  aware t h a t  " th e  f in e s t  q u a li ty  o f  Thought

i s  i t s  s e lf -c o g n iz an c e "  (p. 1 9 ). And in  thus a r t i c u l a t i n g  th e  r e s t r a i n -
22ing  "compass of m erely w r i t t e n  words — a p o in t  beyond which i t  i s  im­

p o s s ib le  to  say—he w i l l  e x p lo i t  th e  human r e s t r i c t i o n .  I f  what he 

aims to  w r i te  l i e s  beyond th e  compass o f w ords, he w i l l  d ev iously  s e t  

h im se lf  a l im i t  to  h i s  making.

The t ig h t e r  th e  l im i t s  he imposes on h i s  im ag in in g s , the  g re a te r  

th e  e f f e c t  of h i s  e f f o r t  to  im agine. As he tak es  on th e  adm itted ly  

d i f f i c u l t  ta sk  o f e n c ir c l in g  the movement o f though t as i t  pursues 

th e  u n th in k a b le , u s in g  words to  frame th e  l im i t s ,  he e n te r ta in s  "a

su g g e stiv e  in d e f in i te n e s s  o f meaning w ith  th e  view o f b r in g in g  about
23

a d e f in i te n e s s  o f  vague and th e re fo re  o f s p i r i t u a l  e f f e c t . "  W ist-
24

f u lly  invoking  th a t  shadowy realm  "Out o f Space— out o f Time," Poe 

c a l l s  h im se lf  to  h i s  c r a f t .  Once th e  s p e c t r a l  term s have been u t te r e d  

by the  dream er, the  heaven can be drawn in to  the  e a r th .  The a r t i s t  

w i l l  a llu d e  to  th e  in ex p re s s ib ly  v a s t  only then  to  w a ll i t  in .  The 

v a s t  expanse w i l l  p ro g re s s iv e ly  s h rin k  to  th e  p ro p o rtio n s  o f h i s  a r t ;  

the  a r t  w i l l  a l t e r n a te ly  sw e ll to  th e  grandeur o f th e  im p o ssib le  con­

c e p tio n .

To fo rc e  th e  i n f i n i t e  in to  th e  f i n i t e  medium o f w ords, and y e t ,  

w ith in  t h i s  e n c lo su re , to  have th a t  heaven r e t a in  i t s  i d e a l ,  because 

m easureless  c h a ra c te r ,  causes the  uneasy s h i f t in g  in  term s th a t  we
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no te  throughout Eureka*s pages. An o s c i l l a t in g  movement, towards

and away from th a t  which no words can convey, d i r e c ts  i t s  rhythm s.

The l in g u i s t i c  move to  e n c lo se  a "Cosmogony o f th e  U niverse" i s  the

" p lo t . "  The de term ining  m arkers o f i n te n t ,  o s te n s ib ly  keeping  ev ery -
25

th in g  "w ith in  th e  l im it s  o f the  a c co u n tab le , the  r e a l , "  become

n e a rly  m eaningless in  the  n a r r a t iv e  sequence. " A b ili ty  o r  i n a b i l i t y

to  conceive" (p. 13 ), procla im ed a s s e r t io n s  o f p ro ced u ra l i n te n t ,

op e ra te  in  a l t e rn a t io n  w ith  co n sid ered  im p o ss ib le s . As I  su g g ested ,

Poe f re q u e n tly  d e c la re s  the  fram ing to  be made. Such a fram ing (we 
26

might say fe ig n in g ) o f the  id ea  o f l im i t s ,  allow s him to  f ig u re  

th e  only heaven of consequence to  the  w r i te r  who has en v is io n ed  what 

"mere" words must a c t  to  en case , and through e n c lo su re , move to  in ­

form:

I mean to  d es ig n a te  the  utm ost conceivab le  expanse o f 
sp ace , w ith  a l l  th in g s ,  s p i r i t u a l  and m a te r ia l ,  t h a t  
can be imagined to  e x is t  w ith in  th e  compass o f t h a t  
expanse.

(p. 10)

-  2 -

"THE APPARENT IMPOSSIBILITY IS BRILLIANTLY SUGGESTIVE"

Conscious of th e  inadequacy o f words to  come to  any co n c lu siv e  an­

swers about what i s  incom prehensib le  to  man, Poe w r i te s  to  James R u sse ll 

Low ell:

I  have no b e l i e f  in  s p i r i t u a l i t y .  I  th in k  th e  word a 
mere word. No one has r e a l ly  a concep tion  o f s p i r i t .
We cannot im agine what i s  n o t .  '
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In  1848, fo u r y ea rs  l a t e r ,  E ureka, co n sid ered  by Poe as h is  g r e a te s t  

achievem ent, i s  p u b lish e d . Founded on a c o n s is te n t ly  d e c la red  impos­

s i b i l i t y ,  the work begins "w ith  th a t  m erest o f w ords, ' I n f i n i t y '

(p . 1 7 ), u t te r e d  only to  be d ism issed . The r e je c t io n  o f the  word, 

which " l ik e  'G o d ,' ' s p i r i t , '  and some o th e r  e x p ress io n s  of which the 

e q u iv a le n ts  e x is t  in  n e a rly  a l l  languages" allow s him to  in tim a te  h is  

d esign  in  w r itin g  about what he c laim s to  be beyond w ords. Each one 

o f th ese  " e x p re s s io n s ,"  he e x p la in s :

. . . i s  by no means th e  ex p ress io n  of an id e a —b u t of 
an e f f o r t  a t  one. I t  s tan d s  fo r  th e  p o s s ib le  a ttem pt a t 
an im possib le  concep tion . Man needed a term  by which to  
p o in t out the  d i re c t io n  o f th is  e f f o r t — th e  cloud behind 
which la y ,  fo re v e r  i n v i s ib l e ,  the  o b jec t o f t h i s  a tte m p t.
A word in  f in e ,  was demanded, by means o f which one human
being  might p u t h im se lf  in  r e la t io n  a t  once w ith  an o th er
human being  and w ith  a c e r ta in  tendency o f  th e  human in ­
t e l l e c t .  Out of t h is  demand aro se  the word, ' I n f i n i t y , ' ;  
which i s  thus th e  r e p re s e n ta tiv e  b u t of the  thought o f a 
th o u g h t.

(p . 17)

While c la r if y in g  the term s as m ere, mere in  t h e i r  c o n d itio n  of 

u n re la te d  g e n e ra l i ty  and n o n - s p e c i f ic i ty ,  Poe y e t  rem ains c e r ta in  th a t

they  p o in t  to  an " e f f o r t , "  an "a ttem p t"  n o t to  be d ism issed . The

e f f o r t  to  reach towards th e  utmost l im it s  of im agining i s  i t s e l f  worthy 

o f r e p re s e n ta t io n .  For t h is  " c e r ta in  tendency of th e  human i n t e l l e c t "  

i s  recogn ized  as a t h i r s t  t h a t  "belongs to  th e  im m o rta lity  o f man. . . . 

I t  i s  th e  d e s ire  o f the  moth fo r  th e  s t a r .  I t  i s  no mere a p p re c ia tio n
28

o f the  Beauty b e fo re  us—b u t a w ild  e f f o r t  to  reach  the  Beauty above." 

The adven tu re  lay  n o t in  the  d isco v ery  of an id e a , b u t in  the  journey  

toward i t .  To re c o n s tru c t  the  e f f o r t ,  th e  " ten d in g  to  the  form ation
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of the id ea  designed" (p. 1 9 ) , ev er moving toward some in d e f in i t e  

p o in t ,  prompts P o e 's  w r itin g  of E ureka. The ta sk  devolves f i r s t  

upon a d e s ir e  to  tran sfo rm  the  v e rb a l a r t i f a c t  in to  a means of 

tu rn in g  toward th a t  which i s  " u t t e r l y  beyond the  grasp  o f the im agi­

n a tio n "  (p . 2 7 ). I t  then  f in d s  fu r th e r  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  in  the  w r i t e r 's  

attem pt to  communicate th e  "tendency" o f m an's mind to  h i s  re a d e rs .

"The s tru g g le  to  apprehend the  su p e rn a l L o v e lin ess"  (analogous to  
29

the  p o e tic  e f f o r t ) , f a r  from r e s u l t in g  in  a t ra n sc e n d e n ta l  id ea lism  

or a m ystic  r e c o i l in g  in to  th e  i n e f f a b le ,  emerges fo r  Poe as a need 

to  b r in g  fo r th  and t r a n s f e r  to  an o th e r mind what l i e s  w ith in  h is  own. 

To p re se n t ta n g ib ly  those shadowy p ro cesses  "ou t of the  human an a ly ­

s i s  . . . beyond the  u t te ra n c e  o f the  human tongue" (p . 20) demands 

h is  unique use o f words— an unexpected method of in c u lc a tio n .

In  "The Colloquy o f Monos and Una," Una asks Monos to  be more 

p r e c i s e ,  to  s p e c ify  p o in ts  in  th e  t e l l i n g ,  to  determ ine fu r th e r  the  

tim e and the  p lac e  of passage " through the  dark V alley  and Shadow."

The answer g iven i s  the  " f e e l in g "  which Poe works to  tran sfo rm  in to

th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f E ureka: " In  Death we have both  lea rn e d  the  propen-
30

s i t y  o f man to  d e fin e  th e  in d e f in a b le ."  P o e 's  way o f approaching 

th e  in d e f in a b le  is  through a p o r tr a y a l  o f h is  e f f o r t  to  c ircu m scrib e  

in  words what i s  n o t m erely i n f i n i t e ,  b u t in d e te rm in a te , u t t e r ly  la c k ­

ing  in  p re c is io n  and s t r i c t  d e te rm in a tio n . Knowing th a t  he can n o t, in  

t r u t h ,  use language to  f ix  what rem ains unchanging, h is  language i s  

n ev er an end in  i t s e l f ,  b u t r a th e r  a means to  a g r e a te r  aw areness, an 

awareness n o t i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  b u t "p sy c h a l ."  This d i r e c ts  th e  o p e ra tin g
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p r in c ip le s  of th e  t e x t .  By c o n s ta n tly  pushing  th e  rea d e r  to  the  

"p o in t where only I n tu i t i o n  can a id  us" (p . 2 0 ) , we, w ith  the  a r t i s t ,  

a re  enabled  to  look  through th e  "Many" to  th e  "One" (p . 5 0 ) ,  to  pass 

through words to  the  unseen. The p assage from th e  m a te r ia l  to  the  

im m ate ria l, to  th e  "m a tte r  w ith o u t m atte r"  o f E u rek a 's  co n c lu sio n , 

g iv es  th e  work a s tro n g ly  N eop la ton ic  c a s t .  The words p o in t  tow ards: 

" I  design  b u t to  suggest"  i s  P o e 's  accep tance o f th e  im p o s s ib i li ty  o f 

a c tu a l ly  embodying in  words th e  immutable id ea  and th e  consequent a f ­

f irm a tio n  o f h is  a r t  o f a l lu s io n .

What h e , as c r e a to r ,  can achieve w i l l  be shown by h is  announcing

of what he cannot do ( fo r  example, " I  cannot conceive o f I n f i n i t y " ) ,
31and th en , by what he w i l l  n o t do:

In  the  b eg in n in g , l e t  me as d i s t i n c t ly  as p o s s ib le  
announce—n o t th e  theorem which I  hope to  dem onstra te— 
f o r ,  w hatever th e  m athem aticians may a s s e r t ,  th e re  i s ,  
in  t h is  w orld a t  l e a s t ,  no such th in g  as d em onstra tion— 
b u t th e  ru lin g  id ea  w hich, throughout t h i s  volume, I  s h a l l  
be c o n tin u a lly  endeavoring to  su g g est.

(p . 10)

To move us out o f " th i s  world" re q u ire s  an o th e r k ind  of u n d ers tan d in g , 

made p o s s ib le  by a communication th a t  can d i r e c t  our though ts toward 

a space from which r e a l i t y  and even meaning, norm ally  c o n s id e red , a re  

excluded. To g ive shape to  the  " ru lin g  id ea"  o f h is  own d es ig n in g ,

Poe says th a t  he w i l l  n o t dem onstra te , b u t r a th e r  aim to  show th a t  

the  conception  fo r  which we s tru g g le  in  a word i s  something o th e r  than  

th e  word i t s e l f .

Words a re  e n t i t i e s  w ith  an in c a n ta to ry  power to  s u g g e s t, n o t to  

c o n s t r ic t  the  " tru e "  r e a l i t y ,  a lthough one o f th e  ways they  a re  made
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to  suggest i s  by fe ig n in g  d e lim ita t io n .  In  "The P hilosophy o f 

C om position," Poe makes a s ig n i f ic a n t  d i s t in c t io n  between an in ­

f la t e d  id ea lism  and h is  p o e tic a l  mode:

. . . some amount o f su g g e stiv en e ss—some undercur­
r e n t ,  however in d e f in i te  o f meaning . . . im parts  to  
a work so much o f th a t  r ic h n e ss  . . . which we a re  
too fond o f confounding w ith  the  i d e a l . I t  i s  the  
excess o f suggested  meaning— i t  i s  the  ren d e rin g  th is  
th e  upper in s te a d  of th e  u n d e rcu rren t of th e  theme— 
which tu rn s  in to  prose . . . the  s o -c a l le d  p o e try  of 
the  tra n s c e n d e n ta l is ts .

E ureka's  com plexity l i e s  in  i t s  a l lu s iv e n e s s ,  in  i t s  power to  

su g g e st, w h ile  ev er d e c la r in g  th a t  i t  means to  be p re c is e .  I t s  theme 

i s  th a t  " in f in i t y "  so re a d ily  n eg a ted , b u t in  o rd er to  keep i t  l a t e n t ,  

a frame i s  claim ed. Saying th a t  he seeks "more d e f in i t iv e  concep tions" 

and adopts " th e  more d e f in i te  e x p re s s io n ,"  a llow s Poe to  achieve h is  

o b je c tiv e . P ro sc r ib in g  determ inacy: "Now, d i s t i n c t n e s s - i n t e l l i g i b i l -

i t y ,  a t  a l l  p o in ts  i s  a prim ary fe a tu re  in  my g e n e ra l design" (p. 1 7 ), 

he p rep a res  th e  rea d e r fo r  a p rocess whereby h is  own d e fin in g  s t a t e ­

ments merge in to  and become in stru m en ts  of a more f o rc e f u l ,  though 

t a c i t ,  in d e f in in g . The s u g g e s t iv ity  o p e ra te s  in  d i r e c t  r e la t io n  to  

the  form al c o n s tr a in ts  c a lle d  up, f i r s t  l im it in g ,  only in  th e  end, to  

e n fo rce  th e  sense of awe b e fo re  the l im i t le s s .  Eureka*s p lo t  can be 

seen  as th e  means by which a p ro se  work a c ts  to  become a poem.

The "Essay" begins w ith  a p re fa c e  th a t  c o n sec ra te s  the  e f f o r t ,  

l i f t i n g  up the  f i n i t e  and th e  t r a n s i to r y  in to  a s t r u c tu r e  sublim e in  

i t s  in t im a tio n s . Poe f i r s t  d e c la re s  th a t  he ad d resses  h is  words to  

an e x c lu s iv e  aud ience , " to  those  who f e e l  r a th e r  than  to  those  who
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th in k — to  th e  dream ers and th o se  who p u t f a i t h  in  dreams as in

th e  only r e a l i t i e s . "  Making a c ru c ia l  claim  fo r  h is  a c t ,  he

o f fe r s  h is  "Book o f T ru th s , n o t in  i t s  c h a ra c te r  o f T ru th -T e lle r ,

b u t fo r  th e  Beauty th a t  abounds in  i t s  T ru th , c o n s t i tu t in g  i t

tru e "  (p . 9 ) . As we s h a l l  s e e , th e  beauty  o f th e  language and the

t ru th  o f the  t e l l i n g  r e s t  in  an a b s o lu te ly  fu n c tio n a l  r e la t io n s h ip

between a r t i s t i c  form and the  in n e r  meaning to  be sou g h t. The

form ation  i s  a b so lu te ly  dependent upon what Poe p e rc e iv es  to  be

s p i r i t u a l  t r u th .  He w r i te s  only because he b e lie v e s  in  th e  e s s e n t ia l

t ru th  o f what he r e l a t e s ,  and i t  i s  t h i s  c e r ta in ty  o f e te r n a l  meaning

th a t  moves him to  search  fo r  the  p ro p e r , outward form o f ex p ress io n .

To make "T ruth" and "Beauty" cohere i s  the  " f in a l  design" th a t  w i l l

neg a te  h is  own te n e t  in  "The P o e tic  P r in c ip le " :  " I  hold  th a t  a long

poem does n o t e x i s t .  I  m ain tain  th a t  the  p h rase , 'a  long poem,' i s  a 
33

f l a t  c o n tra d ic t io n  o f te rm s."  Eureka evolves through s t r a te g i e s  o f 

fu s io n ; th ese  s t r a te g i e s  a re  announced in  the  p re fa c e  where th e  seem­

in g ly  c o n tra d ic to ry  w ords, "T ru th ,"  "Romance," "A rt-P ro d u c t,"  remain 

the  s te p s  toward an u l tim a te  claim : "N ev erth e less  i t  i s  as a Poem only

th a t  I  wish t h is  work to  be judged a f t e r  I  am dead" (p. 9 ) .

The account beg ins w ith  th e  " g e n e ra l p ro p o s it io n " :  " — In the

O rig in a l U nity o f  the  F i r s t  Thing l i e s  the  Secondary Cause of A ll 

T h ings, w ith  the  Germ o f t h e i r  I n e v i ta b le  A n n ih ila tio n "  (p. 10). I t  

i s  based  n o t upon what i s ,  b u t upon what i s  n o t;  even th e  a s se r tio n s  

tend  only to  t h e i r  own n e g a tio n . The im portance o f th e  n eg a tiv e  in  

P o e 's  a e s th e t ic  i s  emphasized when he e x p la in s  th a t  " o r ig in a l i ty  . . . 

must be e la b o ra te ly  so u g h t, and although  a p o s it iv e  m erit  o f th e  h ig h -
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e s t  c la s s  demands in  i t s  a tta in m en t l e s s  of in v en tio n  than  nega- 
34

t io n ."  Eureka*s p ro g re ss  i s  en c lo sed  by n e g a tio n ; i t  bo th  beg ins 

and ends w ith  proclaim ed im p o s s ib i l i t ie s :  f i r s t ,  th e  im possib le  con­

cep tio n  o f " in f in i t y "  (a l lu d in g  to  m an's l im i ta t io n  in  c o n tr a s t  w ith  

th e  Godhead) and l a s t ,  " th e  u t t e r  im p o s s ib i li ty  o f any one so u l f e e l ­

ing i t s e l f  i n f e r io r  to  an o th er"  ( le a d in g  to  a f in a l  transcendence  of 

l im its  as a l l  d isso lv e s  in to  " a b so lu te  U nity" and man i s  rev ea led  as 

in d is tin g u is h a b le  from God).

The end o f Eureka i s  shrew dly imbedded in  what Poe proposes 

as a p o s s ib le  beg inn ing :

I t  seems to  me t h a t ,  in  aiming a t  t h is  l a t t e r  e f f e c t  
( ^ in d iv id u a li ty  of im p re ss io n ] . . . .  we re q u ire  some­
th in g  l ik e  a m ental g y ra tio n  on the  h e e l .  We need so 
rap id  a re v o lu tio n  of a l l  th in g s  about th e  c e n tr a l  p o in t 
of s ig h t  t h a t ,  w h ile  th e  m in u tiae  v an ish  a l to g e th e r ,  even 
the  more conspicuous o b je c ts  become b lended in to  one.
Among the v an ish ing  m in u tia e , in  a survey o f th is  k in d , 
would be a l l  e x c lu s iv e ly  t e r r e s t r i a l  m a tte r s .

(pp. 10-11)

Such a su rv ey , however, a tendency toward u n ity  where d i s t in c t  o b je c ts  

become in se p a ra b le  in  an u n d if f e re n t ia te d  b lu r  i s  n o t d i r e c t l y  an­

nounced by Poe as h is  method. His main argument opens in s te a d  w ith  

a d i s t in c t io n  between two p o ss ib le  means o f d isc u ss in g  the th e s i s ,

"The U niverse":

We may ascend o r descend. Beginning a t  our own p o in t of 
view—a t  th e  E arth  on which we s ta n d —we may pass  to  th e  
o th e r  p la n e ts  o f our system —thence  to  th e  Sun— thence to  
our system  co n sid ered  c o l le c t iv e ly — and th en ce , through 
o th e r  system s, i n d e f in i t e ly  outw ards; o r ,  commencing on 
high  a t  some p o in t as d e f in i te  as we can make i t  o r con­
ce ive  i t ,  we may come down to  th e  h a b ita t io n  o f Man.

(p . 16)
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Such moves toward and away from d i s t in c tn e s s ,  from what we may or 

may n o t know, c h a ra c te r iz e s  the  rhythm of th e  work w ith  i t s  r e p e t i ­

t io n s  and r e v e r s a ls .  Although h e re  Poe p re ten d s to  be c o n sid e rin g  a 

choice between a method o f in d u c tio n  o r ded u c tio n , h is  endeavor i s  not

to  choose e i t h e r .  Y et, he con tinues to  e la b o ra te  on the  p o s s ib i l i ty

of moving from " th e  known because p rox im ate , g rad u a lly  onward to  the 

p o in t where a l l  c e r t i tu d e  becomes lo s t  in  the  rem ote" o r a descen t 

from remote realms to  e a r th ,  c laim ing th a t  fo r  h is  "p rese n t purpose" 

he would choose the  l a t t e r .  He then undercuts th e  o s te n s ib le  ch o ice , 

c a s tin g  what he has s a id  in to  u n c e r ta in ty . The paragraph ends w ith  

the im p o s s ib i li ty  of f ix in g  anything d e f in i te ly :

— i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  a d escen t to  sm all from g re a t— to
the  o u ts k i r ts  from th e  c e n tre  ( i f  we could e s ta b l is h  a
c e n tr e )—to  the end from the beginning  ( i f  we could 
fancy a beginning) would be the  p re fe ra b le  co u rse , but 
fo r  the  d i f f i c u l ty ,  i f  no t im p o s s ib i li ty  o f p re s e n tin g , 
in  th is  course . . .  a p ic tu re  a t  a l l  com prehensible in  
regard  to  such c o n s id e ra tio n s  as a re  involved  in  q u a n ti ty .

(p. 17)

The vagueness i s  d e lib e ra te ly  s tru c tu re d .  Each a s s e r t io n ,  once made, 

i s  in v a lid a te d  by th e  rep ea ted  h y p o th e tic a l  " i f , "  causing the  id ea  

o f e s ta b l is h in g  a c e n te r  from which to  begin  o r  fancying a beginning  

from which to  make an end h ig h ly  q u e s tio n a b le . Poe suspends the  flow 

o f the  p ro je c te d  p rocedure , fo r  one cannot s t a r t  a t  a p lac e  th a t  can­

n o t be determ ined . He concludes th a t  in  o rd er to  make th in g s  compre­

h e n s ib le  w ith  reg ard  to  " q u a n ti ty " — the  d e fin in g  term s th a t  the  

rea d e r  needs in  o rd er to  fo llow  h is  argument—he w i l l  adopt th e  b e s t  

in  both  methods. Such a yoking to g e th e r  o f two ap p a ren tly  opposing
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methods lead s  to  th a t  f lu c tu a t io n  between the  m u lt ip le  and the 

s in g le ,  between " i t e r a t i o n  in  d e ta i l"  and an in d iv i s ib l e  " in d iv id u ­

a l i t y  o f im p ress io n ."

As I  e a r l i e r  in d ic a te d ,  b e fo re  Poe beg ins to  e la b o ra te  h is  

cosmology, he d ism isses the  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f a human conception  of 

i n f i n i t y .  He i s  even w i l lin g  to  lay  down h is  a p r io r i  reason as a 

g en e ra l ru le :

. . . as an in d iv id u a l,  I  may be p e rm itte d  to  say th a t  
I  cannot conceive I n f i n i t y ,  and am convinced th a t  no 
human be ing  can.

(p . 18)

The condemnation o f " th e  f o l ly  o f endeavoring to  prove I n f in i t y  i t ­

s e l f ,  o r  even our conception  of i t ,  by any such b lu n d erin g  r a t io c in a ­

t io n  as th a t  which i s  o rd in a r i ly  employed" (p . 18) in tro d u c es  h is  

unique way of sim u la tin g  the  I n f i n i t e .  He d e c la re s  th a t  " in  using  the 

p h rase , ' I n f i n i t y  of S p a c e ,'"  he does n o t ask " th e  rea d e r  to  e n te r ­

ta in  the  im possib le  conception  o f an a b so lu te  i n f in i t y "  (p . 19 ). He 

o f f e r s ,  r a th e r ,  " th e  p o ss ib le  a ttem pt an an im possib le  co n cep tio n ,"  

and s u b s t i tu te s  th e  " in co n ce iv ab le"  w ith  the most th a t  we can conceive:

I  r e f e r  sim ply to  the  ' utmost conceivab le  expanse ' of 
space— a shadowy and f lu c tu a t in g  domain, now s h rin k in g , 
now s w e llin g , w ith  th e  v a c i l la t in g  en e rg ie s  o f the  
im ag in atio n .

(p . 19)

In  th e  a ttem pt to  d e lim it  " the  utmost conceivab le  expanse" Poe t r i e s  

to  remove th a t  "fog of th e  mind" which "ex tend ing  to  th e  very boundar­

ie s  o f th e  m ental domain, sh u ts  out even th ese  boundaries them selves 

from comprehension" (p . 19 ). Those who lea n  to  th e  I n f i n i t e ,  c lin g -
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ing  to  " th e  phantom of th e  idea"  f a i l  in  t h e i r  lo ng ing  " fo r  th is  

im possib le  conception" only in  th in k in g  th a t  th e re  i s  a chance of 

" in t e l l e c tu a l ly  b e lie v in g  i t  when conceived" (p . 57 ). P o e 's  de­

l ib e r a t e  im p recis io n s  ev ince  a w e ll-ex ecu ted  d esig n . In  endeavor­

ing  to  m an ifes t an im m ateria l realm  th a t  he p ro fe s se s  " th e  D eity 

has n o t designed . . . to  be so lved" (p . 1 9 ), he d e sc r ib e s  h is  de­

s ig n : "d isp la y in g  our ignorance o f i t s  awful c h a ra c te r  in  the  v a c i l ­

la t io n  of the  phraseology w ith  which we endeavor to  c ircum scribe  i t "

(p. 24 ).

R ecognition  of the  n e c e s s a r ily  p a r t i a l ,  ever in co n c lu s iv e  char­

a c te r  of knowledge, o f the  im p o s s ib i li ty  o f c o n s tru c tin g  a u n ivoca l r e ­

p re s e n ta t io n  o f the  u n iv e rse , becomes Poe’ s way o f tran scen d in g  the 

l im ita t io n s  of r a t io n a l  though t. The i n i t i a l  r e s t r i c t i o n s  ("L et us 

adopt the more d e f in i te  e x p re s s io n s " ) , sh rin k in g  language to  d i f f e r ­

e n tia te d  c o n s tru c tio n s , w hile  he a s s e r ts  im p o s s ib i li ty  o f comprehen­

s io n  ("We know a b so lu te ly  no th ing  o f th e  n a tu re  o r  essence  o f God"), 

enables him to  push knowledge to  i t s  utm ost bounds. At t h is  p o in t ,  

c laim ing an i n tu i t i o n  " i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  a lthough in e x p re s s ib le "  (p . 20 ), 

he s tr e tc h e s  h is  language to  reach  beyond i t s e l f .

H is endeavor to  g ive a f i n i t e  frame to  what seems to  be u n lim it­

ed , makes h is  words, having been a p p a ren tly  c o n s tr ic te d  by pronounced 

in te n t io n s  (fram ed, a ls o ,  by the  s c i e n t i f i c  lo re  o f  o th e r s ) ,  o p e ra te ,  

f i n a l ly ,  as an u n lim ited  ex ten sio n  of w ords, if^we could image such 

im m ensity. Poe con tin u o u sly  g iv es  us th e  conceivab le  something through 

which th e  enorm ity o f the  e f f e c t  he has induced can be m easured. He

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



20

claim s im p o s s ib i l i ty ,  and the  claim  i t s e l f  becomes th e  means fo r  

transcendence : " in  f a c t ,  w h ile  we f in d  i t  im p o ssib le  to  fancy an

end to  sp ace , we have no d i f f i c u l ty  in  p ic tu r in g  to  o u rse lv es  any 

one o f an i n f i n i t y  of beg in n in g s"  (p. 2 0 ). This end to  space , ap­

p a re n tly  in co n c e iv ab le , i s  the g e n e ra l p ro p o s it io n  o f h is  e n ti r e  

d isc o u rse , a lread y  c i te d :  " in  the  O rig in a l Unity o f the F i r s t  Thing

l i e s  the  Secondary Cause o f A ll T hings, w ith  th e  Germ o f t h e i r  Inev­

i ta b l e  A n n ih ila tio n "  (p. 10). C le a rly , th e  c irc u m sc r ip tio n  mimed 

em phasizes a l l  the  more s tro n g ly  th a t  which i s  w ith in  th e  announced 

bounds. And th a t  which i s  w ith in  i s  n o th in g  l e s s  than  i n f i n i t y .

The very f r u s t r a t io n s  w ith  the  l im i ta t io n s  of human thought 

s ig n i f ie s  the  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f tran scen d en ce . Freedom to  c re a te  appears 

alm ost always a g a in s t the  background o f an a r t i f i c i a l  l im i ta t io n .  As 

Poe ad m its, in  words c ru c ia l  to  our read ing  of E ureka: "The condi­

tio n s  h ere  to  be re c o n c ile d  a re  d i f f i c u l t  indeed—we cannot even 

comprehend the p o s s ib i l i ty  o f t h e i r  c o n c i l ia t io n :—n e v e r th e le s s ,  the 

apparen t im p o s s ib i l i ty  i s  b r i l l i a n t l y  su g g e stiv e"  (p . 2 3 ). For Poe, 

th e  a ttem pt to  w r i te  about the unfathom able i s  a l l  th a t  can be as­

sumed. He w i l l  expand on many n o tio n s , o f f e r  numerous p o s s ib i l i t i e s  

of approach , and th en , in  tu rn ,  d e lim it ,  measure to  d e f in e , in  o rd er 

to  a llu d e  to  th a t  c e r ta in  c la s s  o f  " id e a s " :  " s o u l- r e v e r ie s  r a th e r

th an  conclusions o r even c o n s id e ra tio n s  of the  i n t e l l e c t "  (p. 27 ).

The s tru g g le  declaim ed " a g a in s t  the  monomaniac g rasp in g  a t  th e  in ­

f in i t e "  (p . 66) i s  a scheme to  undermine an a ttem p t a t  " in t e l l e c tu a l "  

un d ers tan d in g :
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The f a c t  i s ,  t h a t ,  upon th e  en u n c ia tio n  o f any one of 
th a t  c la s s  o f term s to  which ' I n f i n i t y '  belo n g s— the 
c la s s  re p re se n tin g  though ts o f  th o u g h t—he who has a 
r ig h t  to  say th a t  he th in k s  a t  a l l , f e e ls  h im se lf  c a lle d  
on, n o t to  e n te r ta in  a co n cep tio n , b u t sim ply to  d i r e c t  
h is  m ental v is io n  toward some g iven  p o in t ,  in  the  i n t e l ­
l e c tu a l  firm am ent, where l i e s  a n eb u la  never to  be 
so lv ed .

(p . 19)

Poe s e ts  the  scene fo r  th e  a r t i s t  who seeks to  ren d e r th e  unformed. 

Suspending h is  own m ental e f f o r t ,  ex tended  to  the  "very  boundaries 

of the  m ental domain" (p . 1 9 ), he m an ifes ts  th e  endeavor in  words.

He r e p re s e n ts  th e  amorphous, u n reso lved  space w ith in  which one i s  

pe rm itte d  to  im agine, d i re c t in g  the  rea d e r  toward th a t  "g iven  p o in t 

. . . where l i e s  a nebu la"  t h a t  cannot be so lv ed . Ever tend ing  to  

the  com position of the  id ea  ( th e  fram ing of th e  incom m ensurable), 

he asks us to  l im i t  our assum ptions: "Have we any r ig h t  to  in fe r? "

"Have we, o r have we n o t ,  an a n a lo g ic a l  r ig h t  to  the  in fe ren c e ? "

He then answers h is  own q u e s tio n s . Man has a " r ig h t"  to  i n f e r  o r  to  

imagine an " in f i n i t e  e x ten sio n "  o r  "an in te rm in a b le  su ccessio n "  of 

w orlds ( th e  e a r l i e r  p u rp o rted  im possib les) according  to  h is  powers 

of i n tu i t i o n :

I  rep ly  th a t  the  ' r i g h t , '  in  a case  such as t h i s ,  de­
pends a b s o lu te ly  upon the  hard ihood o f t h a t  im ag ination  
which v en tu res  to  c laim  the  r ig h t .  Let me d e c la r e , on ly , 
t h a t ,  as an in d iv id u a l ,  I  m yself f e e l  im pelled  to  the  
fancy—w ith o u t daring  to  c a l l  i t  more— th a t  th e re  does 
e x is t  a l im i t le s s  su ccessio n  o f U n iv erses , more o r le s s  
s im ila r  to  th a t  o f which we have cognizance— to  th a t  of 
which alone we s h a l l  e v e r have cognizance— a t  the  very 
le a s t  u n t i l  th e  r e tu rn  o f our p a r t i c u l a r  U niverse in to  
U n ity .

(p . 57)
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He accep ts  by in tu i t i o n  what he f i r s t  d ism issed  by th o u g h t,

" im pelled  to  the  fancy—w ith o u t darin g  to  c a l l  i t  m ore," r e c a l l in g

h is  e a r l i e r  avoidance o f any a ttem p t to  analyze what i s  " s t r i c t l y

s p i r i t u a l , "  th a t  which

. . . l i e s  in  a rec e ss  im pervious to  our p re se n t  under­
s ta n d in g — l ie s  in vo lved  in  a c o n s id e ra tio n  of what now 
— in  our human s t a t e  i s  n o t to  be co n sid ered — in  a con­
s id e ra t io n  of S p i r i t  in  i t s e l f .

(p . 23)

From n o t being  ab le  to  conceive , he moves to  " f a n c y , ,"  and the known 

i s  transform ed in to  the  u n th in k a b le . Moving in  accord w ith  im agi­

n a tiv e  energy , through r e l e n t l e s s  q u es tio n in g  and su c ce ss iv e  approx i­

m ations, Poe t r i e s  to  lead  th e  rea d e r  "along  th i s  in co n ce iv ab le  ro ad , 

u n t i l  we reach  i t s  o th e r  ex trem ity "  (p . 63 ). There th e  rea d e r may 

make th a t  i n tu i t i v e  leap  to  grasp  what he has a lread y  e n v is io n ed  

( ju s t  as "K epler guessed— th a t  i s  to  say he imagined . . .  by mere 

d in t  of I n tu i t i o n ,"  p . 15 ).

Once he has fo rced  us to  know what we cannot know, Poe rev e a ls  

a way of apprehension . He adopts what he c a l l s  "a  more p h ilo so p h ic a l  

p h raseo lo g y ,"  and d isc lo s e s  h is  method. In  c o n tr a s t  to  the  "v u lg a r

v e rs io n s  o f g re a t  t r u t h s ,"  h is  language i s  o f "su g g e stiv e  c h a ra c te r"  
35

(p. 25). While p ra is in g  Newton and Laplace fo r  t h e i r  m athem atical 

r a t i o c in a t io n s ,  he c r i t i c i z e s  t h e i r  language as too c o n s t r ic t iv e  in  

dem onstration :

They, as w e ll as a l l  the  f i r s t  c la s s  o f m athem atic ians, 
were m athem atic ians s o le ly : t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t ,  a t  l e a s t ,
had a f irm ly  pronounced m athem atico -physica l to n e . What 
la y  n o t d i s t in c t ly  w ith in  th e  domain o f P h y s ic s , o r of 
M athem atics, seemed to  them e i th e r  N on-E ntity  o r Shadow.

(p . 25)
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A dem onstra tion  th a t  " th e  m erely s p i r i t u a l  shadows" a re  n o t " th e  

le s s  s u b s ta n t ia l"  (p . 76) demands a s tru c tu re d  i r r e s o lu t io n ,  focus­

ed on a s ta t e  o f  hovering  between r e v e la t io n  and concealm ent. A fte r  

an a ttem pt to  make more d i s t in c t  h is  in c re d ib le  i n tu i t i o n  th a t  a l l  

atoms c o n s ta n tly  " s tru g g le  back to  t h i s  a b s o lu te ly ,  t h is  i r r e l a t i v e l y ,  

t h is  u n c o n d itio n a lly  one" (p. 2 7 ) , he f in d s  th a t  he can only rep ea t 

the  "tendency to  the c e n tr e ,"  " th e  tendency each to  each"—mere words 

th a t  connote a d i re c t io n  toward u n ity . And re a c t in g  to  the  inadequacy 

o f the words a lo n e , he p u ts  fo r th  a p a r t i c u l a r ly  en igm atic  s e r ie s  of 

q u e s tio n s , w ith o u t p o s s ib i l i ty  o f answers ( a t  l e a s t  n o t a t  t h is  p o in t 

in  the  p lo t ) .  The long , in co n c lu s iv e  le c tu re  ends w ith  a p ro p o s it io n  

in d ic a tin g  h is  method: "Thus, according  to  the  sc h o o ls , I  prove

n o th in g . So be i t : —I design  b u t to  su g g est— and to  convince through 

th e  su g g estio n "  (p . 28).

The s u s ta in e d  te n ta t iv e n e s s  o f a movement th a t  aims to  su g g e st, 

no t p ro v e, i s  thus given shape through a l te rn a t in g  q u e s tio n s  and 

a s s e r t io n s ,  open-ended p h rasin g  and c lo sed  in v o lu tio n s , do u b tfu l 

axioms and c e r ta in  f a n ta s ie s .  A co n tin u a l passage o f one term in to  

a n o th e r, a r e v e r s a l  o f p ro c e s s e s ,  c o n s t i tu te s  the  v e rb a l ex p e rien ce . 

Fact becomes fancy and fancy f a c t  in  the  m utual a d a p ta tio n  th a t  Poe 

has d e c la red  th e  s in g u la r  s ig n  o f God’ s p e r f e c t  design  (com pleteness 

in  u ltim a te  r e c ip r o c i ty ) . 11 C o n v e r t ib i l i ty " o f term s and ph rases  

becomes e s s e n t ia l  to  the  p o e tic  t r u th — the  s ty l e  and m etaphysics of 

Eureka:
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. . . th e  sense o f th e  sym m etrical i s  an i n s t i n c t  
which may be depended on w ith  an alm ost b l in d fo ld  re ­
l ia n c e .  I t  i s  the  p o e tic a l  essence of the  U niverse— 
of the  U niverse w hich, in  the  supremeness o f i t s  
symmetry, i s  b u t th e  most sublim e o f poems. Now 
symmetry and co n sis ten cy  a re  c o n v e rt ib le  te rm s:— 
thus P o etry  and T ruth  a re  one.

(p . 71)

The p o s s ib i l i ty  of s y n th e s is  procla im ed in  the  p re fa c e  a r is e s  out 

o f what was thought to  be im p o ssib le :

I  say now:— 'Behind th is  seeming im p o s s ib i li ty  i s  to  
be found what I  d e s i r e .1 I  do n o t say ' r e a l  im possi­
b i l i t y '  , f o r  in v in c ib le  f a i t h  in  my t ru th s  a ssu re s  me 
th a t  i t  i s  a mere d i f f i c u l ty  a f t e r  a l l .  . . .

(p . 32)

The "seeming" antagonism  between t r u th  and p o e try , i n t e l l i g i b l e  and 

u n in te l l i g ib l e ,  th in k a b le  and u n th in k a b le , has allow ed fo r  a d isco u rse  

th a t  rev e a ls  a l l  c o n tra d ic t io n s  as only ap p a ren t. P o e 's  argument fo r  

r e c ip ro c i ty  of ad a p ta tio n  has e ra d ic a te d  any m eaningful d i s t in c t io n  

between the two s ta t e s  of m a te r ia l i ty  o r  s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  so th a t  as 

h is  le c tu re  d ev e lo p s , " the  Body and the  Soul walk hand in  hand"

(p. 41).

In  "aim ing le s s  a t  p h y s ic a l than  a t  m etap h y sica l o rd er"  (p . 57 ), 

Poe y e t d is c lo s e s  th a t  " th e  f u l l  design" in v o lv es  an awareness o f 

both  w orlds as m utually  in te r p e n e t ra t in g .  How a f i n i t e  mind can 

"comprehend" th a t  which i s  n o t comprehended by any l im i t  depends 

upon P o e 's  "keeping unbroken th a t  chain  o f g radua ted  im pression  by 

which alone the  i n t e l l e c t  of man can expect to  encompass the  g ran­

deurs o f  which I  speak. . ."  (p . 57 ). B efore th e  in e x p re s s ib le  he 

uses words as the  " s te p p in g -s to n e s ,"  a means of passage to  what l i e s
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beyond. He d i re c ts  the  rea d e r to  make the  " u n u tte ra b le  jou rney"

(p . 63) w ith  him: "Let us endeavor to  u n d e rs tan d ;"  "Now l e t  us

see . . . l e t  us endeavor to  comprehend." As he p o in ts  to  a v is io n  

sublim e: "h ere  l e t  th e  read e r pause w ith  me, fo r  a moment, in  con­

tem p latio n  o f the  m iracu lous— of the in e f f a b le — o f the  a lto g e th e r  

unim aginable" (p . 2 6 ), he ex p resses  h e s i t a t i o n :  " . . . b u t what i s

i t  th a t  we a re  a c tu a l ly  c a lle d  upon to  comprehend?" The u n c e r ta in ty , 

the  enorm ity of the  e f f o r t ,  o f fe r s  us th e  "one p o s s ib le  s o lu t io n " :

—but I  go on to  say , w ith  u n f lin c h in g  co n fid en ce, th a t ,  
when th is  d i f f i c u l ty  s h a l l  be so lv ed , we s h a l l  f in d , 
wrapped up in  the  p rocess o f s o lu t io n , th e  key to  th e  
s e c re t  a t  which we aim.

(p . 32)

The a ttem pt to  "b rin g  the  m a tte r  more d i s t in c t ly  b e fo re  the  eye of 

the  Mind" (p . 62) c o n s t i tu te s  a s p i r i t u a l  a c tio n  e q u iv a le n t to  re v e la ­

t io n .  We see now in  aenigma, b u t t h is  contem plation  b rin g s  us toward 

Eureka*s co n c lu sio n , where th e  a r t i s t  " in  p ic tu r in g  the  c a p a c i t ie s  o f 

an angel" (p . 6 1 ), en v is io n s  the  fu tu re  c o n d itio n  of th e  u n iv e rse .

Out o f the  r ic h n e ss  o f h is  im ag in a tio n , pro longed by the  d e s ire  

" to  convey" an id e a ,  and the  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  he would "need th e  

tongue o f an archangel"  (p . 6 1 ), Poe g iv es  us language " s o le ly  to  

se rv e  the o b je c ts  o f th is  s p i r i t u a l  E ther"  (p . 74). He has a ttem pted  

to  make us p re c is e ly  see a p o in t i n v i s ib l e ,  to  keep our a t te n tio n  

f ix e d  on a " ru lin g  id e a ."  He i s  th a t  "p h ilo so p h e r p roper"  whose

. . . frenzy  tak es  a very d e te rm in a te  tu rn —whose 
g e n iu s , to  speak more r e v e r e n t i a l l y ,  has a s tro n g ly -  
pronounced washer-womanish b i a s , doing every th in g
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up by the  dozen—en ab les  us to  see  p re c is e ly  th a t  
p o in t out o f s ig h t ,  a t  which th e  re v o lu tio n a ry  p ro ­
cesses  in  q u e s tio n  do, and o f r ig h t  ought to ,  come to  
an e n d .36

(p . 66)

To see through th e  p re s e n t  m u l t ip l ic i ty  o f m a tte r  to  i t s  f u l f i l l ­

ment in  th a t  "U nity" which was i t s  source and i s  i t s  end comes to  

be no easy m a tte r .  Poe’ s p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f words and th e i r  f a l l s  

in to  redundancy, have ac ted  a g a in s t any sim ple assum ption o f u n ity .

The c o n s id e ra tio n s  he has "fo rced "  upon us and our d i f f i c u l ty  in  

comprehending them have "dem onstra ted" h is  e a r l i e r  p ro clam atio n :

"The t ru ly  u l tim a te  p r in c ip le  i s ,  as we know, th e  consummation of 

the  complex—th a t  i s  to  say , o f the  u n in te l l i g ib l e "  (p . 2 9 ) . The 

p u rp o rted  o b je c t iv i ty  o f d isc o u rse  has been in c re a s in g ly  d im inished 

by an ex tended use of m etap h o rica l language. And through a complex 

r e d u p l ic a t io n  (o f  m easure, d is ta n c e ,  those  " c o n s id e ra t io n s  of q u a n ti-  

t y " ) , whereby th e  word lo se s  d e te rm in a tio n  w ith  each i t e r a t i o n ,  in ­

s te a d  o f g a in in g  in  c e r ta in ty ,  Poe has undermined h is  in te n t io n s  of 

making meaning more d i s t i n c t ,  of avoid ing  chances of m isapprehension . 

What i s  w ith in  the  c lo sed  s e t t in g  o f in te n t io n s ,  i s  eq u iv o ca l:

In  i n te r v a l s — in  d is ta n c e s  such as t h is  su g g estio n  
fo rces  upon th e  s o u l—r a th e r  than  upon the  mind—we 
f in d ,  a t  le n g th , a f i t t i n g  clim ax to  a l l  h i th e r to  
f r iv o lo u s  c o n s id e ra tio n s  o f q u a n ti ty .

(p . 64)

The reg a rd  fo r  " q u a n ti ty "  th a t  Poe s tr e s s e d  as n ecessa ry  fo r  comprehen­

s io n  o f h is  work, now emerges as the  in stru m en t of h is  su g g estiv e  pow­

e r—making an im press ion  n o t only upon th e  mind, b u t "upon the  s o u l ."
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His o s te n s ib le  a ttem pt to  convey some im pression  of the  p h y s ic a l  

dimensions of the  u n iv e rse , p re se n tin g  a s e r ie s  o f expanding f ig u re s  

to  measure the cosm ical d is ta n c e s ,  d e s tro y s  a l l  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f meas­

u re . The excess of "q u a n tity "  has i t s e l f  in v a l id a te d  the  very d e te r ­

m ination  to  m easure.

U lt im a te ly , h is  c irc u m sc r ip tio n  of what i s  in d e f in i te  r e s u l ts  in  

a seem ingly en d le ss  c i r c l in g  around what can n ever be bounded: "a

novel U niverse sw ellin g  in to  e x is te n c e , and then  su b sid in g  in to  n o th in g ­

n e s s ,  a t  every th rob  o f the  H eart D iv in e ."  The power o f the im p o ss ib le , 

th e  in co n c e iv ab le , i s  a l l  th a t  Poe leav es  us in  h is  f in a l  v is io n . Such 

a v is io n  u n u t te r a b le ,  the " f in a l  design" o f th a t  which i s  n e i th e r  formed 

n o r form, determ ines the method o f h is  most s u c c e ss fu l  t a l e s .  That de­

s ig n  and the  way he c o n s tru c ts  i t  w i l l  be analyzed  in  "The Domain o f 

Amheim" and "L andor's  C o ttag e ."  As we s h a l l  s e e ,  the  fu lf i l lm e n t  o f 

the  desig n  devolves on P o e 's  fe ig n in g  determ inacy in  o rd er to  form 

in d e te rm in acy .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



NOTES

1

C ru c ia l to  Poe’s concept o f w r i tin g  i s  th e  m a te r ia l i ty  o f 
c o n s tru c tio n . The arrangem ent o f words to  form a frame ( circum  + 
s c r ib e re ) evolves in to  a f i c t io n — th e  c re a t io n  of f ig u re s  and the 
founding of form s. The l a l i n  f in g e r e , meaning fo r  form, mold, 
fe ig n  o r compose v e rse  i s  r e la te d  to  Poe’s p o e tic .

2 Edgar A llan  Poe, The Philosophy o f Com position, in  The 
Complete Works o f Edgar A llan  Poe, ed. James A. H a rriso n , 17 v o ls . 
(New York: Thomas Y. Crow ell, 1902), XIV, 198. I  use t h i s  e d it io n  
fo r  P o e 's  c r i t i c a l  and th e o r e t ic a l  w r i t in g s .  F u r th e r  no te  re fe ren c e s  
to  t h i s  t e x t  a re  c ite d  th u s : Works, w ith  volume number and page.
For th e  c i t a t i o n  of Poe’s p o e try  and t a l e s ,  I  use th e  e d it io n  of 
Thomas 0. M abbott, C o llec ted  Works o f Edgar A llan  Poe, 3 v o ls .  
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. P re s s ,  1978), re f e r re d  to  as C o llec ted  
Works, w ith  volume number and page.

^ Edgar A llan  Poe, Eureka: A Prose Poem, ed. R ichard P. Benton 
(H artfo rd : T ranscenden ta l Books, 1973), p . 65. This new e d it io n  o f 
the  essay  co n ta in s  l in e  numbers, ex p lan a to ry  e s sa y , and b ib lio g ra p h i­
c a l guide. R eferences to  Eureka a re  to  t h is  e d it io n  w ith  page num­
b e rs  c ite d  in  the  t e x t .

L ,,
The Philosophy of Com position, in  Works, XIV, 195.

5 I b id . , p. 195.

^ "The Oval P o r t r a i t , "  in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  664: " . . . the  
p e c u l i a r i t i e s  of the  d e sig n , o f the  v ig n e t t in g , and of th e  fram e."

 ̂ "The Philosophy o f Com position," in  Works, XIV, 207.

® "The F a l l  of the  House of U sher," in  C o llec ted  Works, 403.

® "The Colloquy of Monos and Una," in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  612.

" L ig e ia ,"  in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  313.

H  See "A1 A araaf, " in  C o llec ted  Works, I ,  104, 11. 124-27:

A sound o f s ile n c e  on th e  s t a r t l e d  e a r
Which dreamy p o e ts  name " th e  music o f the  sp h e re ."
Ours i s  a world o f words: Q uiet we c a l l
" S ile n c e "—which i s  the  m erest word o f a l l .
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■*-2 "A Chapter of S u g g e s tio n s ,"  in  Works, XIV, 187.

"The Colloquy of Monos and Una," in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  612.

"M a rg in a lia ,"  in  Works, XVI, 2.

15 I b id . , p . 87.

16 I b id . , pp. 87-88.

17 I b id . , p . 88.

18 I b id . , p . 89.

"The Philosophy o f C om position," Works, XIV, 206.

20 "M a rg in a lia ,"  in  Works, XVI, 89.

2^ "The I s la n d  o f th e  Fay ," in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  604.

22 "The F a l l  o f the  House o f U sher,"  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  405.

23 "M a rg in a lia ,"  Works, XVI, 28.
24 ..Dream-Land, C o llec ted  Works, I ,  344, L. 8.

23 "The Philosophy o f Com position," Works, XIV, 206. Poe l a t e r
adds: "So f a r  th e re  has been no o v e rs tep p in g  of th e  l im i t s  o f  the  r e a l ,"
p. 207.

2^ The ex travagance o f  h is  f i c t i o n  i s  caused by th e  ensuing 
w andering beyond the  l im it s  e s ta b l is h e d .  In  "L ongfe llow 's 'B a lla d s  
and O ther P oem s," ' Poe a ttem p ts  to  re so lv e  th e  m u ltitu d e  o f d o c tr in e s  
on th e  "essence  o f a l l  Poesy" in to  Count B ie l f e ld 's  d e f in i t io n :  "L *art 
d 1exprim er l e s  pensees p a r  l a  f i c t i o n ."  Poe then fu r th e r  d e fin e s  th e  
d e f in i t io n :

. . . th e  German term s D ic h tk u n s t, the  a r t  o f  f i c t i o n ,  and 
D ich ten , to  fe ig n , which a re  used fo r  "p o e try "  and to  "make 
v e rs e s ,"  a re  in  f u l l  and rem arkable accordance. I t  i s  
n e v e r th e le s s ,  in  th e  com bination of th e  two om niprevalent 
id eas  th a t  the  n o v e lty  and we b e lie v e ,  th e  fo rce  o f our 
p ro p o s it io n  i s  to  be found.

Works, X I, 74.

The co n jo in in g  o f f i c t io n  and p o e try  rem ains fo r  Poe, as fo r  M allarm e,
" le  je u  suprem e." The fram ing a c t  which I  su g g est eq u a ls  forming in  
P o e 's  a e s th e t i c ,  ends up in fo rm ing : determ inacy  feig n ed  in  o rd er to
su g g est in d e f in i te n e s s .
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27 A l e t t e r  to  James R u sse ll  Low ell, Ju ly  2, 1844. See a ls o ,  
"Mesmeric R ev e latio n ": "There i s  no im m a te r ia li ty :  i t  i s  a mere
word. That which i s  n o t m a tte r ,  i s  n o t a t  a l l . "  C o llec ted  Works,
I I I ,  1033.

28 "The P o e tic  P r in c ip le ,"  Works, XIV, 273.

29 I b i d - » P- 274-

"The Colloquy o f Monos and Una," C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  609.

31 I  want to  emphasize the im portance o f n e g a tio n , a v ia  n e g a tiv a , 
in  P o e 's  trea tm en t o f the  s p i r i t u a l .  The n eg a tio n  in  words su g g ests  
what i s  s u b s ta n t ia l  in  the  realm s beyond d isc o u rse . In  "Mesmeric 
R e v e la tio n ,"  fo r  example, he o f fe r s  the means fo r  the  "comprehension" 
to  be f u r th e r  developed in  E ureka. He d is t in g u is h e s  between " th e  
u ltim a te  l i f e , "  which, "being unorganized , i s  o f u n lim ited  compre­
h en s io n ,"  except fo r  " th e  v o l i t io n  o f God . . . th e  motion o f the  
u n p a r t ic le d  m a t te r ."  The mode by which " th e  mind of th e  rud im en tal 
l i f e "  can communicate to  th e  im m ate ria l, th e  m a tte r  u n p a r t ic le d ,  i s  
n eg a tio n : "You w i l l  have a d i s t in c t  id ea  o f the  u l tim a te  body by
conceiv ing  i t  to  the  e n t i r e  b r a in .  This i t  i s  n o t , b u t a conception 
of th is  n a tu re  w i l l  b rin g  you n ea r a comprehension o f what i t  i s . "  
C o llec ted  Works. I l l ,  1037-38.

^  "The Philosophy of C om position," Works, XIV, 207-208.

33 P o e tic  P r in c ip le ,"  Works , XIV, 266.
34 ..The P hilosophy o f Com position, Works, XIV, 203.

35 The d i s t in c t io n  th a t  Poe makes between p h ilo s o p h ic a l  and 
"v u lg a r"  language—p h ilo so p h ic a l in v o lv in g  a fu sio n  o f reason  and 
im ag ination  th a t  p o in ts  toward a p ro cess  o f p o e tic  t r u th —should be 
c la r i f i e d  i f  we co n sid e r M allarm e's d i s t in c t io n  between a language 
c a lle d  " e s s e n t ie l "  as opposed to  th a t  which i s  "b ru t ou im m ediat."

See Paul V alery , " S i tu a t io n  de B a u d e la ire ,"  V arie te  I I  
( P a r is :  G allim ard , 1930), p . 142:

A in s i, analyse  des co n d itio n s  de l a  v o lu p te  p o e tiq u e , 
d e f in i t io n  p a r ex h au stio n  de l a  p o esie  a b so lu e ,—
Poe m o n tra it une v o ie ,  i l  e n se ig n a it  une d o c tr in e  t r e s  
se d u isa n te  e t  t r e s  r ig o re u se , dans l a q u e l le ,  une s o r te  
de m athematique e t  une s o r te  de m ystique s 'u n i s s a ie n t .  . . .
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CHAPTER TWO

THE DESIGN OF THE INDEFINITE EFFECT: "THE DOMAIN OF ARNHEIM"

AND "LANDOR'S COTTAGE"

Art i s  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  i n te r r e la t io n s h ip  of 
form and meaning, in  which form becomes the 
symbol o f meaning.

Paul F ran k e l, G othic A rc h ite c tu re

I t  i s  n o t a q u es tio n  o f what we see in  a c e r ta in  
p e rs p e c tiv e , b u t o f the  p e rsp e c tiv e  i t s e l f .

E rn st C a s s ir e r ,  Language and Myth

Even the  s p i r i t u a l  v is io n ,  i s  i t  n o t a t  a l l  p o in ts  a r ­
re s te d  by th e  continuous golden w a lls  of the  u n iverse?  
— the w a lls  o f the  m yriads o f sh in in g  bodies th a t  mere 
number has appeared to  b lend  in to  u n ity .

Edgar A llan  Poe, "The Power o f Words"
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THE EMBODIMENT OF VISION

The ways of God in  N a tu re , as in  P ro v id en ce , a re  n o t our 
ways; n o r a re  the  models th a t  we frame any way commensu­
ra te  to  the  v a s tn e s s , p ro fo u n d ity , and unsearchab leness 
o f  h is  works, which have a depth in  them g re a te r  than  the 
w e ll o f D em ocratis.

Joseph G la n v il le ,  Essays on S ev era l Im portan t S u b je c ts , 
Epigraph to  "A Descent in to  th e  M aelstrom"

The a r t i f i c e r  o f Eureka c o n s tru c ts  a fram e, fa b r ic a te d  in  th e  a t ­

tempt to  adumbrate a n o n - l in g u is t ic  domain. M a te r ia l symmetry, a 

form al b eau ty , comes to  be e q u iv a le n t to  t ru th .  P o e 's  fre q u e n t claim s 

fo r  c o n s is ten c y , s im p lic ity  and t o t a l i t y ,  and the  i t e r a t i o n  of c e r ta in  

words to  d e lim it th ese  c la im s, encompass the " ru lin g  id ea"  o f the  t e x t .  

As we saw, th a t  " id ea"  has been shown to  be th e  c o n tin u a l d r iv e  toward 

a s ta t e  o f f in a l  u n ity  through m a tte r .  The m a te r ia l i ty  o f such a v i s ­

ion— the emphasis on making and combining m a te r ia l  forms—must be 

s tr e s s e d .  P o e 's  "m a tte r  u n p a rt ic le d  . . . i n d iv i s ib le "  s ig n i f ie s  the  

way th a t  Poe uses words as a means to  a t t a in  a n o n -m a te r ia l e f f e c t .  

Eureka's  p ro g ress  evolves through the  d e l ib e ra te  p a tte m in g s  o f the  

phenomenal w orld and what we can know, to  h in t  a t  the  in co n c e iv ab le , 

s p i r i t u a l  realm s beyond our reach . The e f f e c t  i s  a dev ice  fo r  d e lib e r ­

a te  a r t i s t i c  c re a t io n ,  s h i f t in g  the  a r t i s t ' s  a t t e n tio n  from v is io n  to  

cra ftsm an sh ip .

P o e 's  d e ta i le d  d e s c r ip tio n  o f the  g en esis  and a n n ih i la t io n  o f the 

u n iv e rs e , from i t s  u n c e rta in  b eg inn ings to  i t s  end in  u n i ty ,  d i re c ts
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how he means c e r ta in  of h is  t a l e s  to  be rea d . In  E ureka 's  p lo t ,  

a s in g le ,  u n if ie d  p r im o rd ia l p a r t i c l e ,  c re a ted  by God, i s  d iv ided  

and r a d ia te d  through h is  design  in to  a l im ite d  a re a  of i n f i n i t e  

space . Im pelled  by the  d e s ire  fo r  u n i ty ,  a f i n i t e  number of atoms 

move toward an in e f f a b le ,  i r r e l a t i v e  and common c e n te r .  In  P o e 's  

w ords:

. . .  in  a l l  c ircum stances— a t  a l l  p o in ts — in  a l l  
d i r e c t io n s —by a l l  modes o f approach— in  a l l  r e la t io n s  
and through a l l  c o n d itio n s—they  s tru g g le  back to  th is  
a b s o lu te ly , t h i s  i r r e l a t i v e l y ,  t h is  u n c o n d itio n a lly  one.

(p . 27)

The movement o f a l l  th in g s  back to  a c e n te r  th a t  cannot be s p e c i f ie d  

o p e ra te s  as a m ajor fo rce  in  the  s tr u c tu r in g  o f h is  p ro se . He uses 

words to  make an in d e f in i te n e s s ;  th rough a n e g o tia tio n  o f t h e i r  in ­

d iv id u a l d i s t in c t io n s ,  they a re  le v e le d  in to  n o n - s p e c i f ic i ty .  U nity , 

th e  law o p e ra tin g  in  the  p h y s ic a l w orld , d i r e c ts  P o e 's  a e s th e t ic .  The 

m etaphysica l problem p resen ted  in  Eureka becomes fo r  the s k i l le d  w r i te r  

a l in g u i s t i c  one— the  a e s th e t ic  r e a l iz a t io n  o f th e  n a tu re  of the  u n i­

v e rse .

Joseph Lynen, in  The Design o f th e  P re s e n t , makes a s ig n i f ic a n t  

connection  between P o e 's  d ic t io n  and h is  m etaphysic . He su g g ests :

. . . th e  c u rio u s ly  b lu rre d  e f f e c t  o f th e  d ic t io n  in  
P o e 's  v e rse  . . . th e  b eh av io r o f h is  words i s  a 
n a tu r a l  consequence o f h i s  m etaphysics. There i s  an in ­
te n t io n a l  e f f e c t  o f  vagueness, which serv es  to  ren d e r a 
very  p re c is e  v is u a l  image, j u s t  as a m isty  seascape  by 
Turner p re se n ts  a p re c is e  v isu a l  image. Such vagueness, 
which both  P o e 's  a e s th e t ic  and h is  s u b je c t  m a tte r  demand­
ed , must be d is t in g u ish e d  from vagueness r e s u l t in g  from 
P o e 's  f a i l u r e  to  use language e f f e c t iv e ly .^
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Lynen emphasizes P o e 's  in te n t io n a l  vagueness, t h a t  d e lib e ra te  im­

p re c is io n  which grows out o f a s tra n g e  melange o f id ea lism  and 

m a te ria lism . He i s  speaking o f P o e 's  v e rs e ,  b u t I  hope to  show

th a t  th e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f "words in  th e  a c t o f merging and as a l -
2

ready so i n d is t i n c t  th a t  t h e i r  meanings have faded , b lu r r e d ,"  i s  

a p p lic a b le  to  the  p rose  as w e ll.  The c re a t io n  of " in d e f in i t iv e n e s s "  

demands a r ig o ro u s  la b o r  of form, a tra n sm u ta tio n  o f the  m a te r ia l  

w orld , th rough the  s e le c t io n  and c o o rd in a tio n  o f elem ents o f v is u a l  

ex p erien ce  in to  an image undeterm ined in  i t s  e f f e c t .

Lynen’ s comparison o f P o e 's  very p re c is e  e f f e c t  o f vagueness to  

a seascape by T urner i s  i n s t r u c t iv e .  The most s u c c e ss fu l  t a l e s  achieve

t h e i r  e f f e c t  through an e la b o ra te  p ic to r ia l is m ,  a seem ingly a c cu ra te
3

p re s e n ta t io n  o f a c losed  s e t t in g  o r  lo c a le .  P o e 's  d e s ire  to  c re a te  

f ig u re s  s u s c e p tib le  o f su g g estin g  the  e x is te n c e  of a more p e rf e c t  

f ig u re  ends in  a p i c t o r i a l  n e c e s s i ty ,  th e  ex act c o n fig u ra tio n  of d i­

v e rse  elem ents to  form a unique ta b le a u . I f  th e  arrangem ent o f de­

t a i l s  i s  s u c c e s s fu l,  a p ic tu re  w i l l  be achieved  as emodiment o f a

p o e tic  id e a .

The movement toward u n ity  and the  o b lig a t io n  th a t  " h is  words
4

appear to  en act th e  movement toward u n i ty ,"  i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  th e  

n a r r a t iv e  d e sig n . This e f f e c t  r e c a l ls  th e  s e l f - d i r e c t e d  tu rn  p ro ­

posed in  E ureka:

He who from th e  top o f Aetna c a s ts  h i s  eyes l e i s u r e ly  
around, i s  a f f e c te d  c h ie f ly  by the  e x te n t and d iv e r s i ty  
o f  th e  scene . Only by a ra p id  w h ir lin g  on h i s  h e e l  could
he hope to  comprehend th e  panorama in  the  su b lim ity  o f  i t s
o n en ess .

(p . 10)
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A g y ra tio n  th a t  might en ab le  the  mind " to  rec e iv e  and p e rc e iv e  an 

in d iv id u a l  im pression" (p. 10 ), r e f l e c t s  P o e 's  aim: to  i l l u s t r a t e  a

la b o r  whose goal i s  th e  d i s a r t i c u la t io n  of c a re fu lly  d e lin e a te d  

im ages. As Lynen con tends, and th e  p o in t i s  s ig n i f ic a n t :  The " in ­

te n t io n a l  e f f e c t  of vagueness" does, n e v e r th e le s s ,  ren d er "a  very 

p re c is e  e x p e rie n ce ."  We remember th a t  in  Eureka th e  n a r r a to r  t r i e d  

to  make us see  a p o in t i n v i s ib l e ,  to  convey some p re c is e  id ea  about 

th e  unfathom able. As th e  "p h ilo so p h er p ro p e r ,"  he showed how th e  in ­

d e f in i te  can tak e  "a very d e te rm in a te  tu rn ."  The p a ra d o x ic a l s t r u c ­

tu re  r e s u l t s  in  an i n d e f in i t e  e f f e c t .  We cannot apperce ive  th e  moment 

o f l im it le s s n e s s  u n t i l  we have seen en fo rced  the frame o f human l im i­

ta t io n s  .

In  Eureka, Poe found th a t  s p e c u la tio n  about e te r n i ty  o r in f in i tu d e  

deludes the un d ers tan d in g . S ince i t  i s  a cause o f im p recis io n  in  la n ­

guage, such sp e c u la tio n  ends by usin g  words to  v e i l  m isapprehension .

He commenced th a t  d isco u rse  w ith in  a declaim ed " l im ite d  sphere  o f 

sp a ce ."  Though he means to  "d e s ig n a te  th e  utmost con ceiv ab le  expanse 

o f  sp a c e ,"  th e  " a l l "  th a t  he wants us to  imagine must "be imagined to  

e x is t  w ith in  th e  compass of th a t  expanse ."  W ithin th ese  l im it s  both  a r ­

t i s t  and rea d e r  a re  allow ed to  im agine. Yet the  p erm ission  i s  f rau g h t 

w ith  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  Poe p o in ts  us toward th e  only way we might imagine 

th e  immensity o f  which he sp e ak s . Through th e  con fin es  e re c te d ,  we 

become aware o f the  l im it s  to  our p e rc e p tu a l  g rasp . Our p e rp le x ity  

in  n o t being  ab le  to  comprehend what ap p a ren tly  has been d e lin e a te d  

f o r  us s te p  by s te p  ends by a c t iv a t in g  th e  im ag in atio n . We a re  f i n a l ­

ly  fo rced  beyond th e  narrow con fin es  o f th e  u n derstand ing  and in to  what
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Poe c a l l s  " in t u i t i o n ."  The c e n tr a l  l i n g u i s t i c  maneuver o f c e r­

t a in  t a le s  p a r a l le l s  the  p ro je c t  o f E ureka, en ab ling  th e  "mind 

to  tak e  in ,  as i f  from a fa r  and a t  one g lan c e , a d i s t i n c t  concep­

t io n  o f th e  in d iv id u a l  U niverse" (p . 17 ). To image th e  shape of 

su b lim ity  comes to  be the  su g g estio n  o f th e  m easureless through an 

a r t f u l  e x p lo i ta t io n  o f m easure.

In  th e  t a l e s  to  be ana lyzed , we w i l l  co n sid e r how Poe uses 

words to  b u ild  up an e d if i c e ,  seen  in  term s of p ic tu r in g ,  o r  s e t t in g  

up contours to  s t r u c tu r e  the  d e s ire d  e f f e c t .  The emphasis on m ater­

i a l  d es ig n , on c re a t io n  as analogous to  combining th e  elem ents o f 

m a tte r  (words) so s k i l l f u l l y  th a t  they  evoke a s in g le  im p ress io n , in ­

v olves Poe in  the in s is te n c e  on h is  c a p ac ity  to  impose form, to  frame. 

Georges P o u le t in  Les metamorphoses du c e rc le  contends th a t  Poe sees 

the  im ag in atio n  as the  u n iv erse  i t s e l f ,  con tin u o u sly  expanding and

c o n tra c tin g  w ith in  i t s  immense b u t lim ite d  sp h ere : "D 'une cosmologie
5

l 'o n  p asse  a une p o e tiq u e . C 'e s t  une p o e tiq u e  de l a  l im i t a t i o n ."

E s s e n tia l  to  h is  method i s  the d e p ic t io n  of what happens w ith in  the 
6

c ircum scribed  c h a ra c te r  o f  though t. P o u le t co n tin u es:

. . . l e  m ilie u  m ental e t  cependant u n iv e r s e l ,  ou se 
d i l a t a n t ,  se  c o n tr a c ta n t ,  m u lt ip l ia n t  1 ' in te r a c t io n  
des fo rc e s  i n te r n s ,  une sphere  se form e, qui e s t  'une 
sphere  d 'a c t io n .

The poem or t a l e  e x is t s  w ith in  t h i s  c ircum scribed  space . The sh ap ing ,

and the  rhythms th a t  th re a te n  to  unshape, o p e ra te  "a l ' i n t e r i e u r  de 
8

ses  l im i t e s . "
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The imagery of a f ix e d  s p a t i a l  s e t t in g  o r lo c a le  a c cen tu a te s  

a fundam ental p lo t :  th e  drawing to g e th e r  o f words to  rev e a l th a t  

u ltim a te  r e c ip ro c i ty  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  o f God's p e r f e c t io n .  The 

m u tu a lity  o f a d a p ta t io n , ev idence o f God's well-m ade cosmos, i s  

c l a r i f i e d  in  P o e 's  i n s t r u c t io n  to  the  w r i te r  o f t a l e s :

In  th e  whole com position th e re  should be no word 
w r i t te n  o f which th e  tendency , d i r e c t  o r i n d i r e c t ,  
i s  n o t to  th e  one p r e -e s ta b l is h e d  d e sig n . And by 
such means, w ith  such care  and s k i l l ,  a p ic tu r e  i s  
a t  len g th  p a in te d  which leav es  in  th e  mind o f him 
who contem plates i t  w ith  a k in d red  a r t ,  a sense of 
th e  f u l l e s t  s a t i s f a c t i o n .

The e x p lo i ta t io n  o f v e rb a l s c e n e -p a in t in g — u t p ic tu r a  p o e s is , as i s

p a in tin g  so i s  p o e try — im plied  as co n c re te  analogue to  th e  w r i t e r 's

e x p lo i ta t io n  of the  v e rb a l  medium, has a fu n c tio n  both  them atic  and

o rg an ic  in  P o e 's  f i c t i o n .  Poe m an ipu lates o b je c ts  in to  a s ty l iz e d

s e t t in g  o r "decor” to  ad eq u ate ly  p ic tu re  an id e a , o r  as S p itz e r  w r i te s ,
10

" to  form p a tte rn s  of i n t e l l e c tu a l  d e s ig n ."  The theme o f h is  n a r r a ­

t iv e  i s  im plied  in  th e  arrangem ent and reminds th e  rea d e r  o f:

. . . th a t  i n f i n i t e  p e rf e c tio n  which th e  t ru e  a r t i s t  
b ea rs  ev e r in  mind— th a t  u n a tta in a b le  goal to  which 
h is  eyes a re  always d i re c te d ,  b u t of th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  
o f a t ta in in g  which he endeavors, i f  w ise , to  cheat 
h im se lf  in to  the b e l i e f

When Poe c o n tra s ts  the  p e r f e c t  p lo ts  o f God to  th e  c o n s tru c tio n s

o f a " f i n i t e  in te l l i g e n c e ,"  he makes us aware o f what th e  t ru e  a r t i s t

can ach ieve w ith in  th e  l im ite d  space which i s  th e  only " le g itim a te  
12

sphere  o f a c t io n ."  As we s h a l l  s e e , h is  choice o f the  " lan d scap e -
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garden" as most b e f i t t i n g  the  Muse grows out o f h is  e a r l i e r  

a e s th e t ic  th eo ry . The s k i l l f u l  d isp la y  o f a r t  w ith in  bounds cannot 

b u t b rin g  to  mind " th a t  i n f i n i t e  p e r f e c tio n  which the  t ru e  a r t i s t  

b ea rs  ev er in  m ind." Such a d isc la im e r  o f a b i l i t y  to  a t t a in  the  

goal a c ts  i t s e l f  as a n a r r a t iv e  s tr a te g y  th a t  frames th e  work. I t  

a c ts  a g a in s t and r e f l e c t s  upon what th e  a r t i s t  comprehends as h is  

ta s k ,  and through such comprehension f a b r ic a te s  th e  p lo t :

But th e  g r e a te s t  in v o lu tio n  of in c id e n t  w i l l  n o t r e s u l t  
in  p lo t ;  w hich, p ro p e r ly  d e fin e d , i s  th a t  in  which no 
p a r t  can be d isp la c ed  w ith o u t ru in  to  the  w hole. I t  may 
be d escrib ed  as a b u ild in g  so dependently  c o n s tru c te d , 
th a t  to  change the p o s it io n  o f a s in g le  b r ic k  i s  to  over­
throw the  e n t i r e  f a b r i c . 13

Words, th en , have a t e l i c  fu n c tio n ; they  a re  " s te p p in g -s to n e s"

on th e  way to  f in a l  d esig n . Every word employed lead s  to  "a  c e r-  
14

ta in  s in g le  e f f e c t  to  be w rought."  The w r i te r ,  as a p a in t e r ,  must

s e le c t  elem ents w ith  c o n s ta n t a t t e n tio n  to  to n e , o u t l in e  and c o lo r .

The use o f words as d iv e rse  c o lo rs  taken  from a p a l e t t e ,  mixed in

ord er to  evoke a re a c t io n ,  re v e a ls  i t s e l f  in  P o e 's  rum ination  on h is

method: "Of th e  innum erable e f f e c t s ,  o r im pressions o f  which the h e a r t ,

the  i n t e l l e c t  o r  (more g e n e ra lly )  th e  so u l i s  s u s c e p t ib le ,  which one

s h a l l  I ,  on th e  p re se n t o ccasio n , s e le c t? "  The theme i s  consequently

th e  method used to  c a rry  o u t a d esig n . The p lo t  and i t s  execu tion

should  appear to  be co term inous; t h e i r  con ju n ctio n  forms th e  theme:

"The id ea  o f th e  t a l e ,  i t s  t h e s i s ,  has been p rese n ted  unblem ished,
15

because u n d is tu rb ed —an end a b so lu te ly  demanded." S ince the design  

i s  v e rb a l ,  and the  c o rr e c t  method a lone can p re se n t  th e  main id ea  of
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a t a l e  ( i t s  f i c t i o n ) , Poe em phasizes com position . Out o f s in g u la r ly

d iv e rse  knowables, elem ents co n sid ered  s e p a ra te ly  a re  jo in e d  to g e th e r

to  weave a " f a b r ic "  o r netw ork o f r e la t io n s  su g g e stiv e  of an i n te g r a l  
16

whole.

P o e 's  desig n  o f " u n ity  o f im pression" demands a s t r u c tu r e  unique

in  i t s  cum ulative e f f o r t  to  achieve a t o t a l i t y .  When we co n sid e r h is

redundancy, i t  becomes c le a r  th a t  he has dev ised  a graduated  use of
17

words toward th e  c re a t io n  of vagueness. T au to logy, a f a u l t  in  

grammar emerges as a n e c essa ry  p a r t  o f h is  i n t e n t ,  a device fo r  in ­

d e f in i te n e s s  o f  e f f e c t .

The in te n t io n a l  e x c lu s iv ity  o f a r t i s t i c  design  in  P o e 's  work

r e s u l ts  in  th e  s in g u la r i ty  of im pression  he d e s ir e s :  "There a re  no 
18

e x te rn a l  o r e x t r i n s i c  in f lu e n c e s ."  In  The Conception of Beauty in  

S h e lle y , Keats and Poe, Solomon F. G ingerich  connects en c lo su re  to  

the  consequent accomodation of language to  id ea :

The most a s to n ish in g  th in g  about t h i s  conception  of 
b eau ty  i s  i t s  e x tra o rd in a ry  e x c lu s iv en e ss . In  f a c t ,  
we g a in  a c le a r e r  view of P o e 's  id e a  o f beau ty  by 
summing up , n o t what i t  in c lu d e s , b u t what i t  o m its .19

This i s  a ty p ic a l  response to  the  a r t i s t  as a n c es to r  to  " f in -d e -  

s ie c le "  p o e try , th e  la te -in -co m in g  P a rn ass ian  commitment to  a s t a t i c ,  

s ty l iz e d  b e a u ty , emptied o f "w orld ly" concerns. Much o f what Ginger­

ich  says i s  a p p lic a b le  to  P o e 's  language which in v o lv es  a "narrow ing
20

o f th e  f i e ld  of consciousness w ith  re fe re n c e  to  t h is  w o rld ."  But 

h ere  we must be c a u tio u s . Poe o f te n  uses rom antic c lic h e s  such as 

an in e f f a b le ,  n o t to  be expressed  "su p e rn a l Beauty" to  sc reen  a r e a l
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emphasis on method. I f  the  p i c t o r i a l  elem ents o f many o f the  

t a l e s  and poems seem th e  a ttem pt to  d e lin e a te  th e  " id e a  o f the  

B e a u t ifu l ,"  the  c o n fig u ra tio n  o f th ese  e lem ents a c ts  even more 

fo rc e fu lly  to  convey what the  " id e a "  o f p o e tic  language i s .

To cap tu re  the  language o f the  cosmos, th e  a ttem pt o f E ureka , 

as w e ll as P o e 's  l a t e r  t a l e s ,  in v o lv es  an u nreso lved  te n s io n  between 

a p rag m atic , r a t i o n a l  a r t i s a n  and a m ystic  who has a rr iv e d  a t  m y sti­

cism through h is  a r t — through h is  d e l ib e ra te  pushing o f language to

21i t s  l im i t s .  This c o n f l ic t in g  tendency o f P o e 's  language and method 

makes i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  remain long in  accord  w ith  G in g e ric h 's  conclu ­

s io n : "P o e 's  concept o f p o e try  and o f beauty  i s  an e x tr a o rd in a r i ly
22

r e s t r i c t e d  o n e ."  He l im i t s  P o e 's  d o c tr in e  o f  " s in g le n e s s "  o f e f f e c t  

w ithou t r e a l iz in g  th a t  th e  e f f e c t  i s  a u n ity  e v e r invo lved  in  d iv e r s i t y .  

The u ltim a te  com plexity  o f r e l a t i o n  d escrib ed  in  Eureka i s  expansive 

as w e ll as c o n s t r ic t iv e ,  a b eau ty  e x p re ss iv e  o f t o t a l i t y  and t r u th ,
23

and an a r t  in  accord  w ith  what he c a l l s  " n a tu r e 's  g e n e ra l in te n t io n ."  

P o e 's  "concept" i s  n o t r e s t r i c t e d ,  b u t th e  l im its  he en fo rces  on h is  

c r a f t  to  somehow encompass such a concept o p e ra te  under g re a t  r e s t r a i n t .

Although c r i t i c s  have noted  th e  im portance o f c irc u m sc r ip tio n  of 

space in  P o e 's  t a l e s ,  I  know of no a n a ly s is  which examines how such a 

c irc u m sc r ip tio n  produces a d e s ire d  v e rb a l e f f e c t .  In  re tu rn in g  to  

th e  n o tio n  o f enc losed  sp ace , the  c o n s is te n t  c lo su re  e s s e n t ia l  to  

P o e 's  a e s th e t i c ,  I  w i l l  connect t h is  fram ing d i r e c t l y  to  a b a s ic  

s t y l i s t i c  tech n iq u e : th e  announcing o f bounds from w ith o u t allow s the

words w ith in  to  p lay  out th e  f i c t io n  o f th e  l im i t le s s .
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The " s t r e s s  upon c o n s tru c tio n ,"  th a t  ab so rp tio n  in  language

and s ty le  which W.C. W illiam s c le a r ly  recogn ized  as P o e 's  "im pulse

. . .  to  g e t from sen tim en t to  form ;" h is  " in s i s te n c e  . . . upon
24

method, in  o p p o s itio n  to  a nam eless ra p tu re  over n a tu r e ,"  b r in g s  

us c lo s e r  to  und ers tan d in g  P o e 's  a e s th e t ic  than  any in te r p r e t a t i o n  

of an " id e a  o f b e a u ty ."  In  "The P o e tic  P r in c ip le ,"  fo r  exam ple, Poe 

s e ts  up man's longing  to  comprehend a something n o n -v e rb a l, " the  

su p e rn a l L o v e lin e s s ."  To embody the  v is io n  and y e t  have th a t  p rese n ­

ta t io n  r e t a in  i t s  e f f e c t  of unknow ability  (su b lim ity )  on th e  rea d e r  

would seem to  be th e  goa l o f th e  p o e t.  The goa l i s  n o t an im p ossib le  

one, d e s p ite  P o e 's  d e c la ra t io n s  to  the  c o n tra ry . H is n o tio n  o f  beau­

ty  lea d s  to  a p o e tic  o f l im i ta t io n ,  t h a t  p o e tic  which compels method. 

For Kant (re v e a lin g  h is  decided p re fe ren c e  o f N ature  to  a r t ) , the  

sublim e cannot e x is t  w ith in  the  l in g u i s t i c  a r t i f a c t .  In h e re n tly  

m ea su re le ss , once co n s tra in e d  by form, i t  e x is t s  no lo n g er. Poe, 

however, c lo s e r  to  Burke than to  K ant, does n o t d es ig n a te  the  term 

beau ty  as i n f e r io r  to  the  sublim e. R a th e r, t h a t  "Beauty" claim ed as

n ecessa ry  sphere  of th e  poem "must be understood  as in c lu s iv e  o f the  
25

Sublim e. "

An i n f i n i t e  fo rced  in to  the  f i n i t e  medium of words ( im p e llin g ,

we remember, " th e  Heaven in to  the E a r th " ) , th e  r e s u l t  a f f e c ts  a

m easu re le ssn ess . P o e 's  words w i l l  assem ble in to  a shape, and w ith in

th e  c a re fu lly  m easured l im it s  o f  th e  t a l e ,  cohere to  produce an " a r t i -  
26

f i c i a l  i n f i n i t e . "

His re c o g n itio n  o f the  n e c e s s i ty  o f i s o l a t i o n  fo r  the a r t i f a c t
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to  a f f e c t  th e  r e a d e r 's  mind as in  i n d e f in i t e  w orld o f fe r s  a sug­

g e s tiv e  in te r p re ta t io n  o f th e  word d ic h te n , meaning as Poe ex p la in s  

in  "The P o e tic  P r in c ip le ,"  to  fe ig n  o r make v e rs e s . He then  d e fin es  

the  term D ichtkunst as th e  a r t  o f  f i c t io n  o r p o e try  and decides th a t

" in  the  com bination of th e  two om niprevalent id ea s"  l i e s  " th e  n o v e lty "  
27

o f h is  p ro p o s it io n . What com prises the  "essen ce" o f p o e try  rem ains

complex. "D ichten" a ls o  means to  make t i g h t ,  sh u t in ,  pack o r s e a l .

And P o e 's  method demands a c lo sed  system  o f in te r a c t in g  fu n c tio n s .

The elem ents o f c o n s tru c tio n  a re  f i t t e d  to  one an o th e r in to  a t ig h t ly

k n i t  s tr u c tu r e  "from which no component atom can be removed, and in

which none of the  component atoms can be d isp la c e d , w ith o u t ru in  to  
28

th e  w hole ." In  "The Power o f W ords," Agathos warns th a t  "as no
29

thought can p e r is h ,  so no a c t  i s  w ith o u t i n f i n i t e  r e s u l t . "

W ithin th e  f i x i t y  o f  the  fram e, under demands fo r  co n s is ten cy

and claim s fo r  com pletedness which, to  P o e 's  m ind, i s  p e r f e c t  b eau ty ,

a cu rious shaping  of indeterm inacy  e n su es . This i s  th e  way th a t  Poe

allow s language to  house the  i n f i n i t e .  A r t i f a c t  i s  made in c lu s iv e  o f

the  sublim e. Through r ig o ro u s  tech n iq u e , the  concept o f b eau ty , the

c ircu m scrib ed  s t r u c tu r e ,  can a lso  a c t  to  e n c lo se . Form i s  so f i l l e d

w ith  theme, " th a t  u n ity  o f e f f e c t  which to  th e  a r t i s t  i s  worth a l l  the 
30

a lle g o ry  in  the  w o rld ,"  t h a t  th e  co n ten t i t s e l f  c re a te s  an i n f i n i t e ly  

r e f le x iv e  world where cause r e f l e c t s  upon e f f e c t ,  means upon ends and 

v ice  v e rsa .

Through an in c re a se  in  l i n g u i s t i c  en tropy  ( p a r t ic u l a r ly  i l l u s ­

t r a t e d  in  l a t e r  poem s), a p ro cess  ten d in g  toward d if fu s io n  and f in a l  

c o lla p se  i s  c a rr ie d  out in  a l t e rn a t io n  w ith  th e  form-making p ro cess .
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The c o lla p se  toward a s t a t e  o f a b so lu te  c lo su re  (" th e  f in a l  in ­

g a th e rin g "  o f Eureka) , d isso lv e s  a l l  d i f f e r e n t ia t io n  between form 

and c o n te n t ,  exposing th e  fram ing o f a vacancy and the  a rb i t r a r in e s s  

o f such a fram e. The d i a l e c t i c  th a t  P o e 's  p ro se  re v e a ls  i s  an un­

s ta b le  move to  e re c t  l im i t s  to  sp ace , and in  tu rn ,  to  b reak  through 

the  l im it s  to  the  a n te r io r ,  u n d if f e re n t ia te d  "One." As we tu rn  to  

a d isc u ss io n  of "The Domain of Amheim" and "L andor's  C o ttag e ,"  we 

should b ea r in  mind th a t  Poe d e fin e s  " th e  P o etry  o f words" as " the

Rhythmical C rea tion  o f B eauty. Beyond the l im i t s  o f Beauty i t s  p ro - 
31

v ince does n o t e x te n d ."

-  2 -

MAN-MADE GARDEN AS SOUL OF POETRY

The m athem atics a ffo rd  no more a b so lu te  dem o n stra tio n s , 
th an  th e  sen tim en t of h is  A rt y ie ld s  to  the  a r t i s t .  He 
no t only  b e lie v e s ,  bu t p o s it iv e ly  knows, th a t  such and 
such a p p a ren tly  a rb i t r a r y  arrangem ents of m a tte r ,  o r 
form, c o n s t i tu te ,  and a lo n e , c o n s t i tu te ,  the  t ru e  
B eauty .

Poe, "The Landscape G arden," 1842 

32
In  "The Domain of Amheim" (1846) and "L andor's  C ottage" (1849),

desig n a ted  as "A Pendant to  th e  Domain o f Am heim ," fram ing to  c re a te

a u n ity  works i t s e l f  ou t in  human term s, confined  to  th e  a r t i s t i c  c re a -
33

t io n  o f the  landscap e-g ard en . Poe g re a t ly  valued  both  t a l e s ,  and i t

i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  "The Domain o f Amheim" was w r i t te n  b e fo re  Eureka

and "L andor's  Cottage" a fte rw a rd s . In  a l a t e  l e t t e r  to  M aria Clem,

Poe w ro te: " I  have no d e s ir e  to  l iv e  s in c e  I  have done 'E u re k a . ' I
34

could accom plish no th in g  m ore." I  choose to  take  the  se lf -p ro c la im e d
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words of Eureka*s s ig n if ic a n c e  to  Poe*s l i f e  and thought s e r io u s ly .  

Since I  do n o t see th is  s ta tem en t as y e t an o th e r exaggera ted  po se , 

in  the  rem ainder o f t h i s  essay  I  w i l l  a ttem pt to  i l l u s t r a t e  how 

"The Domain of Amheim" and "L andor's  C o ttag e ,"  a sse sse d  to g e th e r ,  

mark th e  m atu ratio n  o f h is  thought and e x p re ss io n , the  m a te r ia l iz a ­

t io n  o f h is  th e o r ie s  on com position and in d e f in i te n e s s  o f e f f e c t .

The w r i t e r 's  a ttem pt to  match h is  own a r t i s t r y  w ith  th e  u n d erly ­

ing  scheme of D eity  m an ifes ts  i t s e l f  n o t through d e p ic tio n  o f v a s t ­

ness , fo r  as in  Eureka, th e  n a r r a to r  o f both ta l e s  f in d s  wide and un­

determ ined p ro sp e c ts  u n p leasing  to  the  fancy and consequen tly  in h ib i -  

t iv e  o f the  a b i l i t y  to  im agine. As Poe w r i te s ,  c i t in g  M. Le Baron de 

B ie lf e ld :

Im agination  i s ,  p o ss ib ly  in  man, a l e s s e r  degree o f the
c re a t iv e  power in  God. What the  D eity  im ag ines, i s ,
b u t was n o t b e fo re . What man im ag ines, i ^ ,  b u t was 
a ls o . The mind of man cannot imagine what i s  n o t .*^

What man, " th e  c o n s tru c to r ,"  im agines w ith  e x is te n t  th in g s  i s  a 

measure o f h is  a r t .

J u s t  as Eureka's  cosmic voyager d id  n o t s ta r e  a t  s t a r s  in  t h e i r  

in f in i t u d e ,  the  e a r th ly  w anderer n a r r a te s  no moments o f awe in  re ­

g ard ing  an ocean wracked by sto rm , the  grandeur o f m ountains looming 

in  a d is ta n c e .  He chooses fo r  su b je c t a s e t t in g  q u a li f ie d  by i t s

bounds ( s t r ik in g  in  conception  they must b e )— th e  landscape-garden

( t r e a t i s e s  on "im proving" th e  c a p a b i l i t ie s  of n a tu r a l  landscape were 
36

p o p u lar a t  th e  tim e) — and c re a te s  w ith in  l im it s  something new and 

unexpected. W ithin t h i s  nexus o f a r t i f i c e d  u n i ty ,  the  poet composes
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fo r  the  rea d e r th a t  " l im ite d  realm  o f h is  a u th o r i ty  . . . th e  
37

circum scribed  Eden of h i s  dream s." The image o f a whole p o r tra y ed

w ith in  th e  compass o f what man can imagine i s  sym bolic o f p e r f e c t io n .

In  Landscape in to  A r t . Kenneth C lark in d ic a te s  th a t  "P a rad ise "  i s
38

th e  P e rs ia n  term  fo r  "a  w alled  e n c lo s u re ."  This i s  P o e 's  memory of

the  Eden to  be reformed as b e f i t s  h is  id e a .

Poe reg a rd s  space as the  b a s ic  p e rc e p tu a l  framework through which 

he th in k s  and remakes th e  w orld. As I suggested  in  my d isc u ss io n  of 

E ureka, th e  im ag ination  i s  re p re s e n ta t io n ,  a s t r u c tu r a t io n  in  a meta­

p h o r ic a l  space (bounded through words and g iven  a shape) of what i s  

e s s e n t ia l ly  n o n - s p a t ia l ,  and co n v e rse ly , a miming in  words o f th a t  

u n lim ited  e x te n t  n o n -v erb a l. The w a lls  o f f o l ia g e ,  overhanging v in es  

and lu sh ,  g rassy  s lo p es  dem arcate th e  in v en ted  en c lo su re  w ith in  which 

th e  poe t lo c a te s  h is  words. A ll co n tin g en t elem ents a re  removed from 

the  a re a  devised  in  accordance w ith  c e r ta in  p r in c ip le s  o f  a r t i f i c i a l  

landscape gardening .

The re c o g n itio n  th a t  a garden-scene may o r shou ld  resem ble a

p ic tu re  o r  be rem in iscen t o f some p a r t i c u l a r  landscape p a in t in g  took

i t s  r i s e  in  18th cen tu ry  England and le d  to  the  development o f mani­

f o ld  th e o r ie s  o f the  " p ic tu re s q u e ."  The term  gained  in  im portance, 

and am bigu ity , as works on the  th eo ry  and p r a c t ic e  o f  landscape 

gardening  became more p o p u lar . Samuel Monk r e l a te s  th e  p a in t e r 's  

landscape and gardening  p e r f e c tio n  to  p o e try . He i s  cogent in  a 

realm  o f o f te n  p e rp lex in g  c r i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y ,  and h i s  words w i l l  se rv e  

us w e ll:
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This h a b it  o f seeking  in  n a tu re  scenes s u ita b le  both  
to  th e  poet and to  the  p a in te r ,  f o r t i f i e d  as i t  was by 
th e  a e s th e t ic  of u t  p ic tu r a  p o e s is , dominated England 
u n t i l  w e ll in to  th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry , and f in a l ly  
c re a ted  an a e s th e t ic  o f  i t s  own— the  p ic tu re s q u e .39

The id e a  of " p o e tic a l  p a in t in g ,"  th e  p ro p o s it io n  th a t  "a  good poet
40

ought to  give us such a lan d scap e , as a p a in te r  could copy a f t e r , "

emerged in  America through the  a r t  th e o r ie s  and c r i t ic i s m  of the  
41

Hudson R iver School. Although Poe a tta c k ed  th e  g ro u p 's  s e p a ra tio n  

o f form and co n ten t in  a r t  ( th e  argument th a t  p a in te r ly  techn ique  

should be su b o rd in a ted  to  th e  m oral "meaning" o f a can v as), he ac­

corded w ith  th e  n o tio n  th a t  p a in tin g s  should n o t be mere im i ta t io n s ,  

bu t com positions—th e  reo rg a n iz a tio n  o f n a tu r e 's  d iv e rse  forms in to  

a new and harmonious whole.

I f  P o e 's  c re a tio n  of beauty  i s  fo rm al, i t s  forming rem ains, never­

th e l e s s ,  a t  th e  se rv ic e  o f an i n d e f in i t e  con cep tio n . In  h is  essay  on 

L ongfellow , h is  "B allads  and O ther Poems," Poe announces th a t  he w i l l  

reso lv e  th e  m u ltitu d e  of e x is te n t  d o c tr in e s  on what the  essence of 

p o e try  i s  in to  " th e  d e f in i t io n  now pro p o sed ."  The d e f in i t io n  d e fin es  

h i s  own ends:

We do n o th ing  more than  p re se n t ta n g ib ly  the  vague clouds 
o f th e  w o rld 's  id ea . We recogn ize  th e  id ea  i t s e l f  f lo a t ­
in g , u n s e tt le d ,  i n d e f in i t e ,  in  every  a ttem p t which has y e t  
been to  c ircum scribe  th e  conception  o f 'P o esy ' in
words.

The r e a l ly  e x p e rt passages in  th e  t a le s  under c o n s id e ra tio n  a re  those  

f ig u r a l ly  d ev ised ; th o se  which aim a t  a " ta n g ib le "  p re s e n ta t io n  of 

in e f f a b le  "so u l"  o r " se n tim e n t."  The p o e tic  p r in c ip le  i s  expressed
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in  the  prose  of "The Domain o f Amheim" and "Landor’s C o ttag e ."

The extreme form alism  of both  ta l e s  i s  p u rp o se fu l. P a t te rn  and 

d esign  remain e s s e n t ia l  to  th e  o rd er of the  landscape n a r r a t iv e ,  

b u t th e  am biguity  c re a ted  through th e  s tu d ie d  com position o f words 

and ph rases  ren d e rs  n o t a s p e c i f ic  lo c a le  o r  scen e , b u t r a th e r  a 

vague fe e l in g  o f p ro c e ss , the  very essence  o f which i s  com bination.

In  "The Domain o f Am heim ," confirm ing th e  choice o f a r t i f i c i a l  

lan dscape-garden ing  over th e  n a tu r a l  which "seeks to  r e c a l l  the  

o r ig in a l  beauty  of th e  c o u n try ,"  Poe appeals to  p a in t in g  as exemplum:

. . .  no such com bination of scenery  e x is t s  in  n a tu re  
as the  p a in te r  o f genius may produce. No such p a ra ­
d ise s  a re  to  be found in  r e a l i t y  as have glowed on the  
canvass o f C laude.^3

When Poe uses the word p i tto re s q u e  in  "Landor’s C o tta g e ,"  he in t r o ­

duces the word in  a s t r i c t l y  s p e c ia liz e d  meaning, " in  the  t ru e  sense 

o f th e  I t a l i a n  term" (LC, 1330). I t  i s  n o t a p p lied  to  anyth ing  con­

s id e re d  f i t  to  make a p ic tu r e  appealing  to  th e  ey e , b u t has th e  n a r ­

rower im p lic a tio n  o f a c tu a l ly  resem bling a r t .  He i s  c a re fu l  to  

d e riv e  i t  from p i t t o r e , a p a in t e r ,  r a th e r  th an  from p i t t u r a , a p ic ­

t u r e ,  th in k in g  o f scenes o r  groups o f o b je c ts  composed by man and de­

pendent on tech n iq u es  of com position and d is p o s i t io n .

In  the  landscape sk e tc h e s , Poe uses p i c t o r i a l  o p e ra tio n s  to  

p o in t  to  " th e  id ea  o f th e  B e a u t ifu l ,"  a sen se  o f p e r f e c tio n  and 

harmony. The g a rd en e r’ s c a p ac ity  to  judge o f form s, c o lo rs  and com­

b in a tio n s  of v i s ib le  o b je c ts  o f fe r s  i t s e l f  as analogue to  the  p o e t 's :
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The P o e tic  Sentim ent . . . may develop i t s e l f  in  
v a rio u s  modes— in  P a in tin g , in  S c u lp tu re , in  A rchi­
te c tu re ,  in  th e  Dance,— and very  e s p e c ia l ly  in  
M usic,— and very p e c u l ia r ly ,  and w ith  a wide f i e l d ,  
in  the  com position of th e  Landscape Garden.

The cap ac ity  to  combine i s  r e la te d  to  th e  "compound f a c u l ty ,"  th e
45

s in g le  most im p o rtan t o p e ra tio n  o f the  p ic tu re s q u e . Man’s c r e a t iv ­

i t y  i s  l im ite d  to  h is  making com binations o f m a te r ia l  form s, of

. . . th e  most combinable th in g s  h i th e r to  uncombined; 
th e  compound as a g e n e ra l r u le ,  p a rta k in g  ( in  c h a ra c te r)  
o f su b lim ity  o r b eau ty , in  th e  r a t i o  o f th e  r e s p e c tiv e  
su b lim ity  o r  beauty  o f th e  th in g s  combined. . . .

The im ag in atio n  re v e a ls  i t s e l f  in  th e  a r t i s t i c a l  ad justm en t and am pli­

f ic a t i o n  o f N a tu re ’s "donnees":

The range o f Im ag ination  i s  th e r e fo r e ,  u n lim ite d . I t s  
m a te r ia ls  ex tend  throughout th e  U niverse . Even out of 
d e fo rm itie s  i t  f a b r ic a te s  th a t  Beauty which i s  a t  once 
i t s  s o le  o b je c t  and i t s  i n e v i ta b le  t e s t .  '

In  "The Domain o f Amheim" as in  "L an d o r's  C o ttag e ,"  Poe attem p ts  

to  w o rd -p a in t a c a re f u lly  arranged  landscape fo r  th e  re a d e r .  An ex­

pansion  o f  the  e a r l i e r ,  wholly th e o r e t i c a l  "Landscape G arden," i t  

does more than  s t a t e  P o e 's  a r t i s t i c  c reed . E l l i s o n ,  P o e 's  b u i ld e r  

o f  th e  m arvelous domain, d e l iv e rs  th e  background as to  why the c re a ­

t io n  o f th e  lan d scap e-g ard en , by i t s  r e a l iz a t io n  o f God's designs in  

th e  very  su b stan ce  of the  m a te r ia l  w orld , f u l f i l s  " th e  p o e tic  sen tim en t 

in  man" (DA, 1272). Then, th e  n a r r a to r  tak es  over to  re v e a l  how words, 

j u s t  as d i s t i n c t  o b je c ts  and complex v is u a l  images in  a configured  

landscape ree n a c t th e  c re a t iv e  p ro ce ss—how from known and perhaps
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d is s im ila r  th in g s  a unique harmony i s  made:

While the  component p a r ts  may defy , in d iv id u a lly ,  the  
h ig h es t s k i l l  o f th e  a r t i s t ,  th e  arrangem ent of th ese  
p a r t s  w i l l  always be s u s c e p t ib le  o f  improvement. In  
s h o r t ,  no p o s it io n  can be a t ta in e d  on th e  wide s u rfa c e  
o f  the  n a tu r a l  e a r th ,  from which an a r t i s t i c a l  eye, 
looking  s te a d i ly ,  w i l l  n o t f in d  m a tte r  o f  o ffen ce  in  
what i s  termed th e  ’ com position ’ o f  th e  lan d scap e .

(DA, 1272)

To "compose" a n a tu r a l  landscape to  b rin g  out i t s  " c a p a b i l i t i e s ,"  

inv o lv es  a m o d if ic a tio n  o f elem ents in  accord  w ith  a p r io r  d e sig n .

Moving from th e o r ie s  o f th e  lan d scap e -g a rd en er to  the  f a b r ic a ­

t io n  o f the  lan d scap e -p o e t (an exchange achieved  through the  g radua l 

passage o f th e  b le sse d  p o e tic ia n  o f lan d scap e , E l l i s o n ,  in to  the  

n a r r a to r /w r i t e r ) ,  Poe d es ig n a tes  t h a t  p e c u lia r  k ind  o f  b eau ty , ap p eal­

ing  to  th e  eye and s u ita b le  fo r  p a in tin g . I t  i s  im parted  through the  

" c re a t io n  o f novel moods o f p u re ly  p h y s ic a l lo v e lin e s s "  (DA, 1271). 

E l l i s o n 's  lea rn e d  thoughts on the  a r t i s t  as m a te r ia l  a d a p te r  of an 

i n tu i te d  p e r f e c tio n — communicated, fo r  the  most p a r t ,  through the  n a r ­

r a t o r 's  commentary— rev e a l th a t  movement back and f o r th  between m ater­

i a l  and id e a l  n o ted  in  Eureka and in  P o e 's  l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic i s m .  The 

"m a te ria lism " in  E l l i s o n 's  " e th i c a l  sp e c u la tio n s"  (DA, 1271), r e f l e c t s

th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  a more than  human handiwork "by m ultiform  combina-
48

tio n s  among th e  th in g s  and thoughts o f Time." I f ,  as Blake sa y s , 

" e te r n i ty  i s  in  love  w ith  th e  p ro d u ctio n s  o f tim e ,"  Poe narrow s the  

s ta n c e  to  co n c en tra te  on how E l l i s o n 's  " a r t i f i c e  o f e te r n i ty "  i s  

adapted to  " th e  eyes which were to  behold  i t  on e a rth "  (DA, 1272).

E l l i s o n 's  o b se rv a tio n s  o f the d e fe c ts  and in c o n g ru itie s  of 

observed n a tu re  and th e  a r t i s t ' s  fu n c tio n  to  compose and c o r r e c t ,
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comes from the  p e rsp e c tiv e  of one, who l ik e  th e  n a r r a to r  o f E ureka,

has en v is io n ed  a more p e r f e c t  realm  o f which h i s  p o s ite d  " e x a lta t io n

o f  the  landscape" i s  s t i l l  on ly  a r e f l e c t io n  o f " th e  m o rta l o r human

p o in t of v iew ."  His own a d a p ta tio n s  o f m a tte r  p laced  in  a l a r g e r

fram e, r e l a t i v e  to  " th e  wide landscape-gardens o f the  hem isp h eres ,"

fo rc e s  h is  n o n - re l ia n c e  on th e  seen and i t s  im i ta t io n .  In s te a d ,

he keeps in  mind th a t  " p o in t d is ta n t  from the  e a r t h 's  s u rf a c e ,  although

n o t beyond the  l im it s  o f i t s  atm osphere" (DA, 1274). He sees  through

the  im ag in atio n ; o r ,  as Poe w r ite s  in  th e  M a rg in a lia : "A rt . . .  I

should  c a l l  i t  th e  rep ro d u c tio n  o f what th e  sen ses  p e rc e iv e  in  n a tu re  
49

through the  v e i l  o f  the  s o u l ."  Y et, how he view s, the  p a r t i c u l a r  kind  

of p e rc e p tio n  and o r ie n ta t io n  toward a p o in t in  a s p a t i a l  se n se , d e te r ­

mines the m ed ita tio n —w hat, f i n a l ly ,  he w i l l  apprehend.

The realm  o f im ag in atio n  d esig n a ted  in  Eureka as "a  shadowy and 

f lu c tu a t in g  domain" concurs w ith  th e  p ic tu re sq u e  o p tio n . P ic tu r in g  

a landscape in  o rd er to  d isp la y  i t s  ab ru p t t r a n s i t i o n s  and s u rp r is in g

tu rn s  of p ro sp e c t and concealm ent, e x c ite s  th e  mind and " le a d s  th e  eye
50

a wanton k ind  o f chace ,"  w r ite s  H ogarth. I f  su b lim ity  f o s te rs  th e

un ifo rm ity  o f  a s in g le ,  s t r i k in g  e f f e c t ,  th e  p ic tu re sq u e  c re a te s  a

harmony through a c o n s ta n t v a r ia t io n  o f p a r t i c u l a r s . S i r  Uvedale

P r ic e ,  in  An Essay on th e  P ic tu re sq u e , e s ta b l is h e s  " c u r io s i ty "  as i t s

c e n tr a l  e f f e c t ,  which m ixing w ith  e i t h e r  o f the  o th e r  q u a l i t i e s ,
51

"c o rr e c ts  th e  languor o f  beau ty , o r  th e  te n s io n  o f s u b lim i ty ."  I t  

engages th e  view in  sudden s h i f t s ,  inducing  a s tro n g  e x e r t io n  of 

com prehension. One's view moves to  and f ro  between extrem es— a sun 

suddenly f a l l e n  in to  shade, an obscuring  m ist d isso lv e d  by s ig h t  o f
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sun. P o e 's  love  o f th e  ch ia ro scu ro , h is  use o f g radua ted  l ig h t s  

and shades and the p u r s u i t  o f th e  " e x c ess iv e ly  o u tre"  and " b iz a r re "  

gen e ra te  those s e t t in g s  th a t  appear im p ress iv e ly  v iv id  and y e t  r e ­

main i n d e f in i t e .  The arabesque f ig u re s  in  th e  t a p e s t r i e s  o f  " L ig e ia ,"

th e  mazes woven o f u n rea l and f lu t t e r in g  form s, though sh a rp ly  o u t-
52

l in e d ,  en fo rce  th e  phantasm agoric e f f e c t .

P o e 's  unexpected beauty  i s  d e lim ited  by no nom inal a e s th e t ic
53

ca teg o ry , as e s ta b l is h e d  n o tio n s  o f th e  sublim e and the  b e a u t i fu l .

In  h is  "Review of N.P. W il l i s ,"  Poe aga in  draws a t te n t io n  to  a beauty  

th a t  can o v e rr id e  d i s t in c t io n s ,  a beau ty  th a t  a r i s e s  c u t of the  im agi­

n a t io n 's  power o f  c re a t iv e  co n jo in in g :

From novel arrangem ents of o ld  forms which p re se n t 
them selves to  i t ,  i t  s e le c ts  only such as a re  h a r ­
monious— the  r e s u l t ,  o f c o u rse , i s  beau ty  i t s e l f — 
u sing  the  term  in  i t s  most extended sen se , and as 
in c lu s iv e  of the  sublim e.

This a ll-encom passing  beau ty  c le a r ly  m an ifes ts  i t s e l f  in  most o f  P o e 's  

com positions. The predom inant choice o f garden , c o tta g e , house o r 

chamber as p re s e n ta t io n  on e a r th  o f " th e  Beauty above," rem ains th a t  

of the  l im ite d  v i s t a ,  n o t o f i n d e f in i te  e x te n t .  And when Poe does 

choose to  t r e a t  th e  se a , th e  s ta n d a rd  image o f s u b lim ity , he measures 

p o in ts  on th e  ap p a re n tly  b o u n d less , much as he marks the  p o in ts  on 

h is  form al lan d scap es. As Robert L. C arrin g e r w r i te s  in  "C ircum scrip­

t io n  o f  Space and th e  Form o f P o e 's  A rthur Gordon Pym: " in  bo th  'Ms.

Found in  a B o t t le ' and 'A Descent in to  th e  M aelstrom ,1 in  a re v e r s a l

o f a l l  conv en tio n a l a s s o c ia t io n s ,  Poe manages to  have h is  n a r r a to r  
55

d e lim ited  by space on th e  ocean ."  The in d e f in i t e  e x te n t  he e f f e c ts
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i s  one of h is  own making, q u i te  co n tra ry  to  any p reconce ived  a t t r i ­

b u tio n  to  space.

A dynamic q u a l i ty ,  Poe’s beauty  moves to  a l t e r n a te ly  l e g i s la t e  

harmony and to  d isso lv e  i t ,  tran sfo rm in g  the  l i t e r a l  in to  th e  fan ­

t a s t i c ,  th e  g en e ra l in to  th e  unique and th e  uncommon in to  th e  p ro sa ic . 

I t s  o s c i l la t io n s  make i t  im possib le  to  draw bounds between seeming op­

p o s ite s  . Such an a c t iv a t io n  of indeterm inacy  i s  s u g g e s tiv e . I f  the  

m inute p a r t i c u l a r s  s e le c te d  by th e  a r t i s t  a t t a in  to  a harmony, i t  i s  

a g rad u a l a tta in m e n t. The u n ity  a r i s e s  out o f sudden v a r ia t io n  and 

i r r e g u la r i t y  ( to  vary Dr. Jo h n so n 's  p h ras in g , a "c o n ca ten a tio n "  w ith  

" a b ru p tio n " ) .  Poe uses the  p ic tu re s q u e , in  i t s  a l t e rn a t in g  a p p ro p ria ­

t io n  o f c h a r a c te r i s t ic s  o f th e  sublim e and th e  b e a u t i fu l ,  to  p rese rv e  

t h is  ap p a re n tly  in co n c lu s iv e  p ro ce ss . The p ro cess  b r in g s  th e  read e r

c lo s e r  to  u n derstand ing  P o e 's  " e x q u is i te  beauty" th a t  must have "some 
56

s tra n g e n ess  in  th e  p ro p o r t io n ."  I t  a lso  s tre n g th e n s  the  " in t r ic a c y "  

th a t  P r ic e  s p e c i f ie s  as " th a t  d i s p o s i t io n  of o b je c ts ,  w hich, by a
57

p a r t i a l  and u n c e rta in  concealm ent, e x c ite s  and n o u rish e s  c u r io s i ty ."  

The e f f o r t  to  s u rp r is e  the  mind o f the  rea d e r  in to  a c t i v i t y  under­

l i e s  much o f P o e 's  tech n iq u e .

An atm osphere w ith in  which o b je c ts  move to  p e rp e tu a lly  a l t e r  

them selves, fo rc in g  a re c o g n itio n  of t h e i r  p ro te a n - l ik e  a b i l i t y  to  

tran sfo rm , fu se  w ith  and be transfo rm ed , r e s u l t s  from c le a r ly  develop­

ed th e o r ie s  of com position . "The P hilosophy o f F u rn itu re ,"  P o e 's  

m an ifes to  o f a r t ,  i l l u s t r a t e s  how through c o rr e c t  b rea d th  o f trea tm en t 

d i s t in c t  o b je c ts  in  a scene can be u n ite d  in to  a whole. A symbolism 

o f d es ig n , very  n e a rly  a sym b o lis t program f o r  th e  i n t e r io r  d es ig n e r ,
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i t  e s ta b l is h e s  the  m eaningful medium as an in te r p e n e t r a t io n  o f
58

both  a s p i r i t u a l  and m a te r ia l  r e a l i t y .  A p e rp e tu a lly  r e in s ta te d

e f f o r t ,  th e  d i a l e c t i c  tak es  many form s. A ty p ica l words a re  p u t in to

a r e la t io n s h ip  o f e q u a tio n . These words, n o t m etap h y sica lly  v a lid a te d

in  t h e i r  un ion , a re  p laced  in  c o n tr a s t  and s y n th e s is :  " th e  so u l of

th e  apartm ent i s  th e  c a r p e t " t he  s p r i t u a l i t y  of a B r i t i s h  b o u d o ir ;"
59

"Never was a more lo v e ly  thought than th a t  o f the  a s t r a l  lamp

But most im p o rtan t, Poe a s se s se s  th e  correspondance between th e  a r t s :

We speak o f the  keeping o f a room as we would o f the  
keeping of a p ic tu r e — fo r  both  th e  p ic tu re  and the 
room a re  amenable to  th o se  u n d ev ia tin g  p r in c ip le s  
which r e g u la te  a l l  v a r i e t i e s  o f a r t ;  and very  n e a rly  
the  same laws by which we decide on the  h ig h e r  m erits  
o f a p a in t in g ,  s u f f ic e  fo r  d e c is io n  on th e  ad justm ent 
of a chamber.

(PF, 497)

Poe sees  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty ,  o r r a th e r  the  n e c e s s i ty ,  o f apply ing  ru le s  

o f p a in t in g  to  lan d scap e-g ard en , to  a room and i t s  arrangem ent o f 

f u rn i tu r e ;  i t  i s  n o t d i f f i c u l t  to  apply th e  same te c h n ic a l  r u le s ,  

which amount to  a p h ilosophy , to  th e  v e rb a l a r t i f a c t .  He does, and 

such an a p p lic a tio n  w i l l  become more s p e c i f ic  in  our a n a ly s is  o f "The 

Domain o f Amheim" and "L andor's  C o tta g e ."  In  t h i s  e s sa y , P o e 's  

in s t r u c t io n s  fo r  th e  ad justm ent o f a chamber and th e  n e g o tia tio n  o f 

i t s  o b je c ts  emphasizes th e  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  an in te r p la y  of c o n tr a s ts :

Very o f te n  th e  eye i s  offended  by th e i r  i n a r t i s t i c a l  
arrangem ent. S t ra ig h t  l in e s  a re  too  p re v a le n t— too 
u n in te r ru p te d ly  con tinued—o r c lum sily  in te r ru p te d  a t  
r ig h t  a n g le s . I f  curved l in e s  o ccu r, they  a re  r e p e a t­
ed in to  u n p leasan t u n ifo rm ity . By undue p re c is io n ,  the  
appearance o f  many a f in e  apartm ent i s  u t t e r ly  sp o ile d .

(PF, 497)
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He a lso  warns a g a in s t  "a  con tin u o u s, f l a t ,  c o lo r le s s ,  u n re liev e d  

s u rfa c e "  (PF, 500). He p re fe r s  a g en e ra tio n  o f com plexity  and con­

t r a s t  a g a in s t  a c le a r ly  d e fin ed  background. A rec o g n iz ab le  ground 

must be i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  fo r  a want o f form causes u g lin e s s :

As fo r  those  a n tiq u e  f lo o r -c lo th s  s t i l l  o c c a s io n a lly  
seen  in  the  dw ellings o f th e  rab b le — c lo th s  o f  huge, 
sp raw lin g , and r a d ia t in g  d e v ic e s , s t r i p e - in te r s p e r s e d ,  
and g lo rio u s  w ith  a l l  h u es , among which no ground i s  
i n t e l l i g i b l e — th ese  a re  bu t th e  wicked in v en tio n  o f a 
rac e . . . .

(PF, 498)

The " p ic tu re sq u e  may be g re a t  o r sm all"  (se rv in g  e i t h e r  th e  sublim e

or the  b e a u t i f u l ) , b u t i t s  achievem ent depends upon " th e  c h a ra c te r

of boundaries . . . i t  i s  v a rio u s  and i n t r i c a t e  r a th e r  than  uniform  

„ 60and i s  i n d if f e r e n t ly  gay o r grave .

As th e  p ic tu re sq u e  i s  the  q u a li ty  th a t  ex ecu tes  the  passage 

between c o n tra d ic t io n s  and m ain tain s  i t s  continuous f lu c tu a t io n s  to  

c re a te  n o v e lty , P o e 's  language a c ts  to  tu rn  th e  expected  touches o f 

th e  p ic tu resq u e  ( th e  c o n tr iv ed  bounds o f h is  endeavor) i n to  an in v o lu t­

ed p ro se  te x tu re  th a t  en fo rces  h is  tech n iq u e . To move from beau ty  and 

i t s  bounds to  su b lim ity  and back again  demands a  refo rm a tio n  o f language 

in  th e  image o f  id e a . And Poe makes h is  n a r r a t iv e  accord  w ith  p r in c i ­

p le s  o f in determ inacy  through a s p e c ia l  use o f  th e  p ic tu re sq u e  t r a d i ­

t io n .  In  Eureka, he e x p lo ite d  th e  language o f sc ie n c e  to  persuade 

th e  rea d e r  to  be re c e p tiv e  to  what i s ,  in  i t s  n a tu re ,  beyond the  p roof 

and d em onstrations o f sc ie n c e . In  "The Domain o f Amheim" and "L andor's  

Cottage" rep e a ted  term s o f c u rre n t  a e s th e t ic  th eo ry  (p a r tak in g  o f  the 

v e rb iag e  o f  e ssay s  on both  lan d scap e-g ard en  and p a in tin g )  end by in ­

vo lv in g  th e  re a d e r ,  once a g a in , in  a c o n s id e ra t io n  o f imagings q u i te
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d i f f e re n t  from what the  n a r r a to r  c laim s he re p re s e n ts .

In  th ese  t a le s  p ic tu re sq u e  ja rg o n  i s  used as a p r e te x t ,  

fram ing what w i l l  a c t  to  tran scen d  i t .  Poe does n o t use the  world 

o f lan d scap e-g ard en in g  and th e  a sp ec ts  of n a tu re  as s u b je c t  m a tte r . 

R a th er, he uses th ese  elem ents to  sym bolize th e  r o le  o f th e  a r t i s t  

in  c re a tio n  o f the  e f f e c t iv e  t a l e .  He chooses th e  d efin ed  span 

w herein he w i l l  n o t only r e l a te  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f the  p ic tu re s q u e , 

b u t w i l l  b o ld ly  adapt th e  very  s ty l e  o f  h is  w r i tin g  to  i t s  d e v ia t io n s . 

The t e c h n ic a l i t i e s  o f p a in t in g  and gardening  c o n tro l  th e  v is io n  in  

both  the t a l e s ,  b u t th e  language i s  th e  most predom inate th in g  shown.

I t s  d i s to r t io n s  and in v en tio n s  a re  what in fo rm s. C ru c ia l to  our 

read in g  i s  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  tech n iq u e  seems to  evolve n o t out of a 

r e a l i t y  e x te rn a l  to  i t s e l f ,  bu t i s  im p l ic i t  in  the  t e l l i n g  by an a r t ­

fu l  n a r r a to r  who m an ipu lates the  r e a d e r ’ s apprehension .

In  my d isc u ss io n  o f "The Domain o f Arnheim" and "Landor’s C o ttag e ,"  

both  o s te n s ib le  rep o r t in g s  o f observed phenomena in  th e  customary mode,

I  s h a l l  argue th a t  we m ight see  P o e 's  use o f the  p ic tu resq u e  as i t s e l f  

c o v e rt ly  re in fo rc in g  the  indeterm inacy  he c re a te s  in  language ( i t s  be­

w ild e r in g  v a r ia t io n s ,  d isco rd s  and i d e n t i t i e s ,  and c o n f la tio n  o f op­

p o s i t e s ) .  I f  landscape i s  the  locus o f th e  p ic tu re s q u e , language re ­

v e a ls  i t s e l f  to  be th e  lo cu s  o f indete rm in acy .

The q u e s tio n  asked in  our c o n s id e ra tio n  of th e  t a le s  i s :  What 

i s  the  s in g le  e f f e c t  o r  p ro g re s s io n  o f e f f e c t  aimed a t  in  each work?

I  m ain tain  th a t  th e  indete rm inacy  in  techn ique  ach ieves th e  " d e f in i t e ­

ness  o f  vague and th e re fo re  o f s p i r i t u a l  e f f e c t" — the  e n c lo s in g , o r
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p arad o x ica l as i t  may seem, th e  d e fin in g  (desig n in g ) o f i n d e f in i t e ­

n e ss . In  th e  r iv e r  jou rney  to  Amheim, in f o l ia t in g  as a h o r tu s  

co n c lu su s , Poe works to  c lo se  in  the  i n d e f in i t e .  On th e  road to  

L andor's  Cottage ( " a l l  roads a re  . . . works o f a r t , "  LC, 1329), 

he la b o r io u s ly  marks i t  ou t.

-  3 -

THE RIVER JOURNEY TO ARNHEIM

In tr ic a c y  in  form . . . lead s  the  eye a wanton k ind  of 
d iac e , and from th e  p lea su re  th a t  g ives the  mind, 
i n t i t l e s  i t  to  the  name o f b e a u t i fu l .  . . .

W illiam  H ogarth, The A nalysis  o f Beauty

F a ir  r iv e r !  in  thy b r ig h t ,  c le a r  flow 
Of c r y s t a l ,  wandering w a te r,

Thou a r t  an emblem of th e  glow 
Of b eau ty — the  unhidden h e a r t—
The p la y fu l  m aziness o f a r t .  . . .

Poe, "To th e  R iver— "

The n a r r a to r  of "The Domain o f Amheim" c a r r ie s  h is  rea d e r through 

a c a re fu lly  c o n s tru c te d  and what seems to  be an i n f i n i t e ly  v a rie d  

r iv e r  ro u te , the  chosen " l in e  o f  Beauty" s ig n ify in g  tra n s fo rm a tio n .

I f  a love o f p u r s u i t  i s  im planted  in  our n a tu re s ,  i f ,  as Hogarth 

w r i te s ,  " th e  a c tiv e  mind i s  ev e r b en t to  be em ploy 'd ," ^  th e  a r t i s t ,  

through a d e lib e ra te  form al in tr ic a c y  should  do what he can to  p lay  

upon t h i s  human i n s t i n c t .  This i s  the  mood, e x p ec tin g , and perhaps 

en jo y in g , a r e s t l e s s  "k ind  o f chace" in  which we should  approach the 

te x t .  The f re e  p lay  o f the  mind upon th e  forms p rese n ted  i s  induced
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by p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  th e  p a t te rn s  a r t i c u l a te d .  The many c o n triv an ces

employed to  " lead  the  rea d e r  on" a re  fu n c t io n a l .  Kenneth Burke p u ts

i t  co n c ise ly : " . . .w e  know th a t  many p u re ly  form al p a t te rn s  can

re a d i ly  awaken an a t t i tu d e  of c o lla b o ra t iv e  expectancy in  u s . . . .

Once you grasp the  tre n d  o f  th e  form, i t  in v i te s  p a r t i c ip a t io n  r e -  
62

g a rd le ss  of the su b je c t  m a t te r ."  To grasp  the tre n d  of the  form— 

to  a l t e rn a te ly  fo llow  the riverw ay and be caught s t i l l  in  i t s  compass— 

i s  to  c o n s id e r language as a c o n tin u a lly  evo lv ing  and devolv ing  p ro ce ss .

P o e 's  method o f com position in  "The Domain o f Arnheim" r e s u l ts  

from an in te n t io n  to  lead  th e  eye, to  s t r i k e  th e  im ag in atio n  w ith  the 

fo rce  o f a p a in t in g . The world of the  t a l e  appears as a com plicated  

t is s u e  of terms and even ts in  which connections o f d i f f e r e n t  kinds 

a l t e r n a t e ,  overlap  o r combine and thereby  determ ine th e  t e x tu re  o f 

the  whole. As the  view er o f a sh a rp ly  marked, skewed landscape must 

allow  h is  eye to move g rad u a lly  ac ro ss  a scene , tak in g  in  th e  s e p a ra te  

elem ents b e fo re  fe e l in g  a harmony, P o e 's  rea d e r i s  asked to  p a r t i c ip a te  

in  a p a r t i c u l a r  k ind  of con tem plation . A s e r ie s  o f g radua ted  s te p s  

toward v is io n  dem onstrate th e  novel co n tex t o f our ex p e rien ce . In s te a d  

o f a continuous p ro sp e c t, Poe c o n s is te n t ly  b reaks up su rfa c e s  and seeks 

co n s tan t and unexpected change, a d is p o s i tio n  o f c o lo r s ,  shapes and 

t i n t s ,  d is ru p tio n s  t h a t  fo rce  a f re q u e n t read ju stm en t o f view . Poe, 

the  c ry p to g rap h e r, s tu d io u s ly  dec ip h e rin g  th e  workings of n a tu re ,  p re ­

se n ts  words as th in g s ,  as co n c re te  e n t i t i e s  o f  an o bservab le  n a tu re .

Y et, p a in t in g  n a tu re  in  th e  sense o f v i s ib le  r e a l i t y  tu rn s  in to  a 

probing  o f th e  i n te r n a l  laws o f the  very  s t r u c tu r e  o f n a tu re , a move 

from m atte r  to be in g .
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The t a l e ’s s ig n if ic a n c e  to  mind, i t s  m eaning, i s  in se p a rab le  

from th e  g rap h ic  p re s e n ta t io n  o f a s e le c t  s e t t in g .  E l l i s o n ,  the  

landscape  p o e t,  dev ises  an e a r th ly  p a ra d is e , a ground th a t  w i l l  

convey " th e  sen tim en t o f s p i r i t u a l  in te r f e r e n c e ,"  as i f  the  "Almigh­

ty  design" were "one s te p  depressed" and "brought in to  something l ik e  

harmony o r  co n sis ten cy  w ith  th e  sense o f human a r t "  (DA, 1276). The 

garden must somehow "assume the a i r  o f an in te rm e d ia te  o r  secondary 

n a tu re —a n a tu re  which i s  n o t God, n o r an em anation from God, b u t 

which s t i l l  i s  n a tu re  in  th e  sense  of th e  handiwork o f th e  angels 

th a t  hover between man and God" (DA, 1276). The d e p ic tio n  o f a 

pen d u la tio n  between f i n i t e  p a r t i c u l a r i t y  and th e  i n f i n i t e  re q u ire s  a 

unique g eo g rap h ical lo c a le .  A fte r  fo u r y ea rs  o f  se a rc h in g , E llis o n  

f in d s  the d e lim ited  view a p p ro p r ia te  to  h is  endeavor.

The panoramic p ro sp e c t o ffe re d  from atop a m ountain i s  n o t what 

he i s  a f t e r .  The f e e l in g  of "e x te n t"  and "d is ta n c e "  th a t  grandeur 

a ffo rd s  " is  a t  war w ith  th e  sen tim en t and w ith  the  sense o f  s e c lu s io n " 

(DA, 1278). The enc losed  s e t t in g  p o s it io n s  i t s e l f  as h o v e rin g , a 

be in g  in te rm e d ia te : i t  i s  c lo sed  to  th e  w orld , y e t  on a "sp o t n o t f a r

from a populous c i t y ."  The geo g rap h ical "g ivens" o f  Arnheim, j u s t  

where t h i s  sp o t of e a rth  i s ,  remain vague. I t s  fo rce  l i e s  in  th e  im agi­

n a tiv e  q u a li ty  of the  s i t e ,  a q u a li ty  enhanced by i t s  in d e f in i te n e s s :

" I t  i s ,  o f  co u rse , n e e d le ss  to  say where was the l o c a l i t y "  (DA, 1278). A 

suspended w orld , undeterm ined in  sp ace , Amheim decrees i t s  s ta t e  as non­

lo c a le ,  r e je c t in g  d e f in i t io n  in  b ea rin g  an a rb i t r a r y  name.

For th e  observ ing  n a r r a to r ,  communication of " th e  embodiment o f a 

v is io n  such as t h i s "  i s  no easy m a tte r .  His s tr a te g y ,  l ik e  t h a t  of
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the  "p h ilo so p h e r p roper"  o f Eureka (who d is t in g u is h e s  o b sc u rity  o f 

ex p ress io n  from ex p ress io n  o f th e  obscure) i s  f i r s t  to  claim  in ­

c ap ac ity  b e fo re  the  in d e s c r ib a b le , and th en , to  su g g est th e  p o s s i ­

b i l i t y  o f a u n ify in g  d isc o u rse :

I  d e sp a ir  o f conveying to  the  rea d e r  any d i s t in c t  
conception  o f th e  m arvels which my f r ie n d  d id  a c tu a l­
ly  accom plish. I  wish to  d e s c r ib e , b u t am d ish e a r te n ­
ed by the  d i f f i c u l ty  o f d e s c r ip tio n ,  and h e s i t a te  
between d e ta i l  and g e n e ra l i ty .  P erhaps, th e  b e t t e r  
course w i l l  be to  u n ite  th e  two in  t h e i r  ex trem es.

(DA, 1277)

The attem pt to  p re se n t  a c c u ra te ly  the " c h a ra c te r"  o f  th e  scen e , i t s  

genius l o c i , demands a d i f f i c u l t  devotion  h e ld  in  abeyance between 

m inuteness of d e ta i l  and a b so lu te  g e n e ra l iz a tio n .  Confronted by the 

uncomprehended in terdependency of v a r ie ty  and u n ifo rm ity , symmetry and 

i r r e g u la r i t y ,  a "though t o f n a tu re "  m odified  to  "a  w eird  symmetry, a 

t h r i l l i n g  u n ifo rm ity , a w izard  p ro p r ie ty "  (DA, 1279), he w i l l  adapt 

h is  s ty le  to  th e  s i t e .

The id ea  o f an e f f e c t iv e  harmony, d i a l e c t i c a l  in  n a tu re ,  d i re c ts  

our read ing  o f th e  journey  to  th e  i n d is t i n c t  domain. The o s c i l l a t io n  

p e rp e tu a te d  moves us through d is ru p tio n  to  a c o n s is ten c y . This com­

p lex  m a n ife s ta tio n  o f an e s s e n t ia l  connection  s ig n i f ie s  a form al cor­

r e l a t i v e  to  P o e 's  sem antic desig n . A. N. W hitehead 's o b se rv a tio n  in  

P rocess and R e a lity  i s  to  th e  p o in t:

The r ig h t  chaos, and th e  r ig h t  vagueness, a re  jo in t ly  
req u ired  fo r  any e f f e c t iv e  harmony. . . . Thus chaos i s  
n o t to  be i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  e v i l ;  f o r  harmony req u ire s  
th e  due c o o rd in a tio n  o f chaos, vagueness, narrow ness, 
and w id th .
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D eterm ination  o f how contiguous e lem en ts , a l t e r n a t e ly  d isp o sed , 

e n te r  in to  a coherence, in v o lv es  us in  a c o n s id e ra t io n  o f d is ju n c ­

t io n  as th e  l i n g u i s t i c  approach to  t o t a l  i d e n t i f i c a t io n .  We a re  

drawn in to  a w orld o f th in g s  and movements, th e  h e te ro g e n e ity  o f the  

la b y r in th  t re a te d  as a way in to  a k ind  o f re s to re d  s y n th e s is .

The r iv e r  jou rn ey  i t s e l f ,  sh a rp ly  d e lin e a te d , y e t  pu rposely  

vague, dem onstrates th e  com plexity o f  t r a n s la t in g  v is io n  in to  an 

a r t i c u l a te d  and s tru c tu re d  ex p e rien ce . In  an u n c e rta in  atm osphere 

where l im i ta t io n  and i n f i n i t e  p lay  te n s e ly  co in c id e , th e  s p e c t a to r 's  

eye wanders to  and f ro  between many d i f f e r e n t  p o in ts  o f i n t e r e s t ,  

w hile  h is  mind moves to  a s so c ia te  d i v e r s i t i e s  in to  coherence. Such 

an o s c i l la to r y  p ro se  appeals to  th e  a c t  of i n tu i t i o n  embedded in  

language. How we move to  p e rc e iv e  i s  more im portan t than  what we 

a c tu a l ly  p e rc e iv e  ( th e  tend ing  toward in  E ureka). And the  not always 

being  a b le  to  see  ("enw rapt in  an e x q u is i te  sense  o f th e  s tr a n g e ,"

DA, 1279), i s  n ecessa ry  to  th e  i l l u s io n  o f the  incommensurable th a t  

th e  n a r r a to r  tu rn ed  poe t aims to  c re a te .

The choice of a r iv e r  scene whose to rs io n s  fo rc e  us to  c o n tin u a l­

ly  change our p e rs p e c tiv e  o f fe r s  a p e r f e c t  s e t t in g  fo r  an imaging of 

in d eterm in acy . Of a l l  th in g s  w ater can tak e  th e  most v a rio u s  shapes. 

H ere, th e  r iv e r  in c a rn a te s  what in  Eureka Poe termed " th e  f lu c tu a t in g  

p r in c ip le ,"^ e n d e m ic  to  m an's p re s e n t  co n d itio n  o f com plexity and h e t­

e ro g e n e ity . A m iddle ground, whose v a r i a b i l i t y  forms th e  fo undation  

of th e  e n t i r e  passage to  Amheim, i t  o p e ra te s  to  sim u ltan eo u sly  d efin e  

sh a rp ly  and b len d  im p ercep tib ly  th e  o th e r  components o f the  tab le a u .

As a fo rc e  o f d e lin e a tio n  as w e ll as l iq u e f a c t io n ,  th e  r iv e r  has
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e tch ed  a channel through hard  g ra n i te  so c le a r ly  th a t  th e  "sharpness  

o f  o u t l in e  . . . d e lig h te d  w hile  i t  bew ildered  th e  eye" (DA, 1279).

The "v o y ag er,"  " v i s i t e r , "  " g u e s t,"  o r  "o b se rv e r"  ( th e  n a rr a ­

t o r ’s id e n t i ty  i s  s t r i c t l y  l im ite d  to  th ese  fo u r g e n e ra l term s) 

t r a v e ls  on a stream  bordered  by s te e p  rav in e s  which c ircu m scrib e  h is  

view: "The stream  took a thousand tu rn s ,"  and th e  windings "became

more fre q u e n t and i n t r i c a t e ,  and seemed o f te n  as i f  re tu rn in g  in  upon

them selves, so th a t  th e  voyager had l o s t  a l l  id ea  o f  d i re c t io n "  (DA,
66

1279). Our o r ie n ta t io n  toward a g iven p o in t  in  th e  s p a t i a l  sense 

makes i t  p o s s ib le  to  assume a vantage p o in t  in  th e  sense  o f a m ental 

p e rs p e c tiv e . C onversely, our d is o r ie n ta t io n  in  space makes fo r  a con­

fu sio n  in  com prehension, the  " lo s s  o f d ire c t io n "  th a t  becomes th e  e s ­

s e n t i a l  f a c to r  in  our m ed ita tio n .

The approach to  an o th e r r e a l i t y  bo th  proxim ate to  w orld ly  a r t  and 

beyond i t ,  i s  couched in  th e  most p ro sa ic  o f b e g in n in g s: "The u su a l

approach to  Amheim was by the  r i v e r ."  The voyage i s  rendered  in  a 

h ig h ly  form al r e c i ta t io n .  The " I , "  who expressed  amaze o r c u r io s i ty  

in  l i s t e n in g  to  E l l i s o n 's  t h e o r ie s ,  cedes now to  im personal d e p ic t io n .

With th e  o b je c t iv i ty  o f  a m edieval .jo n g leu r, he r e p o r ts  h is  ex p e rien ce
67

as a g e n e ra l f a c t ,  s ty l iz e d  and d i s ta n t  from a f e l t  p r e s e n t .  What 

fo llow s i s  a p a r a t a c t i c  tra c in g  o f  v is io n  and o b s tru c tio n ,  e x te n t  and 

c lo su re . The n e a rly  m echanical o s c i l l a t io n  between s u b je c t iv e  v is io n ,  

what "seem s," and th e  p u rp o rted  o b je c t iv e  r e a l i t y ,  what i s  " se en ,"  

i s  s t r e s s e d  in  r e p e t i t i o n  u n t i l  th e  problem , to  see  o r  n o t to  s e e , 

ac q u ire s  th e  s ta tu s  o f a p rec a r io u s  and ambiguous i n te r n a l  lo g ic .
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I f  we no te  th e  time verbs o f seein g  a re  p laced  in  r e l a t i o n  to  

terms o f appearance in  th e  sense  of i l l u s i o n ,  we come c lo se  to  an 

apprehension  of the  com plexity o f  P o e 's  tech n iq u e  o f v is io n .  We 

c i t e  one example h e re : "The stream  took a thousand tu rn s ,  so th a t

a t  no moment could i t s  gleaming su rfa c e  be seen fo r  a g re a te r  d i s ­

tan ce  than  a fu rlo n g . At every i n s t a n t  th e  v e s se l  seemed im prisoned 

w ith in  an enchanted c i r c le .  . ."  (DA, 1279). Poe m an ipu lates our 

view on th e  p e rip h e ry  o f th e  d escrib ed  s p e c ta c le .  Through words, he 

f ix e s  th e  p o in t beyond which words cannot go. C arried  to  th e  very 

l im its  o f s ig h t ,  n o t seein g  i s  the  accomodation o f s e l f  to  the  f lu x  

and re f lu x  of im ag in ativ e  con tem pla tion , a llow ing fo r  a m ediation  be­

tween tim e and e te r n i ty .  In  "The I s la n d  o f th e  F ay ," fo r  example, 

th e  n a r r a to r  c u rio u s ly  chooses to  doze as he contem plates th e  scene

b e fo re  him: " I  f e l t  th a t  thus only should  I  look upon i t —such was
68

th e  c h a ra c te r  o f phantasm which i t  w ore."

The uneasy co n ju n ctio n  o f seein g  and seeming su g g ests  f u r th e r  

s im ila r ly  d isp o sed , and hence momentary, p o l a r i t i e s  encountered  in  

the  t e x t .  At ano ther p o in t  in  th e  jou rney  to  Amheim, what begins 

as a d e s c r ip tio n  o f a c i r c u la r ,  r e f le c t in g  b a s in  ends in  a marvelous 

r e a c t io n  o f d u p lic a tio n :

This b a s in  was of g re a t  dep th , b u t so tra n s p a re n t  
was the  w ater th a t  th e  bottom , which seemed to  con­
s i s t  of a th ic k  mass o f  sm all round a la b a s te r  peb­
b le s ,  was d i s t in c t ly  v i s ib le  by g lim pses— th a t  i s  to  
say , whenever th e  eye could perm it i t s e l f  n o t to  se e , 
f a r  down in  the  in v e r te d  heaven, th e  d u p lic a te  bloom­
ing  of the  h i l l s .

(DA, 1280)
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Through a com plete m u tu a lity  of in f lu e n c e ,  what seems i s  p u t forw ard 

as c e r ta in ty  in  c o n tr a s t  to  a n o n - s u b s ta n tia l ,  b u t p a ra d o x ic a l ly , 

more e a s i ly  seen  w orld where h i l l s  bloom in  th e  tra n s p a re n t  dep th s .

In  such an " in v e r te d  heaven" term s fo r  s ig h t  and in s ig h t  a re  r e ­

so lved  in to  sam eness. And as th e  v e s se l  moves y e t  fu r th e r  in to  th e  

c ir c u la r  b a s in ,  the  s id e s  o f  the  h i l l s ,  forming "a  drapery  o f th e  

most gorgeous flo w er-b lo sso m s,"  through p rox im ity  w ith  th e  w atery 

s i t e ,  a re  transfo rm ed  in to  "a  sea  o f  odorous and f lu c tu a t in g  c o lo r ."

The forms o f the  normal w orld d e m a te ria liz e d , an amphibious n a tu re  
69

imposes i t s e l f .  A lt itu d e  and dep th , e a r th  and w a te r  a re  no lo n g er 

seen as c o n f l i c t in g ,  b u t r a th e r  as complimentary p re s e n ta t io n s  o f 

phenomena which can be d escrib ed  only through such determ ined a l t e r ­

n a tio n s  .

This i s  a r ig id ly  c ircum scribed  jou rn ey  through a t ig h t ly  em­

b ro id e red  n a tu re ,  a complex weave o f d e n s ity  and l i g h t ,  containm ent 

and expansion . Poe s e ts  up the  n a r r a t iv e  so th a t  the  co incidence o f 

c irc u m sc r ip tio n  and e x te n t  i s  always p re s e n t .  The two fo llow ing  ex­

amples exem plify  th e  n ecessa ry  r h e to r ic  o f  paradox: " .  . . a s  the

eye tra c e d  upward th e  m y ria d -t in te d  s lo p e , form i t s  sharp  ju n c tio n  

w ith  th e  w a te r  to  i t s  vague te rm in a tio n  amid the  fo ld s  of over-hanging  

cloud" (DA, 1280); " . . . the  f u l l  orb o f the  d e c lin in g  sun . . . forms 

th e  s o le  te rm in a tio n  o f an o th erw ise  l im i t le s s  v i s t a "  (DA, 1280). A

bound i s  always d e c la red , a lthough  i t s  very  dependency on i t s  own con-
70

t r a d ic t io n  embodies th e  p r in c ip le  o f indete rm inacy .

The approach to  Amheim moves through a dynamic o f c la u s t r a t io n .  

The c irc u m sc r ip tio n —a movement in to  and through a v a r ie ty  of e n c lo -
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su re s  d e l ib e ra te ly  designed  as c i r c u la r —begins a t  th e  phantasm al 

hour, P o e 's  p r e fe r re d  tim e o f v is io n :  "As th e  evening approached,

th e  channel grew more narrow ; th e  banks more and more p re c ip ito u s ;  

and th ese  l a t t e r  were c lo th e d  in  r ic h e r ,  more p ro fu se , and more 

sombre fo lia g e "  (DA, 1279). The su c c e s s iv e ly  r e i t e r a te d  "m ore," a 

v e rb a l d e n s if ic a t io n ,  adds to  th e  deepening gloom. A maximum 

eq u iv a len ce  between d iv erse  elem ents i s  m ain tained  through the p a ra l ­

l e l  s tr u c tu r e  o f  each c la u se , e le v a t in g  th e  a r t i c l e ,  " th e ,"  in to  a 

predom inant, annuncia to ry  p o s i i t i o n .  I t s  r e p e t i t i o n  tem p o rarily  

converts  a d e s c r ip t iv e  p hrase  in to  th e  language o f  l i t u r g y .  L i te r a l ­

ly  and sy m b o lica lly  "w alled  i n ,"  we move "between s h o re s ,"  and as the  

w ater in c re a se s  in  tra n sp a re n c y , th e  voyager i s  in c re a s in g ly  e n c irc le d  

by i t s  w indings. The "w alls  o f  th e  rav in e  . . . in c l in e d  so much 

toward each o th e r  as . . .  to  sh u t out the  l ig h t  o f day, w hile  the  

long p lum e-like  moss which depended densely  from th e  in te r tw in in g  

sh ru b b e rie s  overhead, gave th e  whole chasm an a i r  o f fu n e re a l  gloom" 

(DA, 1279). B racketing  th e  ex p erien ce  o f in fo ld in g  inv o lv es  p re ­

c is e ly  t h i s  d e s ig n a tio n  o f a p r iv i le g e d  realm  fo r  a secretum  i t e r  

th a t  ranges beyond the  bounds o f p o s s ib i l i ty .  D e sc r ip tio  becomes an 

a c t o f c o n sec ra tio n , g iv in g  the  rep o r ted  ex p erien ce  the q u a li ty  o f a 

solemn and cerem onial observance.

This c i r c u la r i t y  en c lo ses  a l l  elem ents in  th e  scene in  a c lo se  

u n ity  o f pu rpose, a m utual c o n sp ira cy , a b so lu te  in  th e  sense th a t  i t  

in v o lv es  n o th in g  beyond i t s e l f  and i t s  own e n d le ss  con tinuance. I t s  

c h ie f  e f f e c t  i s  redundance. Although the  c i r c u la r i t y  i s  broken up
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a long th e  riverw ay by m u lt ip le  ang les and sharp tu rn s ,  c e r ta in  

r e p e t i t io n s  e s ta b l is h  th e  c e n tr ip e ta l  p a t te rn .  "At every in s ta n t  

th e  v e s se l  seemed im prisoned w ith in  an enchanted c i r c l e . "  Descend­

ing  s t i l l  f u r th e r ,  th e  v e s se l  e n te rs  "a  c i r c u la r  b a s in ,"  fo llow s 

along th e  w a ll " in  an i n f i n i t y  o f c u rv e s ,"  l a t e r  to  leav e  the  

" g e n tle  and e x ten s iv e  curve" o f th is  body o f w ater fo r  "a  rap id  

d escen t in to  a v a s t  am phithea tre  e n t i r e ly  b e g ir t  w ith  p u rp le  moun­

t a i n s ,  whose bases a re  laved  by a gleaming r iv e r  throughout the  f u l l  

e x te n t o f t h e i r  c i r c u i t . "  The f ig u r a l  c i r c u i t  bo th  determ ines and 

m onitors a su ccessio n  of v iew s, a look inward to  a c e n te r ,  in  the  

same way as the  " b e lt  walk" o f th e  E ng lish  garden commanded a s e r ie s  

of l im ite d  p o in ts  o f view around th e  c u lt iv a te d  space .

Moving h a b itu a l  d isco u rse  in to  a s a c re d , u n e ig e n tlic h e  mode

g en e ra tes  paradox: to  c a rry  out a jou rney  in v o lv es  a commitment to

s t a s i s ,  and to  e n l i s t  a p e rc e p tio n  depends upon o b s tru c tio n . What

Poe means, d e sp ite  the  decep tiv e  mimicry of p ro g re s s io n , im p l ic i t  in

th e  n o tio n  of a jo u rn ey , i s  a slow b u ild in g  up o f i n e r t i a .  I f  we had

to  f in d  an analogue fo r  th e  p ro p e r t ie s  o f t h is  r iv e r ,  whose every

a c tio n  con ta ins  conversion  in to  im m obility , we might look to  the

w aters th a t  Poe d e sc r ib es  in  "S ile n c e : A F a b le ,"  which " . . .  . flow

n o t onwards to  the  se a , b u t p a lp i t a t e  . . . w ith  a tum ultuous and 
72

c o nvu lsive  m otion ."

The o b jec t o f t h is  d isco u rse  being  "suprem eness,"  and cla im ing the  

p e r f e c t io n  i n t r i n s i c  to  a com pleteness, a lle g e d  p ro cess  i s  rev e a led  as 

a su ccess io n  of s t a t i c  s t a t e s .  In  f a c t ,  a l l  p ro ce sse s , rep e a ted  w ith ­

in  th e  n a r r a t iv e ,  form a c lo sed  system . W ithin bounds a cu rio u s  un-
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moving o s c i l l a t io n  of fo rc e s  i n f i n i t e  p e rp e tu a te s  i t s e l f .  Re­

p e a ta b i l i ty  as th e  approach to  complete i d e n t i f i c a t io n ,  a s ta t e  

su g g e stiv e  o f an u l tim a te  u n i ty ,  i s  nowhere as marked as in  the  

beg inn ings and ceasin g s  of each p arag rap h . The sen se  of en c lo su re  

and c irc u ito u s n e ss  i s  equ iva lenced  in  th e  paragraph d e sig n . This 

s ig n i f ie s  th e  most obvious s t r u c tu r a l  means o f echoing the  w reath ­

l ik e  n a tu re  o f th e  landscape .

Reading each p a rag rap h , you have th e  sense o f e n te r in g ,  winding 

though a s e r ie s  o f v a rie d  sc en e s , and th en , ending up in  th e  same 

p la c e . There i s  no r e a l  change from paragraph to  p arag rap h , although 

a dynamic o f d if fe re n c e  i s  announced w ith in  each . The f i r s t  and l a s t  

sen ten ce  o f each paragraph both  frame and f i x  th e  " a c t io n ."  The 

equ iva lence  achieved  between them i s  a l a r g e r  in s ta n c e  o f th e  accord 

m ain tained  throughou t between in d iv id u a l  words and p h ra se s , where 

d if fe re n c e s  in  meaning a re  su b o rd in a ted  to  th e  forms o f i d e n t i f i c a t io n  

co n stru ed . Such an accord  depends on a l l  elem ents a r t i c u l a te d  being  

b rought in to  p a r i t y .  C o n tro lled  in  terms o f o v e rtu re  and c lo s u re , 

t h is  i s  an a r c h i te c tu r a l  method th a t  in  f i r s t  opening o u t, always 

c lo ses  in .  The opening sen ten ces  b eg in :

The u su a l approach to  Arnheira was by th e  r iv e r

Having th read ed  the mazes o f  t h is  channel fo r  some hours

The v i s i t e r ,  sh o o tin g  suddenly in to  th is  bay from o u t the  
gloom

These th in g s  a re  observed during  the  can o e 's  g rad u a l approach

But h e re  the  voyager q u i ts  th e  v e s se l  which has borne him so 
f a r
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The b o a t,  n e v e r th e le s s ,  g lid e s  m ag ica lly  in to  th e  winding 
channel

F lo a tin g  g e n tly  onward, b u t w ith  a v e lo c i ty  s l i g h t l y  aug­
mented, th e  voyager

The key words in d ic a te  a c t i v i t y ,  changes in  d i re c t io n  o r  speed , ap­

p a re n tly  moving toward a som ething new. The l a s t  sen ten ce  which a c ts  

as an em phatic r e f r a in  a r r e s t s  th e  motion p u t f o r th .  F u n c tio n a lly  

d i f f e r e n t ,  i t s  determ in ing  words g e n e ra l ly  ex p ress  impeded a c t iv i t y  

and a space d e lim ited  and im p en e trab le :

The c ry s ta l  w ater w elled  up a g a in s t  th e  c lean  g ra n i te  
. . . w ith  a sharpness o f o u t l in e  th a t  d e lig h te d  w hile  
i t  bew ildered  th e  eye.

. . .  i t  became, in d eed , d i f f i c u l t  n o t to  fancy a panora­
mic c a ta r a c t  o f ru b ie s , s a p p h ire s ,  opa ls and golden onyxes, 
r o l l in g  s i l e n t l y  out of the  sky.

. . . th e  f u l l  orb o f the  d e c lin in g  sun . . . forms the  
s o le  te rm in a tio n  o f an o therw ise  l im i t le s s  v i s t a  seen 
through an o th er chasm -lilce r i f t  in  the  h i l l s .

F a r th e r  back w ith in  th e  domain, th e  v is io n  i s  impeded by 
an im penetrab le  sc reen  of f o l ia g e .

Down th i s  new opening th e  eye cannot p e n e tr a te  very f a r ,  
fo r  th e  s tream , accompanied by th e  w a ll  s t i l l  bends to  the  
l e f t ,  u n t i l  bo th  a re  swallowed up by th e  le a v e s .

L ofty  h i l l s  . . . covered w ith  v e g e ta t io n  in  w ild  lu x u ria n ce
s t i l l  sh u t in  th e  scene .

(We h e re  omit th e  l a s t  sen ten ce  o f th e  t a l e ,  e leven  l in e s  in
len g th  and extrem ely  in v o lu te d . I t  o p e ra te s  accord ing  to
e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  c o n s t r a in t s .)

Words and t h e i r  echos c o n tro l  our read in g  as elem ents o f  th e  scene form 

an a r t i f i c i a l  o r  f i c t i t i o u s  v iew ing. Through th e  o rd in a tio n  o f expo­

s i t io n s  and r e s u l t s ,  th e  p a ra l le l is m  o f thought and syn tax  a t  a l l  p o in ts  

weaken th e  s p e c i f ic i ty  of in d iv id u a l  term s and pronounce th e  p a tte rn .
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The re a d e r ,  along w ith  th e  voyager, i s  l i t e r a l l y  h e ld  w ith in  the  

c i r c le  language has wrought. Looking again  a t  th e  term inus o f 

each parag rap h , we a re  made to  sense  t h a t  each d i s t i n c t  s e c t io n  i s  

m erely a res ta te m en t o f th e  p rev io u s , o p e ra tin g  q u i te  as s t r i c t l y  

as th e  " r e f r a in "  whose q u a l i t i e s  Poe ex p la in s  in  "The Philosophy 

of Com position":

As commonly used, the  r e f r a in , o r burden, n o t only 
i s  l im ite d  to  l y r i c  v e rs e , b u t depends fo r  i t s  im­
p res s io n  upon th e  fo rc e  o f monotone—both  in  sound
and th ough t. The p lea su re  i s  deduced s o le ly  from th e
sense of i d e n t i ty — o f r e p e t i t i o n .73

Since the  prose draws i t s  u n ity  o f e f f e c t  out of su c ce ss iv e  im­

p re s s io n s  of p a r t i c u l a r  resonances and re d u p l ic a t io n s ,  we must be 

aware o f th ese  in v e n tiv e  c o n c re tio n s . Through r e p e t i t io n  they  acq u ire  

an in te n s i t y  f a r  exceeding th a t  o f the  le s s  f req u en t words p re se n ted .

The le x i c a l  is s u e  i s  p rim ary . Through r e p e t i t i o n  o f c e r ta in  p r iv i le g e d  

c a te g o r ie s  and th e  number and k inds o f p rocedures used to  p u t th ese  

c a te g o r ie s  in to  r e l i e f ,  we a re  enabled  to  d e te c t  a design  c o in c id en t 

w ith  th e  e f f e c t .  In  the  fo u r and a h a l f  pages th a t  comprise th e  

e n t i r e  jou rney  to  Amheim, we f in d  th ese  o f t- re p e a te d  nouns:

w a l l( s ) (1 2 x ) ; w a te r(8 x ) ; s tr e a ra ( s )(6 x ) ; g a te (5 x ); 
canoe(5x); v e s se l(5 x ) ;  b a n k (5 x ); h i l l s ( 4 x ) ;  r iv e r (4 x ) ;  
c h a n n el(3 x ); b o a t(3 x ) ; v i s ta (2 x ) ;  scen e (2 x ); p la te a u (2 x ) ; 
dom ain(2x); chasm (2x); c h a sm -lik e (2 x ); s id e s (2 x ) ;  s lo p e  (2x)

The words a re  p r im a ri ly  connected to  th e  means o f voyage, the  bounds 

through which i t  tak es  p lac e  and through which th in g s  a re  seen o r  h idden . 

The r iv e r ,  p o r te n t  of a p o ised  and id e a l  w orld , a c ts  in  analogy and con­

t r a s t  w ith  many words in  th e  p assag e .
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The problem of beg inn ing  and c eas in g  i s  the  problem  of 

a ss ig n in g  tem poral l im i t s  to  a p ro cess  o f change m easured a g a in s t  

a continuum . How words th a t  mean m otion co a le sce  to  form s t a s i s  

in v o lv es  s t r i c t l y  observed p ro ced u res . What g ives th e  te rm in a l 

an e f f e c t  o f the  e n d le s s ,  and th e  everchang ing , th e  e f f e c t  o f  con­

s tancy? P o e 's  s k i l l  in  han d lin g  th e  tim e elem ent so t h a t  a sequence 

o f p e rc e p tio n s  seem to  assem ble in to  a s in g le ,  s t i l l  s e t t in g  (brought 

to  a maximum m a te r ia l i z a t io n  in  th e  t a l e ' s  e n d in g ), depends f i r s t  

upon a d ram a tiz a tio n  of p e rs is te n c y .  The word, " s t i l l , "  i t e r a t e d  

throughout th e  a c tio n ,  f ix e s  a w orld where e v e ry th in g  p r e v a i ls .

Although th e  n a r r a to r  marks out changes in  tim e along th e  ro u te ,  

" in  the  e a r ly  m orning ," "d u rin g  th e  fo ren o o n ,"  "as th e  evening ap­

p ro ach ed ,"  " fo r  some h o u rs,"  "every  moment," and d e s ig n a te s  a p ro ­

g re s s ,  "s lo w ly ,"  o r  " su d d en ly ,"  th e  term s o f changing time a re  y e t 

endowed w ith  th e  s p e c if ic a t io n s  o f c o n tin u i ty .  I t  i s  n o t th a t  th e re  

i s  a lac k  o f v e rb s , though the s u b s ta n tiv e  accum ulations a re  heavy. 

However, th e  p re c is e  q u a li ty  o f  th e  verb s  determ ine th e  modes o f in ­

t e n s i f i c a t i o n  worked o u t:

p assed , su b sid ed , m erged, grew, in c re a se d , became, 
flow ed, enw rapt, s lo p e d , descend, l i e s ,  rep o ses , 
d isa p p e a rs , sw ings, advance, f lo a te d ,  m ain tain ed , 
p ro ceed s, a r i s e ,  p r e v a i ls ,  e x te n d s , impeded, v a n ish e s , 
swallowed up, sh u t in ,  b a rre d  by, f a l l s  i n to ,  g l id e s  
betw een, b e g ir t

The mechanism of how th in g s  appear and d isa p p e a r, augment and d isso lv e  

u n d e r l ie s  th e  d e cep tiv e  n a tu re  o f th e  n a r r a t iv e  p ro g re s s .  Things 

appear and d isa p p e a r, wax and wane, proceed  and p r e v a i l .  The p o in ts
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of v an ish in g  a re  m arkers fo r  th e  way an appearance o f p ro g re s s io n  

can m erely fade away. To c i t e  a few exam ples: "a  d e c lin in g  sun

r o l l in g  s i l e n t l y  out of th e  sky"; " th e  l a r g e r  v e s se l  d isa p p e a rs " ; 

" u n t i l  l o s t  in  th e  d is ta n c e  to  th e  w estw ard"; " i t s  chasm -like appear­

ance v a n ish e s" ; " u n t i l  bo th  a re  swallowed up by th e  le a v e s" ;  "and i s  

thus hidden  from s ig h t ."  Of c o u rse , th ese  v a n ish in g s  a re  a n t i t h e t i c a l  

to  th o se  r a r e r  moments when th in g s  a re  "more d i s t i n c t ly  seen" o r " d is ­

t i n c t ly  v i s i b le . "

I f  th e re  i s  p re d ic a tio n ,  i t  i s  k ep t so s l i g h t  as to  be alm ost 

n o n -e x is te n t .  A ll ends by su b s id in g , slow ing down in  abeyance. The 

m otion, th e  flow  through th e  rav in e  o r  w ith in  th e  b a s in  i s  muted by 

adverbs th a t  convey in f in i te s im a l  s l ig h tn e s s ,  "a  g e n tle  b u t a c c e le r ­

a ted  v e lo c i ty ,"  "a  g e n tle  movement," "a  v e lo c i ty  s l i g h t l y  augmented," 

a p rocess so stead y  th a t  i t  i s  h a rd ly  d e te c te d . Indeed , movement i s  

so m inute th a t  th e  canoe, now termed a " f a i r y  b a rk ,"  i s  i t s e l f  brought 

in to  su spension : i t  " l i e s  a p p a re n tly  m o tio n le ss  in  th e  m iddle o f th e

la k e ."  The am biguity  o f the  d ic t io n ,  i t s  in d if fe r e n c e ,  focuses on 

th i s  c o n d itio n  o f h e s i t a t i o n .  J u s t  as Am heim 's b u ild in g s  (Amheim 

i t s e l f  be in g  one knows n o t where) a re  l i t e r a l l y  suspended "as i f  by 

m ira c le  in  mid a i r , "  term s fo r  p rocess and rep o se , eq u ib a lan ced , 

can ce l each o th e r  o u t.

W ithin th e  b a s in , th e  e a r l i e r  m entioned "enchanted  c i r c l e , "  the  

v e s se l  i s  confined  by " in su p e ra b le  and im p en etrab le  w a lls  o f f o l ia g e ,  

a ro o f o f u ltra -m a rin e  s a t i n ,"  b u t th e  v e s se l  has "no f lo o r ."  And 

bounded on th e  s id e s  by g rassy  s lo p e s , rocky w a lls  and p re c ip ito u s  

g ra n i te  c l i f f s ,  w ith  dense fo lia g e  and overhanging moss, th e re  i s
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always th e  w a te r , th a t  one sp o t o f in s u b s t a n t i a l i ty  which holds 

ev ery th in g  between presence  and absence-, r e v e la t io n  and cocealm ent.

Most im p o rtan t, in  th e  beg inn ing  of the  jo u rn e y , the  fro zen  moment 

s e ts  i t s e l f  up: " . . .  the  k e e l b a lan c in g  i t s e l f  w ith  adm irable

n ic e ty  on th a t  o f a phantom b a rk , w hich, by some ac c id e n t having 

been tu rn ed  u p side  down, f lo a te d  in  c o n s ta n t company w ith  the  sub­

s t a n t i a l  one, fo r  the  purpose of s u s ta in in g  i t "  (DA, 1279). This 

moment o f ba lanced  c o n tra s t  i s  echoed a t  the  term inus.

Poe makes a b so lu te ly  unm istakable to  the  rea d e r  the  necessary  

in te r a c t io n  between th e  phantasm al and the  d e f in i te .  The i r r e s o lu t io n  

of t h is  exchange m ain tained  through the  o p e ra tio n s  o f language allow s 

fo r  no r e a l  change. The way a scene can thus be f ro z e n , a red u c tio n  

o f dynamics to  s t a t i c s ,  e x em p lif ies  the  o p e ra t iv e  p r in c ip le  o f the  f o l ­

lowing th re e -se n te n c e  paragraph:

These th in g s  a re  observed during  the  can o e 's  g radual 
approach to  what I  have c a lle d  th e  g a te  o f the  v i s t a .
On drawing n e a re r  to  t h i s ,  however, i t s  chasm -like  ap­
pearance v an ish es ; a new o u t le t  from th e  bay i s  d isco v e r­
ed to  th e  l e f t —in  which d i re c t io n  th e  w a ll i s  a lso  seen 
to  sweep, s t i l l  fo llow ing the  g e n e ra l course  of th e  stream . 
Down th i s  new opening th e  eye cannot p e n e tr a te  very f a r ,  
f o r  th e  s tream , accompanied by th e  w a l l,  s t i l l  bends to  
th e  l e f t ,  u n t i l  bo th  a re  swallowed up by th e  le a v e s .

(DA, 1282)

The paragraph moves from a ca su a l p la in -sp o k en  one sen tence  r e c a p i tu la ­

t io n  o f o b se rv a tio n  and approach to  th e  v an ish in g  th a t  accompanies the  

appearance, th e  o b s tru c tio n  o f a prom ised a p e r tu re . I f  we d iv id e  the 

p aragraph in to  what we see  as i t s  p o in ts  o f  p ro g re s s , i t  becomes c le a r  

th a t  th e re  i s  very  l i t t l e  change in  th e  a c tio n :
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1) th e  canoe approaches what i s  term ed th e  ga te  of the 
v i s t a

2) what appeared as g a te  i s ,  upon c lo s e r  o b se rv a tio n , n o t 
any lo n g er chasm -like  and the  change in  appearance announces 
a new o u t le t

3) th e  new opening i s  n o t r e a l ly  an opening, fo r  the  eye 
cannot p e n e tra te  very f a r

4) th e  w a ll s t i l l  accompanies th e  stream , bends w ith  i t  to  
th e  l e f t  and both  move out o f view

In  moving through th e  riverw ay , we sim u ltan eo u sly  move between w a lls .

An in d eterm in ed , m iddle ground q u a l i f ie s  th e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f words.

A o n e -d ir e c t io n a l  p ro ce ss , " to  the  l e f t , "  p ro p o s it io n s  tu rn  upon

them selves in  an o s c i l l a to r y ,  r a th e r  than  genuinely  ambiguous manner.

The absence of a see in g  su b je c t  and th e  p rev a len ce  o f the  p assiv e

voice c o n tr ib u te  to  weakening our sense  o f onward movement. In  th is

way, i t  i s  easy to  see how Poe takes motion in  space and d u ra tio n  and 
74

c o lla p ses  them in to  one.

By p ro cess  o f r e p e t i t i o n ,  t h e r e fo r e ,  th e  d is ju n c tiv e  p a r ts  can 

be made c o n ju n c tiv e . Once a flow has been broken up in to  i t s  com­

po n en ts , in to  e lem ents th a t  a p p a ren tly  d es tro y  th e  i n d i v i s i b i l i t y  and 

n o n - in te rru p te d n e ss  connected w ith  th e  id ea  o f m otion, th ese  p a r ts  

r e a l ig n  them selves through a rhythm ic and s y n ta c t ic  r e g u la r i ty  in to  

the  s t a t e  o f a l t e rn a t in g  and n o n d isp a ra te  f ig u re s .  Once th e  p a t te rn  

o f r e p e t i t i o n  i s  grasped , d i s t in c t  p a r t i c l e s  a s s im ila te  them selves in ­

to  th e  p a t te rn ,  en fo rced  by a l t e rn a t in g ,  b u t s im ila r ly  arranged  l in e s  

and p arag rap h s.

A l i n g u i s t i c  am bivalence accompanies th e  undermined s h i f t s  and
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changes in  o b se rv a tio n  in  th e  p assage tinder c o n s id e ra t io n . The 

a r b i t r a r y  n a tu re  o f naming, o f u sing  any term  to  d e sc r ib e  a scen e , 

suggested  by "what I  have c a lle d  th e  g a te  of the  v i s t a , "  might 

r e f e r  us back to  a n o th e r , e a r l i e r  a c t  o f term ing : "The canoe s te a d i ly

p ro ceed s, and the  rocky ga te  o f th e  v i s t a  i s  approached ." D e lib e r­

a te ly  d i re c t in g  a t t e n t io n  to  th e  a c t  a t  t h i s  p o in t  c a l l s  in to  ques­

t io n  th e  accuracy  of a p rev io u s ly  unproblem atic  o b se rv a tio n . I t  

a lso  r e c a l l s  an adm ission th e  n a r r a to r  makes when he beg ins h is  jo u r ­

ney: "The channel now became a gorge—although  th e  term  i s  somewhat

in a p p l ic a b le ,  and I  employ i t  m erely because th e  language has no 

word which b e t t e r  rep re s e n ts  the  most s t r i k in g —n o t th e  most d i s t in c ­

t i v e — f e a tu re  o f  the  scene" (DA, 1279). The eq u iv o ca tio n  m an ifes t in  

what appears a t  f i r s t  g lance  the most common o f term s, accomodates 

the  communication to  th e  i n d i s t i n c t  and u n c e rta in  w orld of i l l u s i o n .

The f in a l  parag raph  o f the  t e x t  beg ins w ith  a use o f words as 

mere approx im ations, em phasizing re c o g n itio n  o f th e  l im it s  o f  language , 

of th e  f a c t  th a t  "words a re  vague th in g s ."  As th e  voyager n ea rs  th e  

P a rad ise  of Amheim, a term  i s  rev e a led  to  be t o t a l l y  a rb i t r a r y  w hile  

making no d i f fe re n c e  to  th e  c lim a c tic  e f f e c t .  The t r a n s l i n g u i s t i c ,  

th e  u n sa id , c a r r ie s  th e  most w eigh t. "The voyager . . . f in d s  h is  

p ro g ress  ap p a re n tly  b a rre d  by a g ig a n tic  g a te " ; he then  c o rre c ts  the  

term ino logy , " o r  r a th e r  door o f b u rn ish ed  g o ld ."  In  the  n ex t se n te n c e , 

however, he w r i te s :  "This g a te  i s  in s e r te d  in  th e  lo f ty  w a ll.  . . ."

The paragraph  p re s e n ts  a c lu s t e r  o f r e p e t i t io n s  w ith  which we are  

now fa m i lia r .  A maximum c o r r e la t io n  and hence a f in ish ed n e ss  i s  su s ­

ta in e d  by th e  sym m etrical placem ent o f id e a s .  A s h o r t  look a t  the
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p ro g re ss io n  o f the  l in e s  p re lim in a ry  to  th e  sudden view of Amheim 

i s  in s t r u c t iv e :

. . . f l o a t i n g .  . . th e  voyager . . . f in d s  h is  p ro g ress  
a p p a re n tly  b a rre d  . . . th e  now f a s t - s in k in g  sun . . .  i t  
i s  seen  th a t  th e  main body o f th e  w ater s t i l l  sweeps in  a 
g e n tle  and ex te n s iv e  curve to  th e  l e f t ,  th e  w a ll fo llow ing  
i t  as b e fo re , w h ile  a stream  . . . d iv erg in g  from the  
p r in c ip le  one, makes i t s  way . . . under th e  door, and i s  
thus h idden  from s ig h t .  The canoe f a l l s  in to  the l e s s e r  
channel and approaches th e  g a te .

(DA, 1282)

The p re e s ta b l ish e d  p a tte rn s  s t i l l  app ly : a flow  and i t s  d is ru p t io n ,

a ta n g le  o f e x ten s io n  and c lo su re . But th en , th e  b a rre d  sp aces , the  

o b s tru c tio n s  f a l l  away: "Meantime the  whole P a rad ise  o f Arnheim b u rs ts

upon th e  v iew ."  Ceasing to  be the domain, th e  a r t i f i c i a l  p a ra d ise  

claim s i t s  p r io r i t y  as sub lim e. A fte r  th e  f ra c tu re d  view , the  s ig h t  

t ru n c a te d  and circum scribed  by sharp  tu rn s  and chasm -like l im i t s ,  the 

in te r m i tte n t  opens o u t. The "wings" o f th e  gateway to  Arnheim which 

has been cu t in to  the  m assive w a ll o f the  r iv e r  ch an n el, "a re  slow ly 

and m u sica lly  expanded," in to  an u n c o n d itio n a l h arm oniza tion .

The f in a l  descen t made, now comes th e  "up sp rin g in g " of Arnheim.

A hymn of a d o ra t io n , th is  re v e la tio n  o f the  whole i s  a b r i l l i a n t  de­

m o n stra tio n  o f a v is io n a ry  landscape th a t  i s  co n s tru c te d  p a r t  by p a r t .

I  c i t e  the  e n t i r e  p assage:

Meantime th e  whole P a rad ise  o f Arnheim b u r s ts  upon th e  
view . There i s  a gush of e n tra n c in g  melody; th e re  i s  
an o p p ress iv e  sense  o f s tra n g e  sweet o d o r;— th e re  i s  
a d ream -lik e  in te rm in g lin g  to  th e  eye of t a l l  s le n d e r  
E a s te rn  t r e e s —bosky s h ru b b e r ie s— flo c k s  o f golden and 
crim son b i rd s —li ly - f r in g e d  la k e s —meadows of v io le t s ,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



75

t u l i p s ,  p o p p ies , h y ac in th s  and tu b e ro se s— long 
in te r ta n g le d  l in e s  of s i l v e r  s tr e a m le ts — and u p sp rin g - 
ing  confusedly  from amid a l l  a mass o f sem i-G oth ic , 
sem i-S aracen ic  a r c h i te c tu re ,  s u s ta in in g  i t s e l f  as i f  
by m ira c le  in  mid a i r ;  g l i t t e r i n g  in  the  red  su n lig h t  
w ith  a hundred o r i e l s ,  m in a re ts , and p in n a c le s ;  and 
seeming th e  phantom handiw ork, c o n jo in t ly ,  o f the  
Sylphs, o f th e  F a i r i e s ,  o f the  G e n ii, and o f th e  Gnomes.

(DA, 1283)

P o e 's  language of the  sacred  obeys th e  demands o f co p ia , n o t l im i t s .  

I t s  o v e rt expansion , the  n e a rly  b re a th le s s  c a ta lo g u in g  o f images 

o p e ra te  as s ig n a l  of the  rev ea led  sublim e (though en c lo sed , we remem­

b e r , by a C lau d e-lik e  " c i r c u i t  o f p u rp le  m ou n ta in s"). The techn ique 

of enum eration , a l l i t e r a t i o n  ( fo r  example: th e  s ib i l a n t  "sense  o f

s tra n g e  sweet odor"; "long in te r ta n g le d  l in e s  o f s i l v e r  s tr e a m le ts " ) ;  

r e p e t i t i o n  ("There i s  . . . th e re  i s  . . . th e re  i s " ) ; and rhyme 

("m elody," "bosky ," " l i l y , "  " c o n jo in t ly ,"  " v io l e t s , "  " s tr e a m le ts ,"  

"m in a re ts ,"  a t  p o in ts  o f p a r t i c u l a r  emphasis) lend  a rhythm ic p ro g re s ­

s io n  to  th e  l in e s .

A reso n an t in c a n ta t io n ,  p r im it iv e  in  i t s  d ic t io n  and e x o tic  in  

i t s  choice o f images,means to  overwhelm th e  rea d e r w ith  th e  h y pno tic  

e f f e c t  o f harm onized sen se  and sound. To i l l u s t r a t e  the  enum erative 

s ty l e  as i n d ic a t iv e  o f the  rev e a led  t ru th  th a t  i s  co in c id e n t w ith  

ab so lu te  b eau ty , i d e n t i f i a b le  in  much o f P o e 's  work, I  quote from an 

e a r l i e r ,  b r ie f ly  experienced  moment o f v is io n  in  th e  r iv e r  jou rney  to  

Arnheim:

The im pressions wrought on th e  o b se rv e r were th o se  o f 
r ic h n e s s , warmth, c o lo r ,  q u ie tu d e , u n ifo rm ity , s o f tn e s s ,  
d e lic a c y , d a in t in e s s ,  v o lu p tu o u sn ess, and a m iraculous 
extrem eness o f  c u ltu re  t h a t  suggested  dreams o f a new 
rac e  o f f a i r i e s ,  la b o r io u s , t a s t e f u l ,  m ag n if ic e n t, and 
f a s t id io u s .  . . .

(DA, 1280)
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Another m easureless m ed ita tio n  where seem ingly any word o r i f  pos­

s ib l e ,  a l l  words, could be used. They do n o t r e a l ly  mean; they 

su g g e st, much in  th e  way an a b s tr a c t  p a in tin g  m ight be made o f a 

m u ltitu d e  o f c o lo rs  to  c re a te  an e f f e c t  o f  no c o lo r  which su rp a sse s  

th e  q u a li ty  of each c o lo r .  H ere, th e  overabundance o f w ords, the  

o v e r-sa y in g , c re a te s  an atm osphere o f  amaze b e fo re  th e  in d e s c r ib a b le , 

m irro rin g  th a t  which cannot be co n ta in ed  in  any s in g le  word. The r e ­

s u l t a n t  vagueness l e v e ls  m a tte r ,  motion and fo rc e  in to  th e  o b je c t  o f 

the  d e s ig n , to  g ive  a s ig n  of " s p i r i t u a l  i n te r f e r e n c e ."

More c e n tr a l  to  our a n a ly s is  i s  th e  f a c t  th a t  the  landscape 

f in a l ly  does become a s t i l l - l i f e .  The p r a is e  i s  so g e n e ra l ,  and i t s  

g e n e ra l i ty  so p ro tr a c te d ,  th a t  th e  co n c re te  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  a re  accumu­

l a te d  to  a p o in t  of f in a l  s t a s i s .  One could h a rd ly  im agine a scen e , 

o r  r a th e r ,  se n te n c e , w ith  le s s  a c tio n . A fte r  th e  t r i p l e ,  " th e re  i s , "  

th e  e n t i r e  sen ten ce  i s  made up o f gerunds, th e  verbs made in to  nouns: 

"u p sp rin g in g ,"  " s u s ta in in g ,"  " g l i t t e r i n g , "  "seem ing." The muted 

p re d ic a tio n s  no ted  th roughout our a n a ly s is  a re  now t o ta l ly  n eg a ted . 

The fo rc e  i s  made through th e  s u b s ta n tiv e  ex cess , s tr in g in g  out 

words as su c ce ss iv e  s t i l l s  in  a m otion rev ea led  to  be a s e r ie s  of 

m otio n less  s t a t e s .  The scene m ain tain s  i t s e l f  "as i f  by m ira c le  in  

mid a i r , "  and r e f u te s  a w orld of change and impermanence.

The t o t a l  coherence, th e  i n f i n i t e  p lay  o f  m irro r  imagery i s  

P o e 's  d esig n . And i f  an a c c e le ra te d  s ta c c a to  sounds l ik e  a l e g a to , 

i t  m erely re e n a c ts  th e  u n ity  of e f f e c t  on th e  mind, which r e f l e c t s  

the  symmetry o f th e  u n iv e rse . From th e  u n in te rru p te d  continuum, we 

can g e t a sense  o f su b lim ity , a sense th a t  appeals to  our " p o e tic a l
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. . . t r u th f u l  . . . sym m etrical, i n s t i n c t . "  The ab so lu te  

coherence a t t a in e d  h e re  o p e ra te s  through what Poe d e scrib ed  in  

Eureka as " th a t  om niprevalent law o f law s, th e  law o f p e r io d i c i t y ."

The phrase  has n o t escaped th e  ty ranny  o f tim e. Beginning w ith  

"There i s , "  and ending w ith  "seem ing," i t  m erely ad ap ts  i t s e l f  to  

t h is  tyranny by t r e a t in g  d u ra t io n 's  flow as an a p p a re n tly  en d less  

su ccessio n  o f nom inatives a t  an a c c e le ra te d  tempo. The dash con­

t r i b u te s  to  the  on-going b e a t.

The t a l e  ends w ith  the  concept o f "seem ing"; a l l  th a t  has been 

"seen" subsumed in to  t h is  f in a l  fa n ta s y . By th e  very  n a tu re  o f i t s  

g e n e ra l iz a t io n ,  the  re p re s e n ta tio n  i s  alm ost devoid o f c o n te n t, w e ll 

describ ed  in  an o th er co n tex t by Northrop Frye, "a  u n iv erse  in  which 

ev e ry th in g  i s  p o te n t ia l ly  id e n t i c a l  w ith  ev e ry th in g  e l s e . " ^  The 

tendency toward equ iv a len ce  of a l l  r e f e r e n ts  has d esig n a ted  every 

form al device employed. Edmund Burke, b e lie v in g  th a t  an i n f i n i t e  

could be r e f le c te d  through a r t ,  emphasized th a t  th e  b u s in ess  o f p o e try , 

in  c o n tr a s t  to  p a in t in g ,  i s  to  d isp la y  th e  e f f e c t  words can have on 

the  mind of the  re a d e r .  His ex p la n a tio n  o f the  two means to  the  a r t i ­

f i c i a l  i n f i n i t e  s t r e s s e s  th e  in te rdependence  of the  a r t f u l  and the  

decep tiv e  in  language:

S uccessio n ; which i s  r e q u i s i t e  t h a t  th e  p a r t s  may be 
continued  so lo n g , and in  such a d i r e c t io n ,  as by 
t h e i r  f re q u e n t im pulses on th e  sense to  im press the 
im ag in atio n  w ith  an id ea  o f t h e i r  p ro g re ss  beyond 
t h e i r  a c tu a l  l i m i t s . U niform ity ; because i f  the  
f ig u re s  o f  the  p a r ts  should be changed, th e  im agina­
t io n  a t  every  change f in d s  a check; you a re  p rese n ted  
a t  every a l t e rn a t io n  w ith  th e  te rm in a tio n  o f one id e a ,
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and the  beginning  o f a n o th e r; by which means i t  becomes 
im possib le  to  co n tinue  th a t  u n in te rru p te d  p ro g re s s , 
which alone can stamp on bounded o b jec ts  the  c h a ra c te r
o f i n f i n i t y . 77

Through p rox im ity  and r e p e t i t i o n ,  th e  components o f  P o e 's  s e t t in g

c o n s tru c t a landscape new in  i t s  p e rs p e c tiv e , a v e rb a l co n tex t where

"even th e  most conspicuous o b je c ts  become b lended in to  one" (Eureka,

pp. 10 -11). The r e i t e r a te d  s tr u c tu r e s  th a t  d esign  the  r iv e r  journey

and the  f in a l  b reak  in to  an enum eration a f f e c t  our minds through a 
„ 78co n triv ed  u n iv e r s e l le  an a lo g ie  ; we a re  l e f t  w ith  a glim pse o f

th e  i l l u s io n  words can p e rp e tra te .  In  E l l i s o n 's  domain, Poe r e l i e s

on a r t i f i c e  and a n g e lic  handiw ork. In  "L andor's  C o ttag e ,"  he makes a

f ic t io n  o f what a t  f i r s t  g lance seems a common landscape d e s c r ip tio n ,  

and we m arvel even more a t  what language can e f f e c t .

-  4 -

THE ROAD TO LANDOR'S COTTAGE

The p r in c ip le s  o f th e  p o e tic  sen tim en t l i e  deep w ith in  
th e  im m ortal n a tu re  o f man, and have l i t t l e  n ecessary  
re fe re n c e  to  th e  w orld ly  circum stances around him. The 
po e t in  Arcady, i s  in  Kamschatka, th e  po e t s t i l l .

Poe, "American P o e try ,"  1845

A tru e  a r t i s t  shou ld  put a generous d e c e it  on th e  s p e c ta to r s ,  
and e f f e c t  th e  n o b le s t  designs by easy  m ethods. Designs th a t  
a re  v a s t  only by t h e i r  dim ensions, a re  always th e  s ig n  o f a 
common and low im ag in atio n . No work o f a r t  can be g re a t ,  b u t 
as i t  d ece iv es ; to  be o th erw ise  i s  the  p re ro g a tiv e  o f  n a tu re  
only .

Edmund Burke, Enquiry in to  the  Sublime and the  B ea u tifu l
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Four months b e fo re  h i s  d e a th , Poe pu b lish ed  h is  f i n a l  landscape

sk e tc h , "L an d o r's  C o ttag e ."  He i s  re p o r te d  to  have s a id  to  Mrs.

Whitman th a t  "he in ten d ed  w r i tin g  a pendant to  'The Domain o f Arnheim'

in  which th e  most charming e f f e c ts  should be a t t a in e d  by a r t i s t i c
79

com binations of f a m ilia r  and unvalued m a te r ia ls ."  More than  th e  

i d y l l i c  w o rd -p a in tin g  which he c la im s i t  to  be , "L an d o r 's  C ottage" 

reco rd s  a p ro p e r ly  v e rb a l ex p ress io n  o f h is  unique id ea  o f th e  p o e tic .  

The d e s c r ip t iv e  language he fa sh io n s  becomes an e x e rc ise  in  o b s c u r i ty :  

the  most p ro sa ic  of s u b je c ts  tu rn s  in to  th e  en ig m atic ; th e  most p re ­

c is e  term s a re  rendered  im p rec ise .

The t a l e  exem plies concerns s im ila r  to  th o se  in  "The Domain of 

Arnheim": th e  w r i te r  as  a conscious c o lo r i s t ,  fo rm u la tin g  h is  re a c ­

t io n s  in  a p i c t o r i a l  v o cabu lary ; a landscape framed as  i f  a p a in te d  

p ic tu re ;  a d e lig h t  in  tra c in g  th e  form al p a tte rn s  o f a landscape  fo r  

th e  re a d e r .  The f i n a l  e f f e c t ,  however, i s  d i f f e r e n t ;  i t s  tone i s  p lay ­

f u l ,  i t s  m otive a r t f u l l y  d e c ep tiv e . The emphasis i s  n o t on a m irac le  

"handiwork" approached through a v e h ic le  of i r r e a l i t y ,  b u t th e  supposed­

ly  ca su a l r e p o r t  o f an overland  h ik e , a " sa u n te r"  which su g g ests  a 

Thoreau tu rn ed  Southern i r o n i s t :  "At a l l  e v e n ts , w ith  my knapsack fo r

a p illo w , and my hound a s  a s e n try ,  a bivouac in  th e  open a i r  was j u s t  

the  th in g  which would have amused me. I  sau n te red  on, th e re fo re ,  q u ite  

a t  ease—Ponto tak in g  charge of my gun. . ."  (LC, 1329). "L andor's  

C ottage" i s  by no means th e  s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  landscape  d e s c r ip tio n  i t  

poses a s ;  c a p ric e  predom inates as  th e  w r i te r  in  th e  g u ise  o f an o b jec ­

t iv e  o bserver s tr e tc h e s  language to  th e  most extrem e v e r i s im i l i tu d e ,
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so extrem e as to  la y  b are  th e  "power o f words" to  n o t say .

Poe d e lib e ra te ly  e n fe e b le s  th e  prom ised embodiment of v is io n ,  

and th e  s u b tle  underm ining o f a c la im  to  m erely " g iv e , in  d e t a i l ,  a 

p ic tu r e  . . .  a s  I  found i t "  e n t a i l s  an e x cess iv e  ex ag g era tio n  of what 

language can do, and emerges as  an a n t ic  d em onstra tion  of i t s  p o te n t ia l  

fo r  am bigu ity . The d e s c r ip t io n  o f t u l i p s  c o n g reg a tin g , th e  r o l l in g  

h i l l s  and lu x u r ia n t  g rassy  f lo o r s ,  bows f in a l ly  to  th e  inconsequence 

of such d e s c r ip t io n .  The most o rd in a ry  term s become q u e s tio n a b le , 

d o u tfu l  in  v a l i d i ty  as th e  work u n fo ld s . Words f a i l  to  c a p tu re  an ex­

p e rie n c e , as  lo c a l  c o lo r  and c la im s fo r  r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  accuracy  d i s ­

a s s o c ia te  them selves from an i n t e l l i g i b l e  c o n te x t. As th e  most o rd in a ry  

term s and elem ents o f th e  p ic tu re sq u e  a re  r e i t e r a te d  and rendered  in  

th e  most m eticu lous manner, they  end up se rv in g  P o e 's  concep tion ; they 

c re a te  a p rep o s te ro u s  e f f e c t  o f p rem edita ted  vagueness.

Such conscious a r t  b r in g s  us to  th e  q u e s tio n  of P o e 's  i n te n t .

W. C. W illia m 's  words p ro v id e  a  way of e n try :

One f e e l s  th a t  in  th e  a c tu a l  com position  of h is  t a l e s  
th e re  must have been fo r  him, a s  they  embody i t  in  f a c t ,  
a  f a s c in a t io n  o th e r  than  th e  to p ic a l  one. The im pulse 
th a t  made him w r ite  them, th a t  made him enjoy w r i tin g  
them—cannot have been th e  p u e r i le  one of amazement, but 
a d eep er, l o g ic a l  enjoym ent, in  keeping  w ith  h is  own 
se rio u sn e ss :  i t  i s  th a t  o f PROVING even th e  most p re ­
p o ste ro u s  of h is  in v en tio n s  p la u s ib le — th a t  BY HIS METHOD 
he makes them WORK. . . . And by th e  v ery  extrem e of t h e i r  
p lay , by so much th e  more do th ey  hold up the  a c tu a l i t y  of 
th a t  which he conceives

Our concern i s  w ith  P o e 's  "m ethod." A ll th e  e f f o r t ,  a l l  th e  s tru g g le  

devolves upon th e  w r i t in g .  He shows h is  s k i l l  a t  com position  by h is  

u t i l i z a t i o n  and m an ip u latio n  of words beyond th e i r  expected  and r e a ­
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sonable  l im i t s .  The f a i l u r e  to  communicate what we have been led  to  

expect i s  h i s  n a r r a t iv e  purpose , su g g ests  no f a i l u r e  in  a r t ,  bu t 

r a th e r  proves th e  p resence  of a h ig h ly  se lf -c o n s c io u s  in v en to r  whose 

p roduct r e s u l t s  from an excess o f a r t .

W hile he d e l ib e ra te ly  c re a te s  th e  i l l u s i o n  o f a g rasp in g  of space

and th e  r e a l i t y  of e v e ry th in g  he d e p ic ts ,  th e  n a r r a to r  a llo w s som ething

le s s  v i s u a l ,  l e s s  ta n g ib le  and more co n cep tu a l to  p re se n t  i t s e l f .  The

drama c o n s is ts  of an a c c u ra te  over-enum eration  o f numbers, m easures and

shapes, co a le sc in g  in to  a desig n  so obscure th a t  i t  evades an imm ediate

and all-en co m p assin g  in te r p r e t a t i o n .  Through ex cess iv e  p re c is io n  and

an overem phatic use o f th e  s p e c ia liz e d  vocabu lary  o f contem porary

a e s th e tic  t h e o r i s t s ,  Poe b u ild s  up an im p re c is io n . C r i t i c s  have g iven

s l ig h t  a t t e n t io n  to  "L an d o r's  C o tta g e ."  I f  th e  t a l e  has been d ism issed

as  an o v e rw rit te n , and n o t v e ry  en ch an tin g , landscape d e s c r ip t io n ,  o r

a s  an opportune jo u r n a l i s t i c  e n te r p r i s e ,  such i s  th e  r e s u l t  of f a i l in g

to  see P o e 's  d e lig h t  in  making f a u l t s  e x p re s s iv e , l e t t i n g  " th e  r e a l  
81

b u s in ess  o f com position  show." In  h i s  own words about th e  com position

of "The Raven," he i s

. . . l e t t i n g  th e  p u b lic  tak e  a peep behind th e  scen es , 
a t  th e  e la b o ra te  and v a c i l l a t in g  c ru d i t ie s  o f though t— 
a t  th e  t ru e  purposes se iz e d  only a t  th e  l a s t  moment—a t  
th e  innum erable g lim pses of id ea  th a t  a r r iv e d  n o t a t  th e  
m a tu r ity  o f f u l l  view . . .

M ain tain ing  an a e s th e t i c  detachm ent, he mimics h im se lf  and h is  a c t  of 

w r i tin g ,  c o n s is te n t ly  underm ining h is  own proposed aims through tec h ­

n iques o f sem antic breakdown and i r r e s o lu t io n .  Such a m otley w r i tin g ,  

c o n s is t in g  of m isused i t a l i c s ,  oddly p laced  dash es , and more s i g n i f i ­

c a n t,  a  p r im it iv e  g ro ssn ess  of d ic t io n ,  c a p tu re s  th e  indete rm inacy  which,
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fo r  Poe, p re se n ts  the  o rd er o f th e  u n iv e rse .

C o n sid e ra tio n s  o f how a w r i te r  can make i n d is t i n c t  what by 

v i r tu e  o f u su a l e x p e c ta tio n s  should  lo c a l iz e  a p lace  o r s e t  a l im i t  to  

an expanse b r in g s  us to  th e  c o n tr a d ic t io n  between d e s c r ip tio n  and in ­

v e n tio n , mere re p re s e n ta tio n  and tra n s fo rm a tio n . Edmund Burke’s em­

p h asis  on p o e try , chosen as an a r t  su p e r io r  to  p a in t in g , focuses on 

th e  v e rb a l iz a t io n  o f u n c e r ta in ty .  Since p o e try  has a g re a te r  e f f e c t  on 

the  im ag in atio n  than  p a in te r ly  im i ta t io n ,  he counseled  a move away from 

v e rb a l d e s c r ip t io n ,  "m erely as naked d e s c r ip t io n ,"  toward a v e rb a l ob­

s c u r i ty .  A w e ll-ex ecu ted  in d e f in i te n e s s  in  engaging th e  a t t e n tio n  of 

the  r e f l e c t iv e  judgem ent, can r e s u l t  in  a c e r ta in ,  d e s ire d  d i s p o s i t io n

of the  "so u l"  as i t  moves to  apprehend, only to  f in d  i t  cannot compre- 
83

hend:

But l e t  i t  be co n s id e red , th a t  h a rd ly  any th in g  can 
s t r i k e  th e  mind w ith  i t s  g r e a tn e ss , which does n o t make 
some s o r t  o f approach towards i n f i n i t y ;  which n o th in g  
can do w h i ls t  we a re  ab le  to  p e rc e iv e  i t s  bounds; b u t
to  see  an o b je c t  d i s t i n c t ly ,  and to  p e rce iv e  i t s  bounds,
i s  one and the  same th in g . A c le a r  id e a  i s  th e re fo re  
an o th e r name fo r  a l i t t l e  i d e a . 84

Poe, s t r i v in g  always fo r  a novel e f f e c t  and enjoying  th e  d isp la y  of

c r a f t ,  d e l ib e ra te ly  l e t s  us p e rc e iv e  the  bounds. He chooses fo r  sub­

j e c t  a " l i t t l e  domain" (LC, 1334), a p p a re n tly  th e  f a m il ia r  approach 

through th e  Hudson R iver V alley  to  h is  Fordham C ottage. How he makes 

o f  "a  l i t t l e  id e a ,"  the  most i n d i s t i n c t  o f th in g s  co n ce iv ab le , exem pli­

f ie s  h is  s k i l l  in  tu rn in g  th e  v i s ib le  in to  th e  im aginary . W alls , s lo p e s , 

h i l l s  and banks dem arcate the  bounds, b u t in  s p i t e  o f such o u t l in e s ,  the  

move toward the  boundless re v e a ls  i t s e l f .
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The lan d scap e , a t  f i r s t  g lan ce , may be d iv id ed  up in to  

d i s c r e te  p ic tu re s  r e a d i ly  a p p re h e n s ib le  to  th e  eye, b u t th e  b lu r r in g  

of a s e r ie s  o f to p o g ra p h ica l d e s c r ip t io n s  through v e rb a l  d e v ia t io n s  

away from sen se , u l tim a te ly  makes th ese  d e s c r ip tio n s  u ngraspab le  by 

the  mind. The d is p o s i t io n  o f o b je c ts  in  language , i s  n o t ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  

a p a in t in g ;  words can o p e ra te  to  d e lin e a te  im p re c is io n , to  d esign  the  

p o te n t ia l ly  undesigned. P o e 's  s u rfa c e  a lle g ia n c e  to  th e  r e a l  and the  

l o c a l ,  what a  p a in te r  could  d e p ic t ,  i s  su b v erted  by th e  v e rb a l  ambi­

g u i t i e s  th a t  i n h ib i t  a c le a r ,  unprob lem atic  " tr a c in g "  o f th e  scene.

We might put i t  t h i s  way: the  p ic tu re sq u e  i s  th a t  a t t i t u d e  in v o lv in g

man in  a d i r e c t  and a c t iv e  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  n a tu r a l  scenery  through 

which he t r a v e l s ,  a n t ic ip a t in g ,  examining and r e c r e a tin g  what he se es ; 

th e  grounding o f indeterm inacy  in  language, th e  means by which m atte r  

i s  m an ifes ted  to  mind, c a l l s  up th e  p re s su re s  and p le a su re s  o f a c r i t i ­

c a l  and comprehensive co n tem p la tio n . This "p e d e s tr ia n  to u r"  (LC, 1328) 

e l i c i t s  a p lay  o f mind, tu rn in g  th e  rea d e r n o t only in to  s p e c ta to r ,  bu t 

in to  a th in k e r  a s  w e ll.  In  ask in g  us to  "co n c e iv e ,"  to  g e t an " id e a  of 

th e  p i c tu r e ,"  he wants to  convey, Poe demands a d i f f i c u l t  a t t e n t io n .  

What s t r i k e s  th e  mind w ith  a l l  i t s  fo rc e  i s  th e  v e rb a l  encounter w ith  

a lan d scap e . At th e  s e rv ic e  of a language of d e c ep tio n , th ese  n a tu ra l  

forms m onitor e f f e c ts  on th e  im ag in atio n  th a t  tran scen d  what p a in t in g  

can p ro v id e—marking o u t an u n c e rta in  p ro ce s s , r a th e r  th an  p ic tu r in g  a 

s t a s i s .

The t a l e  opens w ith  an unnamed n a r r a to r  who g l ib ly  r e p o r ts  a lo s s  

of d i re c t io n  on a winding ro ad . This r e p o r t  in tro d u c es  us to  a funda­

m ental in d e c is io n  which w i l l ,  in  th e  co u rse  of th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  weaken
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any attem pt a t  d i r e c t  p re s e n ta t io n :

During a  p e d e s tr ia n  to u r  l a s t  summer, through one o r two 
of the  r iv e r  c o u n tie s  o f New York, I  found m y se lf, as  th e  
day d e c lin e d , somewhat em barrassed about th e  road I  was 
p u rsu in g . The land  undu lated  very  rem arkably ; and my p a th , 
fo r  th e  l a s t  hour, had wound about and about so co n fu sed ly , 
in  i t s  e f f o r t  to  keep in  th e  v a lle y s ,  th a t  I  no lo n g er knew 
in  what d i r e c t io n  lay  th e  sweet v i l l a g e  of B— , where I  had 
determ ined to  s to p  fo r  th e  n ig h t .

(LC, 1328)

The ty p ic a l  co n v o lu tio n s  of th e  landscape  of th e  p ic tu re sq u e  a re  i n t r o ­

duced. Yet more than  t h i s  sim ple d e s c r ip t io n ,  what r e a l ly  h i t s  us i s  

the  p resence  of a  very  p e rso n a l n a r r a to r .  Making h is  language conform 

to  a method o f in d ir e c t io n ,  he r e l a te s  h is  o b se rv a tio n s  w ith  a n e g l i ­

gent p r o l ix i t y  th a t  g ives doubt i t s  f u l l  p lay  and d is ru p t iv e  w eigh t.

H is d e lin e a tio n  of in e x a c titu d e  depends f o r  i t s  e f f e c t  upon th e  te n s io n  

between th e  h ig h ly  u n s p e c if ic  s ty l e  which th e  n a r r a to r  e x h ib i ts  and th e  

h ig h ly  s p e c i f ic  s u b je c t  m a tte r  he c la im s to  n a r r a te .  The s t y l i s t i c  

id io s y n c ra s ie s  reduce even th e  e n te r ta in in g  v a g a rie s  of p ic tu re sq u e  

imagery to  th e  s ta tu s  o f a c c e s s o r ie s  to  h is  tech n iq u e . The seem ingly 

haphazard m ix tu re  of co n v en tio n a l m a tte r  and unexpected form lea d s  to  

a re c o g n itio n  of th e  s u p e r io r i ty  o f a f i c t i o n .

The red u c tio n  of d e s c r ip t iv e  s t r a te g i e s  in to  a b s u rd ity  i s  c a r r ie d  

out by a n a r r a t iv e  v o ice  o f p e rv a s iv e  in d if fe re n c e ,  su s ta in e d  by the  

n e a rly  comic in e x a c tn e ss . H is em phatic unconcern s t r i k e s  us from th e  

f i r s t  page: "A smoky m is t,  resem bling  th a t  of th e  In d ia n  summer, en-

velopped a l l  th in g s , and , of c o u rse , added to  my u n c e r ta in ty .  Not th a t  

I  cared  much about th e  m atte r"  (LC, 1328). This n e u t r a l i t y ,  th e  f a c t  

th a t  no th in g  r e a l ly  makes any d if f e re n c e ,  e f f e c ts  a  p e rc e p tu a l  p e r-
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p le x i ty  and bew ilderm ent q u i te  equal to  what any m is t might provoke.

H is in d if f e r e n t  manner inform s th e  method, p u n c tu a tio n  and grammar of 

each sen ten ce : "The sun had sc a rc e ly  shone—s t r i c t l y  speak ing—d u ring

th e  day, w hich, n e v e r th e le s s ,  had been u n p lea sa n tly  warm." This s t a t e ­

ment r e a l ly  says n o th in g . What a re  we to  in f e r  from th e  i r r e le v a n t  

" s t r i c t l y  speaking"? And th e  i t a l i c i z e d  " shone" p o in ts  to  y e t an o th e r 

t r i f l i n g  w ith  l i t e r a r y  h a b i t .  What we a re  made to  "see"  i s  no lon g er 

a m eaningful r e p re s e n ta tio n  o f an y th in g . Such a p p a re n tly  inconsequen­

t i a l  and unnecessary  a c c re tio n s  occur th roughout and s e ts  up each word 

a s  a f a c to r  o f u n d e te rm in a tio n . We m ight see  t h i s  to y in g  w ith  in d i ­

v id u a l words, as  w ith  o b je c ts  or numbers to  be broken up and recom bined, 

a s  a decom position of d eterm inacy . The concept i s  an im portan t one. I t  

i s  g ra p h ic a lly  rendered  through th e  excess o f d ash es , and r e in fo rc e d  by 

th e  g rea t number of p a r t i c l e s  of speech th a t  keep th e  words s e p a ra te ,  

ho ld  them suspended and in co h eren t w ith in  a phrase  in  decom position.

Each v e rb a l iz a t io n  w i l l  s e t t l e  in to  a com bination th a t  does n o t 

q u i te  ren d e r th e  r e a l i t y  i t  s e ts  out to  d e p ic t ,  m a te r ia liz in g  in s te a d ,  

the  im ag in ativ e  p ro ce ss , in  P o e 's  w ords, " th e  chem istry  o f th e  i n t e l ­

lec t."® ^  Through th e  v a c i l l a t io n s  of th e  n a r r a to r ,  Poe c o n fro n ts  the  

rea d e r  w ith  u n i ts  of words which he must t r y  to  b r in g  to g e th e r  in to  a

whole, to  comprehend. He induces our s te p  by s te p  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  
86

such an e x e rc ise .

P ursu ing  a m iddle c o u rse , th e  n a r r a to r  w i l l  leav e  ev e ry th in g  

u t te r e d ,  undecided . An in e s s e n t i a l  i n te r a c t io n ,  c o n tra ry  e f f e c ts  

a re  b rought to g e th e r  only  to  make any e f f o r t  a t  d i s t in c t io n  im p o ssib le .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



86

Each co n d itio n  w avers; n o t d e f in i te ly  p o ssess in g  e i t h e r  o f two 

op p o site  q u a l i t i e s ,  c o n d itio n s  ca n ce l one a n o th e r ,  and a c e r t a in  

p ic tu re  of r e a l i t y  i s  d isso lv e d . I  c i t e  some in s ta n c e s  of t h is  

vagueness, t h i s  im p recise  p re c is io n ,  which comes o f unnecessary  

v e rb iag e :

. . . th rough one or two . . . b e fo re  su n s e t ,  o r even be­
fo re  dark  . . . overgrown undergrow th . . . somewhat more 
a b ru p tly  . . .  a  b u ild in g  o f some kind . . . th e  sun was
about descending  . . . Suddenly, th e re fo re  . . . r e f le c te d
more o r l e s s  upon a l l  o b je c ts  . . v a rie d  from f i f t y  to  one 
hundred and f i f t y ,  o r perhaps two hundred . . .  a h e ig h t  of 
some n in e ty  f e e t  . . . more or l e s s  h igh  . . . s c a rc e ly  l e s s  
b e a u t i fu l ,  a lth o u g h  i n f i n i t e ly  l e s s  m a je s tic  . . . w ith  more 
than  Arabian perfum es . . . l i t t l e  more space than  j u s t  
enough . . . h ere  and th e re  . . . each and a l l  . . . more o r
le s s  p re c ip ito u s  . . . on ly  h ere  and th e re  . . . a lm ost en­
t i r e l y  c lo th e d  . . .  a p en in su la  which was very  n e a rly  an 
is la n d  . . .  I  mean, m erely . . . and I  do n o t mean . . .
The p o in t o f view . . . was n o t a l t o g e th e r , a lth o u g h  i t  was 
n e a r ly  . . .  to  one or two . . .  I  d id  n o t rem ain very  long 
. . . a lth o u g h  long enough.

87Through th ese  pronounced c o n tr iv a n c e s , words a re  made to  f a i l .

That th e  s tra n g e  p lay  he s u s ta in s  rem ains always w ith in  th e  a lle g e d  

in te n t  to  d e p ic t  a scene in  a c o n v en tio n a l manner adds to  th e  d e s ire d

One of th e  predom inant ways such o b sc u ra tio n  o p e ra te s  i s  through 

the  t e l l e r ' s  r e i t e r a te d  a ttem p ts  a t  communication, h is  drawing a t t e n ­

t io n  to  th e  language o f d e s c r ip t io n  a t  every p o in t:  " th u s  g rad u a lly  as

I  d e sc r ib e  i t "  (LC, 1330); "as I  have m entioned"; "One of th ese  I  have 

a lre a d y  spoken o f" ; "as I  have a lre a d y  d escrib ed "  (LC, 1331); " th e  

v e g e ta t io n  h i th e r to  m entioned" (LC, 1332); " I  have spoken of the  two 

openings in to  the  v a le  (LC, 1333); " th e  'd e p re s s io n ' (a lrea d y  des­
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c rib e d )"  (LC, 1334); " I  have d e scrib ed  th e  b ro o k ;"  " I t s  two g en e ra l 

d i r e c t io n s ,  as I  have s a id " ;  " I  w i l l  th e re fo re  d e sc r ib e  i t "  (LC,

1335) and so on. Every r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f th e  landscape  i s  in te r ru p te d  

by a shaping presence  who in  r e f e r r in g  back to  a p rev io u s  a c t  of de- 

p c i t io n  seems to  e s ta b l is h  c l a r i t y .  However, t h i s  fo rm atio n  of p o in ts  

of re fe re n c e  only makes comprehension more q u e s tio n a b le . The f re q u e n t­

ly  s tr e s s e d  concern w ith  accuracy  o f p re s e n ta t io n ,  w ith  c o n s is ten c y  of 

d e lin e a tio n ,  only makes the  t e l l i n g  more vague. The l i n g u i s t i c  moves 

toward and away from e x p lic i tn e s s  a re  o f te n  s e t  in  m otion by a con­

f ro n ta t io n  w ith  th e  eq u iv o ca ln ess  of ap p ly in g  term s to  what i s  n onverba l. 

In  "L an d o r's  C o ttag e ,"  even more th an  in  Eureka, Poe dem onstrates what 

he means by "mere e n u n c ia t io n ."

As he beg ins h is  d e su lto ry  t ra c k in g  through th e  c o u n try s id e , th e  

n a r r a to r  has d i f f i c u l ty  dec id in g  "w hether th e  numerous l i t t l e  g lad es  

th a t  led  h i th e r  and th i t h e r  were in tended  to  be p a th s  a t  a l l . "  He 

leav es  t h i s  doubt u n reso lv ed , and fo llow ing  "one of th e  most prom ising 

of them ," he comes upon what he c a l l s  "an u n q u estio n ab le  c a r r ia g e -  

t r a c k ."  T his i s  indeed "a world of words" ("Al A a ra a f" ) , and th e  

fo llow ing  im p lie s  th a t  th e  concep tion  fo r  which we s tru g g le  i s  o f te n  

f a r  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  mere word: "The ro ad , however, except in

being open through th e  wood—i f  wood be n o t too w eighty a name fo r  

such an assem blage of l ig h t  t r e e s —and excep t in  th e  p a r t i c u l a r s  of 

e v id en t w h e e l-tra c k s—bore  no resem blance to  any road I  had b e fo re  

seen" (LC, 1329). The c o n d it io n a l  term s of th e  sen ten ce  f r u s t r a t e  

the  r e a d e r 's  d e s ir e  to  c o a le sce  i t s  components in to  a s tead y  v i s u a l i -
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z a tio n  of t h i s  h ig h ly  p ro b lem atic  road t h a t  opens in to  a more

dubious g a th e rin g  o f " l i g h t  t r e e s ,"  g iven th e  perhaps " to o  

weighty" name of "wood."

Throughout th e  jou rney  roads succeed upon ro ad s ; they  wind 

through v a rio u s  v a le s  and eminences, s l i g h t  e le v a tio n s  and d e c l iv i ­

t i e s  more or l e s s  h ig h . The n a r r a to r ’s o v e rs tre s se d  a t te n tiv e n e s s  

to  ex ac t shapes and d is ta n c e s  produce a  monotony. We can c i t e  a 

passage a t  random, s in c e  th e  te c h n ic a l  p lay  i s  e s s e n t ia l ly  s im ila r  

from one d e s c r ip tio n  to  th e  n e x t:

The l i t t l e  v a le  in to  which I  thus peered  down from under 
th e  fog-canopy, could n o t have been more than  fo u r hun­
dred yard s  long ; w hile  in  b rea d th  i t  v a rie d  from f i f t y  
to  one hundred and f i f t y ,  o r perhaps two hundred. I t  was 
most narrow a t  i t s  n o r th e rn  e x tre m ity , opening out as i t  
tended southw ardly , but w ith  no very  p re c is e  r e g u la r i ty .
. . . The s lo p es  which encompassed th e  v a le  could not 
f a i r l y  be c a lle d  h i l l s ,  u n le s s  a t  t h e i r  n o r th e rn  fa c e . 
Here a p re c ip ito u s  ledge of g ra n i te  a ro se  to  a h e ig h t of 
some n in e ty  f e e t ;  and, as  I  have m entioned, th e  v a lle y  
a t  t h i s  p o in t  was n o t more than  f i f t y  f e e t  wide; b u t as 
th e  v i s i t e r  proceeded southw ardly  from t h i s  c l i f f ,  he 
found on h is  r ig h t  hand and on h is  l e f t ,  d e c l i v i t i e s  a t  
once le s s  h ig h , l e s s  p re c ip ito u s ,  and le s s  rocky. A ll ,  
in  a word, s loped  and so ften ed  to  th e  so u th ; and y e t 
th e  whole v a le  was e n g ird led  by eminences, more o r l e s s  
h ig h , except a t  two p o in ts .  One of th ese  I  have a lre a d y  
spoken o f .  . . . H ere, g e n e ra l ly ,  th e  s lo p es  were n o th in g  
more than  g e n tle  i n c l in a t io n s ,  ex tend ing  from e a s t  to  
west about one hundred and f i f t y  y a rd s . . . .  As reg a rd s  
v e g e ta t io n , as  w e ll a s  in  re s p e c t  to  ev e ry th in g  e ls e ,  th e  
scene so ften ed  and s loped  to  th e  so u th .

(LC, 1331-32)

Not knowing how a s lo p e  could be c a l le d  a h i l l  on ly  a t  i t s  n o r th e rn  

fa c e , why a h i l l  has been d is t in g u is h e d  from a s lo p e , a s lo p e  from an 

eminence, we r e a l iz e  th a t  th e  a p p e lla tio n s  a re  a s e r ie s  of approxim a-
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t io n s ,  c o n te x tu a lly  i r r e le v a n t  and moving toward a nev e r-reach ed  

p o in t o f s ig n if ic a n c e .  The n a r r a to r  q u a l i f i e s  each d e s ig n a tio n  

to  such a degree th a t  i t  r e s i s t s  o rg a n iz a tio n  in to  a m eaningful 

r e p re s e n ta t io n .  This r e s i s ta n c e  to  s p e c i f ic i ty  i s  b e s t  e ff e c te d  

by h is  d e cep tiv e  a c c e n tu a tio n  o f h is  v e rb a l iz a t io n .  He d e sc r ib e s  a 

led g e , m easures a  p re sc r ib e d  p o in t  in  th e  v a l le y ,  which he says " I  

have m en tioned ." He has n o t .  Nor has he "a lre a d y  spoken o f" one 

o f th e  p o in ts  where eminences, n e i th e r  h igh  nor low, c ircu m scrib e  

th e  v a l le y .  The read e r looks fo r  th e  prom ised c l a r i f i c a t i o n  and 

does n o t f in d  th e  c l a r i t y  he has been led  to  ex p e c t. F i r s t ,  an i l ­

lu s io n  of c e r ta in ty  i s  p ro je c te d , and th en , we a re  d is o r ie n te d ,  fo rced  

to  s to p  and ask : "But what does i t  a l l  mean"?

By imposing l im i t s  to  h i s  e x p re s s io n , he a llow s fo r  in c re a s in g  

g e n e ra l iz a t io n .  Both tau to lo g y  and c o n tr a d ic t io n  o p e ra te  in  t h i s  

p assage: s ta tem en ts  a re  decomposed and r e s t r i c t e d  (by such s h i f t e r s

a s  "w h ile ,"  " o r ,"  " b u t ,"  " u n le s s ,"  " y e t ,"  "excep t") and then  made 

sim u ltan eo u sly  a l l - in c l u s i v e .  The n o tio n  of being  "en g ird le d "  and en­

compassed" r e c a l l s  the  id ea  of a p e r f e c t  "dom ain." The id ea  m o tiv a tes  

y e t  o th er  m arkers fo r  w holeness, and they  a re  s tren g th en ed  through r e ­

dundance: " A ll,  in  a word, sloped  and so ften ed  to  th e  so u th " ; " . . .

th e  whole v a le " ;  " g e n e ra l ly " ;  " .  . . a s  w e ll as  in  re s p e c t  to  every­

th in g  e l s e ,  th e  scene so ften ed  and sloped  to  th e  so u th ."

The landscape  in to  which we e n te r ,  a realm  of "no very  p re c is e  

r e g u la r i t y ,"  i s  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by th e  g e n tle  in d if fe r e n c e  o f one who 

o s te n s ib ly  depends on an e n t i r e  a e s th e t ic  t r a d i t i o n  fo r  h i s  framework.®^ 

Making c e r ta in  th a t  we know he u t i l i z e s  popu lar th e o r ie s ,  th e  n a r r a to r
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d e sc r ib e s  a spo t whose " c a p a b i l i t ie s "  have been r e a l iz e d :

Not a s in g le  impediment lay  in  th e  w h e e l-ro u te —not 
even a ch ip  or dead tw ig . The s to n es  th a t  once o b s tru c t ­
ed th e  way had been c a re f u l ly  p lac e d —n o t thrown—along 
th e  s id e s  of th e  la n e ,  so as  to  d e fin e  i t s  b oundaries a t  
bottom  w ith  a  kind  o f h a l f - p re c is e ,  h a lf - n e g l ig e n t ,  and 
wholly p ic tu re sq u e  d e f in i t i o n .

(LC, 1329)

The in d e f in i te  d e f in i t i o n  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  of th e  p ic tu re sq u e  m o tiv a tes  

t h i s  ren d e r in g —a com posite of c o n tr a s ts ,  a c a re fu l  in so u c ian ce . As 

he rum inates on th e  scen e , he p o in ts  out th a t  " a l l  th a t  seemed to  have 

been done, m ight have been done h e re —w ith  such n a tu r a l  'c a p a b i l i t i e s 1 

(as  they  have i t  in  books on Landscape G ardening)—w ith  v ery  l i t t l e  

lab o r  and expense ."  And h i s  c o n s id e ra t io n  th a t  " a l l  ro ad s , in  th e  

o rd in a ry  se n se , a re  works of a r t "  acco rd s  w e ll w ith  G i lp in 's  rem arks 

on h is  to u r o f th e  Wye: "The p ic tu re sq u e  eye a ls o ,  in  quest of beau ty ,

f in d s  i t  in  alm ost every  in c id e n t ,  and under every appearance of na­

tu re .  Her works, and a l l  h e r works, must e v e r, in  some deg ree , be 
89b e a u t i f u l ."  The n a r r a to r  s id ea  o f beauty  i s  f a r  more e x c lu s iv e  and 

no t "o rd in a ry "  in  any sen se . This road su g g ests  something beyond even 

a "mere excess o f a r t  m a n ife s te d ."

He s i t u a te s  h im se lf  on "one of th e  blossomy s to n e s ,"  and in  

wonder, "gazes up and down th i s  f a i r y - l i k e  avenue fo r  h a l f  an hour o r 

more" (LC, 1330). Yet he d is t in g u is h e s  h im se lf from th o se  popu lar 

seek e rs  a f t e r  " p ic tu re sq u e n e ss"  (Poe co in s  th e  term ). A ll o f n a tu r e 's  

p ro d u cts  do n o t in  them selves e x c ite  h is  a d m ira tio n . In s te a d , th e  

" c h a ra c te r  of th e  a r t "  s t r i k e s  him: the  f a c t  th a t  "an a r t i s t ,  and
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one w ith  a most sc rupu lous eye fo r  form, had su p erin ten d ed  a l l  

th ese  arrangem ents" (LC, 1330). The n a r r a to r  th u s  ch a llen g es  the  

b a s ic  assum ptions of c u rre n t  g a rd e n is t  techn ique  w hile  d isp en sin g  

w ith  the  ro m a n tic ize rs  of n a tu re .  H is imagined a r t i s t  fav o rs  the  

a r t i f i c i a l  over th e  n a tu r a l  s ty l e .  Improving n a tu re  through rig o ro u s  

com position , he re v e a ls  n a tu re  a r t i f i c e d ,  ev e ry th in g  held  balanced  be­

tween extrem es:

The g r e a te s t  c a re  had been taken  to  p rese rv e  a due medium 
between th e  n e a t and g ra c e fu l  on the  one hand, and the 
p i t to r e s q u e , in  th e  t ru e  sense of th e  I t a l i a n  term , on 
th e  o th e r .  . . . Everywhere was v a r ie ty  in  u n ifo rm ity .
I t  was a p iec e  o f 'c o m p o s itio n ,' in  which th e  most f a s ­
t id io u s ly  c r i t i c a l  t a s t e  could s c a rc e ly  have suggested  
an em endation.

(LC, 1330)

This p u r ify in g  a r t  p re se n ts  i t s e l f  to  h is  eyes throughout th e  

walk along  th e  sejrpen tine  p a th . I t  never lo se s  i t s  s in g u la r i ty  as 

a r t i f a c t :  " I t s  c h a ra c te r  d id  n o t undergo any m a te r ia l  change"

(LC, 1330). What we might see  as th e  "as i f "  q u a li ty  of th e  lan d ­

scap e , i t s  be ing  a world remade, i s  rev ea led  by th e  way th e  n a r r a to r  

chooses to  p o r tra y  what he observes and th e  k inds of comparisons he 

evokes to  communicate th e  ex p e rien ce .

The d is ju n c tio n  o f th e  sen ten ce  s t r u c tu r e  mimes th e  m ind 's  a c t  of

p e rc e p tio n . The d ev ices  used to  d e sc r ib e  th e  u n s e tt le d  and pending

landscape  depend upon a techn ique  o f graduated  s te p s  toward communica- 
90t io n .  The sy n tax  r e c r e a te s  t h i s  p ro ce ss . The p e rc e p tio n , a t  each 

moment broken, a  su ccess io n  of d is p a ra te  and changing views ren d er 

th e  ex p erien ce  of one who p e rc e iv es  a  scene rev e a led  by d eg rees:
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As i t  came f u l ly  in to  view— thus g rad u a lly  as  I  d e sc r ib e  
i t —p iece  by p ie c e , here  a t r e e ,  th e re  a glim pse of w a te r, 
and here  ag a in  th e  summit o f a  chimney, I  could s c a rc e ly  
h e lp  fancying  th a t  th e  whole was one o f th e  ingen ious 
i l l u s io n s  sometimes e x h ib ite d  under th e  name o f "v an ish ­
ing  p i c tu r e s ."

(LC, 1330)

As o f te n  as  th e  n a r r a to r  o b s tru c ts  our comprehension, he a c ts  to  

invo lve  us in  h is  p ro cess  o f conceiv ing— th e  arrangem ents of th e  

p a r ts  o f a scene to  su g g est an imagined and s y n th e t ic  c re a t io n .

The n a r r a to r ’s a r t  composes what he sees  in to  a r t .  I t  i s  

n o t the  landscape th a t  m a tte rs ,  b u t i t s  v a lu e  a s  m atte r  to  be t ra n s ­

formed through a l l  th e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of l in g u i s t i c  i l l u s i o n  and 

am bivalence. A n a tu r a l  sp e c ta c le  i s  transfo rm ed  in to  a r t i s t i c  

emblem, and th e  work i t s e l f  accords w ith  th e  c o n tex t of a  c o rre c te d  

n a tu re . The "as i f , "  h y p o th e tic a l ,  a  s tr a te g y  fo r  h is  e x p lo i ta t io n  

o f words th a t  appear to  co a le sc e  as  "in g en io u s  i l l u s i o n s ,"  a s e r ie s  

of "v an ish in g  p ic tu r e s , "  o ccurs f re q u e n tly  in  th e  d isc o u rs e . To c i t e  

one example:

By the  tim e . . . th e  fog had thorough ly  d isap p ea red , 
the  sun had made i t s  way down behind  th e  g e n tle  h i l l s ,  and 
th en ce , as  i f  w ith  a s l i g h t  chassez  to  th e  so u th , had come 
a g a in  f u l l y  in to  s ig h t .  . . . Suddenly, th e re fo re —and as 
i f  by the  hand o f magic— th is  whole v a lle y  and ev e ry th in g  
in  i t  became b r i l l i a n t l y  v i s i b le .

(LC, 1330-31)

This v e rb a l iz a t io n  o f n a tu re  proceeds as  f a n c i fu l ly  as  would a c a re f u lly  

s tag ed  a c t  o f m agic. And a s  I  have in d ic a te d ,  th e  n a r r a to r 's  t r i c k s  of 

i l l u s i o n ,  h is  a d ro itn e s s  in  d e c ep tio n , mimic an a r t  of trompe l 'o e i l .

H is d e s c r ip tio n  of th e  scene o f fe r s  th e  term s fo r  i t s  m ethod ical
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d e re a l iz a t io n :

The f i r s t  coup d 'o e i l , as th e  sun s l i d  in to  th e  p o s it io n  
d e sc r ib ed , im pressed me very  much as I  have been im pressed 
when a boy, by th e  concluding  scene of some w e ll-a rran g ed  
th e a t r i c a l  sp e c ta c le  o r melodrama. Not even th e  m onstro­
s i t y  of c o lo r  was w anting; fo r  th e  s u n lig h t  came out 
through th e  chasm, t in t e d  a l l  orange and p u rp le ; w h ile  th e  
v iv id  green  of th e  g rass  in  th e  v a l le y  was r e f le c te d  more 
or l e s s  upon a l l  o b je c ts ,  from th e  c u r ta in  of vapor th a t  
s t i l l  hung overhead as i f  lo th  to  tak e  i t s  t o t a l  d ep a rtu re  
from a scene so en ch an tin g ly  b e a u t i fu l .

(LC, 1331)

The landscape i s  compounded of bo th  vague im pressions of g en e ra l

scope and the  sh a rp ly  d e fin e d , y e t  e lu s iv e  d e ta i l s  of t h a t  p ro sp e c t.

D en atu ra tio n  of n a tu r a l  e lem ents co n v e rts  o b se rv a tio n  in to  d ic t io n .

Through a h y p e rb o lic , o v e rly  ornamented s ty l e ,  th e  n a r r a to r  encases a 
91

liv in g  o b je c t  in  th e  w r i t te n  word. In  h is  p i c t o r ia l i z a t i o n ,  v e g e ta ­

t io n  i s  lu x u rio u s , e x o tic  and perfum ed; m u ltic o lo re d  f low ers and a l l  
92

types of t r e e s  a re  g iven  se n tie n c e . H is d e s c r ip tio n  o f a t u l i p  t r e e  

dem onstra tes an uncommon and a rcane cho ice  of w ords. He names, and 

hence e le v a te s  th e  t r e e  in to  th e  l i n g u i s t i c .  His d e l ib e ra te  use of 

the  c o rre c t  L a tin  name i s  o v e rly  te c h n ic a l  w ith in  the  co n tex t of 

normal p ic tu resq u e  d e s c r ip tio n :  " I t  was a t r i p l e  stemmed t u l i p - t r e e —

th e  L iriodendron  T u lip iferu m —one o f th e  n a tu r a l  o rd er o f m agno lias."  

And co n tin u in g  to  a c ce n tu a te  a r t i f i c i a l i t y ,  he e x p la in s : "Nothing

can su rp ass  in  beau ty  th e  form , o r th e  g lo ssy , v iv id  green of th e  

leav es  of th e  t u l i p  t r e e  . . . they  were f u l l  e ig h t  inch es  wide; bu t 

t h e i r  g lo ry  was a l to g e th e r  e 'c lip sed  by th e  gorgeous sp lendor of th e  

p ro fu se  b lossom s." Then, w ith  an exc lam ation , he b r in g s  th e  r a th e r
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f a n t a s t i c a l  o b je c ts  b e fo re  th e  m ind 's  eye:

Conceive, c lo s e ly  cong reg a ted , a m il lio n  of th e  l a r g ­
e s t  and most re s p le n d en t t u l i p s !  Only th u s  can th e  
rea d e r  g e t any id ea  of th e  p ic tu r e  I  would convey.
. . . The innum erable b lossom s, m ingling  w ith  th o se  of 
o th e r t re e s  sc a rc e ly  l e s s  b e a u t i fu l ,  a lth o u g h  i n f i n i t e ly  
l e s s  m a je s tic ,  f i l l e d  th e  v a lle y  w ith  more th an  A rabian 
perfum es.

(LC, 133)

The e a r th  i s  covered w ith  a "g ras s  . . . d e l ic io u s ly  s o f t ,  th ic k ,  

v e lv e ty , and m iracu lo u sly  g reen ; and he adds, " I t  was hard  to  con­

ce iv e  how a l l  t h i s  beau ty  had been a t t a in e d ."

As he approaches th e  c o tta g e , th e  s tu d ie d  a m b ig u ities  c o n tin u e , 

making i t  eq u a lly  d i f f i c u l t  fo r  th e  read e r to  g e t a  sen se  "o f th e  

p ic tu re "  he c laim s to  want to  convey. Vagueness fu n c tio n s  in  conjunc­

t io n  w ith  the d i r e c t  c lu e s  to  an atm osphere of i l l u s io n ;  n a tu r a l  o b je c ts  

a re  tu rned  in to  th e  in o rg a n ic , and a l l  b lends in to  th e  en igm atic  e f f e c t :  

The r i v u l e t 's  c r y s t a l l in e  w a te rs  ("No c r y s t a l  could be c le a r e r  than  i t s  

w aters") a re  bounded by banks o f "em erald g ra s s ,"  and th ese  banks " round­

e d ; r a th e r  than  s lo p ed , o f f  in to  th e  c le a r  heaven below; and so c le a r  was 

t h is  heaven, so p e r f e c t ly ,  a t  tim es, d id  i t  r e f l e c t  a l l  o b je c ts  above i t ,  

t h a t  where th e  t ru e  bank ended and where th e  mimic one commenced, i t  was 

a p o in t o f no l i t t l e  d i f f i c u l ty  to  d e te rm in e ."  As in  "The Domain of 

Arnheim ," he uses th e  w atery  s i t e  a s  s ig n a l  fo r  a suspended w orld:

The t r o u t ,  and some o th er v a r i e t i e s  of f i s h ,  w ith  which 
th i s  pond seemed to  be a lm ost in co n v e n ie n tly  crowded, had 
a l l  th e  appearance o f v e r i t a b l e  f ly in g - f i s h .  I t  was alm ost 
im possib le  to  b e lie v e  th a t  they  were n o t  a b s o lu te ly  suspend­
ed in  th e  a i r .

(LC, 1333)
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A gro tesque  im agining, t h i s  v is io n  i s  so ex tra v a g an t and so long- 

winded, th a t  what began a s  common k inds of f i s h  end by appearing  

o th e r -w o rId ly .

H is f i r s t  s ig h t  of th e  c o tta g e  i s  no c le a r e r  th an  th e  p reced ­

ing o b se rv a tio n s . On one hand, he observes th a t  " th i s  house, l ik e  

th e  in fe r n a l  te r r a c e  seen  by Vathek, " e t a i t  d 'u n e  a r c h i te c tu re  in -  

cdnnue dans le s  an n a les  de l a  t e r r e ,"  b u t underm ines such an id e a .

He e x p la in s :

I  mean, m erely , t h a t  i t s  to u t  ensemble s tru c k  me w ith  th e  
k een est sense of combined n o v e lty  and p ro p r ie ty —in  a word, 
of p o e try — ( f o r ,  th a n , in  the  words j u s t  employed, I  could 
sc a rc e ly  g iv e , of p o e try  in  th e  a b s t r a c t ,  a more r ig o ro u s  
d e f in i t i o n ) —and I  do n o t mean th a t  th e  m erely o u tre  was 
p e rc e p t ib le  in  any r e s p e c t .

(LC, 1335)

And h ere  we have th e  r e a l  aim of th e  e n t i r e  landscape sk e tc h .

P ic tu resq u e  language has been e x p lo ite d  as  a means to  a llu d e  to  an 

a c t  o f p o e tiz a t io n .  The c o m b in a to ria l power of h is  words which give 

a " r ig o ro u s  d e f in i t io n "  o f a whole whose e f f e c t  i s  i n d e f in i t e  l in k s  

h i s  l in g u i s t i c  c re a t io n  to  th e  d iv in e . Follow ing th e  m inu te ly  d e ta i le d  

d e s c r ip tio n  of th e  c o tta g e  o f Mr. Landor (n e a r ly  f iv e  pages which we 

s h a l l  no t d isc u s s ;  v e ry  s im ila r  in  s tr u c tu r e  to  "The Philosophy  of 

F u r n itu r e " ) , th e  e n t i r e  n a r r a t iv e  ends w ith  t h i s  one sen ten ce  paragraph:

I t  i s  no t th e  purpose of t h i s  work to  do more than  
g iv e , in  d e t a i l ,  a p ic tu r e  o f Mr. L an d o r's  res id e n ce  
—as I  found i t .

(LC, 1340)
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An abru p t te rm in a tio n  to  what seemed to  be a n ev er-end ing  

s e r ie s  o f m easures, c o lo rs  and forms jo in in g  to  c o n s tru c t  a p ic tu r e .

He has d escrib ed  th e  "m arvellous e f f e c t"  o f the  co tta g e  as dependent 

upon " i t s  a r t i s t i c  arrangem ent as a p i c t u r e ,"  em phasizing: " I  could

have fan c ie d , w h ile  I  looked a t  i t ,  th a t  some em inent landscape- 

p a in te r  had b u i l t  i t  w ith  h is  brush" (LC, 1335). Y et, d e sp ite  such 

seeming de fe ren ce  to  a p ic tu re sq u e  ta b le a u , th e  l a s t  sen ten ce  sounds 

a f a ls e  n o te .  At th e  co n c lu sio n , Poe s ly ly  e n jo in s  the  rea d e r  to  

look back a t  th e  p a t te rn s  formed by h is  w ords. The v e rb a l t r ic k e r y  

d e f ie s  such a d e c la ra t io n  o f i n te n t .  We m ight s u b s t i tu t e  the  word 

"found" by "fram ed ," o r  in  keeping w ith  Poe’s own " je u  suprem e," 

s u b s t i tu t e :  "— as I  fe igned  i t ."
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NOTES

1
Joseph Lynen, The Design o f the  P re se n t: Essays on Time and Form 

in  American L i te r a tu r e  (New Haven: Y ale Univ. P re s s ,  1969), p . 264.
2

I b id . ,  p . 262.
3

For u s e fu l  s tu d ie s  on th e  p i c t o r i a l  p ro p en s ity  in  Poe, see 
Nina Baym, "The Function  of P o e 's  P ic to r ia l is m ,"  The South A t la n tic  
Q u a r te r ly , 65 (W inter 1966), 46-54; Leo S p i tz e r ,  "A R e in te rp re ta tio n  
of th e  'F a l l  o f the  House of U s h e r , '"  4 (F a ll  1952), 351-63; N.
B ry llio n  F ag in , The H is tr io n ic  Mr. Poe (B altim ore : The Johns Hopkins 
P re s s ,  1949), pp. 176-82; Edward H. D avidson, Poe: A C i r i t c a l  Study 
(Cambridge: Harvard Univ. P re s s ,  1966), pp. 76-80.

Lynen, p. 267.

Georges P o u le t,  Les metamorphoses du c e rc le  (P a r is :  L ib ra i r i e  
P lon , 1961), pp. 271-296. This remark appears on p . 294 of P o u le t 's  
s tudy  to  which I  am in d eb ted .

6
The d e p ic tio n  of a m il ie u  where thought tu rn s  in  upon i t s e l f  

and i s  p re se n ted  in  th e  p rocess o f doing so , looks forw ard to  M allarm e's 
" la  Pensee qu i se p e n se ,"  an a c t  embodied in  th e  p rose  rhythms o f 
I g i t u r , p a r t i c u l a r l y .  For Poe, i t  i s  a m a tte r  of d isco v e rin g  how to  
employ images th a t  i l l u s t r a t e  a p ro g re ss io n  o f " e f f e c t , "  which appears 
to  p a r a l l e l  th e  m ind 's  movement as i t  th in k s  (o r  to  be more p r e c i s e ,  
fan c ie s )  the  u n th in k a b le . In  Eureka, th e  in co n ce iv ab les  a re  d esig n a ted  
as " though ts of though t" (p . 19 ). See a lso  "M a rg in a lia ,"  in  Works, XVI, 
88: " . . .  and fo r  a b so lu te  th o u g h t, th e re  i s  demanded t im e 's  endur­
ance"; and "The Colloquy o f Monos and Una" in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  615: 
"But th e re  seemed to  have sprung up in  th e  b r a in ,  t h a t  o f  which no 
words could convey to  th e  m erely human in te l l ig e n c e  even an in d is t i n c t  
concep tion . L et me term  i t  a m ental pendulous p u ls a t io n ."

 ̂ P o u le t,  p . 294.

8 I b id . , p . 295.

® "T a le -W ritin g —N ath an ie l Haw thorne," Works, X II I ,  153.

^  In  "A R e in te rp re ta tio n  o f th e  'F a l l  o f  the  House o f U s h e r ," 1 
p . 362, e s p . , S p i tz e r  confirm s P o e 's  r i t u a l  of th e  p ic tu re s q u e :  how
o b je c ts  jo in  to  v i s u a l iz e  an id ea .

11
"B u lw er-L y tto n 's  N ight and M orning," Works, X, 117.
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12
" 'T w ice-Told T a les ' o f  Hawthorne," in  Works, XI, 109.

13 ..Bulwer-Lytton s N ight and M orning, in  Works, X, 116-117.

^  "T a le -W ritin g —N a th an ie l Haw thorne," in  Works, X II I ,  153.

15 I b id .

^  See C harles F e id e lso n , J r . ,  Symbolism and American L i te r a tu r e  
(Chicago: Univ. o f Chicago P re s s , 1953), fo r  an e x c e l le n t  d isc u ss io n  
of P o e 's  sym bolist method and th e  pa ttem m en t a sp ec t of h is  language. 
See, e s p . , p. 56: "Once we re fu se  to  contem plate a s e p a ra te  r e a l i t y
'meant by ' th e  word, meaning becomes an a c t iv i t y  th a t  g en e ra tes  a 
p a t te rn ."  Also see Language, Thought and R e a l i ty : S e lec te d  W ritings 
of Benjamin Lee Whorf, ed . J .  B. C a r ro ll  (Cambridge: MIT P re s s ,  1956), 
p. 258: "Because of th e  sy s te m a tic ,  c o n fig u ra t iv e  n a tu re  o f h ig h er
mind, th e  'p a tte m m e n t' a sp ec t o f language always o v e rid es  and con­
t r o l s  the  ' l e x a t io n ' o r nam e-giving a sp e c t.  . . . S en tences, no t 
w ords, a re  the  essence o f speech , j u s t  as eq u a tio n s  and fu n c tio n s , 
and not b a re  numbers, a re  the  r e a l  meat of m athem atics.

17
See Poe s n o te  in  Eureka, p . 39: L im ited  s p h e r e —A sphere

i s  n e c e s s a r ily  l im ite d . I  p r e f e r  tau to lo g y  to  a chance o f misconcep­
t io n ."  An excuse fo r  redundancy th a t  c l a r i f i e s  n o th in g .

18
"'T w ice-T old  T a le s ' o f Hawthorne," in  Works, XI, 108.

19 Solomon F. G in g erich , The Conception of Beauty in  S h e lle y , Keats 
and Poe (Ann Arbor: Univ. of M ichigan P re s s ,  1932), p. 190.

20 Roman Ingarden , "The A esh etic  E xperience and th e  A e s th e tic  
O b je c t,"  in  Readings in  E x is te n t ia l  Phenomenology. N a th an ie l Lawrence 
and David O'Conner, ed s . (New Je rs e y :  Englewood C l i f f ,  1967), pp.
310-11. See F re d ric  Jameson, The P r iso n  House o f Language (P rin ce to n : 
P rin ce to n  Univ. P re s s ,  1972), p. 88. He uses H u s s e r l 's  b rac k e tin g
to  ex p la in  th e  a rt-w ork  th a t  " s y s te m a tic a l ly  re fu se s  co n ten t . . . 
t r a n s la t in g  a l l  such proposed co n ten t back in to  p ro je c tio n s  o f  th e  
form ." Much o f what Jameson says a p p lie s  to  P o e 's  language , w hich, 
in  s e p a r a t i n g . i t s e l f  from the w orld o f ex p e rie n ce , p o in ts  to  i t s  
s tr u c tu r e s  and t h e i r  e f f e c ts  in  o rd er to  form i t s  own s e t  o f c o n s is te n t  
forms and r e l a t i o n s .

21
For a f u l l e r  d isc u ss io n  o f th e  c o n f l i c t  between reason  and f e e l ­

in g , see  A llen  T a te , "The A ngelic Im ag ination : Poe and th e  Power o f 
Words," Kenyon Review, 14 (Summer 1952), 455-475. See a lso  Edward H. 
Davidson, Poe: A C r i t i c a l  S tudy. He sees  Poe as a t r a n s i t i o n a l  f ig u re  
between 18th cen tu ry  r a t i o n a l i s t i c  epistem ology and 19th  and 20th 
cen tu ry  philosophy o f a e s th e t ic s  and symbolism. P o e 's  a ttem pt to  
so lv e  the  dualism  w ith in  a u n ity  mark h i s  l a t e r  works.
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22
G ingerich , p . 189.

23
Works, X II I ,  113. See a lso  Works, X I, 278-79: "The h ig h e r  

o rd er o f genius should and w i l l  combine the  o r ig in a l  w ith  t h a t  which 
i s  n a tu ra l  . . .  in  the  a r t i s t i c  se n se , which has re fe ren c e  to  th e  
g e n e ra l in te n t io n  of N a tu re ."

24
S ee, e s p .,  W illiam  C arlos W illiam 's  essay  on Poe, in  In  the  

American G rain (New York: New D ire c t io n s , 1933), pp. 216-233. In  
h i s  o p in io n , Poe i s  n e i th e r  w is tf u l  rom antic seeking  some vague 
A rcad ia , nor "Macabre g e n iu s ,"  n o r t r a n s c e n d e n ta l is t  who su b v e rts  
form to  a m oral co n te n t. For example, p . 221: " . . .  to  detach  a
'm ethod ' from th e  smear o f common usage—i t  i s  the  work o f n in e  ten th s  
o f h is  c r i t ic i s m .  He s tru c k  to  lay  low th e  ' n i a i s e r i e s ' o f  form and 
co n ten t w ith  which h is  w orld abounded. . . .  He sought by s t r e s s
upon c o n s tru c tio n .................. I t  i s  th e  very  sense  o f a b eg in n in g , as i t
i s  the  im pulse which drove him to  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f a l l  h i s  t a l e s ;  to  
g e t from sen tim en t to  form. . . . "

25 "L ongfellow 's 'B a lla d s  and O ther P oem s,'"  Works, X I, 77.
In  1763, Hugh B la ir  w ro te: "The sublim e i s  th e  o ffs p r in g  of
n a tu re , n o t o f a r t . "  Poe m ight have responded, "Beauty i s  the  o f f ­
sp rin g  of a r t ,  n o t o f n a tu re ."  And we should  have no doubt which 
c h ild  he p r e f e r s .  His Eden i s  r ig o ro u s ly  c o n s tru c te d  fo r  th e  "eyes 
which were to  behold  i t  on e a r th ."  See "The Domain o f Arnheim," 
in  C o llec ted  Works, I I I ,  1271-1272.

^  I  use Edmund B u rk e 's  term , ex p la in ed  in  h i s  P h ilo so p h ica l 
Enquiry in to  the  O rig in  of our Ideas o f the  Sublime and the  B e a u t ifu l , 
1757, James T. Boulton , ed. (London: Routledge and Kegan P a u l, 1958), 
P a r t  I I ,  Sec. IX, pp. 74-76. P o e 's  a ttem pt to  "stamp on bounded 
o b je c ts  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f i n f i n i t y , "  r e s u l t s  in  h is  techn ique  o f in d e­
term inacy .

^  "L ongfe llow 's 'B a lla d s  and O ther P oem s,"1 in  Works, XI, 74.

^  "A Chapter o f S u g g es tio n s ,"  in  Works, XIV, 188. In  "The Power 
o f Words," C o llec ted  Works, I I I ,  1213, Poe emphasizes th e  im portance 
o f r e c ip ro c i ty  o f cause and e f f e c t :  "Let me endeavor, my Oinos, to
le a d  you, s te p  by s te p ,  to  th e  conception  I  in te n d . You a re  w e ll 
aware t h a t ,  as no thought can p e r i s h ,  so no a c t  i s  w ith o u t i n f i n i t e  
r e s u l t . "

29 C o llec ted  Works, I I I ,  1213.
30 For Poe, the  theme i s  in se p a rab le  from p l o t ,  and th e  p lo t  i s  

th e  c o rre c t  method th a t  achieves th e  "p reconceived  e f f e c t . "  His theme
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a r i s e s  o u t of the  main i n te n t io n ,  "p e r f e c tio n  o f p l o t ,"  in s te a d  of 
being  imposed from w ith o u t onto th e  n a r r a t iv e  framework, what he 
sees as th e  f a u l t  o f a l le g o ry . Such an e x te rn a l  em bellishm ent 
d estro y s  the  s to ry .  As Poe w r ite s  in  "T a le -W ritin g —N ath an ie l 
Hawthorne," in  Works, X I I I ,  148: "One th in g  i s  c le a r ,  th a t  i f
a lle g o ry  ever e s ta b l is h e s  a f a c t ,  i t  i s  by d in t  o f o v e rtu rn in g  a 
f i c t io n .  Where th e  suggested  meaning runs through th e  obvious one 
in  a very  profound u n d e r-c u r re n t ,  so as never to  i n te r f e r e  w ith  
th e  upper one w ith o u t our own v o l i t io n ,  so as never to  show i t s e l f  
u n less  c a lle d  to  the  s u r fa c e , th e re  o n ly , fo r  the  p ro p er uses of 
f i c t i t i o u s  n a r r a t i v e ,  i s  i t  a v a ila b le  a t  a l l . "  See B urton R. P o l l in ,  
" Undine in  the  Works o f  P o e ,"  S tu d ie s  in  Romanticism, 14 (W inter 1975), 
59-74, fo r  a p e n e tra tin g  d isc u ss io n  o f Undine as th e  p ro p erly  handled 
a lle g o ry ,  p a r t i c u la ry ,  pp. 68-69.

31 "L ongfellow 's "B a llad s  and O ther Poems," in  Works, XI, 75.

32 "The Domain o f Amheim" and "Landor1 s C o ttage" a re  d esigna ted  
As DA and LC, w ith  page numbers, w ith in  the  t e x t .  R eferences a re  to  
th e  e d it io n  o f Thomas O ll iv e  M abbott, C o llec ted  Works o f  Edgar A llan  
P oe, Vol. I I I .

33 In  a n o te  to  h is  in tro d u c tio n  o f "L andor's  C o ttag e ,"
p. 1328, M abbott quotes Susan A rcher T a lley  W eiss, Home L ife  o f  Poe 
(1907), p . 198: Poe s e t  g re a t  s to r e  by "The Domain o f Arnheim" and
"L andor's  C o ttag e ,"  and i t  may w e ll be th a t  i t  was in  s im ila r  q u ie t 
s to r i e s  th a t  he hoped th a t  " in  p ro se  he might y e t  su rp ass  what he 
had a lread y  accom plished ," as Mrs. Weiss reco rd s  in  S c r ib n e r 's  fo r  
March 1878. In  h i s  in tro d u c tio n  to  "The Domain o f Am heim ," p . 1266, 
Mabbott w r i te s :  "This t a l e  i s  an expansion  o f 'The Landscape Garden'
o f 1842. Poe s e t  g r e a t  s to re  by i t ,  and w rote  to  Helen Whitman on 
October 18, 1848, 'Meantime I  en c lo se  . . . 'The Domain o f Arnheim' 
which happens to  be a t  hand, and w hich, m oreover, e x p resses  much o f 
my s o u l . ' On the  copy of th e  New York Columbian Magazine Poe sen t 
to  Mrs. Whitman he w ro te , 'T h is  s to ry  co n ta in s  more o f m yself and o f 
my in h re n t  t a s t e s  and h a b its  o f thought than  anyth ing  I  have w r i t t e n . " '

34 The L e t te r s  o f Edgar A llan  P oe , John W. Ostrom, ed. (Cambridge: 
Harvard Univ. P re s s ,  1948), I I ,  452. This l e t t e r ,  d a ted  7 J u ly ,  1849, 
was w r i t te n  a f t e r  Poe had completed "L an d o r's  C o ttag e ,"  and th re e  
months b e fo re  h i s  d ea th . "L an d o r's  C ottage" was com pleted, according  
to  M abbott, about January  21, 1849. Eureka was f i r s t  p u b lish ed  in  
Ju n e , 1848.

35 "Review o f N.P. W il l is ,  in  Works, X II, 37. See M argaret 
A lte r to n ,  O rig in  of P o e 's  C r i t i c a l  Theory (Iowa C ity , 1925), fo r  a 
d isc u ss io n  o f th e  im portance o f  th e  a n t i t h e s i s  between human im agina­
t io n  and God's c re a t io n  to  P o e 's  mind and a r t .

3^ For ex trem ely  u s e fu l  t re a tm e n ts  o f P o e 's  landscape f ic t io n ,  
s e e , Robert D. Jaco b s, "P o e 's  E a r th ly  P a ra d is e ,"  American Q u a r te r ly ,
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12 (F a ll  1960), 405-13; J e f f r e y  A. H ess, "Sources and A e s th e tic s  
o f P o e 's  Landscape F ic t io n ,"  American Q u a r te r ly , 22 (1970), 177-189; 
Jo e l  R. K eh ler, "New L igh t on th e  G enesis and P ro g ress  o f Poe’s 
Landscape F ic t io n ,"  American L i te r a tu r e , 47 (1975) , 173-183. Both 
Jacobs and Hess d isc u ss  P o e 's  p o ss ib le  debt to  the  contemporary 
landscape t h e o r i s t ,  Andrew Jackson Downing, whose T re a t is e  on 
Landscape Gardening appeared in  184. More to  the  p o in t  o f  our d is ­
c u ssio n , although I  do n o t agree  w ith  i t s  co n c lu s io n s , i s  H ess' 
a ttem pt to  i l l u s t r a t e  how P o e 's  "Domain o f Amheim" borrowed ex­
te n s iv e ly  from Thomas C o le 's  s e r i e s  o f p a in t in g s ,  The Voyage o f L i f e .

"A Review of D rake-H alleck ,"  in  Works, XI, 192.

Kenneth C la rk , Landscape in to  A rt (London: John M urray, 1949),
p. 6.

39 Samuel H. Monk, The Sublime: A Study o f C r i t i c a l  T heories in  
E igh teen th -C en tu ry  England (New York: MLA, 1935), p . 203.

40
Hugh B la i r ,  L ec tu res  on R h eto ric  and B e lle s  L e t t r e s , H arold 

F. H arding, ed. (Carbondale: Southern I l l i n o i s  Univ. P re ss ,  1965),
p . 181.

^  Donald A. Ringe in  "P a in tin g  as Poem in  the  Hudson R iver 
A e s th e t ic ,"  American Q u a r te r ly , 22 (1970), 71-83, analyzes " a s so c ia -  
t io n i s t "  philosophy and the im portance o f " su g g e s tio n ,"  as w e ll as 
problems of form and co n ten t in  the  a e s th e t ic  theo ry  o f the  Hudson 
R iver School. The d isc u ss io n  o f B ryan t, A l ls to n , A rch ibald  A lison  
and Dugald S tew art o f fe r s  an i n te r e s t in g  c o n tr a s t  and comparison 
to  P o e 's  v e rb a l p ic to r ia l is m .

42 Longfellow s B allad s  and O ther Poems, Works, X I, 73.
43 ..The Domain o f Amheim, C o llec ted  Works, I I I ,  1272.

44 "The P o e tic  P r in c ip le ,"  Works, XIV, 274.
45 A ccording to  Dugald S tew art, the  fu n c tio n  o f the  compound 

fa c u l ty  i s  " to  make a s e le c t io n  o f q u a l i t i e s  and o f circum stances 
from a v a r ie ty  o f  d i f f e r e n t  o b je c ts ,  and by combining and d isp o sin g  
th e s e ,  to  form a new c re a t io n  o f i t s  own." The q u o ta tio n  i s  from 
Elements o f  th e  Philosophy o f th e  Human Mind, c i t e d  in  th e  survey 
by W alter John H ip p ie , J r . ,  The B e a u t ifu l,  The Sublim e, and the 
P ic tu re sq u e  in  E igh teen th -C en tu ry  B r i t i s h  A e s th e tic  Theory 
(C arbondale: S outhern I l l i n o i s  Univ. P re s s ,  1957), p . 295. P o e 's  
concept o f o r ig i n a l i ty  focuses on th i s  n ove l c o n jo in in g  o f d i s ­
p a ra te  e lem en ts: " . . .  th e  t ru e  in v en tio n  i s  e la b o ra te .  There
i s  no g r e a te r  m istake than  th e  su p p o s itio n  th a t  a t ru e  o r ig in a l i ty  
i s  a mere m a tte r  o f im pulse o r  i n s p i r a t io n .  To o r ig in a te  i s  c a re ­
f u l ly ,  p a t i e n t ly ,  and u n d e rs tan d in g ly  to  combine," "P e te r  Snook," 
in  Works, XIV, 73. W. C. W illiam s s t r e s s e s  P o e 's  emphasis on compo-
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s i t io n  as th e  key to  P o e 's  refo rm a tio n  of language. In  th is  
conn ectio n , see a ls o ,  V alery on M allarm e, V a r ie te  I I  (P a r is :  
G allim ard , 1930), p . 162: "Le prem ier mouvement de sa  recherche 
fu t  n ecessa irem en t pour d e f in i r  e t  pour p ro d u ire  l a  p lu s  exquise  
e t  l a  p lu s  p a r f a i t e  b e a u te . Le v o ic i  d 'a b c rd , qui determ ine e t  
qui sep are  l e s  elem ents le s  p lu s  p rec ie u x . I I  s 'e tu d i e  a le s  
assem b ler."

46 "Review of N.P. W il l is ,  in  Works, X II , 38.

"The P o e tic  P r in c ip le ,"  in  Works, XIV, 273-74.
49

"M arg in a lia , in  Works, XVI, 164.
50 See W illiam  H ogarth , The A nalysis o f B eauty , 1753. The 

e d it io n  I  use i s  a rep ro d u c tio n  from a copy in  th e  p o ssess io n  o f 
th e  S c o lar  P re s s ,  1971, pp. 24-25: "The ey e ,"  he a s s e r t s ,  "has
enjoym ent in  winding w alks, and s e rp e n tin e  r iv e r s ,  and a l l  s o r t s  o f 
o b je c ts ,  whose forms . . . a re  composed p r in c ip a l ly  o f w hat, I  c a l l ,  
th e  waving and s e rp e n tin e  l i n e s . "  This in t r ic a c y  o f form g r a t i f i e s  
" th i s  love of p u r s u i t ,  m erely as p u r s u i t ,"  which " i s  im planted  in  
our n a tu r e s ."  The re c o g n itio n  t h a t  a work o f a r t  i s  e x c e l le n t  in  
th e  m easure th a t  i t  e x c ite s  th e  mind and demands an i n t e l l e c tu a l  
e f f o r t  by view er o r  rea d e r  was p re v a le n t  in  P o e 's  day. In  a 
review  of P o e 's  T a le s , a t t h e i r  tim e o f p u b l ic a t io n ,  in  The 
American Whig Review: A Whig J o u rn a l o f P o l i t i c s ,  L i te r a tu r e ,  A rt 
and S c ien ce , Vol. I I ,  3 (S ep t. 1845), th e  rev iew er w r i te s :  "T h e ir
e f f e c t  i s  to  s u rp r is e  th e  mind in to  a c t i v i t y ,  and to  make i t  a tte n d , 
w ith  a cu rious d e lig h t ,  to  th e  u n rav e lin g  o f a b s tru se  p o in ts  o f e v i­
dence, through the  e x e rc ise  of the  most p ie rc in g  and p a t ie n t  a n a ly s i s ."

51

S ir  Uvedale P r ic e ,  An Essay on th e  P ic tu re sq u e , As Compared 
w ith  the  Sublime and the  B e a u t ifu l,  and on th e  Use o f S tudying P ic ­
tu r e s ,  fo r  th e  Purpose o f Improving Real Landscape (London, 1810),
I ,  88-89.

52
See P o e 's  "P e te r  Snook," in  Works, XIV, 89: " 'P e te r  Snook' 

i s  a Flem ish hom e-piece o f th e  h ig h e s t  o rd e r ,  i t s  m e r i ts  ly in g  in  i t s  
ch ia ro scu ro — in  th a t  b len d in g  o f l i g h t  and shade and shadow, where 
no th in g  i s  too d i s t i n c t ,  y e t  where th e  id e a  i s  f u l ly  conveyed."

53
In  th e  P h ilo so p h ic a l Enquiry in to  th e  O rig in  o f our Id eas  of 

th e  Sublime and th e  B e a u t ifu l , P a r t  I I I ,  Sec. XXVI, p . 124, Edmund 
Burke w r i te s :

Sublime o b je c ts  a re  v a s t  in  t h e i r  d im ensions; b e a u t i fu l  ones 
com paratively  sm a ll;  b eau ty  should be smooth and p o lish e d ; 
th e  g re a t ,  rugged and n e g lig e n t;  beau ty  should  shun the  r ig h t  
l i n e ,  y e t  d e v ia te  from i t  in se n s ib ly ;  th e  g re a t  in  many cases
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lo v es  th e  r ig h t  l in e ,  and when i t  d e v ia te s ,  makes a s tro n g  
d e v ia t io n ;  beauty  should  n o t be o b scu re ; the  g re a t  ought 
to  be dark and gloomy; beauty  should  be l i g h t  and d e l ic a te ;  
the  g re a t  ought to  be s o l id  and even m assive.

These d i s t in c t io n s  a re  germane to  my argum ent. Poe i s  a f t e r  a b e a u ty , 
bu t seen  more as a p ro cess  th a t  n e u tr a l i z e s  d i f f e re n c e .  The beau ty  
of a  s p e c i f ic  lo c a le ,  fo r  example, o p e ra te s  through a l te rn a t io n  be­
tween the  c a te g o r ie s  and c h a r a c te r i s t ic s  th a t  Burke has d e lin e a te d .

54 „"Review of N. P. W il l i s ,"  in  Works, X II, 38.

Robert L. C a rrin g e r, "C ircu m scrip tio n  o f Space and the  Form 
of P o e 's  A rthur Gordon Pym," PMLA, 3 (May 1974), 506-18. The quo ta­
t io n  i s  on p . 508. C a rrin g e r d isc u sse s  c irc u m sc r ip tio n  in  connection  
w ith  th e  d e s ire  fo r  d i s a s t e r  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e s  the  ty p ic a l  Poe 
p ro ta g o n is t .

56 „L ig e ia ,  in  C o llec ted  Works. I I ,  311-312: There i s  no
e x q u is i te  b e a u ty ,1 says Bacon, Lord Verulam, speaking  t r u ly  o f  a l l  
the  forms and genera  o f b ea u ty , 'w ith o u t some s tra n g e n ess  in  the  
p ro p o r t io n . '"

^  P r ic e ,  An Essay on the  P ic tu re sq u e , I ,  49.

On th e  complex m a tte r  o f i n t e r io r  d esign  and landscape 
a e s th e t ic s  in  P o e 's  t a l e s ,  th ese  works a re  p a r t i c u l a r ly  re le v a n t:
Cleanth Brooks, "Edgar A llan Poe as I n t e r io r  D e c o ra to r,"  Ventures 
8 (1968), 41-46; A lvin R osenfeld , "D e sc rip tio n  in  P o e 's  'L a n d o r 's  
C o t ta g e , '"  S tu d ies  in  Short F i c t i o n . 4 (Spring  1967), 264-66; and 
Kermit V a n d e rb ilt, "Art and N ature in  'The Masque o f th e  Red D e a th ,'"  
N ine teen th  Century F ic t io n . 22 (1968), 379-89.

"The Philosophy of F u rn itu re ,"  in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  497,
500 and 499. The i t a l i c s  a re  mine w ith  th e  e x cep tio n  o f " b o u d o ir . "

60 H ip p ie , The B e a u tifu l,  th e  Sublim e, and th e  P ic tu re sq u e , p . 211.

^  H ogarth, The A nalysis  o f B eau ty , p . 24. According to  H ogarth, 
the  l in e  o f beau ty  pervades ev e ry th in g  b e a u t i f u l ,  in  a r t  and n a tu re .
In  lan d scap e , i t s  grand o b je c ts  a re  roads and r iv e r s .

62
Kenneth Burke, A R h eto ric  o f  M otives (B erkeley: Univ. of 

C a lifo rn ia  P r e s s , 1969), p . 58.
63

In  The I s la n d  o f the  Fay, in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  600, Poe 
w r ite s  o f " th e  genius o f th e  s c en e ."  The ep ig raph  to  th e  t a l e  read s : 
"N ullus enim locus s in e  genio  e s t . "  Mabbott ex p la in s  th a t  t h i s  i s  a 
s l i g h t  m isquote from S e rv iu s ' Commentary on V e r g il 's  Aeneid, v . 95.
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Mabbott a lso  d i r e c ts  th e  rea d e r to  B urton P o l l i n 's  f in d  th a t  P o e 's  
form i s  p r e c is e ly  th a t  o f  V ic to r Hugo in  h is  Notre-Dame de P a r is ,
Book V II, Chap. V. See P o l l in ,  D isco v eries  in  Poe (Notre-Dame:
Univ. o f  Notre-Dame P re s s ,  1970), p . 22.

64 A lfred  North W hitehead, P rocess and R e a lity  (New York: 
M acm illan, 1930), p. 171. The n o tio n  o f  a p lay  between analogy and 
c o n tig u i ty ,  the  tim e le ss  and a tem poral p ro g re ss io n  o r "scandem ent" 
w i l l  be fu r th e r  developed in  my essay  on M allarm e's I g i t u r ,  where 
th e  H egelian  c a te g o r ic a l  in te rm e d ia te  s t a t e  i s  t r e a te d  as " le  men- 
songe exp lo re  de l ' i n f i n i . "

^  P o e 's  p re fe ren c e  fo r  a q u a tic  im agery, th e  s t i l l ,  b u t l im i t -  
l e s s ly  r e f l e c t iv e  ta rn  o f U sher, th e  w h ir lp o o ls , lak es  and r iv u le ts  
o f o th e r  t a l e s ,  amounts to  a sym boliza tion  of tra n sfo rm a tio n .
In  "E leo n o ra ,"  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  639, out from " e n c irc le d  domain, 
th e re  c re p t  a narrow  and deep r iv e r .  . . w inding s t e a l t h i l y  about 
in  mazy c o u rse s ."  And in  "Morning on the  W issahiccon," C o llec ted  
Works, I I I ,  863, Poe p ra is e s  the  American scene and the p ic tu re sq u e ­
ness o f a humble r iv u l e t :  "R iver scenery  h a s , u n q u estio n ab ly , w ith in
i t s e l f ,  a l l  the  main elem ents o f b eau ty , and tim e out o f  mind, has 
been the  f a v o r i te  theme of the  p o e t ."

66
Very s im ila r  to  th e  language used to  d e scrib e  the  childhood 

school in  "W illiam  W ilson ," C o lle c te d  Works, I I ,  429: "There r e a l ly  
was no end to  i t s  w ind ings. . . . Then th e  l a t e r a l  branches were in ­
num erable—in co n c e iv ab le — and so re tu rn in g  in  upon them selves, th a t  
. . . during  the  f iv e  y ea rs  o f my res id e n ce  h e re , I  was never ab le  
to  a s c e r ta in  w ith  p re c is io n ,  in  what remote l o c a l i t y  lay  the  l i t t l e  
s le e p in g  apartm ent a ssigned  to  m y se lf."

^  The jo n g le u r , anonymous t ra n s m it te r  o f in h e r i te d  t r a d i t i o n s ,  
g ives h im se lf  up as p o e t to  th e  ta s k  o f r e a l iz in g  the  potency o f th e  
spoken word: he communicates through movable c lu s te r s  o f words, or
fo rm ulas, an immovable and unchanging p e rc e p tio n  of r e a l i t y .  As de­
p e rso n a liz e d  as he must b e , he n e v e rth e le s s  uses language to  g re a t  
e f f e c t ,  in  o rd e r  to  move the aud ience. The n o tio n  o f u n in te n tio n a l  
t ra n s m i t te r  i s  consequently  u ndercu t by c e r ta in  s t r u c tu r a l  m arkers 
th a t  in d ic a te  a  p u rp o se fu l a r t i s t r y .

Joseph Frank in  C r i t i c a l  In q u iry , 5 (W inter 1978), 287, d is ­
cusses G e n e tte 's  work on th e  r e la t io n  between a t e x t  and i t s  n a r r a to r .  
T ra n s la tin g  from G e n e tte 's  F igures I I  (P a r is :  S e u i l,  1969), p . 66, 
Frank develops G e n e tte 's  d i s t in c t io n  between r e c i t  and d isc o u rs , which 
p a r a l le l s  a d i s t in c t io n  between t e x t  and n a r r a to r —w hether or n o t the 
p resen ce  o f a lo c u to r  i s  gram m atically  in d ic a te d .  For G en e tte , r e c i t , 
u n lik e  d is c o u r s , " i s  a p a r t i c u l a r  mode, s e t  a p a r t , d e fin ed  by a c e r­
ta in  number o f ex c lu s io n s  and r e s t r i c t i v e  co n d itio n s  (avoidance of 
the  f i r s t  p e rso n , e t c . ) . "  I f  r e c i t  e s ta b l is h e s  i t s e l f  as the  "pure 
form o f o b je c t iv e  n a rr a tio n "  and d isco u rs  as the "pure  form o f su b je c ­
t iv e  n a r r a t io n ,"  i t  would be illu m in a tin g  to  apply th e  d i s t in c t io n
and i t s  n a r r a t iv e  demands to  P o e 's  use o f o r  e lim in a tio n  o f th e  n a r­
r a to r  as th e  shaping s u b je c t  o f a t a l e .
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68
"The I s la n d  o f the  Fay ," in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  604.

^  Cf. The r e a l i t y  o f  a "paysage amphfbie" in  P ro u s t’s conception  
o f  b eau ty , "une espece de fondu." See e s p . ,  A l a  recherche du temps 
p e rd u , P. C larac  and A. F e rre , eds. (P a r is :  G allim ard , 1954), I ,  835:

. . i l  m 'e t a i t  a r r i v e ,  g race  a un e f f e t  du s o l e i l  . . . de reg a rd - 
e r  avec j o ie  une zone b leu e  e t  f lu id e  sans a v o ir  s i  e l l e  a p p a r te n a it  
a l a  mer ou au c i e l . "  The "d ream -lik e  in te rm in g lin g "  which concludes 
"The Domain o f Arnheim" i s  echoed in  many o f P o e 's  t a l e s .

Given P o e 's  f a s c in a t io n  w ith  th e  "p h y s ic a l power o f w ords," 
h is  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  v i t a l i t y  as th e  p r in c ip le  of th e  u n iv e rs e , 
and h is  a to m is t ic  penchan t, I  want to  emphasize t h a t  th e  domain of 
ph y sics  seems to  len d  much to  an u n derstand ing  o f h i s  th e o r ie s  on th e  
im ag in ativ e  p ro ce ss . His d e s c r ip tio n  o f d iv is io n  and dynamism in  the  
e lem en ts: " I s  n o t every  word an im pulse on th e  a ir ? "  m a tte r  be ing  but
th e  ex ten sio n  o f thought which i s  m otion in  "Mesmeric R e v e la tio n ,"  
b r in g s  us to  th e  equ iva lence  between h is  " s c ie n c e ,"  f a u l ty  as i t  m ight 
b e , and h is  tre a tm e n t o f words. I f  th e  r e a l  essence o f th e  u n iv erse  
appears as v a c i l l a t io n ,  m a tte r  and mind being  one in  th e  t o t a l  
d esign— th e  "a b so lu te  r e c ip ro c i ty  o f  a d a p ta tio n  which i s  the  id io sy n -  
cracy  of th e  Divine A rt"— indeterm inacy  i s  i t s  p a r a l l e l  in  human 
language.

I  quote from H eisenberg and Collingwood. The fo llow ing c i t a ­
t io n s  a re ,  I  th in k ,  r e le v a n t  to  P o e 's  a ttem pts to  " p h y s ic a liz e "  
language and to  en fo rce  bounds on any conception:

In  quantum theo ry  the  u n c e r ta in ty  r e la t io n  p u t a d e f in i te  
l im ite  on th e  accuracy w ith  which p o s it io n s  and momenta, 
o r  tim e and energy , can be m easured sim u ltan eo u sly . S ince 
an i n f i n i t e ly  sharp  boundary means an i n f i n i t e  accuracy 
w ith  re s p e c t  to  p o s it io n  in  space and tim e , the  momenta o r  
en e rg ie s  must be com pletely undeterm ined, o r  in  f a c t  a rb i ­
t r a r i l y  h igh  momenta and e n e rg ie s  must occur w ith  overwhelm­
ing p r o b a b i l i ty .
(P hysics and Philosophy: The R evolu tion  in  Modern S c ien ce , 
New York: H arper and Row, 1958, p. 162)

In  The Id ea  o f N ature  (Oxford: Clarendon P re s s , 1946), pp. 153-54,
R. G. Collingwood w r ite s  th a t  E in s te in 's  u n iv e rse  i s  "a  sphere  of 
which th e  c e n tre  i s  nowhere, the  c ircum ference everyw here." C ontra- 
d i s t i n c t  to  P a sc a l ,  a l l  p o s s ib le  pa th s  along which m a tte r  can t r a v e l  
a re  curved p a th s , "so th a t  they  a re  i n f i n i t e  in  th e  sense o f r e tu rn ­
ing  i n f i n i t e ly  upon them selves, though f in i t e  in  the  sense o f being 
confined  w ith in  a d e te rm in a te  volume which i s  th e  volume of the  u n i­
v e rs e ."

On t h i s  to p ic  see  Ronald P au lson , Emblem and E x p ress io n :
Meaning in  E ng lish  A rt o f  the  E igh teen th  Century (Cambridge: H arvard 
Univ. P re s s ,  1975), p . 22: "Of course  in  any garden one o b je c t  may
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be seen from d i f f e re n t  p la c e s , b u t th e  E ng lish  in  th e  e ig h te e n th  
cen tu ry  show more awareness o f the  d ev ice , w r i te  about i t ,  and 
tend  to  a rrange  walks around lak es  and in  many cases around th e  
garden i t s e l f ,  c o n s tru c tin g  what came to  be known as a p i c t o r i a l  
c i r c u i t  o r p e rim e te r  b e l t , "  and p . 27: th e  c i r c u i t  " i s  a paradigm
o f th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry 's  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  how som ething lo o k s, 
what s o r t  o f response i t  g e ts ,  depends on th e  p o in t  o f view from 
which i t  i s  seen , and so im p l ic i t ly  by whom i t  i s  s e en ."

72 ..
S ile n c e : A F ab le , in  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  195.

73 ..The Philosophy of Com position, in  Works, XIV, 199.
74

See E ureka, p . 64: . . .  th e  c o n s id e ra tio n s  through which,
in  t h is  E ssay , we have proceeded s te p  by s te p ,  enab le  us c le a r ly  
and im m ediately to  p e rc e iv e  th a t  Space and D uration  a re  one."

75
In  "The Domain o f Am heim ," E llis o n  i s  quoted as say ing :

"What i s  s a id  about d e te c tin g  and b r in g in g  in to  p r a c t ic e  n ic e  re ­
la t io n s  o f s iz e ,  p ro p o rt io n , and c o lo r ,  i s  one o f th o se  mere 
vaguenesses o f speech which se rv e  to  v e i l  in accu racy  o f th o u g h t,"  
p . 1275. P o e 's  concern w ith  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between words and 
thought occurs throughout h is  work. In "The Descent in to  th e  Mael­
s tro m ,"  what to  term  the w h irlp o o l p re se n ts  a problem  w ith  naming. 
Called  the  "M oskoe-strom ," a r e je c t io n  o f "M aelstrom ," i t  emphasizes 
th e  s a i l o r 's  r e je c t io n  of e f f o r ts  to  d e fin e . His s u b s t i tu t io n  of 
"Moskoe-strom" i s  s ig n i f ic a n t .  I t  i s  n o t a d e f in i t io n ,  b u t a r e f e r ­
ence to  the  p lace  o f v o rtex . I t s  s ig n if ic a n c e  i s  th a t  i t  s ig n i f ie s  
n o th in g . A fte r  p o in tin g  out in  a ca ta lo g u e  a l l  th e  is la n d s  in  the 
a re a , th e  s a i l o r  concludes: "These a re  the  t ru e  names o f th e  p lac e s
—b ut why i t  has been thought n ecessa ry  to  name them a t  a l l ,  i s  more
than  e i t h e r  your o r  I  can u n d e rs tan d ,"  C o llec ted  Works, I I ,  579.

76
Northrop F rye, The. Anatomy o f C ritic ism : Four Essays 

(P rin c e to n : P rin c e to n  Univ. P re s s ,  1957), p. 124.

^  Edmund Burke, P h ilo so p h ica l E nq u iry , P a r t  I I ,  Sec. IX, p . 74.

^  See B a u d e la ire 's  poem, "C orrespondences": "Les parfum s,
le s  c o u le u rs , e t  l e s  sons se  rep o n d en t."  And r e l a t i v e  to  the 
s e r i a l  e f f e c t ,  whereby o rd in a ry  o b je c ts  a re  absorbed in to  a
u n ity , see  M allarme, "L 'a p re s -m id i d 'u n  faune": the  "so n o re ,
v a ine  e t  monotone l ig n e ."

79 See M abbott, C o llec ted  Works, I I I ,  1326. He r e f e r s  to  a 
l e t t e r  o f  Mrs. Whitman to  George W. E v e le th , December 15, 1864.

W illiam  Carlos W illiam s, In  the  American G ra in , p . 230.
81

I b id . ,  p . 231.
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82
"The Philosophy of Com position," in  Works, XIV, 194-95.

88 This a c t i v i t y  on th e  mind, inducing  a d is p o s i tio n  of th e  so u l, 
amounts to  K an t's  d e f in i t io n  of the  sub lim e, p a r t i c u l a r ly ,  th e  "mathe­
m a tic a l ly  su b lim e,"  which s t i r s  up th e  fa c u lty  o f c o g n itio n . The 
o b jec t th a t  occasions the  sublim e in  Poe i s  th e  language i t s e l f .  Word 
a f t e r  word i s  p rese n ted  to  th e  rea d e r ; in  them selves c le a r  and unam­
b ig u o u s, they  co a lesce  in to  a complex netw ork th a t  s t r a in s  our im agina­
t io n .  We move su c ce ss iv e ly  from word to  word, apprehending each , b u t 
i f  we t r y  to  b r in g  them to g e th e r—K a n t's  a e s th e t ic  comprehension— we 
ex p erien ce  a sense o f l im i t s  b e fo re  the unfathom able. In  "The 
A n a ly tic  o f the  Sublim e," c i te d  in  K a n t 's  C r itiq u e  o f A e s th e tic  Judg­
ment (P a r t  One o f the  C r i tiq u e  o f Judgm ent), James Creed M eredith , t r a n s .  
(O xford: The Clarendon P re s s ,  1928), pp. 99, Kant w r i te s :

To tak e  in  a quantum i n tu i t i v e ly  in  the  im ag ination  . . . 
in v o lv es  two o p e ra tio n s  o f th is  f a c u l ty :  apprehension  
( apprehensio) and comprehension ( comprehensio a e s th e t i c a ) . 
Apprehension p re s e n ts  no d i f f i c u l ty :  fo r  t h is  p ro cess  can 
be c a rr ie d  on ad in fin itu m  bu t w ith  th e  advance o f appre­
hension  comprehension becomes more d i f f i c u l t  a t  every s te p  
and soon a t t a in s  i t s  maximum, and th is  i s  th e  a e s th e t ic a l ly  
g re a te s  fundam ental m easure fo r  th e  e s tim a tio n  o f m agnitude.

8*
Burke, P h ilo so p h ica l E n q u iry , P a r t  I ,  S ec t. IV, p . 89.

85 "Review of N.P. W il l i s ,"  in  Works, X II , 38-39:

The pure Im ag ination  chooses, from e i th e r  beauty  or 
d e fo rm ity , only th e  most combinable th in g s  h i th e r to  un­
combined; th e  compound, as a g e n e ra l r u le .  . . . But, 
as o f te n  analogously  happens in  p h y s ic a l ch em istry , so 
n o t u n fre q u e n tly  does i t  occur in  t h is  chem istry  o f the  
i n t e l l e c t ,  th a t  th e  adm ixture o f two elem ents w i l l  r e s u l t  
in  a something th a t  s h a l l  have no th in g  o f th e  q u a li ty  o f 
one o f them—o r even n o th ing  o f  th e  q u a l i t i e s  of e i t h e r .

86
The n a tu r a l  d e ta i l s  a re  elem ents which the  rea d e r  re th in k s  

and r e c o n s t i tu te s .  The words o f Tobias Danzig in  Number: The
Language o f S cience (New York: M acm illan, 1954), p . 205, a re  i n s t r u c ­
t iv e :  " F ic t io n  i s  a form in  search  o f an i n te r p r e t a t i o n .

87
Poe co nfesses the  n e c e s s i ty  o f emptying words of d e n o ta tiv e  

co n ten t— any co n ten t co n tra ry  to  the  "a b so lu te  i r r e la t io n "  a l lu s iv e  
o f the  D ivine. Speaking o f th e  com position o f "The Raven": "Had I
been a b le ,  in  th e  subsequent com position , to  c o n s tru c t more v igorous 
s ta n z a s ,  I  would w ithou t s c ru p le ,  have p urpose ly  en feeb led  them, so 
as n o t to  i n te r f e r e  w ith  th e  c l im a c te r ic  e f f e c t . "  This i s  c ite d  in  
"The Philosophy of Com position," in  Works, XIV, 203.
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8 8
See J e f f r e y  A. H ess, "Sources and A e s th e tic s  o f P o e 's  

Landscape F ic t io n ,"  p . 179: "Poe i s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  r e f e r r in g  to
th e  American w r i te r ,  Andrew Jackson Downing, whose own i n f l u e n t i a l  
T re a t is e  on Landscape Gardening was p u b lish ed  in  1841, a yea r 
b e fo re  the  appearance of 'The Domain o f  A m h eim .'"  I  agree  w ith  
H ess ' c o n te n tio n  th a t  in  a llu d in g  to  t h i s  work Poe i s  c h a llen g in g  
i t .

89
W illiam  G ilp in , O bservations on the  R iver Wye, and S ev era l 

P a r ts  of South W ales, and R e la tiv e  C h iefly  to  P ic tu re sq u e  B eauty ;
Made in  th e  Summer of the  Year 1770, London, 1782.

90 In  Eureka, Poe a ttem pted  keeping unbroken th a t  t r a in  o f 
g raduated  im pression  by which a lone the mind can comprehend. . . . "
Of c o u rse , th e  m ind 's  n o t being  ab le  to  comprehend i s  th e  e f f e c t  
d e s ire d . N e v e r th e le s s , P o e 's  remarks on the  dash in  th e  "M a rg in a lia ,"  
Works, XVI, 131, re v e a l  th a t  t h is  puncuation  i s  p a r t  o f h is  a r t  of 
p re se n tin g  th o se  d i f f i c u l t  to  grasp  id e a s — a language of su c ce ss iv e  
a pprox im ations .

. . . t h i s  p o in t r e p re s e n ts  a second th o u g h t—an emenda­
t i o n . In  us in g  i t  j u s t  above I  ex em p lified  i t s  use . The 
words "an emendation" a re ,  speaking w ith  re fe ren c e  to  
gram m atical c o n s tru c tio n , p u t in  a p p o s itio n  w ith  the  words 
"a  second th o u g h t."  Having w r i tte n  th e se  l a t t e r  w ords, I  
r e f le c te d  w hether i t  would n o t be p o s s ib le  to  ren d e r t h e i r  
meaning more d i s t i n c t  by c e r ta in  o th e r  w ords. Now, in s te a d  
o f e ra s in g  the  p h rase , "a  second th o u g h t,"  which i s  of some 
use—which p a r t i a l l y  conveys th e  id ea  in ten d ed —which ad­
vances me a s te p  toward my f u l l  purpose—I  s u f f e r  i t  to  re ­
m ain, and m erely p u t a dash between i t  and the  p h rase  "an 
em endation ." The dash g iv es  th e  rea d e r  a choice  between 
two, o r  among th re e  o r  more e x p re ss io n s . . . .  I t  s ta n d s , 
in  g e n e ra l, fo r  th ese  words—" o r to  make my meaning more 
d i s t i n c t . "

Apparent f a u l t s  in  grammar, verboseness and tau to lo g y  a re  means to  
accom plishing h is  d es ig n , a design  made up o f such h a lf-fo rm ed  s te p s  
to  th e  s in g u la r  im pression . As Poe adm its in  h is  P re fa c e  to  T ales of 
th e  G rotesque and th e  A rabesque: " I  th in k  i t  b e s t  becomes me to  say ,
th e r e fo r e ,  th a t  i f  I  have s in n e d , I  have d e lib e ra te ly  s in n e d ."

91 Cf. "The C ity  in  th e  S ea,"  in  C o llec ted  Works, I ,  201, 11. 20-24:

Of sc u lp tu re d  ivy  and s to n e  f lo w ers—
Up many and many a m arvelous sh rin e  
Whose w reathed f r i e z e s  in te r tw in e  
The v i o l ,  th e  v i o l e t ,  and th e  v in e .
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92
In  h is  essay on the  poems o f W illiam  C ullen Bryant in  

Works. IX, 292, Poe w r i te s :  "H appily to  endow inan im ate  n a tu re
w ith  se n tie n ce  and a c a p a b i l i ty  o f  a c tio n  i s  one o f th e  se v e re s t  
t e s t s  o f th e  p o e t."
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CHAPTER THREE

COSMOLOGY AND POETIC: FROM EUREKA TO MALLARME'S DESIGN

La phrase  du p o e te : l a  ph rase  p r im it iv e ,
u n iv ers  joue e t  mime.

Aime C e sa ire , P oesie  e t  connaissance

To look upwards from any e x is te n c e ,  m a te r ia l  o r im m ate ria l, 
to  i t s  d esig n , i s ,  p e rh ap s , the most d i r e c t ,  and th e  most 
u n e rrin g  method of a t t a in in g  a j u s t  n o tio n  of th e  n a tu re  
o f the  e x is te n ce  i t s e l f .

Poe, "A Review o f Drake-H alleck"

J 'a v a i s ,  a l a  fav eu r d 'une grande s e n s i b i l i t e ,  compris l a  
c o r r e la t io n  in tim e de l a  P oesie  avec 1 'U n ivers, e t ,  pour 
q u 'e l l e  fu t  p u re , concu le  d esse in  de l a  s o r t i r  du Reve 
e t  du Hasard e t  de l a  ju x ta p o se r  a l a  conception  de 
1 'U n iv e rs .

M allarme, L e t te r  to  V i l l i e r s  de l 'ls le -A d am
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The n o tio n  of a n ecessa ry  cosmic design  th a t  ends in  an eq u a tio n  

between a symmetry in  the  u n iv erse  and p e rf e c tio n  o f p o e tic  form, 

u n d e rl ie s  much of P o e 's  v e rb a l  p lay . What was sublim e in  th eo ry , i s  

in  p r a c t ic e  m im icry, a d isp la y  th a t  c a l l s  a t t e n t io n  to  th e  l im ita t io n s  

of human in v en tio n . This paradox i s  n e c essa ry , fo r  the  " p o e tic a l  

e ssence  of the  u n iv erse"  can only be m an ifes ted  through a cu rious 

p o l a r i ty .  As we have seen , P o e 's  predeterm ined  in d e f in i te n e s s  of 

e f f e c t  depends upon th e  ten s io n  h e ld  between h i s  voiced  fram ing th a t  de­

l im it s  w r i t te n  e x p re ss io n  (dem onstra tion ) and th e  " su g g e stiv e  i n d e f in i -  

t iv e n e ss  of meaning" th a t  a c ts  to  u n lim it th e  language ( s u g g e s t io n ) .

The movement between c l a r i t y  and o b s c u r i ty , between s ta tem en ts  made 

and unmade, composes a method both  complex and f r iv o lo u s .  To "design  

b u t to  suggest"  d e c la res  a p o s it io n  in  suspension  between extrem es.

P o e 's  d iss im u la tio n  of d isc u rs iv e  d ev ices which s ig n ify  t h e i r  own 

p ro cesses  to  the  p o in t  o f parody, communicates a se rio u sn ess  of i n te n t ,  

th a t  " u n d e rc u rre n t, however in d e f in i te  o f m eaning."

That t h is  meaning remain d i f f i c u l t  to  g ra sp , th a t  i t  be kept 

undeterm ined and f a r  from obvious, i s  c ru c ia l  to  P o e 's  f ic t io n  and the  

key to  h is  th eo ry , o r  more p r e c i s e ly ,  h is  "philosophy o f com position ."  

The apparen t c o n tra d ic t io n  between an e s s e n t ia l  coherence and i t s  

m a n ife s ta tio n  in  incoherence becomes c e n tr a l  to  P o e 's  s tr a te g y .  In  

Eureka he has warned the  read e r to  f ix  h is  a t t e n tio n  on " th e  id ea  of 

the  utm ost p o s s ib le  R e la tio n  as the  Omnipotent d esig n , and on the  

p rec a u tio n s  taken  to  accom plish i t  th rough d iffe re n c e  of form" (p. 53).
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In th e  works we have ana lyzed , Poe proposes to  c ircum scribe  the 

vague " id ea"  of p o e try  in  words, b u t he a c ts  to  in v a l id a te  the  bounds 

and c a l l s  in to  q u es tio n  h is  a ttem p t. The apparent in co h e ren cie s  

dem onstrate th e  l im ita t io n s  and in ad eq u ac ies  o f language. Yet the  

dem onstra tion  i t s e l f  e x p lo i ts  th e  l im it s  to  p o in t to  an in d e te rm in a te  

domain.

A ttem pting to  in v e s t  words w ith  a "p o e tic "  sense beyond common

usage demands P o e 's  ex p re ss iv e  f a i l u r e ,  a f a i l u r e  d e lib e ra te  and

v e ile d  in  j e s t .  But Mallarme adopted Poe as an a u s te re  "m a ltre ."

P o e 's  game, l ik e  D an te 's  lo v e , i s  "sublim ed to  heavenly mood." In  a

l e t t e r  of 1864 to  Henri C a z a lis , Mallarme d e c la red : "T o u te fo is , p lus

j ' i r a i ,  p lu s  j e  s e ra i  f id e le  a ces sev eres  id ees  que m 'a  leguees mon 
1

grand m aitre  Edgar Poe." And when Mallarme w rote "L 'O uvertu re  ancienne 
2 3

d 'H ero d iad e ,"  " le  cher s u p p lic e ,"  the  work o f h is  "Reve e t  d 'e le c t i o n ,"

Poe emerged as the id e a l  a g a in s t which he measured h is  p e rfe c te d  dream

o f beauty : " I I  me fau d ra  t r o i s  ou q u a tre  h iv e rs  en co re , pour achever

c e t te  oeuvre, mais j 'a u r a i  en fin  ce que j e  rev e , e c r i r e  un Poeme digne
4

de Poe e t  que le s  s ie n s  ne su rp a sse ro n t p a s ."  For M allarme, th is
5

beauty  " n 'a  qu 'une ex p ress io n  p a r f a i t e ,  l a  P o e s ie ,"  an answer to  P o e 's

dictum  th a t  "Beauty . . .  i s  th e  atm osphere and th e  r e a l  essence of the  
6

poem."

P o e 's  v is io n  of a d iv in e  u n ity  on e a r th  th a t  n e c e s s i ta te s  the 

in d e f in ite n e s s  b a s ic  to  " th e  t ru e  m usica l ex p ress io n " was e a r l i e r  

s tr e s s e d  by B au d e laire :
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I I  l u i  s e ra  donne de c o n q u erir  1’ adm iration  des gens 
qui pensen t p a r son amour du Beau, p a r sa  connaissance 
des c o n d itio n s  harmoniques de l a  b e a u te , p a r  l a  p o esie  
profonde e t  p l a in t iv e ,  ouvragee neanmoins, t ra n sp a re n te  
e t  c o rre c te  comme un b i jo u  de c r i s t a l , —p a r son ad­
m irab le  s ty l e ,  pu r e t  b iz a r r e .  . . . — e t  dont l a  p lu s  
le g e re  in te n t io n  s e r t  a pou sser doucement l e  le c te u r  
vers un b u t voulu. . . . '

Mallarme f i r s t  d escrib ed  "L 'O uvertu re  ancienne" as " l 'o u v e r tu r e  
8

m u sic a le ."  The fu sio n  of music and p o e try  moved him toward the

in v en tio n  of a language "d 'u n e  p u re te  que l'homme n 'a  pas a t t e in t e  e t  
9

n 'a t t e in d r a  p e u t- e tr e  ja m a is ."  His d e s c r ip tio n  o f the  new p o e tic  

rev e a ls  a profound co incidence w ith  Poe’ s aim o f using  each word to  

serv e  a t o t a l  im pression , n o n - l in g u is t ic  in  i t s  harmony:

. . . j ’ in v en te  une langue qui d o it  n ecessa irem en t 
j a i l l i r  d 'une  p o e tique  t r e s  n o u v e lle , que je  p o u rra is  
d e f in i r  en ces deux mots: P e in d re , non la  chose, mais
l 'e f f e t  q u 'e l l e  p r o d u it .

Le v e rs  ne d o it  done p as , l a ,  se composer de mots; 
m ais d 'in t e n t i o n s , e t  to u te s  l e s  p a ro le s  s 'e f f a c e r  
devant l a  s e n s a t io n .10

We r e c a l l  P o e 's  d e f in i t io n  of the  "p o e try  o f  words as th e  Rhythmical 

C rea tion  of B eau ty ."  And M allarm e's  f a b r ic a t io n  o f b eau ty , " l 'h a rm o n ie  

s u rn a tu re l le "  in  th e  "O uverture" depends on a complex v e rb a l arrangem ent 

o f ever-deepen ing  symmetry:

A jo u te , pour p lu s  de t e r r e u r ,  que to u te s  ces im pres­
s io n s  se  su iv e n t comme dans une symphonie, e t  que j e  
s u is  souvent des jo u m e e s  e n t ie r e s  a me demander s i  
c e l l e - c i  peu t accompagner c e l l e - l a ,  q u e lle  e s t  le u r  
p a re n te  e t  le u r  e f f e t .  . . . 11
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Through the In te rp la y  o f correspondences and c o n tr a s ts ,  each image 

evoked must be m odified and transform ed through a r t f u l  com binations 

u n t i l  i t  undergoes a k ind  o f a lchem ica l change, conveying l ik e  P o e 's  

Amheim, " th e  sen tim en t o f s p i r i t u a l  in te r f e r e n c e ."  And l ik e  Poe, 

Mallarme adm its th a t  man's im ag in atio n  cannot c re a te  s u b s ta n t ia l ly .

His c r e a t iv i ty  i s  l im ite d  to  e x is te n t  th in g s ;  through s k i l l f u l  s e le c ­

t io n  and com bination , he can, however, c o n s tru c t  a novel atm osphere.

As Mallarme w r i te s :  "Les choses e x is t e n t .  Nous n 'av o n s pas a le s

c re e r .  Nous n 'av o n s q u 'a  en s a i s i r  le s  ra p p o r ts ;  . . . ce so n t ces 
12

rap p o r ts  qui form ent l e s  v e rs ."  Words w i l l  in te r lo c k ,  v i s u a l ly  and

rh y th m ic a lly , to  form a c o n fig u ra tio n  of n e a rly  disem bodied r e l a t i o n s ,
13

those  " im pressions e x t r a - t e r r e s t r e s ,  e t  n ecessa irem en t harm onieuses."

Much c r i t i c a l  debate  has ensued reg a rd in g  the  in flu e n c e  o f P o e 's
14

a e s th e t ic  theory  on M allarm e's p r a c t ic e  o f p o e try . An even more

thorny  q u es tio n  o f in flu e n ce  concerns M allarm e's t r a n s la t io n s  o f P o e 's

p o e try . H is t r a n s la t io n  was i t s e l f  a d e fian ce  o f B a u d e la ire 's  w e ll-

known in ju n c t io n :  "Une t ra d u c tio n  de p o es ie  a u s s i  som bres, a u ss i

c o n cen trees , peu t e t r e  un reve c a re s s a n t,  mais ne peu t e t r e  qu 'un
15 16 re v e ."  Having o s te n s ib ly  lea rn e d  E ng lish  "pour mieux l i r e  P oe,"

Mallarme makes th e  t r a n s la t io n  p ro cess  a commentary on h is  method.

In  L 'Oeuvre p o e tiq u e  de Stephane M allarm e, E m ilie N oulet e x p la in s :

Or, t ra d u i re  Poe, pour M allarm e, c 'e s t  r e f l e c h i r  a 
une methode ra iso n n ee  de c re a t io n  q u ' i l  adopte e t  
adapte  a l a  mesure de se s  p ro p res  moyens, e t  c 'e s t  
p ren d re  des h ab itu d es  de langage m i-c h o is ie s ,  m i- 
a d v e n tic e s , su rg ie s  a son in su ,  ou s 'a f f r o n t e n t  e t  
r is q u e n t  de se  n u ire  l e s  gen ies  r e s p e c t i f s  des 
langues f ra n q a ise  e t  a n g la i s e . l?
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M allarm e’s tra n sfo rm a tio n  and sy te m iz a tio n  of Poe’s remarks concern­

ing a r t i s t i c  i n d ir e c t io n ,  and th e  im portance of h is  t ra n s la t io n s  in  

a ch iev ing  th is  end, r a i s e  q u e s tio n s  as to  how much h is  syn tax  was in  

fa c t  in flu e n ce d  by h is  s tudy  o f  E n g lish . An a ttem pt to  prove in ­

flu en ce  i s  always a dubious u n d e rtak in g . S u ffic e  i t  to  say th a t  

M allarm e's e f f o r t  to  f i r s t  w r i te  a poeme "d igne de P oe ,"  and th en , 

to  t r a n s la t e  h is  p o e try  rev e a ls  a su s ta in ed  in t e r e s t  in  E ng lish  

words. Les Mots a n g la i s , s i tu a te d  midway between l in g u i s t i c s  and 

p o e try , re v e a ls  M allarm e's c o n fro n ta tio n  w ith  a second language as 

a d e l ib e ra t io n  on th a t  fundam ental and h idden range between word and 

though t— an in te rm e d ia te  realm  which in h a b i ts  a l l  d isc o u rse . In  

C rise  de v e r s , Mallarme sees  in  the  f a i l u r e  o f the donnees o f  language 

to  show fo r th  id e a , one o f the foundations  o f p o e try  which " p h ilo so -  

phiquement remunere l a  d efau t des lan g u es , complement su p e rie u r"

(O.C. 364).

Through the  co n ju n c tio n  of the  l i n g u i s t i c  forms of E n g lish  and 

French, Mallarme d isco v e rs  th e  ex p re ss iv e  p o te n t ia l  o f words, a fo rce  

th a t  d is c lo s e s  a su b stra tu m  of e f f e c t  p ro p er to  th e  "gen ie  de l a  

lan g u e ,"  and perhaps tran scen d in g  b o th . N oulet p o in ts  to  the  a c t o f 

t r a n s la t in g  E ng lish  as a d i s a r t i c u la t io n  o f l i n g u i s t i c  g ivens to  de­

velop an ex p ress io n  s im u ltan eo u sly  su g g estiv e  and e lu s iv e :

En examinant de p res  1 ' in flu e n ce  des tra d u c tio n s  de 
Mallarme su r  son p ropre  s ty l e ,  i l  semble qu’on p u isse  
a ff irm e r  que l e  charme du t r a d u i t  a a g i fo rtem en t su r 
l u i .  I I  l u i  p a ru t  comme e ta n t  suprem ent p o e tiq u e  e t  
p ro p re  a c re e r  ces resonances m y ste rieu ses  q u ' i l  cherch- 
a i t  e t  a c o n tr ib u e r  a d i f f e r e n c ie r  l a  langue e c r i te
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du langage u su e l. I I  a e ssa y e , sans deroger au genie  
e s se n tie l le m e n t l a t i n ,  de donner au f ra n q a is  ce gout de 
p a t r i e  perdue de l a  p o es ie  e tra n g e re , e t  d 'im i te r  c e t te  
demarche b r is e e  e t  harm onieuse que l a  so u p lesse  de l a  
syn taxe  a n g la ise  perm et a l a  p o e s ie  anglaise.^-®

Language becomes in c a n ta t io n .  I t  e x e m p lif ies  beau ty  in  o b s c u ri ty . 

P o e 's  id e a l  o f a m ysterious b eau ty , rev e a led  in  "The Domain o f 

A m heim ," fo r  example, as an a l t e r n a t e ly  broken and f lu id  movement 

i s  c e n tr a l  to  M allarm e's  p o e tic :

Nominer un o b je t ,  c 'e s t  supprim er le s  t r o i s  q u a rts  de l a  
jo u is sa n ce  du poeme qui e s t  f a i t e  de dev in e r peu a peu: 
le  s u g g e re r , v o i la  le  rev e . C 'e s t  l e  p a r f a i t  usage de 
ce m ystere q u i c o n s ti tu e  le  symbole: evoquer p e t i t  a 
p e t i t  un o b je t  pour m ontrer un e t a t  d 'am e, ou, inversem ent, 
c h o is i r  un o b je t  e t  en degager un e t a t  d 'am e, p a r  une 
s e r i e  de d e c h iffre m e n ts . (O.C. 869)

To d ec ip h er a p a t te rn ,  a harmony in  the  apparen t fragm enta tion  and 

d is p e r s a l  of e lem en ts, i s  to  work through a com plexity of forms
19

to  s e iz e  e sse n c e , to  g a in , f i n a l ly ,  a "vue t r e s — une de l 'U n iv e r s ."  

Like Poe, Mallarme uses term s o f sc ie n c e  as a m etaphor fo r  p o e try , 

and he sees  in  s c i e n t i f i c  method a co n firm atio n  o f language:

"DE LA SCIENCE.—La S cience ayant dans l e  Langage tro u v e  une confirm a­

t io n  d 'e lle -m em e, d o it  m ain tenant d ev en ir une CONFIRMATION du Langage" 

(O.C. 852). In  "D em ie re  V is i te  a M allarm e," V alery w r i te s :

I I  e s t  extremement rem arquable q u ' i l  [ M allarm eJ s o i t  
a r r iv e ,  p a r  1 ' e tude appro fond ie  de son a r t ,  e t  sans 
connaissances s c ie n t i f iq u e s ,  a une concep tion  s i  
a b s t r a i t e  e t  s i  proche des s p e c u la tio n s  l e s  p lu s  
e lev ees  de c e r ta in e s  sc ie n c e s . I I  ne p a r l a i t  jam a is , 
d 'a i l l e u r s ,  de se s  id ees  que p a r  f ig u r e s .20
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My concern i s  to  c la r i f y  the common thought p a t te rn s  and 

l i n g u i s t i c  aims o f both  Mallarme and Poe through te x tu a l  a n a ly s is .  

Having ga ined  th e  b e n e f i t  o f an i ro n ic  detachm ent, q u ite  u n lik e  h is  

y o u th fu l s tru g g le  w ith  the  "ch e r su p p lic e "  H erodiade, Mallarmg w r ite s  

in  h is  Notes of 1869: "Toute methode e s t  une f i c t i o n ,  e t  bonne pour

la  dem onstration" (O.C. 851). I  s h a l l  tak e  P o e 's  method as a f i c t io n  

v a lid  fo r  the  dem onstration  and in te r p r e t a t i o n  of M allarm e's  t e x t s .

M allarm e's " je u  supreme" c o n s is ts  of an equ iva lence  between a 

philosophy  o f the u n iv erse  and form ation  of the  poem. In  th e  rem ain­

der of t h is  essay  I  d ea l w ith  th e  consequences o f th a t  eq u iv a len ce .

-  2 -

. . . 1 'e x p lic a tio n  orphique de l a  
T e rre ,  qu i e s t  le  s e u l  d ev o ir  du 
p o e te  e t  l e  je u  l i t t e r a i r e  p a r 
e x c e llen c e .

M allarm e, L e t te r  to  V erla ine

In  th e  a e s h e t ic ia n 's  m etaphysic , Eureka, Poe equa tes the  "sense 

o f the  sym m etrical" w ith  th e  " p o e tic a l  essence o f the  u n iv e rs e ."  The 

c r i t e r i o n  of in n e r  t ru th  i s  a form al co n s is ten c y . D iscussing  L a p lac e 's  

N ebular Theory, he w r i te s :  " I t  i s  by f a r  too b e a u t i f u l ,  in d eed , not

to  p o ssess  T ru th  as i t s  e s s e n t i a l i t y — and h e re , I  am profoundly  

s e rio u s  in  what I  say" (p. 45). Symmetry i s  t r u t h ,  and i t  i s  a lso  

p o e t ic a l ,  th e re fo re  "P oetry  and T ru th  a re  one."  Connecting t ru th  w ith  

th e  t e c h n ic a l  s id e  of w r i t in g ,  he e x p la in s :  "By t ru th  . . .  we mean

th a t  p e r f e c t io n  which i s  th e  r e s u l t  only o f th e  s t r i c t e s t  p ro p o rtio n

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



118

21
and a d a p ta tio n  in  a l l  th e  p o e tic a l  r e q u i s i t e s ."  The s y n ta c t ic a l  

s t r u c tu r e ,  th e  arm ature o f th e  poem, se rv es  to  d isc lo s e  an in n e r  and 

unspoken harmony:

. . . through th e  a tta in m e n t o f a t r u th ,  we a re  led  to  
p e rc e iv e  a harmony where none was apparen t b e fo re , we ex­
p e rie n c e , a t  once, the  t ru e  p o e tic a l  e f f e c t —b ut t h is  
e f f e c t  i s  r e f e ra b le  to  the  harmony a lo n e , and n o t in  the  
l e a s t  degree to  th e  t ru th  which m erely served  to  ren d er the 
harmony m a n if e s t .22

On one s id e ,  Poe equates t ru th  w ith  the o b je c t iv e ,  form al o rd er (" th e

t ru th  which m erely served  to  ren d er the  harmony m a n if e s t" ) ; and on the

o th e r ,  he makes ab so lu te  harmony correspond to  " th e  tru e  p o e tic a l

e f f e c t . 11 The dual convergence, the  f a c t  th a t ,  as Dupin says in  "The

P u rlo in ed  L e t te r " :  "The m a te ria l  w orld abounds w ith  very s t r i c t  
23

an a lo g ie s  to  the im m a te r ia l,"  makes ev e ry th in g  seen a passage to  the  

unseen, the dev ices o f m e tr ic a l  a r t  a l in k  to  th e  unsounding harmony 

of the  in c re a te .

I t  i s  only through th e  in te n s e  contem plation  of phenomenal 

appearances th a t  one might a t t a in  an i n tu i t i v e  g rasp  o f essen ce . The 

tran sm u ta tio n  from m a tte r  to  the  "m a tte r  no more" o f Eureka accom plishes 

i t s e l f  through " th e  f lu c tu a t in g  p r in c ip le ."  Through the  o s c i l l a t io n  

between two d ia m e tr ic a l ly  opposed p ro cesses  ( a t t r a c t i o n  and r e p u ls io n ) , 

th e  two fo rces  h e ld  in  b alance w i l l  one day y ie ld  to  the  tendency 

toward th e  c e n tre , making the  " r e tu rn  in to  One."  The f in a l  e f f e c t  i s  

one o f  convergence and red isco v ered  u n ity . In  th e  rhythms of d is p e r s a l  

and convergence l i e s  the  Law. The id e a l  s ta t e  o f "S im p lic ity "  i s  both 

s ta r t i n g  p o in t  and end, the  so le  assum ption in  th e  theory  Poe advances
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and th e  very method o f though t:

He who, d iv e s t in g  h im se lf  of p re ju d ic e ,  s h a l l  have the 
ra re  courage to  th in k  a b so lu te ly  fo r  h im se lf ,  cannot 
f a i l  to  a r r iv e ,  in  th e  end, a t  the  condensation  of 
laws in to  Law—cannot f a i l  o f reach ing  the  conclusion  
th a t  each law of N ature  i s  dependent a t  a l l  p o in ts  
upon a l l  o th e r  law s, and th a t  a l l  a re  bu t consequences 
o f one prim ary e x e rc ise  o f the  D ivine V o li tio n , (p . 46)

What Poe c a l l s  " th e  Cloud-Land of M etaphysics,"  becomes in

M allarm e's work, the  s i t e  fo r  what V alery c a l l s ,  " le  sp e c ta c le  id e a l  
24

de l a  c re a tio n  du lan g ag e ."  And in  a p rofoundly  moving essay  on 

M allarm e, he w r i te s :

Le passage du songe a l a  p a ro le  occupa c e t te  v ie  
in fin im e n t sim ple de to u te s  le s  combinaisons d 'une 
in te l l ig e n c e  etrangem ent d e l ie e .  I I  v ecu t pour 
e f f e c tu e r  en so i des tra n sfo rm atio n s  ad m irab les . I I  
ne v o y a it a l 'u n iv e r s  d 'a u t r e  d e s tin e e  concevable que 
d 'e t r e  f ina lem en t exprim e. ^5

In  M allarm e's own words:

Tout l 'a c t e  d isp o n ib le ,  a jam ais e t  seu lem ent, 
r e s te  de s a i s i r  le s  r a p p o r ts ,  e n tre  temps, r a re s  ou 
m u lt ip l ie s ;  d 'a p re s  quelque e t a t  i n te r ie u r  e t  que l 'o n  
v e u il l e  a son gre  e te n d re , s im p l i f ie r  le  monde.

A l 'e g a l  de c re e r :  l a  n o tio n  d 'un  o b je t ,  echap-
panf., q u i f a i t  d e fa u t.  (O.C. 647)

The o b je c t iv e  o f  p o e tic  language i s  to  r e a l iz e  a p o s s ib le  lo g ic  of 

r e la t io n s  e x is t in g  beneath  the d iso rd e r  of the m a te r ia l  u n iv e rse —a 

co n ju n c tio n  between a pure and p o te n t ia l  word and th e  complex weave 

th a t  i s  th e  poem. The s p a t i a l  f i e l d  a c ro ss  which th e  po e t c a s ts  h is  

words becomes an in te g r a l  p a r t  o f th e  poem i t s e l f :
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L1arm ature i n t e l l e c tu e l l e  du poeme se d iss im u le  e t  
t i e n t —a l ie u — dans l 'e s p a c e  q u i i s o le  l e s  s tro p h es  e t  
parmi le  b lan c  du p a p ie r :  s i g n i f i c a t i f  s ile n c e  q u ' i l
n 'e s t  pas moins beau de composer, que le s  v e rs .  (O.C. 872)

Mallarme n o tes  th e  connection  between th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f a s t i l l  

c e n te r  ( " e ta n t  ce qui ne se  d i t  pas du d isc o u rs ,"  O.C. 386) and those 

"m erv e illeu se  d e n te l le s ,"  th e  th read s  which th e  po e t weaves out o f  the  

cosmic web, a t  the  c e n te r  of which he saw h im se lf:

. . . j e  ven a is  de j e t e r  l e  p lan  de mon oeuvre e n t i e r ,  
ap res a v o ir  tro u v e  la  c le f  de moi-meme, c le f  de v o u te , 
ou c e n tre ,  s i  tu  veux, pour ne pas b r o u i l l e r  de metaphores 
— c e n tre  de moi-meme . . . ou j e  me t ie n s  comme une a ra ig n ee  
s a c re e , su r  le s  p rin c ip au x  f i l s  de ja  s o r t i s  de mon e s p r i t ,  
e t  a l 'a i d e  d esquels j e  t i s s e r a i  aux p o in ts  de ren c o n tre  de 
m erv e illeu se s  d e n te l le s ,  que je  dev in e , e t  qu i e x is te n t  
de ja  dans l e  s e in  de l a  Beaute.26

As p o e t,  he con ju res o b je c ts  only to  disembody them. He c o n s tru c ts  an

e la b o ra te  network o f in te r tw in e d  f ig u re s ,  which in  g iv ing  a form to

what was once vacan t sp ace , does not a b o lish  i t .  In  "La D em iere  Mode1

Mallarme acce n tu a te s  f u r th e r  the  equ iv a len ce  between th e  " d e n te l le s ,"

th e  th read s  of Id ea , and the  fu sio n  o f i n tu i t i v e  in ce p tio n  and the 

a r t - la b o r :

. . . une lan g u e , lo in  de l i v r e r  au h asard  sa  fo rm ation , 
e s t  composee a l 'e g a l  d 'u n  m erv e illeu x  ouvrage de 
b ro d e r ie  ou de d e n te l le ;  pas un f i l  de l 'i d e e  q u i se 
p e rd e , c e lu i - c i  se cache mais pour r e p a r a i t r e  un peu p lu s  
lo in  u n i a c e lu i - l a ;  tous s 'a s se m b le n t en un d e ss in , com­
p lex  ou sim p le , i d e a l ,  e t  que r e t i e n t  a jam ais . . . 1 ' in ­
s t i n c t  d 'harm onie que, grande ou jeu n e , on a en s o i .  (O.C. 
828)

We r e c a l l  P o e 's  s ta tem en t in  E ureka: " .  . . th e  sense o f the  symm etri­

c a l  i s  an i n s t i n c t  which may be depended upon w ith  an alm ost b l in d fo ld
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re l ia n c e "  (p. 71).

In  t h is  whole f ig u r e ,  p a r ts  a re  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  r e la te d  to  each 

o th e r .  The system  where " le  langage se  r e f le c h is s a n t"  (851) favors 

a "mise en rap p o r t"  o f a l l  p a r t i c u l a r s .  The u n ity  in  d iv e r s i ty  of 

E ureka, the  p e c u lia r  and ab ru p t changeableness in  concord o f th e  

p ic tu re s q u e , i s ,  in  M allarm e's  web, rendered  as a design  both  broken 

and c i r c u la r .  The s inuous v a r ia t io n s  o f th e  arabesque makes i t  im­

p o s s ib le  to  d i s t in g u is h  f ig u re  from ground. This ingen ious o b sc u rity  

b r in g s  to  mind P o e 's  p re fe ren c e  fo r  th e  ch ia ro scu ro : "An o u t lin e

fre q u e n tly  s t i r s  the  s p i r i t  more p le a s a n tly  than  th e  most e la b o ra te  
27

p ic tu r e ."  The f ig u r a l  o u t lin e s  c o n ta in  and are  in  a sense  id e n t ic a l

w ith  the  undefined  and fo rm less . When Mallarme d e c la re s :  "Evoquer,

dans une ombre e x p re s , 1 'o b je t  tu ,  p a r  des mots a l l u s i f s ,  jam ais

d i r e c t s ,  se re d u is a n t  a du s ile n c e  e g a l,  comporte t e n ta t iv e  proche de

c re e r .  . ."  (O.C. 400), he a s s e r ts  a method and c a r r ie s  out Poe’ s
28

c o n d it io n a l  e x p re ss io n : " I f  ev er m o rta l p a in te d  an id ea . . . . "

The p a tte rn  i s  made up o f "des s in e u se s  e t  m obiles v a r ia t io n s  de 1 ' 

Idee" (O.C. 648).

M allarm e's  d iscovery  o f " le  Beau" was th e  r e v e la t io n  o f an onto­

lo g ic a l  r e a l i t y — the o rd er o f the  u n iv e rse —and the  laws o f p o e try  were 

to  be coterm inous w ith  t h i s  d es ig n . For M allarm e, th e  f a b r ic a t io n  o f 

words to  inform  what i s  y e t  vacan t space evolves between th e  absences, 

a t  th e  in te r s e c t io n  o f b e in g  and non -b ein g , f i n i t e  and i n f i n i t e .  The 

" to i l e s  d 'a ra ig n e e s  qui trem b len t au hau t des grandes c ro is e e s "  

( "F ris so n  d 'h iv e r " )  o f f e r  an analogy w ith  the a l t e rn a t in g  movement back
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and fo r th  between opposing d e te rm in a tio n s , a w avering c o n s te l la t io n  

th a t  engenders a t o t a l i t y .  The " to i l e  d 'a ra ig n e e "  i s  lin k e d  to  the  

man-made " d e n te l le "  in  i t s  a r t i s t r y ,  and, in  tu rn ,  th e  v e rb a l con­

s t r u c t  seems n e c e s s i ta te d  by th e  very  laws o f  n a tu re :  "Le chant

j a i l l i t  de source  in n ee : a n te r ie u re  a un concept" (O.C. 858). The

re c ip ro c i ty  of c e n te r  and c ircu m feren ce , and more to  the  p o in t ,  the 

r e c ip ro c a l  coherence o f unformed and form, n a tu re  and a r t ,  i s  assu red . 

C o n trad ic tio n  i s  superseded  by r e la t io n s h ip s  and in te r v a l s :

. . . l 'a m b ig u ite  de quelques f ig u re s  b e l l e s ,  aux i n t e r ­
s e c t io n s .  La t o ta l e  a rab esq u e , qui le s  r e l i e , a de 
v e r t ig in e u s e s  s a u te s  en un e f f r o i  que reconnue; e t  
d 'an x ieu x  acco rd s . . . . C h if f ra tio n  melodique tu e , de 
ces m o tifs  q u i composent une lo g iq u e , avec nos f ib r e s .

(O.C. 647-648. I  u n d e rlin e)

In  t h i s  am biguity  l i e s  th e  in n e r  lo g ic  of cosmology and p o e tic .

For both  Mallarme and Poe, an a r t f u l  d isp la y  of the  s t r u c tu r e s  of 

language fu n c tio n s  as th e  ex p ress io n  o f a hidden  o rd e r ,  "quelque 

supreme moule" (O.C. 333), in  M allarm e's w ords. As we saw, Poe p re ­

se n ts  m u ltip le  o s c i l l a t io n s  in  paradox ( th e  a l t e rn a t io n  between a t t r a c ­

t io n  and re p u ls io n , c o n c en tra tio n  and d isp e rs io n  s ta te d  in  Eureka and 

mimed in  h is  t a l e s )  in  o rd e r  to  enab le  " th e  mind to  tak e  i n ,  as i f  

. . .  a t  one g lan ce , a d i s t i n c t  concep tion  o f th e  in d iv id u a l  U n iv e rse ."  

The f in a l  coherence ou t of apparen t incoherence p r o je c ts  u n ity  as " th e  

source  o f the  phenomenon." The v e rb a l  re p re s e n ta tio n  i s  f i r s t ,  a de­

m o n stra tio n  o f th e  s e n sa tio n s  o f con tin g en cy , and second, an i n v i t a t i o n  

to  th e  rea d e r  to  g rasp  the  id e a l  system  t h a t  th e  v i s ib le  body o f con­

t r a d ic t io n s  have m om entarily concea led . Through a d e lib e ra te  v a c i l l a -
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t io n  in  language Poe in te n d s  to  move th e  rea d e r  to  the  very l im it s  

of comprehension b e fo re  the  sudden and d i r e c t  apprehension  of " th e  

sc ien ce  o f R e la tio n  in  th e  a b s t r a c t— of a b so lu te  R e la tio n —o f 

R e la tio n  co n sid ered  s o le ly  in  i t s e l f "  (p . 38 ).

Mallarme a ls o  moves th e  rea d e r  to  p e rc e iv e  t h a t  t r u th  beneath  

the  s u rfa c e  of phenomena, th e  complex r e la t io n s  through which must be 

r e a l iz e d  an " i n t u i t i f  accord": "Resumer d 'u n  reg a rd "  ("La Nenuphar

b la n c ,"  O.C. 286). In  v e rb a l f ig u ra t io n s  so complex, our i n tu i t i o n  

must a id  reaso n . In  La D istance  i n t e r i e u r e , P o u le t w r i te s :

Chaque poeme de Mallarme e s t  . . . agence pour e t r e  
fina lem en t lu  sans a r r e t ,  p a r  un merae coup d 'o e i l  e t  
une se u le  o p e ra tio n  de l a  p ensee; comme le  so n t le s  
dem onstra tions c a rte s ie n n e s  ou 1*e s p r i t  p a r  un vol 
prompt a t t e i n t  a u s s i to t  iusque dans ses  co nc lusions 
une in tu i t i o n  p r im it iv e .  ^

The language dem onstrates a f i c t io n  o f in d ete rm in acy , a mimicry of 

chance, in  o rd er to  communicate th a t  t r u th  which s t r i k e s  one "comme 

une o b l ig a t io n  de q u i dechaxna l ' l n f i n i "  (O.C. 648). The t ru e  p o e tic a l  

e f f e c t  s t r i k e s  th e  rea d e r  w ith  a harmony th a t  d id  n o t f i r s t  appear, 

lead in g  him to  p e rc e iv e  "une e x tr a o rd in a ir e  a p p ro p r ia tio n  de l a  s t r u c ­

tu r e ,  lim p id e , aux p r im it iv e s  foudres de l a  lo g ique" (O.C. 386). Like 

Poe, Mallarme shapes a s ty l e  in  accord  w ith  forms of indeterm inacy  "a 

re tro u v e r  un o rd re  m ysterieux" (O.C. 916). Order i s  d isco v ered  a t  the  

utm ost l im i t s  o f  apparen t d is ju n c tio n .  An unexpected u n ity  rev e a ls  i t ­

s e l f  through c a lc u la te d  frag m en ta tio n  o f form. J .- P .  R ichard e x p la in s :

"L 'a p p a re n t non-sens o u v r ira  des lo r s  l e  chemin d 'u n  sen s. I c i  en co re , 

c 'e s t  en a l l a n t  au bout des cho ses , en a ig u is a n t  au maximum 1 ' incohe­

ren c e , que l 'o n  se donnera l e  p lu s  de chances de r e c o n s t ru i re  un
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30
monde c o h e re n t."

The m ystique o f a t o t a l  v e rb a l e x p re ss io n  of th e  u n iv erse  in ­

volves the  a r t i s t  in  a conscious d is s im u la tio n . What J . - P .  R ichard 
31 32

d e scrib es  as " l a  l o i  d 'am b ig u lte"  and " l ' i n e g a l i t e  analogique"

a re  M allarm e's s t r a te g i e s  to  exem plify th e  in n e r  m achinery o f the  

u n iv e rse . The e x e m p lif ic a tio n  p a rta k e s  of th a t  " c o n v e r t ib i l i ty "  of 

term s and p h rases  th a t  was e s s e n t ia l  to  th e  p o e tic  t r u th  o f Eureka.

The v e rb a l d e v ia tio n s  p lay  a t  contingency and g ive  an i l l u s i o n  of 

randomness. Through ap p aren t chance, " dans un a c te  ou le  h asard  e s t  

en jeu "  (O.C. 441), a p a t te rn  re v e a ls  i t s e l f :  the  words p o in t to  a

deeper l e v e l  o f connection  between th in g s ,  u n derly ing  n o t j u s t  the  

m aintenance o f d i s p a r a te s ,  b u t t h e i r  tra n sfo rm a tio n s  from one to  the  

o th e r .  M allarm e's supreme g e s tu re , " le  coup de d e s ,"  seems to  be the  

image o f chance, o b j e c t i f i e d ,  b u t i t  meanwhile a ff irm s  the  power of 

s p i r i t ,  as to ld  in  th e  beginning  o f Scene IV, "Le Coup de Des":

B ref dans un a c te  ou l e  h asard  e s t  en je u ,  c 'e s t  
to u jo u rs  l e  h asard  qui accom plit s a  p ro p re  Idee en 
s 'a f f i r m a n t  ou se n ia n t .  Devant son e x is te n c e  l a  
n eg a tio n  e t  1 'a ff irm a tio n  v ien n en t echouer. I I  c o n tie n t 
l 'A b su rd e— l 'im p liq u e ,  mais a l ' e t a t  l a t e n t  e t  l'em peche 
d 'e x i s t e r :  ce qui perm et a l ' l n f i n i  d 'e t r e .

(O.C. 441)

"La P o e s ie , proche l 'i d e e "  (O.C. 381). Complete u n ity  can only be 

s ta te d  as an u n re s t  o f  incom patab les, the  suspense between a yes and 

a no. Yet s p i r i t  trium phs in  th e  "rythm ique su sp en se ,"  o s c i l l a t in g  

from one p e rsp e c tiv e  to  th e  o th e r ,  "penche de l 'u n  ou l 'a u t r e  bord"

(O.C. 461).
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i n s p i r a t io n  
su p p ress io n  e t  l o i

M allarm e, Le "L iv re"

M allarm e's two t ie r e d  n o tio n  of r e a l i t y  and i t s  dual m an ifes ta ­

t io n s  o f homogeneity and d i s t in c t io n ,  d i r e c ts  us again to  P o e 's  

cosmology. The two m utually  opposed fo rces  of g ra v ity  and d i f fu s io n  

both  o r ig in a te  in  u n ity  and a re  h e ld  eq u ip o ised  u n t i l  the  re tu rn  to  

u n ity :

For the  e f f e c tu a l  and thorough com pletion o f the  
g en e ra l d es ig n , we thus see  th e  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  a  rep u l­
s io n  o f lim ite d  c a p ac ity — a s e p a ra tiv e  something which, on
w ithdraw al o f the d i f f u s iv e  V o l i tio n , s h a l l  a t  th e  same
tim e allow  th e  approach, and fo rb id  the  ju n c t io n ,  of the 
atoms; s u f f e r in g  them i n f i n i t e ly  to  approxim ate, w hile  de­
nying them p o s it iv e  c o n ta c t .

(p. 23)

In  t h i s  s t a t e  o f h e s i t a t i o n  and p o in t o f b a lan ced , y e t  u n d u lan t, con­

t r a s t ,  where p a r t i c l e s  move e n d le s s ly  toward each o th e r  (" ten d in g  to ­

ward fo rm a tio n " ) , a d i s t i n c t  "som ething" p erm its  atoms to  coa lesce  

w ith  one a n o th e r , y e t  a t  th e  same tim e p rev en ts  a t o t a l  c o a li t io n  "up 

to  a c e r ta in  epoch."  The elem ents a re  kep t se p a ra te  by th e  rep u ls iv e  

in f lu e n c e , which Poe a l t e r n a te ly  d es ig n a tes  "now as h e a t ,  now as magne­

tism , now as e l e c t r i c i t y ."  He a t t r ib u t e s  " v i t a l i t y ,  consciousness and 

Thought" to  " th i s  s t r i c t l y  s p i r i t u a l  p r in c ip le "  (p . 24 ). An a n a ly s is  

o f  M allarm e's  language, approached from th is  tendency, y ie ld s  ev idence 

of th e  extrem es o f f lu c tu a t io n  in  h i s  tech n iq u e . J . - P .  R ichard su g g ests  

t h a t  t h is  p o in t  o f p o ised  s c i n t i l l a t i o n s ,  a l t e rn a t io n  h e ld  in  a "s im u l-
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t a n e i te  d isco n tin u e"  com prises M allarm e's s o r t i le g e " :

Et meme s i  d iv e rse  s ig n i f ic a t i o n s  so n t emises 
ac tu e llem en t ensem ble, e l l e s  r e s te ro n t  d 'u n e  c e r-  
ta in e  fagon d i s t in c t e s :  c e t te  d i s t in c t io n  dans le
sim ultane  c o n s ti tu a n t  p e u t- e t r e  to u t  l e  m ystere  de l a  
p o e s ie  m allarm eenne. . . . ^3

In  "Le M ystere dans l e s  L e t t r e s , "  Mallarme d e sc r ib es  the sep ara ­

tio n  of in d iv id u a l  words which e n te r  in to  rhythm ic p o ly v a len ce , through 

the  evocation  o f the  diam ond's r e f r a c t iv e  and d isp e rs iv e  powers:

Les m ots, d'eux-memes, s 'e x a l te n t  a m ainte f a c e t te  
reconnue la  p lus ra re  ou v a la n t  pour 1 'e s p r i t ,  c e n tre  
de suspense v ib r a to i r e ;  qui le s  p e rg o it  independamment 
de l a  s u i t e  o rd in a i re ,  p r o je t e s ,  en p a ro is  de g r o t te ,  
t a n t  que dure le u r  m o b ilite  ou p r in c ip e ,  e ta n t  ce qui 
ne se  d i t  pas du d isc o u rs : prompts to u s , avant e x tin c ­
t io n ,  a une re c ip ro c i ty  de feux d i s ta n te  ou p resen tee
de b i a i s  com m e c o n t i n g e n c e . 34

(O.C. 386)

The underly in g  rhythms of d is p e r s a l  and convergence th a t  d e lin e a te  the

l in g u i s t i c  space—" la  p lu s  grande d isp e rs io n "  and " le s  sens d 'une
35

ten s io n  capable de rassem b ler l ' i n f i n i e  d iv e r s i t e " — form the two po les  

of P o e 's  u n iv e rse . A ll o f m a tte r  can be d escrib ed  through the  a n t i ­

th ese s  o f the  fo llow ing  lex ico n :

g ra v i ta t io n  e l e c t r i c i t y
a t t r a c t io n  rep u ls io n
homogeneity h e te ro g e n e ity
s im p lic i ty  com plexity

And Poe e x p la in s :

The form er i s  th e  body; th e  l a t t e r  th e  so u l;  th e  one i s  
the  m a te r ia l ;  th e  o th e r  th e  s p i r i t u a l ,  p r in c ip le  o f  the
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U niverse. No o th e r  p r in c ip le s  e x i s t . A ll phaenomena 
a re  r e f e r a b le  to  one, o r  to  th e  o th e r ,  o r to  both  com­
b ined  . . . a t t r a c t io n  and r e p u ls io n  a re  th e  so le  
p ro p e r t ie s  through which we p e rc e iv e  th e  U niverse . . . 
we a re  f u l ly  j u s t i f i e d  in  assuming th a t  a t t r a c t io n  and 
rep u ls io n  a re  m a t te r :— th e re  be ing  no co n ceiv ab le  case 
in  which we may n o t employ th e  term  "m atte r"  and th e  
term s " a t t r a c t io n "  and " re p u ls io n "  tak en  to g e th e r ,  as 
e q u iv a le n t,  and th e re fo re ,  c o n v e r t ib le ,  ex p ress io n s  in  
Logic.

(p . 24)

E q u a lity  i s  the  g e n e ra l law . The id ea  o f a b a lan c in g  fo rc e  in  n a tu re

i s  in  accord w ith  the p r in c ip le s  o f g r a v i ta t io n  and r e p u ls io n . The two

seem ingly opposed c a te g o r ie s  a re  re c ip ro c a l  r e f le c t io n s  o f  one an o th e r.

We s h a l l  co n sid e r t h i s  f lo a t in g  u n i ty - in - d u a l i ty  as one o f P o e 's

sy s te m atic  techn iques h e lp fu l  in  p ro v id in g  th e  term s fo r  an a n a ly s is

o f M allarm e's method. In  both  I g i t u r  and "Une D e n te lle  s 'a b o l i t , "

Mallarme w i l l  a ttem pt to  s e iz e  t ru th  m a te r ia l ly  by a language th a t

mimes th ese  two ten d e n c ie s , lea d in g  to  f lu c tu a t io n s  w ith in  th e  t e x t  
36

between convergence and d i f fu s io n .  Guy D e lfe l w r i te s  o f " l a  techn ique

r e l a t i o n e l l e  e t  l a  techn ique  n e g a tiv e "  in  M allarm e's  work, ag ree in g

w ith  J . - P .  R ichard th a t  th e  fo rce  o f d isp e rs io n , " l a  techn ique  n eg a tiv e"
37

e s t  e l l e ,  p lu s  p e rs o n n e lle ,  p lu s  d irec tem en t m allarm eene." In  Les 

Mots a n g la i s , Mallarme e x tr a c ts  from the  s p l i t t i n g  o f  the  l e t t e r  W the  

sense o f o s c i l l a t io n :

Les sens d 'o s c i l l e r  ( c e lu i - c i  se m b le ra it  dii au dedouble- 
ment vague de l a  l e t t r e ,  p u is  de f l o t t e r ,  e t c . ;  d 'e a u  e t  
d 'hum id ie; d 'evanouissem ent e t  de c a p r ic e ;  a lo r s ,  de 
f a ib le s s e ,  de charme e t  d 'im a g in a tio n ) se  fondent en une 
e tonnan te  d iv e r s i t e .

(O.C. 119)
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The spirlf.ue.1 p r in c ip le ,  l in k e d  to  c a p r ic e , to  im a g in a tio n , and

to  th o u g h t’s rhythm s, inform s th e  pages o f  I g i t u r . The coherence

o f the  s to ry  i s  d isc lo sed  through th i s  p ro cess  o f d i s p e r s a l ,  " ce t

emploi a nu de l a  pensee" (O.C. 455).

The cosmic syn tax  o f Mallarme o b je c t i f i e s  " l ' l d e e , "  t r e a t in g  i t ,

in  the  words of J u l i a  K ris te v a , as "polymorphe: rythm e, danse, p lu ra -  
38

l i t e  num erique." As M allarme argues:

Le Langage e s t  l e  developpement du Verbe, son id e e , 
dans l 'E t r e ,  le  Temps devenu son mode: c e la  a t ra v e rs
le s  phases de l 'l d e e  e t  du Temps en l 'E t r e ,  c 'e s t - a -  
d i re  se lo n  l a  Vie e t  l 'E s p r i t . "

(O.C. 854)

T ra n sla te d  in to  P o e 's  corresponding  terms fo r  o rd e r : "The Body and the

Soul walk hand in  hand."  In  t h i s  s p e c ta c le  o f  c o u p lin g , "P yrotechnique 

non moins que m etaphysique, ce p o in t de vue" (O.C. 655), l i e s  th e  law 

th a t  governs th e  m a te r ia l  u n iv erse  and forms the  b a s is  o f  a language 

c a lle d  " e s s e n t ie l "  in  c o n tr a s t  to  "b ru t ou immediat" (O.C. 368).
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NOTES

1
Stephane M allarm e, Correspondance (1862-1871), ed. Henri Mondor 

and J . - P .  R ichard (P a r is :  G allim ard , 1960), p p .103-4. In  th e  same 
l e t t e r ,  he en c lo ses  h is  poem L'Azur and w r ite s  to  C a z a lis :  L 'e f f e t
p r o d u it , sans une d isso n an ce , sans une f i o r i t u r e ,  meme ad o ra b le , qui 
d i s t r a i t ,  — v o i la  ce que j e  ch e rc h e ."

2
M allarm e, Correspondance (1862-1871), p . 200.

3
I b id . ,  p . 208.

4
I b id . ,  p . 207.

5
I b id . ,  p . 243.

6
Poe, "The P o e tic  P r in c ip le ."

7
C harles B a u d e la ire , "Edgar Poe, sa  v ie  e t  ses  o eu v re s ,"  Oeuvres 

en p ro s e , t ra d u c tio n  par C harles B a u d e la ire ; t e x te  e ta b l i  e t  annote 
p a r Y.-G. Le Dantec (P a r is :  B ib lio th eq u e  de la  P le ia d e , 1951), p . 1045.

8
M allarm e, Correspondance (1862-1871), p . 161.

9
I b id . , p . 242.

10
I b id . ,  p . 137.

11
I b id . ,  p . 161. Mallarme a lso  w r ite s  to  C a z a lis :  " je  me j e t a i s  en

maniaque d esesp ere  su r  une i n s a i s s ib le  O uverture de mon poeme q u i chan te  
en moi, mais que j e  ne p u is  n o te r ."  ( p .180) M allarm e's d e s ir e  to  c re a te  
"un chant v e rb a l"  f in d s  an an teced en t in  much o f P o e 's  c r i t i c a l  w r i tin g s .  
In  "The P o e tic  P r in c ip le ,"  fo r  example, Poe w r i te s :  "There can be l i t t l e
doubt th a t  in  the  union o f P o etry  w ith  Music in  i t s  p o p u lar s e n se , we 
s h a l l  f in d  th e  ev id en t f i e l d  fo r  p o e tic  developm ent."

12
M allarm e, Oeuvres com ple tes, ed . H enri Mondor and G. Jean-Aubry
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( P a r is :  G allim ard , 1945), p . 871. A ll q u o ta tio n s  a re  taken  from th is  
t e x t ,  c a lle d  O.C. in  p a ren th eses  g iv in g  page numbers.

13
M allarm e, Correspondance (1862-1871), p . 195. M allarme w i l l  

l a t e r  c a l l  t h is  v e rb a l  magic " T ra n sp o s itio n ."  In  h is  e ssa y , C rise  de 
v e rs  he e x p la in s :

D ecadente, M ystique, l e s  Ecoles se  d e c la ra n t  ou 
e tiq u e te e s  en h a te  p a r  n o tre  p re s se  d 'in fo rm a tio n , 
ad o p te n t, comme re n c o n tre , l e  p o in t  d 'u n  Idea lism e 
qui (p a re illem e n t aux fug u es , aux so n a te s )  re fu se  
l e s  m ateriaux  n a tu r e ls  e t ,  comme b r u ta l e ,  une pensee 
e x acte  l e s  o rdonnant; pour ne g a rd e r r ie n  que la  
su g g e stio n . I n s t i tu e r  une r e l a t i o n  e n tr e  le s  images 
e x a c te , e t  que s 'e n  de tache  un t i e r s  a sp ec t f u s ib le  
e t  c l a i r  p re se n te  a l a  d iv in a t io n . ( O.C., p p .365-66)

14
A rthur Symons, T .S . E l io t ,  and V alery , in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a s se r te d  

P o e 's  a u th o r i ty  as founding f a th e r  o f French Symbolism. The most 
com plete summary in  E n g lish  o f th e  in flu e n c e  of P o e 's  thought and 
p o e try  on Mallarme i s :  John C h ia r i ,  Symbolisme from Poe to  M allarm e;
The Growth of a Myth (New York: Gordian P re s s ,  1970). Concerning
q u e s tio n s  o f in f lu e n c e , th e  fo llow ing  s tu d ie s  a re  h e lp fu l :

C.P. C am briaire , The In flu e n ce  of E.A. Poe (New York: S te c h e r t ,  1927);
L. Lemonnier, Edgar Poe e t  l a  c r i t iq u e  f ra n c a is e  (P a r is :  PUF, 1928) 
and Les T rad u cteu rs  d 'E dgar Poe en France (P a r is :  PUF, 1928); L. S ey laz , 
Edgar Poe e t  l e s  p rem iers Sym bolistes f ra n g a is  (Lausanne: La Concorde, 
1923); P a tr ic k  F. Quinn, The French Face o f Poe (Southern  I l l i n o i s  
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1957); Cam ille M au cla ir , Le Genie d 'E dgar Poe: La
legende e t  l a  v e r i t e ,  l a  methode, l a  p en see , 1 ' in flu e n c e  en France
(P a r is :  A lbin M ichel, 1925). And p a r t i c u l a r ly  e n lig h te n in g :  T .S . E l io t ,
"Note su r Mallarme e t  Poe ,"  N ouvelle Revue F ra n g a ise , 27 (1926), pp. 
524-26; "From Poe to  V a le ry ,"  Hudson Review, 2 (August 1949), pp.
327-42; and P aul V alery , " S i tu a t io n  de B a u d e la ire ,"  V a r ie te  I I  
( P a r is :  G allim ard , 1930), p p .121-55.

15
B au d e la ire , N ouvelles H is to i r e s  e x t r a o rd in a i r e s , t ra d u c tio n  e t  

in tro d u c tio n ,  quoted in  H enri Mondor, Vie de Mallarme (P a r is :  G allim ard , 
1941), p . 320.

16
Mondor, Vie de M allarm e, p . 73.
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17
Em ilie  N o u le t, L 'Oeuvre p o e tiq u e  de Stephane Mallarme (Geneve: 

Droz, 1940), p . 152. In  my o p in io n , N o u le t 's  rem arks on M allarm e's  
t r a n s la t io n s  o f Poe a re  q u i te  conv incing ; and h e r an a ly ses  o f  in d iv id u a l  
poems o f bo th  w r i te r s  in  which she dem onstrates th e  p a r a l le l s  rem ain th e  
most d isc e rn in g . In  L 'E x p ress io n  l i t t e r a i r e  dans 1 'oeuvre de Mallarme 
( P a r is :  Droz, 1947), Jacques S cherer a tta c k s  M allarm e's  t r a n s la t io n s  
o f  Poe and d ism isses  com pletely  th e  in flu e n ce  o f E n g lish  on M allarm e's  
sy n tax , p p .19-33. A c o n s id e ra tio n  o f M allarm e's  t r a n s la t io n s  o f Poe 
i s  i n s t r u c t iv e .  The o b sc u ri ty  o f h is  t r a n s la t io n s  i s  o f a very  d i f f e r e n t  
k ind  than  th e  o r ig in a l  and th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  t r a n s la t io n s  a re  in  p ro se  
and not in  v e rse  both  re v e a ls  M allarm e's  s k i l l  in  making p ro se  p o e tic  
and p o in ts  to  h is  l a t e r  experim ents in  fu sin g  p o e try  w ith  p ro se . For 
a good d isc u ss io n  o f M allarm e's f in a l  a e s th e t ic  and th e  poem e-c ritiq u e  
see  Norman Paxton , The Development o f M allarm e's  P rose  S ty le  (Geneve: 
Droz, 1968), p p .95-105.

18
'E m ilie  N o u le t, L 'Oeuvre p o e tique  de Stephane M allarm e, p . 154.

19
M allarm e, Correspondance (1862-1871), p . 249. This l e t t e r  con­

cern in g  th e  c re a t io n  of th e  Poem d e fin e s  th e  so u rc e s , th e  o p e ra tio n  and 
th e  ends o f th e  c re a t iv e  p ro cess  — th e  c o n s tru c tio n  of a cosmos:
" . . . l e  r e s t e  de mon corps o u b lie ,  sau f l a  main q u i e c r i t  e t  ce coeur 
qu i v i t ,  mon ebauche se  f a i t  — se  f a i t  — . Je  s u is  v e ritab le m e n t 
decompose, e t  d i re  q u ' i l  f a u t  c e la  pour a v o ir  une vue t r e s  — une de 
l 'U n iv e r s ."

20
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CHAPTER FOUR

IGITUR OR THE GAME OF THE "SYNTAXER"

The forms of thought a re ,  in  the  f i r s t  in s ta n c e ,  
d isp lay ed  and s to re d  in  human language.

H egel, The Science of Logic

I I  y a a V e r s a il le s  des b o is e r ie s  a r in ceau x , j o l i s  
a f a i r e  p le u re r ;  des c o q u il le s ,  des en ro u lem en ts , des 
courbes, des r e p r is e s  de m o tifs .  T e lle  m’ a p p a ra i t  d 'ab o rd  
l a  ph rase que j e  j e t t e  su r  l e  p a p ie r ,  en un d e ss in  sommaire, 
que j e  s y n th e t is e .  S i l 'o n  o b e it  a 1 ' i n v i t a t i o n  de ce grand 
espace b lan c  l a i s s e  a d esse in  au hau t de l a  page comme pour 
s e p a re r  de t o u t ,  l e  de ja  lu  a i l l e u r s , s i  l 'o n  a r r iv e  avec 
tine ame v ie rg e , neuve, on s 'a p e r q o i t  a lo rs  que j e  su is  
profondem ent e t  scrupuleusem ent s y n ta x ie r ,  que mon e c r i tu r e  
e s t  depourvue d 'o b s c u r i te ,  que ma phrase  e s t  ce q u 'e l l e  d o it  
e t r e  e t  e t r e  pour to u jo u rs .

M allarme, C onversation  w ith  M aurice G uillem ot, 
1887
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FOR D ECO R: THOUGHT AND IMAGE

• • • quelque m ise en scene s p i r l t u e l l e  exacte  

M allarm e, P re face  to  Un Coup de Des

Avec v e ra c i te ,  q u 'e s t - c e ,  l e s  L e t t r e s ,  que c e t te  
m entale  p o u rsu ite ,  menee, en ta n t  que le  d isc o u rs , a f in  
de d e f in i r  ou de f a i r e ,  a l 'e g a r d  de soi-meme, preuve 
que le  s p e c ta c le  repond a une im ag in ativ e  comprehension, 
i l  e s t  v r a i ,  dans l 'e s p o i r  de s ’y m ire r.

M allarm e, La Musique dans le s  L e t tr e s

I g i t u r  i s  the  s to ry  o f the  tra n sm u ta tio n  of id ea  in to  s p e c ta c le .

Staged w ith in  a c ircum scribed  sp ace , i t  employs the  h o r r i f i c  props o f  a

t a l e  by Poe, y e t  w ith  th e  added so lem nity  o f a C a rte s ian  c o g ito  gone

awry. Wings b e a t ,  an ominous plumage o f the  n ig h t  tak es  f l i g h t ,  a

clock  sounds, and a pendulum marks out th e  phantasm al space . Mallarme

s e ts  the  l im it s  to  h i s  dream through a "mise en scene" ou "d ram a tisa -
1

t io n  s p e c u la t iv e ."  I g i t u r *s d iv is io n s  a re  f iv e  sh a rp ly  defin ed  s e t t in g s :

1. Le M inuit
2. I I  q u i t t e  l a  chambre e t  se perd  dans l e s  e s c a l ie r s
3. Vie d * Ig itu r  (scheme)
4. Le Coup de Des (Au tombeau)
5. I I  se couche au tombeau

W ithin th ese  s i t e s  Mallarme s e le c ts  and a rran g es  o b je c ts  to  e x te r io r iz e  

h is  s p i r i t u a l  descen t "au fond des choses" (434). The G e s ta l t  of th e  

t a l e  m an ifes ts  M allarm e's  n o n - re p re se n ta tio n a l  a b so lu te ;  h is  id ea  i s  

shown f o r th  in  s e n s ib le  form.
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The chamber, a rem arkable f ig u re  o f e n c lo su re , d isp la y s  icons 

in  p a t te rn s  th a t  o r c h e s t ra te  the  moments in  th e  drama. Timeworn and 

m usty, th e  atm osphere i s  surrounded by o b s c u r i ty ,  "une p resence de 

M inuit" (436). The f i r s t  p a r t  o f th e  s to r y ,  "Le M in u it,"  i s  a hymn 

to  M idnight. The r e p e t i t io n s  of "M inuit" frame the  a c tio n  and make 

the th e a t re :  "C ertainem ent s u b s is te  une p resence  de M inu it" ;

"R ev ela teu r du M inu it" ; "ce M inuit demeure l a  p resen ce" ; " C 'e s t  l e  

reve pur d 'un  M in u it" ; "ce  M inuit evcque son ombre f in i e  e t  n u l le  p a r 

ces m ots"; " la  p a ro le  qui a b so lu t M in u it."  What i s  w ith in  the room i s  

purged o f c e r ta in ty  and h e ld  in  suspense , f lu c tu a t io n  and shadow. The 

very p re s e n ta t io n  o f th in g s  prompts t h e i r  v an ish in g . Housed in  an a l ­

te r n a te ly  r a d ia n t  and opaque c o n te x t, th e  decor seems to  defy our 

a ttem p ts  to  o rd er what we view . The s e t t in g ,  a "m iro item ent de l 'o b ­

s c u r i te "  (436), r e in fo rc e s  the  u n c e rta in ty  o f the  n a r r a t iv e .

W ithin "une mouvante l im ite "  (435), appear i n f i n i t e  r e la t io n s h ip s .  

Mallarme s ta g e s  I g i t u r  in  a space th a t  ch a llen g es  o b je c t i f i c a t io n :

"Ceci d e v a it  a v o ir  l i e u  dans le s  combinaisons de l ' l n f i n i  v i s - a -v i s  

de l 'A b so lu "  (434). The whole i s  a m irro red  w orld , an ensemble of 

r e f l e x iv i ty .  In  t h is  i n t e r io r  landscape of u n s e tt le d  r e c ip ro c i ty ,  

l ig h t  and darkness combine c a p ric io u s ly  and th e  "diam ant de m in u it,"  

th e  image o f convergence and i r r a d i a t i o n ,  s ig n i f ie s  th e  com bination.

The sym biosis of q u a l i t ie s  d i s t in c t  by t h e i r  n a tu re s  makes the  r e f r a n -  

gent q u a li ty  o f a p ro se  th a t  reads as p o e try . In  C rise  de v e r s , 

Mallarme w r i te s :  " S im ilitu d e  e n tre  le s  v e rs ,  e t  v i e i l l e s  p ro p o rt io n s ,

une r e g u la r i t e  d u re ra , pa rce  que l 'a c t e  p o e tiq u e  c o n s is te  a v o ir
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soudain qu 'une idee  se f ra c tio n n e  en un nombre de m o tifs  egaux p a r 

v a le u r  e t  a l e s  grouper" (O.C. 365). The com position of I g i t u r  

dem onstra tes the  r e l a t i o n a l  c h a ra c te r  of M allarm e's  language. P o in ts  

of r e l a t i o n  perm eate the  t e x t ,  and th ese  p o in ts  a re  moments o u ts id e  

the  flow o f d isc o u rse . D is t in c t  from the  n a r r a t iv e  and e le v a te d  from 

i t ,  th ese  p o in ts  of equ iva lence  open in to  an arrangem ent. Varying 

m o tifs  o f p o la r iz a t io n  cohere in  a c o n s te l la t io n  of words (one of 

M allarm e's  favored  im ages), w ith in  which a p r is m -lik e  d iv is io n  of 

forms p r o l i f e r a te  in to  a u n ity .

There is  a p r in c ip le  o f cohesion in  the  complex s t r u c tu r e ,  woven 

of e v e r - s h i f t in g ,  su rfa c e  r e f l e c t io n s .  The p r in c ip le  o rgan izes the 

work to  d isc lo s e  i t s  " b a la n c ie r  cache" (440). Thus to  d isco v e r the 

i n te r n a l  o rg an iz a tio n  i s  to  r i s e  out of lim ite d n ess  to  th a t  "vue t r e s  

—une de l 'U n iv e r s ."  A ll p a r ts  of th e  co n tex t determ ine each o th e r .

And m eaning  i s  em bodied in  th e s e  r e c i p r o c a l  d e t e r m in a t io n s .  M a lla rm e 's  

c h a l le n g e  t o  th e  r e a d e r  i s  a n a lo g o u s  to  h i s  c o n c e p tio n  o f  th e  p o e t 's  

a c t i v i t y :

En vue qu 'une a t t i r a n c e  su p e rie u re  comme d 'u n  v id e , 
nous avons d r o i t ,  l e  t i r a n t  de nous p a r 1 ' ennui a 
l 'e g a r d  des choses s i  e l l e s  s ' e ta b l is s a ie n t  s o lid e s  
e t  p r e p o n d e r a te s —eperdument l e s  detache ju sq u 'a  
s 'e n  rem p lir  e t  a u s s i  le s  douer de re sp len d issem en t, 
a t ra v e rs  l 'e s p a c e  v a c an t, en des f e te s  a vo lo n te  e t  
s o l i t a i r e s .

(O.C. 647)

E nv is io n in g  " la  l e c tu re  comme une p ra t iq u e  desesperee  (O.C. 647), 

he dares the  re a d e r ,  the  d e c h if f r e u r ,"  to  u n rav e l the  m ystery ,

"m ystere . . . le  co n tex t e v o lu t i f  de l 'l d e e "  (O.C. 653). The
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mind alone can grasp  th e  lo g ic  o f  t h i s  v e rb a l p la y , i t s  h idden 

e q u ilib riu m —"La to ta l e  a rab esq u e ."

M allarm e's v is io n ,  looking  through th e  many to  th e  One (a  

diam ond-like a b so rp tio n  of d i f f e r in g  r e f le c t io n s  in to  a focus) draws 

d iv e rse  im pressions to g e th e r  in  such a way th a t  th e  re a d e r ,  in  a kind 

o f i n t e l l e c tu a l  e x e rc is e ,  r e a l iz e s  th a t  id e a l  a r c h i te c tu re  which the  

apparen t a m b ig u ities  have m om entarily concealed . The s i t e  of the  work, 

composed of a m u ltitu d e  o f seem ingly i r r e c o n c i la b le  in f lu e n c e s , e x i s t s ,  

u l t im a te ly ,  as an embodiment of o rd e r .  As th e  ep ig raph  to  I g i t u r  makes 

c le a r ,  th e  f i c t io n  shows th e  rea d e r the  way toward p e rc e iv in g : "Ce

conte s 'a d d re s s e  a 1 ' I n te l l ig e n c e  du le c te u r  q u i met le s  choses en 

scen e , elle-m eme" (433). And th i s  a ttem p t to  recogn ize  an o rd er 

b rin g s  us c lo s e r  to  M allarm e's conception  of a u th e n tic  p o e tiz in g :  

" I n s t i t u e r  une r e la t io n  e n tre  le s  im ages, e t  que s 'e n  detache un t i e r s  

a sp ec t fu s ib le  e t  c l a i r  p re se n te  a l a  d iv in a tio n "  (O.C. 365). The 

r e a d e r 's  ta s k ,  th en , i s  a rec o n s tru c tio n  of the o b je c ts  a r t i c u l a te d  by 

r e f le c t in g  upon th e i r  p o la r i ty  and t h e i r  overlap  in  analogy, t h e i r  

d i s t in c tn e s s  and th e i r  com bination. The apprehension  of r e la t io n s h ip s  

between the  forms should lead  to  the  re c o g n itio n  of an id ea :

. . . une e x tr a o rd in a ir e  a p p ro p r ia tio n  de l a  s t r u c tu r e ,  
lim p id e , aux p r im it iv e s  foudres de l a  lo g iq u e . Un 
b a lb u tiem e n t, q u i semble l a  p h rase , i c i  re fo u le  dans 
l 'e m p lo i  d 'in c id e n ts  m u l t ip l ie ,  se  compose e t  s 'e n le v e  
en quelque e q u il ib re  s u p e r ie u r ,  a balancem ent prevu d' 
in v e rs io n s .

(O.C. 386)

The work unfo lds as the  uneasy co incidence o f unspoken tho u g h t, 

th e  in te r n a l iz e d  sound in  th e  mind, w ith  the  c o n tin g en t body o f
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e x p ress io n  (though t and t e x t ,  id e a  coming to  being  in  tim e ). Holding 

in  one hand "une lu e u r ,"  in  the  o th e r ,  "un volume" (S c o lie s  to  I g i t u r , 

449), M allarm e, through h is  h e s i ta n t  h e ro 's  m e d ita t io n , in v e s t ig a te s  

the  g e n e ra tio n  o f a language th a t  w i l l  convey an id e a l  realm . The 

o p p o s itio n  between th e  pure p o t e n t i a l i t y  o f  v i s io n ,  " l a  pensee en un 

lu m in a ire ,"  and m an ifes t r e a l i t y ,  " la  p a ro le  humain en le  g rim o ire"  

(S c o l ie s , 442), i s  a source o f  the  su ccess io n  o f c o n tra d ic t io n s  in  th e  

n a r r a t iv e .  Through eq u iv a len ce  in  s t r u c tu r e ,  th e  two op tio n s  rev e a l 

them selves as equal in  t h e i r  o p p o s itio n :

. . . l ' e t o i l e  n ac ree  de le u r  nebu leuse sc ien ce  tenue 
d 'une m ain, e t  a l 'e t i n c e l l e  d 'o r  du ferm o ir h e ra ld iq u e  
de le u r  volume, dans 1*a u tr e ;  l e  volume de le u r s  n u i ts .

(437)

E lle  [ l a  conscience de s o i j  se  p re se n te  egalem ent dans 
l 'u n e  e t  dans 1 ' a u tre  face  des p a ro is  lu is a n te s  e t  
s e c u la ir e s  ne gardan t d 'e l l e  que d 'une main l a  c la r te  
op a lin e  de sa  sc ien ce  e t  de 1 ' a u tre  son volume, l e  volume 
de ses n u i t s ,  m ain tenan t ferm e: du passe  e t  de l 'a v e n i r
que parvenue au p in a c le  de moi.

(438)

The co n cre te  and f i n i t e  volume c o n fro n ts  a nebulous s c ie n c e , and 

th e  c o n f l i c t  engenders two chains of c h a r a c te r i s t ic s  which rec u r  to ­

g e th e r  throughout th e  t e x t :  human h is to r y ,  th e  p a s t  consciousness of

th e  rac e  and the  words o f h is  a n c e s to rs ,  and, on th e  o th e r  hand, h is  

c re a t iv e  im ag ination  ("moi p ro je te  a b s o lu " ) , th e  composed dream. The 

language fu n c tio n s  in  te n s io n , "en suspens" between thought and image. 

E q u ilib riu m  must be m ain tained  to  allow  words to  remain p o ised  as i f

u n re a l iz e d . Id e a l  through such a h e ld  o s c i l l a t i o n ,  " l 'E t r e  e t  l 'l d e e  
2

auron t trouve  ce p a ra d is ,"  as Mallarme con fid es  in  a l e t t e r  w r i t te n
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3
during  the  m etap h y sica l c r i s i s  th a t  culm inated  in  I g i t u r .

On th e  p reced ing  page, both  passages claim  th e  p o in t of conjunc­

t io n  as " la  conscience de s o i . "  The dual e x tre m it ie s  of d u ra t io n , and 

the  a n te r io r  and p o s te r io r  ( lu e u r  and volume) a re  sy n th e s ize d  "au 

p in a c le  de m oi." In  the  course  o f th e  n a r r a t iv e ,  the  consciousness o f 

advancing in to  the  fu tu re  appears id e n t i c a l  to  th a t  o f f a l l in g  back 

in to  the p a s t .  Both a re  absorbed in to  a s in g le  moment, the  "p o in t de

jo n c tio n  de son f u tu r  e t  de son p asse  devenus id e n tiq u e s"  (S c o l ie s ,

448). But to  a r r iv e  a t  t h is  p o in t ,  th e  hero  must move through in ce s sa n t 

v a c i l l a t io n s ,  a movement back and fo r th  between two d e te rm in a tio n s , a c t ­

ing out th e  incoherence o f a r e a l i t y  th a t  i s  fra u g h t w ith  c o n tr a d ic t io n s .  

These d e te rm in a tio n s  a re  se p a ra te d  and then  brought to  eq u iv a len ce . Such 

i s  the drama of I g i t u r : "dedoublee p a r  1 ' equivoque ex p lo re"  (437). The 

movement i s  i t s e l f  a paradigm fo r  the  fundam ental p o la r i s a t io n  in  the

w r i t e r 's  mind. He i s :

f a i t e  d 'une double
id e n t i t e

eq ua tion  ou idee
s i  c ec i e s t c e la

c e la  e s t ceci
(O.C. 429)

MallarmS fe ig n s  a s c is s io n  ("a t o r t  sc in d es  en deux," O.C. 429),

and i n s t i t u t e s  th e  e q u a tio n s  by which we u nderstand  the  s to ry :  "Tout

l e  m ystere e s t  l a :  e t a b l i r  l e s  i d e n t i t e s  s e c re te s  p a r  un deux a deux
5

qui ronge e t  use l e s  o b je t s ,  au nom d 'une  c e n tr a le  p u re te ."  I  w i l l  

a ttem p t to  c la r i f y  th e  eq u a tio n  made between th e  h e ro 's  in n e r  movement, 

h i s  own p a th  toward knowing, and i t s  v e rb a l tra n sm iss io n . The tra n sc en ­
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dent t ru th s  of h is  s e l f - r e f l e c t i o n ,  " la  c la r te  o p a lin e  de sa 

s c ie n c e ,"  un fo ld  in  the  p ro p e r t ie s  o f m a te r ia l  ex te n s io n  and then 

sound in  tim e (prolongem ent de b r u i t /b a t te m e n t / f r o t te m e n t / fro lem en t/  

scandement) to  emerge the  cadenced and pen d u la r  " p a tte s  arachneenes 

de soupQon ( S c o l ie s , 446). S ince the  l i n g u i s t i c  e x p ress io n  i s  a 

m etaphor fo r  a l a t e n t  drama of th o u g h t, we respond to  i t s  form ation  

as em blematic syn tax  of essen ce . We a re  le d  to  recogn ize the id ea  

through form, a law of equ iv a len ce  through an im i ta t io n  of assym etry.

The eq u a tio n  fu n c tio n s , however, as in c o n c lu s iv e ly  as the  swing of the 

pendulum o r the  v is io n  o f the  dual p a n e ls ,  "a l a  fo is  o u v e rte s  e t  

ferm es" (S c o lie s ,  450).
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-  2 -

THE MIND'S SCANSION AND THE SPECTACLE OF FORM

Let i t  be so ; y e t  a t  th e  very l e a s t  i t  i s  c e r ta in  th a t  
i t  seems to  me th a t  I  see  l i g h t ,  h e a r  n o is e s ,  and f e e l  
h e a t.  This much cannot be f a l s e ,  and i t  i s  t h i s ,  p ro p erly  
c o n sid e red , which in  my n a tu re  i s  c a lle d  p e rc e iv in g , and 
th a t ,  again  speaking p r e c i s e ly ,  i s  n o th in g  e ls e  but 
th in k in g .

D e sc a rte s , M ed ita tio n  11^

Dans le  "langage" e x p liq u e r  le  Langage, dans son 
je u  p a r rap p o rt a l 'E s p r i t ,  l e  dem ontrer, sans t i r e r  
de conclusions abso lues (de l 'E s p r i t ) .

M allarm e, N o tes , 1869

. . . the  thought i s  lo g ic a l iz e d  by the  e f f o r t  a t  
(w ritte n )  ex p re ss io n .

Poe, M arg in a lia , 1846

I g i t u r 's  s u b je c t  i s  the  a c t i v i t y  of tho u g h t, "un rythm e, ou 

mouvement de l a  pensee" (O.C. 328), in  language. In  E ureka, we remem­

b e r ,  Poe c o rr e la te d  c o g ita tio n  to  l i n g u i s t i c  d isp la y . Announcing the 

very bounds o f thought as h is  s u b je c t ,  "a  shadowy and f lu c tu a t in g  

domain," he employs a p a r t i c u l a r  language to  re p re se n t  th a t  realm : 

"d isp la y in g  our ignorance o f i t s  awful c h a ra c te r  in  the  v a c i l la t io n  

of the  phraseology w ith  which we endeavor to  c ircu m scrib e  i t . "  In  

th e  b r ie f  sy nopsis p reced ing  h is  t a l e ,  Mallarme w r i te s :  "N ecessa ire

—e x t r a i t  l 'l d e e .  F o lie  u t i l e "  (434). This ex ig e n t madness i s  de­

manded o f the  re a d e r .  The p e rc e p tio n  o f an id ea  through com position 

tu rn s  on an eq u iv a len ce  between n a r r a t iv e  and mind, t r a n s c r ip t io n  and
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th o u g h t, syn tax  and s p i r i t .

A te x t  tra n s c r ib e d  in  remembrance o f the  Logos m an ifes ts  the 

r e la t io n s h ip  between language and lo g ic ,  a convergence o f a composite 

n a tu r e :

Q uel p i v o t ,  j 'e n t e n d s ,  dans c e s  c o n t r a s t e s ,  a 
1 ' i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y ?  i l  f a u t  une g a r a n t i e —

La Syntaxe—
(O.C. 385)

M allarm e’ s concern w ith  the  u ltim a te  c o n d itio n  of language determ ines 

the  n a r r a t iv e  s t r u c tu r e .  I g i t u r  i s  a m arvel o f arrangem ent. While i t  

allow s e la b o ra tio n s  and d ig re s s io n s ,  i t  p re s e n ts  a sy s te m atic  o u tlin e  

of movement. We should  co n sid e r the  te x t  as the  l i t e r a l  t ra n s c r ip t io n  

of a mind moving toward i t s  a b s o lu te , as w e ll as an a ttem pt to  d e te r ­

mine the lo c a tio n  o f consciousness " dans un a c te  ou le  h asard  e s t  en 

jeu " (441). How much o f a game th is  i s  to  Mallarme rem ains q u e s tio n ­

ab le . The s to ry  tu rn s  on th e  a c t  o f w r i t in g ;  i t  tak es  th a t  endeavor 

as i t s  e x p l i c i t  o b je c t .

In  the  lo g ic  o f the  ensemble l i e s  th e  ground p lan  o r e s s e n t ia l  

s tr u c tu r e  to  which th e  n a r r a t iv e  conforms. The s e l f  r e c o l le c te d  and 

rec re a te d  in  the  o th ern ess  of the  v e rb a l e f f e c t ,  e x is t s  as a diagram 

of fo rc e s . "Le moi impur" s h a tte re d ,  th e  c o n tin g en t ex ecu ted , the 

mind can be rev e a led , through w r i t in g ,  w holly as form, a sy n tax  th a t  

i s  the  su bstance  o f th e  ab so lu te  and u n iv e rs a l  id e a . At l e a s t ,  t h is  

i s  M allarm e's o b je c t iv e ,  an o b je c tiv e  th a t  th r iv e s  on i t s  own im possi­

b i l i t y .  O perating  through th a t  "undoubling" which we have d iscu ssed  

( th e  a l te rn a t in g  d e te rm in a tio n  from one p o in t  to  th e  o th e r  and back 

again) th e  s to ry  p r o je c ts  i t s e l f  as an e x p lo ra tio n  o f e q u iv o c a lity .
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In the  se c t io n  to  be ana lyzed , " I I  q u i t t e  l a  chambre e t  se 

perd  dans l e s  e s c a l ie r s "  (pp. 436-39), the  l in g u i s t i c  c o n s tru c t r e ­

f le c t s  upon the  mind as i t  engenders words. Threads o f words spun out 

of the  mind’s glow ( " la  s c i n t i l l a t i o n  m en ta le ,"  O.C. 489) ex tend  " le u rs  

lig n e s  dures dans l 1absence d 'a tm osphere" (441). The mind rem ains the 

s t i l l  and s i l e n t  hub o f the  h e s ita n c y  and o s c i l l a t io n  fo rm ally  d ep ic ted  

throughout th e  n a r r a t iv e .  As we n o ted , out o f the  prim ary antagonism  

between " le  l iv r e "  ( th e  words of the  a n c es to rs )  and " la  bougie" ( th e  

v i r t u a l  l ig h t  of the  mind) grows a s e r ie s  o f echoes: the  p o la r iz a t io n

between movement and s t i l l n e s s ,  o b sc u rity  and l i g h t ,  doubt and c e r ta in ­

ty , f a l l in g  and tak in g  f l i g h t .  The p o in ts  where th ese  o p p o s itio n s  pose 

them selves in  a t o t a l i t y  are  the p o in ts  of c ro ss in g  th a t  a c t  as source 

and o rg an iz in g  p r in c ip le  o f the  p ro se . The seeming antagonism s open 

up in to  a communication th a t  rev e a ls  a l l  c o n tra d ic t io n s  as p a r ts  o f  a 

supreme m atrix .

Mallarme endows knowing w ith  the  f ig u re s  o f s e n sa tio n  w hile  he in ­

te r n a liz e s  the  "g ivens" o f e x is te n c e . I g i t u r ,  an inmate o f the  n ig h t ,  

"aux yeux n u ls  p a re i ls  au m iro ir"  sees  "un vague frem issem ent de pensee" 

as he h ea rs  th e  b e a t ,  the  rhythms o f h is  own r e c o l le c t io n  th a t  emerge 

as one w ith  the  a c t o f t r a n s c r ip t io n :  " le  scandement de ma mesure dont

la  rem iniscence me r e v in t  pro longee p a r l e  b r u i t  dans l e  c o rr id o r  du 

temps" (439). As Mallarme w r ite s  in  th e  S c o l ie s : " le  b r u i t  de son 

p ro p re  co eu r, e x p lic a tio n  du b r u i t  devenu d i s t i n c t :  c ' e t a i t  e l l e -

meme qui sc an d a it s a  mesure" (447).

The movement forw ard and back , " v is - a - v i s ,  devant e t  d e r r ie r e "  

in  the  f lu x  and r e f lu x  o f I g i t u r 's  thoughts c o n s t i tu te  th e  cu rious
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7
"d o u b le-d e term in a tio n " o f our s e c t io n .  The n a r r a t io n  b eg ins w ith 

the zigzagging  which appears to  b lock  th e  n a r r a t iv e :

L'ombre d isp a ru e  en l 'o b s c u r i t e ,  l a  Nuif r e s ta  
avec une douteuse p e rc e p tio n  de pendule q u i va s 'e t e in d r e  
e t  e x p ire r  en l u i ;  mais a ce qui l u i t  e t  va , e x p ira n t en 
s o i ,  s 'e t e in d r e ,  e l l e  se v o i t  q u i l e  p o r te  en core; done, 
e 'e s t  d 'e l l e  que, n u l dou te , e t a i t  le  ba ttem en t o u i ,  dont 
l e  b r u i t  t o t a l  e t  denue a jam ais tomba en son p asse .

(436)

This f i r s t ,  one-sen tence  paragraph i s  broken up by a s e r ie s  o f rep e­

t i t i o n s  th a t  impede the  n a r r a t iv e  flow . This "und ersco rin g " through

r e p e t i t io n  i s  one of M allarm e's s t r a te g i e s  in  com plicating  the l in e a r -  
8

i t y  of the  sen ten ce . Each r e p e t i t io n  of the  word en tak es  us fu r th e r  

in to  I g i t u r 's  descen t in to  the reg io n s  of a thought c o ile d  back upon 

i t s e l f :  "en 1 'o b s c u r i te /e n  lu i /e n  s o i/e n  son p a s se ."  Mallarme renders

the  rhythms of th in k in g  through th e  rhythms of a language, broken up 

and doubled back, and su b v e rts  the  l in e a r i t y  we ex p ect. This subversion  

through r e p e t i t io n  appears a d is ju n c tiv e  euphony. The sen tence  is  

atom ized, broken down in to  i t s  p a r t s ,  and th ese  p a r ts  a re  used in  vary ­

ing p o s it io n s  to f a b r ic a te  a s u g g e s t iv i ty : " . . .  1 'om nipresente Ligne

espacee de to u t  p o in t a to u t  a u tre  pour i n s t i t u e r  l 'i d e e "  (O.C. 648).

R e p e titio n  transfo rm s n a r r a t iv e  l in e a r i t y  in to  a c i r c u la r  movement 

in te r ru p te d  by ab rup t d e v ia t io n s . We le a rn  of what endures by f i t s  

and s t a r t s .  This d isc o n t in u i ty ,  the  s t y l i s t i c  d is ju n c tio n  in  r e p e t i ­

t io n ,  causes th e  h ia tu s  in  the  p h rase  sought by M allarme: "Tout dev ien t

susp en s, d isp o s i tio n  frag m en ta ire  avec a lte m a n c e  e t  v i s - a - v i s ,  concour- 

a n t au rythme t o ta l "  (O.C. 367). Suspending words in  t h e i r  o s c i l l a t io n s ,
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Mallarme m u lt ip l ie s  p e rsp e c tiv e s  o r p o in ts  o f view to  a t t a in  an id e a l  

and e f f i c i e n t  c o n ju n c tio n . In  th e  parag raph  th a t  I  am co n s id e r in g , 

th e re  i s  a lo cu s  o f c o n c e n tra tio n , a complex b a lan c in g  of i d e n t i f i c a ­

t io n s  and in v e rs io n s  of w o rd -p a irs :

q u i /v a / s 'e te in d r e  e t / e x p ir e r /e n  lu i ; /m a is  a ce
q u i / l u i t / e t  v a /e x p ira n t/e n  s o i , / s * e te in d r e

Every word used has i t s  echo. R e p e tit io n  i s  re in fo rc e d  through a l ­

l i t e r a t i o n  and the  jo in in g  o f l u i  and l u i t  in  rhyme. The only word 

th a t  i s  n o t doubled i s  s o i , although th e  words fo llow ing  i t  produce i t s  

eq u iv a le n t in  sound, " e l l e  se v o i t .  . .

The image o f the pendulum s ig n a ls  the  w ords1 p ro g ress  in  th e  p a ra ­

graph: i t s  s t r i k in g  i s  equal in  s u g g e s t iv ity  to  th e  a c tu a l  p ro g ress io n

of the' s en ten ce , dismembered in  cadence. Out o f the a l t e rn a t io n  of

what d isa p p e a rs , "L/ombre d isp aru e" and what rem ains, " la  N uit r e s t a ,"  

i s  bom  th e  c e r t i tu d e  of equ ivoca l th in g s :  th e  "douteuse p e rc e p tio n

de pendule" tu rn s  in to  "nu l d o u te ,"  and l a t e r ,  "nu l d o u te ,"  tu rn s  in to  

"doute n u l ."  The pendulum summons up the  a c c e le ra t io n  o f th a t  " e i t h e r -  

or" m ental o s c i l l a t io n  th a t  q u a l i f ie s  every s y n ta c t ic  maneuver in  the 

s e c t io n .  The f i r s t  sen tence  emphasizes s ig h t ,  d isp a ru e , p e rc e p tio n  de 

pendule (d o u te u se ) , se v o i t , and ends w ith  the se n sa t io n  of hearin g  

(done . . . n u l d o u te ) . Sound, l e  b a ttem en t oui . . . l e  b r u i t  t o t a l  

e t  denue a jam a is , ov ertak es  p e rc e p tio n  as th e  c o n tro l lin g  elem ent of 

the  parag rap h , only to  i t s e l f  e x p ire  a t  th e  p a ra g ra p h s  end: a jam ais

tomba en son p a s se .
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Mallarme devotes th e  second parag raph  to  a c l a r i f i c a t i o n  of 

doubt. He m a te r ia liz e s  the  concept o f am bivalence. The h igh  i n c i ­

dence o f r e l a t i v e  pronouns and in te rm e d ia te  marks o f p u n c tu a tio n  b reak  

up the  sen ten ce . Y et, what appears as frag m en ta tio n  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  compo­

s i t i o n .  U nm itigated su ccess io n  fragm ents i t s e l f  in to  a p o ly v a le n t s i ­

m u lta n e ity ; every word f in a l ly  re so lv e s  i t s e l f  in to  a co n c re te  p a t te rn ,  

a p a t te rn  th a t  we can see as a g en e ra l c o n fig u ra tio n  o f a l t e rn a t io n .  

Again, the  decom position a c c e le ra te s  the  p rev io u s ly  n o ted  pendu lar 

m otion. The in tro d u c to ry  p h rase  o f  the  sen ten ce  su g g ests  o s c i l l a t io n :

D'un cote s i  l 1equivoque c e ssa , une m otion de 1 'a u tr e ,  
dure. . . .

A d u a l i s t i c  o b sess io n , a "double h e u rt  qu i n 'a t t e i n t  p lu s  ou pas 

sa  n o tio n ,"  u n d e rlie s  the  u n s ta b le ,  ham m er-like rhythm s, and en fo rces  

the  a tte n u a tio n  of norm ative co n ca ten a tio n . As in  the  f i r s t  p a rag rap h , 

we no te  the a l t e rn a t io n  between what ceases and what co n tin u e s , what 

appears and d isap p ea rs . And i t s  segm entation  and consequent assyme- 

t r i e s  in v en t a sudden and s u rp r is in g  co a lescen ce . As in  Un Coup de 

Des, " se lo n  t e l l e  o b l iq u i te  par t e l l e  d e c l iv i te "  (O.C. 477), the  o b liq u e  

movement t ra c e s  a p a t te rn :

D 'u n  c o t e / / s i  l 'e q u iv o q u e  c e s s a / /u n e  m o tio n  de l ' a u t r e ,  
d u re ,/ /m a r q u e e  . . . p a r  un d o u b le  h e u r t , / / q u i  n ' a t t e i n t  
p l u s / /  ou p as  e n c o re  s a  n o t i o n / /  . . . 1 ' e q u iv o q u e //o u  s a  
c e s sa tio n //c o m m e  s i / /  l a  c h u te  t o t a l e / /  . . . l e  choc 
u n iq u e / /  des p o r t e s  de to m b e a u //  . . . 1 ' i n c e r t i t u d e  . . . 
de l a  to u m u r e  a f f i r m a t i v e , / / p r o l o n g e e  p a r  l a  r e m in i s c e n c e / /
. . . du h e u r t / / e n  l a q u e l l e  s e  co n fo n d e l a  c l a r t e / /  . . . 
une v i s io n  de l a  c h u te  i n te r r o m p u e / /d e  p a n n e au x ,//co m m e s i / /
. . . doue du movement s u s p e n d u , / / l e  r e to u m a t  s u r  s o i / /  . . . 
in d e f in im e n t  f u y a n t e , / / s i  une o p p r e s s io n  p r o g r e s s i v e , / /  . . .
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1 'evasion  c e r ta in e / /e n  un i n t e r v a l l e , / / l a  c e s s a t io n ; / /o u ,
. . . l e  h e u r t / /  . . . r ie n  en e f f e t  ne fu t  p lu s  o u i//q u e  
le  ba tte raen t d 'a i l e s / /  . . . h e u r t e / /  dans son lo u rd  somme// 
p a r  l a  c l a r t e / / e t  p ro lo n g ean t sa  f u i t e  i n d e f in ie .

(O.C. 436-437)

H ere, th e  unachieved i s  g iven  f u l l  p la y . Doubt c a l l s  i t s e l f  in to  

q u e s tio n . Each e lem en t, once a r t i c u l a te d ,  c a l l s  fo r th  i t s  n e g a tio n :

1*in c e r t i tu d e  a r i s e s  out o f l a  to u m u re  a f f i rm a tiv e ; a chute t o ta l e  

becomes a chute in te rro m p u e ; m otion moves in to  c e s s a t io n ; un double 

h e u rt emerges l e  choc u n ique ; and in  the  g e n e ra l u n c e r ta in ty ,  a c tio n ,  

even i f  in d efin im en t fuyan te  can be une op p ress io n  p ro g re s s iv e .

F in a lly ,  th ese  two n o tio n s , p ro g re s s iv e  op p ress io n  and in d e f in i te  

f l i g h t ,  a re  jo in e d  in  the  f in a l  p h rase , p ro lo n g ean t sa  f u i t e  i n d e f in ie .

I f  the p ro se  emphasizes a d isp e rs io n  through i t s  f lu c tu a t io n s ,  i t  

i s ,  n e v e rth e le s s  an o rganized  f a l l in g  asunder. The m easured s p l i t t i n g -  

in -tw o  r e s u l ts  in  a sy n ch ro n iza tio n  o f d iv is io n .  In  a d d it io n ,  th e  

l e x ic a l  r e p e t i t io n s  o f t h is  paragraph  i l l u s t r a t e  how words rep ea ted  

w ith  s u b tle  v a r ia t io n s  make up a w e l l - a r t i c u la te d  whole:

si//com me si//com me s i / / s i  
1* eq u iv o q u e //I 'eq u iv o q u e  
c e s s a / /s a  c e s s a t io n / / l a  c e ssa tio n  
un double h e u r t / /d u  h e u rt en la q u e l le  

se c o n fo n d e //le  h e u r t / / e t  q u 'e l l e s  se 
c o n fo n d iren t/ /h e u r t  

l a  chute t o t a l e / / l a  chute  in terrom pue 
l 'h o t e  sans r e to u r //q u e lq u e  h o te  e ff ra y e  
e l l e  d e v a it  e t r e  in d efin im en t fu y a n te //  

p ro lo n g ean t s a  f u i t e  in d e f in ie  
en somme//son lo u rd  somme 
se  confond l a  c l a r t e / / p a r  l a  c la r te

The i t e r a t e d  si//com me si//com m e s i / / s i  s t r e s s e s  th e  p lay  o f d i s t in c t io n
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and convergence. This d e s ig n a tio n  o f th e  f i c t i o n ,  o f a r t ' s  p a ra d o x ic a l 

d iss im u la tio n , i s  g iven  precedence in  Un Coup de Des, c a p ita l iz e d  and 

fram ing two pages:

COMME SI

COMME SI
(O.C. 466-467)

That p r o l i f e r a t i o n  which p lay s  a t  being  p o e try  r e s u l ts  from the  

s e n te n c e 's  p a r t i t i o n in g .  This a r t i c u l a t i o n  ch a llen g es  the  c o n tin u ity  

th a t  i s  th e  norm of p ro se :

Le v e rs  p a r  f le c h e s  j e t e  moins avec su c ce ss io n  que 
presque sim ultanem ent pour l ' i d e e ,  r e d u i t  l a  duree 
a une d iv is io n  s p i r i t u e l l e  p ropre  au s u je t :  d i f f e r e  de
l a  p h rase  au developpement tem p o ra ire , dont l a  p rose  
jo u e , le  d iss im u la n t, se lo n  m il le  to u rs .

(O.C. 654)

The p ro se  d issem bles; i t s  tem poral developm ent, en c lo se d , re ta rd e d ,  and 

broken down by p a tte rn s  o f  r e p e t i t i o n ,  e le v a te s  the  word in  c o n tra d is ­

t in c t io n  to  th e  l in e .  E xcessive frag m en ta tio n  i s  n ecessa ry  fo r  th e  

words o f  p rose  to  appear as the  i r r a d ia t io n s  o f M allarm e's  v e rs e , to  

achieve th a t  q u a li ty  o f " re fr in g e n c e "  he v a lu e s , " i r r a d ia n t ,  p a r  un 

je u  d i r e c t ,  du p r in c ip e  l i t t e r a i r e  meme" (O.C. 542).

W ithin th e  l im it s  o f the  sen ten ce  form, Mallarme a m p lifie s  both  i t s  

reso n an t s u g g e s t iv ity  and i t s  powers o f expansion . B efore co n tin u in g  

my a n a ly s is ,  I  n o te  an o th e r dev ice  t h a t  fu r th e r  h e lp s  to  ach ieve  th is  

goal o f p o e tiz in g  p ro se . Mallarme a n n ih i la te s  th e  d i s t in c t io n  between 

sen ten ce  and parag rap h . Of th e  e lev en  parag raphs in  the  s e c t io n ,  only
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fou r co n ta in  more than one f u l l  s to p , th e  c o n c lu siv e  pause w ith  which 

a complete sen tence  u su a lly  c lo se s . And th re e  o f the  fo u r paragraphs 

t h a t  have more than  one p o in t o f  c lo su re  end in  q u e s tio n  m arks, thus 

a lso  rem aining in co n c lu s iv e  u n t i l  the  paragraph end. O b l i te r a t in g  

the  p e rio d  as a p r a c t ic a l  u n it  o f p u n c tu a tio n  i n f i n i t i z e s  the  p o s s ib le  

b e a ts  o f the  sen tence  u n t i l  i t s  te rm in a tio n . Each l e x ic a l  item , both  

compressed and expanded, p re se n ts  i t s e l f  to  us a l l  a t  once, fu n c tio n in g  

as many r e in fo rc e d  f la s h e s ,  h e ld  and c o n cen tra ted  glimmers of th o u g h ts , 

o r ,  in  M allarm e's w ords, "de su b d iv is io n s  p rism atiq u es  de l 'l d e e "

(O.C. 455).

In  t h is  co n tex t r e v e rb e ra t in g  w ith  shocks, j o l t s ,  b e a ts  and f a l l s ,  

the  whole and the p a r ts  a c t  in te rd e p e n d e n tly . Every word i s  r e f le c te d  

in  and r e la te d  to  an o th er in  i t s  c o n c re ten e ss , as form and su b stan ce : 

choc, h e u r t , c h u te , h e u re , fo r  example. Words g a in  in  fo rce  w ith  each 

r e p e t i t io n  and c re a te  the  c i r c u la r  syn tax  th a t  th e  s p ir a l in g  e f f e c t  ac­

c e n tu a te s .  The f ig u re  o f the  s p i r a l ,  " le  r e to u rn a t  su r  s o i  en l a  s p i r a le  

v e r t ig in e u s e  consequente" (437), comments on th e  v e rb a l p ro ce ss , j u s t  as 

th e  pendulum 's image, embedded in  a p a rag rap h , marks i t s  o s c i l la to r y  

m otion. Mallarme d i r e c ts  our read ing  w ith  t a c t i c a l  p re c is io n .

The l e x ic a l  h in ts  toward comprehension co n tin u e . In  the  e leven  

paragraphs o f the  s e c t io n ,  th e  p h o n e tic  eq u iv a len ces  between words end­

ing in  ment a re  a lso  sem antic . I  l i s t  them as they  appear:

b a ttem en t, f ro lem en t, probablem ent, mouvement, i n d e f in i ­
m ent, b a tte m e n t, h a le tem en t, f ro t te m e n t,  prolongem ent, 
p rolongem ent, egalem ent, p a rfa ite m e n t,  tra v e s tis se m e n t,  
( chuchotem ent), fro lem en t, scandem ent, f ro lem en t, 
f ro lem en t, vo letem en t, scandem ent, ree lle m e n t.
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The c o n sis ten cy  of th ese  sounds i s  a measure th a t  endures in  s p i te  

o f th e  su rfa c e  v a r ia t io n s .  In  th e  i n te r a c t io n  o f nouns p h y s ic a l in  

t h e i r  d e s ig n a tio n  and th o se  le s s  d e f in i te  adverbs, the  obvious and 

th e  phantasm al lo se  t h e i r  d i s t in c t io n s .  Words such as b e a tin g ,  b re a th ­

in g , touching and brush ing  seem to  be both  an e x ten s io n  of th e  b o d y 's  

workings and the  th o u g h t's  th in k in g . Through words, I g i t u r  tu rn s  h is  

l i f e  in to  sound, and the  se n sa tio n  o f the  sound i s  a mode of h is  

though t. The a ttem p t to  g ive a sense o f th o u g h t's  rhythms in  language 

lead s  to  a method of v e r s i f i c a t i o n :  " t e l  rythmes immediats de pensee 

ordonnant une p ro so d ie"  (O.C. 1576). The w ord 's  s im u la tio n  of l i f e ' s  

p u ls a t io n s ,  an a r t f u l  scan s io n , i s  the  source o f M allarm e's s y n ta c t ic  

s im u la tio n  of in d ete rm in acy , the p ro cess  th a t  c o n s tru c ts  in d e f in i t e ­

n ess. M allarm e's syntax  e n a c ts  P o e 's  paradox: through an excess o f

measure the a r t i s t  can e f f e c t  a m easu rele ssn ess .

The a c t o f g iv in g  form to  th e  fo rm le ss , a l im i t  to  the  l im i t le s s ,  

i s  no more than  a s p e c ta c le ;  the  scandement i s  a t ra v e s tis s e m e n t . Y et, 

d e sp ite  i t s  conscious m is re p re se n ta tio n  ( th e  p roper p re s e n ta t io n  or 

D a rs te llu n g ) , I g i t u r  c l a r i f i e s  M allarm e's concept o f the  p o e tic  a c t iv ­

i t y .  I f  the d e s ire  to  mark a measure of c o g ita tio n  through the  b a t t e ­

ment of the  h e a r t ,  o r  more p re c is e ly ,  the pen, seems e x tra v a g an t, we 

should n o t fo rg e t  M allarm e's reasons fo r  w r itin g  I g i t u r .

He conceived th i s  posthum ously p u b lish ed  f ic t io n  as a n e c e s s i ty .

In  a l e t t e r  o f 1869 to  H enri C a z a lis , he ex p la in ed  th a t  the  s to ry  was 

th e  form al exorcism  n ecessary  fo r  h is  continued  c re a t io n :
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C 'e s t  un c o n te , p a r  leq u e l j e  veux t e r r a s s e r  l e  vieux 
m onstre de 1*Im puissance, son s u j e t ,  du r e s t e ,  a f in  de 
me c lo i t r e r  dans mon grand lab e u r de ja  r e e tu d ie .  5 ' i l  
e s t  f a i t ,  j e  s u is  g u e r i .  S im ilia  s im i l ib u s .-^

The a c t i v i t y  o f  s e l f - o p p o s i t i o n ,  th e  f o r c e  o f  n e g a t io n  c o n ta in e d  i n  

I g i t u r ' s  d e s c e n t ,  i s  an a c t i v i t y  o f  th e  s e l f .  D u rin g  th e  y e a r s  p r e ­

c e d in g  th e  c o m p o s it io n  o f  I g i t u r , M allarm e d e c la r e d  t h a t  i t  was o n ly  

th ro u g h  h i s  own agony and su b s e q u e n t " d e a th ,"  t h a t  h e ,  d e p e r s o n a l iz e d ,

could be remade as "une a p ti tu d e  q u 'a  1*u n iv ers  s p i r i t u e l  a se v o ir  e t
11

a se  d e v e lo p p e r ,  a t r a v e r s  ce q u i f u t  m o i."  P r o j e c t e d  beyond  h i s

"a p p a r i tio n  t e r r e s t r e , "  he becomes "ce s o l i t a i r e  h a b itu e l  de sa  p ropre  
12

P u r e t e . "  M allarm e dream ed o f  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  " I* o e u v re  p u r e ."  The 

c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  t h i s  t a l e  was h i s  way o f  e x p la in in g  t h a t  dream , " p o u r

que mon re v e  s e  s o i t  e x p l iq u e "  (439).

Throughout the  t a l e ,  Mallarme su g g ests  an analogy fo r  the 

c r e a to r 's  s e lf -p o s i t io n in g  between the i n t e r s t i c e s  o f a feigned  and 

v o lu n ta ry  d u ra tio n : the  s p id e r  ex tends h is  b e in g , c a s ts  h im se lf  in to

vacant space to  d isch a rg e  the  th re a d , "du h e u rt  en la q u e l le  se confonde 

l a  c la r t e . "  The th read  reappears as " tram e ,"  " d e n te l le ,"  o r  " le  f i l  

a rachneen ."  The s p id e r 's  s h u tt l in g s  sym bolize th e  movement o f conscious­

n e s s , h a l f  l a t e n t  and h a l f  imminent in  the  a c t of w r i t in g .  This a c t of 

lu rc h in g  c o n s tru c tio n  i s  u t lim a te ly  more m eaningful than  a too p e rf e c t

symmetry. In  t h i s  sp ace , words take  " 1 ' i n i t i a t i v e "  due to  the  "h e u rt

de le u r  in e g a l i t e  m o b ilise s"  (O.C. 366). Mallarme g ra p h ic a lly  p a ra l -  

le s  th e  s p id e r 's  o p e ra tio n s  o f ex ten s io n  and r e c o i l  and those  o f the  

spurio u s  p o e t,  I g i t u r :
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. . . t e l l e s ,  a p re s e n t ,  se voyant pour q u 'e l l e  
se  v o ie , e l l e ,  p u re , l'O m bre, ayant sa  d e m ie re  
forme q u 'e l l e  fo u le ,  d e r r ie r e  e l l e ,  couchee e t  
e tendue , e t  p u is ,  devant e l l e ,  en un p u i t s ,  1* 
e tendue de couches d 'om bre, rendue a l a  n u i t  p u re .

(437)

Tandis que devant e t  d e r r ie r e  se  pro longe le  men- 
songe ex p lo re  de l ' i n f i n i ,  ten eb res  de to u te s  mes 
a p p a r i tio n s  re u n ie s , a p re se n t  que l e  temps a 
cesse  e t  ne le s  d iv is e  p lu s ,  retom bees en un lo u rd  
somme.

(438)

"Doue du mouvement suspendu," he con tin u o u sly  r e t r a c e s  h i s  s te p s  

in  o rd er to  reform , to  c a s t  out fila m e n ts  o f im ag in ings, what he c a l l s  

th e  " te n e b re s  de to u te s  mes a p p a ri tio n s  r e u n ie s ."  The p ro cess  o f f a l ­

l in g  back in to  the p o in t of o r ig in ,  to  r e c o l le c t  the  s e l f  and then  re ­

make, an im pulse which r is e s  up, r e f l e c t s  i t s e l f  and r e c o i ls  ag a in , 

m a te r ia liz e s  in  a s e r ie s  o f words beginning  w ith  the morpheme r e .

These words am plify the r e c a p i tu la to ry  n a tu re  o f t h is  p ro g re s s :

l 'h o t e  sans re to u r  
l a  rem iniscence du vide s e p u lc ra l  
l e  re to u m a t  su r  so i en l a  s p i r a le

qui rem uait ses a i l e s  p a r h asard  
de r e c u e i l l i r  to u te  sa  p o u ss ie re  s e c u la ir e  
que n u l soupqon n 'e n  rem ontat l e  f i l  arachneen 
e t  se  reconnut en l a  fo u le  de ses  a p p a ri tio n s

en v a in , rem iniscence d 'u n  mensonge
l 'o u v e r tu r e  de doute n u l rep e rc u te e  p a r l e  prolongem ent

to u te s  mes a p p a r i tio n s  reu n ies  
retom bees en un lou rd  somme

r e n t r e r  en mon Ombre in c re e e  e t  a n te r ie u re

rep re se n te  p a r l 'u n e  d 'e l l e s  
a jam ais e q u iv a le n te s , ma re f le x io n
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j 'a im e  a r e f l e c h i r  m ain tenant 

Son h e u rt  re d e v isn t ch an ce lan t
dont l a  rem iniscence me r e v in t  pro longee  p a r  l e  b r u i t

This s t r u c tu r a l  system  of r e p e t i t i o n  embodies th e  s ta g e s  o f s p i r i t .

In  I g i t u r , M allarm e's form al concerns endeavor to  d e lin e a te  the p o in ts  

of th is  p ro g re ss . Each r e p e t i t i o n ,  fo r  exam ple, c o in c id e n t w ith  th e  

s p ir a l in g  e f f e c t ,  tak es  us fu r th e r  toward inw ardness. In  t h is  r e s p e c t,  

I g i t u r  can be viewed as a h ig h ly  p e rs o n a l ,  p o e tic  analogue o f H eg e l's  

p ro g ress  to  i n f i n i t y .  I t  i s  l ik e ly  th a t  Mallarme was in tro d u ced  to  

H eg e l's  work through V i l l i e r s  de l 'ls le -A d a m , and p a r t i c u l a r ly ,  

through Eugene L efebure , in  1866. A l e t t e r  o f 1866 to  V i l l i e r s  

a t t e s t s  to  M allarm e's d iscovery  of " le  T ita n  de l 'E s p r i t  Humain,

Hegel" (O.C. 491):

Quand p a r a i t r a  Le T ra ite  des P ie r r e s  p re c ie u s e s ?
. . . Quant a Hegel j e  s u is  vraim ent heureux que 
vous ayez accorde quelque a t t e n tio n  a ce m iraculeux 
gen ie . . . .13

I g i t u r 's  method d e p ic ts  a sch em atiza tio n  o f the forms im p l ic i t  in  the  

a c t of tho u g h t. H e g e l 's  a l t e rn a t in g  d e te rm in a tio n s  ( t r a n s i t io n s  be­

tween D eterm inate Being and I n f in i ty )  and h is  b e l i e f  th a t  s p i r i t  i s  

n e c e s s a r i ly  embodied, a re  keys to  M allarm e's e n te r p r i s e .  The s p i r i t  

un fo lds in  tim e , and M allarm e's c o n s tru c tio n  of i t s  p ro g re s s , as H e g e l 's ,

depends upon th e  techn ique o f r e p e t i t io n  w ith  i t s  co n no ta tions o f r e -
14

f le c t i o n ,  r e c o l le c t io n  and r e c re a t io n .  I  quote from H e g e l 's  The 

Science o f L o g ic :
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This r e p e t i t i o n  o f r e p e t i t i o n  ad in fin itu m  i s  the  
s o le  b u s in e s s ,  fu n c tio n  and p ro d u ct of th e  a b so lu te ly  
pure s y n th e s is ;  i t  i s  i t s e l f  empty, pure  a b so lu te  r e ­
p e t i t io n  i t s e l f . 15

The p ro g ress  to  i n f i n i t y  i s ,  con seq u en tly , only the 
p e rp e tu a l  r e p e t i t i o n  o f one and th e  same c o n te n t ,  one 
and the  same ted io u s  a l t e rn a t io n  of t h is  f i n i t e  and
i n f i n i t e .

Through r e p e t i t i o n ,  th en , the m o tif o f i n te r io r iz a t io n  e s ta b ­

l is h e s  i t s e l f  as one w ith  i t s  m a te r ia l  embodiment. I n f i n i t y  i s  i t s e l f  

a co u n te rp a rt o f changing and de te rm in a te  e lem en ts. E x te rn a l co n tin ­

g e n c ie s , ex ten sio n  and tim e, " le  scandement de ma m esure ," conform to 

the  c lo c k 's  s t r i k in g ,  and y e t design  the  c i r c u la r  drama. As we have 

se en , M allarm e's d ic t io n  dem onstra tes the  tendency o f l i n e a r i t y  to

tu rn  back on i t s e l f .  In  th is  way, th e  image of th e  p ro g ress  to  in -
17

f in i ty  appears as a c o n ju n c tio n  of space and tim e.

The u ltim a te  shape o f s e l f ,  be ing  p o ssessed  of i t s  u l tim a te  form, 

m an ifes ts  i t s e l f  in  the  m irro r  m o tif .  The r e f l e x iv i ty  o f  the  m irro r 

accords w ith  th e  techn ique o f su b v e rtin g  the  l in e  in to  a c i r c le .  A 

v ic tim  of the  r e f le x iv e  g e s tu re ,  I g i t u r  p e rc e iv es  th e  s e l f  in  i t s  n e­

g a tio n , "devenue son p ropre  se p u lc re"  ( S c o l ie s , 447). As th e  s to ry  of 

h is  r e c o l le c t io n  co n tin u e s , he pushes h im se lf  to  the  l im it s  o f a s e l f ­

m irro rin g  which p asses  in to  s e l f -d e n ia l  ( " ju s q u 'a  une p u re te  in o u ie ,"  

441) :

. . . r e c u e i l l i r  to u te  sa  p o u ss ie re  s e c u la ir e  en son 
se p u lc re  pour se m ire r  en un s o i  p ro p re , e t  que n u l 
soupqon n 'e n  rem ontat l e  f i l  arachneen—pour que 
l 1ombre d e rn ie re  se m ira t en son p ropre  s o i .

(437)
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The s im u la tio n  o f a mind in  a b so lu te  r e c o i l  upon i t s e l f  composes 

n o t only th e  theme b u t th e  techn ique  of I g i t u r . As I  have s a id ,  

Mallarme designs every in d iv id u a l  s t r u c tu r e  to  be p e rce iv ed  as a 

whole. The m ir ro r ,  r e c e p ta c le  fo r  the  mind tu rn ed  in  upon i t s e l f ,  

p re se n ts  the domain of the  id ea .

In  the  a c t of i n te r n a l i z a t io n ,  thought and i t s  form al re v e la tio n  

appear as equal and converging q u a l i t i e s .  The l im it s  re s id in g  in  

the  e a r l i e r ,  c o n tra s tin g  d e te rm in a tio n s  m omentarily a n n ih i la te d ,  

I g i t u r  ex p erien ces  the symmetry o f the  c o n s tru c tio n  o f h is  dream:

A v ra i  d i re ,  dans c e t te  in q u ie ta n te  e t  b e l le  
sym etrie  de l a  c o n s tru c tio n  de mon rev e , la q u e l le  des 
deux o u v e rtu res  p ren d re , p u i s q u 'i l  n 'y  a p lu s  de fu tu r  
r ep re se n te  p a r  l 'u n e  d 'e l l e s ?  Ne s o n t- e l l e s  pas to u te s  
deux, a jam ais e q u iv a le n te s , ma re f le x io n ?

(438)

A new se c tio n  of the  drama begins w ith  a s ta g e  d i re c t io n :

( chuchotement)

En e f f e t ,  l a  prem iere  venue ressem ble a l a  
s p i r a le  p reced en te : meme b r u i t  sc an d e ,—e t meme
fro lem en t: mais comme to u t  a a b o u ti ,  r ie n  ne peut
p lu s  m 'e f f ra v e r :  mon e f f r o i  qui a v a it  p r is  le s
devants sous l a  forme d’un o iseau  e s t  b ien  lo in :  
n ' a - t - i l  pas e te  rem place p a r 1 ' a p p a r i tio n  de ce 
que j 'a v a i s  e te ?  e t  que j 1aime a r e f l e c h i r  m ain te- 
n a n t ,  a f in  de degager mon reve de ce costume.

(438)

Follow ing th e  w h isp e rin g s , I g i t u r  again  p o s i ts  d iffe re n c e  and d iv is io n .  

He mimics h is  e a r l i e r  movements, recoun ts them, and again  tran scen d s 

them. The c o u n te r fe i t  o f p rev io u s ly  enacted  d u ra t io n s , "meme b r u i t  

sc an d e ,—e t  meme fro le m e n t,"  the  "mais" ushers in  th e  v a r ia t io n s  on 

th e  theme. A s im u la ted  r e -p re s e n ta t io n ,  t h is  rec o g n itio n  o f a resem-
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b lan ce  d e lim its  the  f i c t io n  as th e  s p i r a l  e n d le s s ly  c ircu m scrib es  

i t s e l f .  Techniques o f c o n tra d ic t io n  and accord g en e ra te  the  

eq u iv o ca tio n  th a t  preceded the  a lle g e d  moment o f  equ iv a len ce  and 

c e r ta in ty .  M easure, the  s p i r a l  and d u a l i ty ,  the  dream and i t s  re ­

f le c t io n  rec u r :

Son h e u rt  red e v ie n t ch an ce lan t comme avant d 'a v o ir  
l a  p e rc e p tio n  de s o i:  c ' e t a i t  le  scandement de ma me­
su re  dont l a  rem iniscence me r e v in t  pro longee p a r le  
b r u i t  dans le  c o rr id o r  du temps de l a  p o r te  de mon 
s e p u lc re ,  e t  p a r  l 'h a l lu c in a t io n :  e t ,  de meme q u 'e l l e
a e te  ree llem en t ferm ee, de meme e l l e  d o it  s 'o u v r i r  
m ain tenant pour que mon reve se s o i t  ex p liq u e .

(439)

M allarm e's d e s c r ip tio n  o f the a c tio n  o f thought n o t only echoes the 

tone o f H eg e l's  m ed ita tio n s  in  the L o g ic , b u t in  i t s  n ecessary  i n t e r ­

a c tio n  w ith  a p r io r  moment o f tran scen d en ce , i t  reproduces the  v i c i s ­

s itu d e s  o f H eg e l's  d i a l e c t i c  of s e lf -c o n sc io u sn e ss  (though t and the 

incom patib les through which i t  o p e ra te s ) .  In  I g i t u r , j u s t  as the  

scandement and i t s  sound are  not e x p re s s ib le  w ithou t t h e i r  complements 

in  s i l e n c e ,  th e  re v e , h a l lu c in a t io n , a p p a r i t io n , t h is  s e c tio n  reaches 

f u l l  development thought i t s  in te r a c t io n  w ith  the  p rev ious s e c t io n s .

This p a r t i c u l a r  t r a n s c r ip t io n  l iv e s  only as r e c a p i tu la t io n ,  an 

a c t  in  r e t ro s p e c t io n .  The c re a to r ,  now n eg a ted , o p e ra te s  through a 

f in a l  d ram a tiz a tio n . His p e rso n a l d u ra tio n  o r  measure having run i t s  

co u rse , the  phantom shape conserves the  s e n s ib le ,  e x te rn a l  l im i t s ,  y e t 

only as a rem iniscence o f what was, a remembered m easure:

Ce scandement n ' e t a i t - i l  pas l e  b r u i t  du p ro g res  de 
mon personnage?
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C 'e t a i t  l e  scandement de ma mesure dont l a  rem iniscence 
me re v in t  pro longee p a r  l e  b r u i t  dans l e  c o rr id o r  du 
temps.

(439)

D ivested  of I g i t u r ' s  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  the  work assumes i t s  autonomous 

e x is te n c e . In  su rp a ss in g  him, i t  thus complies (even w ith in  i t s  own 

d e te rm in a tio n s) w ith  th e  exigency o f th e  a b so lu te . I g i t u r  watches 

h is  own c h a ra c te r  s u b la te ;  the  shape s e p a ra te s  i t s e l f  from h is  p e r ­

s o n a li ty ,  "ma d e m ie re  f ig u re ,  sep aree  de mon personnage p a r une 

f r a i s e  arachneene e t  qui ne se c o n n a lt p a s ."  No lo n g er ab le  to  h ea r 

the  b o dy 's  p ro g re s s , " le  b r u i t  du p ro g res  de mon p ersonnage ,"  he n o tes  

h is  e c lip s e d  in v e s t ig a t io n s ,  " 1 'a p p a r i tio n  de ce que j 'a v a i s  e te . "  

Seeing h im se lf  in  " le  b u ste  de v e lo u r s ,"  and conscious o f "un p erson­

nage dont l a  pensee n 'a  pas conscience de lui-m em e," he fo llow s the  

emblem of a p a s t  s e l f ,  " le  v e n tre  v e lu  d 'un  ho te  i n f e r ie u r  de moi, 

dont l a  lu eu r  a h e u rte  le  doute" (439). Detached from h is  ro le  as 

a rachnoid  c re a to r  ( th e  dream removed from i t s  costum e), h is  sp inn ings 

become s e l f - s u b s i s t e n t ,  as he n o te s :  . . j e  n 'o u ls  meme p lu s  . . .

l e  b r u i t  de son p ro g re s ."  Each s ta g e  in  t h is  drama has brought us 

toward a n o tio n  o f be ing  as cen te red  on i t s e l f .  H ere, the  r e l a t i o n ­

sh ip s  o f language p rese n t them selves as inw ardly a r t i c u la te d .

The eq u a tio n  of apparen t i n e q u a l i t ie s  move ac ro ss  th e  page.

Thoughts un rav e led  in to  m a n ife s ta tio n , r e tu r n ,  r e e l in g ,  fo r  an 

i n s t a n t ,  a j o l t  "comme avant d 'a v o ir  l a  p e rc e p tio n  de s o i ,"  bu t w ith  

a d iff e re n c e .  The w ord 's  scan sio n  moves through i t s  p a s tn e s s  in to  a 

time "denue de to u te  s ig n i f ic a t i o n  que de presence" (435), and w ith  

each re a d in g , w i l l  ex tend i t s e l f  th rough tim e. This fo llow s M allarm e's
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dictum  a t  the  beginning  of I g i t u r : " f a i r e  l e  p re se n t ab so lu  des

choses" (435). In  1880, e lev en  y ea rs  a f t e r  w r i tin g  I g i t u r ,

Mallarme w rote to  V erla in e : "a co te  de mon t r a v a i l  p erso n n el qui

j e  c ro is  s e ra  anonyme, l e  Texte y p a r la n t  de lui-meme e t  sans voix  
18

d 'a u te u r"  (O.C. 663).

His own ro le  become n o th in g n e ss , I g i t u r  has achieved  d is s o lu tio n  

to  r e a l iz e  h i s  w i l l  in  and as i t s  o b je c t .  The f i n a l  paragraph of our 

se c tio n  lack s  the  in v o lu tio n s  and u n c e rta in  tra n sfo rm a tio n s  o f  the  

prev ious ones.

L 'h eu re  a sonne pour moi de p a r t i r ,  l a  p u re te  de 
l a  g lace  s 'e t a b l i r a ,  sans ce personnage, v is io n  de 
moi—mais i l  em portera l a  lu m ie re !— l a  n u i t!  Sur le s  
meubles v a c an ts , le  Reve a agonise  en c e t te  f io l e  de 
v e r r e ,  p u re te ,  qu i renferm e l a  su b stan ce  du N eant.

(439)

Mallarme has made a p r in c ip le  o f o rd e r  a b so lu te , y e t  he s t i l l  conceives 

o f i t  as un fo ld in g  in  th e  term s o f a tem poral sequence: "L 'h eu re  a

sonne pour moi de p a r t i r . "  Both thought and word a re  c a r r ie d  away by 

the  ego in  i t s  v an ish in g : " i l  em portera l a  lu m ie re !—l a  n u i t ! "  The 

paragraph  ends w ith  images o f e n c lo su re , f i r s t  th e  empty m irro r ,  and 

th en , th e  image of the  g la s s  f la s k  th a t  d e lim its  the  Dream. A frame 

th a t  i s  bo th  p u r i ty  and i t s  c o n tr a d ic t io n , c o n ta in e r  and th e  co n ta in ed , 

c o n s t i tu te s  th e  f in a l  e x te r io r iz a t io n  o f n o th in g .

I g i t u r 's  conclusion  dram atizes th e  s a c r i f i c e  o f s e l f  and c l a r i f i e s  

th e  n a r r a t iv e .  " I I  ferme l e  l i v r e —s o u ff le  l a  b o u g ie ,— de son s o u ff le  

qu i c o n te n a it  l e  h asard " (442). Both th e  thought and the  word fo rg o t­

te n ,  he lay s  on th e  tomb and feig n s the  s a c r i f i c e  th a t  w i l l  determ ine
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i n f i n i t y :  "(La f io le  v id e , f o l i e ,  to u t  ce qui r e s te  du chateau?)

Le Neant p a r t i ,  r e s te  l e  chateau  de l a  p u re te "  (443).

For Poe, the poem, rendered  accord ing  to  th e  p r e s c r ip t s  of 

b eau ty , enclosed  the sublim e: th e  a r t i f a c t  was made to  in c lu d e  the

i n f i n i t e .  Mallarme ends I g i t u r  w ith  a d e te rm in a tio n  sublim e in  i t s  

s u g g e s t iv i ty . As he ex p la in s  in  the  S c o l ie s : " l ' I n f i n i  e s t  en fin

f ix e  (442).

Throughout M allarm e's work, n o tio n s  o f em ptiness and th e  un­

a c tu a liz e d  re c u r ,  y e t always w ith in  p re sc r ib e d  l im i t s .  The id ea  i s  

in  th e  form, and i t  p re se n ts  i t s e l f  in  c o n s is te n t  c lo su re : " le  pur

vase d 'aucun  breuvage" ("S u rg i de l a  croupe e t  du bond," O.C. 74); 

th e  "joyau  in ta c t  sous le  d e sa s tre "  (O.C. 302), and I g i t u r ' s  "joyau  

n u l de re v e r ie "  (435). In  the  p rose  poem, "Le Nenuphar b la n c ,"

M allarm e's " id e a le  f l e u r ,"  the  flow er never to  be seen , envelops 

w ith  i t s  hollow  w h iten e ss , "un r ie n ,"  and " f a i t  de songes i n t a c t s ,  du 

bonheur q u i n 'a u ra  pas l ie u "  (O.C. 286), i t  d ram atizes th e  s p e c ia l  

q u a li ty  o f a c ircum scribed  vacancy.

W ithin th ese  n ecessa ry  l im i t s ,  and perhaps because o f them, the  

p e r f e c tio n  of c r a f t  and th e  su g g estio n  o f the  id ea  appear as co term i­

nous. P o e 's  " Rhythmical C rea tio n  of Beauty" i s ,  fo r  M allarm e, the 

f a c t  o f n a tu re ,  tran sp o sed  by " le  jeu  de l a  p a ro le "  in to  " l a  n o tio n  

pure" (368).

Je  d is :  une f le u r '.  e t ,  hors de l ’ o u b li ou ma voix
re leg u e  aucun co n to u r, en ta n t  que quelque chose 
d 'a u tr e  que le s  c a l ic e s  su s , m usicalem ent se lev e , 
id ee  meme e t  suave, l 'a b s e n te  de tous bouquets.

(O.C. 368)
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H e g e l 's  "pure being" i s  in d is t in g u is h a b le  from "n o th in g ."  

Mallarme has made n o th in g , p u r i t y ,  conform to  th e  e x ig e n c ies  of 

a f in a l  form. In  Un Coup de Des he c a r r ie s  to  an extreme the  

c o n s tru c t  which c ircu m scrib es . The words d e s ig n a te  th e  t r ic k e r y  

o f a r t ,  i t s  n e c e s s i ty ,  and i t s  f in a l  trium ph.

faux manoir
to u t  de s u i te  
evapore en brumes 

q u i imposa
une borne a l ' i n f i n i  19

(O.C. 471)
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NOTES

1
J u l i a  K r is te v a , Le re v o lu tio n  du langage p o e tiq u e  (P a r is :  S e u il,  

1974), p .537. The p refa c e  to  I g i t u r  ou la  f o l i e  d 'E lbehnon by Dr. Edmond 
B onniot, compiled from un ed ited  documents of Mallarme inform s us th a t  
Mallarme en v isioned  th e  s to ry  as a drama: "La n o tio n  de Drame se  p re se n te
to u t n a tu re lle m e n t a l 'e s p r i t  de l 'a u t e u r .  Le Heros degage l'Hymne qui 
e s t  en l u i  e t  l e  co n fro n te  a l 'l d e e  q u i e s t  l e  t h e a t r e ,  o b je t  d 'e x te r io -  
r i s a t i o n ."  (O .C ., p . 427)

I g i t u r  was w r i t te n  between 1867-1870. These y e a rs  were the  most 
harrow ing of M allarm e's l i f e .  Unable to  w r i te  th e  poem th a t  would conform 
to the ex ig en c ies  o f the  Id ea , he faced  " le  v id e  p a p ie r  que l a  b lancheur 
defend" ("B rise  m arin e,"  o . c . ,  p . 38). And co n fro n tin g  N othingness, " le  
n e a n t,"  he w rote to  C aza lis  in  1866:

M alheureusem ent, en c re u sa n t l e  v e rs  a ce p o in t ,  j ' a i  
ren co n tre  deux abim es, que me d e sesp e re n t. L 'un  e s t  
l e  n e a n t, auquel j e  s u is  a r r iv e  sans c o n n a itre  le  
Bouddhisme e t  j e  s u is  encore tro p  d eso le  pour pouvoir 
c ro i r e  meme a ma p o esie  e t  me rem e ttre  au t r a v a i l .  
(Correspondance, p . 207)

See Guy Michaud, M allarme: L1Homme e t  1 'oeuvre (P a r is :  H a tie r -B o iv in , 
1953), p . 49: "Des ce moment, l 'e x p e r ie n c e  p o e tiq u e  se  confond pour l u i
avec l 'e x p e r ie n c e  m etaphysique."

Bonniot in c lu d es  in  h is  p re fa c e  to  I g i t u r  two pages o f no tes  by 
M allarm e, w r i t te n  a f t e r  th e  work. He ren d e rs  th ese  n o tes  as fo llo w s:

2
M allarm e, Correspondance (1862-1871), p . 243.

3

4

Le Drame e s t  cause par l e  M ystere de ce

qui s u i t  — l ' l d e n t i t e  (Idee) Soi —

du T h eatre  e t  du Heros a t ra v e rs  l'Hymne

n a tu re  e t  homme v ie  
c i t e  

c i t e  e t  v ie
= p a tr i e

o p e ra tio n  

— l e  Heros degage — l'hym ne 

(m aterne l) q u i l e  c re e , e t  se  r e s t i t u e
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au T h ea tre  que c ' e t a i t  —

du M ystere ou c e t  hymne e t a i t  en fo u i

Le Drame e s t  en l e  m ystere

de 1 'e q u a tio n  su iv a n te  f a i t e  d 'u n e  double
id e n t i te

que th e a t r e  eq u a tio n  ou id ee
s i  c e c i  e s t  c e la  

e s t  c e la  e s t  c e c l

le  developpement du heros ou heros a t o r t  sc in d es  en deux

le  resume du th e a t re

comme Idee e t  hymne

d 'o u  T h ea tre  = id ee

heros = hymne

e t  c e la  forme un to u t  e t  on en t i r e
pour ra c h e te r  

Drame ou M ystere c e t t e  s c is s io n
M ystere

re n tr a n t  l 'u n  en 1 'a u tr e  T h ea tre  Idee
Drame

a u s s i  Heros Hymne
mime danse

The domain of a r t ,  fo r  M allarm e, i s  h e re  conceived as the  H egelian 
D a rs te l lu n g , th e  m a n ife s ta tio n  o f the  Idea  which th e  d ram a tisa tio n  
embodies in  sensuous form.

5
M allarm e, Propos su r l a  p o e s ie , ed. H. Mondor (Monaco: E d itio n s  

du Rocher, 1953), p . 174.

6
Rene D e s c a rte s , M ed ita tio n  I I , in  D iscourse  on Method and M edita­

t io n s  , t r a n s ,  J .  L a f le u r  (New York: The L ib e ra l  A rts  P re s s ,  1960), p . 86.

7
This i s  H e g e l 's  term  in  The Science of L og ic , used to  d e s ig n a te  

becoming, " th e  r e s u l ta n t  e q u ilib riu m  of com ing-to-be and c e a s in g - to -b e ."

mais a quel 
e ta t  a p p a r a l t - i l  
mal au debut?
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T rans. A.V. M ille r  (London: George A llen  Unwin, 1969), p p .105-6. To 
comprehend th e  movement o f "becoming" i s  to  u nderstand  th a t  any two 
seem ingly opposed c a te g o r ie s  a re  both  o n e -s id ed  a b s tr a c t io n s  from a 
co n cre ten ess  o f which they a re  m erely p a r i t i a l  a s p e c ts .  This i s  th e  
h e a r t  o f H eg e l's  Logic and th e  meaning o f M allarm e's  I g i t u r .

8
See the  e x c e l le n t  a r t i c l e  by J .  H i l l i s  M il le r ,  "A riad n e 's  Thread: 

R e p e titio n  and th e  N a rra tiv e  L in e ,"  C r i t i c a l  In q u iry  (Autumn 1976), 
p . 69: "The image of th e  l in e  c a n n o t. . .b e  detached from th e  problem of
r e p e t i t i o n .  R e p e titio n  might be d e fin ed  as any th ing  which happens to  
the  l in e  to  tro u b le  o r even to  confound i t s  s tr a ig h t- fo rw a rd  l i n e a r i t y :  
re tu rn in g s ,  k n o ttin g s , re c ro s s in g s ,  c r in k lin g s  to  and f r o ,  su sp en s io n s , 
i n te r r u p t io n s , f i c t io n a l iz in g s ."

9
The fo llow ing  dem onstrates M allarm e's  f a s c in a t io n  w ith  th e  t ra n s ­

m ission  of thought in to  language and th e  f e in t  induced by th e  p rose  
which demands to  be read  as p o e try , which fragm ents i t s e l f  in to  an 
i r r a d ia n c e :

La f ic t io n  a f f le u r e r a  e t  se  d i s s ip e ra ,  v i t e ,  d 'a p re s  
l a  m o b ilite  de l ' e c r i t ,  au to u r des a r r e t s  fragm en- 
t a i r e s  d 'u n e  phrase  c a p ita le  des l e  t i t r e  i n tr o d u ite  
e t  c o n tin u ee . Tout se  p a s se , p a r  r a c c o u rc i,  en hypo- 
th e se ; on e v i te  l e  r e c i t .  A jo u ter que de c e t emploi 
a nu de l a  pensee avec r e t r a i t s ,  p ro longem ents, f u i t e s ,  
ou son d e ss in  meme, r e s u l te ,  pour q u i veu t l i r e  a h au te  
v o ix , une p a r t i t i o n .  (O .C ., p . 455)

10
M allarme, Correspondance (1862-1871), p . 313.

11
I b id . ,  p . 242.

12
I b i d . , p . 240.

13
I b id . ,  p . 231. For a f u r th e r  d isc u ss io n  o f M allarm e's  rap p o rt w ith  

H egel, see  Je a n -P ie rre  R ichard , L 'U nivers im ag in a ire  de M allarm e, p a r­
t i c u l a r l y  p p .231-34. A. V e ra 's  t r a n s la t io n s  of Hegel were a v a ila b le  to  
M allarme: Logique. T ra d u ite  pour la  p rem iere  f o is  e t  accompagnee d 'u n e
in tro d u c tio n  e t  d 'u n  commentaire p e rp e tu e l  par A. Vera (Ladrange, 1859); 
Le Hegelianism e e t  l a  P h ilo so p h ie  ( P a r i s ,  1863); P h ilo so p h ie  de l a  
N ature  de Hegel (P a r is ,  1863-1866), 3 v o l s . ;  P h ilo so p h ie  de 1 'e s p r i t  
de Hegel (P a r is ,  1867-1869), 2 v o ls .
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V e ra 's  Logique, p a r t i c u l a r ly  th e  " In tro d u c tio n  du T ra d u c te u r,"  
ex p resses  concern s im ila r  to  th o se  of M allarm e's correspondence o f the  
1 8 6 0 's . I  c i t e  one example h e re :

. . . s a i s i r  ces id ees  p u res , u n iv e r s e l le s  e t  a b so lu e s , 
e t  l e s  s a i s i r  p a r  l a  pensee p u re , p a r  l a  pensee qui 
s ' e s t  a f f ra n c h ie  de to u t  elem ent c o n tin g e n t,  r e l a t i f  
e t  s e n s ib le ,  c 'e s t  l a  l 'o b j e t  de l a  lo g iq u e , ou, pour 
mieux d i r e ,  l a  lo g iq u e  e s t  1 ' ensem ble, 1 'u n ite  de ces 
id e e s , e l l e  e s t  l 'i d e e  lo g iq u e , l ' i d e e  qui n 'e s t  pas 
encore descendue dans l a  n a tu re ,  dans l e s  determ ina­
tio n s  e t  l e s  rap p o rts  de l 'e s p a c e ,  du tem ps, du
mouvement, de l a  m a tie re , e t c . . . .  ( p .110)

M allarm e's in ju n c tio n  " s a i s i r  le s  r a p p o r ts ,"  and h is  equ iv a len ce  between 
the  f i l i a t i o n  of " d e n te l le s "  and th e  i n te r s e c t in g  forms o f language, 
combined in  an ensem ble, " la  t o ta l e  a rab esq u e ,"  accord w ith  V e ra 's  
words, in  more than  j u s t  co n te n t.

14
The German word "E rinnerung" ( r e c o lle c t io n )  p erm its  Hegel a 

s ig n i f ic a n t  p lay  on words. For M allarm e, r e c o l le c t io n  and a u th e n tic
c re a t io n  a re  one. The movement o f id ea  through thought i s  rendered  in
language through modes o f form al r e p e t i t i o n .

H e g e l 's  in te r n a l iz e d  sound in  th e  mind i s  c a lle d  E rin n eru n g ; 
the  m a te r ia l iz a t io n  E in b ild u n g s k ra f t , th e  image u n iv e r s a l .  The complete 
fu s io n  of th e  Word w ith  i t s  r e p re s e n ta tio n  i s  the  G ed ach tn is , v e rb a l 
memory. Throughout I g i t u r  Mallarme o f fe r s  a t r i a d i c  p a tte rn  of 
e lu c id a tin g  th e  Work: th e  glimmer o f mind, h is  r e c o l le c t io n  o r
in w a rd -tu rn in g , f in d s  r e a l iz a t io n  in  th e  p a ro le  humaine, and th e i r  
c o n ju n c tio n  ach ieves th e  Work, a f ix in g  o f i n f i n i t y .  (T ran sp o s itio n  
of p a ro le  in to  e c r i t u r e . )

To r e c o l le c t ,  to  g a th e r  in ,  i s  I g i t u r ' s  way toward essen ce . 
Knowing, " e r in n e r t"  s ic h , " in w ard izes"  i t s e l f  out o f be in g .

15
H egel, The S cience o f L o g ic , p . 97.

16
I b id . ,  p . 142. See a ls o ,  p . 143: "This t r a n s i t i o n  from one to

th e  o th e r  and back ag a in  c o n s t i tu te s  th e  e x te rn a l  r e a l iz a t io n  of the  
N o tio n ."

17
See H egel, The Science of L og ic , p . 149, e s p .,  "The image of 

th e  p ro g re ss  to  i n f i n i t y  i s  th e  s t r a ig h t  l i n e , a t  th e  two l im i t s  of 
which a lo n e  th e  i n f i n i t e  i s ,  and always only i s  where th e  l in e  — 
which i s  d e te rm in a te  being  — i s  n o t ,  and which goes out beyond to
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t h is  n eg a tio n  of i t s  d e te rm in a te  b e in g , th a t  i s ,  to  th e  in d e te rm in a te ; 
the  image o f t ru e  i n f i n i t y ,  ben t back in to  i t s e l f ,  becomes th e  c i r c l e , 
the  l in e  which has reached i t s e l f ,  which i s  c lo sed  and wholly p re s e n t ,  
w ithou t beginning  and end ."

18
In  1869, w ith  I g i t u r  n e a rly  com pleted, M allarme w rote  to  C a z a lis :

Ma pensee, occupee p a r l a  p le n itu d e  de l 'U n iv e rs  e t
d is te n d u e , p e rd a i t  s a  fo n c tio n  norm ale; j ' a i  s e n t i  
des symptomes t r e s  in q u ie ta n ts  causes p a r l e  s e u l  
a c te  d 'e c r i r e  e t  l ’h y s te r ie  a l l a i t  commencer a t ro u b le r  
ma p a ro le . (Correspondance, p . 299)

This l e t t e r  should be read  as evidence of th e  m etap h y sica l s tru g g le  th a t  
re s u l te d  in  I g i t u r 's  s to r y ,  and as c lu e s  to  th e  p o e tic  i t  e x p lo re s .

19
Robert Greer Cohn in  M allarm e's  Un Coup de Des: An E xegesis 

(New Haven: Y ale French S tu d ies  P u b lic a t io n , 1949), p . 86, w r i te s  on 
the  image "faux  m anoir": " I t  too  w i l l  fade ( c f .  I g i t u r ' s  chateau  and
the  Chute de l a  Maison d 'U sher o f P o e ) ."
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CHAPTER F IV E

"UNE DENTELLE S'ABOLIT": THE TOTAL ARABESQUE

. . . l'hym ne, harmonie e t  j o i e ,  comme pur 
ensemble groupe dans quelque c lrc o n s ta n c e  
fu lg u ra n te ,  des r e la t io n s  e n tr e  to u t .

Le s i le n c e  y demeure, p rec ie u x , e t  des sig n es  
e v o c a to ire s  su cced en t, pour 1 ' e s p r i t ,  a to u t  
l i t te r a i r e m e n t  a b o li .

M allarm e, "Le L iv re , in stru m en t s p i r i tu e l "
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In  the  a l t e rn a t in g  rhythms of d is p e r s a l  and convergence— 

th e re in  l i e s  th e  Law. So have we d e scrib ed  P o e 's  p re s e n ta t io n  in  

Eureka and so understood M allarm e's c o n s tru c tiv e  p ro ce ss , h is  em­

p h asis  on com bination to  lea d  to  a n o n - l in g u is t ic  e f f e c t .  "C e tte  

v is e e ,  j e  l a  d is  T ra n sp o s itio n —S tru c tu re  une a u tre "  (O.C. 366). An 

i n t r i c a t e  f ig u ra t io n  o f v e rb a l in te r a c t io n s  c o n ta in s  th e  Id ea . We 

r e c a l l  M allarm e's in ju n c tio n s  to  the  rea d e r  of I g i t u r ; "N ecessa ire— 

e x t r a i t  l ' i d e e .  F o lie  u t i l e " ;  " (C reu se r to u t  c e la ) "  (O.C. 434).

The concept o f law r e f e r s  to  what i s  e m p ir ic a lly  a v a ila b le ,  those  

fu n c tio n a l  r e la t io n s  th a t  a re  a c c e s s ib le  to  th e  r e a d e r 's  o b se rv a tio n .

In  fo llow ing  I g i t u r 's  d i a l e c t i c  o f d eco r, we found th e  apprehension  

of form to  be c o in c id e n t w ith  th e  d iscovery  of id e a . The p o e tic  con­

cept i s  thus a r e l a t i o n a l  and sy stem ic  one; i t  demands th a t  we ob­

serv e  fu n c tio n s  as they i n t e r r e l a t e  w ith in  a fram e. In  th e  r ig o ro u s ly  

circum scribed  so n n e t, "Une D e n te lle  s 'a b o l i t , "  th e  e f f e c t  a r i s e s  out 

of a complex of pure r e la t io n s  between l in e s  o f fo rc e  (th o se  l in e s  

p re s e n t  in  M allarm e's image o f the  " to i l e  d 'a ra ig n e e "  o r th e  "mer- 

v e il le u x  ouvrage de b ro d e r ie  ou de d e n te l le " ) .

The sonnet form which M allarme u se s ,  fo u rte en  l in e s  d iv id ed  

in to  e ig h t  and s ix ,  w ith  rhymes rep e a ted  in  re g u la r  i n te r v a l s ,  i s  a 

d e f in i te  f ig u re  whose bounds rem ain unchanged d e s p ite  th e  continuous 

s y n ta c t ic  t ra n s fo rm a tio n s . M allarm e's  d iscovery  o f beauty  was th a t  

o f a co n ju n ctio n  between the  sensuous and th e  i d e a l ,  a fo rm ation  in  

accord w ith  an i n tu i te d  o rd er o f  th e  u n iv e rse . "Une D en te lle  s 'a b o l i t "
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depends upon a convergence between the  p o t e n t i a l i t y  o f  language and 

an achieved p o e tic  c o n s tru c t—words jo in e d  "aux p o in ts  de re n c o n tre ,"  

a t  the  in te r s e c t io n  of opposing d e te rm in a tio n s . The " f u l l  design" 

o f  Poe’s E ureka, " th e  tendency to  One,"  h e re  m an ifes ts  i t s e l f  as a 

mechanism fo r  p o e tic  c re a t io n .  The sonnet p re s e n ts  an in n e r  

te le o lo g y ;  a l l  p a r t s  e x is t  fo r  th e  sake o f embodying a whole. In  

P o e 's  words: "a  sphere  o f  atoms" th a t  e x h ib i t  "a  s a t i s f i a b l e

tendency to  union" (p . 40).

The lo g ic  o f t h is  v e rb a l p lay  e x i s t s  in  th e  sonnet as an embodi­

ment o f a b so lu te  b e a u ty 's  o rd e r ,  a f i l i a t i o n  of i t s  sym m etries, d is ­

p lay in g  " le  f i l s  de ces rap p o rts  qui form ent le s  v e rs"  (O.C. 871). I  

s h a l l  d ea l w ith  p a r t i c u l a r  form al a sp ec ts  of th e  l e x i c a l  system . The 

sonnet s e ts  fo r th  a unique and o bservab le  p a tte rn :  the  te n s io n  be­

tween in d e te rm in a te  and de te rm in a te  being  p o s ite d  in  the  o s c i l l a t io n  

between th e  i n d e f in i te  a r t i c l e  and th e  d e f in i te .  "Une D e n te lle  

s 'a b o l i t "  reduces the  game o f " d o u b le -d e te rm in a tio n ,"  o r  more p re c is e ­

ly ,  the  dual p o la r i ty  o f Eureka to  the  p lay  en ac ted  between th e  func­

tio n s  o f the  two c la s s e s  o f a r t i c l e s .  The f lu c tu a t io n s  observed in

I g i t u r , the  u n ity  in  o p p o s itio n  th a t  d e fin es  i t s  p o e t ic ,  a re  confined
1

to  the  o s c i l l a t io n  of th e se  morphemes. The a p p a re n tly  f re e  and 

m utual in te r a c t io n s  between th ese  l in e s  o f fo rce  determ ine the  p a t te rn .  

Due to  th e  t o ta l iz in g  power o f  th e  i n d e f in i t e  a r t i c l e  Un(e) as i t  

b u ild s  in  th e  course  o f  th e  poem, the  d i s t in c t io n  between th ese  two 

opposing d e te rm in a tio n s  i s  tran scen d ed .

Mallarme was undoubtedly aware o f  th e  im p l ic i t  and e x p l i c i t  

co n n o ta tio n  o f d e f in i te  as opposed to  in d e f in i te  a r t i c l e s .  O rig i-
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n a tin g  in  a dem onstra tive pronoun, th e  d e f in i te  a r t i c l e  c a r r ie s  

w ith  i t  the  tendency to  d i r e c t ,  to  d e fin e  a s ta tem en t w ith  p a r t i c ­

u l a r i z a t io n ,  an excess o f m a te r ia l i ty  q u i te  opposed to  h is  longing  

to  tran sfo rm  what i s  g iven  in to  the  p o t e n t i a l i t y  o f th e  as y e t  

unthought: " . . .  l 'o b j e t  t u ,  p a r  des mots a l l u s i f s ,  jam ais d i r e c t s ,

se  red u isa n t a du s ile n c e  e g a l,  comporte t e n t a t i v e  proche de c re e r"  

(O.C. 400). Or the  axiom in  "Toute l 'am e  resum ee": "Le sens tro p

p re c is  ra tu re /T a  vague l i t t e r a t u r e "  (O.C. 73). Opposed to  th e  momen­

ta ry  r e a l iz a t io n  in d ic a te d  by th e  d e f in i te  a r t i c l e ,  the p u re ly  v i r t u a l  

and u n d if f e re n t ia te d  world o f th e  i n d e f in i te  o f fe r s  a means o f under­

stan d in g  M allarm e's p o e tic .

The t r u th  of th e  t e x t  c o n s is ts  in  i t s  becoming One, th e  becoming 

w hich, a t  th e  same tim e th a t  i t  rev e a ls  d i f f e re n c e ,  reduces and sup­

p resse s  i t .  The in d e f in i te  a r t i c l e ,  "Une," drawn from the noun of 

th e  number One, i s  c h ie f  p ro ta g o n is t  in  th e  p o e tic  im pulse toward the  

f in a l  harmony o f th e  o r ig in a l  c o n d itio n  o f u n ity . In  the  p ro g re ss io n  

toward a p e r f e c t  symmetry, the  t e x t  fo ld s  back in to  i t s e l f ,  i t s  end 

rep roducing  th e  beginning  (as each s ta n z a  im b ric a te s  i t s e l f  in  th e  

o th e r ) ,  and r e c a l l s  P o e 's  d e c la ra t io n  in  E ureka: " In  th e  O rig in a l

Unity of the  F i r s t  Thing l i e s  the  Secondary Cause o f A ll T hings, w ith  

th e  Germ o f t h e i r  In e v ita b le  A n n ih ila tio n "  (p. 10 ). M allarm e's 

v is io n  o f an a n te r io r  u n ity , opposed to  th e  d iv e r s i ty  o f th e  s e n s ib le  

w orld , o r ,  more p r e c i s e ly ,  to  th e  sensuous elem ent in  language, de­

term ines th e  method of the  poem.

True c l a r i t y  r e s id e s  in  th e  s in g u la r ,  th e  s ig n  of ab so lu te  

c o a l i t io n .  And each s ta n z a  e x is t s  as a fu r th e r  r e i t e r a t i o n  o f one

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



171

and th e  same c o n te n t, re p e a tin g  the  id ea  i n i t i a t e d  in  the  f i r s t  

l in e :  "Une d e n te l le  s 'a b o l i t . "  In  c o n tr a s t  to  p lu r a l  c a te g o r ie s ,

we no te  th e  preponderance o f morphemes o f  s in g u la r i t y ,  which domi­

n a te  through d if fu s io n  and e s ta b l is h  sem antic eq u a tio n s  between 

d i f f e r e n t  l e x ic a l  item s: "Une d e n te l le ,"  " un b lasphem e," "une

g u ir la n d e ,"  " une m andore," and the  "unanime" which in tro d u c es  the 

second s ta n z a  and a m p lifie s  the  m o tif  o f s in g u la r i ty .  Through suc­

ce ss iv e  r e p e t i t i o n s ,  th e  p resence o f a ca tegory  o f oneness promotes 

i t s e l f  as b e a re r  o f meaning in  the  so n n e t. The p e rp e tu a l  p rocess 

toward a u n i ty ,  fu ses  to  th e  i n f i n i t e  a f i n i t e  ren d e r in g , so t h a t ,  

as Mallarme p re f ig u re d  in  I g i t u r , " .  . . l ' l n f i n i  e s t  e n f in  f ix e "  

(O.C. 442).

-  2 -

The poem beg ins w ith  the  d e s c r ip tio n  o f an i n t r i c a t e  s p e c ta c le :

Une d e n te l le  s 'a b o l i t  
Dans l e  doute du Jeu  supreme 
A n 'e n t r 'o u v r i r  comme un blaspheme 
Q u'absence e te m e l l e  de l i t

A b s tra c t and vague, "Une d e n te l le ,"  a l a c e ,  su g g ests  a f r a g i l i t y

nea rin g  i n s u b s t a n t i a l i ty ,  a d iffu se n e ss  th a t  w i l l  be e x p lo ite d  in

th e  nex t q u a tr a in .  H ere, th e  i n d e f in i t e  a r t i c l e  s ig n a ls  a lac k  of
2

determ inedness, som ething unknowable o r  as y e t  unknown. The verb

" a b o li t"  d e s ig n a te s  th a t  n e g a tio n  which announces the  c re a tio n  o f 
3

new r e la t io n s  im p l ic i t  in  language. A la c e  d is in te g r a te s  and 

a n n ih i la te s  i t s e l f  in  o rd er to  co n sec ra te  the  poem to  what Poe
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d e scrib ed  in  Eureka as a " d if fu s io n  from U n ity ,"  which fo rc e s  " th e  

o r ig in a lly  and th e re fo re  norm ally One in to  th e  abnormal c o n d itio n  of 

Many" (p. 21).

This l i n e 's  in ex a c tn ess  i s  m om entarily undem ined by i t s  

su c ce sso r . H in g e -lik e , the  p re p o s itio n  "Dans" connects th e  two 

lin e s  and conducts us d i r e c t ly  from "Une d e n te l le "  to  a r e je c t io n  of 

the  in d e f in i t e :  "Dans le  doute du Jeu  suprem e." These words d e lim it

the  vague sp ace , i n i t i a l l y  w ith o u t any q u a lify in g  a t t r i b u t e ,  and f ix  

a com plexity in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  form er s t a t e  o f extreme s im p lic i ty .  

S ig n if ic a n t ly ,  th e  change from the  in d e f in i te  to  the  d e f in i te  a r t i c l e  

i s  marked by the  use o f th e  c a p i ta l  " J"  in  " J e u ,"  th e  only c a p ita l iz e d  

word in  the  so n n et. One way to  i n te r p r e t  th e  a c tio n  i s  th a t  t h is  i s  

a w h ite  lac e  c u r ta in ,  d isap p ea rin g  in  the  rays o f dawn ( " le  Jeu 

supreme" be ing  God's ever-renew ed game o f c re a tio n  and a n n ih i la t io n ,  

th e  c a p ric io u s  design of d iv in e  v o l i t io n  in  P o e 's  E u rek a). Y et, i f  

we allow  the s h i f t  from in d e f in i te  to  d e f in i te  i t s  due w e ig h t, we can 

move beyond th is  read in g . Through the surrounding  c o n te x t, "Une 

d e n te l le "  becomes more than  a lac e  d isap p ea rin g  a t  dawn. The a c tio n  

i s  l in k e d  to  the w r i te r .

The evanescent form o f an i n d e f in i t e  e x te n t  emerges bound to  

th e  d i s t i n c t  a c tio n  s ig n a le d  in  " le  doute du Jeu suprem e." Sense 

can be made o f the  game only i f  we a s so c ia te  i t  w ith  th e  o th e r  words 

in  the  s ta n z a . Although "Une d e n te l le "  su g g ests  a p r iv i le g e d  in d e ­

term inacy  of pure space (no te  the  connection  w ith  an i n f i n i t e  en fo rced  

by the  rhyme o f "dent e l l e "  w ith  " e te m e l le "  in  the  l a s t  l in e )  , the
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"Jeu  supreme" appears as something o th e r  than  d iv in e . We know 

from M allarm e's w r itin g  th a t  he in te n d s  an eq u iv a len ce  between 

" le  je u ,"  " le  d o u te ,"  and the p o e tic  a c t .

. . . ce je u  in sen se  d 'e c r i r e ,  s 'a r r o g e r  en v e r tu  d 'u n  
doute— l a  g o u tte  d 'e n c re  ap p aren tee  a l a  n u i t  sublim e— 
quelque d ev o ir de to u t  r e c r e e r .

(O.C. 481)

Founded on doubt, bo th  a f o l ly  and a n e c e s s i ty ,  the  a c t of human
4

c re a tio n  i s  the  ground o f th e  so n n e t.

The l a s t  two l in e s  o f th e  s ta n z a  f u r th e r  d e fin e  the  q u a l i t i e s  o f

the  game. In  i t s  c o n d it io n a l  d isa p p e a rin g , a d e n te l le  a c ts  "A n 'e n -

t r 'o u v r i r  comme un blasphem e/Q u'absence e te m e l l e  de l i t . "  The supreme

game s im ultaneously  appears a t ra n s g re s s io n ,  a rap p o rt accen tu a ted  by
5

th e  assonance o f "supreme" w ith  "b lasphem e." C onsider the  s t r ik in g

eq u atio n  o f Jeu/Blaspheme in  "Le Tombeau d 'E dgar Poe ,"  which concludes:

"Aux n o irs  vo ls  du Blaspheme ep ars  dans l e  f u tu r ."  "Blaspheme" i s

c a p ita l iz e d  and im p l ic i t ly  connected to  th e  "Jeu" o f w r itin g  "aux

n o ir s  v o ls ."  Mallarme p e rc e iv es  the  p o e t 's  c re a tio n  as a sp u rio u s

one. The poet fragm ents a fo rm less , p u re ly  p o te n t ia l  ground, the

w hite  page, w ith  " sa  g o u tte ,  au fond, de ten eb res  r e l a t i v e  a ce que 
6

quelque chose s o i t "  (O.C. 370).

In  t h is  s ta n z a , the  i n i t i a l  b in ary  o p p o s itio n  of i n d e f in i te  

(Une d e n te l le )  and d e f in i te  ( l e  doute) i s  fo r  the  moment co u n te r­

a c te d , s y n th e s ize d , in  the  complex s u g g e s t iv ity  o f th e  sequence:

"A n 'e n t r 'o u v r i r  comme un b lasphem e." While " e n tr 'o u v r i r "  l i t e r a l l y  

d e p ic ts  lac e  c u r ta in s  as they se p a ra te  in  the  dawn a i r ,  the  e s s e n t ia l
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q u a l i f ic a t io n  " comme un blasphem e" l in k s  "Une d e n te l le "  to  the 

p a r t i c u l a r  p o e tic  game ( " la  g o u tte  d ’e n c re " ) .  The s ta n z a ’s f i r s t  

two l in e s  marked o u t th e  passage from essence  to  e x is te n c e :  th a t

i s  to  say , the  Une o f indeterm inacy  re fu te d  by y e t  an o th e r uncer­

t a i n t y ,  " le  doute du Jeu  suprem e." The th i r d  movement, s ig n i f ie d  by 

" un b lasphem e," re v e a ls  the  dynamic o f th e  e n t i r e  so n n e t. A c o n tin ­

u a l movemeiit o f a l t e rn a t in g  passage o f one term  in to  an o th e r (une-^ le  

- » tin) and back a g a in , t h e i r  m utual r e f le c t io n s  proceeding  in  b a lan ce  

from p o in t to  p o in t ,  c o n s t i tu te s  th e  p o e tic  e x p e rie n ce . The two 

component coun ter-pow ers, p rese n ted  in  th e  se lf-re n e w in g  o p p o s itio n

between in d e f in i te  and d e f in i te  a r t i c l e ,  in te r p e n e t r a te  each o th e r  to
7

g en era te  a h ig h e r  t h i r d  th a t  in c lu d e s  both  th e  form er. The antagonism  

between s im p lic i ty  and com plexity , co n ju n c tio n  and d iv erg en ce, appear 

as a s e r ie s  o f  co o rd in a te  p a r ts  o f one p ro cess  toward a u n ity  reg a in ed . 

With th e  p ro g ress  o f th e  t e x t ,  the  une appears more d e f in i t i v e  through 

e x te r io r iz a t io n  in  i t s  own c o n tr a d ic t io n .  This e x te r io r i z a t io n ,  ac­

com plished through d iffe re n c e  in  form, p re s e n ts  " th e  p o e tic a l  essence 

o f the  u n iv erse"  as ordained  in  the  pages o f Eureka, " . . . fo rc in g  

th e  o r ig in a l ly  and th e re fo re  norm ally  One in to  the abnormal c o n d itio n  

o f Many. An a c tio n  of t h is  c h a ra c te r  im p lie s  r e a c t io n .  A d if fu s io n  

from U nity  in v o lv es  a tendency to  r e tu rn  to  U nity" (p . 21 ).

Poe’s r e c ip ro c i ty  o f ad a p ta tio n  th a t  e ra d ic a te s  any f ix e d  d is ­

t in c t io n  between th e  s ta t e s  o f  s p i r i t u a l i t y  and m a te r ia l i ty  h e lp s  us 

b e t t e r  u nderstand  th e  design  of t h i s  so n n e t. The c o n v e r t ib i l i ty  

which su b ju g a te s  a l l  elem ents in  the  poem in to  oneness i s  in ten d ed  by 

M allarm e, as confirm ed in  th e  s ta n z a ’ s l a s t  l in e :  "Q u'absence
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e te m e l l e  de l i t . "  For a lthough  th e re  has been an opening in to  

what was c lo se d , t h is  s e p a ra tio n  does n o t m an ifes t e x is te n c e . In ­

s te a d ,  i t  lead s  to  absence and d is c lo s e s  only th e  id ea  o f a non­

p rese n t bed. The language and i t s  p ro v o ca tiv e  "e n tr 'o u v rem en t"  

determ ines only a re tu rn  to  vacancy, fu r th e r  d e m a te r ia liz in g  th e  

o b jec t s ig n i f ie d .

The second s ta n z a  i n te n s i f i e s  one moment of th e  p o e tic  a c t ,  the  

a to m iza tio n  of d en o ta tio n  to  embody essence:

Cet unanime b lan c  c o n f l i t  
D 'une g u irla n d e  avec l a  meme,
Enfui co n tre  l a  v i t r e  bleme 
F lo tte  p lu s  q u ' i l  n 'e n s e v e l i t .

A p o s i t iv e  q u a li ty  has been g iven to  the  c re a te d  absence. The 

d e n te l le / je u  suprem e/blasphem e segm entation  of th e  in v en tiv e  p lay  

has d e lim ited  th e  v e rb a l space to  rev e a l n o th in g  excep t th e  vo id . 

Here we see a source fo r  th e  re c ip ro c a l  s h i f t s  in  th e  d e s ig n a tio n  o f 

th e  i n d e f in i t e  and d e f in i te  a r t i c l e  i t e r a t e d  throughou t th e  poem. 

That p ro cess  whereby the  d e f in i te  a r t i c l e  i s  n e u tr a l iz e d  in to  shape­

le s s n e s s  and the  essence  o f oneness becomes p a r t i c u la r iz e d  i s  i t s e l f

momentary. This r a d ic a l  a l t e rn a t io n  Valery c a l l s  " le  je u  supreme de 
8

l a  tra n sm u ta tio n  des id e e s ."  Nothing can be c e r ta in  excep t th e  

ap o th eo s is  of an am biguity .

The f i r s t  l in e  "unanim e," evolved  from th e  l a t i n  unanimus 

fu ses  unus (one) + animus ( s p i r i t )  and c o n c re tiz e s  the  poem's cen­

t r a l  tendency. In  t h i s  u n c e rta in  h a l f - l i g h t ,  t h is  i s  a s in g u la r ly  

q u a li f ie d  " c o n f l i t . "  A " c o n f l i t "  o f confo rm ity , o f unreso lved
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i d e n t i t i e s  and a l t e r n a t io n s ,  i t  rem ains monotone. To c re a te  w ith

words the  c o n d itio n  of a lac k  o f words rem ains th e  aim of th is

s ta n z a , an aim th a t  a ff irm s  i t s e l f  in  th e  c o n tex t of an e v e r-

deepening Un(e) sequence. The coupling  o f "une g u irla n d e  avec l a

meme" (a  s im ultaneous r u s t l in g  a g a in s t  th e  p a le  window) p re se n ts

the  n e v e r -d e f in i t iv e  a sp ec t o f e x is te n c e  evoked in  " F lo tte  p lus 
9

q u ' i l  n 'e n s e v e l i t . "

The s o n n e t 's  dominant way to  tend  toward th e  One i s  through a 

d is p e r s a l  which a c ts  to  jo in .  In  t h is  s ta n z a , in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  the  

theme o f con ju n c tio n  m an ifes ts  i t s e l f .  In  th re e  l i n e s ,  f o r  example, 

we have: "unanime . . . c o n f l i t /D 'une . . . / . . .  c o n tr e ,"  each

word co n ta in s  a v a r ia t io n  on the  theme o f one, w hether as in d e f in i te  

a r t i c l e  (une) o r  in d e f in i te  pronoun (o n ). This confluence o f  two 

d i s t in c t  forms p o in ts  to  th e  c o ll ig a t io n  of the  poem's concluding 

te r c e t :  n u l ( l 'u n ) /o n .  The very indeterm inedness o f the  in d e f in i te

a r t i c l e  c o n s t i tu te s  i t s  d e f in i t iv e n e s s .  The pure  and a b s tr a c t  has 

be ing  p re se n t  w ith in  i t .  In  L 'E x p ress io n  l i t t e r a i r e  dans l 'o e u v re  de 

Mallarme, Jacques S ch erer n o te s :

C e tte  v a le u r  d e f in ie  l a te n te  de 1 'a r t i c l e  in d e f in i  e s t  
a rap p ro ch er de l 'e m p lo i  etendu du pronom in d e f in i  "u n ,"  
in s p ir e  du l a t i n . ^ 0

The n o tio n  o f a uniform  c o n f l i c t  of two id e n t i c a l  g arlands 

s ig n i f ie s  a vague undoubling , as o f one fo ld ed  c lo th  ("au  fond de 

l 'unan im e p l i , "  in  "A utre E v e n ta i l ,"  O.C. 58 ). The apparen t d u a li ty  

in  th e  undoubling o r  opening in to  two ( " e n t r 'o u v r i r " )  rev e a ls  i t s e l f
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to  be a c o u n te r fe i t  o f  c o n tr a d ic t io n ,  m erely d u p lic a tin g  the  

o r ig in a lly  u n fied  image. This renewed "dedoublem ent" ( in  th e  sug­

g es ted  d if fu s io n  o f th e  dawn's rays) p lay s  out th e  f i c t io n  o f the  

in d e te rm in a te , t h is  e x is te n c e  "a-dem i" to  be shown fo r th  in  words:

. . . d 'e x is te n c e s  e ta g e a n t l e u r  v a c u ite  en ta n t  
qu 'une m onotonie enorme . . . m ainte in d e c ise  f l o t -  
ta is o n  d 'id e e  d e s e r ta n t  l e s  h asard s  comme des b ran ch es.

(O.C. 289)

Consequently , in  t h is  poem, th e  d iv is io n  in to  a coa lescence  

su g g ests  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f w r i tin g  words th a t  no lo n g er oppose the  

id e a l  o f a prim ary w h iten ess . Such a d is s o lu t io n  o f c o rp o re a li ty  

through th e  a id  of m a tte r ,  r e f e r s  us back to  the  s p i r i t ' s  m an ife s ta ­

t io n  in  E ureka, d escrib ed  as "M atte r w ith o u t M atte r"  (p . 75 ). In  the 

second s ta n z a , the  d e f in i te  a r t i c l e ,  l a ,  i s ,  in  i t s  tu rn ,  d eprived  o f 

i t s  u su a l fu n c tio n . Jo in ed  to  the  word fo r  sam eness, " la  meme," i t  

d i r e c ts  our a t t e n tio n  to  the  p reced in g , e q u a lly  undeterm ined o b je c t ,

"une g u ir la n d e ,"  and i t s  p a r t i c u la r iz in g  fo rc e  i s  n e u tr a l i z e d .  The 

a r t i c l e  i s  a ls o  au d ib ly  n e u tr a l i z e d ,  reduced to  a rhythm ic redundancy: 

"g u ir lan d e  . . . l a  . . . / . . .  j^a . . . " .  And th u s , Mallarme w rote 

in  I g i t u r : " je  p ro fe re  l a  p a ro le  pour l a  rep lo n g e r dans son in a n i te "

(O.C. 451).

The f i r s t  t e r c e t  ex em p lif ies  th e  su g g estio n  th a t  words through a 

d is in te g r a t io n  of d i f f e r e n t i a l  em phasis, can indeed  " F lo tte  p lu s  q u ' i l  

n 'e n s e v e l i t " :

Mais chez q u i du reve se  dore 
T ris tem en t d o r t une mandore 
Au creux nean t m usicien
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With the con ju n ctio n  "M ais," Mallarme tu rn s  th e  sonnet back upon 

i t s e l f  and a c c e le ra te s  the  d r iv e  to  r e a l iz e  a harmony o f u n ivoca l 

sound. We should read  th is  t e r c e t  as a p h o n e tic  m a te r ia l iz a t io n  

o f  absence. When we tak e  o u t o f the  second l in e  th e  calembour 

"ment d o r t"  th a t  rep e a ts  the  rhymed word, "mandore," th e  m ent, 

d o r t , mandore, a c ts  t r u ly  as "un s o l i t a i r e  t a c i te  co n cert"  to  i l ­

l u s t r a t e  th a t  "La P o e s ie , proche l ' i d e e ,  e s t  M usique, p a r  e x ce llen ce"  

(O.C. 380-381). The assonance and a l l i t e r a t i o n  harm o n ica lly  r e f l e c t  

upon the  "unanime b lan c  c o n f l i t"  o f the  p reced ing  q u a tra in .

The in v o lu tio n  o f words d isap p ea rin g  one in to  th e  o th e r ,  t h is  

c a re fu lly  m odulated s o n o r i ty ,  i s  c o n tro l le d  by the  p resence  o f une, 

follow ed by m andore♦ The m usical in s tru m e n t, round l ik e  a b e l ly  and 

ap p a ren tly  f u l l  o f b e in g , s u s ta in s  a l l  i t s  power o f  n e g a tio n . A 

"creux  n e a n t,"  t h i s  mandore, a w ell-form ed box around the  n u l l ,  r e f e r s  

em ptiness back upon i t s e l f .  The l i t e r a l  meaning o f "creux  n ean t"  

makes only a minimal c o n tr ib u tio n  to  i t s  fo rc e . Y et, in  i t s  r e l a t i o n  

to  " a b o l i t , "  "un blasphem e," "Q u 'absence ,"  and " c o n f l i t , "  to  a l l  those 

n o tio n s  o f n e g a tiv i ty  which have come fo r th  as f e r t i l e ,  th is  hollow  i s  

a lso  p regnan t w ith  something more than  what i t  f i r s t  s ig n i f ie s .

The jo in in g  of mandore and m usician  i s  emphasized by the  sequence 

dore/ d o r t  . . . d o re , and the  two converge in to  one. The move from 

mandore to  m usician  and t h e i r  f in a l  yoking lea d s  to  th e  p resence  o f a 

poe t in  t h is  s p e c t r a l  space . An id e n t i ty  o f s u b je c t  and o b jec t 

(m usician  and m andore/poet and poem) i s  ex p ressed . "M usicienne du 

s i le n c e "  ( " S a in te ,"  O.C. 5 3 ) , he has to i l e d  " tr is te m e n t"  to  a ff irm
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the  u ltim a te  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f th e  word, to  move th e  l i n g u i s t i c  in to  

s ile n c e :  " s ig n i f i c a t i f  s i le n c e  qu’ i l  n 'e s t  pas moins beau de

composer, que le s  v e rs "  (O.C. 872-873).

The l a s t  t e r c e t  c a r r ie s  f u r th e r  th e  undoubling th a t  lea d s  to  

u n ity :

T e lle  que v e rs  quelque fe n e tre  
Selon n u l v e n tre  que le  s ie n ,
F i l i a l  on a u ra i t  pu n a T tre .

I  have a llu d e d  to  the  c ro ss in g  over and coupling  o f term s fo r  o b jec t 

and those  fo r  su b je c t  m irro red  in  the tu rn  o f n u l (which can be read 

as l ’un) in to  the  on of the  concluding l in e .  We have been p repared  

to  read  th i s  n u l as a p h o n e tic  in v e rs io n  o f l ’un , whose graphemic and 

ph o n e tic  s tr u c tu r e  1(e) + un e x te rn a lly  r e a l iz e s  th e  power o f the  in ­

d e f in i te .  The eq u iv o ca l Un(e) i s  a determ ining  p resen ce . The one, 

l ’u n , convergence o f d e f in i te  and in d e f in i t e ,  a p p lie s  to  th e  poem as 

s u b je c t .  The d i s t in c t io n  between su b je c t and o b je c t ,  he who w r ite s  

and what he w r i te s ,  has been p u lv e r ize d  through t h e i r  r e c ip ro c a l  t ra n s ­

fo rm ations. The n u l/o n  com bination m ight f u r th e r  s ig n ify  no/one (not 

th e  one) , s tr e s s in g  the  d e -p e rs o n a liz a t io n  and anonymity th a t  Mallarme 

sought in  o rd e r  to  match h is  own a r t i s t r y  w ith  th e  u l tim a te  model, the  

u n iv e rse . " F i l i a l "  c a l l s  to  mind "ce  p l i  de sombre d e n te l le  que r e -  

t i e n t  l ' i n f i n i "  (O.C. 370), th e  th re a d  made up o f " le s  p r in c ip au x

f i l s  d e ja  s o r t i s "  out o f a p o e t 's  s p i r i t ,  as s p id e r - l i k e ,  he a ttem pts
11

to  c re a te  th e  work th a t  a r i s e s  out o f  "n u l v e n tre  que le  s ie n ."

F u r th e r  in d ic e s  o f indeterm inacy  p re s e n t  them selves in  t h is  

s ta n z a . We a tte n d  to  " quelque fe n e tre "  as opposed to  "JLa v i t r e
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bleme" of the  second s ta n z a . And, " n a l t r e "  i s  homonym of " n 'e t r e "

(an equ iva lence  u n d e rlin ed  by the  f i r s t  l in e  " f e / n e t r e " ) . R e fe rrin g

to  th e  l in e s  from th e  poem, "Les F e n e tre s ,"  we n o te  the  in te r a c t io n  
12

of death  and r e b i r th :

Je me m ire e t  me vo is  ange! e t  je  m eurs, e t  j ’aime 
—Que l a  v i t r e  s o i t  l ’ a r t ,  s o i t  l a  m y s t ic i te —
A r e n a i t r e ,  p o r ta n t  mon reve en diademe,
Au c ie l  a n te r ie u r  ou f l e u r i t  l a  Beautel

Again, we hover between being and n on-being , c re a t io n  and i t s  nega­

t io n .  In  th e  suspension  marked by th e  undoing o f th e  po e t as s u b je c t ,  

we r e a l iz e  both  the  p o t e n t i a l i t y  and the  l im ita t io n s  o f c o n s tru c tio n  

con tained  in  th e  c o n d itio n a l verb " a u ra i t  pu n a x tr e ,"  s e t t in g  in  

m otion, even as the  poem ends, the  doubt, th e  i r r e s o lu t io n .

In th is  game, th e  Un(e) d iss im u la te s .  The "sonnet n u l e t  se r e -  
13

f le c h is s a n t  de to u te s  le s  faqons" dem onstrates how Oneness, posing

as u n c e rta in ty  can become d e f in i t i v e .  M allarm e’ s a r t  "consacre  aux

f ic t io n s ,  sa  v i r t u a l i t e "  (O.C. 368), has endowed the  in d e f in i te

a r t i c l e  w ith  the  only power to  s ig n ify  in  th e  poem. The d iv e rse

elem ents conform to  compose a medium th a t  se rv es  th e  p r in c ip le  of

u n ity . And the  undefined  has p layed  out i t s  ro le  in  th e  moment’s

f ic t io n .  This fe ig n in g , i s  fo r  M allarm e, th e  su b stan ce  o f  a l l

p o e try . "Je  c h a n te ra i  en d e sesp e re ,"  he w rote in  1866, "devant le
14

Rien qui e s t  l a  v e r i t e ,  ces g lo rie u x  mensonges!"

These " g lo r io u s  l i e s "  d esig n a te  the  f i c t io n  th a t  Mallarme 

equates w ith  h is  method. "Toute methode e s t  une f i c t i o n ,  e t  bonne 

pour l a  d em o n stra tio n ."  Thus, p a ra d o x ic a lly , he p u ts  forw ard th e  de­
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m o n stra tio n s  o f c r a f t  as the  means to  what cannot be dem onstrated— 

th e  in d e f in i te n e s s  o f e f f e c t  he v a lu e s , as d id  h i s  "m a itre  P oe."

In  E ureka, Poe makes language "se rv e  th e  o b je c ts  o f t h i s  s p i r i t u a l  

E th e r ."  He w i l l f u l l y  e x h ib i ts  d isc o u rse  in  a l l  i t s  v ic i s s i tu d e s  to  

a llu d e  to  u l tim a te  harmony. We r e c a l l  h is  d e c la r a t io n :  " I  design

b u t to  su g g est— and to  convince through the  s u g g e s tio n ."

The d o c tr in e  o f e f f e c t  p re s e n ts  i t s e l f  as a  d ev ice  th a t  can 

r e t a in  th e  concep tion . A q u e s tio n  rem ains: a re  we, as r e a d e rs ,  l e f t

w ith  a s in g u la r  im pression  o f th e  in e x p re s s ib le ,  th a t  " so u l o f P oesy ," 

o r  m erely w ith  ev idence of a t e c h n ic a l  c lev e rn ess  th a t  f a l l s  sh o rt  o f 

th e  d e s ire d  r e v e la tio n ?  I  have suggested  th a t  the  com position  o f t h e i r  

language, by o p e ra tin g  accord ing  to  c le a r ly  seen  s t r a te g i e s  o f in d e te r ­

minacy does, in  f a c t ,  rev e a l th a t  i n s t i n c t  fo r  symmetry claim ed by bo th  

w r i te r s  as in h e re n t in  our m inds. The f a b r ic a t io n  o f  doubt through an 

in ex o ra b le  v e rb a l d i a l e c t i c  lead s  to  our c e r ta in  "sen se"  o f a coherent 

d e sig n . The lo g ic ,  th en , i s  both  concealed  and im plied  in  th e  f i c t io n .
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NOTES

1
See H arald  W einrich , "The T ex tu al F unction  of th e  French A r t ic l e , "  

L i te r a ry  S ty le :  A Symposium, ed. Seymour Chatman (London: Oxford U niver­
s i t y  P re s s ,  1971), p p .221-34. In  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  b in ary  o p p o s itio n  b e t ­
ween the  fu n c tio n s  o f th e  d e f in i te  and in d e f in i t e  a r t i c l e s ,  he s t r e s s e s  
" th e  p r in c ip le  o f m utual d e te rm in a tio n  by c o n te x t"  and sees  th e  a r t i c l e s  
as "indexes and s ig n a ls  which can be co n sid ered  as s ig n -p o s ts  o f th e  
d isc o u rs e ."  ( p .224) This a r t i c l e  came to  my a t t e n t io n  a f t e r  my p re lim in a ry  
work on Une D e n te lle , and i t  should  be co n su lted  fo r  fu r th e r  work on the  
a r t i c l e  in  French.

2
See O tto Je sp e rso n , The Philosophy o f Grammar (London: George A. 

Unwin, 1924), p . 113 p a r t i c u l a r ly :

. . . i n  most cases  where we use th e  " in d e f in i te "  a r t i c l e  
we have r e a l ly  som ething very  d e f in i te  in  our mind, and 
" in d e f in i te "  in  th e  gram m atical sense  p r a c t ic a l ly  means 
no th in g  b u t what s h a l l  n o t (no t y e t)  be named.

See a ls o  W ein rich 's  comment th a t  th e  " d e f in i t e  a r t i c l e  d i r e c ts  th e  a u d ie n c e 's  
a t t e n t io n  toward p re - in fo rm a tio n  and th e  in d e f in i t e  a r t i c l e  toward p o s t­
in fo rm a tio n ."  ( p .226)

3
The word " a b o lie "  beg ins "L 'O uvertu re  ancienne d 'H ero d iad e":

"A bolie , e t  son a i l e  a f f r e u s e  dans l e s  larm es/Du b a s s in ,  a b o li  q u i m ire 
le s  alarm es" and rec u rs  in  Un Coup de Des and th e  "A boli b ib e lo t  d 'in a n i te  
sonore" o f th e  sonnet "Ses pu rs o n g le s ."  See H e g e l 's  " n e g i t iv a t ,"  a 
p ro d u ctiv e  d i s s o lu t io n :  " . . . t h e  c o n ten t o f th e  N o tio n .. .p o s i te d  as
e x te r n a l , as f a l l in g  asu n d er. " (The Science of L o g ic , p . 143)

4
See I g i t u r , o . c . ,  p . 442: " . . . c e t t e  f o l i e  e t a i t  n e c e s s a ir e ."  And

in  th e  S c o lie s  to  t h i s  work, p . 450, he em phasizes th e  d e c e i t  o f a r t ,  a 
game made up o f appearances:

A utre gam inerie .
I I  d i t :  j e  ne peux f a i r e  c e c i  s e rie u se m e n t. . .

5
W hatever our o r ie n ta t io n ,  th e  c re a t io n  o f th e  poem im p lie s  an in v e r te d  

m irro r in g  o f God's c re a t io n ,  H e g e l 's  "d ie  v e rk e h r te  W elt."  See M allarm e's 
"Quant au l i v r e , "  o . c . ,  p . 370.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



183

Tu rem arquas, on n 'e c r i t  p a s , lum ineusem ent, su r  champ 
o b scu r, l 1a lp h ab e t des a s t r e s ,  s e u l ,  a in s i  s 'in d iq u e ,  
ebauche ou in terrom pu; l'homme p o u rsu it  n o lr  su r  b lan c .

6
L 'a p re s -m id i d 'u n  faune e x p resses  th e  eq u a tio n  made between " le  

doute" and " la  g o u tte "  o f in k : "Mon d o u te , amas de n u i t  ancienne"
( o . c . , p . 50).

7
That which was r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f  e sse n c e , th e  s u b je c t ,  "Une 

d e n te l le ,"  g ives r i s e  to  the  n e g a tiv e  o f th e  i n f i n i t e ,  "1b  dou te" of 
th e  p o e t,  to  reemerge f in a l ly  in  "un blasphem e" ( " d e n te l le "  and "doute" 
jo in e d ) .  I  a ls o  r e f e r  th e  rea d e r  to  H egel’s L o g ic :

This p ro g ress  makes i t s  appearance w herever r e l a t i v e  
de te rm in a tio n s  a re  p ressed  to  th e  p o in t o f  o p p o s it io n , 
w ith  th e  r e s u l t  th a t  a lthough  they a re  in  an in se p a rab le  
u n i ty ,  each i s  c re d ite d  w ith  a s e l f - s u b s i s t e n t  d e te r ­
m inate being  over a g a in s t  the  o th e r .  The p ro g re s s , i s  
con seq u en tly , a c o n tra d ic t io n  which i s  n o t reso lv e d  but 
i s  always only en u n cia ted  as p r e s e n t .

8
Paul V alery , "D ern iere  v i s i t e  a M allarm e," V a r ie te  I I  (P a r is :  

G allim ard , 1930), p p .183-84.

9
N e g a t iv i ty 's  movement i s  seen as th e  l iq u i fy in g ,  th e  d iss o lv in g  

fo rc e . See M allarm e's  t r a n s la t io n  of P o e 's  The Raven: "E t de l a  s o ie
in c e r ta in e  e t  t r i s t e  bru issem ent en chaque r id e a u  p u rp u ra l me t r a v e r -  
s a i t "  ( o .c . ,  p . 190).

10
Jacques S ch e re r, L 'E x p ress io n  l i t t e r a i r e  dans 1 'oeuvre de 

Mallarme (P a r is :  L ib r a i r i e  Droz, 1947). See a ls o  S ch e re r , Grammaire 
de Mallarme (P a r is :  N iz e t,  1977), p p .101-2: " C 'e s t  done d e liberem ent
q u ' i l  a enrobe d 'im p re c is io n  une pensee q u i ,  dans l e  fond , r e s t e  p r e c i s e ."

11
For M allarm e, th e  work must be in b o rn , r e v e a lin g , " 1 ' i n s t in c t  

d 'harm onie que, grande ou jeu n e , on a en s o i"  ("La D ern ie re  Mode,"
o . c . ,  p . 828).

12
See R obert G reer Cohn's e x c e l le n t  d isc u ss io n  o f th e  n a i t r e / n 'e t r e  

eq u a tio n , o r ,  in  h is  w ords, th e  "not b i r t h . "  Toward th e  Poems of 
Mallarme (B erkeley: U n iv e rs ity  o f C a l ifo rn ia  P re s s ,  1965), p p .214-15.
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13
M allarm e, Propos su r  l a  p o e s ie , ed. by H. Mondor (Monaco, 1953),

p . 99.

14
M allarm e, Correspondance (1862-1871), p . 208.
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