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Wallace Stevens was born in Reading, Pennsylvania in the year of 1879. He worked for a brief 

time as a journalist in New York, but spent most of his life in Connecticut at the Hartfod 

Accident and Indemnity Company as an insurance man (Lehman, 304). He kept in touch with 

poets and artist such as Marcel Duchamp, Williams Carlos Williams, Ezra Pound and Marianne 

Moore. Although Stevens started to publish some early poems during college at Harvard under 

the pseudonyms of Hillary Harness or R. Jerries, he really began his career as a poet until 1923 

when Harmonium, his first collection of poems, appeared. By that time he was already forty-four 

years old, a rather mature age for a poet. Twelve years later, he published Ideas of Order in 

1936; and afterwards The Man with the Blue Guitar (1937), Parts of a World (1942), Transport 

to Summer (1947) and the Auroras of Autumn (1950).  

Stevens wrote his work alongside the main exponents of the modernist poetry who 

rejected the models of traditional English poetry as it relied on an artificial use of language. 

Moreover, modernists felt that the focus of a poem upon the author’s personality and upon the 

expression of personal emotions “would do nothing to advance poetry as art technique” (Beach, 

49). In general, Stevens is usually considered a transition between the Romantic and the 

Modernist poetry in the United States. On the one hand, his poems present a vision of the world 

strongly influenced by the Romantics in that both considered nature as a strong influence upon 

the individual’s mind and both regarded the poet as a prophet. On the other hand, Stevens’ poetry 

did not follow the metrical structure of his predecessors and also avoided the expression of 
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emotions in his poems. In the present paper, I will analyze the poems “Domination of Black” and 

“Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” in order to explore how these visions converged in 

his poetry. This will provide some aspects to the reader so that he/ she could have a better 

perspective of his poetry in further readings. 

In the first poem, “Domination of Black,” the depiction of natural environment is 

predominant: 

At night, by the fire, 

The colors of the bushes 

And of the fallen leaves, 

Repeating themselves, 

Turned in the room, 

Like the leaves themselves, 

Turning in the wind. 

Yes: but the color of the heavy hemlocks 

Came striding.  

And I remembered the cry of the peacocks. 

(1-10) 

The inheritance of the Romantic poetry is clear, but it is not until the tenth line that the poetic I 

appears. He is therefore diminished by the dominant presence of nature and takes only a 

receptive role throughout the poem: “I remembered,” “I saw,” “I felt.” Just as any poem written 

by Wordsworth, the poetic I is affected by his surroundings. Dana Wilde observes that Stevens 

saw man as a being who was dependant of his context in the world1. He grappled the sense of 

place in the same way that Wordsworth dealt with the problem of subject-object (43). In 

                                                             
1
 Cristopher Beach points out that in Stevens’ poetry the self is in a communion with nature but it 

is hardly engaged in any form of interaction with the social or historical context, as Pound was 

(40). 
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“Domination of Black,” this relationship established between the poetic voice (the subject) and 

his exterior (the object) is highlighted by synesthesia: the colors and movement of what the 

poetic voice perceives are recast in his mind as a sound, the cry of the peacocks. This 

reconfiguration of what he perceives gives evidence of the internal process that such images 

triggered in his mind. Therefore, it is not strange that the poetic voice pays particular attention to 

the color and movement of the things that surround him in an attempt to “put himself into 

context of his place” and “feel himself part of the setting” (Wilde, 44). 

At a thematic level, the poem is indebted to the Romantic tradition; but regarding 

structure, it is hardly comparable, as can be appreciated in the following lines: 

I heard them cry-the peacocks. 

Was it a cry against the twilight 

Or against the leaves themselves 

Turning in the wind, 

Turning as the flames 

Turned in the fire, 

Turning as the tails of the peacocks 

Turned in the loud fire, 

Loud as the hemlocks 

Full of the cry of the peacocks? 

(18-27) 
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Different from the previous poetry, the metric of each of these lines (indicated by the numbers at 

the right) do not follow a pattern; instead, their musicality depends upon the repetition of words: 

turning, turned, fire, flames, hemlocks, peacocks. As the reader can notice, these words also 

relate to one another through alliteration or rhyme so that the rhythm created through their 
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repetition is accentuated
2
. It is not difficult to observe why Stevens is usually considered as a 

transitional poet. On the one hand, he continues using some thematic conventions of the 

Romantic poetry but, on the other hand, he is already incorporating the irregular structure of 

Modernist poetry in his own writings. Nevertheless, the metric is not the only characteristic that 

makes his poetry different from Romantics.  

As I have mentioned before, “Domination of Black” develops in the same way in which a 

typical Romantic poem would develop, so that the first lines of the final stanza may invite the 

reader accustomed to this kind of poetry to expect a kind of transcendent epiphany: 

Out of the window, 

I saw how the planets gathered 

Like the leaves themselves 

Turning in the wind. 

I saw how the night came, 

Came striding like the color of the heavy hemlocks 

I felt afraid. 

And I remembered the cry of the peacocks. 

(29-36) 

Evidently, this is not the case. Instead of an illustrative revelation, the poem depicts the 

movements of the planets and the night, the result of the movement of the earth, as the landscape 

to which the poetic voice belongs: “the planets gather/ Like the leaves themselves” (30-31), “I 

                                                             
2Corey M. Taylor comments that “Stevens employs linguistic repetitions, thematic variations, 

improvisatory flourishes, allusions, and wordplay that indicate the influence an presence of jazz, 

without ever mentioning the music by name” (101). For more information consult “Blue Order: 

Wallace Stevens’ Jazz Experiments.” Journal of Modern Literature 32.2 (2009): 100-117. MLA 

International Bibliography. 
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saw how the night came,/ Came striding like the color of the heavy hemlocks3.” (33-34). His 

point of view as an individual positioned in a determinate context is what allows him to regard 

the cosmic imagery in the way he does. For Stevens, Romantic transcendence was not a viable 

answer; he rather wanted to believe that imagination alone could give order to the world (Wilde, 

43). In other words, whereas the Romantics regarded imagination as a mean to find the hidden 

secrets of nature, Stevens considered that it was imagination the one that should provide 

meanings to nature. Richard Gray explains this better: “Stevens argued [that] our world is always 

an imagined one because our senses start to arrange things almost as soon as they perceived 

them, and whenever we think about experience we begin to structure it according to some 

law…” (381). 

In this manner, the poetic voice of the poem depicts the images of the cosmos as the 

images of his own context. However, the meanings of the images themselves remain obscure. 

Evidently, they stand as symbols, but for what these symbols stand is not clear. The lack of a 

Romantic epiphany withholds the reader from any clue to their meaning. At some point, even the 

poetic voice is not sure of the nature of those symbols: “Was it a cry against the twilight/ Or 

again the leaves themselves” (19-20), “Or was it a cry against the hemlocks?” (28). The 

ambiguity of the meaning of the images is not something that Stevens learned from the 

Romantics, but from the French Symbolists. As Philip Hobsbaum relates, during Stevens’ early 

years at Harvard he was already acquainted with this foreign literature. His work, as well as the 

work of his colleagues, was strongly influenced by it (414-415). One of the reasons why Stevens 

opted to keep their meaning vague is that he saw the act of giving meaning to what one perceives 

as an unending one. To understand this, one has to remember that Stevens lived in an epoch 

                                                             
3
 Italics are mine 
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when old religious myths had stopped to offer convincing answers to society’s concerns. He was 

convinced that these myths were irrelevant and poetry presented a way to renew our perception 

of the world. Therefore, by giving a more precise meaning to his poetry, he would have 

prevented his readers from being part of this renovation. If we compare the theme of tradition or 

loss of faith between the poetry of Stevens and the poetry of other poets of his time, such as Eliot 

or Auden, we can see a prevalent sense of sorrow in the other two and a rather rejoicing attitude 

in the former (Thorop, 228). This may explain why the poetic voice of “Domination of Black” 

pays a special attention to the movement of things:  

Was it a cry against the twilight 

Or against the leaves themselves 

Turning in the wind, 

Turning as the flames 

Turned in the fire, 

Turning as the tails of the peacocks 

Turned in the loud fire, 

Loud as the hemlocks 

Full of the cry of the peacocks? 

(19-27) 

The eight verses constitute a whole sentence, but its subject is forgotten by the time one 

finishes the stanza. Instead, images of movement remain in the reader’s mind by the evident 

repetition of the words “turning” or “turned.” It will seem that the poetic voice is more interested 

in motion than in the static form of the objects, as if their own movement renovated the meaning 

that each one of them convey.  

Inconstancy of meaning will be recurrent in Stevens’ work. “The Idea of Order” or “The 

Man with the Blue Guitar” are perfect examples. However, one of the poems that most clearly 

depends upon this idea is “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” As the name very well 
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suggests, this poem presents the reader with thirteen brief stanzas regarding a blackbird in many 

different ways. As in “Domination of Black,” visual images are predominant: 

I 

Among twenty snowy mountains, 

The only moving thing 

Was the eye of a blackbird. 

Here the poetic voice creates a sudden close-up when, after portraying the extensive landscape of 

twenty mountains, it instantly focuses on the movement of the eye of the bird. Through this very 

first stanza, the presence of the blackbird is highlighted. But the following section is even more 

pictorial: 

II 

I was of three minds, 

Like a tree 

In which there are three blackbirds. 

Both the tree and the birds, concrete nouns, provide physical matter to the poetic voice’s mind, 

and abstract noun. The influence of Surrealism and even Imagist movement can be perceived in 

these two stanzas
4
. Regarding the influence of the Imagists on Stevens, Hobsbaum expresses: 

“While Pound’s notion of the image was largely governed by the analogy of painting or 

sculpture (in other words, forms involving a fixed visual representation in a moment of time), 

Stevens allows his images to flow into motions and forms of continuing and changing 

                                                             
4
 The poem has rather a stronger influence from the Oriental culture. Apart from the fact that each section 

resembles, at least in essence, a haiku, “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbrid” is strongly indebted to 

Utagawa Hiroshige’s Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji (Bogen, 218), in which the Japanese artist portrayed 

in 1858 the highest mountain of his country during different seasons from different points of view. 

Incorporating elements of other culture in the artistic field of the United Sates was not an uncommon 

http://www.hiroshige.org.uk/hiroshige/36_views_fuji_1858/fuji_1858.htm
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experience” (54). The second stanza can actually work as a single Imagist poem; however, it is 

only one section of a whole construction. It is difficult to establish a clear relationship between 

the blackbird of the first stanza and the bird of the second one. Moreover, in the very first one, it 

is not the bird itself the image to which the poetic voice is paying attention but its eye. These 

kinds of inconsistencies are present all along the poem.  For instance, sections VII, X and XI 

portray the blackbird as a bad omen or as death; sections V and VIII, on the other hand, seem to 

refer to the bird in the same was as any Romantic would refer to a nightingale, the bird that 

represented poetic inspiration. Even the structure itself is different from one section to the other. 

There is only a poetic I in sections II, V and VII; while narration is present only in VI, VII, XI 

and XIII.   

Even though the elements may not have much in common, they manage to create a unity: 

A man and a woman 

Are one. 

A man and a woman and a blackbird 

Are one.  

(9-12) 

Fourth stanza follows the logic of arithmetic: a man plus a woman equals one. It is up to the 

reader to find a relationship between these two elements (gender, love, etc.), yet, this association 

will be immediately challenged by the following lines. The inclusion of the blackbird distorts the 

semantic fields suggested by the previous verses, but the result is still the same, one. Despite the 

evident disparity of the elements, they manage to constitute a unity. The reader is therefore 

forced to use his/ her imagination in order to find this other unity. As Roy Harvey explains, “the 

truth about the imagination is that it can again and again bring about such unity in the world” 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
practice in Stevens’ time. 
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(388). Imagination enabled man to create a “reality” for the world.  In a concise manner, the first 

lines of section IV make evident the conventional relationships that could be suggested through 

“a man and a woman;” while the last ones break with that conventions and invite the reader to 

create others. The mutability of meaning is what gives cohesion to the poem. It will not 

maintain a unique meaning for the bird and for that reason it provides the reader with many 

apparent independent stanzas; and each one as authentic as the other, for they are not simply 

thirteen ways of portraying but rather of looking at a blackbird. 

From a very Romantic perspective, Stevens considered that the only Maker was the poet, 

someone who was capable of creating new myths for people and helped them to survive5 in a 

world that was in constant and violent change: “If the mind is the most terrible force in the 

world, it is also the only force that defends us against terror. Or, the mind is the most terrible 

force in the world principally in this, that it is the only force that can defend us again itself, the 

modern world is based on this pensée.” (Stevens qtd. in Harvey, 380) 

As a conclusion, the poetry of Wallace Stevens is mainly concerned with the theme of 

change, one theme that he sees through a rather Romantic perspective. Since Stevens did not 

follow any system or belief, he opted for an individual poetical construction that he will consider 

later on as a “supreme fiction” (Beach, 60). Stevens’ later poem titled under that name, “Notes 

Towards a Supreme Fiction,” is divided into three sections: “It Must Be Abstract,” “It Must 

Change,” and “It Must Give Pleasure.” Each one of its parts will develop the ideas that had been 

                                                             
5
 “In effect, he [Stevens] returned the poet to his ancient role of bard or myth-maker, offering purpose and 

a sense of meaning to his tribe. And to this he adds another, more peculiarly Romantic American 

dimension, which was that of the hero. For the poet, Stevens suggested, is his own hero because his mind, 

his representative of imagination, is the catalyst of events. Instead of a third-person protagonist, the poet, 
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present in his earlier poems such as the ones analyzed in this paper. It must be abstract in the 

sense that its meaning cannot be entirely grasped by its reader (Beach, 60), just as the poetic 

voice of “Domination of Black” cannot be sure of the meaning of the cry of the peacocks, nor the 

reader of the meaning of the symbols. It must change in order not to become a static immutable 

system of beliefs (Ibid), so the reader can appreciate the changeability of the different looks of a 

blackbird. And it must give pleasure, since poetry must contribute to human’s happiness (Ibid) 

and help him/ her in his/ her consideration of the world. It is now clearer why Wallace Stevens is 

considered a transitional poet, for he keeps a strong attachment to the previous tradition but 

incorporating and adapting it to a world that tried to survive the brutality of the World Wars. 
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DOMINATION OF BLACK 

 

At night, by the fire, 

The colors of the bushes 

And of the fallen leaves, 

Repeating themselves, 

Turned in the room, 

Like the leaves themselves 

Turning in the wind. 

Yes: but the color of the heavy hemlocks 

Came striding. 

And I remembered the cry of the peacocks. 

 

The colors of their tails 

Were like the leaves themselves 

Turning in the wind, 

In the twilight wind. 

They swept over the room, 

Just as they flew from the boughs of the hemlocks 

Down to the ground. 

I heard them cry-the peacocks. 

Was it a cry against the twilight 

Or against the leaves themselves  

Turning in the wind, 

Turning as the flames 

Turned in the fire, 

Turning as the tails of the peacocks 

Turned in the loud fire, 

Loud as the hemlocks 

Full of the cry of the peacocks? 

Or was it a cry against the hemlocks? 

 

Out of the window, 

I saw how the planets gathered  

Like the leaves themselves 

Turning in the wind. 

I saw how the night came, 

Came striding like the color of the heavy hemlocks 

I felt afraid. 

And I remembered the cry of the peacocks. 

 

Return to text 
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THIRTEEN WAYS OF LOOKING 

AT A BLACKBIRD 
 

I 

Among twenty snowy mountains, 

The only moving thing 

Was the eye of the blackbird. 

 

II 

I was of three minds, 

Like a tree 

In which there are three blackbirds. 

 

III 

The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds. 

It was a small part of the pantomime. 

 

IV 

A man and a woman 

Are one. 

A man and a woman and a blackbird 

Are one. 

 

V 

I do not know which to prefer, 

The beauty of inflections 

Or the beauty of innuendoes, 

The blackbird whistling 

Or just after. 

 

VI 

Icicles fined the long window 

With barbaric glass. 

The shadow of the blackbird 

Crossed it, to and fro. 

The mood 

Traced in the shadow 

An indecipherable cause. 

 

VII 

O thin men of Haddam, 

Why do you imagine golden birds? 

Do you not see how the blackbird 

Walks around the feet 

Of the women about you? 

 

VIII 

I know noble accents 

And lucid, inescapable rhythms; 

But I know, too, 
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That the blackbird is involved 

In what I know. 

 

IX 

When the blackbird flew out of sight, 

It marked the edge 

Of one of many circles. 

 

X 

At the sight of blackbirds 

Flying in a green light, 

Even the bawds of euphony 

Would cry out sharply. 

 

XI 

He rode over Connecticut 

In a glass coach. 

Once, a fear pierced him, 

In that he mistook 

The shadow of his equipage 

For blackbirds. 

 

XII 

The river is moving. 

The blackbird must be flying. 

 

XIII 

It was evening all afternoon. 

It was snowing 

And it was going to snow. 

The blackbird sat 

In the cedar-limbs. 

 

Return to text. 


