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Is there a way in which literature distinctively shows us something about the world or about language? For more than a generation a number of philosophers and critics have argued that this question is best answered by thinking about literature’s distinctive contribution to our ethical understanding. In her account of Dickens’s novel, Hard Times, for example, Martha Nussbaum has argues that the imaginative achievement of the book is to show us the limits of either Kantian or Utilitarian ethical systems. There is something about living ethically that eludes a systematic philosophy of ethics, however well-intentioned, and it is the distinctive property of literature to show a sensitivity to this aspect of ethical life in a way that is nonetheless wholly rational. And this distinctive, rational property is closely connected to literature’s concern with detail, with a kind of showing of how it is that people live together and treat each other, an understanding that we need if we are to be sensitive both to the importance of ethics in our lives and to its limitations.
J. Hillis Miller, in his book The Ethics of Reading, has argued with great subtlety for a properly ethical moment in the act of reading literature, one that can and must be distinguished from the cognitive, political and social aspects of reading. We do not in this sense apply ethics to the reading of literature or justify it by appeal to the ethical outcomes it might have. To think this way is to misunderstand the intimate connection between the a major element in literary experience and a crucial dimension of ethics, its reliance on storytelling - stories of the kind that Kant tells about promising, for example. For Hillis Miller, our response to a literary work is necessarily a responsibility to it, an action that respects what is read. This responsibility is imbued with a familiar dilemma in ethical thought: is my respect for a text or a person a respect for them in their specific individuality or a respect for the law they represent?
For Nussbaum one important philosophical precedent is Aristotle and for Hillis Miller it is Kant. But in the works of Richard Rorty and Cora Diamond, Wittgenstein’s influence is perhaps most strongly at work in their thinking about literature as a special, non-categorical, kind of ethical reasoning. What each of these writers tries to do is develop an idea of literature’s educational power, and, in Nussbaum’s case at least, this is connected to a defence of literature as a public good, a justification of its place in the curricula of schools and universities. Each in seeking to identify what it is that literature distinctively does or is also discovers a justification for literature in its ethically educative effects. An attempt to understand literature’s autonomy becomes an argument that justifies its existence. There are two distinct but entangled inflections of value at work here: one that arises from identifying what something distinctively is or does; the other from identifying its effects or outcomes. 
In this paper we want to pursue another way of thinking about literature’s distinctiveness, and one that owes a great deal to Wittgenstein. While acknowledging the importance of ‘the ethical turn’, we would like to remark that there is a danger that it ignores the ‘intransitivity’ of literature; that is there is a value in literature that does not have to do with its being the instrument or the midwife of an ethical understanding. James Guetti in his book Wittgenstein and the Grammar of Literary Experience provides a valuable starting point and example for this kind of thinking. At the centre of his argument is what he takes to be Wittgenstein’s preoccupation with ‘the philosophical necessity of marking one difference above all: the difference between verbal expressions that are meaningful and those that are not, the difference between the active and applied use of words and the “mere” saying of them’. (Guetti, 1993, p 3)  
Before we can understand the relevance of this difference to an experience of reading (and writing?) literature, we need to briefly outline its importance in Wittgenstein’s thought. As Guetti acknowledges, the difference between meaningful verbal expressions and the “mere” saying of words did not mostly interest Wittgenstein because he wanted to say something specifically about literature. On the one hand, and famously, Wittgenstein argued that language is meaningful in its use and, as Guetti points out, ‘a use of language for him is not a mere saying of words; it is an application of words to do something, an application that is both purposive and consequential’. (Guetti, p3). “Pass the salt”, “Yes, I am here!, “ I pronounce you husband and wife”: all might serves as paradigms here. This account of meaning is not far from Austin’s idea of a speech act.
But Wittgenstein’s concern to describe and delimit meaningful uses of language is also and endlessly engaged in thinking about how language happens in another way. He finds a source of confusion here in our tendency to believe that we are using language meaningfully when we are not, and a lot of philosophy in his view is prone to just this misunderstanding. Consider here this passage from his On Certainty, (section 467), a tiny tale of a certain philosopher:
“ I am sitting with a philosopher in the garden; he says again and again “ I know that that’s a tree”, pointing to a tree that is near us. Someone else arrives and hears this and tells him: “ This fellow isn’t insane. We are only doing philosophy.”

One might even imagine the following poem:

I know that that’s a tree
I know that that’s a tree

I know that that’s a tree

I know that that’s a tree. . . 
What then is happening in this other and ubiquitous condition of language?  Guetti argues that it is best understood as a form of ‘grammatical display’. 
 Language in this condition is on show; it is in some sense language about language, or language that draws attention to itself. In meaningful uses of language the words themselves are in the background. It is what we are doing with them in order to get something done that is to the fore. In ‘grammatical displays’ we experience language in a way that we do not when it is in use.
 In order to better understand the schematic difference between meaningful use and grammatical display Guetti proposes another – and we suggest, equally therapeutic -- distinction:
        Some expressions, we might say, are “about” the world, and describe our

         experience of it, and these are “empirical”. But others, in one way or another, 

         are statements about our language, and draw our attention to its rules, and

         these are “grammatical”. (Guetti, p5)
The use of inverted commas around the words ‘about’, ‘empirical’, and ‘grammatical’ indicates the tentativeness and the difficulty of these provisional, ‘transitional’ distinctions. One source of the difficulty is that we confuse one kind of expression with another, believe that we are making statements about the world when we are making statements about language. (If this is a valid reading of Wittgenstein it suggests that his philosophy is part of a tradition that is concerned with the central role that illusion or error plays in our lives, a tradition that would include the work of Freud, Hegel, and Plato). 
Another is that this is only Guetti’s first attempt to describe or elicit a distinction that is crucial to his whole argument about literature’s distinctiveness. He goes on to invoke another important theme in Wittgenstein’s philosophy - the question of what is ‘shown’ in language - to develop his analysis of ‘grammatical displays’. One source of this thinking comes from the Tractatus and Wittgenstein’s thinking about the logical form of propositions. It is there that he makes the famously gnomic remark that ‘What expresses itself  in language we cannot express by means of language’.( 4.121)  This fascination with something that manifests itself in language that paradoxically cannot be said by language is evident in Wittgenstein’s later writings as well, for instance in some of his reflections on  the ‘dawning of an aspect’.  

According to Guetti something momentous in our understanding of language is at issue here:

         . . . every proposition, even as it says what is says- as it describes a case, provides

         new information, generates meaning, ands so on-also displays its form of doing

        so, comprising both the “elements” and the “mode” of representation, and this

         grammar is the most fundamental property of our world. . . . . ( Guetti, p8) 

One further therapeutic or ‘grammatical’ distinction is important to this sketch of what Guetti wants us to understand by ‘grammatical displays’. Language has a ‘sense’ that is not exhausted by its capacity for meaningful application (for the first occurrence of this idea, see p.7 of Wittgenstein’s Notebooks 1914-16, 2nd edition). Sense is the capacity of language for meaningful application, the capacity of a proposition to be judged true or false, rather than any actual application of language in a context. To grasp these distinctions and potentials is to understand, in post-Kantian vocabulary, a fundamental property of human experience. (To grasp the point here, try the following would-be thought experiment: imagine a human experience without language. This would not be an experience of language’s absence or its limitation, both of which would presuppose language’s prior existence).
Grammatical displays are not unique to literature. They are, as Guetti makes clear, a part of ordinary verbal behaviour. We often, and not necessarily deliberately, put language on display by echoing an utterance, parodying it, inventing puns, or taking it out of its context of intended use. In literature, however, grammatical displays are especially evident and powerful. For Guetti our receptivity to a literary text is akin to the experience of learning a language. We are not quite sure what it means or are fascinated by the possibility that words and utterances familiar to us are being displayed in ways that suspend or challenge our understanding of their customary applications. They are compelling precisely because we become aware of a power or capacity in language that had hitherto been unknown to us. In this condition we do not understand literary utterances in the way that we do everyday meaningful applications of language. And it may be a mistake of a certain (widespread) kind (or kinds) of literary criticism that it tries to make literary language applicable in just this way, to deny its peculiar – suspended? -- ‘sense’, its grammatical display, in order to find uses for it (this is an issue we return to in the conclusion of this paper). We need, according to Guetti, to move away from the idea that the most important thing we can do with a work of literature is to interpret it, as though it was simply waiting to be translated into some master code that would show its real or hidden meaning. Literature just does not have meaning in that way; it is not context dependent in a way that many current theories of literature assume it must be. Instead:

              When we perceive language “as such”, therefore, language isolated and

              more forceful than any use of it, we should also recognize that it cannot be

              turned to any immediate use. This is to say that because it is not “interpretable”

              in any single direction, because it seems irreplaceable and untranslatable, it

             cannot be used. Thus to be aware of language’s presence and potential in

             the ways I am considering is not, at the moment, to “understand” anything in

             the ordinary, workable sense of that term. In Wittgenstein’s conception, once 

            again, language is “idling”, though one would want to add here that when the

            revolutions per minute get as high as they can in some literary expressions, 

            “idling” is no longer the right word for verbal forms whose inertia-their

            resistance to singular employments- is enormous but whose activity

            within themselves-in the integral and complex play of their exposed

           possibilities- is very quick indeed. (Guetti, p 12-13) 
One may want to argue by this point that all Guetti is doing is invoking the authority of Wittgenstein to restate a very familiar understanding of what happens when we read literature. One common assumption about literary language is that it works more personally and associatively than language in everyday use. We can discover emotional resonances, images, or special associations when we read them in a literary text. We dream with the language rather than put it to practical use. These lead us to think that literary language has a special ‘atmosphere’, one that may be created, for example, by the sounds and rhythms of language or its capacity to invoke pictures in our mind:

                                          In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

                                          A stately pleasure dome decree

These first two lines of Coleridge’s famous poem, ‘Kubla Khan’, seem to work in just this way, evoking images of something at once strange and powerful, a building created by decree, dedicated to pleasure, in a language that displays all sorts of sound effects: through internal rhyme, alliteration, modulations in vowel sounds, the pulsing four beat rhythm in each line, and the way that all these things, in their turn, create a sense of an enraptured and compelled voice.
Guetti might well agree that there is a connection between his argument and this common assumption about the associative power of language in literature; that, indeed, it might be timely to restate the fact that the common assumption has quite a lot going for it. But his agreement only goes so far:

                                . . . . It is true that in “grammatical exhibitions” the normal

                             accompaniments of meaning-certain feelings for certain words

                             for example- are foregrounded with the words they are attached

                             to. And it is equally true that our perceptions in these cases involve

                             imaginative “experiences” that seem deeply personal, but these are

                             not necessarily secret or hidden, nor are they restricted or determined

                             by one’s individual history. For it is not so much what particular

                            associations we have for the words of a text that matters-since one

                            could never insist on the exclusive relevance of his associations as

                            opposed to someone else’s- but that the imaginative act of having
                            associations is built in, or evidently called for, by “grammatical 

                            displays”. ( Guetti, p 13)
So, to return to the two lines of Kubla Khan, there is nothing especially private or hidden about their effect. Rather something that is in the background of language when it is in ordinary use - namely the capacity of language to provoke associations - comes to the fore in literature. These associations may be ‘personal’, evoking particular memories or scenes, but it does not follow that literature works in ways that are irredeemably private and hidden, just to do with what it ‘means’ to me without the possibility of further discussion. If that was true, the experience of finding that another’s reader’s experience of a text enhances my own, would be impossible. Nor is it simply the case, as Guetti makes clear in his discussion of metaphor, that the associative power of language is dependent on its evocation of memories. One effect of metaphor, an effect not to be mistaken for its meaning (as if there was some hidden kernel of meaning lurking within it), is to mark what Shelley called the ‘before unapprehended relations of things’  (Shelley, 1966, p.418).  Metaphor brings words not ordinarily used together into grammatical and syntactical connection. Metaphor has a predicative quality. It does not simply remind us of resemblances that already exist but may have been forgotten. It creates new resemblances, but it creates them in a distinctive grammatical and logical space where the rules governing the connections between disparate terms do not ordinarily apply. We are not going to understand an extravagant metaphor if we insist on making it work in the way that language in ordinary use works. 
Guetti invites us to reconsider our ‘pre-critical’ experiences of literature - that there is something personal and associative about it and so on - not as something to do with what is going on in the supposedly private space of a mind, but as an impersonal matter of language, its capacity for grammatical display. But his attempt to describe literary experience in terms of grammatical display may be familiar to some readers not because it builds on a pre-critical experience of literature but for the ways it echoes arguments put forward by some 20th century theorists who were not followers of Wittgenstein. Two figures, Mukarowski and Jakobson, both associated with the Prague School of Linguistics, are relevant here. Both were concerned to identify the features of poetic language. They raise the important question of whether Guetti, in following Wittgenstein, is telling us something more about the nature of poetic or literary language, and its distinctive mode of action, than they do. Telling us something valuable, specific, new.
In his influential essay, ‘Standard Language and Poetic Language’, first published in 1932, Mukarowski proposes that the crucial criterion of poetic language is its deviation  from some more or less pronounced version or versions of a standard language. He extends this notion of the standard to include what is canonically understood to be appropriately poetic language. The proportions and kinds of deviation in poetic language are many various. They may be grammatical, syntactic, semantic, typographic or all of these together. Poetic language is not simply made up of this ‘deviation’ but emerges as a ‘foreground’ of deviation against some background of standard use. Mukarowski goes on to argue that when this foregrounding is particularly pronounced something happens to language’s communicative capacity:

           In poetic language, foregrounding achieves maximum intensity to the extent of

           pushing communication into the background as the objective of expression and of

          being used for its own sake; it is not used in the service of communication, but in

          order to place in the foreground the act of expression, the act of speech itself. 
          ( Mukarowski, 2000, p 227)
Mukarowski seems to be addressing the same phenomena as Guetti: replace Guetti’s ‘grammatical displays’ with the ‘act of speech itself’ and his ‘language in use’ with Mukarowski’s ‘communication’ and it appears that both are proposing very similar understandings of the poetic.

Similarly,  Jakobson, in his 1960 paper ‘Linguistic and Poetics: Concluding Statement’ attempts to answer the question of what it is that makes a  verbal message into a work of art by identifying a poetic dimension in all kinds of communication. This dimension is one amongst a number - according to Jakobson the most common form of communication is when the context or frame of reference is dominant, when that is, people are attending to what the message is saying about the world - and, in every case, linguistic form is affected by which of the dimensions is dominant. In the case of the poetic, the ‘set’ or ‘orientation’ is towards the ‘form of the message for its own sake’ and this takes priority over what it might be telling us about the world, or the state of the speaker, although those and other elements will be in play. There is not a categorical distinction to be drawn between poetic and non-poetic language. Rather what is a series of planes of emergence in which different properties and capacities of language will become evident.  
Like Mukarowski and Guetti, Jakobson argues that when the poetic is dominant ordinary meaning is put into abeyance. The dominance of the poetic function promotes the ‘palpability of the sign’- its grammatical, syntactic, and material form - and in doing this it ‘deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs and objects’ (Jakobson, 2004, p 335) When the referential function of language is dominant, the dichotomy between signs and objects tends to fall into abeyance. We are not so intensely aware that words might have a life other than the one they have when they refer to a world.
Jakobson, like Guetti, sees a continuum between literary and everyday uses of language, a continuum discriminated by what in particular utterance is the dominant function. He is like Guetti too in his sense that the poetic suspends the ordinary, taken-for-granted rules for meaning. And he sees all the elements of language as taking on a new kind of life when the poetic predominates. The poetic function builds equivalences between words that are unlike in their ordinary meanings; it cuts across the sequential flow of language by linking together phrases and other syntactic and in some cases typographic units of language that are ordinarily held apart. In doing this a new kind of ‘sense’ is created by the poetic. It makes ‘meanings’ that cannot be found by looking up the dictionary definitions of words or by relying on their customary usages.

The ideas exemplified by Mukarowski and Jakobson are not apparently part of Guetti’s intellectual world. At least he makes no explicit reference to them in Wittgenstein and the Grammar of Literary Experience. Yet there are clearly some elements in common. All agree that a particular` aspect of ‘language in general’ comes into especial prominence in works of literature. All agree that this happens when the ordinary or standard conditions of language give way to something else, a heightened awareness of linguistic form or potential. And all agree that in the process something happens to our standard expectations of meaning.
The value of the comparison for our purposes is this: are there important differences amongst the similarities that might illuminate the special value of thinking about literature in a Wittgenstinian way as distinct from the Saussurian and sociolinguistic perspectives that inform the arguments of Mukarowski and Jakobson? An answer to that question can only be sketched here. Guetti offers a fuller account of the experience of the act of reading poetry or fiction than either Mukarowski or Jakobson. He includes the associative, affective and subjective aspects of reading literature without sacrificing the conceptual complications of understanding language in the continuum of its everyday uses and its literary manifestations. In short we might argue that he takes us some way towards something that is singularly lacking in contemporary critical theory, a phenomenology of the experience of reading literature. Jakobson and Mukarowski’s rigorous analyses of the conditions of poetic language nonetheless constantly risk an impoverished account of what it is like to read or encounter it.
We  now want to further explore this idea by developing an example. That is, following Guetti’s lead, we want to (try to) produce a suitably aesthetic and sensitive reading of a poem by Wallace Stevens, a  contemporary of Wittgenstein’s -- and one whose work we think is thrown into sharp relief against a background of Wittgenstein’s philosophy. Not: Stevens as expressing the content of Wittgenstein’s philosophy. But rather: Stevens’s poetry more easily and more fully appreciated, when one understands Wittgenstein’s philosophical method or when one understands the implications of Wittgenstein’s account of meaning for our experience of reading literature. For: What we have urged is a Wittgensteinian take on literary language is sharply supported by some of the finest of Stevens’s writing.

 Stevens published ‘13 Ways of Looking at a Blackbird’ in his 1923 collection Harmonium. In its entirety the poem appears to be what its title indicates. It records or reports or proposes thirteen ways of looking at a blackbird. Each section of the poem contains one of these thirteen ways, often in haiku-like three or four or five line stanzas. In each section there is a perhaps deceptive simplicity of utterance, as though nothing in the poem required further elaboration or commentary by the poet. Each stanza contains the word ‘blackbird’ or ‘blackbirds’, and there are other less insistent repetitions: to the signs of winter for example in stanzas 1, 6, and 13; and these, in turn, interweave with direct or indirect allusions to other seasons, autumn in stanza 3, and spring or summer in stanza 10. 
In ways that playfully allude to a Romantic tradition of nature poetry (a tradition that would include poems like Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ or Hardy’s The Darkling Thrush) Stevens poem seems to ask us to see the blackbird as a creature both of nature and of art. In the first stanza, for example, the bird is ‘seen’ in a winter landscape:

                                         Among twenty snowy mountains,

                                         The only moving thing

                                         Was the eye of a blackbird.

The 5th stanza starts to ‘place’ it in the context of a speculation about art:

                                        I do not know which to prefer,

                                        The beauty of inflections

                                         Or the beauty of innuendos,

                                         The blackbird whistling

                                         Or just after.

The 8th and 10th stanzas continue this line of speculation or assertion in a way that seems to put the blackbird in some assertively resistant relation to conventional ideas about poetry. The blackbird is, so to speak, not just a bird in Stevens’ poem. It is also a challenge, or, more precisely, the echo of a polemical mood that would set the bird in the poem, its word, as a qualification of ‘noble accents /  And lucid, inescapable rhythms’ or in opposition to the ‘bawds of euphony’. In its simplicity or bare presence the blackbird disrupts the attractions of a certain kind of melodious or ‘euphonic’ poetry that Stevens knew only too well how to write.

Yet these thoughts may still be awry. Writing of the poem’s first stanza 

Among twenty snowy mountains,

The only moving thing,

Was the eye of the blackbird.

  Guetti remarks, 

       “[T]here may be no difficulty in visualizing the parts of this sentence, the “snowy mountains”, even if not exactly twenty of them, and a small, bright eye. But there would seem to be a problem in organizing them into an entire image...


The simplest problem here is one of visual scale and perspective. What single “picture” could be of a blackbird’s eye? One might think of a “surreal” superimposition of pictures -- some extravagant sort of double exposure -- but that would appear to generate more possibilities and so more problems. Is that eye in a head, and by virtue of what contrast of light and colour would it then be visible? ...But after all, it is difficult to estimate how far this shuffling of representational techniques would go, given the problem created by the pivotal line, by the fact that the blackbird’s eye is “moving”.” 
Guetti finds the playful challenge of the poem in the way that it invites us to ‘visualise’ through words and then discover the impossibility of doing so. As such his commentary on Stevens’ poem is part of a larger argument in his work about the need to challenge the dominance of the visual in our ways of thinking about imagination, and to recover or discover the resources and pleasures of an ‘auditory imagination’. Its motto about reading literature might almost be ‘for those who have ears to hear let them hear’, and Guetti’s worry about the teaching of literature is that so much of it inhibits our capacity to listen imaginatively to the subtle ‘voicings’ that arise in powerful literary works.

A central question raised by this stanza, then, and we believe it to be raised in one way or another by every single stanza in the remainder of the poem too, is simply this: In what sense exactly (if any, indeed) can we justly regard this as a description of a way of looking at a blackbird? 


For sure, there are other ‘ways of looking’ than the ways involved in and with visual perception. And so, for sure, part of what is in process in Stevens’s poem is the relatively straightforward task of ‘reminding’ readers of the many meanings, which we can crudely refer to as variously ‘literal’ and ‘non-literal’, of “looking”. But what fascinates, what grips about this first stanza of this poem -- and several at least of the other stanzas have the same feature -- is that it looks so like it involves a visual looking. One so naturally experiences this little haiku-like piece of literature as generating an image. But, just as Guetti says, when one presses on this experience, when one ‘looks’ closer, the ‘image’ starts to collapse on one; or rather: either quite to disintegrate, or to become an image of such a strange sort that it is not clear one can easily succeed in imagining it, let alone draw or paint it (even if one were a very good artist…).

Borrowing from Cora Diamond,
 we should like to say that some of the ways of looking that appear to be natural to the implied reader of “13 ways...”, one only imagines that one can succeed in realizing: for instance, one merely imagines that one can successfully image or visualize this first stanza. And what one imagines that one can thus image is itself nonsensical: ‘it’ cannot be put into prose without falsifying it, and its poetical presentation remains forever strange to one. One just doesn’t know what it would be -- it doesn’t as yet mean anything -- to know that and to see (that) only a blackbird’s eye (is) moving, among twenty snowy mountains. It is, we are arguing, Stevens’s genius to allow one to learn from gradually figuring this out for ourselves, when at first the stanza seems so overwhelmingly to yield one something that can be seen, a way literally of looking at a blackbird.
 


One imagines that one can visualize this, what the poem ‘describes’. What is it to imagine this, at least as a way of looking at a blackbird, without imaging it? The poem lets one learn gradually that there may be a limit to one’s imagination and it is at that limit that it can most vividly come into play. Reading the poem with understanding is giving up the illusion that it is, in the ordinary sense, to be understood at all. This first stanza, as more obviously others, such as the second:
“I was of three minds

Like a tree

In which there are three blackbirds”

and the fourth

“A man and a woman

Are one.

A man and a woman and a blackbird

Are one.”

undermine one’s sense, as one ‘works’ through them, that there is, first impressions notwithstanding, anything to be understood here. 

Because, for instance: In what sense “Like”?! One is supposed to be able to make any simile work. But one hasn’t the foggiest how to put stanza two to work. The ease and the confidence of the utterance leads us to expect something obvious. Instead we discover a strange bafflement. 
Similarly in the fourth stanza: ”A man and a woman are one” has a sanctioned, proverbial quality to it but not so “A man and a woman and a blackbird are one”.  And now one perhaps looks back at “A man and a woman are one”, and wonders whether one understood any one thing by it, clearly, after all.
 


Part of the effect of this poem, then, is that when what one most appears to have on one’s hands is something visual, visualisable, something like an image, something that can be -- or is a product of being -- looked at in the most straightforward of ways, then in just those cases one should beware, or look out (to coin a phrase). In this most natural way of reading the expression “looking”, it is not clear that there are any such lookings at blackbirds at all, present(-ed) in Stevens’s poem.
  


And this is so, we would submit, even in the wonderfully still and apparently least-strange of the poem’s stanzas, the last:

It was evening all afternoon.

It was snowing

And it was going to snow.

The blackbird sat

In the cedar-limbs.

There is much to discuss here, much to say for instance about the peculiar apparent duration of the image apparently created here.
 We will restrict ourselves in the present context only to the following points:

   Firstly, the first two lines appear to set a scene, straightforwardly. They appear to tell you simply and vividly what was happening (viz. It was snowing a lot.). But the repetition of that deeply simple phrase, “It was”, is deceptive: The first “It was” characterizes how things were over a long period of time (“all afternoon”). Whereas the second is actually apposite only to moments: “It was snowing” is past continuous, and applies to what was happening at some given moment in the past. One can tell this by “And it was going to snow”: that is only so when it carries on snowing. So, unless it snows forever, this can only be so at certain specified times. Thus the first line establishes a time -- the whole afternoon. The second (re-)establishes a/the time -- some particular point in the afternoon. And now one has to ask: Did the blackbird sit in the cedar limbs for the whole afternoon? Or just at some point in it? 
  But perhaps to say this is to push too hard on the language of the thirteenth ‘way’. Let us try going more gently. We can then say at least this:

  The stanza works by incrementally creating a winter scene. Once we grasp this the paradoxical first line can be understood as a description of the kind of twilight that comes when snow falls from grey skies. Reading the first two lines together we can discern how the second not only adds to the first but also explains its semantic strangeness. By implication we read the lines as ‘It was evening all afternoon and it was snowing all afternoon, and because of the second of these happenings the afternoon took on some of the characteristics of evening.’ But again it is important to stress here that description is not just of what can be visualised. The sense of time passing, of afternoon moving to evening, of what has happened in the past and of what will happen in the future are gently and teasingly disturbed. ‘It was snowing’, as we have noted is in the past continuous tense. What happened in the past happened not just once but continually, and this is what happens when snow falls, when, so to speak, it really falls, and bits of snow just keep on falling... There is a lulled sense of something that has happened and will continue to happen - hence the line ‘And it was going to snow’. Then the blackbird makes its entrance on the scene - on this occasion as on so many others as a static not a moving element. If there is something white falling in the midst of twilight, now we have something black in the midst of or on the periphery of something white. The stanza is poised on the edge of the figural and the abstract, of something that might actually experience on an afternoon in winter and something that could only take place in a work of art, where the imagination freely plays with colour relations, imaginary objects and times, no longer subject to the constraints of what really could have happened or been seen. There is a drawing together of nature and art and, simultaneously, a tension between them. 
And it is just in its occupation of this space between something deeply familiar and something deeply strange that the power of the stanza resides.
Consider too the delicately conceptual eighth stanza, again so-seemingly-ordinary and so-subtly-strange at the very same time:

When the blackbird flew out of sight

It marked the edge 

Of one of many circles.

Here, the blackbird, at the moment at which the poem focuses, is ex hypothesi not visible. There is no such thing as seeing the horizon of what one can see, neither at the ‘far’ edge of that horizon, ‘beyond’ which is in the unseen or invisible, nor at the ‘near’ edge of that horizon, ‘beyond’ (or ‘before’) which is the seer. The horizon of vision is not like the limit of, say, a football field. It makes no sense to look across the former, while the latter is defined by its visibility and measurability.

  The crucial guiding words for how to read Wittgenstein, and how to understand his talk of ‘limits’ come from the Preface to the Tractatus: “[T]he aim of the book is to draw a limit to thought, or rather -- not to thought, but to the expression of thoughts: for in order to draw a limit to thought, we should have to be able to think both sides of this limit (we should therefore have to be able to think what cannot be thought).” As Diamond remarks, of this, “He then draws the conclusion from those remarks that it will therefore only be in language that the limit can be drawn. and what lies on the other side of the limit will simply be nonsense.” 
 The circle that Stevens’s blackbird marks is precisely a circle that cannot be drawn; or, better, as the blackbird draws it, it does so in a way that is not visible. What is blackbirdy outside the circle is for the observer nothing.  It makes no sense for one to hope to see this invisible. Stevens teaches here a ‘lesson’ that Wittgenstein too teaches.  One seems to see the blackbird flying out of sight, in one’s mind’s eye. But in this stanza, as in the others, it would be a complete mistake to try to force what one seems to see into being a real seeing; it would be a deep conceptual mistake indefinitely to try to will oneself to suspend the disbelief that one will still probably feel in the middle of this. For belief here, acquiescence in the image -- the would-be stable imagination -- seemingly generated, in this poem, leads one in just the wrong direction. The point of the thing is to learn from the collapse of many of one’s efforts to obey the poet’s implied instruction, “Try out these 13 ‘ways of looking’ at a ‘blackbird’ for yourself.” 
 In the case of the eighth stanza, the absurdity of the effort to capture in vision or, by analogy, in thought of any kind the limit, the ‘far’ horizon, is (we would submit) entirely of a piece with the method of Wittgenstein’s work. For this ‘blackbird’ at the end -- at the edge, at the limit -- of the mind, is the same delicate deliberate nonsense as the limit drawn by Wittgenstein in the Tractatus.

Thus Stevens opens up what “looking” can mean, and undermines the prejudice that looking need be visual -- but not in service of a merely reactive counter-prejudice (the kind of prejudice that some post-modernists or deconstructionists 
 might assume or enjoy, for instance), that (say) visual looking is bad or oppressive, or that “looking” can mean just anything one pleases. Rather, one has to be reminded of and to figure out, simultaneously, what “looking” actually does mean and can mean for one. One can see that roughly this is the teaching of the poem, by considering the following question, a question we suggest is more or less implicit in the cumulative action of the poem as one reads to its end and then re-reads: Is any and every sentence with the word “blackbird” featuring in it a vehicle for “looking” at a blackbird, in some suitably loose sense of the word “looking”? Surely not: For instance, a mere mention of the word “blackbird”, as in the sentence, “Pronounce the word “blackbird”” hardly seems well-described as involving or implicating a way of looking at a blackbird. Likewise, nonsense-sentences or ungrammatical sentences involving the word “blackbird”. And it is in approximately these ways -- though of course more subtly; that is how the poetry gets to work its magic -- that we claim the word “blackbird” -- and thus the word “looking” -- typically appears, in this poem. I.e. The word is ‘used’ very roughly in the way words are ‘used’ in nonsense-poetry, but with a more enduring appearance of sense. You can of course (if you wish) insist that all the same such occurrences or mentions are uses of the word “blackbird” (and “looking”); fine, only notice the qualitative difference between such uses and other things we call ‘uses’. 
We would suggest that an important aspect of the poem is obscured if one fails to see that the word “blackbird” in Stevens’ poem tends to veer for instance toward mention more than toward use, and that the language of the poem as a whole is “idling” as a car engine idles: it is not working language, it is not going anywhere (except perhaps on holiday). It shows language and the life that goes with it mainly by contrast, via absurdities. It does not show nor even necessarily point toward any blackbird, real or imaginary. 
If Stevens’s poem tests the limits of what it means to imagine something why do we want to describe this testing as ‘playful’, and how might this playfulness connect to the poem’s teaching? Here we need to pay renewed attention to the auditory qualities of the poem, and the way in which it appears as, or sounds like, a set of ‘sayings’, ‘sayings’ that have an aphoristic quality, as though they might be passing on a wisdom about blackbirds, about the world and its weather, about poetry and its sounds. It is an effect of the poem as a grammatical display that each of these sayings has a formal completeness. Each stanza is a shapely sentence, ‘grammatically correct’ in a conventional sense. Each sounds as though its imagined and imaginary speaker knows what he is saying, that he has something to impart.

This aspect of the poem can be illuminated by Guetti’s discussion of metaphor, alluded to earlier.  One response to the poem is to say that it consists of a series of metaphors, that its title might as well be ‘Thirteen Metaphors about a Blackbird’, or  ‘Blackbird in Thirteen Metaphors’, as ‘Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird’.   One characteristic of metaphor, the juxtaposition and implied connection of apparently unrelated things pervades the poem: between ‘three minds’ and three blackbirds in a tree, for example, or, in stanza 12, between a seemingly banal statement of fact ‘The river is moving’ and the implication that because of this ‘The blackbird must be flying’. In the first of these two examples, one effect of ‘I was in three minds’ is at once to echo and transform a familiar phrase about uncertainty, ‘I was in two minds’, thus creating the impression that the language of the poem is somehow very close to – and yet of course, humourously distant from -- ordinary speech. In the second example we see how Stevens has invoked and subtly displaced the haiku-like form of the poem. Where a haiku typically juxtaposes two perceptions and allows them to resonate, Stevens adds a language of cognition: not ‘The river is moving/ The blackbird is flying’, but ‘The river is moving/ The blackbird must be flying’, as though a language of perceptual description is (endlessly?) mutating into a language of certain knowledge. These echoes of familiar language combined with the confident certainty with which each of its stanzas is ‘said’ repeatedly creates the effect of being in the presence of someone who knows what he is talking about even if we are not at all certain of what it is he is saying! We begin to believe what he is saying because he so clearly believes – is able to believe it -- himself.

This is at once to acknowledge the force of voice in this poem (not Stevens’ voice, but the rhetorical voice created by the poem’s language) and to see how it provokes a kind of subdued comedy out of our capacity to believe the unbelievable. But this, in turn, is part of the poem’s capacity for metaphor. And, as Ricouer and Guetti following him have shown, this capacity for metaphor consists in what Ricouer has called ‘predicative assimilation’. What Ricoeur means by this phrase is clarified by his description of what a metaphor does:
             It is as though a change of distance between meanings occurred within a 

            logical space. The new pertinence or congruence proper to a meaningful
            metaphoric utterance proceeds from the kind of semantic proximity which

            suddenly obtains between terms in spite of their distance. Things or ideas

            which were remote now appear as close. (Ricoeur, 1978, p147)
Ricoeur’s claim is that what a metaphor brings together in the logical and grammatical form of a predication is also brought together at a semantic level, at the level of meaning. There is a danger in this description that we might think that metaphors contain hidden meanings. Rather, as Guetti himself proposes, the ‘logical space’ is also the space of what he calls grammatical displays, and in this space we breathe a heady air, created out of the free-wheeling ‘associativeness of words’, released from their obligations to meaningful use.

Our attempt here is to say something helpful, using Guetti and his reading of Wittgenstein, about what Stevens’ poem does, not to interpret what it means. Of course what it does has endlessly to do with the capacity of words to be meaningful; but it also has to do with their capacity to be meaningless or nonsensical, and in ways that are moving, effective and funny, as though we are being invited by Stevens, in this and many other of his poems, to acknowledge that language’s capacity for meaningful use is not its only value. ‘Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird’ displays what strange and enticing inventions language can make- ‘He rode over Connecticut/ In a glass coach’, for example - and how these inventions can live in a world of imagination, or of language ‘out of use’. Yet at the same time the poem tests the limits of these inventions. The poem acts out two of Stevens’ preoccupations. One is with our ability to participate in imaginative invention, a difficult task given the pressures of scepticism or the requirement that what is imagined must be readily translated into what is conventionally meaningful. In his essay, ‘The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words’, he described the poet’s work in this way: 
                        What is his function? Certainly it is not to lead people out of

                         the confusion in which they find themselves. Nor is it, I 

                         think to comfort them while they follow their readers to and

                         fro. I think that his function is to make his imagination theirs

                         and that he fulfils himself only as he sees his imagination

                         become the light in the minds of others. (Stevens, 2004, 264)
For Stevens this imaginative making was something more than just getting readers to accept whatever the poet, or the language working through him, happened to invent. It was also a matter of an endless and subtle adjustment:
                         It is not only that the imagination adheres to reality, but, also, that

                         reality adheres to the imagination and that the interdependence is

                         essential. (Stevens, p266)
These adherences cannot be predicated in advance. As Stevens knew, reality and imagination are repeatedly falling apart, to the impoverishment of both. A poem such as ‘Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird’ is a series of verbal experiments in the ways in which the imaginative and the real separate and coalesce. 

By this point in our essay, a gradual shift has occured. The cusp of a new way of looking at -- or using – Stevens is perhaps at hand. There have been a number of moments, in the above discussion of “13 ways”, wherein it appeared less that we, (Wittgensteinian) philosophers/critics of literature, were seeking to render Stevens clearly by means of using Wittgenstein as a tool with which to place or illumine his words; and more: that we were actually finding the kind of therapeutic manoeuvres that are Wittgenstein’s teaching in Stevens’s poetry. And that is a key point of the present paper: to see what one can learn by trying to read Stevens as ‘a Wittgensteinian’; as making, through his ‘strong-grammared’ poetry, a set of moves that invite the reader to learn almost exactly the kinds of thing about themselves and about their tendencies to mire themselves in misunderstanding and delusion that Wittgenstein invites his reader to learn, through his therapeutic writing, his philosophy of delusion and its overcomings.
 But now something else interesting starts to happen, beyond (even) seeing Stevens as a roughly Wittgensteinian philosopher doing his own literary philosophizing. We start to see how Stevens’s poetry might be able to help us get further with (understanding) Wittgenstein (and with practicing philosophy, after Wittgenstein) than we normally manage. 
Take Wittgenstein’s rather famous (or infamous) ‘woodsellers’, who have been ably dissected in recent years by  ‘New Wittgensteinians’ such as Cavell, Conant, Crary and Cerbone.
 These characters, the ‘woodsellers’, seem to have a different logic, for they pay more for piles and wood that are spread out, and less when the wood is piled up. Indeed, they say there IS more wood, when it is spread out, even when they witness the spreading. But what Cavell et al have submitted is that Wittgenstein wants us all to see for ourselves that we will, if we keep on failing to establish a context of significant use for ‘the woodsellers’’ talk, if we ongoingly fail to understand what game is being played here, eventually cease to regard a scenario as having successfully been sketched here at all. We may, for instance, withdraw the claim that ‘the woodsellers’ are really doing the same thing as what we would call ‘counting’ (or ‘pricing’). We will not be content to say that they have an arithmetic, only a different arithmetic, if that leaves us unhappily hovering between the claim that they have something which recognisably is an arithmetic, with a comprehensible logic to it, only one slightly different from our own, and the claim that they do not have what we would call an arithmetic or a logic at all.


In other words,  ‘New Wittgensteinians’, truly therapeutic readers of the philosopher, urge that Wittgenstein has deceived one into the truth here. He has made one confront an unclarity in the ways one wants to use words such as “arithmetic” or “logic”, through deceiving one into thinking that a coherent scenario has definitely been sketched, in sketching ‘the woodsellers’. 


The use of the term “the woodsellers” is arguably crucial to the deceit one tends to impose on oneself here: this term instantly makes it seem as though a group or ‘tribe’ has been indexed. So ‘they’ must be describable, one thinks. But perhaps this ‘they’ in the form that we want to describe them (e.g. as buying and selling) are nothing but a fiction. Or rather: a complete fantasy, an illusion of sense, a fiction of a fiction. (And isn’t that a nice description of what poems like ’13 ways’ ultimately mostly give us?: a (supreme) fiction of a fiction… Once one has figured out the kind of thing that ’13 ways’ really is, one is, we submit, better-placed to establish to see clearly, the true nature of Wittgenstein’s famous so-called ‘imaginary’ scenarios…)

Our desires with regard to our words must and do give out: the mistake is to imagine that one can succeed in imagining successfully the ‘scenarios’ depicted here. Or again: one merely imagines that one can imagine them. Or again: one may well withdraw the use of the word “scenario” or even of “description”, on reflection. 


So we have now outlined a suggestion: that Stevens encourages one to form a kind of belief about what one can succeed in imagining, and then facilitates one’s learning from the collapse of that belief under its own weight. We believe that Stevens exposes more clearly to view actual life, everyday language and life, through exposing to us, marvellously, language as it goes on holiday. Stevens discloses the sensical through ‘violating’ the limits of language.
 But one needn’t think he thereby succeeds in saying the unsayable, nor need one think any other such nonsequiturs. Rather, what lies on the other side of the limit is simply nonsense. Stevens makes that nonsense fun, and a thing of beauty, as thus he midwifes one’s coming to find and feel where the ‘limit’ is. He allows one to bump our heads up against it with pleasure, and with a growing self-awareness.


The fun 
 and the glorious absurdity or almost schizoid bizarreness in Wittgenstein’s discussion is less often appreciated. This again inclines us to think that Stevens can not only do Wittgensteinian philosophy, but also can help to render perspicuous -- ‘visible’ -- what Wittgensteinian philosophy is. Compare the opening section of the Investigations:

“[T]hink of the following use of language: I send someone shopping. I give him a slip marked ‘five red apples’. He takes the slip to the shopkeeper, who opens the drawer marked ‘apples’; then he looks up the word ‘red’ in a table and finds a colour sample opposite it; then he says the series of cardinal numbers -- I assume he knows them by heart -- up to the word ‘five’ and for each number he takes an apple of the same colour as the sample out of the drawer. --- It is in this and similar ways that one operates with words.”

Oh yeah? Wittgenstein’s blunt apparent-insistence at the end here has silenced most Wittgensteinians (though not Cavell, and his ‘school’, including Stephen Mulhall and David Stern, on whose work we loosely draw, here.). Most ‘Wittgensteinians’ tend to meekly swallow that this is how language is: that this is a shop in which a practical -- paradigmatic -- use of language is shown one. But surely a more reasonable response, on re-reading, is to be struck by the unreasonable character of Wittgenstein’s “It is in this and similar ways...”, and in particular by the frankly utterly-bizarre character of this ‘grocer’s shop’. A moment’s reflection probably suffices to show that none of us in our adult lives has seen or heard of a shop where anything remotely like this happened/happens. This is... a parody of a shop. One should instantly suspect that it yields a parody of how language works. And this is what we find. Language as it is embodied in this ‘example’ is not a paradigm of how Wittgenstein thinks language actually works; it is a parody of how language works according to the very picture of language that Wittgenstein is wishing to undermine in us. When one overcomes that picture and the parody (not: embraces the latter, as for instance some behaviourism does), then one can start to see language aright. One can return to the beginning of all one’s philosophical journeyings, and know the place -- know one’s way about -- for the first time.

There is then a ‘hidden’ strangeness in the founding example/scenario of Wittgenstein’s masterpiece. The same is true of his other most famous such scenarios: crucially, of course, in his ‘builders’ (in section 2ff. of the Investigations: these builders have a ‘language’ that consists of just 4 words) and in the ‘woodsellers’ (mentioned above, who pay more for wood when it is spread out on the ground than when it is piled up), among others. One learns about the human ‘form of life’, one gets reminded of features of our lives with language so obvious that usually we cannot see them, cannot bring them into focus, not just, and indeed not best, through the plain focus on ordinary, everyday, practical examples that is the staple of ‘Ordinary Language Philosophy’, but through the collapse of ‘imaginary’ fantasy ‘examples’, which at first we were much attracted/tempted by. Wittgenstein ‘exposes’ or discloses ordinary language and life most tellingly when he exposes language (‘language’) as it is when he sends it covertly on holiday, as it passes beyond this horizon that is not visible, speakable, or thinkable, the ultimate limit that limits us from nothing that we actually want, and beyond which there are only what Stevens calls “The Creations of Sound”; creations which try their best to resist our misfiring attempts to domesticate them; creations which delight in their self-deconstruction.

(One could then imagine a series of short stories: ‘13 ways of looking at language’, the first ‘way’ of which would be Wittgenstein’s ‘grocer’s shop’; and then second his ‘builders’ yard’; and so forth… and the point of the short-stories-series would be: to get one to worry about whether one was actually being presented here with anything that was recognisably and truly: language. But actually, one doesn’t have to imagine that series: Wittgenstein did actually write it. It’s called ‘Philosophical Investigations’ (and ‘Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics’…).)
Stevens invites one to look ‘at a blackbird’ in the ways he proposes; and it seems so much as if visual looking is possible here! And then one gradually comes... to see that it is mostly not, and that in fact one may even want to give up the claim that any kind of looking is. Wittgenstein invites one to look at the scenarios, the activities he proposes (the ‘grocer’s shop’, the ‘builders’, the ‘naming of one’s private sensations’, the ‘woodsellers’ etc.) as if they were real, as if they were languages that we could speak, or at least understand, and then we gradually come to see that they are not -- to be precise, that they are not what one wanted them to be. And that is philosophy, after Wittgenstein: returning to your concepts, in and with which you live, and knowing them for the first time. But the best route to where you are right now lies for Wittgenstein, as for Stevens, via the nothing that is the delusions of sense one entertains when one appears to be saying or ‘showing’ what allegedly lies beyond the limits of thought or language.

Many have perhaps missed many of the willing -- willed -- absurdities of Stevens’s texts. But how many more, including the very philosophers and scholars who have claimed to be Wittgenstein’s truest commentators or heirs, have missed almost entirely the absurdist atmosphere that permeates so much of Wittgenstein’s best work! So much of Wittgenstein’s writing, especially in the last 15 years or so of his life, crucially involves scenarios that are subtly (or in some cases even fairly obviously) quite ‘mad’. This is an absolutely vital aspect of his method. Dusty Wittgenstein scholarship has occluded or domesticated this ‘madness’ -- to its and (all of our) great cost. Wittgenstein has come to seem more assimilatable with the philosophical tradition than he actually is: his ‘arguments’ have been brought to bear against those of more traditional philosophic voices -- and have (rightly) been found wanting. One can only understand Wittgenstein’s real point -- he can only win -- if his texts are allowed to ‘self-deconstruct’ on one, and if this is understood to be the point of them, not an argument against them! 

If one approaches the Investigations not from the likes of Russell but from the likes of poets such as Stevens, one may be in a better frame of mind to hear what Wittgenstein is actually up to. Rather than shoehorning Wittgenstein into the constraints of analytic philosophy, one should perhaps learn to see his kinship with Stevens’s educative poetry of the absurd. Less of a tired emphasis on logic, more of a journey via ‘illogic’ -- via blackbirds seen at the point of flying out of sight -- will help one to understand (to practice) the true, therapeutic nature of Wittgenstein’s philosophy of logic -- throughout his career. Wittgenstein believes that one has to go by the way of delusion, if one wants to arrive at truth. Stevens agrees, unlike Russell, and (on balance) unlike Frege.
 

Simon Critchley, in his intriguing book, Things merely are: Philosophy in the poetry of Wallace Stevens,
 rightly paints Stevens as transcending/overcoming Kantianism. Wittgenstein’s philosophy can helpfully be seen as above all doing precisely the same.
 Kant sought to show the limits of knowledge and reason, via his effort to set out the transcendental conditions of possibility for these things. To sum up what we have argued in this paper: Stevens, as Wittgenstein(-ian), takes one to ‘the other side’ of language, ‘beyond the limit’. And finds the ‘place’ then reached to contain not ineffable truths, nor thoughts that can’t be uttered, nor an indescribable formless realm, nor even successful acts of imagination, but simply: the words, the sounds, the fabulous, sensuous, delicious, sometimes hysterical, sometimes weird or mad or unpleasant delusions of sense that they produce, that they are the creations of. “13 Ways”- and many other poems such as for instance ‘Anecdote of a Jar’ and ‘Fabliau of Florida’- are in the end about not imagining nor about looking -- they are (‘about’) language. The language, language ‘out of use’, language which iconically ‘represents’ only itself, and which seemingly ‘gestures at’ a nothing that presents itself as a something about which nothing can be said... Language’s possible aspect(s) of non-transparency is wonderfully displayed by Stevens, much as it is ‘displayed’ and in play in the literary presentations -- the ‘imaginary scenarios’ etc. -- in Wittgenstein, and furthermore is explicitly discussed by him at scattered points, as a kind of necessary complement to what seems to be his ‘philosophy of the ordinary’, throughout his later writing; for instance at quite a number of points in ‘Part II’ of the Investigations. 


That is what is presented to one, by Stevens as we read him. Language, and its fantasised other, “the signified” (as opposed to its real other and confrere: reality). Language playing, and noth-ing.

We have focussed here on one of Stevens’s early poems. But later Stevens also has real genius, and has we suspect just as deep a philosophical interest for his readers. Early Stevens, to generalize very crudely, tends to focus one’s attention most helpfully and concentratedly on the nature of our human (and, in particular English) language, of our mindedness, and on the world as involving our mindedness. Later Stevens tends to focus one’s attention most helpfully on the nature of the world, including the world thought of as independent of thought.
 These are two slightly differing emphases, two sides of the same coin. Things merely are, as Critchley points out (later) Stevens ‘says’. But among the things that (‘merely’) are, as (early) Stevens ‘says’, are poems and imaginations, words and their speakers, and much more. Literary and philosophic works -- including those works that rail against mere being, against things as they are, those works that do not leave everything as it is -- are real, and part of what Stevens calls “absolute fact”. Thus Stevens’s corpus overcomes the apparent tension between “where there is no imagination, there no thing may be”, and “things merely are [whether we imagine them or no]”, and Stevens need not be seen, as Critchley sees him,
 as torn between these two aspects.


We have pointed up how Stevens shows us all our language -- just as Simon Critchley points up how Stevens shows one the world. There is a therapeutic aspect to both (interrelated) tasks, as Critchley rightly points out.
 But what is most therapeutic of all is seeing how the two tasks are entirely complementary.
 


We human animals could never not be nature, even though -- no; in fact, because -- nature is not there for us. (This is part of what one sees when one ‘sees’  “Blackbird” or a blackbird clearly.)  So Stevens’ poetry does not ultimately fail, as Critchley claims it does.
 It succeeds, as Wittgenstein succeeds, in the only way one can: intermittently (even: rarely). For non-intermittent -- final -- success in attaining clarity, beautifully, would mean and be: no more poetry. Such a ‘success’ would be in some ways regrettable: it would mean that we no longer had a recognisably human life. The psychological, cultural, linguistic roots of the need to philosophize and poetize are so deep and widespread that we know not what it would be, in fact, to be entirely beyond them. (Except that it would not be anything like the human.)

    We have not attempted here anything remotely resembling a complete reading of even one poem by Stevens - indeed such completeness is, from our perspective, ‘not possible’, not a coherently described endeavour - still less to extend such a reading or such a treatment to any substantial degree at all further into his oeuvre. We have rather attempted to display some aspects of a poem we think important, and even revelatory of a number of ways in which philosophy and literature can interact and mutually inflect.

      For the conclusion to this paper is a perhaps-triply-surprising one. On the one hand, we can be helped to read Stevens through understanding and following a Wittgensteinian ‘philosophy of language’. (This much, James Guetti we think already proved, over a decade ago.) On the other hand, when we thus read Stevens, at deep and crucial moments we find him following a (very roughly) Wittgensteinian line of approach in the substance or ‘content’ of his poetry. But it is crucial not to read this wrongly: we violate Guetti’s methodological injunctions and critical discoveries / aspect-revelations, if we take Stevens to be expressing a Wittgensteinian philosophy. Rather, his poems remain strange.
 They do not get successfully translated or paraphrased. They do philosophical work of their own; this is poetry as philosophy, but poetry that remains poetry, all the same.
 And so then, on the third hand: this sheds some helpful light on Wittgenstein’s own writing. The ‘action’ of Stevens’s poetry, as its invitations to the reader dissolve upon that reader, makes more strikingly perspicuous what has eluded many readers of Wittgenstein: much the same method, of inviting the reader to adopt a perspective or an idea, and then seeing whether it really does / yields what s/he wants from it, or whether rather it collapses on one. And then of seeing what one can learn from that.

Our title is ‘Wittgenstein and literary language’. Our paper is ultimately as much about thinking of the philosophically active - the philosophically crucial – literariness of Wittgenstein’s own style, as it is about the helpfulness of Wittgenstein to the task of appreciating and perspicuously presenting the language of those more standardly recognised as poets.

Moreover: our paradoxical or poetical flourishes (whether or not they work) are no accident. One cannot do philosophy properly without engaging with – without inhabiting -- one’s own and others’ inclinations to mire oneself in nonsense. One cannot do justice to literary language without inhabiting its literariness, its paradoxicality. The meaning of a poem is always another poem (though usually of course not as good a poem as the one one started with). The language of philosophy of literature, and of good literary criticism, is of necessity the language of paradox.

In other words: our paper needs must have consisted in considerable measure of ‘grammatical display’, and not just of ‘grammatical remarks’. Or, to put the point perhaps just slightly too strongly, in order to make quite clear what that point is: It may be good or bad, but the genre of our paper too at times necessarily aspires to be something akin to ‘literature’, and not just ‘philosophy’.

� We say that this condition of language too is ‘ubiquitous’. This gives a clue to something which we hope to write about in detail on a future occasion: the limits of the concept of ‘mastery of a natural language’. This concept, which plays a critically important role in Wittgenstein’s and Guetti’s understanding of ‘meaningful use’, is an object of comparison, not a universalising theoretical claim. It reaches and breaches a limit, when it encounters – as it does, continually – ‘grammatical display’. We are not masters of such displays; we are not in full control of them -- even if we are the greatest of poets. No more than we – anyone – is/are masters of all philosophical temptations and confusions. (And indeed, one place in which this can be seen is in the uncontrollable (even when deliberately created) self-deconstruction of Wittgenstein’s own ‘poetic’ language, discussed toward the end of this paper.)


  If Guetti or Wittgenstein ever suggest otherwise, then so much the worse for them.


� In her “Ethics, imagination and the method of the Tractatus”, in Read and Crary’s The New Wittgenstein (London: Routledge, 2000), wherein (passim) Diamond argues that much of what interests Wittgenstein philosophically is what in fact we (can) only imagine that we can imagine.


� Again, let our use of the word “literally” not cause offence here: it is simply a quick index of the important -- ‘grammatical’ -- distinction between looking with the eyes and other things that we call “looking”.


� A very similar process is at work in the process and progress of another of Stevens’s early poems, “Metaphors of a magnifico”. 


� And such teaching of the poem naturally extends into the following kind of point: That the reader has to come to decide for themselves what is well-described as one or another way of looking, and what isn’t, among what is presented here. We shall return to this point below, in discussion of Wittgenstein’s method in his greatest writing, such as in the opening of Philosophical Investigations.


� See for instance the --different -- points discussed by Guetti on p.169 of his Wittgenstein and the grammar of literary experience.


� The New Wittgenstein, p.149.


� Stevens’s poems are marvellously replete with such faux instructions. Check out for instance the nonsensical commands explicitly encoded into “Fabliau of Florida”.


� We have in mind for instance Derrida’s infamous -- and signally misleading -- claim in “Signature, Event, Context” that using a bit of language as an example of agrammaticality or of error is at all the same kind of thing as using a bit of language, such as the same bit of language to undertake a speech act.


� We refer here to Wittgenstein throughout his career. 


� See especially pp.115-125 of Cavell’s The claim of reason (Oxford: OUP, 1979), and Crary’s and Cerbone’s essays in The new Wittgenstein.


� Other great artists who we believe do the same include W.S. Graham, William Faulkner (see Read’s essay in The Literary Wittgenstein on this) and Peter Greenaway (in his early films, especially the shorts and The Draughtsman’s Contract and Drowning by numbers; perhaps also in Prospero’s Books). 


� One fails to understand Wittgenstein, we submit, if one never or only very rarely giggles or laughs out loud at his text.


� The proviso here references the moments when Frege appears to recognise, albeit reluctantly, that such trafficking in delusion might be necessary. Compare Frege’s invocation at some crucial moments in his work of “hints”, or of “a pinch of salt”, and his audacious reply to Kerry on concepts and objects. 


� London: Routledge, 2005.


� Read argues this in his “The new Hume’s new antagonists”, in his The new Hume debate (London: Routledge, 2000 (revised edition 2007); jt. edited with Ken Richman).


� Critchley is broadly right, then, about our being able to encounter ‘the things themselves’ most especially in Stevens’s later work. Though they are also present in his early work: not only in poems like “The Snowman” and “The Comedian as the letter C”, but also in many more. We might put the point this way: jars, blackbirds, mountains, poems etc. are things in themselves.


� See p.85 and p.61 of Critchley. 


� See p.83 and p.59 of his (op.cit.). There is indeed a kind of wish to bring poetry to an end in Stevens, as there is in Wittgenstein a kind of wish to bring philosophy to an end. These are wishes that one can act on or attempt to act on; they are not, however (contra ‘end of philosophy’ philosophers, etc.) wishes that one can often realize. 


� Critchley writes (p.86), “On the one hand, literature is an act of idealization governed by the desire to assimilate all reality to the edo and to view the latter as the former’s projection... On the other hand...literature does not aim to reduce reality to the imagination, but rather to let things be in their separateness from us.” Our suggestion is that these two tendencies are happily married in Stevens’s corpus. 


� See e.g. p.6 and p.87 of his book.


� And this is one of the points at which we part company with Critchley. Critchley is willing to understand great poetry as involving the submergence of philosophical “preoccupations into the particular grain of the poems”. (p.32)  Whereas we think that we have to let poetry be, to let it stand. Poetry is a way we speak; great poetry is never merely philosophy in another form. If we thought that Stevens merely “submerged” a philosophy “into the particular grain” of certain poems, we would not think him a great poet. We agree with Frank Kermode that later Stevens sometimes does do this, and when he does, his poems fall away from the true greatness of his oeuvre, which is most undoubted, it seems to me, in the early poems of his such as those on which we have focussed in this essay. Those are poems which remain strange to us, remain poetical, even ‘after’ we have worked through them to find their provision for philosophical insight.


� In this respect, it is akin to J.M. Coetzee’s oeuvre; and to Film as Philosophy as discussed in Read’s 2005 edited collection (with Palgrave) of that title. Films such as Memento and Last Year at Marienbad remain films, even after one has described the philosophical work they accomplish. Or, better: one can only fully understand that philosophical work by seeing how it is inextricably tied to its filmic presentation. Or, better: acounts of the philosophical work accomplished are only ever allegories of the work -- the film -- itself.


� Parts of this essay draw upon bits of material present in earlier forms in our "Recent work: the Philosophy of Literature", in Philosophical Books XLIII: 2 (April 2001), 118-131, and in Read’s ‘Wittgensteinian Poetry’, in his Applying Wittgenstein. And our thanks in particular to Laura Cook for some helpful thoughts on this material.








