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Poetry Between Friends:

A Study of Marianne Moore and Wallace Stevens 
     In a letter dated March 27, 1953, Wallace Stevens wrote to Marianne Moore, “The web of friendship between poets is the most delicate thing in the world—and the most precious” (Selected Letters 772).  For the poets of the early twentieth century, the need to have someone with whom they could both share their work and escape from its demands was essential.  It is, perhaps, in light of this truism that the friendship of Marianne Moore and Wallace Stevens took root.  Although they remained on rather formal terms, never addressing each other by first name, their relationship spanned decades, and “their letters reveal their unfailing loyalty to each other’s work” (Selected Letters 335).  As supporters of the movement of poetry away from the sentimentality of the past and toward a more realistic approach to art, Moore and Stevens shared a common desire to revitalize and refresh the poetry of the 20th century.  Both were naturalists, and both enjoyed a formal education focusing in the sciences, Moore in biology and Stevens in medicine.  In spite of the ideas and circumstances that brought them together, however, there were some important differences in their philosophy of art, and especially in the way their art expressed and affected their spirituality.  It would seem that simply by association with Stevens Moore would find herself more comfortable with her own expression of her art.  In a letter to Bryher dated August 9, 1935, Moore wrote, “[All] my efforts in writing criticism and in writing verse have been for years, a chameleon attempt to bring my product into some sort of compatibility with Wallace Stevens” (Selected Letters 351).  Similarly, Stevens should have become more comfortable with his own ideas of spirituality by association with someone as sure of her faith as Moore.  In a letter to Barbara Church dated June 26, 1952, he writes of Moore, “The more I see of her the more certain I am that some question of integrity enters into everything she does and is decisive of it for her.  [P]ersonally, I do not think as she does and do not feel that my integrity is involved” (Selected Letters 756).  As important as the friendship was to both Moore and Stevens, and as much as they both clearly received from their association with each other, it is interesting that their relationship was not more successful in relieving the areas of personal concern that would continue to plague them throughout their lives.  

     The artistic philosophy of Marianne Moore is evident in the pieces that she published in Complete Poems.  The poem “Poetry” is an example of Moore’s belief in the suggestion of Wallace Stevens that all poems are about poetry.  Although the beginning assertion that “I, too, dislike it” (line 1) is sometimes quoted as evidence that Moore was a modest woman who did not take her art too seriously, a more likely explanation is that it is a declaration of disgust with the common view of poetry as a way of prettifying standard opinions, specifically those of an intellectual nature.  In his book Marianne Moore Bernard Engel writes, “The critics who read her as having contempt for all poetry are thus hoisted on their own petard: the kind of poetry she disliked is, or includes, that which they commonly prefer“ (41).  What she does like, as the poem goes on to explain, is “the genuine” (5).  Her speaker declares that vivid presentation of the specific details of a subject is important not because it may lead to high-sounding interpretation” but because it is “useful” (11), in that it can lead to the “genuine.”  In typical Moore style, she delightfully uses a variety of creatures engaged in various activities to represent the “all of us” (13) of the poem and make the point that all of the “us,” or all of these, are possible subjects.  Even business and schoolroom documents can be used for poetry; yet, as she continues, these documents are not necessarily poetry simply because they were “dragged into prominence by half poets.”  Moore places the burden on the poet not only in the form of artistic ability, but more interestingly in the form of intention.  The term “genuine” is near enough to the term “truth” to place Moore’s comments in the realm of morality, at least morality of intent.  Although Moore is making a strong statement about content, she is also including a distinct aspect of intent, which then shifts in the theme of her argument from subject to poet, making it suddenly very personal.  Engel writes, “What is important is that the poet be true ultimately, not to fact but to his imagination” (41).  The poet must present “imaginary gardens with real toads in them” (32), a selection of real objects that when presented together will produce an imagined experience.  She concludes by asserting, however, that this may be so grand a task that for the meantime the demands of the art may be satisfied by the “genuineness” of the raw material itself, if the presentation is properly made.  This shifts the theme from the poet back to the subject, and presents a slightly disguised, but certainly romantic view that art requires nothing more than the realism of observation, though demanding that the observation be an accurate one.  Engel states, “In Moore’s creed, poetry must climb to heights beyond realism, but it must begin its ascent on a stairway of fact” (42).

      The poem “Peter” extols the virtues of being “natural” or doing, without pretense, what one is designed to do.  This poem, a playful account of a cat who belonged to two of Moore’s women friends, is a demonstration of Moore’s ability to exemplify in a poem the virtues upon which she was meditating in the process of writing it.  In this work Moore emphasizes those qualities of Peter that might be called his cat-ness: complete relaxation, narrowed eyes, obvious nightmares, and lack of concern with judgment that would condemn him for possessing the claws and tail he was born with.  Emphasis is placed upon his animality and his unself-conscious turning from being coddled to clawing and back again.  Engel notes that the poem has been read as an attack on Catholicism, the cat representing “the church that claims to have been founded by the apostle Peter and that to some Protestants has appeared as both lethargic and rapacious” (44).  The poem has also been read as a feminist attack on Catholicism’s failure to ordain women, but at the time this poem appeared in 1924 neither Moore’s own Presbyterian church nor other mainline denominations were ordaining women.  The focus on the cat seems to be his cat-like characteristics, not on use of him as a symbol; thus, it is more likely that Peter is simply a living example of natural behavior.  In fact, the poem closes with her assertion that “It is clear that he can see / the virtue of naturalness” (50-51) and that for him to do anything other than follow his natural instincts “would be nothing but / dishonesty (62-63).     

     That naturalness is essential for the literary critic, who should see literature as a phase of life” is the assertion of “Picking and Choosing.”  In this poem she expresses the duty of the poet to show sensory reality, not only because that reality has value in itself, but because in showing it accurately he will discover the “spiritual forces which have made it” (27).  Belief in the existence of a spiritual world did not mean that Moore was content with received optimisms.  The fact that courage was one of her principal values and that she thought the advisable existence to be an armored one, indicated that her world was one wherein danger always threatens.  Engel writes, “Moore believed in the existence of a spiritual realm, but did not deny or denigrate realism” (50).

     The artistic philosophy of Wallace Stevens is most clearly seen in his poem, “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction.”  In contrast to Moore’s strength of faith, Moore’s work exudes a searching quality that is never quite satisfied, at least not for very long.  Rather, in Stevens we see bits of spiritual comfort within the folds of the great satisfaction he achieved from his work.  Consequently, the comfort is temporary and fleeting.  In his essay “Notes toward a Supreme Fiction: A commentary” Harold Bloom writes that “[t]he tentativeness of Stevens’ title is neither humility nor irony, for the poem is an attempt at a final belief in a fiction known to be a fiction, in the predicate that there is nothing else” (76-77).  Stevens had the good fortune that attends only few poets in that his most ambitious poem was his best.  This 650 line poem is divided into three sections with an opening dedication and closing epilogue both extolling the virtues of friendship, though his ending thoughts express a more complex understanding than is seen at the beginning.  The first section, “It Must Be Abstract,” expresses the idea that the possible poet has the power to abstract or withdraw himself from old ideas of reality, and he can do this only by fabricating his fictions.  Bloom writes, “When these fictions become supreme, in the work of a central poet, a Wordsworth or a Stevens, it is because the abstracted reality has been married to the possible sublimities of the imagination” (77).  Once he has been abstracted into reality, the major man comes, “looking for what was, where it used to be” (section X, line xvi) and presenting in himself the “difficulty of what is to be” (Section I, line xxi).  The second section, “It Must Change,” expresses the romantic vision of mutability stemming from Spenser, who lamented natural change and yet found in the cycle of life a salvation, an eternal principle of survival amidst decay.  The will to change is expressed by the potent Romantic image of the west wind in section X.  The west wind transforms our world and ourselves, and we peer into a “freshness of a world.  It is our own” (X, xvi).  The poem concludes with an ascending “movement from the essential prose of our condition in It Must Be Abstract to the ecstatic celebration of the marriage between flesh and air in It Must Give Pleasure” (Bloom 83).  In this section The Supreme Fiction, now seen as the poem of reality, must begin and end in delight, the poet’s creative joy and the reader’s delighted response.  The doctrine of the poem seems to be summarized in this section of the poem.  Stevens presents the “facile exercise” (I, vii) of religious celebration, “To sing jubilas at exact, accustomed times” (I, i), contrasted with the “difficultest rigor” (I, xiv) of the humanist poet who sees the unmediated vision that comes through transformation.  In other words, pleasure is the power that liberates vision.  Stevens work concludes as the fictive hero, who becomes real, brings together the Romantic movement with the poetry of imagination.  The soldier of reality, who is the brother to the poet as the soldier of imagination, make their dwelling in that place formed by the imagination, in which being there together is enough.

     Stevens believed that all real religion should be concerned with a renewal of earth, rather than a surrender to heaven.  One of the best examples of this philosophy is his poem “Sunday Morning,” in which he uses a woman to express his thoughts about earth as paradise.  His use of the female persona may be symbolic of the idea that God, typically seen as a man, is dead.  In part I the woman appears in silence as the voice of the poet expresses her contemplation for her.  Her devotion is troubled by a double sense of time, the dreamlike appeal of the past and the present appeal of sensuous perception and feeling.  In part II Stevens takes up the argument in favor of the richness of natural experience, questioning our faith in divinity because of the insubstantiality of its revelation, finally expressing the beauty of our human response to nature.  Stevens suggests that divinity cannot be known outside of life, but only within it as he writes “Divinity must live within herself” (II, viii).  In his book, Wallace Stevens: An Approach to his Poetry and Thought, Robert Pack writes, “The drama of this poem is in the testing of the idea of earth as paradise.  Man desires to believe in an infinite reality and to be in some touch with it; thus to bring heaven into contact with earth is his greatest wish” (25-26).  

     Marianne Moore wrote of Wallace Stevens that he “is beyond fathoming.  He is so strange; it is as if he had a morbid secret he would rather perish than disclose and just as he tells it out in his sleep, he changes into an uncontradictable judiciary with a gown and a gavel and you are embarrassed to have heard anything” (Selected Letters 453).  Stevens said, “The relation of art to life is of the first importance especially in a skeptical age since, in the absence of a belief in God, the mind turns to its own creations and examines them, not alone from the aesthetic point of view, but for what they reveal, for what they validate and invalidate, for the support that they give” (qtd. in Pack xiii).  For Moore, one of the benefits, even duties, of poetry was its validation of the idea of God and the reality of His existence.  For Stevens, poetry was a means of filling the void of doubt in God with the reality of life and nature.  Both poets, however, expressed a commonality in thought on the benefit of meditation, especially when that meditation brought forth a type of inner-dialectic.  This process of devotional exercise has its root in seventeenth-century meditative poetry, specifically the ideas of Richard Baxter in The Saints’ Everlasting Rest,  that “focused on joining mind and heart in the act of attentive contemplation” (Schulman 58).  Moore had read this treatise, and although Stevens probably hadn’t, the same manner of concentration is found in his writing, as well as the works of many modern writers.  In “Crude Foyer” Stevens writes, “[W]e use / Only the eye as a faculty, that the mind / Is the eye, and that this landscape of the mind / Is the landscape only of the eye” (qtd. in Schulman 59).  Similarly, in “Granite and Steel” Moore writes that the bridge is a “Romantic passageway / First seen by the eye of the mind, / Then by the eye” (qtd. in Schulman 59).  Moore and Stevens both believed that the mind grew through contradiction.  In this way the poet is able to reinforce the importance of perception without resorting to didacticism.  This is of critical importance for both Stevens, who felt very strongly that his role as an artist was a distinctly non-moral position, and for Moore, who openly expressed the moral duty of art through the artist.  Moore writes of Stevens’ “Auroras of Autumn,” “Thus poetry substitutes for poverty, abundance, a spiritual happiness in which the intangible is more real than the visible and earth is innocent, ‘not a guilty dream’ but a ‘holiness’ in which we are awake as peacefully as if we lay asleep” (The Achievement of Wallace Stevens 162).  It is interesting that regardless of their differences in artistic philosophy, both Moore and Stevens were able to see in each other’s poetry the very beliefs they themselves espoused.  Perhaps this is indication that the power of friendship is at least as commanding as the power of poetry.
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