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Preface 

The tradit ional canonical view of Gertrude Stein held that she wrote two 
c harming book s - Three Lit•es and The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas - and 
a lot of"incomprehensible junk." Unti l  recently most selections from her work , 
a nd most crit ical writ ing about it ,  h ave sustained this myth .  Beginning with 
art ic les publ ished i n  1974, I tried to suggest that the putatively more difficult 
books are comparatively richer in innovation and literary qual i ty .  My argu­
ment has been that  if claims for Ste in are based upon Three Lives and Alice 

B. Toklas, she is a minor modernist; but if our sense of her reputation is founded 
upon Geography and Plays , Making of Americans , "Stanzas in Meditation" and 
other works i n  that  vein ,  then Stein becomes the greatest experimental writer 
i n  American l iterature, an inventor whose ach ievements are ,  indicatively ,  
scarcely u nderstood, even today, more than four decades after her  death . 
(Compare the collective paucity of Stein crit icism with writing devoted to, say, 
Faulkner and Hemingway. )  

My in i t ia l  criterion in select ing essays for t h i s  book is, s imply ,  those that 
expanded my own critical understand ing of the more consequential Stein, 
i l lumi nating w h at is otherwise murky . Then the selections proceed from the 
general to the more specific, roughly through Stein's fiction , poetry , drama and 
experimental prose, before returning to broader considerations. In emphasiz­
ing l iterary analysis, I have necessari ly left out some interest i ng recent ex­
aminations of her l ife a nd her relationship to Toklas. Beyond that I favored 
essays that arc not readily avai lable elsewhere. I would have included my own 
extended cr it ical  essay, initially from The Hollins Critic (1974) and then from 
the introduction to The Yale Gertrude Stein (1980), had it not already appeared 
recently in another book of mine from this  same publisher (The Old Fictions 
and the New, 1987). As it is scarcely my i ntention to terminate crit ical discus­
sion about th is  other Stein,  this book closes with a bibliography of other 
critic ism I have found i l luminating. 

I am gratefu l  to McFarland for commissioning Gertrude Stein Adt·anced, to 
Edward Burns for bibl iographic advice, to Sara Gleason for practical assis­
tance, and to the contributors for granting me permission to reprint their 
essays. Every effort has been made to verify the spell ing of all proper names 

XI 
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and to trace the ownership of all copyrighted material, in addition to making 
full acknowledgment of the latter's use. If any error or omission has occu rred, 
it will be corrected in subsequent editions, providing that appropriate not ifica· 
tion is submitted in writing to the editor. 

Richard Kostelanetz 



By forcing the reader to pay attention to the word, Stein makes the 
word seem new again.  But by presenting each word in an unusual context , 

she directs anention not only toward its sound but also toward its sense, 
as the reader is forced to grapple with each word one at a t ime. The reader 
must confront the word and language itself with a sense of bewilderment, 

wonder, and d iscovery. 
- Randa K. Dubnick , The Srnccture of Obscurit;� (1984). 

This will be to explain as much as I u nderstand of what Gertrude Stein 
did in writ ing. 

-Donald Sutherland, Gerrmde Stein: A Biography of Her Work (1951). 

And not even the unintell igible writing should be considered 
i ncomprehensible. I have done what I can in this essay to tell in what that 

incomprehensibil ity consists. 
- Wendell Wi lcox , "La Veritable Stein" (1938). 





The Work of Gertrude Stein 

Sherwood Anderson 

One evening i n  the winter, some years ago,  my brother came to  my rooms 
in the city of Chicago bringing with h i m  a book by Gertrude Stein. The book 
was called Tender Buttons and,  just at that time, there was a good deal of fuss 
and fun bei ng made over it in American newspapers. I had already read a book 
of Miss Stein's called Three Lives and had thought it contained some of the best 
writ ing ever done by an American. I was curious about this new book .  

M y  brother h ad been a t  some sort o f  a gat hering of literary people o n  the 
evening before and someone had read aloud from Miss Stein's new book. The 
party had been a success. After a few l ines the reader stopped and was greeted 
by loud shouts of laughter. It was generally agreed that the author had done 
a thing we Americans cal l "putting someth ing across" - the meaning being that 
she had,  by a strange freakish performance, managed to attract attention to 
herself, get herself discussed in the newspapers, become for a time a figure in 
our hurried , harried l ives. 

My brother,  as it turned out ,  had not been satisfied with the explanation 
of Miss Stein's work then �:urrent in A merica, and so he bought Tender Butcons 
and brought it to me, and we sat for a t ime reading the strange sentences. "It 
gives words an oddly new intimate flavor and at the same time m akes familiar 
words seem a lmost l ike strangers, doesn't i t ," he said. What my brother did, 
you see, was to set my mind going on the book,  and then , leaving it on the 
table, he went away. 

And now , after these years, and having sat with Miss Ste in by her own 
fire in the rue de Fleurus in Paris I am asked to write something by way of an 
introduction to a new book she is about to issue. 

As there is in America an impression of M iss Stein's personality, not at all 
true and rather foolishly romantic , I would like first of all to brush that aside. 
I had myself heard stories of a long dark room with a languid woman lying on 
a couch ,  smoking c igarettes, sipping absinthes perhaps and looking out upon 
the world with tired, disdainful eyes. Now and then she rolled her head slowly 

Reprinted from his preface 10 her Gt-ogTaph�· and Pla:-s (1922). 
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to one side and uttered a few words, taken down by a secretary who approached 
the couch with trembling eagerness to catch the fall ing pearls. 

You wil l  perhaps understand someth ing of my own surprise and delight 
when, after having been fed up on such tales and rather Tom Sawyerishly 
hoping they might be true, I was taken to her to find instead of this langu id 
impossibility a woman of striking vigor, a subtle and powerfu l mind,  a d is­
crimination in the arts such as I have fou nd in no other American born man 
or woman, and a charmingly brill iant conversationalist. 

"Surprise and delight" did I say? Wel l ,  you see, my feeling is someth i ng l ike 
this. Since Miss Stein's work was first brought to my attention I ha\'e been 
thinking of it as the most important pioneer work done in the field of letters 
in my time. The loud guffaws of the general that must inevitably fol low t he 
bringing forward of more of her work do not irritate me but I would like it if 
writers, and particularly young writers, wou ld come to understand a l i t t le what 
she is trying to do and what she is in my opinion doing. 

My thought in the matter is someth i ng l ike this - that every artist worki ng 
with words as h is  medium, must at times be profoundly irritated by what seems 
the limitations of his medium. What th ings does he not wish to c reate with 
words! There i s  the mind of the reader before him and he would l ike to create 
in that reader's mind a whole new world of sensations, or rather one might 
better say he would l ike to call back into l ife all of the dead and sleeping 
senses. 

There is a thing one might call "the extension of the province of h is  art" 
one wants to achieve. One works with words and one would like words t hat 
have a taste on the lips, that have a perfume to the nostrils, rattl ing words one 
can throw into a box and shake, making a sharp, jingl ing sound,  words that ,  
when seen on the printed page, have a distinct arresting effect upon the eye, 
words that when they jump out from u nder the pen one may fee l  with the 
fingers as one might caress the cheeks of his beloved. 

And what I think is that these books of Gertrude Stein's do in a very real 
sense recreate life in words. 

We writers are, you see, all in such a hurry. There are such grand th ings 
we must do. For one thing the Great American Novel must be written and 
there is the American or English Stage that must be uplifted by our very impor­
tant contributions, to say nothing of the epic poems, sonnets to my lady's eyes, 
and what not. We are all busy getting these grand and important t houghts and 
emotions into the pages of printed books. 

And in the meantime the little words, that are the soldiers with which we 
great generals must make our conquests, are neglected. 

There is a city of English and American words and it has been a neglected 
city . Strong broad shouldered words, that should be marching across open 
fi�ld

_
s under the btu� sky, are clerking in little dusty dry goods stores, you ng 

vtrgm words are bemg allowed to consort with whores, learned words have 
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been put to the ditch digger's trade. Onl y  yesterday I saw a word that once 
cal led a whole nation to arms serving in the mean capacity of advertising 
laundry soap. 

For me the work of Gertrude Stein consists in  a rebuilding, an entire new 
recasting of l ife ,  in the city of words. Here is one artist who has been able to 
accept ridicule,  who h as even forgone the privi lege of writ ing the great 
American novel , uplifting our English speaking stage, and wearing the  bays of 
the great poets, to go live among the l i ttle housekeeping words, the swaggering 
bullying street-corner words, the honest working, money saving words, and al l  
the other forgotten and neglected cit izens of the sacred and half forgotten 
city.  

Would it not be a lovely and charmingly ironic gesture of the gods if, in 
the end, the work of th is artist were to prove the most lasting and important 
of al l  the word slingers of our generation! 



Gertrude Stein and 

the Twentieth Century 

Donald Sutherland 

Gertrude Stein is said to have said once that there have been only t hree 
originative Jews-namely, Christ , Spinoza , and Gertrude Stein. Her com­
panion, Alice Toklas, did not believe she really made that remark , but I still 
think she very well may have, because of the rather peculiar inclusion of 
Spinoza in the triad. Why ,  for so intensively and consciously contemporary 
a mind as Gertrude Stein's, should Spinoza, of al l  people, crowd out such 
figures as, say , Freud and Proust and Einstein? I asked Miss Toklas if Gertrude 
Stein had real ly had so h igh an opinion of Spinoza, and she repl i ed, "Not so 
high as to read him." Well ,  the answer to that is that Spinoza is pretty 
thoroughly unreadable unless you are deeply interested in technical  theology, 
but this does not prevent anyone's knowing that some of his major ideas or 
intuit ions are quite relevant to Gertrude Stein and to much of the twentieth 
century .  

One idea in particular I should l ike to consider in relation to Gertrude 
Stein's writing and her view of the world,  as well as to the arts of the twentieth 
century and even to politics. Spinoza argues very simply that since God is a 
single infinite substance, all things a re in God. That is to say that since God 
is infinite He stops nowhere, not even at m atter and evil, and noth ing can be 
excluded from Him. One may refuse the proposition as rank pant heism or as 
too trivial a turn of logic to swing the realit ies of experience, but it  i mplies both 
an ontology and a vision of the world which are of the utmost i mportance to 
us. If all things, l iterally all things, large and smal l ,  good and bad, if all th ings 
are in God, then they all share equal ly and directly in final Bei ng,  or if you 
like they are all  equally sacred and equ ally important , all equal ly and in­
discriminately divine presences. I do not feel this way about everything, and 
most probably you do not either, and it does take a special gift or a special men­
tality to sustain such a feeling more or less constantly, but such a m entality 
can be found, not only in Spinoza but in certain Christian saints,  remarkably 
in two of them who were favorites of Gertrude Stein's - Teresa of Avila and 
Francis of Assisi . It is told of Saint Teresa that when her nuns objected to 

Reprinted from A Primer for the Underswnding of Gl"Tm1de Stein (Black Sparrow, 19i3). 
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kitchen duty as beneath their caUing she rebuked them, saying "God moves 
among the casseroles." Or words to that effect .  And as it was said of Spinoza 
that he was drunk with God, it could be said of Saint Francis that he was drunk 
with fraternal affection for all of God's creatures a nd creations, not excluding 
even bodily death, which he called our sister. Gertrude Stein had a good share 
of this kind of feel ing or vision. Let me tell two anecdotes to that effect . 

fn the summer of 1939, when war was impending, we were sitt i ng i n  the 
garden of Daniel Rops, Gertrude Stein's neighbor near Belley , and we were, 
most of us, gett ing very depressed over the possibilities of the war, a nd how in  
the  world, if the  world was a t  all fi t  for human habitation, could such atrocit ies 
as we imagined be possible. And Gertrude Stein said, "'h yes, I know all that, 
but to me the world is very beautiful." In strength of convict ion and love of the 
world, this is not u nlike Saint Francis's praise of bodily death. 

One more anecdote,  which has meant a great deal to me, but the point 
of which is not easy to convey. When Gertrude Stein came to lecture at 
Princeton thirty  years ago, I was a student there and was invited to a reception 
for her in a professor's house along with a good many other students. Naturally 
she sat and talked while we hovered and mil led about her, most of us i n  an 
agitated and awkward adolescent way . Suddenly she made a l itt le sweeping 
gesture out in  front of her , and said, "How is one to describe all this!" All  this 
was disconcert i ng, because there was nothing in front of her but a casual 
bunch of Princeton boys, who, I thought ,  were scarcely worth describing, cer­
ta inly not as we appeared just then. Perhaps we would have been worth 
describing separately, in  single portraits, or doing something more significant 
or dramatic than just mil l ing about ,  and perhaps our inner adolescent l ives 
might have been worth describing, but all that was plainly not what she meant 
by "all this." What she meant was the immediate phenomenon before her,  the 
actual group as i t  moved and composed itself and made noises before her ,  that 
for her was adequate subject matter, the phenomenon or thing which, l ike al l  
other phenomena or things, was, so to say ,  i n  God.  If God moves among the 
casseroles he may also move among a group of Princeton boys, unl ikely as that 
may seem. 

The association of Gertrude Stein with certain saints is real enough, 
though one can make too much of it. After all she was not a Catholic, not for­
mally at least . Let me tell one anecdote about that, and I shall get back to ideas. 
In the Fall of 1957 Alice Toklas suddenly announced that she had become a 
Catholic convert, or rather returned to the Catholicism of her girlhood after 
an absence of many years. This made things difficult, since I am an atheist , and 
it did not make things easier when Alice T oklas claimed I was largely respon­
sible for her conversion, because in the summer when we were vacationing 
about I had taken her to a very beautiful  and very ancient Byzanti ne or Caro­
lingian little church, Germigny-les-Pres, and the grace of conversion had 
reached her through the beauty of the building. But one gets used to one's 
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friends being converted and one tries to be nice about it, :md when I saw Alice 
Toklas again l rather egregiously tried to assure her that there was no great in· 
coherence between her belief in Catholicism and her belief in Gertrude Stein, 
since the Catholic ontology based on Being was not unlike the doctrine of 
Being and essences implied and explicit in the work of Gertrude Stein. l was 
rather tiresome about it. I expatiated. She finally stopped me by saying that 
she had had to announce her conversion to Picasso, too, wtth some trepida· 
tion, because as a Communist he ought to be a dogmatic atheist and not 
patient with Catholic converts. But he was very nice about it, and when she 
asked him what Gertrude would think of her return to the Church, he said, 
"Oh, she was there long before you.w In some ways this is true, and very like 
Picasso to say so in so round and short a way. But there are other traditions 
besides religion which brought Gertrude Stein to her sense of the equal value 1 
of all phenomena. Poetic fervor of a kind can replace religious fervor in sustain· 
ing such a sense-you find it very evidently in Walt Whitman-and even the 
scientific attitude can sustain it, since for science all phenomena arc equally 
in existence, all equally fact. 

The most decisive influence on Gertrude Stein in this direction-a mixture 
of science, psychology, and philosophy-was certainly William James, her 
favorite professor at Radcliffe. The extreme openness and hospitality to all 
things which underlies the Pragmatism of James and even directs it articulately, 
is plain enough, but it was a great pleasure to me to have this connection made 
very definite by Dr. Haas's publication of the interview with Gertrude Stein, 
in which she said that James had said to her that the minute you refuse 

· anything, that is the beginning of the end of you as an intellectual. Along with 
James, or perhaps more chrough James, is the influence of Whitman, on whose 
pantheism and ecstatic all-cmbracingness I need not elaborate. 

I asked Alice T oklas what Gertrude Stein had thought about Whitman, 
and she said, "Gertrude thought there was nothing wrong with him except that 
he was over." Well, these days Whitman is far from over, but perhaps he was 
over for Gertrude Stein, and in any case his literary influence on her, given 
his very different sense of words, would have been slight, but his spaciousness 
of mind, which contributed to that of James, may well count as

· 
an influence 

on Gertrude Stein. And finally there is an influence which I cannot trace very 
clearly but which may have been strong, that of Santayana, another professor 
of hers at Radcliffe. As secretary of the Psychological Society at Radcliffe she 
invited Santayana to speak to the group, but how far his ideas had come along 
at that time, or how far they influenced Gertrude Stein, I don't know. But his 
�octrine of Being and of Essences, though carefully schematized, includes prac· 
ttcally all phenomena, as largely as James or Spinoza, and even his thought as 
a young man may well have gone to reinforce the inclusiveness of James for 
Gertrude 

.
Stein, and perhaps even induced a linear precision and Spanish 

hardness tnto the rather high and nineteenth century eloquence of James. 
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But it is h igh time for me to i l lustrate by quotat ions how th is mixed 
tradition - philosophical , scientific, poetic ,  religious-comes out in the  work of 
Gertrude Stein .  This is from A Long Gay Book,  an early book of considerable 
i nterest though of i ncoherent form, as it makes the transition between the style 
of The Making of Americans and that of Tender Buttons . But you wi l l  recognize 
it as fairly typical Ste in ,  and if you wil l a lso remember the traditions behind 
it which I have been describing, I think you wil l feel how exalted and pas­
sionate, as well as how precise, an expression it is . 

Lat·ing is something. An�·thing is something. Babies are something. Being a 
bah� is something. Not being a bah'· is something. 

Coming to be an�·thing is something. Not coming to be an:vthing is something. 
Lat·ing is something. Not lot·ing is something. Lot·ing is lol'ing. Something is 
something. An�·thing is something. 

An�·thing is something. Not coming to an:vthing is something. Lot·ing is 
something. Needing coming to something is something. Not needing coming to 
something is something. Lot'ing is something .  An:vthing is something. 

And later in the same work : 

An:vonc being one is one. Anything put dou·n is something. An:vthing being 
dotm is something and being that thing it is .mmething and being something it 
is a thing and being a thing it is not anything and not being anything it is 
ew�·thing and being that thing it is a thing and being that thing it is that thing. 
Being that thing it is that thing and being that thing it is coming to be a thing 
hal'ing been that thing and coming to be a thing hat·ing been that thing it is 
a thing being a thing it is a thing being that thing. 

I asked you to notice in that passage, or those passages, the lyrical and 
caroling quality , the lyricism of ringing the changes on a single idea, as for ex­
ample a l itany would have it ,  and I do hope you got the hang or the ring of 
it ;  but now I want to treat in a very pedantic or scholastic way the fine distinc­
tions that Gertrude Ste in,  as a student of phi losophy and as a very committed 
intellectual ,  makes between a thing, and anything, or between something - as 
we would say in the vernacular, something that is really someth ing- and 
an)thing, or as  we would say in the vernacular, something wh ich is just 
anything. 

I don't know whether anybody but professors of philosoph y  can be in­
terested, at this time of day, in Duns Scotus, a thirteenth century philosopher 
who was, oddly enough , the great inspiration not only of Leibnitz, who is in  
vogue aga in ,  but of  Gerard Manley Hopkins, who has had a huge influence 
on the English poetry of the twentieth century, though not on Gertrude Stein. 
The importance of Duns Scotus to us, through Hopkins or not, i s  in  his theory 
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of the species specialissirM, or the termi nal  entity of any immediate 

phenomenon, t he peculiar character of which, in  unique conditions of space 

and time, cannot be dissolved away into its component general forms, such as 

yellow, small, al ive, animal, and so on, or its inclusion into a c lass, such as Bee. 

Scotus called, or presumably he did, this very individual character or specific 

quality of any concrete phenomenon ,  its ecceitas - or its there-it-is-ness - or 

again its haecceitas, its this-here-ness. This insistence on the immediate in­

dividual thing as a final reality, as final as general ideas, or even the featureless 

reality of Being Absolute or Being itself, is if you l ike a tradit ional  problem,  

but I th ink it  has never been so real in  experience as in  the twentieth century, 

when the individual has become as it were absolute, and at the same time the 

col lectivity of individuals into a more or less coherent mass has become more 

imposing and practically imperat ive. 
Let me give you an example of this problem in a passage from Gertrude 

Stein, not in ful l .  There is a rather famous passage in a work ca l led Useful 

Knowledge-a nd the word Useful is not a ltogether a joke-where she cou nts 
up to one hundred by ones. It goes, one and one and one and one and one 
and one and one and one and one and one and one, and so on merci lessly u nti l  
the announcement that we have reached one hu ndred. I hope you see how 
crucial this is, that in the collectivity of one hundred , each of the t h i ngs wh ich 
are absolute ones to themselves, are perfectly respected and not lost in the 
accumulations of quantity , such as two or three or forty or seventy-five or 
whatever, unt i l  we get to the total .  The equal  insistence on the integrity of each 
component part is a very important twentieth century thing, obviously in 
politics, but even more evidently in the arts. I could easily remind you that 
Gertrude Ste in grew up during the feminist movement, which proposed that 
women were equal to men,  and Gertrude Stein finally decided that ch i ldren 
too should have the vote, since they have equal stake in existence with adults, 
but the point is  that the group or the family,  especially the patriarchal family 
in which the individuals are severely subordinated to the group ,  is transcended 
for a view in which all the component individuals are absolute existents to 
themselves, a nd compose if at all a total of integers formed by all of mankind 
taken not as families, nations, classes or whatever, but as a sum of equal  in­
dividuals. I shall  not insist on this, but in  spite of the formation i n  our century 
of elite or minority groups, in  spite of the struggles in politics which exploit 
majorities and minorities, we do, deep in our hearts, have a strong feel ing of 
the equal existence and of the right to an individual existence, of each and 
every one in the world. I don't think that th is feel ing has ever i n  history been 
so basic or strong as in the twentieth century, and indeed the counter­
movements, Fascism and Communism, which respectively try to subordi nate 
an unindividual ized mass to an unindividualized minority or to subordinate 
all individuals and groups to a homogenized majority or total i ty ,  do nothing 
but try to change the more obvious twentieth century conviction that one and 



Donald Sutherland 9 

one and one and so on make one hundred , not cumulatively or i n  such propor· 
t ions as twenty a nd eighty, but one by one by one by one. 

Let me put it this way, very directly . If you say one and one are two, do 
you absorb the essential singularity of the ones into the group of two or do you 
not? In  marriage ,  where one individual and another one individual  are joined 
in a couple, do we any longer feel that the one or the other one is essential ly 
a component of a couple or dyad instead of a single absolute unit,  or do we 
not� I think that  in  people we now count by units instead of by groups, and 
that the family is no longer convincing. Nor larger groups , l ike the party ,  the 
c lass, or the nation itself. 

So, one and one and one and one and one and so on. A Spanish poet once 
wrote that the angel of numbers goes from the one to the two, from the two 
to the three, and indeed it does take a supernatural power l ike an angel to sink 
one unit and another i nto a duality , and a duality with another u nit i nto a 
triad. 

Let me apply th is to painting in the twentieth century .  One of the major 
accomplishments of Cezanne was prec isely the assertion of the equa l  existence 
of each inch or mi l l imeter of his canvas with the existence of every other inch 
or mil l imeter. With Cezanne this i s  not a dramatic exaltation or subordination 
of certain parts of the picture over others, though they do, as we say, add up 
to a total .  No doubt the origin of this  i n  Cezanne was in  part the impressionist 
movement, or the point i l l ist movement , i n  which every spot of color was an  
equal ly important and equally sc ientific optical or  retinal event , but Cezanne 
made objects and shapes, not merely events, into an equally emphatic ex· 
istence in equ i l ibrium over his whole canvas. The Cubists took th is up too, 
the equal diffusion of geometric shapes over a whole canvas, with no dramatic 
focus or culminat ing point. Parallel to this would be the care with which 
Rousseau painted each leaf of his trees, one by one, neglecting the collective 
bunches of fol iage which say Corot had painted. And even now,  with Man· 
drian or Mark Tobey or Pol lock, we have gone on with his equal  emphasis of 
visual events or shapes over a whole canvas, an equal tension if  you like, 
though of course there are other theories and practices of composition. 

What I mean may be clearer if l discuss someth ing many of you may recently 
have read, The Banquet Years , by Roger Shattuck, which was recommendld 
to you , and with reason , since it is a magnificent work and delightfu l  to read 
as wel l .  But Mr.  Shattuck, though not u nreasonably, takes issue with me on 
a distinction I made, in my book on Gertrude Stein ,  on the difference between 
a prolonged and a continuous present,  and the difference is rather to the point 
I am now discussing. I did not make myself very clear, I am afraid, in the 
passage Mr. S hattuck quoted, but what I more or less meant was that a 
prolonged present asserts a theme and then proceeds to complicate and 
elaborate i t ,  in the manner of say a fugal theme i n  Bach, so that the presence 
of the original theme, no matter how elaborately overlaid with variations, is 
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maintained or prolonged as a going existence in  each present passage or 

moment. It is as if one counted one two three four five six and so on ,  where 

the original unit of one is prolonged and present in the other figures in which 

it remains a component. But a cont inuous present, 1 think I meant ,  would be 

one in which each unit, even if identical or nearly with the previous one, is 

sti l l ,  in its present, a completely self-contained thing, as when you say one and 

one, the second one is a completely present existence in itself, and does not 

depend, as two does or three does, on a preceding one or two. One and one 

and one and one. In this case, each one is a completely separate assertion of 

a complete entity and is not prolonged from the preceding unit or units, but 
comes as a new th ing, and each one arrives in a continuous present, that is ,  
the present is so continuous it does not a l low any retrospect or  expectation, 
as when you say, in such counting, two, you look backward to one a nd forward 
to three, or even more. You must also be aware of the most notorious sentence 
of Gertrude Stein:  A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose. In this case, we have not 
a consecutive counting but a moment by moment insistence on t he rose, and 
each moment of insistence is a heightened and refreshed recognit ion of the 
rose, not merely a prolongation of the rose, as could perfectly well  be done in 
another era , as Goethe might have said to the rose, Ven!'eile doch, du bi.�t so 

schoen, even if the prolongation mea nt his damnation. 
That is one way of feel ing ahout th ings, and indeed the way I mostly feel ,  

that things should if possible be prolonged to my present experience if l love 
them, but I think the twentieth century th ing is certainly to take each present 
moment with its content as an independent and absolute event , even if the 
content has occurred before. One and one and one and one. Gertrude Stein  
came to  thinking and saying that there was no such thing as  repet it ion,  since 
each time the thing or word re�;urred the insistence was-different or new. And 
if one counts one and one and one and one, you nllght.say that none of the 
ones is the same as any other, and if asserted as a complete th ing in a con­
tinuous present, it does not look backward to a previous one or forward to 
another one to follow. Hence, in a modern composition of th is  kind, each part 
O�om�J1!_

or instant is �-ornp!c:_!_e in  itself and does not pr�eed from anything 
�lsc �C?D� forward t_?_any�hi_n�.!!se, and i n  the total they are as it were 
simultaneous;-aswl1en counting one and one and one and one and so on,  the 
total of one hundred is simultaneously ,  not cumulatively or gradual ly ,  arrived 
at by all the units together. This may remind you of Leibnitz and his  monads, 
which are mutually impenetrable units, abs(llute to themselves ,  but united in  
a preestablished harmony, like clocks set at the same hour and synchronous, 
under a total or arch-monad which is God.  

. 
Well ,  never mind Leibnitz. After al l ,  philosophy does not justify a nyth ing 

m the �rts, even if in a way it clarifies, and bringing in  phi losophy can be �epressmg. It should not be, but it usually is ,  so I shall stop it, a nd rem ind you 
mstead of certain quite practical features of the twentieth century world which 
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correspond to the sort ofcomposition I am discussing. One eviden t  feature is 
our extraordi nary mass-production and series production , the assembly l ine 
and so on. It is sti l l  possible to have a custom-made car or a custom-made suit ,  
but why bother-the normal thing is to have a car or a suit which is exactly 
l ike thousands of others from the same company. This worries some people, 
as if their i ndividuality were at stake, but in fact if you have say a new Mustang 
it is your own Mustang, even if it is not fully paid for, and you go your own 
way in it and treat it as if it were unique. And even if there are thousands of 
suits exactly l ike the one you are wearing, it is st i l l  your suit, you are by yourself 
in it, and you make the particular creases in it all by yourself, the way it hangs 
on your postu re is a l l  yours. That thing is being that thing and not bei ng just 
anything it is everything- that is, it is everyth ing to you if you are fond of 
c lothes and l ike the suit or dress you are wearing. 

Another twent ieth century thing which is gett ing progressively more i nsis­
tent is the sky-scraper, all the stories of which are getting more purely identical, 
with less use of subordinate groupings or blackings in the facade. And apart­
ment houses are much the same. They horrify some people, but they are more 
and more just that ,  one and one and one and one endlessly , and sti l l ,  if you 
l ive in one and are l iving an intense private l ife inside it, this very identical 
apartment has to your experience a qual ity al l  of its own, it becomes-lndepen­
deni:-and e�n quite 

-dis�onnected from -a l l  the others l ike it. Subjectively and 
intensively speaking, that is, while objectively and extensively the units are 
progressively more uniform . Someone, I think it was Frank Lloyd Wright , 
cal led our huge apartment buildings and housing developments slums or 
tenements for the rich. Well ,  that is very interesting, that the r ich and the 
middle class and the poor should al l be l iv ing in much the same way. We still 
have zonings and brackets and Negro sections and Chinatowns, but real ly the 
distinctions arc pretty well disappearing, with some violence and resistance, it 
is true, but disappearing all the same. You may or may not like it, but there 
it is. 

The principle of th is kind of composition is very aptly ca l led by Mr. 
Shattuck juxtaposition - as against- subOrdination or progression - what in  
grammar we call parataxis, eminently the  dominant syntax in Gertrude Stein ,  
not to  mention Homer and the Bible, w i th  which works she grouped her own. 
In this style things are associated , as she said , "so nextily." But there are ,  as Mr. 
Shattuck points out ,  two very dist inct ways of composing in  j uxtaposition ­
first the juxtaposition of nearly identical though independent u nits, as i n  one 
and one and one and so on, and second, the j uxtaposition of things that are 
very different in k ind and quality. Gertrude Stein shifted from a style in which 
things were simply alike to a style in  which things are simply different,  so she 
put it , and she made the change in the course of A Long Gay Book. Let me read 
a passage from the later phase of that book , in which the juxtaposed elements 
are "simply different." 
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All che pudding has the same flow and the sauce is painful, the runes a�e 
played, che crinkling paper is burning, the poe has a cooer and che standard rs 

excellence. 

At least two important things can be said about this. One is that in any 

given immediate scene, no matter how commonplace, there is bound to be an 

association of disparate elements, which exist very vividly to a perception per­

suaded of the equal importance of all phenomena, even if they are largely  ir­

relevant to the main gist of the scene. Instead of letting things go at "I had a 
good pudding with sauce piquante for supper" she gives an equable list of con­
comitant phenomena, some relevant, some not , to the main practical event , 
but all of them equal ly and simultaneously existing in perceptual fact .  The 
written composition, made of the disparate elements abstracted, has certainly 
a strangeness, if  you like a senselessness and lack of meaning, because it isolates 
or detaches from a perfectly commonplace or generic and genera l ly  
recognizable event l ike  having supper those elements which made it  a special 
and unique event, which made it not a th ing but that thing, those elements 
which make up its species specialissima. Here of course we run into d ifficult ies, 
and the famous obscurity of most of Gertrude Stein's work after 1911 or 1912, 
since anything has meaning, that is, has a recognizability, by virtue of belong­
ing to a general  class of phenomena, such as having dinner, and here we have 
the subject presented, not exc lusively but predominantly, by t hose elements 
which distinguish or separate it from its c lass. So you see what she must have 
meant at Princeton. She could have said, "I spent an evening with a bunch of 
Princeton boys," but that would not have described the unique immediacies 
of what she saw and heard before her. 

Anyway, when she writes of unique immediacies and suppresses the 
generic element ,  one is always or nearly a lways tempted to puzzle it out, to in­
duce or restore a generic element which will make the composition "com­
prehensible." But immediate experience in its real immediacy is not com­
prehensible, has no meaning, and when you do induce a mean ing you falsify 
the essential immediacy. Gertrude Stein once remarked, "What  is strange is 
this" - meaning that this thing as this thing is new and unfamiliar, as this th ing 
it exceeds or comes loose from the class to which it belongs, from identification 
and identity so to say. 

Now is this a twentieth century thing or not, a thing existing i n  its unique 
immediacy and not by its participation in a c lass of phenomena? I think it is. 
Let me

_
give you a painful example, the assassination of Mr. Ken nedy last year, 

followed by the murder of Mr. Oswald. Admittedly the whole weekend was �th su�rb and intolerable; everyone, under the impact of those strange 
m�mediacies, surely lost several pounds of weight ,  as I did, and surely we al l  �1ed madly to explain what i t  �as �bout, to get some sort of meaning into it. 

nd one attempt was to classify tt , we were reminded that presidents are 
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assassinated, and we counted off Lincoln ,  Garfield , and McKinley , a s  if that 
more or less accounted for Mr. Kennedy.  

And then there was the question of conspiracy, whether i t  was a Com· 
munist plot or a heavily disguised Fascist plot, or again just a resu lt of the social 
and psychological forces at work in Mr. Oswald's case history . Wel l ,  one did 
try to escape from the tragic immediacy i nto classes of events and into 
causalities, but these escapes were surely much less interesting than the 
immediate events themselves, and by now, surely ,  nobody is much interested 
in how or why it happened. Some intellectuals ,  it is true, of the k ind that insists 
on figuring everything out, are still disput ing the matter, but I think the public 
at large simply treasures the event itself, the albums of photographs, so to say , 
rather than any possible explanation. Wel l ,  not that art in the twentieth cen· 
tury has the intensity of an assassination , even if the Surrealists tried to make 
i t  that way , but it can very well and usual ly does exist in disconnection from 
any reference or extrinsic meaning, by the beauty or intensity or character of 
its immediate properties. As one may say that the almost but not quite 
appropriate color of Mrs. Kennedy's dress is more intrinsic to the essence of 
the assassination than the political reasons for the event. Even if there are 
reasons, and of course there must be, the quality of most events in the twen· 
t ieth century, whether in  public or private l ife ,  whether in art or nature, is to 
be quite arbitrary and disconnected from everything else, to be, as it were , 
something. Our venture of getting to the moon, for example, has such very 
feeble reasons, such as the idle curiosity of Science, that Mr. Kennedy was 
quite right in  saying simply and roundly ,  "We choose to go to the moon." And 
now it  appears we are not stopping at the moon, but going straight on, for no 
explicit reason at a l l ,  to Mars. 

What makes al l  th is very different from the nineteenth century is that the 
nineteenth century was st i l l  interested in causes and purposes and explana· 
t ions. It was dominated , if not by Evolution, under which everyth ing, even if 
incomprehensibly ,  served some future purpose or other-contributed in some 
way to "some far-off divine event toward which the whole creation moves," at 
least by a sense of direction in History,  whether Hegelian or Marxist or what 
not. In my younger and more Leftist days I used to think that the twentieth 
century sense of arrest in history, the suppression of the movement of t ime - as 
in the continuous present of Gertrude Stein or the substitution of relatively 
timeless forms l ike geometry by the Cubists for the temporal and optical events 
of the nineteenth century Impressionists - was a sort of bourgeois conspiracy 
to arrest the dialectic of history while the Bourgeoisie was more or less on top 
and in its element. One may perhaps sti l l  th ink that, and even think that the 
extraordinary domination of the scientific world by physics instead of 
biology -that is by an eventful but non-progressive science i nstead of one 
which was essentially a study of gradual growth upwards-has been a bourgeois 
conspiracy or at least a bourgeois intuition, but I do not in the least , at this 
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time of day, take this kind of opinion seriously. Partly because politically it can 

reverse itself. The cause of the Negro, which in the nineteenth century could 

be thought of as committed to a gradual evolution, as slow as the development 

of new species in animals or plants, is now evidently advanced in the im­

mediate manner of physics, as a sudden and constant movement, not a gradual 

one. The Negro has ceased to wait. And who does wait, now, for a nything? 

And the reason we do not wait is simply that we no longer believe that th ings 

are progressing of themselves, and of course we have become qu ite habituated 

to the idea, under the bomb, that not only biology but human history itself 

can end at any moment. Thus we live, oddly enough , in a continuous present, 

in which nothing is felt to lead to anything else, because at any i nstant there 

may be nothing left for it to lead to. 
After the first World War, which made it c lear to the more sensitive 

members of civil ization, that progress had been a delusion, and that individual 

existence was so expendable that it could not count on more than  a span of 

a few days, and after the second World War, when the two nations of Europe 

which had a certain reputation for intense civi lization, that is, Germany and 

Italy, showed themselves the most atrociously barbarous, with i ndeed the par­
ticipation of certain  elements in England, France, and America ,  and of course 
Spain, the whole question of history as something with a meaning, much less 
a value, came surely foremost. 

In literature, and I shall mean mainly American literature , we have had a 
very interesting split, between those who sti l l  cl ing to history as a valid dimen­
sion for human habitation, and those who reject it .  The school of T.S. El iot 
and Ezra Pound is evidently of the twentieth century, but with their 
everlasting h istoricism, their infatuation with tradition, which they set against 
the going present for the most part , they are still not weaned from the supersti­
tions of the n ineteenth century. But any century includes, as part of its ful l  
character, an opposition to its major thesis, so one may say that the rear-guard 
action of historicist writing and art is still component to the essence of the 
century. Not only that, but now in 1964, when the present events are so 
demanding on the imagination, and hit the sensibilities with so violent a 
shock, it is natural that a great many people should try to find a ground of 
assurance or of perspective in the past. 

The present, continuous or not, is a good deal too much,  so that even the 
presumably most contemporary poets tend to take up Buddhism, a very ancient 
st�te o� mind, or, as with Charles Olson, the oldest American history ,  or,  as 
With mnumerable young poets, desc r ipt ions of Rena issance  I t a l i a n 
mon�ments. Henry James once called Europe the great American sedative, 
and mdeed the European cultural past, and now the Asiatic cultural and 
religious past , have become the refuge of the nervous American against the 
arbitrary and miraculous violence of present events when the recourse is  not 
to actual intoxicants like peyote, marihuana, or al�ohol. 
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Well ,  i t  i s  a l l  very tempting. Gertrude Stein was determined , i n  her time, 
to stay with the twentieth century , come what might, but only in  her art . For 
personal comfort she sat amongst Renaissance furniture, a devot ion to the 
Republican Party , and fundamentally the moral views of a lady of 1902. We 
all need some sort of ballast for navigating the present, some distance from 
which to see it  straight ,  some sti l l  point or continu ity from which to measure 
or count off the chaotic events of the moment, but at least Gertrude Ste in used 
her residual n ineteenth century habits as a personal comfort , while as an artist 
she could risk tak ing on the twentieth century directly.  She used to say that 
the twentieth century in the arts was created by America , meaning herself, and 
hy Spain, mean ing Picasso, but that it had to be created in Paris or rather i n  
France, because France afforded a traditional and unchanging ground upon  
which or against which to  erect the twentieth century compositions i n  writ ing 
and painting. Tha t  is the way she felt  about it ,  and it mav be more general ly 
t rue, that France has not created much of the twentieth century, though she 
h as been immensely present at it and exploited it  well enough and refined it ,  
in her painting at least , and her literature remains extraordinarily academic 
and traditional, even and most hi lariously in Jean Genet. 

But to stay with American literature. As I said, there are the  culture 
people, after Pound and Eliot, who not only use the past as a recourse aga inst 
the raw violence a nd disconnections of the present, but prefer the past , and 
use it as a contrast and reproach to the present. Nevertheless, we h ave many 
writers committed to the present, without benefit of either a cultural  heritage 
or so dubious an arrangement or prearrangement of values as is avai lable at 
a price in the Catholic Church , or the Communist Party. But in a general way 
t hose writers and poets who do maintain the raw or unhistoric present do not 
get much beyond notation or documentation,  that is, the bare recording of a 
passing impression or of how some group l ives, whether urban h ipsters or 
garden suburbanites or the oppressed. In  short we are fal l ing back on nine­
teenth century Naturalism ; even if the writ i ng is more violent, the content and 
the vision are strik ingly those of the nineteenth century, of Natural ism, a l l  
over again. The i nnovations of form are very minor indeed, not much more 
than a bleaker or a more florid manner than usual .  

For several years now it has been regularly said that the period of innova­
tion in the twentieth century, so far as the arts are concerned , is over,  and this  
may or not be a good thing. Good or bad, it may be natural and i nevitable, 
not just as a reaction but as a maturation. Gertrude Stein used to compare the 
l i fe of a century to any human l ife. In a century's youth it is natural l y  i n  revol t  
against the older century in order to  establish a l ife of  its own; i t  sows i t s  wild 
oats and goes a l ittle wild, but once it has won the struggle to lead its own life 
i t  calms down, becomes mature and civil ized in  its turn, enriching and refining 
the main attitudes of its youth and even affecting the mannerisms of its parent 
centurv. 
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Before she died Gertrude Stein came to feel that the twentieth century was 
unduly prolonging its youth, that it was t ime for it to slow down a l itt le and 
behave itself, or simply enjoy itself. In a way one is tempted to agree; one would 
like a certain amount of tranquility in the Arts, just to offset the i ncreasing 
violence of the real world. And such a comforting or consolatory art is indeed 
not alien to twentieth century art from t he beginning. 

You may have noticed in Mr. Shattuck's book the i ntention of Mat isse to 
make painti ngs like armchairs, and of Sa tie and his group to make a music l ike 
furniture, as if it were an agreeable environment rather than an exci t ing series 
of auditory events. One may, especial ly from the French point of view, read 
the twentieth century that way , and one may even adopt the French point of 
view in the i nterests of civilization and pleasure; but I do think t h at from the 
American point of view and from what was once a Spanish point  of view , one 
cannot go against the intrinsic energy of the century , its splendor, its violence, 
its savagery if you like. One may certa inly try to transcend it ,  but one cannot , 
as a serious artist, or as a serious beholder of the Arts, content oneself with 
something which is not in  on the essential  realit ies and energies of one's t ime 
in the real world,  or really enjoy someth i ng which is an evasion or a refusal . 
Interfused with the pleasure principle, as Freud called i t ,  there is the reality 
principle, and though the two may conflict , I do think it is true that any 
assured and ful l  and confident pleasure has to rest on some adequate satisfac· 
tion of the reality pri nciple. So far so good, and it is easily said , but what is 
not so easy is our present difficulty , the incoherence between the violent or in· 
tensely realistic content of much contemporary writ ing and the fu ndamentally 
placid and u nventuresome form i n  which it is expressed . And after a l l ,  in art 
the expression is everything, and the form is everyth ing to the expression - at 
least I feel not only strongly but ferociously about this, bei ng a professor of 
Greek and Lat i n ,  lo these twenty-five years. 

Before gett ing to my point, let me make sure I am not misunderstood i n  
connection with Greek and Latin .  My classical train ing and profession, which 
you might think would exclude me from a n  interest in  Gertrude Stei n ,  com· 
mits me first of all to a very minute concern with words, an e ndless and almost 
pathological patience with their meanings, wh ich is required for reading Ger· 
trude Stei n as it i s  for reading Homer; a nd second,  and much more i mportant ,  
a quite fanatical bel ief in  rhetoric, not  i n  the  least as  a set of  rules for correct 
writing, but as the indispensable source for adequate expression in words of 
the quality of the subject . The inventiveness of the Greeks and Romans as well 
in finding adequate formal tropes for the quality of anythi ng they found 
themselves called upon to express is what has kept me at them all  these years, 
and

. 
though many other things attach me to Gertrude Stei n ,  what really holds 

me IS her overwhelming rhetorical agi l i ty with the perfection of each svllable 
of her wor

.
ding- perfection again not in the sense of being correct acc�rding 

to some h 1gh school standard of good writ ing, .but in beauty of calligraphic 
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poise and shape and a tight fullness of mean ing, exactitude if you l ike .  Perhaps 
I am still being pedantic, no doubt I am, but with the differences I have just 
described. Though Gertrude Stein announced often that she was a gram· 
marian, I would go a l i ttle farther than grammar and say I value her also and 
most as a rhetorician. To a rhetorician ,  for example, there is no difficulty 
whatever in  "A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose." 

So now, to the point; her rhetorical resources were for the most part equal  
to expressing the qual i ty and composition of the twentieth century reality as 
she intensely and devotedly experienced i t ,  and that reality in her e xperience 
was conditioned not only by a hyperacute percept ivity but by an enormously 
broad and endlessly subtle intelligence, which took on the total ity of the 
world -exclud ing noth ing as I said at the beginning. 

I cannot tel l ,  just now, whether she is back in fashion again or out of 
fashion , as she recently has been except for a scattering of devotees , but I am 
qu ite persuaded, that if our present problem is to be solved, namely_finding 
a rhetorical adequacy of expression for the essential realities of our t ime, the 
way i:hlngs are and the way things go and the way thing� ��nnect with each 
other or do not , Gertrude Stein wil l have been the great predecessor, the great  
teacher too in so�e

-
degree. The l iterat��e I hope for will be sustained, as  hers 

was, not on a l i terary or cultural tradition so much as on a minutely t uned and 
perfected verbal i nstrument, a radically philosophical intelli_gen�e appl!e� to 
words and things a l ike in their most vivid aspects-and th;�. finally and most 
i�porta���fiJC o� a passion for the world. It can be a happy passion, or a 
tragically unhappy passion, but it has to be a quite unreasonable love for this 
disastrous and very beautiful  world. 



The Work of Gertrude Stein 
William Carlos Williams 

"Would I had seen a white bear! 
(for how can I imagine it!)" 

A Nmoelcue and Other Prose, 19Zl-1931 

Let it be granted that whatever is new in l i terature the germ of it wil l  be 
found somewhere in the writings of other times; only the modern emphasis 
gives work a present distinct ion . 

The necessity for this modern focus and the meaning of the  changes in· 
volved are, however, another matter, the everlasting stumbl ing block to 
criticism. Here is a theme worth development in the case of Gertrude Stei n ­
yet signally neglected. 

Why in  fact have we not heard more generally from American scho lars 
upon the writings of Miss Stein? Is it lack of heart or ability or j ust that theirs 
is an enthusiasm which fades rapidly of its own nature before the risks of today? 

The verbs auxil iary we are concerned in here , continued my father, 
are am;  was; have; had; do; did; could;  owe; make; made; suffer ;  shal l ;  
should; wil l ;  would; can;  ought ;  used ; or is wont . . .  - or with these 
questions added to them ; - ls i t ?  Was i t ?  Will it be? . . .  Or affirmatively 
. . .  - Or chronologically . . .  - Or hypothetically . . .  - If it was? If it was 
not? What would follow? - lf the French beat the English ? If the Su n 
should go out of the Zodiac ? 

Now, by the right use and application of these, continued my father, 
in which a child's memory should be exercised, there is no one idea can 
enter the brain how barren soever ,  but  a m agazine of conceptions and 
conclusions may be drawn forth from it. - Didst thou ever sec a white 
bear?  cried my father, turning h is head round to Trim ,  who stood at the 
back of his chair. - No, an' please your honour, replied the corporaL ­
But thou couldst discourse about one, Trim,  said my father, in case of 
need? - How is it possible, brother, quoth my Uncle Toby, if the corporal 
never saw one ! - 'Tis the fact I want, replied my father , - and the 
possibility of it as follows. 

Reprinted by permission of New Direct ions Publish i ng Corp. 

18 



William Carlos Williams 

A white bear! Very well ,  Have I ever seen one? Might I ever have 
seen one? Am I ever to see one? Ought I ever to have seen one? Or can 
I se c  one? 

Would I h ad seen a white bear!  (for how can I imagine it?) 
If I should see a wh ite bear, what should I say? If I should never sec 

a wh ite bear ,  what then? 
If ! never have, can,  must,  or shall sec a wh ite bear al ive; have I ever 

seen the skin of one? Did l ever see one painted ? - dcscribed ? Have I never 
dreamed of one? 

19 

Note how the words alitre, skin, painced, de.�cribed, dreamed come into the 
design of these sentences. The feel ing is of words themselves, a cur ious im· 
mediate quality quite apart from their meaning, much as in music d ifferent 
notes are dropped, so to speak , into repeated chords one at a t ime,  one after 
a nother - for themselves alone. Compare th is with the same effects common 
in  a l l  that Ste in does. See Geography and Plays, wThey were both gay there ."  
To conti nue -

Did my father, mother uncle, aunt,  brothers or sisters, ever sec a 
white bear?  What would they give? . . .  How would they behave ?  How 
would the white bear have behaved ? Is he wild? Tame? Terrible ? Rough ? 
Smooth ?  

Note the play u pon rough and smooch (though i t  i s  not certa in that this was 
intended) , rough seeming to apply to the bear's deportment, smooch 'to surface, 
presumably the bear's coat . In any case the effect is that of a comparison 
relating primarily not to any qualities of the bear h imself but to the words 
rough and smooth .  And so to finish -

Is the white hear worth seeing? 
Is there any sin in  i t ?  
Is it better than a black one? 

In this manner ends Chapter 4 3 of The Life and Opinions of TrisCTam Shand)·. 
The handling of the words and to some extent the imaginative qual ity of the 
sentence is a direct forerunner of that which Gertrude Stein has woven today 
into a synthesis of its own .  It will be plain ,  in fact,  on close attention,  that 
Sterne exercises not only the play (or music) of sight , sense and sound contrast 
among the words themselves which Stein uses, but their grammatical play 
also - i.e. for, how,  can I imagine it ;  did my . . .  , what would, how would,  com­
pare Stein's wto have rivers; to halve rivers," etc.  It would not be too much to 
say that Stein's development over a l ifetime is anticipated completely with 
regard to subject matter, sense and grammar - in Sterne. 

Start ing from scratch we get, possibly ,  thatch ; just as they have always 
done in  poetry. 
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Then they would try to connect it up by something l ike - The mice 
scratch, beneath the thatch. 

Miss Stein does away with all that. The free-versists on the contrary used 
nothing else. They saved -The mice, under the . . .  , 

It is simply the skeleton , the "formal" parts of writing, those that make 
form,  that she has to do with, apart from the "burden" which they carry. The 
skeleton, important to acknowledge where confusion of all knowledge of the 
"soft part" reigns as at the present day i n  all intellectual fields. 

Stein's theme is writing. But in such a way as to be wri t ing envisioned as 
the first concern of the moment, dragging behind it a dead weight of logical 
burdens, among them a dead critic ism which broken through might be a gap 
by which endless other enterprises of the understanding should issue - for 
refreshment.  

It  is  a revolution of some proportions that is contemplated, the exact 
nature of which may be no more than sketched here but whose basis is human· 
ity in a relationship with l iterature hitherto little contemplated. 

And at the same time it is a general  attack on the scholastic viewpoi nt, that 
medieval remnant with whose effects from generation to generation l iterature 
has been infested to its lasting detriment. It is a break-away from that paralyz­
ing vulgarity of logic for which the habits of science and phi losophy coming 
over into l i terature (where they do not belong) are to blame. 

It is this logicality as a basis for l iterary action which in Stein's case, for 
better or worse, has been wholly transcended. 

She explains her own development in connection with Tender Buttons 
(1914). "It was my first conscious struggle with the problem of correlating sight,  
sound and sense, and eliminating rhythm;- now I am tryi ng grammar and 
eliminating sight and sound" (transition No. 14 , fal l ,  1928). 

Having taken the words to her choice, to emphasize further what she has 
in mind she has completely unlinked them (in her most recent work) from their 
former relat ionships in the sentence. This was absolutely essential and 
unescapable. Each under the new arrangement has a quality of its own, but 
not conjoined to carry the burden science, philosophy and every higgledy­
piggledy figment of law and order have been laying upon them in  the past . 
They are l ike a crowd at Coney Island, let us say , seen from a n  airplane. 

Whatever the value of Miss Stein's work may turn out final ly to be, she 
has at least accomplished her purpose of getting down on paper th is much that 
is decipherable. She has placed writing on a plane where it may deal 
unhampered with its own affairs, unburdened with scientific and philosophic 
lumber . 

. 
For

_ 
after all ,  science and philosophy are today, in their effect upon the 

mmd, httle more than fetishes of unspeakable abhorrence. And it is through 
� subversion of the art of writing that their grip upon us has assumed its steel­
hke temper. 
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What are philosophers, scientists, rel igionists,  they that have fil led up 
l iterature with their pap? Writers, of a k i nd. Stein simply erases their stories, 
turns them off a nd does without them, their logic (founded merely on the 
limits of the perceptions) which is supposed to transcend the words, a long with 
them. Stein denies it. The words, in  writing, she discloses , transcend 
evervthing. 

Movement (for which in a petty way logic is taken), the so-cal led search 
for truth and beauty, is for us the effect of a breakdown of the attention. But 
movement must not be confused with what we attach to it but, for the rescuing 
of the intelligence, must always be considered aimless, without progress. 

This is the essence of al l  knowledge. 
Bach might be an i l lustration of movement not suborned by a freight of 

purposed design, loaded upon it as in almost all later musical works; statement 
unmusical and unnecessary,  Stein's "They l ived very gay then" has much of the 
same quality of movement to be found in Bach - the composition of the words 
determining not the logic , not the "story," not the theme even, but the move­
ment itself. As it  happens, "They were both gay there" is as good as some of 
Bach's shorter figures. 

Music could easily have a statement attached to each note in the manner 
of words, so that C natural  might mean the sun ,  etc . ,  and completely dul l  
treatises be played - and even sciences finally expounded in tu nes. 

Either, we have been taught to think, the mind moves in a logica l  sequence 
to a definite end wh ich is its goal ,  or it will embrace movement without goa l  
other than movement itself for an end a n d  hail  "transition" only a s  supreme. 

Take your choice, both resorts are an improper description of the mind 
in fu l lest play. 

If the attention could envision the whole of writing, let us say, at one time, 
movi ng over it in  swift and accurate pursuit of the modern imperat ive at the 
i nstant when it is most to the fore, something of what actually takes place 
u nder an optimum of intel l igence could be observed. It is an alertness not to 
let go of a possibil ity of movement in our fearful bedazzlement with some con· 
crete and fixed present. The goal is to keep a beleaguered line of u nderstanding 
which has movement from breaking down and becoming a hole into which we 
sink decoratively to rest . 

The goal has nothing to do with the c;i l ly function which logic , natural or 
otherwise, enforces. Yet it is a goal .  It moves as the sense wearies, remains fresh ,  
l iving. One i s  concerned with i t  as with anything pursued and not with the 
rush of air or the guts of the horse one is riding- save to a very minor degree. 

Writing, like everything else, is much a quest ion of refreshed interest . It 
is directed, not idly, but as most often happens (though not necessarily so) 
toward that point not to be predetermined where movement is blocked (by the 
end of logic perhaps). It is about these parts, if  I am not mistaken, that 
Gertrude Stein will be fou nd. 
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There remains to be explained the bewi ldering volume of what Miss Stein 
has written, the quant i ty of her work , its very apparent repetitiousness, its 
iteration, what I prefer to call its extension, the final clue to her meaning. 

It is, of course, a progression (not a progress) beginning, convenient ly ,  with 
"Melanctha" from Three Lit•es, and coming up to today . 

How in a democracy, such as the United States, can writing which has to 
compete with excellence elsewhere and in other t imes remain in the field and 
be at once objective (true to fact), intel lectually searching, subtle and inst inc· 
tive with powerful additions to our l ives ? It is impossible, without invention 
of some sort , for the very good reason that  observation about us e ngenders the 
very opposite of what we seek : trivial i ty ,  crassness and intellectual  bankruptcy. 
And yet what we do see can in no way be excluded. Satire and flight are two 
possibilities but Miss Stein has chosen otherwise. 

But if one remain in a place and reject satire, what then ? To be democratic,  
local (in the sense of being attached with integrity to actual experience) Stein,  
or any other artist, must for subtlety ascend to a plane of almost abstract design 
to keep al ive. To writing, then, as an art in itself. Yet what actual ly  impingec; 
on the senses must be rendered as it appears, by use of which,  only ,  and u nder 
which , untouched , the significance has to be disclosed. It is one of the major 
problems of the art ist. 

"Mela nctha" is a thrill ing clinical record of the life of a colored woman in 
the present-day United States, told with directness and truth .  I t  is without 
question one of the best bits of characterization produced in America.  It is 
universally admired. This is where Stein began.  But for Stein to tell a story of 
that sort , even with the utmost genius,  was not enough under the condit ions 
in which we l ive, since by the very nature of its composition such a story does 
violence to the larger scene which would be portrayed. 

True, a certain way of delineating the scene is to take an individual  l ike 
Melanctha and draw her carefully.  But this is what happens. The more care· 
fully the drawing is made, the greater the genius involved and the greater the 
interest that attaches, therefore, to the character as an individual ,  the more 
exceptional that character becomes in the mind of the reader and the less 
typical of the scene. 

It was no use for Stein to go on with Three Lit·es. There that  phase of the 
work had to end. See Useful Knowledge, the parts on the U .S.A. 

Stein's pages have become l ike the United States v iewed from an 
airplane - the same senseless repetit ions, the endless multiplications of toneless 
words, with these she had to work. 

No use for Stein to fly to Paris and forget it .  The thing, the United States, 
the unmitigated stupidity, the drab tediousness of the democracy , the over· 
whelming number of the offensively ignorant,  the dull nerve - is there in the 
artist's mind and cannot be escaped by taking a ship. She must resolve it if she 
can, if she is to be. 
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That must be the artist's articulation with ex istence. 
Truly,  the world is full of emotion - more or less - but it is caught in  

bewi lderment to  a far more important degree . And the purpose of art,  so  far 
as it has any, is not at least to copy that, but l ies in the resolution of difficulties 
to its own comprehensive organization of materials. And by so doi ng, in  this 
case , rather than by  copying, it takes its place as most human. 

To deal with Melanctha, with characters of whomever it may be , the 
modern Dickens, is  not therefore human. To write l ike that is not in  the artist , 
to be human at a l l ,  since nothing is resolved , nothing is done to resolve the 
bewi lderment which  makes of emotion a n  inanity :  That, is to overlook the 
gross instigation a nd with al l  subtlety to examine the object minutely for "the 
truth" - which i f  there is anything more commonl y  practiced or more stupid , 
I have yet to come upon it .  

To be most usefu l  to humanity , or to a nything else for that matter,  an  art,  
writing, must stay art , not seeking to be science, philosophy ,  h istory , the 
humanities, or anything else it has been made to carry in the past . It is this 
enforcement which underlies Gertrude Stei n's extension and progression to 
date. 



The Revolutionary Power 
of a Woman's Laughter 

Jo-Anna Isaak 

In t he beginning was the gest he "'i joussdy 
says, for the end is with woman,  flesh-without· 
word, while the man to he is in  a worse case 
after than before sin,ce sheon the supine 
satisfies the verb to h im!  T oughtough, 
tootoological. Thou the first person 
shingeller. Art, an imperfc.-ct subjunctive. 

-James Joyce 

"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said 
in rather a scornful tone, "it means exactly 
what I choose it to mea n - neither more nor less ." 

"The question is," said Alice, "whether you 
can make words mean so many different things." 

"The question is," said Humpty Dumpty ,  "which 
is to he master - that's al l ."  

- Lewis Carroll 

For the most part Stei n criticism has focused on Stein herself, not her 
work . There are more biographies of Ste in  than there are critical studies of her 
writing. This is  i ndicative of the assumptions about her - that she was a n  
interesting woman, who led an i nterest ing  l ife ,  a n d  knew every i nterest ing 
person at the t ime (one of these biographies is called Everybody Who Was 
Anybody). The assumption about her work is  that i t  is bori ng, repetit ious, 
childish nonsense. These are fairly accurate assessments. Her work is bori ng, 
repetitious, and childish. Consequently, it  i s  not well recei ved. This  is one 
publisher's response to The Making of Americans : 

Dear Madam, 
I am only one, only one, only one. Only one being, one at the same 

time. Not two, not three, only one. Only one l ife to l ife ,  only sixty 
minutes in  one hour. Only one pair of eyes. Only one brain.  Only one 

Reprinted from the Ruin of Representation in Modt'mlst Art and Text (UMI Researc h , 1986) 
by perm ission of the author and the publisher. 
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being. Being only one, having only one pair of eyes, having only one 
time, having only one life, I cannot read your M.S.  three or four t imes. 
Not even one time. Only one look only one look is enough. Hardly one 
copy would sell here. Hardly one. Hardly one. 

Many thanks. I am returning the M.S .  by registered post. Only one 
M.S. by one post. 

Sincerely yours, 
A.C. Fifield 

25  

Inasmuch a s  Stein pushes the signify ing practice of writing beyond its 
l imits she is subject to the accusations of producing boring, repetitious, 
ch i ldish nonsens� It is precisely in those issues and the inversion of conven­
t ional attitudes towards them that the revolutionary aspect of Stein's aesthetic 
i nheres. "If someth ing is boring after two minutes," John Cage suggests, "try 
it for four. If st i l l  boring, try it for eight, sixteen, thirty-two and so on.  Even­
tual ly one discovers that it is not boring at all but very interesting."1 The point 
i s  that the interest does not inhere in  the item heard or read or seen ,  but i n  
the�ecept ion of  i t :  "Poetry i s  not the same a s  'please pass the  buttd 

which is simple imperative. But Gertrude Ste in showed . . .  that if you focus 
your  attention on 'Please pass the  butter' and put  i t  through enough permuta­
t ions and combinat ions, it begins to take on a kind of glow, the splendor of 
which is called 'aesthetic object.' This is a trick of the manipulatio.n ()f atten­
t ion."2 

This manipulat ion of attention or focus, termed "foregrounding" (the 
accepted English translat ion of the Czech word aktualisace), is defined by Jan 
Muka'tovsky as "the aesthetically intentional distortion of l inguistic compo­
nents."3 Foregrou nding depends upon a "background" of conventional 
devices- that is ,  language usedi�-�ustomary and predictable ways so that i t  
does not attract attention. Problems of iruelfigibil it

-
y �c�L;j. when the focus is 

not al lowed to rest on the "background" of i l lusionistic literary conventions. 
"As soon as purely aesthetic elements predominate and the story of John and 
Mary grows elusive, most people feel out of their depth and are at a loss what 
to make of the scene, the book, or the paint ingj We have here a very simple 
optical problem," Ortega y Gasset observes: 

To see a thing we must adjust our visual apparatus in a certain way. If 
the adjustment is inadequate the thing is seen indistinctly or not at all . 
Take a garden seen through a window. Looking at the garden we adjust 
our eyes in such a way that the ray of vision travels through the pane 
without delay and rests on the shrubs and flowers. Since we are focusing 
on the garden and our ray of vision is directed toward it, we do not see 
the window but look clear through it. The purer the glass, the less we 
see it. But we can also deliberately disregard the garden and, withdraw­
ing the ray of vision, detain it at the window. We then lose sight of the 
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garden what we still behold of it is a confused mass of color wh �c h  ap­
pears pasted to the pane. Hence to see the garden and to sec the wmdow· 
pane arc two incompatible operations which exclude one another 
because t hey require different adjustments. 

But not many people arc capab le of adjusting their percept ive 
apparatus to the pane and the transparency that is the work of art . 
Instead they look right through it and revel in the human rea l ity with 
which the work deals. When they arc invited to let go of this prey and 
to direct their attention to the work of art itself they will say that they 
can not sec suc h a t hing, which indeed they cannot, because it  is all  
artistic tra nsparency and without substance.4 

The optical  metaphor is appropriate, for reading is first and foremost an 
exercise in vis ion.  fhe child learns not to look ar the printed words, but to 
look through them as if they were tra nsparent or invisible. But Stei n's opaque 
prose reverses this conditioning, i t  refuses to become a self-effac ing medium,  
it w i l l  not permit the reader's gaze to pass, l ike  l ight itself, straight through ilj 
(A "surfeit of signifiers," Roland Bart hes notes, "can keep the reader from 
enjoying a 'ric h ,' 'profound,' 'secret ,' i n  short,  a signifying world. "5)flnstead, the 
gaze is directed to the material object (or , more specifical ly ,  to the conditions 
of its visibi l i ty) ,  thus effecting what might be called a figure/grou nd reversa l .  
The movements of semantic and narrative construction are  suspended or  
reversed; the  conventional grou nd, the transparent medium of  language, 
which we normally take for granted usu rps the place of the solid narrat ive 
figure]Stein describes her method of composition as having bee n derived from 
an optical adjustment: 

The only th ing that is different from one t ime to another is what  is seen 
and what is seen depends upon how everybody is doing everyth ing.  Th is 
makes the thing we arc looking at very different and this makes what 
those who describe it make of i t ,  it makes composit ion, it confuses, i t  
shows, it is ,  it looks, i t  l ikes it as it is,  and this makes what is seen as i t  
i s  seen. Noth ing changes from generat ion to generation except the th ing 
seen and that  makes composition .6 

Stei n's i ntention, however, is not just to reduce language to i ts  surfaces, 
but rather to conduct an epistemic i nvest igation into the conditions of its 
visibil ity.  The focus from figure to grou nd is not just inverted, rather t hey are 
in a continual  dialectical interchange. Each convention of signification Ste in  
addresses she dismantles through an i ntensive scrutiny of  what  m ight be cal led 
the "pathology of written meaning,"' enabling the conventionally supp ressed 
to come forward to the surface. She is not exploring subject i ve states of con­
sciousness, but rather the structure of language which creates t hese states,' 
T�us, each dismantling is experienced by the reader as an expansion of con­
SCIOUsness, an exposure to one of the otherwise partial ly concealed powers of 
language.  
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The writ ing itself i s  the instancing of  the  continual discovery of  ways to 
interrogate the generative nature and generative bounds of language, so that 
language itself shows the defining conditions of its constitution. Th is is not an 
attempt to master language b� language, but rather to keep up a continual 
meta-language athwart the text, to play a joke, or make a pun that operates 
somewhat like the sentence, "This sentence has eight syllables." Ste in provides 
a crit ique of her own practice in the only way available to her - in the gu ise 
of an am�se!llent . The ontology of narrat ive art is not analyzable withi

-
n the 

hounds of discurs ive language,  it is not sayable in any serious possessive l i teral 
sense, but can d is-pia)· through its own playful lapsus its ineliminable structural 
elements, its inviolable conventional l imits, its immanent possibi l i ties. It may 
he, as Walter Benjamin suggests, "that there is no better start for think ing than 
laughter . And, i n  particular, convulsion of the di aphragm usual ly provides 
better opportunit ies for thought than convulsion of the soul.119 In this  passage 
there are echos of Rabelais's theory of laughter as mis-rule, disrupting the 
authority of church and state, of Freud's Jokes and Their Relations to the 
Unconscious where the regalian power of language is disrupted by the witticism 
or "conceit" (pointe) by which the whole of its domination is annih ilated i n  an 
i nstance by the chal lenge of non-sense. And, in the reference to the body, 
Benjamin comes provocatively close to Barthes and Kristeva's notion of 
laughter as libid ina l  l icense, the jouissance of the polymorphic, orgasmic body. 
Benjamin suggests that laughter may be a revolutionary strategy : "The class 
struggle, which is a lways present to a historian influenced by Marx, is a fight 
for the crude and the material things without which no refined and spiritual 
th ings could exist. Nevertheless, it is not in the form of the spoils which fal l  
to the victor that the latter make their presence felt i n  the class struggle .  They 
manifest themselves in  this struggle as courage, humour, cunning, and for­
t i tude."10 In ask ing for the response of laughter Ste in is engaging in a difficult 
operat ion; the reader must want, at least briefly,  to emancipate himself from 
"normal" representation; he must recognize that he shares the same repressions 
in order to laugh. What is revealed by this revolutionary laughter is the 
"fictive" props of the social  structure. What is asked for is a sensuous solidarity. 
Could the resistance to Stein's writing be ev idence of an obsession with mean· 
ing, of an unfitness for anything but a privatized , depoliticized jouissance? 

Sense and Non,sense 
Stein's particular mode of foregrounding the materiality of language differs 

from that of her contemporaries whose experiments lead to the creation of ., 
neologisms. From the accusation of writing nonsense, even in the neutral 
meaning of the word , Stein should be exonerated . She did not use words in 
an intentionally referentia l  way to say something "about" a particular subject, 
but they always retained the lexical meaning they carried in the English 
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language. In spite of the 1929 "Proclamat ion" of transition (the issue in w h ich 
Four Saincs in Three Acts was first published) that every author "HAS THE 
RIGHT TO USE WORDS OF HIS OWN FASHIONING AND TO 
DISREGARD EXISTING GRAMM ATICA L  AND SYNTACTIC AL 
LAWS." Stei n's experiments did not lead to the creation of neologisms or to 
anything comparable to zaum or trans-rat ional language. As she explains her 
own methods in The Autobiography of Alice B. Tokla.s, her verbal  revolut ion 
would erupt from within the English language: "She tried a bit inventing words 
but she soon gave that up. The english language was her medium a nd with the 
english language the task was to be achieved the problem solved. The use of 
fabricated words offended her, it  was an escape i nto imitative emotionalism."1 1  
Freedom from meaning d i d  not come s o  easily for Stein.  "Of course you might 
say why not i nvent new names new languages," she writes in  "Poetry and 
Grammar," as if  to answer an imaginary i nterlocutor , "but  that  cannot be 
done. It takes a tremendous amou nt of i nner necessity to invent even one 
word ."12 

Although Stein was interested i n  the presentational rather than the 
representational in language, she was not wil l ing to take the short cut t hat 
neologisms provided. Conversely ,  her i ntensely immanent approach to 
language prevented her from attempt ing to break down the monologica l  mean­
ing system of language by overloadi ng each signifier with multiple definitions 
as Joyce did. Joyce made the word elast ic ,  both by abandoning at  t imes its 
meaning, and by bringing out simultaneously all t he mea nings, d ictionary or 
otherwise, i t  ever had in the English l anguage or any other language. We wil l  
never find i n  Stein's writ ing a word such as Joyce's: (bababadalgharaghtakam· 
minarronnko n nbron ntonnerronntuo n n t h u nntrovarrhou n a w nskawntoo­
hoordenenthurnuk!) which can be "decoded" as an imitation of the sou nd of 
a thunderclap, composed of syllables of words meaning thunder from more 
than a dozen languages .u With patience, erudition and i ngenuity Joyce 
can be understood. Stein claimed that Picasso once described Joyce as "an 
obscure writer all the world can understand."14 For Stein t h i s  tec h nique 
was merely a change of masters -Joyce was still  bound by reference. Stein's 
wri�ng derives its meaning from noth ing external to the writ i ng ,  but from 
her realization of what she presents in,  rather than merely suggests by,  
her words. And that fact renders absurd any hermeneutic research i nto 
anything not presented in the words she writes down. "Miss Stein does 
not add to the already overwhelm ing dose of u nassimilated facts and i mpres· 
sions which we all have to carry ," the editors of transition annou nced and 
warned their readers not to attempt to "decode" her work as though i t  was a 
"species of modern Sanskrit." "Miss Ste in has been reproached because she 
gave up adding to the great accumulation of human knowledge at  an early age.  
Her greatness lies in  this very fact. What is  more a salutary than to be able to 
read without 'knowing' any more?"ts 
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Stein discovered, during her experiment with what she called "the recrea­
tion of the word ," that once anyone elects to use words, it is not possible to 
make no sense at al l :  

I took individual words and thought about them until ! got their weight 
and volume complete and put them down next to another word and at 
this time I fou nd out very soon that there is no such thing as putting 
them together without sense. I made innumerable efforts to make words 
write without sense and found it impossible. Any human being putting 
down words had to make sense of them. 16 

These were the c i rcumscribing l imits which Stein imposed upon her writing. 
Stei n's experiments const i tute an essent ia l ly  " i mmanent" approach to 
l anguage,  an exploration "with in" language of the properties and potentials of 
l anguage, an 

-
activ i ty-distinct from, but necessarily concomitant to, the use of 

l a;guage as a signifyingsystem.  
Stein's experiments with the signifying capacities of words, particularly in  

tht: 1911-1914 style of Tender Buttons , "Susie Asado," "Preciosi l la ," and "Portrait 
of Mabel Dodge at the Villa Curonia" which culminated in the lists  of 
unrelated single words of How to Write, are similar to Tristan Tzara's tech­
niques for writ ing a Dadaist poem: 

TO MAKE A DADIST POEM 
Take a newspaper. 
Take some scissors. 
Choose from this  paper an article of the length you want to make your 
poem. 
Cut out the article. 
Next carefully cut out each of the words that makes up this article and 
put them all in a bag. 
Shake gently .  
Next take out each cutting one after the other. 
Copy conscientiously in the order in which they left the bag. 
The poem wil l  resemble you. 
And there you are - an infinitely original author of charming sensibil ity, 
even though u nappreciated by the vulgar herd. 17 

These experiments bring out the distinction between reference and composi­
t ional game, between a pointing system and a self-ordering system. Even i n  the 
random arrangement of words, we can impose meaning- grammatical struc­
tures will be formed by chance and, in our predilection for meaning ,  we are 
able to construct analogies with grammatically correct statements. Although 
Stein experimented with ungrammatical writing, meaning (the position of a 
subject of enunciation) and significance (possible, plausible, or actual denota· 
tion) remains. But the semiotic process does not stop t here. Instead of serving 
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as the upper l imits or goal of enunciation , the sentence-meaning-significance 
here acts as its lower limit or by-product. "Indeed, however empty this 
discourse many seem," Lacan observes 

it is so only if taken at its face value: that which justifies the remark of 
Mallarme's, in which he compares the common use of language to the 
exchange of a coin whose obverse and reverse no longer bear any but 
effaced figures,  and which people pass from hand to hand ' in silence. '  
This metaphor is enough ro remi nd us that speech ,  even when almost 
completely worn out, retains its value as a cessera. 

Even if it communicates noth ing, the discourse represents the ex· 
istence of communication ; even if it  denies the evidence, i t  affirms that 
speech constitutes truth;  even if it is intended ro deceive. The discourse 
speculates on faith in testimony . 18 

The conveyance of thought has, as Stein says, nothing to do with writ ing; 
"write" and "right" have nothing to do with one another : 

It is only in h istory government,  propaganda that it is of any i m portance 
if anybody is right about anything. Science well they never arc right 
about anything not right enough so that sc ience cannot go on e njoying 
itself as if it is  interesting, which it is . . . . Master-pieces have always 
known that being right would not he anything because if they were right 
then it  would not be as they wrote hut as they thought and in  a real 
master-piece there is  no thought,  if  there were thought then there would 
be that they are right and in a master-piece you cannot he right , i f  you 
could it would be what you thought not what you do write. 
Write a nd right.  
Of course they have nothing to do with one anothcr . 19  

The Materiality of The Matrix 
Stein subjected her writing to a technical analysis more normal to l inguis­

tic rather than artistic investigation. "Gertrude Stein," she says of herself in  
The Aucobiography of Alice B. Toklas, "always had a passion for exactitude" and 
a "definite impulse then and always toward elemental abstraction" (7 3). She rscrutinized the shape and sound of words, parsed sentences, i n�·

estigated the 
structure of narrative codes, analyzed the nature and function of nouns, verbs, 
pronouns, conjunctions, ere. ,  and diagrammed the deep-structure (what she 
called "bottom nature") of characters as if they too were parts of speech.  This 
desire to reduce every compositional component to its simplest paradigm is com­
parable to the way the early Cubists followed Cezanne's injunction to "treat 
nature by the sphere, cone, and cylinder." Each stratn of her media (the visible 
configurations of word-sounds, the semantic u nits, and the represent�onal 
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narrative world itself) Stein brings to  the  surfaccj and makes each in  turn self­
reflexively disclose its mode of giveness. 

Stein was most preoccupied with the first stratum - the sensuous materi::­

ality of words .  It is on this level -the materiality of the medium itself- that 
Stein's explorations have most in common with Cubist artlstS:""The inclusion 
of words and letters in  Cubist painting marked an important step in  the 
articulation of the matgjaliry of thellat two-dimensional canvas. As Georges 
Braque observed : "They were forms which could not be distorted because, 
bei ng quite flat, the letters existed outside space and their presence in  the paint­
i ng, by contrast, enabled one to distinguish between objects situated in spac.!J 
and those outside it ."20 Stein gives her own version of the appearance of 
typography on the canvas: "Picasso in  his  early cubist pictures used printed 
letters as did Juan Gris to force the painted surface to measure up to something 
r igid,  and the rigid thing was the printed word."21 Both Braque's and Stein's 
comments refer to the materiality of the letter form. When the twO-" 
di mensionality of the painted surface is articulated -the existence of the can­
v a s  as an object is pointed out; but the physical ity of the picture plane is only 
suggested unti l  the meJium of collage expl ic it ly demonstrates it by having the 
surface support actual objects . Always the viewer is moving in and out of two 
realms of perception - what he "knows" to be the case, i .e . , canvas, frame, 
paint , and what he is led to believe he is seeing- three-dimensional objects in 
space. Collage destroys the picture as i l lusionistic representation a nd draws 
attention to the concrete materiality of the canvasJ 

There is an important correlation between the introduction of typography 
i nto painting and the decrease in representation of analytic cubism. Pierre 
Guirraud in his book Semiology notes that "the poorer the mode of representa­
tion , the greater the codification of the signs."22 It is just at the moment when 
the conventions of pictorial representation were breaking down - the figure is 
d iscernible but only barely - that the most h ighly codified sign system is intro­
duced - that of language . The introduction of letters and words into pa.i.l;l ting 
asks that the viewer respond to an alien sign system -one that is  W'holly 
arbitrary , one in which meaning rests entirely on conventions of reception ­
and to make this response within the context of a sign system that is not con­
sidered to be arbitrary , that is, one that is thought to be able to provide visual 
counterparts to real ity . In this way, the arrival of typography onto the canvas 
a l igned the reading of the page and the painting. As if to humorously 
acknowledge the importance of this correlation for Stein, Picasso included a 
handpainted version of the cal l ing card of "Miss Gertrude Stein" in The 
Architects Table, 1912 and later used Stein's actual cal l ing card in a col lage en­
tit led Still Life u·ith Calling Card, 1912 .  

In 1905 Picasso had made a series of  wood-cuts -single l ine drawings of 
birds -which were a lmost identical to the Egyptian hieroglyphics he was study­
ing at the time. Stein became extremely excited by what she understood to be 
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the convergence of their respective art forms: "In the Orient ca l l igraphy and 
the art of painting and sculpture have always been very nearly related, they 
resemble each other, they complete each other . . . . It was natural that the 
cubism of l9l3 to 1917 revealed the art of call igraphy to him [Picasso) ,  the impor­
tance of calligraphy seen as Orientals see it and not as Europeans see it . . . . 
In China the letters were something i n  themselves." This, according to Stein,  
Europeans never observed. "But for Picasso, a Spaniard, the art of writ ing, that 
is to say calligraphy,  is an art."23 Stein's own preoccupation with the "art" of 
writing made her acutely conscious of the look of a word or printed l ine on 

' the page. il\t one point she announced, "I write entirely with my eyes. The 
words as seen by my eyes are the important words, and the ears and mouth 
do not count."24 The possessive case apostrophe she refused to usc because it 
spoiled the look of the word. Similarly ,  question marks, exclamation marks, 
and quotat ion marks "are ugly, they spoil the l ine of writing or the print­
ing . . . . "25 For Stein these were shapes as well as symbols and should be judged 
accordingly .  "The question mark is alright when it is all alone when it is used 
as a brand on cattle or when it could be used in decoration but connected with 
writing it is completely entirely uninteresting" (214). 

Nevertheless, the semantic function is also a consideration in the inclusion 
or exclusion of words or punctuation marks. Periods are l iked as much for their 
looks as for what they do. But the comma,  "well at the most a comma is a poor 
period that it lets you stop and take a breath but if you want to take a breath 
you ought to know yourself that you want to take a breath" ( 22 1) .  Similarly,  
whole parts of speech are deemed functionally redundant or uninteresting. For 
a time she avoided nouns-"Things once they are named the name does not 
go on doing anything to them so why write in nouns" (2 10). Conju nctions are 
acceptable because they "work." y_erbs and adverbs and prepositions are 
valued because of their potential �or am���ity . 

It is wonderful the number of mistakes a verb can make and that is equally 
true of its adverb. Besides being able to be mistaken and to make 
mistakes verbs can change to look like themselves or to look like 
something else. They are, so to speak on the move . . . . Then comes the 
thing that can of all things be most mistaken and they are prepositions. 
Prepositions can live one long life being really being nothing but ab­
solutely nothing but mistaken and that makes them irritating if you feel 
that way about mistakes but certainly something that you can be con­
tinuously using and everlastingly enjoying [Zll) . 

. As for using words as pure sound, Stein herself gives an account of the in­
fimte resource of this component of language- one which she at t imes thought 
of as a temptation. "I found that I was for a little while very much taken with 
the beauty of the sounds as they came from me as I made them. This is a thing 
that may be at any time a temptation . . . . The strict discipline that I had given 
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myself, the absolute refusal o f  never using a word that was not an exact word 
al l  through the Tender Buttons arid what I may call the early Spanish and 
Geography and Play period finally resulted in things like Susie Asado and 
Preciosilla etc . i n  an extraordinary melody of words and a melody of excite­
ment in knowing that I had done this thing."16 Carl Van Vechten mentions 
in his preface to Stein's writings there is reason to believe these two poems 
paint a portrait and make an attempt to recapture the rhythm of the same 
flamenco dancer19: 

SUSIE ASADO 
Sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea . 

Susie Asado. 
Sweet sweet sweet sweet sw�-ct tea . 

Susie Asado. 
Susie Asado which is a told tray sure. 
A lean on the shoe this means slips 

slips her. 
When the ancient l ight grey is  clean it  

is yel low , 
it is a silver seller. 

This is a please this is a please there 
are the 

saids to je l ly .  These arc the wets these 
say the sets 

to leave a crown to lncy. 
lncy is  short for i ncubus. 

A pot. A pot is  a hegi nning of a rare 
bit of trees . 

Trees tremble, the old vats are in bobbles, 
bobbles w h ich 

shade and shove and render clean, render 
clean must.  

Drink pups. 
Drink pups drink pups lease a sash 

hold, see it 
shine and a bobolink has pins. It shows a 

nail .  
What i s  a nail. A nai l  i s  unison. 

Sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea. 

If the poem is understood to be an attempt to limn the rhythms of flamenco 
dance, then the five emphatic beats with which the poem begins: 

Sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea 
may read as the stamping of the dancer's feet , punctuated by the cl ick of the 
castanets and followed by the tripping rhythm: 

Susie// Asado. 
However, this poem is susceptible to various interpretations. Marjorie Perloff 
makes a case for the opening lines being the rapid, mincing movement of a 
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Japanese geisha girl gliding back and forth gracefully as she serves tea; further· 
more, she finds various semantic codes such as the Japanese sounding name 
ususie Asado," usweet tea," "slips hers" (pun  on "slippers") , etc. to support this 
reading. Z7 Obviously rhythm is not being used referentially either. "Susie· 
Asado" was the first Stein text set to music by Virgil Thomson. Thomson 
speaks of the freedom the poem's lack of reference gave the composer: "With 
meanings already abstracted, or absent , or so multiplied that choice among 
them was impossible, there was no temptation toward tonal il lustration, say, 
of birdie babbl ing by the brook or heavy hangs my heart . "28 

Repetition 
In the sOl.LJ)d. of words, in  r�m. and in rc�tltlon Ste in found a 

regenerative potential for language. The poem for which she is best known ­
the rose poem - came about as a result of her frustration with the flatness of 
overworked nouns. As she said, "a noun is a name o�·ing -

by "d��n 
tl1at is what it is and a name of anything is not interest ing because once you 
know its name the enjoyment of naming it is over and therefore in writ ing 
prose names that is nouns are completely uninterest ing."29 There arc ways of 
releasing a noun from this fixity and Making it New: 

But and that is a thing to be remembered you can love a name and if 
you love a name then saying that name any number of times only makes 
you love it more, more violently more persistently more tormentedly :  

When I said. 
A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose. 
And then later made that into a ring I 
made poetry and what did I do I caressed 
completely caressed and addressed a noun 

[ 2 3 1 1 .  



Jo-Anna Isaak 35  

Stein, in  The Autobiograph:-· of Alice B.  Toklas ( 1 37-138), mentions that the 
rose poem in c i rcular form was primed in  an early book (before 1914) by Carl 
Van Vechten and was applied to stationery,  table napkins, plates , etc. by 
Al ice. It is possible that Marcel Duchamp, whose name had been l inked with 
Stein's in the scandal of the Armory Show and who met Stein in 191 3 ,  owes 
his famous female al ias "Rrose Selavy" (Eros c'est Ia vie) to Stein's ubiqu itous 
rose poem. Later,  a contemporary art ist , Carl Andre, exploited the plastic 
quali ties of Stei n's poem .  "My plastic poem ahout the rose," Andre tells Holl is 
Frampton, "wil l  not be primed in a blooming, petalled panern": 

roscroscroseroscn1se 
roseroscroscroscrose 
roscroscroscroscrosc 
roscroscroscroscrosc 
roscroseroscroscrosc 
roscroscroscroscrosc 
roscroseroscroscrosc 
roseroseroseroscrosc 

I have typed the alphabet in consecut ive and contiguous squares. I th ink  
you have seen the resu lt. Painterly a reas of  various and contrasting 
values arc generated. Miss Stein wrote: 'A rose is a rose, etc . '  and Miss 
Stein is not to he put down lightly. The word 'rose' has a very different 
plastic appearance from the word 'violet . ' The difference is ,  I think,  
worth cxplo iting. 30 

Andre, in priding h imself on not shaping the poem into a representational 
rose, returns the poem to the traditional l inearity of representational l anguage. 
He did this perhaps to make more expl icit the pun "rose/eros," a point which 
he claims Stein obfuscates. 

The repetition of a noun will eventual ly cause its phonic property to over­
ride its semantic function. At the point the code becomes receptive to TFlythm 
in opposition to meaning, language becomes i nvested with emotional 
significance. An im�rtant element of this cathected language is "the word 
perceived as word ," a phenomenon in turn induced by the contest between 
rhythll) and sign system. Stein fully understood the generative potential of 
repetition, particu larly  for writers writ ing in a "late" age: 

Now listen. Can't you sec that when the language was new - as it was 
with Chaucer and Homer -the poet could usc the name of a thing and 
the thing was really there. He could say "0 moon," "0 sea," "0 love ," and 
the moon and the sea and love were really there. And can't you sec that 
after hundreds of years had gone by and thousands of poems had been 
written, he could call on those words and find that they were just worn· 
out literary words. The excitingness of pure being had withdrawn from 
them; they were just rather stale literary words . . . . 

1 
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Now l isten! I'm no fool .  I know that in daily l ife we don't go around 
saying " . . .  is a . . .  is a . . .  is a . . . . " Yes, I'm no fool; but I think that 
in that l ine the rose is red for the first time in English poetry for a hun­
dred years. 31 

This is Stein's refusal to sign the l iterary pact others have written for her, her 

refusal of what Barthes calls "this fata l  character of the literary sign, which 

makes a writer unable to pen a word without taking a pose characteristic of 

an out-of-date, anarchic or imitat ive language . . . . "32 Repetition is  her way of 

fight ing against those "ancestral and all -powerfu l  signs which ,  from the depths 

of a past foreign to him (sic), impose literature on him (sic) l i ke some ritual , 

not l ike a reconcil iation" (86). 

The Childish 
Kandinsky in  Concerning the Spiritual in Art (1912)  touches on t h e  potential 

of repetition which Stein would exploit: 

The apt usc of a word (in its poetical sense), its repetit ion, twice, 
three times, or even more frequently ,  according to the need of the poem, 
will not only tend to intensify the i nternal structure but also bring out 
unsuspected spiritual properties in the word itself. Further, frequent 
repetition of a word (a fawrite game of children, forgorren in later life) 
deprives the word of its external reference. Similarly, the symbol ic 
reference of a designated object tends to be forgotten and only the sound 
is retained.  We hear this pure sound ,  unconsciously perhaps, in relation 
to the concrete or immaterial object. But in the latter case pure sound 
exercises a direct impression on the soul .  The soul attains to an objectless 
vibrat ion, even more complicated, I might say more transcendent,  than 
the reverberations released by the sound of a bell , a stringed instrument , 
or a fal len board. In this direction l ie great possibilities for the  l iterature 
of the future.ll 

This favorite game of children forgotten in later l ife recalls Kristeva's 
notion of the intonation, scansion, repetit ion, and rhythm which precedes the 
primary repression of desire in language. According to a number of psycho­
linguistic studies of child language, concrete l inguistic operations precede the 
acquisition of language and organize preverbal semiotic space accordi ng to 
logical categories distinct from the functioning of symbolic operations that 
depend on language as a sign system. This is a very different  view from that 
of immanent semiotics, which explores meaning that is thought  to be already 
there, and equally divergent from a Cartesian notion of language ,  which views 
thought as preconditioned by or even identical to natural factual data or else 
innate. 
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Studies of ch i ld  language and certain kinds of speech disturbances such as 
aphasic regression render intelligible some of the pecul iarities of Stein's style, 
in  particular those characteristics most often pejoratively described as 
chi ldish: the lim i ted and simplistic vocabulary, the repetition of certain 
phrases or words which after a time take on different connotations because of 
the different contexts in  which they occur ,  the manner in  which these repeated 
words and phrases tend to dominate the entire passage, and the musicated 
language -often rather sing-song rhythms which result  from this repetition. 

Stein began what would be a life-long investigat ion of language whi le shel 
was a student i n  Will iam James' psychology class at Radcliffe .  With Leon 
Solomons, Stein wrote two articles on the results of experiments they con­
ducted in an attempt to realize unconscious  or automatic writing by diverting 
the subject in the process of writing. These were published as  "Motor 
Automatism" in the Psychological Ret•ieu· (September 1896 and May 1898). The 
psychological aspect of l anguage was what motivated Stein to begin her career 
as a creative writer. She began by listening to the "sub-text" of everyday 
speech :  

I began to  get enormously interested in hearing how everybody said the 
same thing over and over again until finally if you listened with great 
intensity you could hear it rise and fall and tell all that there was inside 
them, not so much by the actual words they said or the thoughts they 
had but the movement of their thoughts and words endlessly the same 
and endlessly different . 34 

In short , she is attending not to what people say, that is, their referential  use 
of language, but to what she calls "the rhythm of anybody's personal ityj In 
Melanctha the characters repeat themselves over and over again in subtly 
differentiated versions of urban black speech :  

1 don't sec Melanctha why you should talk like you would kill yourself 
just because you're blue. I'd never kill myself Melanctha cause I was blue. 
I'd maybe kill somebody else but I'd never kill myself. If I ever ki l led 
myself Melanctha, it'd be by accident and if I ever killed myself by acci· 
dent,  Melanctha, I'd be awful sorry . And that certainly is the way you 
should feel it Melanctha, now you hear me, not just talking foolish like 
you always do. It certainly is only your way just always being fool ish 
makes you all that trouble to come to you always now, Melanctha , and 
I certainly right well knows that .35 

In an attempt to get at the "bottom nature" of her characters' language, 
Stein conducted an intensive analysis of what Freud specified as the two fun­
damental "processes" in the work of the u nconscious: displacement a nd con­
densation. Roman Jakobson introduced these two processes into structural 
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l inguistics as the two axes of language - metaphor and metonymy ,  or selection 
and combination: 

The development of a discourse may take place along two different 

semantic l ines: one topic may lead to another either through their 

similarity or their contigu ity. The metaphorical way would be the more 

appropriate term for the first case and the metonymic for the second, 

since they find their most condensed expression in metaphor and 

metonymy respectively. In aphasia one or other of these two processes 

is blocked - an effect which makes the study of aphasia part icularly 
i l luminating.3� 

In normal speech both of these two processes are operat ive; the speaker is con· 
tinunlly making selections from the "fil ing cabinet of prefabricated representa· 
tions" and combining these l inguistic units into sentences according to the syn· 
tactic system of the language he is using. In  aphasia one or the other of these 
two operat ions is impaired. The study of the effect of this blockage has 
established several laws of language acquisition because, accord ing to Jakob· 

son, aphasic regression shows the chi ld's development in reverse . 
In aphasics suffering from a similarity disorder, that is, those with prob· 

lems in the selection and substitution of words, Jakobson notes that <:ertain 
key words such as the subject of the sentence tend to be omitted , whi le  words 
with an inherent reference to the context , l ike pronouns and pronomina l  
adverbs and words serving merely to construct the context , such as connec· 
tives and auxil i aries ,  are particularly prone to survive. It is difficul t  for aphas ics 

suffering from this type of disorder to begi n a conversat ion, but o nce the prob­

lem ofbeginning has been overcome, the flow of words tends to be  of indefinite 
length -sentences are conceived as sequels to be suppl ied for antecedent 
sentences and the use of the same word over and over again causes a drastic 
reduction in vocabulary. Characteristics of the aphasic defect in the "capacity 
of naming" are apparent in Stein's early prose writing, for example in this seg· 
ment of the portrait of Picasso: 

One whom some were certainly following was one who was completely 
charming. One whom some were certainly following was one who was 
charming. One whom some were following was one who was completely 
charming. One whom some were fol lowing was one who was certa inly 
completely charming. Some were certa inly fol lowing and were certain 
th�t �he one they were then following was one working and was one 
brmgmg out of himself then someth ing. Some were certainly fol lowing 
and wer� certain that the one they were then following was one bringing 
ou� of � 1msclf then something that was coming to be a heavy thing, a 
sohd thmg and a complete thing. J7 

Specific nouns are replaced by general ones such as "thing" or "it" or "one" 
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because they are identifiable from the context and therefore appear 
superfluous to the patient ,  as they do to Stein:  

A noun is  a n ame of anyth ing, why after a rh ing is named write about ( 
it . . . . As I say a noun is a name of a t h i ng, and therefore slowly if you 
feel what is i nside t he thing you do not call it by the name by w h ich  it 
is known. Everybody knows that by the way t hey do when they arc i n  
love and a writer should always have that intensity of emotion about 
whatever is the object about which he writci. And therefore and I say ! 
it again more and more one does not usc; nou ns. 38 

Sign systems other than language depend in varying degrees on the pro­
cesses of combination and selection . Jakobson cites "the example of the 
"manifestly metonymical orientation of cubism, where the object i s  trans­
formed into a set of synecdoches; the surrealist painters responded with a 
patently metaphorical attitude" (92) .  Gui l laume Apollinaire in Les peintres 
cubistes (1913)  noted the c�nnection between the geometrical relational units 
of Cubism and gra mmar in  writing: 

The new artists have been attacked for their preoccupation with 
geometry. Yet geometrical figures arc the essence of drawing. Geometry, 
the science of space, its dimensions and relations, has always determi ned 

I
' 

the norms and ru les of painting . . . . 
The new pai n ters do not propose, any more than did t heir 

predecessors, to be geometers. But it ma:v be said thtlt geometr:v is  to the 
plastic arts u·hat grammar is to the art of the u·ricer . 

Stein's refusal to name the subject of her sentence, her avoidance of nouns and 
adjectives and her abnormally frequent usc of pronouns, copulas, adverbs, 
conjunctions and other syncategorematic words (words that cannot be used 
by themselves as a term,  but only in conjunction wth other words :  adverbs, 
prepositions or conjunctions; "al l ," "some" or "no" - which Jakobson describes 
as "purely gram matical relational units") may be understood as the verbal 
equivalent of the early Cubists' preoccupation with geometry , a preoccupat ion 
they inherited from Cezanne-:- - - u - - - -- -

Everything I h ave Elone has been influenced by Flaubcrt and Cezan ne 
and th is gave me a new feeli ng about composit ion. Up to that t ime com­
position had consisted of a central idea to which everything else was a n  
accompaniment  a n d  separate but was not a n  end i n  itself, and Cezanne 
conceived the idea that  in composition one thing was as important as I 
another . . . . That impressed me enormously and it impressed me so \ 
much that I began to write Three Lit·es u nder this i nfluence and t h i s  idea 
of composit ion . 39 
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The abolition of the central idea of a painting l ike the omission of key 
words in a sentence produces a dec�_ntral ized composition: 

The composition was not a composition in which there was one man in 
the centre surrounded by a lot of other men but a composition that had 
neither a beginning nor an end, a composit ion of which the corner was 
as important as another corner, in fact the composition of cubism.40 

Stein claimed that this same principle of composition - the inner balance of 
equivalent components -should also govern sentence production:  "Sentences 
are contained within themselves and anything really contained within itself 
has no beginning or middle or ending."41 More specifically, Stein's over-use of 
nonreferential internally-relational words can be linked to the dominant 
technique of analytic Cu_bism .called facett ing - a  modification of"C�zanne's 
famou� . ��;g�-- -d�veloped to reconcile the modalit ies of volume and plane. 
Those arbitrari l y  created facets or tiny o�e!)_appin_gp�anes were applied equally 
to the o�ts on the canvas as to the s�ces between the objects. They did not 
serve to depict the object ,  but were purely relational in effect .  Like Stein's over­
used syncategorematic language, facetting functions syntactical ly , not seman­
t ically.42 Stein was ful ly conscious of the purpose of these nonmimetic rela­
tional units: "They were more important than anything else ," she said. "They 
l ived b� and in themselves. He [Picasso) painted his picture not by means of h is 
objects but by the l ines."43 

Once this contiguous mode of composition had been expi_Q_i_�ed to the point 
of near abstraction, Stein and the Cubists began to work

-�long the vertical or 
metaphori:calixls of their discourse. Stein began to write wh

-at
--she

. called 
poetry : 

In The Making of Americans . . .  I said I had gotten rid of nouns and 
adjectives as much as possible by the method of l iving in adverbs in verbs 
in pronouns, in adverbial clauses written or implied and in conjunc­
tions. 

But and after I had gone as far as I could in those long sentences and 
paragraphs . . . I then began very short things I resolutely realized nouns 
and decided not to get around them but to meet them, to ho.ndle in short 
to refuse them b:y using them and in that way my real acquaintance with 
poetry was begun.u 

And she goes on to make the following very deft distinction between prose and 
poetry: 

P�ose is · · · the essential balance that is made inside something that com­
bmes the sentence and the paragraph . . . . Now if that is what prose is 
and that undoubtedly is what prose is you can see that prose is bound 
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to be made up more of verbs adverbs prepositions prepositional clauses 
and conjunctions than nouns . . . . 

But what is poetry . . . . 
Poetry is I say essentially a vocabulary just as prose is essential ly not. 
And what is the vocabulary of which poetry absolutely is. It is a 

vocabulary entirely based on the noun as prose is essentially and deter· 
minately and vigorously not based on the noun 1 1 36). 

41 

In poetry , then, word select ion is more important than in prose where words 
arc l inked con text ua l ly . Jakobson makes the same distinction between poetry 
and prose: 

The pri nc iple of similarity underlies poetry; the metrical parallelism of 
l ines or the phonic equivalence of rhym i ng words prompts the question 
of semantic similarity and contrast . . . . Prose, on the contrary, is for· 
warded essential ly by contiguity. Thus,  for poetry, metaphor and for 
prose, meto�ymy is the l ine of least resistance 195-961. 

Language forwarded essentially by metaphor or selection can, in extreme 
cases, result in the opposite type of aphasi a - "contexture deficiency" or "con· 
t iguity disorder." The combination of l inguistic units into a higher degree of 
complexity cal,!_§�� difficulty and the featu res of similarity disorders arc rc· 
versed . "The syntact ical rules organizing words into a higher unit are lost ; th is 
loss , ca lled AGRAMM ATISM, causes the degeneration of the sentence into 
a mere 'word heap' " (84) .  Word order becomes chaotic, words with a purely 

grammatical ( i .e . , connective) function l ike prepositions, conjunctions and 
pronouns disappear,  but the subject tends to remain,  and in extreme cases each 
sentence consists of a single "kernel subject word."  This type of aphasia "tends 
to give rise to infant i le one-sentence utterances and one-word sentences. Only 
a few longer , stereotyped 'ready made' sentences manage to survive" (86). This 
is a precise description of Stei n's second mode of composition which she called 
poetry. In h�ly prose writ ing, the chief stylisti� interest is syntax , but in 
Tend,'T Buttons the central concern is diction ,  the selection of words based on 
associa tion:  

I began to discover the names of things, that is not discover the names 
but discover the things the things to sec the things to look at and in so 
doing I had of course to name them not to give them new names but to 
sec that I could find out how to know that they were by their names or 
by replacing their names. And how was I to do so. They had their names 
and naturally I cal led them by the names they had and in doing so hav­
i ng begun looking at them I called them by their names with passion and 
that made poetry, I did not mean it to make poetry but it did, it  made 
Tender Buttons. 45 
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And nouns returned with a vengeance: 

APPLE 
Apple plum, carpet steak, seed clam ,  colored wine, ca lm seen, cold 

cream, best shake, potato, potato a nd no no gold work with pet , a green 
seen is called bake and change sweet is bready, a l ittle pieCl' a l itt l e  piel·c 
please. 

A l i tt le piece please. Came aga in to the presupposed and ready 

eucalyptus tree, count out sherry and ripe plates and little corners of a 
kind of ham.  This is use.46 

The return of nou ns, however, did not result in a return to referential 
la�age,  in  part because the nouns used �or descriPt ive 

-
of t he- OEject to 

which they ostensibly refer. This phase of Stein's writ ing, as i n  "contexture 
deficiency" aph asi a ,  tends to be character i zed by what Jakobson cal ls  
"metaphor ica l mistakes": "To say what a th ing is ,  is to say what a thing is l ike: 
. . .  'Spyglass' for 'm icroscope , ' o; 'fire' for 'gaslight' are typical examples of such 
quasi-metaphoric expressions" (72). Stei n's "App le" poem is i ntel l igible (with 
some exceptions such as "carpet steak") as a series of quasi-metaphoric expres· 
sions relat ing to apples and various dishes made from apples . Ste i n descr ibes 
the discovery of this mode of writing: 

I became more and more excited about how words which were the 
words that made whatever I looked at look l ike itself were not the words 
that had in them any qual i ty of descript ion . Th is exLited me very much 
at  that t ime .  

And the thing that  exc ited me so very much at that  t ime and st i l l  
docs is that the word or words that make what I looked at be itself were 
always words that to me very exact ly  related themselves to that  t h i ng the 
thing at which I was look ing, but as  often as not had as I say noth i ng 
whatever to do with what any words do that described that t h i ng.47 

The relationship between the word and its referent becomes much more 
ambiguous in other passages of Tender B1mons when the words are not made 
to combine with one another in normal syntactical structures: 

CUPS 
Cups crane in. They need a pet oyster, they need it so hoa ry a nd 

nearly choice. The best slam is utter.  Nearly be freeze. 
Why is a cup a stir and a believe. Why is it so seen. � cup is readily shaded, it  has in bl·tween no sense that is to say 

musiC, memory, musical memory . 
Peanuts blame, a half sand is holey and nearly [ 182 ] .  

Sentences end with adverbs or adjectives or just when a subord i nate clause is 
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i ntroduced. Stein's writ ing becomes mere "word heaps" with only "ready-made" 

or accidental syntax : 

A NEW CUP AND SAUCER 
Enthusiastical ly hurting a clouded yellow bud and snuccr, enthusiastica lly 
so is the bit in the ribbon [165] . 

A CUTLET 
A blind agitat ion is manly and uttermost [ 166] .  

Eventually Ste in  abandoned syntax altogether. In  much of  the  wri t ing that 
followed Tendt'T Buttons she did away with the conventional horizontal  format 
of the sentence a l together and mode l i sts of words or phrases in vertical 
columns on the page . 

Stein's statement about the arbitrary relationsh ip between words and the 
object described is  comparable to her statement on representat ion i n  
paint ing- the i nterest does not inhere i n  the object depicted , but i n  the 
materiality oTilleWork of an: 

. 

. . . any oil painting whether it is intended to look l ike something and 
looks like it or whether it is intended to look l ike someth ing and docs 
not look like it it rea l ly  makes no difference, the fact remains that for me 
it has ach ieved an existence in and for itself, i t  exists on as being ;w oi l 
painting on a flat surface and it has its own life and like it or not t here 
it i;-;nd I cantook -at it and it docs hold my attcntion .41 

More specifical ly ,  the structural premises govern ing Stein's second style of 
composition, or poetry, are comparable to those governing the second or syn­
thetic phase of Cubism . Juan Gris, who began painting only in-19-

lCi� the later, 
synthetic phase of Cubism , distingu ishes between his mode of composition 
a nd Cezanne's . Like Stein ,  he sees the d ifferences in composi t ional mode as 
a na logous to that which d istinguishes poetry and prose: 

Cc;a!:mc �urns a bottle into a cylinder, but I begin with a cylinder and 
create an i�·

d iv idua l of a spec ial type: I make a bottle - a particu lar 
bottle - out of a cyl inder . Cezanne tends towards architecture, I tend 
away from it .  That is why I compose with abstractions (colors) and make 
my adjustments when these colors have assumed the form of objects. For 
-example, I make a com sition with a white and black and make 
adjustments when th�� itc �s ��{ime a" 

paper and the black a sfiaaow: 
what I mean is that l adjust the white so that it becomes a shadow . 

This painting is to the other what poetry is to prosc.49 

Synthetic Cubism and the discoveries precipitat ing the shift to Synthetic 
Cubism - papit'T colle and collage- are characterized by the disappearance of 
the relational or "syntactical" (what Gris calls architectural) devi�Hacett ing: 
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objects are no longer assemblages of fragments, but are given their essential 

o�tline; �olo;:-i�- �einstated, but not necessari ly used to further the reEresenta· 

tion of an object;  and papier colle -anaColfage-Tu nction polysemously on a 
number of levels simultaneously . They are colored, pictoria l  shapes which 

represent or suggest certain objects in  the picture by analogies of color and tex· 
rure or by the additon of keys or clues, and they exist as _themselves; that is 
to say, one is always conscious of them as sol id, t actile pieces of extraneous 
matter incorporated into the picture and emphasizing its material existence. 
Around 1913 to 1914 Picasso and Braque, as Edward Fry notes, "never t ied their 
forms to

-� spe�ifi
_
c
_ ohi;c"t�s��t; whenin.collage a real object stood for- -itself and 

for the Cla-ss of all s�ilar objects. In the papiers colles and, later, in the fused 
signs of synthetic cubism, the forms chosen -�er.� . �11v�nted, not copied from 
nature; and this  product of intuitive. inv�ntion differed fundamentally from 
the Cezannian composite form."50 

In Braque's Still Life With Guitar 1912-1915, for example, the two strips of 
paper have a purely pictorial function; they arc broad, flat planes of color (blue 
and brown) which serve to establish the basic composition of the picture. The 
blue strip with the hole serves to

-
re

·
p�e�n� -

the central part of the guitar while 
the imitation wood-graining of the second strip mimetically depicts the wood 
from which the guitar is constructed. At the same time, they are fragments of 
paper attached to canvas. Thus iconic elements reappear on the canvas of this 
period, just as referential words returned i n  Stein's poetry , but if!  both cases 
the syntactical/semantic disruptions preclude the referent from signify ing in 
the mode customary to their media. 

During this phase of her writing Stein rel ied heavily upon "ready-made" 
or previ���_!y �����J1ed familiar lexical u nits: copy book phrases, nursery 
rhymes, fragments of plays and various forms of phatic language:  formu latic 
���age which functions as "fil ler" rather than transmitting information - The 
kind of "filler" we engage in when we say things l ike: "How do you do?" "Fi ne 
day isn't it?" etc.  The same curiosity in exploring u northodox tech nical pro· 
cedures and the abil ity to see the aesthetic possi�ilit!es in �he q_uotidian 
material of the verbal environm_ent relat�t-his aspect of Stein's wr i t ing to the 
collage and papiers colle �m which in  turn can be seen as the precu rsor 
to the Ready-mades of Dada, and to the Surrealists' objets crout·es . In Picasso's 
Scill LlfeW[illVioTln and Fruit (1913), pa�il�s funcdon alternately as ready­
made and purely arbitrary signs. Fragments of newsprint from Le Journal are 
used to signify l i terally  a newspaper on a table. Elsewhere on the canvas, 
newspaper fragments are given purely arbitrary significance and at  the bottom, 
a large piece of newsprint functions both as an abstract composit ional element 
and as a sign for the tablecloth. In the upper right hand corner "ready-made" 
fruit, five i l lusionistic color reproductions of fruit ,  are incorporated i nto the 
composition by being placed in a bowl and transformed only in so far as they 
are assimilated into a new context.  The ready-made aspect extends to the 
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implications of the newspaper captions : "La vie sportive" and "(App)ARI­
TlON." 

Puns, collage , certain uses of papier colle and ready-mades function to 
wnvey meaning only in order to abolish it the more_c::QJTU)le.tely. They are suc­
c i  net refere�ntlal de_nial� oJ rif���l}�e . O�tavi� Paz, in h is analysis of Marcel 
Duchamp's ready-mades equates the pun and the ready-made in terms of their 
gesture - the destruction of meaning and, what is the same th ing, the idea of 
value: 

.. - ---

The Readymadcs arc anonymous objects that the artist's gratuitous 
gesture, the mere fact of choosing them, converts into works of art. At 
the same time this gesture docs away with the notion of art object. The 
essence of the act is contradiction, it is the plastic equivalent of the pun. 
As the latter destroys meaning, the former destroys the idea of value. 
The Rcadymadcs arc not ami-art , l ike so many modern creations but 
rather an-artistic. Neither art nor anti-art ,  but something in between, 
i ndifferent, existing in a void . . . . It would be senseless to argue about 
their beauty or ugliness, firstly because they are beyond beauty and 
ugl iness, and secondly because they arc not creations but signs, quest ion­
ing or negating the act of creation. The Readymade docs not postulate 
a new value: it is a j ibe at what we call valuable. It is criticism in act ion: 
a kick at the work of art ensconced on its pedestal of adjectives. 51 

The Pleasures of Merely Circulating 
Puns produce another mode of textual irruption. By their semantic play 

they add a vertical dimension to the horizontal narrative progression :  

But, while the t ime-structure of the narrative is the product of an irret•er­
sible, diachronic, cumulatit·e s;mthesis, the time-structure of the pun is the 
product of a synchronic , instantanl'OUS unity ; like metaphor, of which 
it is a species, the pun spawns a manifold, or polyphony , of meanings, 
simultaneously co-present. Being a cacophonous eruption on the 
l inguist ic surface, the singing of the pun inevitably disturbs the l inear, 
unfolding temporality of the narrative progression . Together with pure 
sonorities and optical constructions, it produces nooks and crannies, 
bubbles, cracks, stains, and washes on the conventional plain surface of 
the l inguist ic canvas . . . . The good pun is not merely the dead trace, or 
pale shadow, of thought, but the living, self-moving motion of thought; 
it is language speaking by itself singing new meanings into beauty.52 

Thus the pun by cal l ing attention to itself as language causes a break in the 
production of meaning and brings into question the narratively depicted 
world, revealing the contingencies and lacunae in the depths of representation. 
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It is the break in the text through which the reader experiences language 
invested with pleasure ,  where the orderly l ingu istic purpose is subverted and 
the reader partakes in the production of signification. 

As Barthes points out in his analysis of narrative plots, the proairetic and 
hermeneutic codes - codes of action, codes of enigmas and answers - are 
irreversible: their interpretation is determined l i nearly, in sequence, i n  one 
direction. What motivates us as readers to pursue the meanderi ngs of what 
E.M. Forster describes as that "dul l ,  un lovely worm of rime" - the story , is  the 
desire to know "what happens next . "  What �_!Tiotivates us to follow the un­
fol�ing of plot , based as it is on causal ity (the significant interconnection 
of events) is the expectation of meaning, the answer to the question "why ?" 
which the plot p�sit� .� Ultimately, what motivates the reader is the expectation 
of the end, since for Barthes meaning ( i n  the classical rcaderly text) rl·sides in 
fu ll predication,  completion of the codes of signification. Inquiries i nto the 
function of the end, as Frank Kermode has shown in his study of formal 
closure, have to do with the human end, with death . Or as Kristeva puts it : 
"As long as the son pursues meaning in a story or through narrat ive,  evl·n if 
it eludes him, as long as he persists in  his search he narrates i n  the name of 
Death."53 ln  a convergent argument, Walter Benjamin claims that a l l  narrmion 
is obituary in that l ife acquires definable meaning only at, and through , death: 
"The nature of the character in a novel cannot be presented any better than 
is done in  this statement, which says that the meaning of his l i fe is revea led 
in his death. But the reader of a novel actually does look for human beings 
from whom he derives the 'meaning of l i fe. '  Therefore he must , no matter 
what, know in advance that he wil l  share their figurative death - the end of 
the novel - but preferably their actual one . . . . Wlwt dratn the reader ro the 
not·el is the hope of u·arming his shit·ering life tl'ith a death he read� about. ''54 Thus ,  
the reader has quite l iterally become a consumer who feeds on the vitality 
offered by sacrificed characters. "Both the reading of novels a nd the analysis 
of character arc acts of cannibalism at a metaphoric level; the u l t imate a im of 
the activity is to suck the final marrow of mean ing from the perfectly exposed 
innards of a perfectly executed figure ."55 It is just for this reason that Barrhcs 
rejects the real i st epistemology in which the reader's role is that of consuml·r 
of the writer's product, and where both a re motivated by a desi re for the end. 
He favors instead the "writerly" text where the desire is not for the end but to 
put off the signified -the� -momcnt of c losure ,  of ideological fixity =f��;-�s long 
as possible, to stay within process, the infinite play of me�nio"'gs.- --

-steln makes the same choice. Her entire work can be seen as an  attempt 
to circumvent th-e -end, the closure which is impl ied in the capitulat ion to the 
"Law oTthe Father ." .}'What is the use of being a l ittle boy if  you arc to be a 
man what is the use," she wh imsical ly asks. Once she extricated herself from 
any vest igial gestures of homage to a reality which has already been written 
for her, her writing becomes "a mode of Eros," or as one critic put it "�ist 



Jo-Anna Isaak 47 

jmc ." Her whimsical statements cover her  shrewd awareness of the conse­
quences of doing otherwise: "Writing is neither remembering nor forgett ing 
neither beginning or ending. Being dead is not end it is being dead a nd being 
dead is something."511 This aphorism is the modus t·it·endi of her writing and the 
rationale for her famous "continuous present"- for to circumvent closure itis 
also necessary to g1ve up tlle idea of origi-;::. ; t h e  teleological assumptions of nar­
rative are dismantled along with its ideological  presuppositions. "In writ ing the 
th ing that is the  difficulty is the question of confusing time."57 She was 
bothered always by the fact that in any narrative t here is both a time i n  which 
the S!oru.akes place and anoth_er time in whl�h th� story is told - the difference . . · - -
between living and narrating: 

I wrote a story as a story , that is the way I began,  and slowly I real ized 
this confusion,  a real confusion, that in writ i ng a story one had to he 
remembering . . . . It is th is clement of remembering that makes novels so 
soothing. But and that  was the th ing I was gradually finding out ­
realizing the existence of l iving beings actual ly  existing did not have in 
it any clement of remembering and so the t ime of ex isting was not the 
same as in  the novels that were soothing. 
And yet t ime a nd identity is what you tel l about as you create only whi le 
you create they do not ex ist. 
And so it is never necessary to say anything aga in as remembering but 
it is always said again hccausc every t ime it is so it is so it i s  so (181 ) .  

Without closure there is  no meaning. In Tht: Making of Americans we are 
confronted with the i ntermi nable, with a modern Scheherezade for whom 
re�iQI_! �-�_he stay of executiQn. The teleological assumptions of narrative 
are dismantled along with its ideological  presupposit ions - for to circumvent 
closure it is also necessary to give up the idea of origi n .  And the tale that is 
repeatedly told is the story of a "text" that writes about itself in the act of 
writ ing. The whole project is to repeat, "to go on now giving all  of the descrip· 
tion of how repeating comes to have meani ng, how it forms itself, how one 
must distinguish the different meanings in repeat ing."51 And the reader's role 
is ��d. "Those who fail  to reread," as Barthes enigmaticalfy puts i t ,  "are 
obl iged to read the same story everywhere . . .  rereading is no longer consump· 
tion ,  but play (that play which is the return of the different). "59 And as one 
rere

.
ads The

-
Making of Americans one reads th is story : 

Once an angry man dragged his father along the ground through his own 
orchard. "Stop!" cried the groaning old man at last , "Stop! I d id not drag 
my father beyond this tree." 

"Every writer born," Barthes says, "opens within himself the trial of literature, 
but if  he condemns i t  he always grants it  a reprieve which literature turns to 



48 Gertrude Stein Advanced 

use in order ro reconquer him."ffi But Stei n  never grants this putative father 

a reprieve. By the time one rereads The Making of Americans the "Law of the 

Father" is in  a total shambles. "The tremendous cultural revolution implied by 

this interior revolution of technique tickles the very heart and l iver of a man, 

makes him feel good," William Carlos Wil liams says of Stein's style. "Good, 

that i s ,  if he isn't too damned tied to his  favorite stupidities. That's why he 

laughs. His laugh is the first acknowledgement of l iberation."61 In this r isible 

era of the New Right,  l ibertarian laughter may be the only break ,  the only 

pleasure to be found in the plot being formulated for us. It may be that this 

revolutionary laughter is what really enables us to face anew - every year, every 

hour - what Hannah Arendt calls "the elementary problems of human l iving 
together."  
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Why Gertrude Stein 

Dick Higgins 

The assumption about Gertrude Stein is that she's historically important, 
somehow, but also somehow beside the point .  Her style is said to be her 
message, and elaborate theories of process are made up about this. Tht;.· sa)· 
that  apart from her style, her work reads l ike "My Day," Eleanor Roosevelt's 
old newspaper column .  The� sa� it's vacuous ,  that no individual work stands 
out . Its interest is to the chroniclers who make l ists of innovations, a nd her 
great achievement is  "literary cubism." Socia l ly ,  the:v sa�. she was a sybarite 
keeping a salon for the gi lded expatriates from the USA who sparkled arou nd 
France in the 1920's and 1930's, a great personality but not quite a serious 
wr i ter ,  a curiosi ty  who appl ied Jamesi an  psychology and Bergson ian 
phi losophy to her own weird l iterary epistemology , perhaps she was a crazy 
feminist but certainly she had a charlatan element in her - that's what they sa)', 
the standardists and going thing people, who praise her with their l ips whi le 
attacking her with their guts. Now I happen to be somewhere else: I see her 
as the most important writer between Matthew Arnold and Bertolt Brecht ,  I'd 
l ike to point out a few viewing points along the way to my opinion . 

Just to poke into the Stein books that I published at Something Else Press, 
let's see what's there, not in depth (that'd take a pretty big book), but in probe. 
There are four to start with : The Making of Americans, Geographies and Plays , 
Luc� Church Amiabl:v and Matisse Picasso and Gertrude Stein , and A Book Con­

cluding With As a Wife Has a Cou·. That was a good set to start with. It's a lso 
the nave of that female gothic cathedral that came to call on our time. 

The Making i s  a "great novel," which , ostensibly, nobody can read ; it was 
patronized and legendized , quoted and referred to a lot , abridged and issued 
in 114 length (with about 114 quality, though Stein was consulted about the 
abridgement), was crucified , dead and buried. On the third day - three decades 
later - it rose aga in in our unabridged edition and then in Harcourt Brace's 
shorter one, which most certainly didn't ascend into heaven, in spite of its 
charming passage about butterflies ( irrelevant to the rest of the text) ,  spied out 

Rcpri ntl-d from A Diu/eerie of Centuries (1Qi8) hy permission of rhc aurhor. Copyright () NiB 
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by Bernard Fay in an early draft and edited into the wee version.  The small 
version seems to be mostly about language and about the Hersland fami ly .  The 
large version is about thought, attacking the concept of national "experience" 
and differences, not by saying they don't exist but that by strok ing and caress­
ing the ideas can verge. Thinking becomes exciting as this process expands the 
reader's feelings about these cumulative details, as he or she dupl icates the 
experience in h is or her mind. Marathon readings of The Making have become 
an annual feature of the New York New Year's scene. 

Geographie$ and Plays comes from the 'teens and early 'twent ies whi le the 
"complete" version of The Making of Americans comes from 1909-1912 .  Actually, 
The Making will probably never be done "complete," since it exists i n  four 
different versions (at the Yale Library), dating from 1904 to 1916, q uite different 
and totall ing thousands upon thousands of manuscript pages (Stein wrote 
fast). But Stein was constantly worki ng, thinking, planning the ent ire 
cosmology of the arts. She had a fragmented, grandiose concept of theater - a 
sort of instant theater , pageant-l ike but nonnarrative, like the more imagistic 
and disciplined sort of happenings. These were her plays. Spoken arias to be 
orchestrated among sets of imagistic characters. No symbols ,  c l imaxes, or 
authenticated archaisms. Plenty of costumes - and please , proscenium arches. 
Lots of arches, even, maybe. But an isolation of events, to be treated musically, 
and scored among the available voices. On Broadway Fm4r Saints in Three Acts 
became a hit .  Off-Broadway, l ikewise with Dr. Faustus Lights the Lights and A 
Curtain Raiser. People can feel this work,  even in the version i n  which it has 
become best k nown,  though they don't know why. Actuall y ,  such vi ntage 
"plays" as are in Geographies and Pla;.·s have never been done in a Stein ian way , 
so far as I know. If you want to know the meaning of a word i n  Stein ,  look 
it up. Then mix up the various definit ions and take any one at random - or 
look for a common denominator. Her plays arc games, kid stuff, traditional 
theater, and goodness knows what else. Mi lk ing them for impact works with 
only a few (Four Saints and Daniel Webster - the last not currently available, it's 
in an old Neu· Directions annua l ) .  The way to do them would be 
choreographical ly ,  not dramatical ly .  Joy : no climaxes. And no product ion 
numbers. Just pure - coaxing, stroking. 

The Geographies are stories that describe situations, environments: inven­
tories of available events. They do not have anything to do, necessari ly ,  with 
national things or geopolitics or topography .  You can have a geography of the 
mind, and do: probably the finest of Gertrude Stein's philosoph ical writings 
is The Geographical History of America , a sustained inquiry i n  which she 
wonders who she is and how she knows i t ,  based on the dame who went to 
market (in the nursery rhyme) her eggs for to sell ,  who fell asleep on the k ing's 
highway (so much for manly power) , thieves came by and cut her petticoats 
away, and when she came by , back home, her doggie barked at her, and she 
knew "this couldn't be I, because my l ittle dog didn't know me." The 
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geographies in Geographies and Plays are l ike very fine prose poems that lead 
up to the Geographical History , quite interest ing in their own right, but not so 
profound. "I know that I am I because my l ittle dog knows me" is one heck of 
a lucid answer to Descartes, with his emphasis on himself: the earlier 
geographies are bridges between the "descr ipt ions" from more experimental 
'teens works (e.g. , Tender Buttons , or the texts following the title text in As a 
W1/e Has a Cou• a Lot:e Story). 

Gertrude Stein didn't loathe blood and gore. Not by a long shot . She even 
revel led in it in her one mystery novel, Blood on che Dining Room Floor, which 
i s  filled with lots of mystery, suspicion and gooey mess, without any need 
whatever for suspense or explanation - a  perfect refresher when you get tired 
of Rex Stout and Agatha Christie. But each of her novels is unique and fills 
a unique need. Ida is about identity, and does in fiction (art) what the 
Geographical History does in philosophy or psychology. The Geographical 
History ends: "When he is young a dog has more identity than when he is 
older ./ !  am sure that this is not the end." (So much for men.) Ida ends " . . .  
They are there. Thank them./Yes." And you don't know who they are. Mrs.  
Re·ynolds, which Gertrude Stein wrote during World War II, and which is prob­
ably her greatest novel , is a lso about identity, is plotless, and deals with the 
slow movement of people and roles among themselves. It tells about Mrs. 
Reynolds (there is no Mr. Reynolds, really), Angel Harper (Adolf Hitler) who 
appears as a thunder cloud and goes away mysteriously -a procession passing 
by - and day by day , one relates to people as to the weather. But this particular 
sequence began in the almost unknown -even by Stein people - novel ,  Lucy 
Cht•rch Amiably, which Gertrude Stein cal led "A novel of rare and romantic 
beauty and which looks like an engraving." The whole work consists of 
minimally punctuated but commonplace sentences that cumulate lyrically into 
a very spacious and beautiful cloud. In the Gertrude Stein canon it holds about 
the same place as the Anna Lyvia Plurabelle section of James Joyce's Finnegans 
Wake, equally soft i n  tone and haunting, and written in the same year (1927) .  
Nobody l ikes Lucy Church Am iably- it's too beautiful - if they have to read it 
to themselves. But try reading it aloud, with very clear breaks where Stein has 
put in sentence pe;iOds or paragraph breaks: the one is, per Gertrude Stein ,  
emotional and the other logical or just plain sensible, but the reader c an  deter· 
mine which. Read a loud, it is one of Stein's strongest works- in fact it is the 
best one to read aloud of all of them. Think of it as l istening to fal l ing water: 
Gertrude Stein did. 

Matisse Picasso and Gertrude Scein (1909): this is the unmentionable book 
in the Stein canon. For one thing, it's about homosexuality, and for another 
thing, it's written in her most difficult, "cubist" style. For both reasons, i t  has 
baffled her (mostly male)" critics. 

A discreet title it has. But the title shows its sham immediately: each of 
the two "shorter stories"- and officially it's �ailed Matisse Picasso and Gertrude 
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Stein t!'ith Two Shorter Stories - is longer than the title story . The first , A Long 
Gay Book ,  can pretty well speak for itself. It opens, as I've already said, with 
a powerful statement of how a very mature person, obviously lov ing chi ldren, 
feels on entering into a life in which her style and her sexual ity wi l l  not be 
geared towards having babies. Many people know, from the Autobiography and 
elsewhere, that as a medical student she delivered a number of babies, that she 
wrote A Long Ga:v Book by watching couples and combinations and groups on 
the street and imagining about them. But until one has read the book ,  the fan· 
tasies sound abstract when one tries to describe them. The myth about A Long 
Gay Book is that it's uneven and unsustained . The fact is that it contains some 
of Stein's most fascinating writing and observation , and that only resistance 
to the subject matter has prevented people from seeing what a self-contained 
masterpiece it is . The opening pages, especial ly , are one of the might iest texts 
in modern literature. 

The second story in Matisse Picasso and Gertrude Stein , "Many Many 
Women" is a sort of sequel to "A Long Gay Book." It is purely about days and 
women. And identity , which is the touchstone of Stein's special cosmology . 
There are no men, other than by reference or impl ication , in the entire 80+ 
page novel la . None of the personnel have names- they are simply and 
exclusively women. To see how positive her statement is, try the final two pages 
of the story .  It's l ike brushing out your hair. 

The third , "G.M.P. ," is rather more bizarre. In it she tries to fantasize a love 
between Matisse and Picasso, including a very uncharacteristic (for Stein) 
string of symbols whenever she wants to avoid explicit sexual descriptions (as 
on page 264), and to draw a connection between this and the different k ind 
of love that was shared between herself, Matisse and Picasso. No history , no 
recriminations: the love ended (she disliked Mrs. Matisse) and her politics 
weren't Picasso's. But love was there when that's what it was, and it's an 
unusual work in the Stein corpus, because of its symbols. The only other well · 
known one is Four Saints in Three Acts , with its Parsifal and holy-ghost imagery , 
references to passages in St. Theresa's autobiography and the writings of St . 
John of the Cross (who isn't even a character in  Four Saints) , all most unusual 
for a thorough ly unconverted Jew like Gertrude Stein. As a work , however, 
"G.M.P." registers as comparatively awkward, but it provides the beard for the 
book. And that too has its place in Stein ian humor. In Matisse Picasso and Ger­
trude Stein we're spared the tiresome tea-party self-interrogations of the early 
novel , Things As They Are (Q.E.D.) (her other book with a purely init ialled title 
besides G.M.P. -any connection?), and we don't get the ful l-fledged feminist 
eroticism of the later poem cycle, "Lift ing Belly." But we do get frank exposi· 
tion , a lot to say and a way to say it, joy and the view of things from inside 
things (as good cubism ought to be). Nobody would call this an easy book, but 
it's a heck of a human one and this is rare, and there's no excuse for ·not 
recognizing it as such. It needs reading more than talking about .  



[On Stein's Americans] 
Allen Ginsberg 

After On che Road, a longer, more extraordinary piece of prose, Visions of 
Cod;.· (1951), makes the breakthrough for Jack Kerouac's development j ust as 
Gertrude Stein's great prose experiment , The Making of Americans , stands for 
hers. A thousand pages of insane consciousness babble. I don't know i f  you 
know that text .  Does anybody know of The Making of Americans by Gertrude 
Ste in ?  That's actual ly  I th ink one of the great prose masterpieces of the century. 
Stein had intent ions very similar to those I've ascribed to Kerouac - she was 
a student of Wil l iam James at Harvard, a student of consciousness, a psyche­
del ic expert, so to speak ,  to join it to a famil iar reference point for you ; she 
was interested in  modali ties of consciousness , and she was interested in  art as 
<�rt icu lation of different modalit ies of consc iousness, and she was interested in ·  
prose composition as a form of meditation, l ike yoga . 

And, like yoga , she was interested in the language as pure prayer­
meditation , removed perhaps �n from its associations. To give an example 
( i f  this is too abstract and compl icated an idea), like Alfred , Lord Ten nyson,  
i n  order to get h imself i n  an hypnotic state would repeat the name "Alfred Lord 
Tennyson ; Alfred Lord Tennyson ; Alfred Lord Tennyson; Alfred Lord Ten­
nyson; Alfred Lord Tennyson ; Alfred Lord Tennyson;  Alfred Lord Tenny­
son; Alfred Lord Tennyson;  Alfred Lord Tennyson; Alfred Lord Ten nyson; 
Alfred Lord Tennyson;  Alfred Lord Tennyson ;  Alfred Lord Tennyson," unti l  
the sounds no longer had any association but were just pure sounds in  a 
spacious physical un iverse, and he would get into a funny k ind of ecstatic 
egoless state that way .  

So Gertrude Ste in was interested in us ing  prose i n  the same way ,  that  i t  
both have a meaning and at the same time be completely removed from mean­
i ng and}ust become pure rhythmic structures pronounceable aloud. If  you ever 
get a chance, you can l i sten to a record she made on Caedmon recit ing some 
l i ttle prose compositions about Matisse and Picasso where she has l itt le th ings 
l ike "Napoleon ate ice cream on Elba. Napoleon ate Elba on ice cream. 

Reprinted from All<'ll y,.,.batim ( 1974) by permission of r he aurhor.  Copyrighr ., 1974 by Al len 
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Napoleon ate ice on Elba cream. Napoleon ate on cream Elba ice. On 
Napoleon ice ate cream Elba. On Elba ate Napoleon ice cream.  Ice cream ate 
Napoleon on Elba." Little formulas that go round, round the world ,  which is 
how she arrived at her famous statement which as you all know is "A rose is 
a rose is a rose." That's the end of long, long pages of circular prose that ex­

hausts the word rose in  many different syntactical combinations. 
Her great book , The Making of Americans, is an examination of the con­

sciousness of one single family. Very few people have read it through , including 
me- l  haven't . I've read, you know, page upon page of it, and read aloud it's 
really exqu isite. 



Inventing Wordness: 

Gertrude Stein's 

Philosophical Investigations 

Charles Bernstein 

The Making of Americans fits well  into a picture of the nineteenth century 
novel declaring, or dramatizing, the struggle between the public and the 
private: "official" moral ity versus the personal imperatives of justice, "private" 
experiences versus rigidly academic forms of expression. Indeed, The Making 
of Amt'Ticans is very much a work of, or rooted in ,  the nineteenth century.  

Stein's overall plan for the novel was to fol low a family's history through 
th ree generations. Start ing with "the old people [coming to] a new world" (MA, 
p.  1 ) ,  she ended with her own generation. In t his way she hoped to expla in how 
"we:" (for her then the present generat ion) got to where "we" are -"the  basis of 
t he existence in each one."1 It was Stein's vision that each generation , l iv ing 
i n  i ts own t ime and making its own time, was different and that we could come 
to know ourselves by learning to hear the repeating of our history. She subtitled 
her novel, "Being a H istory of a Family's Progress."  

A recurring structure of nineteenth century writ ing was the u se of the 
family as a microcosm for the state or church or world. Thus the father would 
often carry the weight of earthly authority,  law, officia l  moral ity, convention, 
God . . . . 2 And often there would be a character who rebel led against (or fel t  
out of  connection with)  these thi ngs by rebel l ing against (or withdrawing from) 
his  family - the ubermensch or genius or idiot or outcast or possessed or 
homeless or holy man or woman. Leon Katz's studies of Stein's notebooks have 
revealed that Ste in was explicitly concerned with problems of gen iuses and 
saints (she liked to equate the terms) who were "unqual ified and un l imited 
individualities, i ncapable of being known to others but capable of being sel f­
known."3 David Hersland, the last of the Hersland family talked about i n  The 
Making of Americans,  was to come the closest to being such a "singular i ndi ­
vidual," one whose main problem, Stein wrote in  her notebook, was "to run 
himself by his mind." 

Naturally some knew David Hersland had a brother and a sister and a 
father and a mother. Naturally some were certain that he was in  

R�:pri ntL>d b y  p�:rmission o f  th�: author. Copyright Cl 1989 b y  Charles Bernstein. 
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Hersland family l iving. He was l ike them , of course he was l ike them, w h y  
shou ld he  be unlike them when he had been living with them anJ haJ 
come out of them and had heard them and had seen rhem . . . . AnJ 
somet imes it was a pleasant thing to him to be connected with every 
other one by such a thing by doing th ings in a way he was not ic ing othl·r 
ones had been doing. Sometimes it  was a pleasant thing to him to know 
then that everything means someth ing, that he was a part of every one 
who was a parr of him and somet imes he had very much fami ly  feel ing 
in him, sometimes he had quite enough family feel ing in h im, very often 
he was naturally not having any family feel ing (MA, pp. 862- 3). 

And so Stein moved into the twentieth century grounded in the ni neteenth.  
The recurring motif  of that century had been to represent (even a l legori ze) the 
family as sett ing l imits that were ack nowledged or transgressed ; that is, to see 
family l i v ing as a microcosm of init iat ion into society . Stein's genius was to he 
able to express this solely in terms of l anguage, by her prose com�x)sito n ;  for 
the David Hersland section is written in Stei n's emergi ng modernist style. 

For al l  Stein's talk about each one bei ng a separate one, it remains to be 
registered that ,  br Stei n,  traditional prose and its establ ished genres had lost 
the power to communicate this separateness. Indeed the very publicness and 
intel l igibi l ity of the establ ished forms seemed to deny the overwhelming sense 
of privacy a nd distance from others. The nineteenth century had dramatized, 
and hence declared , the dialectic struggle between our inner l i ves a nd the 
external world.  What is happening in the long "Beethovian"4 paragraphs of The 
Making of Americans is the i nternal izat ion of this dialenic i nto the  prose com­
position itself. 

[ In !  writ ing The Mak ing of Americans, I was completely obsessed by the 
inner l ife of everything including generations of everybody's l i ving and 
I was writ ing prose, prose that had to do with thl· balanc i ng the inner 
balancing of everything.5 

Stein's focus became the words themselves; her declaration is that of u'Ord­
ness . The writing has become so dense that the meaning is no longer to be 
found in what the words represent,  or stand for, but in their texture: the repeti­
tion, juxtaposition and structure of phrases, sentences , and paragraphs. One 
might say the words refer only to themselves, that there is no disjunction be­
tween what the prose refers to and the prose itself. 

In the l ast sections of The Making of Americans , the dialect ic  becomes an 
investigation of (a struggle with) the l imits of language .  "To imagine a 
language," Wittgenstein writes, "is to i m agine a form of l ife" (§ 19) .  The structure 
of language reveals the physiognomy 1 or over al l  topology 1 through which we 
see the world. To speak a common l anguage is to "agree in judgments. [cf. 1 §2411 
§242) .  We are limited to language: for language provides the bounds of our 
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i ntell igibil ity - of what can be meant . We see everything through our language: 
"The l imits of m:.'· language mean the l imits of my world."6 As a result , the inter· 
na l izat ion of the d ialectic i nto the medium of prose itself makes language func­
t ion as family (and society) had in the nineteenth century dramatizat ion.  This 
i s  carried to its most radical end in Stein's later writ ing, particular ly Tender 
Buccons and Houo to Write, where Stein composes a "grammatical" exploration 
of the l imits of meaning - of sense and nonsense. 

Tht:re is a temptation , I think, to confu se this style (the assertion of word­
ness) with private language. Schopenhauer has written that "sty le i s  the 
physiognomy of the m ind and a safer index to character than facc."7 Stein ,  i n  
t h e  language o f  Hou• c o  Write, would perhaps call this the different grammar 
of each personal i ty - with the implicit recognition that though grammar is  
what individuates one person from another, it is also that which is  shared. 

Each one, then ,  has a different grammar,  j ust as every good writer has a 
d ifferent style. The effort in much of Stein's early writ ing was to describe the 
part icu lar grammar of each person; that is ,  to do portraits. The attempt of the 
portraits was to show each one as he or she is without tel l ing stories. Each 
person, living in h i s  or her own time, sou nds different: has a different way of 
seeing quite apart from what is said. ("Essence is expressed by grammar .  Gram­
mar tells us what k i nd of an object a thing is" [ § 37 1 ,  § 3i2 ] . )  By l istening to the 
d ifferent ways in  which each one says things we can "know what they are," 
know the different worlds in which they l ive. Stein,  then, is trying to describe 
what makes up a human personality (an individual consciousness or sou l or 
form , a particular "repeating") . Her insight is that such individuating grammar  
is the most public and knowable because i t  ful ly disc loses the  person in  the 
co ntext in which she or he is l iv ing. 

Stil l , one m ight feel that a pecul iar grammar was, if not private, at least 
r ryptic. And indeed interpreters of Stein have claimed this. Allegra Stewart 
sees Stein's descriptions of objects in Tender Buccons as a kind of code and pro· 
ceeds to decipher them as if they were symbol ic or occult or semiot ic signs. 8 

It is as if the words stand for something else - arc the embodiment of something 
which really exists on another level. Thus,  the words are seen as outer trap· 
pings (signs) that refer to and are separate from the real "inner" mean ing. It is 
just this disjunction of outer and inner (simi lar  to the disjunction between pain 
and pain-behavior) that I mean to refute by saying that the words "refer" only 
to themselt-es and that  the meaning is internal to the prose. For if the u nsay able 
"i nner" meaning is being translated into the "outer" language it would be as i f  
we already had a la nguage full-blown prior to  learn ing the one we  speak :  a s  
i f  we had a form of  l ife before we could speak and so were translat ing our pre­
exist ing concepts i nto the public language. 9 That would perhaps be an explana­
tion of a real private language, but it could not account for the fact that learn­
ing language is learning those concepts - that the limits of our language are the 
l imits of our world. There is no escape into a prior a nd hence private l anguage, 
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a world outside language. Everything we know we know through our shared 
language, our way of l i fe is formed by it: but we must learn it and speak i t  for 
ourselves. 

The grammar that individuates is shared. The private dissolves into the 
public. In The Making of Americans Stein wrote, "I write for myself and 
strangers." She later abandoned this formulation but was discontent with the 
idea that one is audience to oneself. In  Four in America she wrote, "I am not 
I when I see." (Stein acknowledges Flaubert's i nfluence. 10) The "I" drops out and 
writing becomes total ly public in its i nt i mate privacy . 

Here it can be seen that solips ism, when its implicat ions arc fol lowed out 
-stTictly ,  coi nc ides with pure realism. The self (das lch) of sol ips ism shrinks 
to a point without extension , and there remains the real ity coordinated 
with it . 1 1  

- All  o f  m y  " inner" feel ing i s  coming o u t  i n  my "outer" repeat i ng: everyone 
can be a whole one to me. 

The words of Tender Buttons , like those of The Making of Americans , are 
not outer signs representing an inner world. Tender Buttons is not a cryptic 
code to be deciphered by industrious scholars or devoted disc iples. -Though 
discipleship may be necessary in order to understand this work ;  for there is 
nothing to necessitate that one wil l  u nderstand any work of art - or any other 
person . Not hou· the world is, but that i t  is ,  is the Mystica l .  One must always 
interpret for o neself. Discipleship, if one calls it that, is a condit ion for a l l  
understandi ng, and al l  knowledge. Prose l i ke Stei n's wi l l  yield only as m uch 
as we are wi l l ing to give to i t .  We come to k now what she is saying only when 
we undertake the task of understanding as if trying to make sense of ourselves. 

Near the end of The Making of Americans, after the portrait  of David 
Hersland and how he came to be "a dead one," Stein i nvokes the ontology of 
being-in-the-world, of "one being l ivi ng." 

Any one can come to be a dead one. Any one can come to he such a 
one. Any one can come to be almost an old one if they have not come 
to be a dead one. Any one is such a one . . . . Any one is one being l iving, 
some arc know i ng al l  of this thing, some arc not knowing all of this th ing. 
Some arc almost old ones, some arc old ones, some arc not old ones. 
Some arc ones coming to be old ones (MA, p. 909). 

Stein reminds us of the "very general facts of nature" that Wittgenstein says 
need mentioning in order to explain the significance of concepts (Philosophical 
lnt•estigations, p. 230). She reminds us that we k now we are "ones being l iving," 
that we can he certain that "being l iving is existing, that there is being existing, 
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that there is being existing living". (MA, p. 890). She insists that each one has 
their own way of connect ing what he or she says ahd means and thinks (MA, 
p. 782). She reminds us thar people l ive in famil ies, and grow old, and "come 
to be dead ones. n 

Notes 

This essay is an unedited excerpt from Three Compositions on Philosoph�· and 
Lic,-rarure (fhree Steins), my 1972 Harvard Colk-gc undergraduate philosophy thesis. 
Three Steins provides a reading of The Making of Americans in  the context of Wittgen­
stein's Philosophical lm·escigacions .  References to The Making of Americans-(NcW' Yo;k ; 
Somet hing Else Pn.-ss, 1966) arc indicated in text by "MA." References to the numhcrcd 
sections of Philosophical lm·escigacions ,  tr. G.E .M.  Anscomhc (New York: Macmil lan,  
1958), arc preceded by  § .  

I .  Gertrude Stei n ,  "The Gradual Making of The Making of Am,-ricans , "  i n  Writings 
and Leccures 1909-1945,  cd . Patricia Meyerowitz (Balt imore: Penguin, 1971), p. 85.  

2 .  Examples range from The Brothers Karama�ot· to Pride and Prej11dice, from 
Balzac's Human Comed-y to Shelley's Cenci, from Father and Sons to Wuchering Heights 
to "Wakefield." 

3. The First Mak ing of the Making of Americans by Leon Kacz (Unpubl ished Ph .D.  
dissertation, Columbia  University, 1963) ,  p. 28 3 .  Katz, i n  ch i s  quote, is us ing the 
l a nguage of Otto Wei ninger, author of the radical ly  sex ist phi losophical tract  Sex and 
Character. According to Katz,  Stein read Wein inger's book and was very interested i n  
his  "non-coordinate" characterology . Weininger wa nted to define the "single and simple 
existence in a man" - a  concept that  is directly related to Stei n's idea of "hottom being." 
Weininger writes that a man's "character . . .  is not something seated behind : the 
thoughts and feelings i n  the individual,  but something reveal ing itself in every t hought 
and feeling." His aim for his  new psychology was to do "away with the study of sensa­
t ions" - a motto that  also attracted the attention of the young Ludwig Wittgenstcin ,  
who read Weininger's book wi th  great interest . This  "Viennese" (not to  mention V ien­
nese jewish) connection to Stei n's thought is largely unacknowledged and unexplored; 
i t  is also the most concrete l ink I've found between Stein and Wittgcnstci n .  

4 .  Sec Stein's 1946 interview with Robert Haas, collected i n  What Arc Masterpieces 
(New York: Pitman,  1970), pp. 97-104. In the interview, Stein says that she got from 
Cczannc "thc idea that  in composition one thing was as i mportant as another thing . . . . 
After a l l  to me one human hcing is as important as another human bei ng and you might 
say that the landscape has the same values, a blade of grass has the same value as a tree." 
She says that, starti ng in  Three Li1·es, she "threw away" punctuation and increased the 
length of her paragraphs "in an effort to get th is  evenness" of valuation. Wri t ing The 
Making of Americans , "I felt  I h ad lost contact with the words in building up these long 
&-ctAovian passages . . . . You had to recognize words had lost their value i n  the nine­
teenth century part icularly towards the end, t hey had lost much of their var iety and 
I felt  that I could not go on, that I had to capture t he value of the individua l  word, 
find out what it  mean t  and act within it ."  

5 .  "Poetry and Grammar," in Meyerowitz ,  pp. 140-41 .  
6 .  Ludwig Wittgcnstein, TractatiiS Logico-Philosophicus, t r .  D. F .  Pears a nd B.  F .  

MacGuinncss (London: Routledge & Kcgan Paul ,  1961), 5.6. 
i.  Arthur Schopenhaucr, The An of Literature (Ann Arbor: University of 

Michigan Press, 1960), p.  I I .  
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8. Alk-gra Stewart, Gertncde Stein and the Present (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Prcs.�. t96i). Stewart calls T�.'TIIler Buttons a "mandella." This Wittgc:nstc:in remarks might 
serve as a cautionary note for much Stein criticism: "(The) mistake is to look for an ex· 
planation where we ought to look at what happens as a 'proto-phenomenon. '  That is 
where we ought to have said: This language game is pla�·ed . . . . The qu1.-stion is [one oO 
. . .  noting a language game" (§654, §655) .  

9. I am here paraphrasing Wittgcnstcin's criticism of Augusti ne's picture of 
language in § 3 2 .  - In speaking of tmrdness, I mean that Stei n's prose has no background 
reference to r1."Cede into, it asserts its total internality or insidc:ness ; the concreteness 
of its composit ion is not separable from its meaning. Stein says she learned from 
Cezanne to treat composition itself as an "entity ,"  as itself the reality rather than an 
imitation or representation of reality. To apply Weininger's terms, the meaning is not 
"something seated behind" the words ,  but somerhing revealing itself in the words . - In 
hoth the theories of Quine and Saussure, it makes no sense to say what the objects of 
a language system arc since language is a coordinate system in Quine or a system of 
ditfc:rc:ntials in Saussurc:. Strange as it may sound,  such an "ohjc:ct" (or entity)  is made 
possihlc: in Stein's modernist composition by the fact that it docs not name anything 
("one docs not usc nouns"). The modernist composition's "ohjcctnc:ss" consists of the 
assertion of its medium, or universe, or part icular coordinate system . Its mea n i ng, so 
to say, is its particularity :  that it is just this "coordinate system" and not any other . This 
is why I say i t  exists primarily in  relation to itself ("internali ty"): its particularity is coinci· 
dent with its universe. This enactment of singularity in  Stein's composition has paral lels 
to her interest in the "singular" individual or genius (David Hersland) and also is the 
basis of her idea t hat the portraits "grammatically" portray the particularity of each per· 
son or ohject,  what makes each one each one. 

10 .  See the opening of the Haas interview. 
I I . Tracwuu Logico-Philosophims, 5.64. 



Two Types of Obscurity in 

the Writings of Gertrude Stein 
Randa K. Dubnick 

Many critics have tried to deal with the difficult ies of Gert rude Stein's 
writ ing by labeting it "meani ngless," "abstract," or "obscure." But such 
judgments often are inadequate and misleadi ng in  their fai lure to make some 
i m (X)rtam distinct ions.  In the first plaet \ not al l  of Stein's writing is obscure. 
A nd within that part of her work which is obscure, there arc two dist i nct styles 
wh ich might be characterized as "abstract ," each of which represents a 
l i ngu ist ical ly different k ind of obscurity. The first of these two styles developed 
dur ing the writ ing of The Making of Americans and reached maturity toward 
rhe  end of that book (as well as in some of the l i terary "portraits" produced dur­
ing  that same t ime) .  The second style is best represented by Stein's Tend,'T 
Buttons . 

Stein cal led the first style prose and the second style poecr:;. As wi l l  be seen ,  
her  definition of each category,  and her description of these two obscure sty les 
seem to suggest some of the dualistic dist i nctions that structuralist thought 
(from Ferdinand de Saussure to Roman Jakobson and Roland Barthes) has 
m ade about language . What might be fru i tfu l ,  then, and what the structural ist 
vocabulary seems to make possible, is an  examinat ion of the nature and 
styl istics of each of the two disti nct ways i n  wh ich Stein's writing moves toward 
the abstract and becomes obscure. All of Stei n 's writ ing can be viewed as made 
up of variations a nd combinations of the two styl istic preoccupations 
represented by the part ic ipia l  style of The Making of Americans and the assoc ia­
t ional style of Tender Buttons. To understand the styl i stics of Gertrude Stein 's 
two basic types of obscurity ,  one must begin with an examination of these two 
works. Structuralist theories can aid i n  this exami nation by supply ing a 
vocabulary as well as a framework that may identify the basis of her obscurity 
as her concern with the nature of language itself. This inquiry may lead to an 
understanding of the theoretical basis behind Stein's movement toward two 
k inds of abstraction. In this regard, a look at what was happening in paint ing, 
as Cubism also developed two obscure styles, may be helpful .  The relationship 
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between Stein's writ ing and Cubist pai nt ing, when seen from a structural ist's 
perspective, seems to be based on common emphases on certa in l inguist ic 
operations over others. What one discovers is that Stein's comparisons of her 
writing to the work of the Cubists do not belie a m isguided attempt to apply 
to language artistic theories which are i rrelevant and inappropriate to it, as 
some crit ics bel ieve: rather, those comparisons represent concerns about the 
nature of language itself, concerns which are, therefore, appropr iate ly exp lored 
within the rea lm of literature. 

Gertrude Stei n, in  one of her famous lectures, expla i ns the rad ica l  sty l ist ic 
difference between The Making of Americans and Tender B1mons i n  terms of the 
distinction between prose (the main concern of which is the sentence) and 
poetry (the main concern of which is the noun) : 

In The Making of Americans . . . a very long prose book made up of 
sentences a nd paragraphs . . .  I had gotten rid of nouns and adjec t ives 
as much as possible by the method of l iving in adverbs, in pronouns, i n  
adverbial clauses written or  impl ied and in conjunctions. . . . [R)eally 
great written prose is  hound to be made up more of verbs adverbs prep­
ositional c lauses and conjunctions than nouns. The vocabulary in prose 
of course is important if you l ike vocabulary is always important . . . . 1 

However: 

. . .  the voc abul ary in respect to prose is less important than the parts of 
speech ,  and the internal balance and the movement within a given space .  

On the other hand, 

Poetry is I say essential ly a vocabulary just as prose is essential ly not . . . . 
Poetry has to do with vocabulary just as prose has not . . . . 

And what is the vocabulary of which poetry absolutely is. It is a 
vocabulary entirely based on the nou n as prose is essentially and deter­
minatcly and vigorously not based on the noun . 2 

In asserting this  different emphasis on ,  first , syntax and, then, diction , Stein 
seems to be touching upon what structural l inguists differentiate as the 
horizontal and vertical axes of language (as formulated by Saussure, Jakobson, 
and Barthes, with somewhat varying terminology). The horizontal axis l inks 
words contiguously.  It is 

· · · a combinat ion of signs which has space as a support . In the articu­
lated language , th is space is l inear and irreversible (it is the "spoken 
chain"): two clements cannot be pronounced at the same time (encer, 
against all, human life): each term here derives its value from its opposition 
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to what precedes and and what follows; in the chain of speech , the terms 
arc really united in praesentiu .  3 

65 

When Stein sa, s that  the key element in  prose is the sentence, and that  verbs, 
prepositions and conju nctions (which function to hold the syntax of the 
sentence together) are i mportant in prose, she is implying an emphasis on  the 
horizontal axis of l anguage.  

On the other hand,  the vertical ax is  of l anguage l i nks words by associa­
t ions based on s imi larity and/or opposition ,  and has to do with the selection 
of words. 

Beside the d i scou rse (syntagmatic plane), the units  which h a ve 
someth ing in common arc associated in memory and thus form groups 
within which various relat ionships can be found : education can be 
associated , through its meaning, to up-bringing or training, and through 
its sound to educate, ed1ccation or to application , t'indicurion . . . .  I I Jn each 
series unl ike what happens at the syntagmatic level ,  the terms arc united 
in absentia .  4 

Stein characterizes poetry as concerned with vocabulary (and with the 
nou n in part icu lar) .  Hers is an oblique statement of the obvious observation 
that i n  poetry , word choice is  of more concern than syntax, which is often sup­
pressed, especial ly in modern poetry. The choice of a word from among a group 
of synonyms on the basis of qual ities l ike rhythm a nd rhyme, or the choice 
of a poetic vocabulary from within an entire l anguage, is an operation of selec­
t ion.  According to structural l inguistic theories, the operation of selection 
fu nctions along the vertical axis of language .  

As t o  Stein's remarks regarding the various parts o f  speech, Ronald Levin­
son points out i n  h i s  article, "Gertrude Stei n ,  Wil l iam James, and Grammar,"5 
that Stein's theoret ical  formulation of the fu nctions of the parts of speech was 
apparently great ly i nfluenced by the theories of Wil l iam James, who, i n  
Ps�·cholo�·. compared the "stream of consciousness" t o  a series of "flights and 
perch ings," -the "perchi ngs" being substant ives ("occupied by sensoria l  im­
agin ingsi, and the "flights" being transitives ("thoughts of relating, static and 
dynamici, which depend on verbs, preposit ions, and conjunctions.6 As Levin­
son points out,  Ste i n  in  her phi losophy of grammar set forth i n  "Poetry and 
Grammar" echoes some of James' theories, especial ly in  the dist inct ion she 
makes between static words (nouns) and dynamic words (verbs, preposit ions). 
What is original is her use of James' theories as the basis of a dist inct ion be­
tween poetry and prose. Here, prose is based on verbs, prepositions, and con­
j u nctions (the "flights"): the words that support syntax. These words function 
along the horizonta l  axis and have to do with contiguity:  they combi ne to hold 
the words of the sentence in relation to one another. Poetry, on the other hand, 
is based on the nou n or the substantive; the "perchings." Roman Jakobson's 
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l inguistic analysis of aphasia indicates that these parts of speech have to do 
with the operation of selection (the vert ical axis) . 7 Thus, Stein's dist inct ion he­
tween prose and poetry is based not merely upon stylistic or formal considera­
tion, but rather on a distinction in  emphasis upon what structural ists have 
since ident ified as two l inguistic, and even mental ,  operations: s imi larity (nr 
select ion or system) and contiguity (or combination or syntagm) .  

Though one can see the germs of some of these ideas in  James' t heories as 
set forth in P�::-cholog:-.·, Stein extends and appl ies them in her creat ive writ i ng. 
James describes consciousness as a continuous flow, distinguishes between 
static and dynamic parts of speech ,  and discerns two types of associat ion.  The 
first is based on contigu ity, meaning habitual associat ion of th i ngs existing 
together in  time and space. (Th is k ind of associat ion James ident ifies as per· 
fonm·d even by animals . )  The second type is based on s imi larity of entit ies not 
l i nked in space or t ime. 8 However , James does not extend this dist i nction from 
the realm of association and usc it to bifurcate the whole of li nguistic opera· 
tions along these l i nes as do the theories of structural ism. 

Stein's contribution is the creat ion of an aesthetic based on James' theories 
and on pragmatism in genera l ,  as Robert Haas points out. 9 Through this  effort , 
she arrives at two types of obscurity which function, perhaps coincidenta l ly ,  
as pract ical i l lustrations of l inguistic theories that were yet to be publ ished at  
the t ime she was creating those two styles. (Even the first and most l im ited for­
mulat ion of these structural theories i n  Ferd i nand de Saussure's Cmme in 
Generul Linguistics was not published unt i l  1916, 10 approx imately four years 
after Tender Buttons was written, circa 191 2 . )  Furthermore, her writ i ng, which 
suppresses , first , the vertical axis  at  the expense of the horizontal axis ,  and, 
then, vice versa , foreshadows Jakobson's observations about the subl imation 
of, first , one of t hese two l ingu istic operat ions and, then, the other as it occurs 
in the speech of aphasic pat ients. Jakobson did not publish these observat ions 
untii N56 in "Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Distur· 
bances."1 1 Of course, in  aphasia, the suppression of either of the two l ingu istic 
operations of contiguity and similarity i s  entirely involuntary and pathologi· 
cal, while Stei n's theoretical writings i nd icate that the creation of each of her 
two obscure styles was quite consciously u ndertaken for certa in theoret ical and 
aesthetic reasons - all arguments about "automatic writing" to the contrary! 

The key styl istic interest in The Making of Amt.'Ticans , and in other works 
of Stein's part ic ipial style, is syntax . Grammatically correct but eccentric 
sentences spin themselves out and grow, clause l inked to clause, until they are 
of paragraph length .  She asserts that nothing "has ever been mor� exci t ing 
than diagramming sentences . . . . I l ike t he feeling the everlast ing feel ing of 
sentences as they diagram themselves."I Z  Her long, repetitive sentences convey 
the feeling of process and duration, and of the t ime it gradual ly takes to get 
to know a person or come to grips with an idea. She felt that sentences were 
not emotional (i .e . , the syntax or "internal balance" of the sentence is a given) 
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hut that paragraphs were. She il lustrates this principle by reference to her dog's 
drinking water from a dish . The paragraph is emotional in that it prolongs the 
duration of the idea or perception until the writer feels sat isfied. This feeling 
of satisfaction is subjective and nm arrived at by following ru les of grammar. 
By extending the sentence to the length approximately of a short paragraph, 
Stein was trying to achieve an emotional sentence. Many of the st yl istic 
idiosyncrasies of her "part icipial" style fu nction to extend the length  of the 
sentence. What follows is a passage located near the end of The Making of 
Amt'Ticans: 

Certa inly he was one being l iving when he was being a being you ng 
one, he was often then quite certa inly one bei ng a lmost completely i n ·  
tcrcstcd i n  be i n g  o n e  being l iv ing, h e  was t hen quite often wanting to b e  
one being completely interested in bei ng o n e  being l iv ing. H e  certa in ly  
then went on being l iv ing, he  d id  th i s  t h i ng certa in ly  a l l  of  h i s  being 
l iv ing in  being young l iv ing. He certainly when he was a young one was 
needing then sometimes to he sure that  he  was one being l iving, th is is 
certainly what some being l iving arc needing when they arc ones being 
young ones i n  being l iv ing. David Hersla nd certa inly was one almost 
completely one being one being l iving when he was being a young one. 
Some he was k nowing then were certa in ly  bei ng completely l iving then 
and being then be ing young ones in  being l iving then,  some were qu i te 
a good deal not being one bei ng completely l iv ing then when they were 
being young ones in being l iv ing. David Hersland did a good deal of 
l iv ing in  being l iv ing then when he was a you ng one. He was knowing 
very many men and very many knew h im then. He remembered some 
of them in his later l iv ing and he did not remember some of them. He 
certainly was one a lmost completely then i nterested in being one bei ng 
l iv ing then. 13 

In th is characterist ic paragraph (consist ing of only nine sentences), Stein uses 
many grammatical and styl istic strategies to extend the syntax and ph ysical 
duration of the utterance. For example, one way to extend the sy ntax is to 
create very complex sentences, such as "Some he was knowing then were not 
quite completely being ones being living then, some were quite a good deal 
not being ones being completely living then when they were being you ng ones 
in being living" (Making of Americans, p. 801) .  It is characteristic of her writing 
that,  although she may l ink clause to clause,  she often will suppress the use of 
relative pronouns such as "that" or "who."  This method makes it more difficult 
to divide the sentences i nto individual clauses, forcing the reader to take a 
more active role in struggling to follow the sentence structure. Another s imple, 
but less orthodox, means of extending the syntax is by fusing two or more 
sentences through the  comma splice: "He certainly then went on being l iv ing, 
he did this thing certai nly  al l  of his bei ng living i n  being young living" (Making 
of Americans, p. 801). One should note, here, that the sparse use of comm as also 
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functions to make the reader work harder to follow the sentence. Another 
device for stretching the sentence almost to paragraph length is the 
mechanistic l inking together of many independent clauses by a series of 
conjunctions: 

Some are certainly needing to be ones doing something and they are 
doing one thing and doing it again and again and again and again and 
they are doing another thing and they arc doing it again and again and 
they arc doing another thing and they are doing it again and again and 
again and such a one might have been one doing a very different th ing 
then and doing that then each or any one of them and doing it again 
and aga in and again. (Making of Americans, p. 803.)  

Stein's first style is ful l  of participles that  function as nouns or adject ives 
and verb forms as wel l ,  a use which critics have termed a philosophical choice. 
Participles prolong the time span to achieve a sense of duration a nd process. 
Moreover ,  the participle, and particularly the geru nd, also help portray the 
pragmatic conception of the world as a constantly on-going event. However, 
it should be noted that when Stein substitutes, "When he was being a young 
one" for "When he was young," the sentence is lengthened by two syl lables. 
Her substitution of the participle for a simpler form of the verb has the 
cumulative effect of substantially lengthening the sentence, especial ly i n  view 
of the fact that,  as Hoffman points out, "Probably more than half her verb 
forms use some form of the progressive ending."14 The Stein sentence is also 
lengthened by the fact that she so often insists on the "changing of an adjective 
into a substantive. Rather than saying 'Everybody is real, '  [she) changes 'real' 
into 'a real one . ' "15 Again,  this method has the cumulative effect of lengthening 
the duration of the reading or the utterance. 

In The Making of Americans, Stei n stretches syntax almost to the breaking 
point and simultaneously l imits her vocabulary. She moves farther a nd farther 
away from the concrete noun-centered vocabulary of the realist ic novel.  In 
part, the movement is due to her subject matter. The Making of Americans is 
a monumental attempt to create a chronicle of one family which could serve 
as an eternally valid h istory of all people, past , present, and future. Herein ,  she 
presents people as generalized types,  a nd uses the characters i n  the novel to 
represent all human possibilities. This  method led her from the essentially con· 
ventional narrative which dominates the beginning of the book to the 
generalized and theoretical kind of digression dispersed throughout the novel ,  
but especially prominent towards the end of the book. 

Although the long passage cited earlier concerns David Hersland, Stein 
has suppl ied very l itt le concrete information about him because she was trying 
to turn particular and perhaps personal facts (the Hersland family is considered 
to be autobiographical by most critics) into universally valid generalizations. 
This effort is  reflected in the dearth of conventional nouns and the wealth of 
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pronouns. This is a move towards obscurity in that the referent of a pronoun 
is more vague than that of a noun.  Verbals are used instead of conventional 
nouns and adjectives: "alive" becomes "being l iving." The same phrase is also 
used as a noun :  David Hersland is interested in  "being living" rather than in 
l ife. Probably this construction reflects Stein's desire to emphasize the tran­
s i t ive hnguistic processes over the substantive ones in  prose. 

Conventional verbs are replaced by participles, which prolong and de­
emphasize whatever action is being described. The participles conta in  very 
l i t t le  concrete information.  In the passage u nder discussion, there are only  five 
partic iples, although each is repeated a number of times (being, living, «'anting, 
needing , knowing). The least specific participles are those most often repeated . 
Being and lit•ing each occur  nineteen times i n  the paragraph. 

There are few conventional adjectives in  the passage, aside from the par­
t ic iples. As for adverbs, ceTtainly occurs a n umber of times, here, as it does 
th roughout the book. Some critics think that Stein ,  in this case,  is attempting 
to reassure herself and her reader of the universal val idity of her typology. In 
<tddit ion, the fact that she must say some, many,  and a good deal more and more 
often is seen as her growing recognition of the l imitations of what she is doing. 
The adverb then is prevalent in the novel ,  perhaps related to her attempt to 
hr ing all  knowledge gained over the passing of time into the present moment. 
I t  is a lso natural that a style which extends syntax will contain many relational 
words, l ike prepositions and conjunctions. 

The stylistic concerns of Stein's early prose, in  both The Making of 
Americans and the early (pre-1912)  portraits, are the extension of sy ntax and 
the  simultaneous circumscription of vocabulary, which is l imited not merely 
in  terms of the quantity of words, but also in the degree of specificity al lowed 
to appear. The resu l t  is a very vague and gener:11 ized portrayal of the subject 
matter. Thus, The Making of Americans fits very neatly her requirements for 
prose. It is concerned with syntax, and contai ns many verbs, adverbs and con­
ju nctions, while it reduces the vocabulary, and for the most part el iminates 
conventional nouns in favor of pronouns and geru nds. 

It is interesti ng to compare these observations about her prose style with 
Jakobson's observations about the two aspects of language as they relate to the 
speech of aphasics. Like Stein's writi ng, aphasia manifests two basic types of 
obscu rity (although , of course, the obscurity in aphasia is pathological and 
i nvoluntary, while that in Stein is a volu ntary sty l istic choice). Jakobson 
aelineates two types of aphasia,  each related to an inability to function i n  terms 
of one of the two l inguistic axes which Roland Barthes has described as 
"system" (vertical axis) and "syntagm" (horizontal axis). Jakobson refers to these 
axes repectively as "selection" and "combination": 

Any l inguistic sign involves two modes of arrangement: 
I) Combination. Any sign is made up of constituent signs and/ or 
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occurs only in combination with other signs. This means that any 
lingu istic un it at one and the same t ime serves as a context for simpler 
units and/or finds its own context in  a more complex l ingu istic unit .  
Hence any actual grouping of l inguistic units binds them into a superior 
unit: combination and contexture arc two faces of the same operation . 
2) Selection . A selection between alternat ives implies the possibi l i ty of 
subst itut ing one for the other, equ ivalent to the former in one respect 
and different from it in another. Actual ly selection and subst itution arc 
two faces of the same operation. 16 

He points out further that "speech disturbances may affect i n  vary i ng degrees 
the individual 's capacity for combination a nd selection of l inguistic u nits, and,  
indeed, the question of which of these two operations is ch iefly impaired 
proves to be of far-reaching significance in describing, analyzing, a nd classify­
ing the diverse forms of aphasia."1 7 Some of Jakobsen's observations regarding 
the language produced by patients sufferi ng from an inabi l ity to perform the 
operation of select ion are somewhat s imi lar  to what can be observed in the 
prose style of The Making of Americans a nd the early portraits. This s imi larity 
is not real ly  surprising, since Ste in is here in  t:oluntarily suppressi ng the opera­
tion of selection by severely l imit ing her vocabulary and attempti ng to 
eliminate nou ns. Jakobson describes some of the speech patterns  of aphasics 
suffering from a s imi larity disorder as fol lows: 

. . .  the more a word is dependent on the other words of the same 
sentence and the more it refers to the syntactical context , t he less it is 
affected by the speech disturbance. Therefore words syntact ical ly sub­
ordinated by grammatical agreement or government arc more tenacious, 
whereas the main subordinating agent of the sentence, namely the 
subject, tends to be omined . . . . Key words may be dropped or superseded 
by abstract anaphoric substitutes. A spec ific noun, as Freud noticed ,  is 
replaced by a very general one, for instances machin , chose in  the speech 
of French aphasics. In a dialectal German sample of "amnesiac aphasia" 

observed by Goldstein, . . . Ding "th ing" or Stucklc "piece" were 
substituted for all inanimate nouns,  a nd uberfahren "perform" for verbs 
which were identifiable from the context or situation and therefore 
appeared superfluous to the patient . 

Words with an inherent reference to the context , like pronouns and 
pronominal  adverbs, and words serving merely to construct the context, 
such as connect ives and auxil iaries, are particularly prone to survive . 1 1  

As it  wi l l  be seen ,  some of Jakobson's observations about the l anguage of 
aphasics with a contiguity disorder seem to indicate that this· particular form 
of pathological  obscurity shares certa i n  characteristics with Stein's second 
stylistic i nterest , wh:.:h she identified as poetry . For example, Tender Buttons 
represents a radical change from the early prose style of The Making of 
Americans and of other works to that which she called poetry . From prose, with 
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its emphasis on syntax and its suppression of vocabulary, she moved to a con­
cern for poetry with its emphasis on vocabulary and its suppression of syntax. 
This change manifests itself in  a shih of l inguistic emphasis from the operation 
of combination (horizontal axis) to the operation of selection (vert ical  axis). 

7"ender Buttons attained "a certain notoriety" in  the press and attracted 
polemical criticism, perhaps because it seemed to "veer off into mean­
i nglessness," at least in conventional terms.19  But the work is more than a 
l i terary curiosity .  Its marked stylist ic c h ange appears to have been a 
breakthrough that influenced the direction of much of Stein's future work .  
" . . .  Tender Buttons represented her full  scale break out  of  the prison of conven­
tional form into the colorfu l  realm of the sensitized imagination."20 

In The Making of Americans, her concerns were those of imposing order 
upon the world by c lass ify ing its inhabitants i nto universal and eternal ly  valid 
ty pes, of creating a h istory of al l  human possibilities. This goal cal led for a 
la nguage that expressed generalit ies in  a very precise way. Her attempts to por­
tray the "bottom nature" of a person , the essence which lay behind his super· 
fic ia l  particularity,  continued in her early portraits. 

Gertrude Stein had tried numerous techniques in her previous 
efforts to match her conception of a person with a style. She had 
general i zed and reduced her vocab u l a r y  in  order to make t rue  
statements ,  however  s i mpleminded . S h e  h a d  constructed l o n g ,  
cumulative sentences on the model o f  Th is-is-the-housc-t hat·Jack-bu i l t  
to convey the feel ing of slowly becom ing fami l iar  with a person . 2 1  

However, by the t ime Stein wrote Tender Buttons, her attention was no longer 
focused on the u niversals of experience, but now on the process of experiencing 
each moment i n  the present tense as it intersects with the consciousness. In  
The Making of Americans, she  had subordinated particularity and i ndiv idual 
differences to the type, an approach which she eventually abandoned . "But 
by rejecting her k nowledge of types, she was faced with each experience 
as a u nique thing, with even its importance unprejudiced, as s imply dif­
ferent."22 She had simplified and generalized real ity so as to impose an  order 
upon it, but final ly  she "concluded that greater fidel ity of representation 
might be achieved i f  she simply recorded the verbal responses her conscious· 
ness made to a particular subject, while min imizing her own manipulat ion of 
them."23 

In her lectures (written with the hindsight of many years, which perhaps 
lent her stylistic development more coherence than it had in actual fact) ,  Ste in 
discusses her new desire to see the world and return to the sensual  particularity 
of experience as it was immediately available to her consciousness. Aher doing 
her portraits, she slowly became hothcred by the fact that she was omitting a 
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looking at the world. "So I began to do this  th ing, I tried to include color and 
movement ,  and what I did is . . .  a volume called Tender Buttons . l4 

The Making of Americans, with its h istorical orientation and its goal of 
c lassify ing people according to type, necessitated remembering the past . 
Classification is based on resemblances, on similarit ies, which must be held 
over time in the mind. In her early portraits, Stein freed herself of the narrative 
and dea lt with the presentation of perceptions one moment at  a t ime ,  but these 
perceptions were not dealt with "in the raw." They had to be edited , selected , 
and genera l ized so that the person could be analyzed and presented i n  his 
essential real i ty .  However, in Tender Buttons , she came to terms with the 
chaotic nature of real experience and "the existential swarm of her impres­
sions."25 The physical world is experienced as unique and immediate in each 
present moment as the consciousness receives data. 

In any attempt to deal with Stein's writ ing, the word "abstract" is bound 
to come up .  This term has been a problem in Stein criticism because it is not 
usual ly defined clearly . Even Michael Hoffman's book, The DC!\Ielopment of 
Abstraction ism in the Writing of Gertrude Stein , fa ils to come to terms with 
"abstract ." Hoffman's definition of abstraction ism is essentially the dictionary 
definition , "'the act or process of leaving out of consideration one or more 
qualities of a complex object so as to attend to others. ' "26 That Ste in fol lows 
this approach ,  as any artist must , is obvious. However, this definition does not 
seem adequate ro deal with important questions like Stei n's refusal of veri ­
simil itude. Because of the vague definition, Hoffman, thus, uses abstract to 
describe all of Stein's work without clar ifying the distinctions between non· 
represt"Tltational ,  plastic, arbitrar;; , and abstract , although he seems aware of the 
development of diverse styles in her wr i t ing. Stein's relationsh ip to the Cubists, 
to whose work she compared her own,  is an important question that cannot 
be examined without these kinds of disti nctions. When Hoffman compares her 
work to that  of the Cubists, he shares the common failure to be consistent and 
rigorous i n  h is disti nctions between the stages of Cubism as it developed over 
time.27 John Malcolm Brinnin, in The Third Rose, alone saw that developments 
in the Cubist styles (analytic and sy nthetic) paral lel stages in Stein's stylistic 
development as wel l . 28 This observation is potentially useful  in clarify ing the 
distinction between the two kinds of obscure writing that Ste in produces. 

Too often ,  the term abstract, when used in regard to Stein's writi ng, is 
taken to mean non-representational , which her writ ing almost never is. She 
never really abandons subject matter .  In her early work, the subject matter was 
the representation of types of people , which appears to have led to an interest 
in the process of perception itself. In the style which Tender Buttons exemplifies, 
the subject matter is the intersection of the object with consciousness. As 
attention is focused on the process of percept ion, that process becomes as 
much a part of the subject matter as the object perceived. "As I say a m<?tOr 
goes inside and the car goes on, but my business my ultimate business as an 
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artist was not with where the car goes as it goes but with the movement inside 
that is of the essence of its going."29 ln fact, Stein insisted on subject matter and 
disapproved of abstract art. That the Cubists' work was never abstract,  i .e . , 
never non-representationa l ,  is not always clearly u nderstood , and confuses the 
comparison of Stei n's writ ing to some of the work of those painters. 

Subject matter i s  certainly not abandoned in  Tender Buccons, nor does that 
book "signal a n  abandonment of control . Her practice was to concentrate 
upon an object as i t  existed in her mind . . . . Gertrude Stein perceived that [the 
object ]  was immersed i n  a continuum of sou nd , color and association, which 
i t  was her busi ness to reconstitute in writing. " 30  In  Tender Btcctom, the subject 
matter was not l imited to a description of the objective world, but included 
mimesis of the intersection of the real world with the consciousness of the 
artist .  

Nevertheless, i t  i s  possible to assert that the vocabulary of her early writ ing 
moves towards abstraction,  if one means that i t  moves away from the concrete, 
that  it is very general a nd contains few concrete nouns and verbs of action : 

He was one being l iv ing, then when he was quite a young one, and 
some knew him then and he knew some then. He was one being l iv ing 
then and he was being one and some knew he was that one the one h e  
was then and some did not know then that h e  was that one the one h e  
was then . (The Mak ing of Americans, p .  952) 

Tend1.'T Buctom has a less abstract vocabulary in that it contains many more 
concrete nouns, sensual adjectives, and action verbs than does her earl ier style: 

The stove i s  bigger. It was of a shape that made no audience bigger if  the 
opening is assumed why should there not be kneel ing. Any force which 
is bestowed on a floor shows rubbing. This  is so n ice and sweet and yet 
there comes the change, there comes the time to press more air. Th is docs 
not mean the same as d isappearance .3 1  

However, i n  a different sense, Tend1.'T Buctons taken as a whole i s  more abstract 
than The Making of Americans in that its words arc used in a plastic, arbitrary 
way, and i n  that i t  i s  less concerned with traditional ,  discursive descr iption. 

In the previous centuries writers had managed pretty well by assembling 
a number of adjectives and adjectival clauses side by side; the reader 
"obeyed" by furnish ing images and concepts in his mind and the rc· 
sultant "th ing" in the reader's mind corresponded fa irly well with that i n  
the writer's. Miss Stein felt that process d id not work any more. Her 
painter friends were showing clearly that the corresponding method of 
"description" had broken down in painting and she was sun: that it had 
broken down i n  writing . . . . 

* * * * 

Miss Stein felt that writ ing must accomplish a revolution whereby i t  
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could report things as they were in themselves before our minds had 
appropriated them and robbed them of their objectivity "in pure 
existing." To this end she went about her house describing the objects 
she found there in the series of short "poems" which make up t he volume 
called Tender Buttons. 32 

As the concerns of Stein's writing gradually shift from an interest in orderly 
analysis of the world to an interest in the immediate percept ion of the world 
by the consciousness, her writing appears to deal more and more wi th  the word 
itself: with the mental images called up by and associated with the word 
(signifieds), a nd with the qualities of words as things in themselves (signi fiers) . 
"Her imagi nation was st imulated then not by the object's part icular  qual ities 
alone, but also by the associations it aroused . . .  and by the words themselves 
as they took shape upon the page."33 

Perhaps coincidentally, a similar shift in emphasis was occurr ing in the 
painting of the Cubists around the time Tender Buttons was composed.34 Their 
earl ier struggle ,  in Analytic Cubism , to see reality without the conventional 
and learned trompe-l 'oeil of perspective focused their attention on the elements 
of composition and led them to the real i zation that the artist could usc these 
elements arbitrarily rather than mimetically: 

. . .  in the winter of 1912-1 3 a fundamental change came ahout in the 
pictorial  methods of the true Cubists. Whereas previously Braque and 
Picasso had analyzed and dissected the appearance of objects to discover 
a set of forms which would add up to their totality and provide the formal 
clements of a composition, now they found that they could begin by 
composing with purely pictorial elements (shaped forms, planes of color) 
and gradually endow them with an objective significance.35 

The Cubists h ad arrived at "the conclusion that they could create their own 
pictorial real ity by building up towards it through a synthesis of different 
elements."36 That the elements of sign ification might have an i mportance in  
their own right and be  used arbitrari ly by the  artist to  create not  a mirror of 
reality but an authentic new reality (the work of art as tableau-objet) was an 
important real i zation for this group and a conclusion that Ste in seems to have 
arrived at,  perhaps independently.  Ste in now realized that words need no 
longer be merely the means to the expression of another real i ty ,  but may 
become freed of thei r normal mimetic function (st i l l  retaining their meanings 
and associations) and be used plastical ly by the writer. In her lectures, she 
describes her growi ng concern with t he qual ity of language as a t h i ng in itself: 

I began to wonder at . . .  just what one saw when one looked at anything 
· · · [D) id it make itself by description by a word that meant  it or did 
it make itself by a word in itself . . . . 
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I became more and more exc ited about how words which were the 
words which made whatever I looked at look l ike itself were not words 
that had in them any quality of description . . . . 

And the th ing that excited me . . .  is that the words that made what 
I looked at be itself were always words that to me very exactly related 
themselves to that thing . . .  at which I was looking, hut as often as not 
had as I say nothing whatever to do with what any words would do that 
described that thingY 

7 5  

Like the Cubists , Ste in  abandons conventional description of a n  object ,  
although she is st i l l  concerned with the object as her  "model," but she inverts 
the traditional descr iptive relationship of word to object. Rather than the word 
evok ing the mental image of the object, the object evokes words (associ ations, 
etc . )  which the artist arbitrarily assembles into an independent l ingu istic object 
related to, but not descriptive of, the model or referent . In Analytic Cubism , 
the  artist abstracts form from the given object and creates a representation of 
the object (however unconventional) on canvas. In Synthetic Cubism , forms 
have their genesis in the artist ,  although he uses them to create an object on 
the canvas. The fu nction of the painting is no longer to describe or represent 
a nother reality , but to exist as a thing in itself. In Stein's early works (The 

Making of Americans a nd others, of her participial style), words are used to 
abstract general it ies  about the world to analyze or describe it on  paper.  
However, in Tender Buctons , the words are not conventionally descriptive of 
the object, but have their genesis in the writer and in the associations which 
the object evokes in him. The fu nction of the writ ing is  not to describe the 
given object, but to become an entity in its own right.  

In Tender Buttons, with the new attention to the immediately present 
moment and the abandoning of traditional description, Stein turned fro m  her 
earlier "portraits" of people to the treatment of inanimate objects and seems 
to have felt some bond with the  pai nters of  st i l l  l ives. Dealing with human 
beings "inevitably carried in  i t s  train real i z ing movements and expression and 
such forced me into recognizing resemblances, and so forced remembering and 
in forcing remembering caused confusion of present with past and future t ime." 
Consequently ,  she turned from "portraits of men and women and chi ldren" 
to "portraits of food and rooms and everything because there I could avoid this 
difficulty of suggesting remembering more easi ly . . .  than if ! were to describe 
human beings." Ste in  also felt that this was a problem she shared with  the 
painters: 

I began to make portraits of things and enclosures . . .  because I 
needed w completely face the difficulty of how to include what is seen 
with hearing and listening and at first if I were to include a compl icated 
l istening and talking it would be too difficult to do. That is why painters 
paint still lives. You do see why they do.31 
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Indeed, as the Cubists turned from an analysis of a given real ity on canvas to 
a synthesis of a new reality from the pictorial elements, the Cubists (Picasso 
especially) produced fewer portra its and more st i l l  l ives. Perhaps the reason for 
this move is s imilar to the one that brought about the change in Stei n's writing:  
deal ing with inanimate objects al lows the art ist more freedom to treat the 
subject in an arbitrary manner. After a l l ,  the public expects a portrait to be 
a likeness of the model ,  who has the annoying habit of exh ibiting his face in  
public, thus  al lowi ng it to be compared with the painting. But  a s t i l l  l i fe i s  a 
small piece of reality that the artist arranges at wil l ,  and when he is finished, 
he can dismantle it ,  leaving the public nothing with which to compare the 
painting. 

The new realization of Synthetic Cubism (that pictorial elements could 
be used arbitrarily) was marked by a return to color and texture in contrast 
to the predominantly grey paintings of Analytic Cubism . For Stei n ,  the 
new interest i n  the sensory experiences of the present moment and the 
new-felt freedom in the use of words manifested itself in a richer, more 
sensual vocabulary , in contrast to the spare and spartan one of her earlier 
struggle to classify everyone into universal types. "The idea had entered her 
mind that lyric ism contained a fuller measure of truth than could ever be en· 
circled by mak ing endless laboriously deliberate statements."39 The evocative 
power of the word called for more "decorat ive" approach.  Freed from her con· 
cerns with remembering and classify ing,  she began to concentrate on the 
present moment and all  of the phenomena therein ,  including the words cal led 
up by those phenomena and their effect upon her conscious mind.  Thus, in· 
stead of the genderless pronouns, verbs of being, prepositions and conjunc· 
tions, and the virtual elimination of concrete words in her earl ier style, there 
is a renaissance of the particular: concrete nouns, sensual  adjectives, and 
specific verbs. 

This new i nterest in the word itself, and especially in the noun and the 
associative powers of the word, was what Stein considered the essence of 
poetry . In Tender Buttons and other works that she held as poetry , the chief 
linguistic operation is association (given various labels by structural ists such as 
substitution,  select ion, system) and choice of words. The association of words 
and concepts by similarity or opposit ion, and the selection of a word from a 
group of synonyms, are operations that fu nction along the vert ical axis of 
language. Interestingly enough, the Tender Buttons style also suppresses syntax 
(the horizontal axis) while it is expanding vocabulary. Construct ion of syntax 
becomes increasingly fragmentary u nti l  syntax disappears al together in  some 
of the more extreme passages. 

In The Making of Americans , the ch ief styl istic interest is syntax, but in  
Tender Buttons, the central concern seems to  be  diction, the selection of  words 
based on association (in terms of both similarity and opposition).  The long 
sentence-paragraph is abandoned as more attention is forced on the noun:  
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. . .  after I had gone as far as I could in these long sentences and 
paragraphs . . .  I then began very short thing . . .  a nd I resolutely real ized 
nouns and decided not to get around them but to meet them, to ha ndle 
in �hort to refuse them by using them and in that way my real acquain­
tance with poetry was bcgun.40 

* * • * 

I began to discover the names of things, that is, . . .  to discover the 
things . . .  to sec the things to look at and in so doing I had of course 
to name them not to give new names but to sec that I could find out how 
to know that they were there by their names or by replacing their 
names . . . . They had their names and naturally I called them by the 
names they had and in  doing so having begun looking at them I called 
them by their names with passion and that made poetry . . . it made the 
Tender Buttons. 4 1  

77 

However, as Stein begins to abandon her extension of the sentence and 
enriches her use of diction, the result is not more conventional wri t ing but 
rather a new style, equal ly obscure,  if not more so. I t  is even harder to read , 
i n  the traditional sense , than her first obscure style, because, in part , t here is 
a disjunction between the two axes of language in this second style. One word 
often does not appear to have any relationsh ip  to other words in the sentence 
except in  terms of their existence as pure words (in terms of grammatical struc­
ture, or rhyme, or word play). Of COI,.Ifse , words cannot be divorced from their 
meanings; thus, each word (signifier) cal ls up a mental image or idea (signified), 
but Tender Butcons cannot be read with a conventional concern for subject 
matter because one cannot use the total configuration of these mental  con­
structs to reconstruct the "subject matter ." Sometimes a sentence in Tender 
Buttons may appear to have a normal syntax and to be orthodox grammati­
cal ly ,  yet the words selected do not relate to each other in a traditiona l  and 
discursive way. "The  change of color is l ikely and a difference a very l ittle 
difference is prepared. Sugar is not a vegetable." (Tender Buuons, p. 9.) These 
sentences are grammatical ly correct , though their punctuation is not conven­
tional .  One may ach ieve the feel ing that the sentence would be perfectly 
comprehensible if the context were supplied. Stein i s  using both syntax and 
diction, but because of the disjunction between the two axes of language, the 
sentence does not "mean" in  a conventional way. 

. Sometimes in  Tender Buttons Stein explores the patterns of speech ,  
repeating syntactical patterns, at the same t ime somewhat arbitrarily p lugging 
in  terms from the pool of associated words in her vocabulary: 

Almost very l ikely there is no seduct ion,  almost very l ikely there 
is no stream, certain ly very likely the height is penetrated, certainly 
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certa inly the target is cleaned, come to set ,  come to refuse, come to 
surround, come slowly and age is not lessening. (Tender Brmons, p. iO. ) 

She explores the rhythm and pattt>rns of speech that arc present , even when 
discursive mean ing is not. Like "Jabberwocky," this passage conveys a feeling 
of speech, even though its words do not relate to each other in a conventional 
way. 

In Tender Butcons , Stein's sentences become shorter as her emphasis shifts 
to diction and association rather than syntax.  She explains in a lecture that 
lines of poetry are shorter than prose because 

. . .  su( h a way to express oneself is the natural way when one expresses 
oneself  in loving the name of anyth ing . Think what you do . . .  when 
you love the name of anyth ing rea lly love its name . Inevitably you ex­
press yourself . . .  in the way poetry expresses i tself that is in short l ines 
in repeating what you began in order to do it again.  Think of how you 
talk to anything whose name is new to you a lover a baby a dog or a new 
land . . . . Do you not inevitably repeat what you (all out and is that cal l ­
ing out not of necessity in  short l ines. 42 

Often in Tender Buttons , l ines that appear to be senten(es are not sentences at 
al l : "Cutt ing shade, cool spades and little last beds, make violet violet when." 
(Tender Butcons , p. 54.) Obviously, this  fragment promises to be a sentence 
until it is truncated by the period after "when ," a word normal ly  expected to 
introduce a subordinate clause. The disj u nction between diction and syntax 
manifests i tself in  false predication .  For example, how can shade, spades, and 
beds make violet ? Here, each word i s  q u ite independent from those which 
precede and fol low it  i n  the speech chain ,  at least as far as the mental i mages 
or signifieds are concerned. (Obviously ,  however , there are relat ionsh ips be­
tween some of the words in terms of sound. )  

Stein uses punctuation in  other ways to break up the cont i nuity of the 
sentence: "Thi s  makes and eddy. Necessary ." (Tender Buttons, p. 54 . )  Also: 
"Cream cut. Anywhere crumb. Left hop chambers." (Tender Buttons, p. 54 . )  
She carries the disintegration of syntax even further, present ing a l i st with in 
the horizontal structure of the sentence. (A l ist is usually a group of items 
associated with one another because they are similar in  some way . )  "Alas a 
doubt in case of more to go to say what is is cress. What it is.  Mean.  Potatoes. 
Loaves." (Tender Butcons , p. 54.) In some of her writing following Tender Buttons, 
Stein even entirely abandoned syntax a nd made l ists of words or phrases in  
vertical col u m ns on the  page. 

Again ,  one observes that some of the stylistic phenomena of Stein's second 
"obscure" style, emphasizing vocabulary and the noun while suppressing syntax, 
are strikingly close to Jakobson's observations about the language of aphasics 
suffering from a contiguity disorder, in which ability to use syntax becomes 
weakened or d isappears, leaving the patient with only a vocabulary i n  extreme 
cases: 
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The impairment of the ability to proposit ionalize, or generally speak i ng, 
to combine s impler l inguistic entities into more complex units, is actual ly  
confined to one t ype of aphasia . . . .  the opposite of is actually confi ned 
to one type of aphasia . . . . There is no wordlessness, since the entity 
preserved in m ost of such cases is the word, which can be defined as  the 
h ighest among the l inguistic units compulsorily coded, i .e. , we compose 
our own sentences and utterances out of the word stock supplied by the 
code. 

Th is contexture-deficient aphasia ,  which could be termed contiguity 
disorder, d iminishes the extent and variety of sentences. The syntactical  
rules organiz ing words i nto a h igher unit  arc lost ; th is loss, called aggram­
matism, causes the degeneration of the sentence into a mere "word 
heap . . . . " Word order becomes chaot ic ;  the t ics of grammatical coor­
di nation and subordi nation . . .  arc dissolved. As might be expected , 
words endowed with purely grammatical fu nctions, l ike conjunctions, 
prepositions, pronou ns, and articles, disappear first , giving rise to the so­
called "telegraphic style," whereas i n  the case of similarity disorder t hey 
arc the most resistent .  The less a word depends grammatically on the 
context, the stronger is its tenacity in  the speec h of aphasics with a con­
tiguity disorder a nd the sooner it is dropped by patients with a s imilar ity 
disorder. Thus the "kernel subject word" is the first to fall out of the 
sentence in  cases of similarity disorder and conversely, it is the least 
destructible in the opposite type of aphasia.43 

79 

In  Tender Buttons , Stein's primary concern is words and their associa­
tions, and her selection of words often is i mbued with a spi rit of fove and 
play : 

Poetry is concerned with using with abusing, with losing with wanti ng, 
with deny ing with avoiding with adoring with replac ing the nou n . . . . 
Poetry is doing nothing but losing refusing and pleasing and bet ray ing 
and caressing nouns.44 

Sometimes the selection of words is obviously related to the object: 

A Petticoat 

A l ight white, a disgrace, an ink spot , a rosy charm. 
(Tender Burrons , p. 22.)  

Without too much effort , one detects the associations between word and 
object. Petticoats are l ightweight and often white; a petticoat that shows is a 
disgrace which might provoke a modest blush . (Stein has been greatly over­
read, but it seems safe to identify the obvious and public association.)  

Even when the associations of word to object are chiefly based on 
associated meanings, similarities of spelling and sound may play a role: 
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A Method of a Cloak 

A single climb to a l ine, a straight exchange to a cane, a desperate 
adventure and courage and a clock . . .  all this makes an attractive black 
silver. (Tender Butcons, pp. 1 3-14. )  

The "single cl imb to a l ine" might relate to the shape of the cloak ,  a nd the cane 
is related to the cloak as an object of apparel . (Both the cane and the cloak 
have a nostalgic ,  perhaps ni neteenth-century flavor of elegance. )  But the two 
phrases "A si ngle cl imb to a l ine" and "a stra ight exchange to a cane," have 
identical rhythmic patterns as well .  The "desperate adventure" and "courage" 
might be related to the connotations of "cloak and dagger." Black may be the 
color of the cloak which is "attractive"; perhaps silver was evoked by the sight 
of the l ining of the cloak and the associ ated phrase, "si lver l in ing ."  But clock 
seems to be associated with cloak because of the simi larity i n  spel l ing and 
sound. In terms of association on the level of mental constructs (signifieds), 
Stein uses both associ ation based on contiguity (defined by James as associa­
tion of objects h abitual ly found together in time and space, and ident ified by 
Jakobson as metonymy) and on similarity (which Jakobson identifies as 
metaphor. )45 Both k inds of association are operations of selection which fu nc­
tion along the vertical axis of language.  But the metaphorical type of associa­
tion seems to predominate in  Tender Buttons , as one might expect,  given that 
"metaphor is alien to the sim ilarity disorder and metonymy to the contigu ity 
disorder."46 Moreover, the operation of association is stressed not only  in terms 
of images and concepts (signifieds) , but also in terms of the qua l it ies of the 
words as words (signifiers). 

Stein often plays with the qualities of words as U'ords in Tender Buttons and 
chooses them on the basis of their associations with other words as signifiers. 
For instance, she often uses rhyme with in  the l ine: " . . .  all the joy in weak suc­
cess, all the joyful  tenderness, all the section and the tea, all the stouter sym­
metry . . . . " (Tender Buttons, p. 35.) Similar ly ,  

Ch icken 

Alas a dirty word, alas a dirty third, alas a dirty th ird alas a dirty 
bird. (Tender Butcons , p. 54.) 

and: "The sister was not a mister." (Tender Buttons, p. 65.) 
She also associates words on the basis of al l iteration: "The sight of a reason, 

the same sight slighter , the sight of a simpler negative answer, the same sore 
sounder, the i ntention to wishing, the same splendor, the same furniture." 
(Tender Buttons, p. 12.) She even uses onomatopoeia: 
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Chicken 

Stick Stick call then, stick stick stick ing, sticking with a chicken. 
(Tender Butcons, p. 54. ) 
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Playing with the sounds and meanings of words also leads to puns, as i n  
t h e  followi ng, seemi ngly evoking the associations o f  Washington ,  Wel l ington ,  
and veal Wel l ington: 

Veal 

Very well very well .  Washing is old ,  wash ing is washing. 
(Tender Butcons, p. 53.) 

Additional pun ning occurs in the fol lowing: 

Milk 

Climb up in  sight climb in the whole utter needless and a guess a 
whole guess is hanging. Hanging, hanging. (Tender Buttons, p. 47. )  

She even plays with the spell ing of words: "and easy express e. c ."  (Tender 
Buttons, p. 55 . )  

The devices u sed here are certainly traditional ,  or a t  least they  seem so 
now: indirect assoc iations of imagery , obl iqueness, fragmented synta x ,  rhyme, 
rhythm, all iteration , etc.  What is it,  then, that so many have found u psett i ng? 
Perhaps it is the lack of discursive meaning or the fact that the "subject matter" 
cannot be reconstructed from the images like a j igsaw puzzle, but these may 
be inappropriate expectat ions with which to approach Stein's writing. 

It is ironic that, in  spite of Stein's intention i n  writing Tender Buttons to 
capture immediate experience while consciousness grapples with i t ,  there have 
been so many problems in the reading of that book . One problem inherent 
i n  the work itself  is the disjunction of the two axes of language making it  almost 
impossible to read the work for conventional discursive content. Moreover, 
this problem leads to another: the effort of trying to "figure i t  out," to 
reconstruct the content , not only exhausts t he reader,  but overdistances him 
from the work i tself. Such an effort is  futile a nyway, for Tender Buttons 
demands to be dealt with in its own terms. The reader is given none of the 
l iterary allusions that the reader of Pound, Eliot, or Joyce can hold on to. As 
for i nventing glosses for the little pieces in Tender Buctons, Sutherland points 
out that i t  is possible and amusing to create them, but that "it is perfect ly idle": 

Such a procedure puts the original in the position of being a riddle, a 
rhetorical complication of something rather unremarkable in itself. It 
would be rather like an exhibition of the original table tops, guitars, 
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pipes, and people which were the subject matter of cubist paint ings. The 
original subject matter is or was of importa nce to the painter as a source 
of sensations, relations, ideas, even, but i t  is not after all the beholder's 
business. The beholder's business is the picture in front of h i m ,  which 
is  a new reality and something else, which does not add up  to the 
nominal subject matterY 

As Sutherland suggests, perhaps what the reader of Stei n is required to do 
is to look at the work , rather than through it. One cannot look through it 
because it is an opaque, rather than transparent ,  style. If  one does looks at the 
work , what does one see in Tender Buttons ?  He sees the word presen ted as an 
entity in its own righ t . By forc ing the reader to attend to the word , Stein makes 
the word seem new, aga in .  In this effort , she does not ignore the mean ings of 
words, as so many crit ics have claimed .  However by presenting each word in 
an unusual context ,  she directs attent ion not only towards its sou nd but 
towards its sense as the reader is forced to grapple with each word, one at a 
t ime. One is forced to attend to the word, and to language , w i t h  a sense of 
bewilderment and perhaps with a sense of wonder and discovery : 

Nouns arc the name of anything and anything is named ,  that  is what 
Adam and Eve did and if you like it is what anybody docs, but  do they 
go on just us ing the name until perhaps they do not know what the name 
is or if they do k now what the name is they do not care what the name 
is . . . . And what has that to do with poetry. A great deal I think . . . . 4 1  

The role of poetry, then, is to give the word back its youth and vital it y :  

. . .  you c a n  love a name and if you love a name then saying that  name 
any number of t imes only makes you love it more, more violently ,  more 
persistently ,  more tormcntedly. Anybody k nows how anybody cal ls  out 
the name of anybody one loves. And so that  is poetry real ly loving the 
name of anything . . . . 49 

Stein's fascination with language , both its sou nd and its sense, and her i nterest 
in exploring the way i t  works are certa i nly  evident in Tender Buttons . Her 
intuitive grasp of the pr inciples of its operation is manifested not only in her 
theories, but a lso in the very nature of the two so very different k inds of 
obscure sty les that she created. 

Richard Bridgman and Edmund Wilson are among those crit ics who 
attribute the relat ive unintelligibility of Stein's work to her need to write about 
her private passions and her simultaneous need to be discreet about the nature 
of those passions. As Stein herself might have said, "Interesting, if true." But 
the only relevance of this sexually motivated evasiveness is that it may have 
served as an i mpetus for her innovations with language. In The Making of 
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Americans (as well  as in  other worh of the same style), she stretches the con­
tiguity of the sentence as far as it will  go without snapping, at the same time 
reducing to a minimum the vocabulary avai lable for selection. In Tender 
Buttons and s imi lar  works, the available vocabulary becomes practical ly 
l imit lt.-ss while the syntax is shortened, destroyed , and even disintegrated into 
l ists. As Jakobson's observations about aphasia indicate, convent ional ly in­
tell igible language can  only occur when both aspects of language a re fu l ly 
operative. Although one can only speculate that Stein's innovations grew out 
of a desire and a need to be unintelligible, one can say less uncertainly that her 
obscurity was a necessary consequence of the nature of her innovative 
experiments with l anguage. 
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The Human Mind 
& Tender Buttons 

Harry R. Garoin 

"The human m ind" is the central notion in Gertrude Stein's theory of 
writ ing and reading. After using famil iar  Steinian terms to del i neate the 
thl·ory , I'll read two objects in  Tender Buttons and suggest what happened in 
m v consciousness whi le I was reading them . I hope a nice centennial bouquet 
comes forth .  

During moments  o f  actual composition ,  Gertrude Stein thinks she should 
"he one" with her human mind while unaware of an "audience" and of her own 
private self ("identity") . In  the total consciousness during a concentrated span 
of actual «'Titing, the human mind is the specia l "entity" that should dominate 
the rest of consciousness absolutely . No writer except Joyce has rivalled Ger­
trude Stein in meditat ing on levels of consciousness in  process. 

To achieve such a concentration whi le the hand is writing, Gertrude Stein 
th i nks she must exclude not only personal identity a nd private feel ings but a lso 
ordi nary memory a nd practical intellect ,  assoc iational emotions and ready­
made resemblances - i ndeed , she must exclude all feel ings prompted demand­
i ngly and too easily by past experiences a nd her "hu man nature." Further, the 
dominating hum a n  mind should not let the "subconscious" get into the con­
sc iousness. Gertrude Ste in 's term subconscious seems to refer to the Freudian 
and Jungian u nconscious and also to the most emotion-laden levels of the 
Freudian "preconscious." Thus automatic writing, since i t  involves the sub­
conscious, does not come from the human mind. 

By such exclus ions and by concentrating  on clear words moving with in 
her  while she is writ ing down these words "one at a time," Gertrude Stein 
thinks she can free her human mind. This k i nd of freedom enables the human 
mind to  "know" a nd thereby to  create an "existence" ( a  "thing in  itself and not 
in relation" to a nyth ing else) and to overcome ordi nary time and achieve 
"movement" a nd masterpieces. 

Thus G�rtrude Stein's "refusal of the u se of the subconscious" and of 
human nature springs from her desire to let her human mind dominate 

Rcpri ntL-d from The Wid<'ning Circle. (14 (Fall l')i ])  hy permission of the author. Copyright 
ll Ni 3 hy Harry R. Garvin. 
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consciousness duri ng actual writing a nd bring forth words that are "exact and 
concentrated a nd sober." 

Let us get a little closer to Miss Stein's self-discipline by considering 
her doctrine of "recognition. "  In her moments of composi ng she "waits" 
until her human mind feels, recogn izes clear and exact whole words un· 
predictably forming and moving at varying speeds with in  her whi le she 
simultaneously "sees them as [she) writes them ."  No matter how subtle 
or intellectual her probing feelings are, they are recognized by her human 
mind as  "one thing." She waits u nti l  i n  her consciousness she can  fed 
fresh meanings in words, feel "the weight and form and completely exist· 
ing being" of the words. (Concrete poetry is often a massive t·isual exag· 
geration, on the  page itself, of this exquisite Steinian sense of words forming 
in her consciousness . )  To recognize words i n  this way,  she had to cut away the 
familiar associat ions and the cumulative excrescences of words .  (The l i terary 
historian will have to remember Gertrude Ste in when evaluating the original­
ity,  in theory a nd practice, of Robbe-Gril let,  N athalie Sarraute, a nd the avant· 
garde writers in France today . )  

Though the human mind,  by Stei n ian  definition, always creates existences 
available to other human mi nds, only some of these existences are master· 
pieces. And a masterpiece at once impl ies that the human mi nds of readers can 
share the existences created by writers. The freely created existence, new and 
individual, can apparently be universal i n  the sense that the human mi nds of 
readers may be able to experience them , though never exactly .  Gertrude Stein 
wishes "to say what you nor I nor nobody knows, but what is  real l y  what you 
and I and everybody knows." Like all who assert the supremacy of the 
artist over the audience, she yearns (sometimes secret ly somet i mes publicly) 
for at least a fit audience though few .  She admits how hard it is for her 
to read other artists properly .  Her deprecatory remarks on audience merely 
alert us to the dangers surrounding every human mind, a reader's as well as 
a writer's. Every human mind is, by definit ion,  free and autonomous, and is 
the source of k nowledge of the world a nd of the existences in  other human 
minds. 

Thus, the reader of Gertrude Stei n's pieces must discipl ine his human 
mind austerely a nd i ntensely,  in much the way Gertrude Stein had to while 
actually composing. That is the way I think her works should be read, especially 
her difficu lt portrait-pieces such as Tender Buttons, Four Saints in Three Acts , 
and Four in America. In any case, that is the way I should always l ike to read 
Gertrude Stein .  

Let me now describe some of the meanings that can suggest the i ntuit ive, 
"plain" feelings I had while silently readi ng two objects in Tender Buttons . Each 
time I read I moved intuitively, processively with the words; my descriptions 
below of my final reading of "Water Rain ing" and of "A Box" wi l l  del iberately 
not attempt here a critical interpretation or evaluation. 
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Water Rain ing 

Water astonishing and difficult altogether makes a meadow and a stroke. 

During the n ight , a sudden hard (difficult) rain with thunder (an 
etymological pun  on astonishing) and lightning (a stroke) reveals (makes) a 
meadow. The stroke reveals both itself a nd the meadow. Altogether makes 
suggests the u nity a nd suddenness of the whole scene. 

A Box 

Out of k indness comes redness and out of rudeness comes rapid same 
question, out of eye comes research ,  out of selection comes painful cattle. 
So then the order is  that a white way of bei ng  round is something suggest­
ing a pin and is it d isappointing, it is not, it is so rudimentary to be 
analyzed and sec a fine substance strangely ,  it is so earnest to have a green 
point not to red but to point again. 

A box and its u nopened contents are described in  terms of surprise a nd 
paradox. Without further mention of the box or its unknown contents, she 
indicates that the contents will be u nexpected. For k indness can resul t ,  surpris­
i ngly, in a nger (redness) in another. A rude reply to a simple question bri ngs 
not the expected turn ing away but a quick,  i rritated repetition of the question. 
Practical research comes from a fine eye (looking into a microscope, probably).  
Out of careful scient ific breeding (selection) in order to increase the size of cattle 
comes painful  ca lv ing. The four images are fu nctional in  that they all bri ng out 
the slightly ironic a nd surprising results of certain act ivities l ike opening a box 
and having expectations and hopes. 

After this series of mi ld paradoxes, Miss Stein is ready for a general ized 
i mage and for a question a nd answer. The very order of things is surprising 
and ironic .  A u•hite way of being round - perhaps a l arge feel ing, or a n  idea for 
a poem, or any thing that seems lovely , pure, complete - suddenly suggests a 
pin (small ,  ordinary , but here not sticking or nasty) .  But this surprise should 
cause not disappointment but a deep search into the pin (so rudimentary to be 
anal-yzed) in order ro see this  t iny, fine substa nce, or any fine thing, i n  so direct 
and natural a way that the th ing becomes strangely clear. For it is most reward­
ing (pun on earn-est) to see a head completely (steadi ly haw a green) and purely ,  
witHout faltering a n d  without angry or  irr itat ing obstruction and stop (point 
not to red). It is a pleasure to welcome surprise and paradox and to discover any 
th ing completely. 

I think a l l  critical interpretations of Tender Buttons ( including those by 
Freudian, Jungian ,  Hindu,  or Buddhist critics) should be based at least in it ial ly 
on the critic's feel ings in  his own consciousness while actually reading each por· 
trait. Indeed, a ful ly articulated theory a nd method for reading Gert rude Stein 
is a peremptory need in  future Steinian studies and would surely become a 
perennial bouquet to Gertrude Stei n. 
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I don't l ike to worry about the feelings I may be missing while I am reading 
a difficult Stei n portrait, or about the inadequacy of my later description of 
these plain feel ings. Every time I give some intuitive readings to a difficult 
Steinian piece, I can have fine adventures with ordinary words, can recognize 
nuances in her labyrinth of feelings. Many modern writers make the common· 
place almost synonymous with the i nauthentic; Gertrude Stein throughout 
her career celebrates the commonplace by seeing it in its strangeness and 
fineness, and she sees and hears great men and women in a finely ontological 
ordinariness. In the portrait-works, these celebrations of things and people 
lead us into extraordinary labyrinths. And often -especially in Four Saints in 
Three Acts and in Four in America - we find our own human minds forming 
simple words and metaphysical feelings. 



Reading "Objects" 

from Tender Buttons 
Jackson Mac Low 

I start reading " A CARAFE, THAT IS A BLIND GLASS." I go from word 
to word, seeing the shapes of the printed words, hear ing the sounds inwardly ,  
not ing rhymes, assonances, all irerations. Where an image is suggested , I se c  it  
i nwardly. I hear the al l iteration "k ind," "cousin," "color," with the near· 
a l l i teration "glass . "  The rhyme in "strange" & "arrangement." The al l iteration 
of s's: "spectacle," "strange," "single," "system ," "spreadi ng." The assonance of 
short i's that bi nds the three sentences ("system," "this," "difference; as does 
the  ending of each sentence with an "ing" (which is rei nforced by the short e's 
in "resembling" & "spreadi ng") . There are also the 2nd sentence's rhymes 
("ordi nary ," "u nordered; & the all iterative sequence "spectacle," "pointi ng," 
"spreading." The th ree sentences are a bound system of sounds. 

But can I specify anything beyond the sou nds? To use a phrase I first heard 
from Spencer Holst, it gives "the sensation of mea ning," but can I con nect the 
meanings of the words as readily as I find their sounds connected? 

Beyond the obvious fact that the carafe is made of glass, I can sec only 
Lertain connections of meanings: "a bl ind glass," "a kind in glass" ( I  didn't 
notice consciously the "bli nd"-"kind" rhyme before), & then "a spectacle" 
(something seen or to be seen, but also "spectacles" are "glasses") . Then 
"nothing strange," "not ordinary," "not unordered ," "not resembling," & 
"d ifference" form a meaning sequence. Another sequence of meanings: "bl ind," 
"spectacle" (with the intervening "glass" 's causing the ambiguity of "spectacle," 
which might not have been as apparent without them), & "color," that seems 
to carry over to "arrangement," "pointing," "not unordered," "not resembling," 
& even to "spreadi ng." The sequence "k ind" (with its two meani ngs) , "cousin ," 
"nothing strange" seems opposed to "not ordinary," "not resembling," & "The 
difference is spreadi ng.": a meaning movement from near-sameness to greater 
& greater difference. 

"A single hurt color" is the most emotional phrase ,  altho "bl ind glass" with 
its implied oxymoron (glass is usually t . a nsparent - at least we first th ink of 

R�printed from The L = A = N = G = U = A = G = E  Book (1984) by perm ission of t h� 
author. 
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transparency when we hear the word "glass"- &  when it is made into spectacle 
lenses, it helps people to see better) i s  perhaps even more so. Maybe t he "single 
hurt color" is the blackness of blindness. The whole poem suddenly seems to 
be about seeing! 

But what of the "carafe" that starts it al l?  Why is it "a blind glass"? Ordinarily 
a carafe is one of the least "bl ind" - that is ,  the most transparent - of glass con­
tainers. It usual ly contains plain water. The OED defines it as "a glass water­
bottle for the table, bedroom, etc ." Its Romance forms (F. carafe , lt. caralfa, 
Neapol. carrafa (a measure of l iquids) , Sp. & Pg. garrafa , Sici l .  carabba) are 
related by some authorities to the Pers. gariibah, a large flagon,  & the Arabic 
gharafa , to draw or l ift water. 

Why , then ,  is this carafe a blind glass? 
Is the whole poem then a "pointing" from the ordinary transparent carafe 

("nothing strange") to one "not ordinary" - one that is "bl ind" - a n  orderly ("not 
unordered") movement "spreading" from transparency & clar ity thru the 
"single hurt color" to the implied darkness & opacity of blindness , a movement 
condensed & made explicit in the tit le? 



"The Complete Connection": 

Two and Other Transitional Texts 
Jayne L.  Ufalker 

I n  TU'o Ste i n  d i rect ly  t hemat i zed t h e  opposit ion bet ween t h e  
epistemological stance that governed t h e  early sections of The Making of 
Americam and the radical ly different one that began to emerge in t h e  David 
Hersland chapter.  I n  a letter written in February 1912 ,  she characterized this 
work as a "study of a man and a woman h av ing the same means of expression 
a nd the same emot ional and spiritual experiences with different q u a l it ies of 
i ntellect ."1 The Yale edition of T «'O subtit les it Gertrude Stein and Her Brother, 
but  manuscript notes reveal that its original  subjects were her brother Leo and 
her sister-in-law Sa l ly .  Stein had analyzed both of them in her notebooks and 
concluded that they were equally deficient as creative personalities, for op­
posite reasons. Leo's excess of rationality separates h im from immediate experi­
ence. Sally is "more capable of first hand experience from sensitiveness but with 
that her intellect does not in any way connect" (unpublished notebooks).  Stein 
began this long study in  the austere, reductive style of the early portraits .  But 
as she was explor ing the contrasts between these two "qual it ies of intellect," her 
style began to change drast ically. The more crit ical ly she distanced herself from 
the analytical sta nce that Leo represented, the more attracted she was to its 
polar opposite. By the end of the text , she had abandoned her previous "passion 
for simplification" in favor of what Wil l iam James describes in "Reflex Action 
a nd Theism" as the "rival claims" of a "passion for distinguish ing," which ,  in 
his words, "prefers any amount of incoherence, abruptness , and fragmen­
tariness (so long as the l iteral details of the separate facts are saved) to an 
abstract way of conceiv ing th ings that, whi le it simplifies them, dissolves away 
their concrete fulness ."  

T �nder Buttons ( 1912) was the culmination of th is gradual process of redefin­
ing both the "real order" of the world and t he artistic order of the text that 
models it . The works that span this period of transition between The Making 
of Americans and Tender Buttons contain a succession of different sty les that 
trace this gradual epistemological break. While writ ing Two, Stein began to 

Reprinted from The Making of a Modt'T71isr (1984) by �rmission of  the  author and the Univer· 
sity of Massac husetts Press. 
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experiment with new ways of using language to model a Mreal ity" u nmediated 
by analytical thought. At the same time, she was stil l working on A Long Gay 
Book and two other projects she had begun after finishing The Mak ing of 
Americans: G. M . P. and Jenny, Helen , Hannah , Paul and Pecer. She began al l  of 
these texts in the early portrait style, and Two was the first that she finished. 
Continuing to work on the others, she completed the break with her earl ier 
methods of representation and created a concrete, radically disjunct ive style 
to celebrate her new delight in pure difference. Two is by far the most i nterest­
ing of these texts ,  because it is the only one to present clear thematic motiva­
tion for the sequence of different styles that al l  of them contai n .  

I n  the portraits o f  artists and the notebook analyses that preceded them, 
Stein had begu n to explore the temperamental qual it ies that lead to successful 
creative act iv ity .  She continued to develop themes as well as the techniques 
of these early portraits in Two. As in the portraits of artists, the patterni ng of 
the prose creates iconic models of the author's conception of the subjects' per­
sonalities. But the other early portraits are short texts; these techn iques, sus­
tained for more than a hundred pages , severely stra in the l imits of the reader's 
endurance of boredom. Probably this is the reason Stein's critics have had l ittle 
to say about Two, despite its al luring subtit le .2 Sti l l ,  this far-from-"pleasurable" 
text rewards the reader's pain with some stretches of bri l l iant ly innovat ive 
prose. And it is crucially important for understanding the aesthetic and 
epistemological i ssues that motivated the extreme changes in Stein's style be­
tween The Making of Americans and Tender Buccons. 

The act of expression is central to her presentation of the two contrasting 
characters i n  this text: "Sound is comi ng out of them"; they are "expressing 
something." These endlessly repeated mot ifs dominate the first hundred pages 
of this long study in the portrait style. "Sound coming out of her comes out 
of her and is  expressing sound coming out of her" - no more than that ,  except 
that Mthe sound coming out of her was the sou nd that was that she was one" 
(Tu'O, 9, 15) .  This "sound" reveals the temperament of the speakers, not by 
communicating specific messages but by portraying the process by which they 
transform their experiences into expression.  As in the portrait of Nadelman 
and in the characterization of David Hersland, the polarities of "th inking" and 
"feeling" are essential to Stein's portrayal of this process in Two. These motifs 
establish the fundamental contrast between the two characters ,  who are never 
named in the text . For the woman, "feel ing is everything" (23) .  Representing 
the opposite extreme, the man Mwas expressing that if he had not been the one 
thinking sound sounding would not have been coming out of h im . . . . [H)e was 
expressing that ,  think ing being exist ing, he was existing in bei ng thinking" 
(50). As this long portrait goes on, a number of related motifs come to be 
associated with the man's exclusive rel iance on rational mediat ion of experi­
ence: orderi ng, considering, deciding, convincing, concluding, j udging, rea­
soning, understanding, and, especially , explaining and arranging. In contrast , 
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the woman is presented in terms of receiving, accepting, doing, working, 
l iv ing, and loving. 

Tu'O consistently patterns its language to emphasize that the man's excess 
of rational control is a barrier that totally i nsulates h im from direct experience: 
"he judging that something was angering him was deciding that he feeling that 
th ing he would be one deciding that he would not justify that thing the thing 
he u•as judging" (4 3-44; my emphases). This  sentence surrounds "angeri ng" and 
"feeling" with verbs signify ing intellectual mediation and subtly m a nipulates 
their tenses, to model the habitual process described elsewhere as "arranging 
what he had been feel ing" (46). This constant rationalization prevents the man 
not only from feel ing but also from doing a nyth ing: 

the sound coming out of him and sou nding was expressing that in 
reasoning he was concluding and in concluding he had expressed the 
reason of his u nderstanding that someone doing something was one 
having done that thing, . . .  that thing that he would have done if he 
had done that thing. ( 36) 

Again,  Stein's characteristic syntactical maneuvers marshal her l imited lex icon 
to convey acute psychological insights. In this passage the gerundial phrase 
"someone doing something" is submerged i n  a flood of "thinking" verbs. The 
first part moves backward in time from "was expressi ng" to "in conclud ing he 
had expressed the reason of his understandi ng." The object of these cogitations, 
"someone doing something," is no sooner expressed than it is transformed into 
the past and, final ly , i nto the conditional past tense of fantasy ("having done 
. . .  would have done if he had done") . In  contrast to the male character, 
a lways "intending to be expecting to be doing what he could be doing," the 
woman is presented as simply "doing what she was doing" (56). 

The following passage models the abrupt , jerky rhythms of the man's 
"sou nd," which manifest the discontinuity between his experience a nd his  
responses: 

Coming and not coming, enjoying and bei ng charming, jerking and 
not jerking, gently and with enthusiasm, brutally and not complet ing, 
occasionally and continuing, steadily and explaining, excitedly and not 
deciding, deciding and beginning again,  completing and repeating, 
repeating and denying, hesitating and terrifying, angrily and beginning, 
angrily and completing, concluding and denying, completing and 
undetermined, ending without beginning, -continuing with realising, 
ending without experiencing, . . .  sound is  coming out of him. <7-8) 

In contrast, the woma n  is  frequently portrayed in polysyndetic sentences that 
model the simple continuity of her experience a nd her expression: 
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She being that one she was expressing and expressing she was expressing 
this thing and expressing this thing she was feeling everything and feel ing 
everything she was loving and loving she was being living a nd being 
living she was continuing and being continuing sound was coming out 
of her and the sound coming out of her was sounding and the sound 
coming out of her and sounding was tel l ing and asking anything and 
tell ing and asking anything it was expressing that she being that  one was 
one. (47-48) 

Here and elsewhere in the text, Stein uses the gradatio, a classical figure of 
thought that conventionally signals a chain of logical and chronological 
causality, to reinforce the continuity of t h e  various actions she associates with 
her characters while obscuring the actua l  logic or chronology - if any  - of their 
relationship.  Throughout Two Stein systematical ly used this a nd other syntac­
tical constructions to create a sense of u n ity and conti nu ity that defies conven· 
tiona! understanding. 

In contrast  to the fluid cont inuity that  is both thematized and modeled in 
the prose that describes the woman,  a number of passages portray the disrup­
tion of simple "cont inuing" that the man's need for i ntellectual mastery entai ls :  

To continue, to commence to continue, to believe in cont inuing, to 
end conti nuing, to mean continuing, to expect continuing, to continue 
again, to explain continuing, to enlarge continuing, to restrict continu­
ing, to deny continuing, to begin conti nuing is to arrange what can be 
arranged in arranging anything. ( 59) 

Like the elder David Hersland in The Making of Americans, t he man is  con­
stantly "beginning" ("Why docs he a lways begin?"), whi le the  woman's 
endeavors are described as both "cont inu i ng" and "beginning aga i n  a nd again" 
(76). The particular opposition that Stei n i ntended to convey by means of 
these two motifs of "beginning" is far from clear in the text. I n  The Making of 
Americans she wrote, "It is hard to tel l  i t  about t hem because the same words 
can describe a l l  of them the one and the other k ind of them" (178). In Tu·o her 
limited lexicon generally produces the contrasts she intended, but in th is  case 
i t  is necessary to resort to her notebooks for clarification: 

logical procesSf' not reinforced by experience (arc] short and never sus­
tained . . . . Sometimes it is very good if well started , it can never run long. 
It is impossible that it should, i t  either becomes sentimental ity,  logic 
chopping, idedistic conceptions, mania or it don't do ,m long. Real 
thinking is  conceptions aiming and a iming again and again always get­
ting fuller, that is  the difference between creative thinking and theoris­
ing. (unpublished notebooks) 

This is the model of "creative thinking" that informs The Making of Americans, 
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in which the author's "beginning again and aga in" is a process of repet it ion and 
accumulation. In Tu'O the male character resists and tries to avoid repetition, 
whi le the structures of the prose insist on the reiterated pattern that 
characterizes a l l  his new beginnings: 

Sound is comi ng out of h im,  he is not al lowing any piece of that thing 
of sound coming out of him to be coming out of him again. He is not 
al lowing that thing. He is stating that th ing quite stating that th ing. 
Pieces of sound coming again and aga in  out of him arc pieces that he has 
been changing, quite changing. [ 7 )  

Although repeat ing is "not interesting" to h im,  st i l l ,  " [h)e was one and sound 
coming out of him was sounding and repeating coming out of him was 
repeating that in developing he could not be repeating" (54). Even this aversion 
i s  ironically subsumed under the cyc les of repet ition that define his character. 
A defect in  this "listeni ng" accounts for his refusal to accept the inevitabil ity 
of repetition: "not being l istening he was not hearing that repeating should be 
exist ing" (72). 

Instead of resist i ng and attempting to reorder the natural flow of experi­
ence, the woman is described as "resonating" in harmony with it ( I I ) .  From the 
beginning, the text emphasizes the "complete connect ion" between her experi­
ence and her expression: 

Feel ing that sou nd sounding was coming out of her she was feel ing that 
there was complete connection between sound sounding and sou nd 
coming out of her. She was feel ing that there was complete connection 
between sound sounding and coming out of her and something being 
existing. [ 18) 

Tu·o begins with a s imple opposition between the man's exclusive dedication 
to "thinking" and the woman's sole rel iance on "feel ing." But gradual ly  the 
woman comes to represent an ideal synthesis of these two extremes: 

She being one she is feeling. Slu: being one and feeling is understanding. She 
being one and feeling and understanding is excremel)· chinking. She being one 
m1d feeling and understanding and extremely thinking is being one who 
is some one. 

In l istening and in l istening sound coming out and sounding can be 
coming, in l istening sound coming out of her and sounding was feel ing 
in thinking being existing. 

In listening sound coming out of her and sounding was feel ing 
understanding being existing. In l istening sound coming out of her and 
sounding was feeling in agreeing to have thinking be continuing. In 
l istening sound coming out of her and sounding was feeling chac under­
standing is creating. ( 5 3-54; my emphases) 
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In the first paragraph of this passage, one motif of action after another is 
introduced as a predicate and then moved to a nominative position in the next 
sentence. This syntactical pattern ing gradually forges a u nion of "feel ing," 
"thinking," and "understanding," and, final ly ,  "creating." 

The woman's •complete connection" becomes the ideal of creativity modeled 
in the language of the text , as its ever-longer sentences use the logical order 
of syntax to create associations that transcend its l imitations: 

She would not have a decision and dec iding that she would not be 
saying, she would be having a decision in meaning that reflection is inter· 
pretation and interpretat ion is  decision and dec ision is regard i ng mean· 
ing and regarding meaning is act ing and acting is expression and expres· 
sion is not resisting winning and not resisting winning is submitt ing and 
submitt ing is leading and leading is declarat ion and declaration is begin· 
n ing and beginning is intending and intending is deciding and dec iding 
is creat ing and creating is not contending and not contend ing is destroy· 
ing and destroying is submitting a nd submitting is decision and dec ision 
is creat ing and creating i s  lead ing and leading is reflection and reflection 
is exact ing and exacting i s  decision and decision is meaning and meaning 
is progressing and progressing is not denying and not denying is feel ing 
and feel ing is think ing and thinking is arranging and arranging is contin· 
uing and continuing is rebeginning and rebeginning is subm itting and 
submitting is deciding and deciding is creating and creating is reflecting 
and reflecting is meaning and meaning is dec iding and deciding is believ· 
ing and believing is cont inuing and continuing is leading and leading is 
expressing and expressing is meaning and meaning is feeling and feel ing 
is submitt ing and submitting is dec id ing and decid ing is creating and 
creating is following and following is leading and leading is following and 
following is dec iding and deciding is creating and creating is submitting 
and submitting is meaning and meaning is expressing and expressing is 
accept ing and accepting is submitting and submitting is following and 
following is feel ing and feeling is meaning and meaning is creating and 
creating is doing and doing is continu ing and continuing is expressing 
and expressing is leading and leading is fol lowing and following is ex· 
pressing and expressing is meaning and meaning is expressing and ex· 
pressing is leading and leading is expressing and expressing is following 
and following is creating and creating is expressing and expressing is 
meaning a nd meaning is doing and doing is fol lowing and fol lowing is 
creating a nd creating is leading and leading is expressing and expressing 
is meaning and meaning is expressing and expressing is feeling and feeling 
is following and feeling is leading and expressing is meaning and meaning 
is creating and creating is meaning and meaning is meaning. [90-91) 

I quote this gargantuan sentence in its entirety to i l lustrate the powerful ly hyp· 
notic effect of this incantatory style. Repetition of the syntacti.:al pattern "A 
is B and B is C and C is D" generates a chain of identit ies that eventually merges 
all of these motifs into an all-encompassing union. Earlier in the text these 
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motifs were used to establish oppositions between two mutually exclus ive ways 
of responding to experience, but the dynamic combinative process thematized 
and enacted in th is  passage embraces them al l .  Its cycle of identities cu lminates 
with the propositions, "expressing is meaning and meaning is creat i ng and 
creating is meaning and meaning is meaning." The i nsistent affirmat ion that 
concludes this passage clearly reveals that Stein intended this new creative syn­
thesis to produce an  enrichment of "mean ing" i n  her prose and not a denial 
of i t .  This point is worth emphasizing, because the passage in its entirety c learly 
reveals how radical ly she was beginning to subvert convent ional logic in  her 
pursuit of new meanings that transcend the l imitations of rational it y .  

The elevation of the woman's "complete connection" between experience 
a nd expression into a new creative ideal was apparently not Stein's i ntention 
when she began writ ing Tu'O. As I mentioned earlier, her notebook a nalyses 
clearly reveal that she regarded Sally and Leo Stei n ,  the original models for 
this double portrait , as equally lacking t he ideal bala nce of qualities t h at nur­
tures creativity . Her notebooks characterize Sally as a "mediumistic sensibi l ity," 
extremely receptive to experience but lacking the intellectual power to produce 
original work (unpubl ished notebooks) . 3  The early pages of Tu'O attribute to 
the female character some of the negative traits Stei n described in her 
notebook analysis of her sister-in-law: "not being then a strong one" (19); 
"sufferi ng" (21 ) ;  and extreme passivity (43) .  But as the passages quoted above 
i l lustrate, this character, with her "complete connection" between experience 
and expression, gradual ly came to represent Stein's own creative ideal as she 
continued to work on the text. But perhaps this was not quite as much of a 
deviation from her origina l  plan as l have been suggesting. Although the title 
page of the manuscript identifies its subjects as "Leo and Sally," the n otes she 
wrote on the text consistently refer to the man as Leo and to the woman as 
"Ja ne."4 She assigned the name "Jane Sands" to Sally Stein in A Long Gay Book 
(notebooks, fragment  #14). But in her notebooks she also somet imes used "Ja ne 
Sands" or "Jane Sandys" as pseudonyms for herself (notebooks-10, 6). W hatever 
her in itial intentions, the text itself reveals the gradua l  process of reevaluation 
that eventually resu lted in  the idealization of th is character. 

While she departed so far from her original analysis of Sally's short­
comings, she never deviated from her focus on Leo's weaknesses. In  fact ,  her 
relentless probing of the l imitations of her brother's exclusive commitment to 
rationality seems to h ave impelled her to define her own creativity in radical 
opposition to the i ntellectual stance he represented. Although she cast i t  in the 
form of an anonymous study of contrasting personalit ies, Two was by far the 
most personal work Stein had written si nce Q.E.D. Her first intel lectual  
model, her brother Leo had played a major role in  shaping her ideas and tastes. 
He led her to Harvard and into William James's classes. A few years later she 
fol lowed him to Europe and into the center of the creative ferment of avant­
garde painting. In 1908 t hey shared the exc i tement of reading Wein inger's Sex 
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and Characcer. s During their early years in Paris, Leo's talk dom i nated their 
salon. He considered himself an artist , an  aesthetician, and a phi losopher. He 
proved incapable of sustained efforts in a ny of these fields, although he seems 
to have talked bri l l iantly about them a l l .  Stein's notebooks reveal that Leo 
continued to be an important source of aesthetic insights a nd intellectual 
st imulation for her as late as 1909.�  Soon after that, their relationship became 
strained c lose to the breaking point .  Leo never recognized the value of his 
sister's work.  He scorned it as absolutely,  and perhaps as jealously,  as he did 
Picasso's cubist paintings. 1n 1913 he described "cubism whether in paint or ink" 
as "tommyrot ,"  the "intellectual product of the unintel lectua l . "7 Meanwhi le, 
Stein had found in  Picasso a cont inuing source of stimulation for her own work 
and in Al ice B. Toklas a new source of emotional support. Although her final 
break with Leo did not occur  until the fa l l  of 191 3 ,  when he moved out of the 
rue de Fleurus apartment, her psych ological separation was apparently com· 
pleted in the process of writ ing T «'D . 8 

Significant ly ,  the character Stei n created to represent  an idealized 
alternative to Leo's tyrannical rat ional ity was a woman. This i n  itself signals 
a striking change in  Stei n's concept ion of her role as an art ist and as a 
woman.9 Beginning with Leo, al l  of her artistic and i ntellectual models 
had been male -J ames ,  Wei n inger ,  Cezanne,  Matisse , a nd Pic asso. A 
woman who was a serious artist in the first decade of this century was even 
more of an anomaly in France than in America or England. In Stei n's c ircle 
in Paris, Apol l inaire's mistress Marie Laurenc in  and Sonia Delau nay , the wife 
of Robert Delaunay,  were the only female artists. Stein's Autobiograph:v of Al ice 
B. Toklas accurately reflects the attitude of that time by presenting these 
women primarily as appendages of the male artists and only i ncidentally as 
painters in their own right. 

Stein herself, a woman artist who was also a lesbian ,  i nit ia l ly  responded 
to the multiple social  paradoxes of her identity by defining herself completely 
in  terms of male models. In Q. E.D. , the most transparently autobiographical 
of all her works, her heroine paradoxical ly remarks, "I always did thank God 
I wasn't born a woman" (58). In this early text, each of the women i nvolved 
in the romantic  tr iangle is referred to at least once as a "man" (7 1 ,  80, 109). Stein 
easily transformed Adele into Jeff Campbell i n  "Melanctha." A few years later, 
she created David Hersland to portray a version of her own development.  The 
invidious sexual  stereotypes in Wei n inger's Sex and Characcer only reinforced 
this tendency to define herself ent irely in masculine terms: "Picasso has a 
maleness that belongs to genius. Moi aussi , perhaps" (notebooks, 21) .  In  this 
context, Two's opposition between the steri le rationality of the male and the 
fluid creativity of the female in itself suggests a major change in Stein's concep· 
tion of her role as an artist . While she was working on Two, she also wrote "'rta 
or One Dancing," her portrait of Isadora Duncan. The first text in th is series 
to portray a woman artist , it attributes to its character the same creative fusion 



Jayne L. Ulalker 99 

of "feeli ng," "th i n k i ng," "believing," "expressi ng," and "mean ing" that  
characterizes the woman i n  Tuoo. 10 

After she had completed more than one hundred pages of Ttm, Stein 
wrote a passage that  reads as a virtual apotheosis of female creativi ty :  

[ S)he is the one having a connection that  expressing is the th ing t h a t  
ris ing aga i n  has risen ,  and rising is  rising a nd w i l l  be having come to be 
risen . S h e  is the anticipation of forfeiting what  is not  forbidden.  She i s  
the  anticipation of conviction of remember ing being existing. She  is the  
a nt icipating of  a new one hav ing been an o ld  one. She i s  the  anticipation 
of expression h aving immaculate conception.  She is the anticipation of 
crossing. She is the anticipation of regeneration. She is the anticipation 
of excel l ing obl igat ion . She is the anticipation.  She is the actual isa t ion .  
She i s  the r isin g  having been arisen. She i s  the convocation of anticipa­
tion and acceptat ion.  She is the lamb and t he l ion. She is the leawn of 
reverberation. She i s  the compl icat ion of receiving, she is the articulat ion 
of forgetti ng, she is the expression of i ndication, she is the augmentation 
of condensing, she is the inroad of releasi ng . [ 107-8) 

Th is exalted language i ncorporates both the rhythms and the traditional sym­
bols of incantatory rel igious prose . 1 1  Its richly evocat ive imagery breaks the 
sty listic constraints Stein had rigorously enforced in her prose for a number 
of years. 

Notes 

I .  Quoted in M abel Dodge Luhan ,  Mot·ers and Shakers (New York: Harcourt , 
Brace, 1936), p. 32 . Stei n's correspondence with Mabel Dodge, reprinted in this volume, 
contains some invaluable information about the chronology of her work during this 
time. On November 2, 1911, she wrote, "The lung book is finished." In the letter conta in­
ing the description of Tu-o, Stei n reported on the current state of her various projects: 
"I am working on fou r  hooks now. One is a long gay book and has lots a nd lots of 
everything i n  it and goes on.  It will  be quite long. I have written about 120 pages of it. 
Another is a study of two, a man and a woman having the same means of expression 
a nd the same emotional and spiritual experiences with different qualitil.'S of intellect.  
That is going very well and slowly. Then I am doi ng one that will be published in a 
couple ofmonths that consists of many portraits of women. Then I am doing another 
which is a description of a family of five who are all peculiar and arc in a pl.-cul iar  rela­
t ion each one to every other one of t he five of them. This  one is just fairly begu n . "  This 
letter is undated, but i t  refers to the futurist exhibition at Berheims, which took place 
February 5-12, 1912 (Umbro Apollonio, ed. ,  Fucurisc Manifestos [New York : Viking, 
1973 ) ,  p. 220). This progTL>ss report reveals that in February 1912 Man�· Man�· Women was 
nearing completion; Tu·o and A Long Ga�· Book were in progrL-ss; and Jenn�·. Hd,'11 , 
Hannah, Paul and Peter was just begun. Apparent ly ,  Stein had not yet begun work on 
G . M . P. The style of Man�· Man�· Woml'll suggests that it was, indeed, the first to be 
finished, as Stein planned. 
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T U'O was the second ofthese texts to be completed, before june of 1912 . A letter from 
Georgiana King in Yale Collection of American Literature, postmarked Madrid, June 
18, 1912,  informed Stein that she was returning the manuscript of Tu·o. 

2. Bridgman discusses it briefly , in Gerrrude Stein in Pieces (pp. 1 12 -14); Hoffman,  
in The Detdopmt'Tit of Abstractionism, equally briefly (pp. 156-61). In a conversation with 
Leon Katz at a very early stage of my work on Stein,  he emphasized the importance 
of this text for u nderstanding Stein's development during these years. More recently , 
in MSpreading the Difference: One Way to Read Gertrude Stein's Tender Buttons," 
Tuoentieth Century Literature 24, 1, (spring 1978): 57-75,  Pamela Hadas USL."S this  text to 
support her clever but inevitably reductive reading of Tt'Tider Butrons as a upcrsonal 
story" of Gertrude Stein's break with Leo a nd her love for Alice. 

3. Cf. notebooks-! ,  14; C, 23 .  
4. Manuscript #35 in Yale Collection of American Literature. 
5. Katz, "Weininger and The Making of Americans," pp. 8-9. 
6. "Leo says Matisse's esthetic quality is clarity" (notebooks- 13 ,  11) .  "When Leo said 

all classification is teleological I knew I was not a pragmatist" (notebooks, 1 1 ) .  
7. Leo Stein,  Joume;� inro the Self (New York : Crown Publishers, 1950), p. 48. 
8. Mellow (Charmed Circle) discusses the dating of this event on p. 205. Based on 

his interviews with Alice B. T oklas, Leon Katz has been able to determine that, 
although Leo did not move out of the rue de Fleurus until 191 3 ,  the actual separation 
took place as early as the late spring or early summer of 1911, when Leo moved to 
Florence Blood's villa in  Fiesole. This information, which I received only recently, con· 
firmed my sense that Tu'O was very much a part of Stein's process of separating from 
her brother. 

9. Catharine R. Stimpson's essay MThe Mind, the Body, and Gertrude Stein," 
Critical Inquiry 3, 3 (Spring 1977): 489- 506, is the first serious effort to deal with the 
question of Stein's sexual identity as it manifests i tself in her writing, in the context of 
her historical situation. Stimpson discusses the masculinization apparent in ·  Stein's 
earliest texts and in The Autobiograph)· of Alice B. Toklas, but she docs not discuss this 
countermovement of feminization. 

10. Manuscript notes indicate that Stein wrote this piece as a direct contrast to the 
portrait of Nadelman: "like Nadelman relation of ideas to impulse to temperament to 
morality" (#7 In Yale Collection of American Literature). Like the man in  Tu'O, 
Nadelman is portrayed as a man who fails as an artist because of an excess ofuthinking." 

I I .  Earlier in T U'O, manuscript notes clarify that Stein was contrast i ng her brother 
Leo's religious experiences with "Jane's." We know that Sally Stein was an ardent 
Christian Scientist .  It is possible, as Leon Katz has suggested in correspondence with 
me, that Stein's initial intention here was to mimic Sally's religiou s  rhetoric. But, 
whatever the author's i ntentional umean ing" (and, as I have been demonstrating in this 
chapter, Stein was deliberately loosening her conscious control of her writing in this 
text), the usigni ficance" of this passage within the text , for the reader, is a celebration 
of those qualities of the woman's experience that the male character so strik ingly lacks. 



The Language of Modern Fiction :  

Gertrude Stein 
David Lodge 

Modern fict ion may be characterized by an extreme or mannered dr ive 
toward the metonymic pole of language to which the novel natural ly incl ines, 
a s  well as by a dr ive toward the metaphoric pole from which it is naturally 
remote. A clear example of this double tendency is Gertrude Stein ,  a central 
fi�,Modernjsr experjmentation with langua&,e. Her writing went through 
dist i nct phases we can associate with the metonymic and metaphoric poles. 
This is from her early long novel The Making of Americans (1906-8):  

It happens very often that  a man has it i n  him,  that  a man docs 
something, that he docs it very often that he docs many things, when 
he is a young man when he is an old man, when he is an older man. One 
of such of these kind of them had a l ittle boy and this one, the l itt le boy 
wanted to make a collection of Butterflies and beetles and it was all ex· 
citing to him and it  was al l arranged then and then the father said to the 
son you are certain that this is not a cruel thing that you arc wanting 
to be doing, k i l l ing things to make collections of them and the son was 
very disturbed then . . .  

And so on. !!1 "The Gradual Making of The Making of Americans ," Ger­
trude Stein observed that her "sentences grew longer and longer," though of 
course they are artificial ly extended by absence of conventional punctuation. 
This too she noted in "Poetry and Grammar." 

When I first began writing, I felt that writ ing should go on, I sti l l  do feel 
that it should go on but when I first began writi ng I was completely possessed 
by the necessity that writ ing should go on and if writing should go on what 
had colons and semi-colons to do with it, what had commas to do with it. 

· This both states and il lustrates Jakobsen's dictum that prose is naturally 
forwarded by contigu ity; i ndeed it seems that Gertrude Stein was at this time 
deliberately and programmatically cultivating a kind of writing corresponding 
to the Similarity Disorder, or Selection Deficiency , type of aphasia of which 
Jakobson speaks. This type of aphasic has great difficulty in naming th ings ;  
shown a penci l ,  he is l ikely to define it metonymically by reference to i ts use 

Reprintl-d from James McFarlane & Malcolm Bradbury, eds. , Mod,TIIism (1979) by permis· 
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("to writei, and in his speech main clauses disappear before subordinate 
clauses, subjects are dropped, while "the words with an inherent reference to 
the context,  l ike pronouns and pronominal adverbs, words serving merely to 
construct the context , such as connectives and auxil iaries, are particularly 
prone to survive." Compare Stein in  "Poetry and Grammar": 

c• , 

A noun is the name of anyth ing, why after a thing is named write 
about i t .  A name is adequate or i t  is not. If it is  adequate then why go 
on ca l l ing i t ,  if  it is not then call ing i t  by its name docs no good . . . .  
Verbs and adverbs are more interesti ng. In  the first place they have one 
very nice quality and that is they can be so mistaken . . . .  Then comes 
the th ing that can of all things be most misr�kcn and they arc prcposi ·  
t ions. . . .  I l ike prepositions best of a l l .  . . .  When I was writ ing those 
long sentences of The Making of Americans, verbs active present verbs 
with long dependent adverbial  clauses became a passion with me. I have 
told you that I recognize verbs and adverbs aided by preposit ions and 
conjunct ions with pronouns as possessing the whole of the act ive l ife of 
writ ing . 

..,.- What she was after was to make "a whole_Qn:sent of someth i ng that it had 
taken a great deal of time to find out" - that is, to capture the l iv ing qual ity 
of a character or experience she had long observed or brooded over without 
giving the impression of remembering it. It was a techni�e of repetition, though 
'fihe denied t hat it was repet it ion ,  and compared her method to the 
(metonymic) art of film, because "each t ime the emphasis is different just 
as the cinema has each time a slightly different thing to make ii:" all be mov­
ing." 

A l ittle later, however, Gertrude Stein's methods changed, though a con· 
tinuity of aim persisted. She began to write "very short things and in doing very 
short things I resolutely real ized nou ns and decided not to get around them 
but to meet them-,tollandl�

-
i� �h�rt to refuse them by using them and i n  that 

way my real acquaintance with poetry was begun." She is here talking about 
her "still-life" studies of objects, collected in the 1911 volume Tender Buttons, of 
which this is an example: 

APPLE 

Apple plum, carpet steak, seed c lam,  coloured wine, calm seen ,  cold 
cream, best shake, potato, potato and no gold work with pet, a green 
seen is cal led bake and change sweet is bready, a l itt le piece a l ittle p iece 
please . 

A l ittle piece please. Cane again to the presupposed and ready 
eucalyptus tree, count out sherry and � ipe plates and l ittle corners of a 
kind of ham. This is use. 

She described her method as one of "look ing at anything until  something that 
was not the name of that thing but was in a way that actual th ing would come 
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to be written." In short, the technique was one of selection and substitution 
in Jakobson's sense , but the perception of s imi larit ies on which this operation 
depends was enti rely privat�the result therefore inscrutable. Further­
more , the contextual - relationships whi�h shouid l ink the substitutions 
together i nto a chain areentrrely-negleci:e<Cth�-

result is a writing resembling 
the sl"eech of aphasic;-suffering from Jakobsen's second disorder, Contiguity 
Disorder or Contextual Deficiency , where "syntactical ru les organiz ing words 
i nto a higher uni t  are lost" and sentences degenerate i nto "a mere �ord-heap." 
Superficial ly, the result is a writing resembling that of the Dadaists and the 
later exponents of randomness l ike William Burroughs, with his "cut-up" 
method,  developments Gertrude Ste in might be held to have ant ic ipated . 
However, where their a im is to affront human rational ity, a nd/or to 
demonstrate the c apacity of nature to generate its own meanings without 
human interpretat ion,  hers is not. She sti l l  maintains the traditional stance of 
the artist, as one who by the exercise of a specia l  gift or craft is seeking to bring 
her medium into c loser and closer relation with her perceptions. 

Hers is, indeed, an aesthetic of real izat ion, a_pursuit of the th ing itself: "I 
had to feel anyth ing and everything that for me was exist ing so intensely that 
I could put it down in  writ ing as a thing in  itself without at all necessar i ly  using 
its name." This i s  essential ly the Symbol!st_p_oet ic - expounded by Mal larme in 
terms of evocation and suggestion, by Pound i n  terms of the "image ," by El iot 
in terms of the "objecti ve correlative." All poets - and Gertrude Stein herself 
noted: " . . .  and here was the question if in poetry one could lose the noun as 
I had really and tru ly  lost it in  prose wou ld there by/any difference between 
poetry and prose. "  The answer must be no: apart from typograph ical layout ,  
the sections of  Tender Buttons are indisti nguishable from Symbolist or Surreal­
ist lyric poems. Prose, as jakobson say;,iS(or�arded����-nti�l ly b-

y
-�ontiguity ,  

and�ar��[i;� is i n separable from the combinative axis of language; to neglect 
this side of language completely removes the writer from the realm of prose 
fiction - and in Stein's case from the realm of meaningful communicat ion, to 
an extent rare i n  Modernism. For even Joyce in Finnegans Wake, or, later, 
Samuel Beckett i n  "Ping" (1967),  though they exemplify many of the features 
of writ ing pushed far toward the metaphoric pole (e.g. the disappear�nce of 
grammatically funct ional words, conjunctions, prepositions, pronouns,  ar­
ticles}, still preserve through 

-
word-order a tenuous narrative and logica l  con­

t inuity .  However, the-poimi wa-nrtostress ab��t &ci;:;-•; ;�rk is this :  though 
The Making of Americans and Tender Buttons tend toward the opposite poles 
of metonymy and metaphor, they are both recognizably "modern" and both 
pu rsue the__s��net;�l artistic_ a im - to_�enq!r that elus��e- qual i ty , "(!X· 

istence." Her use of repetition with slig_ht YMiation in her earl ier , metonymic 
pr�-

has the effect ofcQrWerting the dynamic i nto the static, t�e temporal i nto 
the spatial ;  this is ent irely consistent �ith the aim -of metaphof:orlented Sym­
bolist -and Imagist verse, or Pound's definit ion of the "image" itself; which 
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"presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time." This 
in�eousness is necessarily �ion, given the sequentia l  character of 
language; but it is an illusion easier to achieve in poetry than prose. Stein 
showed how prose might achieve s imilar effects. 



A Note on Stein 

and Abstraction 
Wendell Wilcox 

The people for whom Gertrude Stein was a present influence have by now 
influenced a generation that followed their own and this puts her rather in  the 
l ight of grandmother to our present writing. As such she has no need , surely, 
ei ther in  the personal or the literary way,  of an introduction.  In  the last 
ana lysis her work is done, as she herself tells you in the last and loveliest of 
these poems. 

To attempt to i ntroduce her as a poet seems somehow equally fut i le after 
so many years, years in wh ich she has produced variously and plent ifu l ly .  It 
is easy however to  think of her as a poet , especial ly if  you think of poetry as 

the direct and passionate addressing of a single object ,  for no one has possessed 
more fully than she this  power of concentrated, u nswerving and single mi nded 
approach. In this sense even the long short story "Melanctha," which was one 
of her earliest works, becomes somethi ng of a poem . In fact in much of her 
prose you meet recurrence to and cal l ing a nd re-cal l ing upon a si ngle person 
or thing, and the prose style which she has invented for her use, being patterned 
a nd �hythmic not i n  the sense of set patterns a nd meters, but in the sense of 
the play and movement between the words themselves, has in it a tone and 
quality which come close to poetry . 

Whitman years before had brought poetry as close to the bou ndary l ine 
of prose as poetry could come without becomi ng prose. In Stein we fi nd that 
prose has been brought across the l ine which he left ,  and I rather th ink that 
in  her own mind the disti nction was lost or,  to speak more accurately ,  aban· 
doned. In her work the two have become one. Sometimes we nnd her, as in 
these Stanzas in Meditation , giving a formal nod to the past of poetry by the 
occasional addit ion of meter and rhyme. This  formal nodding is  the only thing 
she holds in common with contemporary poets. Her prosody is most usually 
just the brdinary diction of her prose, and since by her style, her manner, and 
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her approach to subject matter she has i nfluenced in no way the poets but only 
the prose wri ters, i t  is far more natura l  to think of her as belonging to prose. 

I rather th ink that the choice of which Miss Stein speaks  i n  the last poem 
refers in part to the fact of her having elected to write in a manner  which much 
of the time makes her concrete mean ing i naccessible to the reader. For want 
of a better word�ay cal l thi� manner abst�a�tion. l cannot te l l  you exactly 
why she so chose or, for want of space ,  enumerate the contemporary impulses 
which contributed to i t .  Suffice it to say that this u·as her choice and that she 
made it not for the purpose of confoundi ng the reader, as some suppose , hut 
because it was part of her l(te�ary fate to do so. This abstraction is  neither the 
least nor the important part of her work but it  was her dest iny  that in parts 
of her writ ing she was to push abstraction to its farthest l imits and by so doing 
not to end , but to culminate a tendency that has always been present in 
American wr i t ing. 

A brief comparison of American and European wri t ing wi l l  show the 
reader what I mean .  You wi l l  find E nglish authors constantly occupied with 
descriptions of the tangible whereas the early writers of our Eastern seaboard 
were concerned not so much with the actual happenings but with phi losoph iz­
ing and talk ing about the mental effect of these happenings. They describe the 
tm1gibteas Tittfe as possible and then mostly for the sake of coloring, usually 
a little dark , the results on the mind and emotions. All through Hawthorne, 
Emerson, Thoreau,  Melvil le and Henry James you will find th i s  tendency to 
discuss effects and values rather than to st ick to the tangible . 

There are many reasons for this but chief among them was the separation 
from England which stood for us as a parent, which separation left us the feel­
ing of bei ng rootless and without real  origin and so cleared the air for abstrac­
tion. Another was the effect of Puritanism on Easter

-
n -manners which 

prevented the actual description of sin but al lowed a preoccupation with its 
effects. Sin became in  Hawthorne faun  ears under hair, dark flowers and 
scarlet letters. In Melvil le the primit ive, i nevitable but not quite mentionable 
became a great white whale. Gradual ly the fun and fascination of talk ing abolll 
and not mentioning spread to everything and reached its peak i n  Henry James 
where everyth ing is thrown onto the mental plane and the sentence itself has 
become if not meaningless nearly un intel l igible. In him the pleasure of writ ing 
about someth i ng i n  particular nearly disappears and the fun of wri t i ng, pure 
writing, emerges. 

Stein takes the process a step further. In her mind as she writes there is 
almost alwa� a subject but that subject is often as not her ow

-�p�i vate pwperty. 
She writes about i t  but does not name it, or names it i n  s�ch -a-way-rt\at its 
physical context cannot be guessed . The excitement is in words themselves, in 
the movement and interplay of the words. 

. ----

Either you l ike this or you don't . More cannot be said on that point .  It 
has its just ification in the fact that for many of us the written word does not 
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convey more (or different) than we already know. We have each of us our 
individual knowledge of life and the written word evokes and refreshes�nd 
makes liveTy that old k nowledge but i t  does not tell  us what the author k new. 
Not really. Even in the most concrete of naturalist ic writing this lack of 
u nderstanding of the author's real feel i ng about his matter i s  apparent to 
a nyone. We have never seen the particular object which he describes. We have 
nm seen the room i n  which he saw it nor the people who surrou nded it when 
he saw it, nor can we know his emotional reaction to those people and it is 
a l l  of these things that go to make up the personal meaning of the object he 
describes. When we read of this object we supply a l ike one from our own 
experience and i ts  meaning and appearance are colored for us by our own 
k nowledge of i t ,  not the author's. The writer's particular excitement  is con­
veyed to us through the medium of his words and these words in  turn excite 
and revivify something we already know . 

In abstract writ ing the words are given you more or less stripped of subject 
matter and it i s  through the author's-excitement in them that your own excite· 
m�nt is roused . In the purest forms of abstract wri t ing the excitement roused 
would I suppose be devoid of subject,  at least theoret ically, yet there are al l  
degrees of abstraction. In the last of these Ste in  poems one feels fa ir ly  certa in 
i n  every word what thing it is around which that word plays. This  is fa irly true 
too of the Spanish poem , but it is true only because the late war is close and 
because our m i nd leaps immediately to that and one assumes that that was 
where Stein's mind was too. In this l ight the meaning of it would be clear. Yet 
i t  is not necessarily clear. The meaning we give i t  is only accidenta l .  You as 
a reader are free to do with it what you l ike. The poem exists in itself and i n  
its words. I t  i s  not necessary to do anyth i ng. 



The Impossible 

John Ashbery 

Stanzas in Meditation (1956) is the latest volume in the series of the un� 
published writings of Gertrude Stein which the Yale University Press has been 
bringing out regularly for the last decade. It wil l  probably please readers who 
are satisfied only by l iterary extremes, but who have not previously taken to 
Miss Stei n because of a kind of lack of seriousness in her work ,  c haracterized 
by lapses into dul l ,  facile rhyme; by the over-employment of rhythms sug­
gesting a chi ld's incantation against grownups; and by monotony. There is 
certainly plenty of monotony in the 150-page title poem which forms the first 
half of this volume, but it is the fert i le k ind ,  which generates excitement as 
water monotonously flowing over a dam generates electrical power. These 
austere "stanzas" are made up almost entirely of colorless connecting words 
such as "where," "which," "these," "of," "not," "have," "about ," and so on, 
though now and then Miss Stein throws in  an orange, a l i lac, or  an Albert to 
remind us that it real ly  is the world, our world , that she has been ta lk ing about. 
The result is  l ike certain monochrome de Kooning paintings in which isolated 
strokes of color take on a deliciousness they never could have had out of 
context , or a piece of music by Webern  i n  which a single note on the celesta 
suddenly irrigates a whole desert of dry ,  scratchy sounds in the strings. 

Perhaps the word that occurs oftenest in  the Stanzas is the word "they," 
for this is a poem about the world, about "them." (What a pleasant change from 
the eternal "we" with which so many modern poets automatical ly  begi n each 
sentence, and which gives the impression that the author is shar ing h is every 
sensation with some invisible Kim Novak . )  Less frequently, "l" enters to assess 
the activities of "them," to pick up after them , to assert his own altered impor­
tance. As we get deeper into the poem, it seems not so much as if we were 
reading as l iv ing a rather long period of our l ives with a houseful of people. 
Like people, M iss Stein's l ines are comfort ing or annoying or bri l l iant or 
tedious. Like people, they sometimes make no sense and sometimes make 
perfect sense or they stop short in the m iddle of a sentence and wander away, 
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leaving us alone for awhile in the physical  world, that collection of thoughts, 
flowers, weather, and proper names. And, just as with people, there is  no real 
escape from them: one feels that if one were to close the book one would 
shortly re-encounter the Stanzas in l ife, u nder another guise. As the author 
says, "It is easil y  eaten hot and lukewarm and cold I But not without i t ."  

Stanzas in Meditation gives one the feel ing of t ime passing, of th i ngs hap· 
pening, of a "plot," though it would be difficult to say precisely what is going 
on. Sometimes the story has the logic of a dream : 

She asked could I be taught to be al lowed 
And I said yes oh yes I h ad forgotten him 
And she said does any or do any change 
And if not I said whom could they count. 

wh ile at other t imes i t  becomes start l ingly clear for a moment, as though a 
change in the wind had suddenly enabled us to hear a conversation that was 
taking place some distance away: 

He came early in the morni ng. 
He thought they needed comfort 
Which they did 
And he gave them an assurance 
That it would be all  as well 
As indeed were it 
Not to have it needed at any time 

But it is usually not events which interest Miss Stein ,  rather i t  is their  "way 
of happeni ng," and the story of Stanzas in Meditation is a general ,  al l-purpose 
model which each reader can adapt to fit h i s  own set of particulars. The poem 
is a hymn to possibi l ity;  a celebration of the fact that the world exists, that 
th ings can happen.  

In i ts  profound origi nality, i ts  origi nal profu ndity, th is  poem that is always 
threatening to become a novel reminds us of the late novels of James, especial ly 
The Golden Bo�A.'l and The Sacred Fount ,  which seem to strain with a 
superhuman force toward "the condition of music," of poetry . In such a passage 
as the following, for instance: 

Be not only without in any of t heir sense 
Careful  
Or should they grow careless with remonstrance 
Or be careful just as easi ly not at al l  
As w hen they felt. 
They could or would would they grow always 
By which not only as more as they l ike. 
They cannot please conceal  
Nor need they find they need a wish 
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we are not far from Charlotte's and the Prince's rational izations. Both Stanzas 
in Medicacion and The Golden Boo:l are ambitious attempts to transmit a com­
pletely new picture of reality, of that real reality of the poet w h ich Antonin 
Artaud cal led "une realice dangereuse ec typique. "  If these works are h ighly com­
plex and, for some, unreadable, it is not only because of the complicatedness 
of life, the subject, but also because they actual ly imitate its rhythm,  its way 
of happening, in an attempt to draw our attention to another aspect of its true 
nature. Just as l ife is  being constantly altered by each breath one draws, just 
as each second of l i fe seems to alter the whole of what has gone before, so the 
endless process of elaboration which gives the work of these two writers a tex­
ture of bewi ldering luxuriance - that of a tropical rain-forest of ideas - seems to 
obey some rhythmic impulse at the heart of all  happening. 

In addit ion, the almost physical pain with which we strive to accompany 
the evolving thought of one of James's or Gertrude Stei n's characters is perhaps 
a cou nterpart of the painful continual  projection of the individual  i nto l i fe . As 
in life ,  perseverance has its rewards - moments when we emerge suddenly on 
a high plateau with a view of the whole distance we have come. In  Miss Stein's 
work the sudden i nrush of clarity is l ikely to be an aesthet ic experience , but 
(and this seems to be another of her "po ints") the description of thM experience 
applies also to "real-life" situations, the aesthetic problem being a microcosm 
of all human problems. 

I should th ink it makes no difference 
That so few people are me. 
That is to say in each generation there are so few gen iuses 
And why should I be one which I am 
This is one way of saying how do you do 
There is this  difference 
I forgive you everything and there is nothing to forgive. 

It is for moments l ike this that one perseveres in this difficult poem ,  moments 
which would be less beautifu l  and meaningful if the rest did not exist ,  for we 
have fought side by side with the author in  her struggle to ach ieve them. 

The poems in  the second half of the book are almost all charming, though 
lacking the profundity of Stanzas in Medication . Perhaps the most successful is 
Winning His Way, again a picture of a human community: "The friendship be­
tween Lolo and every one was very strong I And they were careful  to do him 
no wrong." The bright ,  clean colors and l arge cast of characters in  this poem 
suggest a comic str ip.  In fact one might say that Miss Stein discovered a means 
of commu nication as well-su ited to express our age as in their own way , the 
balloons (with their effect of concentration), l ight bulbs, asterisks, ri nged 
planets, and exclamation marks which comic-strip characters use to co�­
municate their ideas. In  Winning His Way, for example, she experiments with 
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punctuation by placi ng periods in the middle of sentences. This results in a 
strange syncopation which affects the meaning as well as the rhythm of a l ine .  
In  the couplet 

Herman states. 
That he is very well .  

the reader at first imagines that she is talking about a group of  states ru led over 
by a potentate named Herman; when he comes to the second l ine he is forced 
to change his idea, but its ghost remains, giving a muted quality to the prose 
sense of the words. 

Donald Sutherland, who has supplied the introduction for this book, has 
elsewhere quoted Miss Stein as saying, "If it can be done why do i t ?" Scanzas 
in Medicacion is no doubt the most successful  of her attempts to do what can't 
be done, to create a counterfeit of real ity more real than reality. A nd if, on 
laying the book aside, we feel that it is st i l l  impossible to accompl ish the 
impossible, we are also left with the conviction that it is the only t h i ng worth 
trying to do. 



Stanzas in Meditation : 
The Other Autobiography 

Ulla E.  Dydo 

It is fifty-three years since Gertrude Stein ,  in  a single summer at her coun· 
try house, wrote both her most abstract ,  disembodied work and her most 
concrete, referential work. The first , Stanzas in Medication, 1 was published 
posthumously and remains even roday almost unknown. The second, The 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, was published as soon as it was written, 
brought Stein the fame she had wanted al l  her l ife and remai ns her most 
popular book.  

The language of  the Autobiography may surprise by its cleverness and felic ity , 
but it never calls attention to itself by its difficulty. The life and t imes of Alice 
Toklas and Gertrude Stein make easy reading. The difficult language of Stanzas, 
on the other h and, demands a reader's ful l  and equal attention ro every si ngle 
word as word. The difference between books like the Autobiography and books 
like Stanzas is  not a difference in subject matter or genre and not a difference 
in degree; it is a radical difference in k ind.  The two books do not even sound 
as if they were by the same author. Gertrude Stein herself was q uite clear about 
this difference. The Autobiography was the first of a series of books which she 
characterized as her "open and public" books ,  or as "audience writing": books 
written to satisfy demands of an imagined or real audience. On the  other hand, 
works l ike Stanzas - virtually everything Stein wrote up to 1932  a nd a good deal 
that she wrote after she became famous - she described as her "real kind"2 of 
books: a l i terature of word compositions rather than a literature of subject 
matter. Not that the compositions lacked subject matter, but Stein believed 
that subject matter had no existence apart from its shape in compositions. The 
public books y ield themselves easily to the reader interested in their subjects, 
but the other books refuse to give up t heir meaning if they are read by the con· 
ventions of representation of subjects or by the conventions of logical 
discourse about ideas. 

Stanzas in Meditation raises two questions. The first concerns the nature of 
the stanzas: how are they to be read and what do they mean i ndividually and 
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as a complete work of poetry? The second concerns Stein's writ ing in  1932 .3 
Why should Stein at the same time h ave written a chronological narrative 
about known public figures and events and a work of pure word construction 
pointing only inc identally to identifiable subject matter? Why, in  the summer 
of 1932 ,  did she suddenly go in  two opposed directions at once? 

I undertook a detai led study of the stanzas in the hope of gai n i ng access 
to this long work of poetry and to the Stei n meditation. It was only in the pro­
cess of this study that I u nexpectedly, in  the manuscript of Stanzas , stumbled 
upon evidence that suggested why the stanzas a nd the Autobiography were 
written in the same summer. Indeed, the evidence convinced me that the two 
works were related a nd could be understood only together. This essay tells of 
both the search for the text and the discovery of the context of Stanzas. It a lso 
suggests how text and context illuminate each other. 

Stanzas in Meditation is Stein's longest work of poetry, and her most 
difficult. More disembodied than any work she had ever written and a ny she 
was to write, the stanzas were the purest word constructions she ever created. 
Using the l ast stanza (xv) of Part I as a n  example, I shall expla in what that 
characterizat ion means by considering Stanzas as a text in its own right.  Later 
I shall look at the stanzas as context for the Autobiography. 

I called Stanzas a disembodied work .  The word is Stein's own. It appears in  
the draft of  a letter written a t  the time she  was composing the  stanzas. The 
letter answers an inquiry by a Canadian researcher about her method of 
writing. She described her effort in her writ ing of that time to achieve 

exactitude of abstract thought and 
poetry as created by exactness and 
as far as possible disembodiment if 
one may use such a word, creat ing 
sense by intensity of exactness . . .  

(Draft letter to Lennard 
Bernstein Gandalac in answer 

to his inquiry of 27 May 1932 ,  YCAL) 

This tortured statement, one of the few where Stein tries to explain h erself by 
precept rather than  by example, speaks of her interest in  the process of think­
i ng rather than i n  the object of thought.  The words abstract and disembodiment 

describe thought ,  not t he objects that provoke thought or the results of 
thought. However, Stein always saw the artist's "first-hand experience" of 
objects as the necessary condition for all creation of exactitude and intensity i n  
the work o f  art. 

Here is the beginning of Stanza xv, the last of Part I .  

Should they may be they might if they delight 
In why they must see it be there not only necessarily 
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But which they might in which they m ight 
For which they might del ight  if they look there 
And they sec there that they look there 
To sec i t  be there which it is if it is 
Which may be where where i t  is 
If they do not occasion it to be different 
From what i t  is.4 

These l i nes cannot be read fast , nor can they be read expressively. Noth ing 
concrete stands out in  this passage , and no key words annou nce a subject or 
a theme. It is a lso virtually impossible to quote an excerpt , since the continuum 
of these l i nes - they make one sentence but they hardly feel l ike a sentence ­
offers no discrete statements that can be isolated . Certain phrases stand out 
because t hey are repeated, creat ing rhythm a nd sound patterns: "they might 
if they del ight , "  "see there . . .  look there . . .  be there," "which it  is . . .  where 
it is." 

In the process of perceiving someth ing ("see it") the observers ("they") also 
perceive themselves ("they see . . .  that they look . . .  to see") . Voicing their 
gradual perception, including al l  the hesitations that are part of the process 
("should they ," "they might" and al l  the boxed-in "which" and " if" clauses) , is 
more important  than naming what they see. The parallel phrases with their 
minimal vocabulary create mirror effects a nd reflections in the reader's mind.  

What is  seen with delight (dayl igh t !) is  an abstract, disembodied landscape 
which appears i n  stark , single words distributed thoughout the stanza: h i l ls,  
crops, ditches, clouds, sky ,  vines , some flowers a nd vegetables in a nursery 
rhyme, the weather, a bird. Seeing depends not only on light (su n ,  moon) and 
weather (clouds,  sky) but also on the capacity to see . 

In one direction there is the sun and the moon 
I n  the other direction there are cumulous clouds 
a nd the sky 
In the other direction there is why 
They look at what they sec 
They look very long while they talk along 
And they may be said to sec that at which they look 
Whenever there is no chance of its not being warmer 
Than if  they wish which they were. 

Several questions are implied in these l i nes: is it necessary to sit in the land­
scape in order to see it? Are looking and seeing dependent upon sharing, caring 
and talking? 

Line 20 asserts a lmost aggressively ,  "They care for it of course they care for 
it." Caring for it is affirmed so emphatically that one wonders w hether they 
do care for it .  By l ine 33 "each one has seen each one." Separate things have 
been seen separately by each observer . 
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It is very well ro have seen what they have seen 
But whirh they will not only be alike. 

1 1 5  

Thev see the same thi ngs, but are things t h e  same! When they see w h a t  they 
saw before, is it the same as before! Are the two who see al ike? Likeness and 
difference give way to l ik ing it or not l ik ing it as one l ine or phrase moves 
i mperceptibly ,  a lmost without punctuation, into the next. At a later point ,  "no 
one I Is more able to be sure." The capacity to perceive on the part of each 
observer is in doubt. The stanza ends abruptly on a note of self-assert ion: "I 
have my well-wishers thank you ." The speaker - it is plainly Gertrude Stei n ­
asserts her independence. The voice of this stanza changes in tone. The early 
sections create the lean flow of the perceiving process that Stein slowly and 
gradually traces in  her disembodied words. But the stanza ends i n  an aggressive 
and personal voice that reflects a personal i ty far more prominently than the 
earlier sections. 

What is so difficult  about reading such a stanza? It is precisel y the lean, 
abstract langu age that offers no quick information, no stories and no referen· 
t ia l  center. Almost devoid of objects and color, the stanzas are stark ly  abstract.  
To say that they are abstract, however, is not to say that they have no meaning 
but that they must be entered through the words rather than through ideas 
or subject matter. Gertrude Stein makes meaning by constructing words. 
Meaning is not apart from words, ready in  her mind to be fitted with words, 
but i t  is a part of the word constructions. Meaning is a function of words rather 
than  words bei ng a fu nction of meaning. 

One is never comfortably at home in a Stei n stanza as one is in the well­
fu rnished l iterature fil led with images and metaphors that may be novel but 
that do not requ ire new ways of reading. Reading the stanzas is l ike reading 
naked words, str ipped of the "encrusted surfaces"5 that habit has led us to 
expect and to recognize without the effort of thought. In  the stark , naked 
words of this meditation, Stein al lows no distractions from the movement of 
words that is the process of consciousness. The writing of these meditat ions 
was one of the most demanding tasks she ever set herself. They make slow and 
difficult reading of great intensity. She had never been as stern and absolute 
in  her use of words as she was here. 

A number of themes that are prominent in Stanza xv recur thoughout 
Stanzas. All  derive from a single word, like, with which Stein composes many 
meanings. One is being alike. Another is  liking it ( i .e. , what they have; the 
object of liking here is not usually specified, which emphasizes how unimpor­
tant the objects are compared to the process of l ik ing). A third theme is  being 
l iked. Behind the play on the word l ike are a lso frequent echoes from As You 
Like It, a play that was especially important to Stein .  Here are a few suggestive 
passages; some display the verbal fel icity of aphorisms, as is to be expected from 
the great variety of constructions to which like lends itself: 
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Now I have lost the thread of how they came to be alike. 

I often th ink do they sound alike 
Who hates that or a hat not I .  

Or would it be a nuisance to like no one 

Most certainly they like it because they l ike 
what they have 

They l ike whatever I like. 

(V, vi i )  

(IV, xx) 

(IV, xx) 

(II ,  i )  

( I I ,  xiv) 

Thematical ly though not verbally related preoccupations emerge in  these 
l ines: 

I have often thought that she meant what I said 

They can place aisle to exile 
And not nearly there 
One in a while they stammer but stand still 
In as well as exchange. 

What is the use of union between this with this 

Who is winni ng why the answer of course is she is 

(V' i i )6 

(II ,  xvi i )  

( IV,  xxiv) 

( IV, xxiv) 

Plainly Gertrude Stein and Alice Toklas are quarrel ing. The fact that they are 
named only by pronouns - they , I, he,  she - makes the quarrel starker and 
more abstract by placing emphasis on naked opposition rather than on 
dressed-up personalities. 

A related recurrent theme concerns fame, sometimes l inked with the hope 
for money . Fame - being liked by an audience - belonged to Gertrude Stein as 
a well-known writer ; did Alice, who shared Stein's l ife but not her name, share 
in  the fame? 

It is very anxious not to know the name of them 
But they know not theirs but mine 
Not theirs but mine. 

Or may be very l ikely or not at all 
Not only known but well known 

After all I am known 
Alone 
And she calls it their pair. 

(III, vi i i )  

(II ,  ix)  

(I I I ,  xvi i i) 
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The innumerable quibbles reflect artistic a nd personal preoccupat ions as much 
as thev embody Stein's fascination with the possibil ities of the English 
language. Always personal problems are given form as writing problems, and 
words are used to construct equations of personal relations. 

The minimal sett ing for these personal and verbal preoccupat ions in the 
stanzas is the pastoral landscape of Biligni n  i n  the Rhone valley. Th is sett ing 
also shows that the stanzas were written in  the country. And some minimal  
references to fru its, people and events a l low exact dating of certa in  stanzas. 
The stanzas were written consecutively in  the notebooks and are printed in 
the order of composition. 

When inspi ration lagged, as it frequently did,  Stein somet imes set herself 
composition tasks, which kept her at her writ ing. For example, a large section 
of Stanza v of Part I I  i s  constructed with as many negatives as she was able to 
incorporate into her l i nes. Elsewhere there are constructions with prominent 
features of Shakespeare (they are not simply al lusions that can be documented 
with footnotes) . In some pieces Stein sets out to write in words of one syllable 
(Madame Recamier, Lisren To Me) though she never considers herself bou nd by 
the rules she sets herself. Once a task gets her going,  she feels free to abandon 
i t .  Another important form of self-discipl ine is evident in the fact that many 
of Stein's pieces are completely fitted into one of the French cahiers that she 
used as manuscript notebooks. Like a painter who paints with in  the given 
space of the canvas, Stein more often than not fits a composition i nto t he space 
of a notebook , ending it on the last l ine of the last page. The challenge of th is 
practice lay in the task of completing a composit ion within such a frame rather 
than merely stoppi ng at the end of a cahier. Many Stein notebooks are spaces 
which she fills with word compositions. Form has to do with how to shape a 
given space.7 

The text of the five parts of Sranzas i s  contained in  six French notebooks. 
Part I begins in a th in  brown cahier which is  fil led by the middle of Stanza ix ,  
at which point Stei n immediately cont inues in a second th in notebook of the 
same type. This notebook, filled to the end, completes Part I .  Stein m ust have 
real ized that the poems were developing i nto a larger work than she had 
expected when she began.  For Part II she switched to a thicker notebook ,  
which she filled to the  end. Parts Ill and IV each fi l l  another large notebook 
of the same type as that used for Part II. The result is that Parts II, Ill and IV 
are about the same length;  Part I is shorter since the two thin cahiers together 
contain fewer pages than the larger cahiers used for Parts, II, Ill and IV.  Part 
V is written in a h and-sewn dummy book fil led to the end, but since i t  is fatter, 
Part V is longer.  The u neven length of the five parts of Stanzas is simply the 
result of the size of the manuscript books. 

It is known t h at Stein often derived word ideas from the texts or the 
i l lustrations on the covers of the French  cahiers she used. 1 Many of her pieces 
used ideas or even phrases f�om these covers which offered information about 
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natural phenomena, great i nventions, famous men, French history , first aid 
and other instructive topics. The early stanzas, however, were written in  pla in  
books with convent ional,  stylized l ine drawings a nd no text on the  covers. 
Such drawi ngs never interested Stein and never entered compositions written 
in these cahiers . Nothing in Stanzas points to the world about which the cahiers 
usually told stories. The sta nzas are self-contained word construct ions with 
minimal reference to that world . The last plain dummy notebook is a par­
ticularly fitt ing book for the final part of Stein's abstract word meditat ions. 

While the stanzas do not reflect the world of the French cahiers ,  they do 
reveal an unexpected context9 which requires interpretation. Almost con­
sistently throughout the handwritten text , the auxil iary verb rna:-; is crossed 
out, and can is inked in above it in Gertrude Stein's hand.  Of the two 
typescripts ,  the first reproduces with a lmost no errors the origi na l ,  unrevised 
text. The second includes the revisions, but they are not executed exactly like 
the revisions i n  the manuscript . Some of the changes are typed in  from the 
start , others are written by Gertrude Stein into spaces left open by Al ice during 
typing, and st i l l  others are inked in  by Gertrude above the crossed out original 
verb ma:v. In  some cases the revision destroys meaning, as when may be (maybe) 
becomes can be. In others, it destroys rhymes (may/to-day becomes can/to-day) . 
What accounts for these changes since neither meaning nor rhetoric expla ins 
the need for t hem ? How must they be read? 

The text pr inted in  the Yale volume of Stanzas (and reproduced i n  The Yale 
Gertrude Stein [ 1980] ,  a selection from the Yale edition) is the revised text of 
the second typescript , as seems entirely reasonable. But why has no one raised 
questions about the revisions? In part because readers do not study Stein texts 
with the careful  attention they require.  M a ny Stei n students assume, wrongly ,  
that her writ i ng i s  a rbitrary .  The opening l ine of  Stanza xv was revised from 

Should they may be they might if they delight 
to 

Should they can be they might if they delight 

The substitution of can for may surely substitutes nonsense for sense. Stein's 
sentences, however, are so different in construction and idiom from sta ndard 
English sentences that no one has noticed how very odd the revised text 
sounds and t h at something in these revisions does not make sense. 

It turns out that not only the auxi l iary verb "may" is el iminated from the 
stanzas but the word "may" or "May" in a l l  its possible forms. Three times the 
month of May appears in the text.  In one case the revised text substitutes today 
(II, ii i), which preserves an end rhyme. In the second case,  in mid-line, day is 
substituted for May (1, vi; V, xvi). Nothing appears to be gained by the revi­
sions. They cannot be l iterary revisions. What are they? 

Within two days after arrival in Bilignin in the first week of May 1932 , 
Stein wrote a piece entitled "Here. Actualities," in  which she recorded some 
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recent events. (Stein's t itle translates the French lei les actualities , which is  radio 
language annou ncing a news broadcast . )  The piece tells of the discovery , about 
a week earlier, of the manuscript of Stein 's first work (the novel Q.E.D. , not 
named) among t he manuscripts in  the Paris apartment. Stein describes the 
discovery as the  cu lminat ing event in  a "season of debuts" in  the wi nter and 
spring of 1932 .  The debuts included the a ppoi ntment of 29 February  1932 of 
Bernard Fay to a professorship at the College de France; the first communion 
in  Apri l 1932 of Paulo Picasso, Stein's godson;  and the first show, from Apri l  
12  to 2 5 ,  193 2 ,  at the Galerie Vignon, of the painter S ir  Francis Rose, a Stein 
protege. The discovery of the manuscript of the early novel - Stein's l iterary 
debut - has h istoric significance. It makes news. Written in 190 3 ,  the novel 
records Stein's love affair with May Bookstaver, a young graduate of Bry n 
Mawr College (where Stein had friends) whom Stein saw in Balt imore and 
New York from 1901 to 1903 .  The relationship was complicated by a r iva l ,  
another young woman,  who claimed Bookstaver's affection more successful ly 
than Stein. The story of the love affair is commented on in detail by Leon Katz 
i n  his introduction to Femhurst, Q.E.D. and Other Early Writings (New York : 
L iveright,  1971) .  

What matters for Stanzas is the effect upon Alice T oklas of the d iscovery 
of the early book,  which had not been typed or published and about which 
Al ice T oklas had not known. In the Autobiography Stein suggests that she had 
forgotten the early novel - a rather unl ike ly  suggest ion. In "Here. Actual i t ies" 
Stein asks whether the work was "hidden with intention." She adds, "There 
is  no blindness in memory." The contradictions and the secretiveness 
surrounding the Bookstaver affair show that  this relat ionsh ip was not a matter 
of indifference. 

Alice Toklas told Leon Katz in interviews conducted between November 
1952  and February 195 3  that she had not known about the a ffa i r  with 
Bookstaver or a bout the early novel unt i l  the spring of 1932 ,  when the 
manuscript was u nexpectedly discovered . 1 0  What aroused Alice Toklas's 
jealousy was less the love affair itself than the discovery that, when Stein and 
Toklas had exchanged "confessions" upon fal l ing i n  love, Stein had not told 
about the relat ionship with May (other names used are Mary, May Mary , 
M.M. ) .  Stein had kept i n  touch with her friend, who in 1906 had married 
stockbroker Charles K noblauch in New York, and she had kept May's letters. 
It is  l ikely that the two women met in Paris  w hen the Knoblauchs t raveled. 
I t  was Mrs. Knoblauch who had placed the portraits of Picasso a nd Matisse 
with Alfred Stieglitz ,  who published them i n  Camera Work. She had also had 
in  safe-keeping for many years copies of most of Stein's pieces and m ade efforts 
to place them with publishers. 

Alice, who had k nown nothing about t h is relationship, was enraged. She 
destroyed - or made Gertrude destroy - May's letters, which had served as the 
basis for the early novel. She became, as she put i t , "paranoid about the name 
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May." That paranoia appears to be the key to the revisions of the text of 
Stan�as. Alice Toklas must have init iated the elimination of the words may and 
May from the stanzas in the hope of purging the poems of Gertrude Stein of 
anything suggestive of May Bookstaver. When one considers the fact that 
Stei n plays in piece after piece, especial ly in her work of the 1 920s, with the 
names May , Mary and Mabel (the name of the third you ng woman in the 
triangle love affair),  with the half-rhyme Mary/Marry and with puns l ike may 
marry, the implications of the relationship with May Bookstaver a nd of the 
discovery of Q.E.D. become far more significant than they have appeared . 
From the spring of 1932 on, Alice Toklas and Gertrude Ste in  quarreled inter· 
mittently for several years. On the American lecture tour, Gertrude Stei n saw 
few old friends, and the two women were frequently at odds. The themes of 
quarreling,  of l ik ing one another and of identity in the stanzas reflect the ten· 
sion between Stein and Toklas. 

The purgation of Stanzas implied in  the may/can revisions may have been 
punitive or conciliatory or both . The changes are inked into the manuscript 
and the typescript in  Gertrude's hand. Alice did not normal ly write in the 
Stein manuscripts except to copy earl ier Stein drafts, to mark page numbers, 
correct misspel l ings and occasionally to correct Stein's French. However , the 
women had for years habitually used the manuscript notebooks for personal 
messages. Gertrude frequently scribbled into her manuscripts private notes 
and poems that were meant for Alice and were carefully offset from the Stein 
compositions. These notes were either written l ike secret messages in  very fine 
pencil in t iny handwriting, or they were otherwise separated from the rest of 
the text .  Knowing that Alice would carefully read every word of a piece, Stein 
inserted love letters to her in her work.  These were never meant to be parts 
of the compositions and were not typed by Al ice. The may/can revisions have 
a private dime nsion very different from what is evident in the love messages 
concealed in earl ier Stein manuscripts. One gets the impression that during the 
summer of 193 2  each of the two women goaded and hurt the other wherever 
possible. 

In Stanza xii of Part I ,  for example, Stein prepares to write the word many. 
But she ends up writing may and inks in ,  very carefully,  as one wou ld i nk in 
a correction that must be legible, the letter n above the space between the a 

and the y of may. It is difficult to look at this revision as a casual correction 
of an error , especially as the original may and the correction are both unusually 
neatly written.  The "misspelling" looks deliberate rather than accidental .  That 
there was constant irritation connected with the name May is a lso clear from 
the fact that in several other pieces of the summer of 1932 ,  the names May or 
Mary are poi ntedly manipulated . Phrases that look like innocent, ordinary 
forms of word play with occasional typing or proofreading errors turn out to 
conceal an explosive situation which only a cumulative study of the 
manuscripts can u ncover and document. The revisions are personal and not 
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l iterary. This argues for restoration of the original  text of Stanzas. Ironical ly the 
editorial changes, meant to do away with May Mary and to conceal the story 
behind Stanzas, ended up by giving it away.  

Gertrude Stein's sense of her own voice and of her power of speech was 
intermittent. What interfered with it was her own insecurity, the r idicule of 
others, the rejections by editors, the great and lonely struggle always to create 
her own language forms rather than to rel y  on the inherited conventions. She 
had struggled in her early years to find a voice and an identity as a writer. She 
received little praise from any audience for many years, found publication v ir­
tually impossible and was forced to pay for the printing of most of her own 
books. Only a few personal friends read her, supported her and expressed fai th 
i n  her. She was rid iculed by her brother Leo, her closest companion 
throughout her early years and the one figure in her life who might have 
val idated her enterprise. 

When she was final ly able to reject her brother, it was because she had 
received uncondi t ional validation for what she was writing and what she 
was - from Alice Toklas. Alice a llowed Gertrude Stein to hear her own voice, 
to affirm the real i ty of what she was trying to do with words, and to know who 
she was. For twenty-five years Alice's unqual ified "yes" answered Ste in 's "Am 
I i f  I am" (V, lxxx i i i ) .  Alice was Stein's alter ego, allowing her l ife and work unti l  
a third person - a  ghost -entered Alice's l i fe from Gertrude's novel Q.E.D. ,  
which had come t o  l ife. 

In the spring of l932 ,  Al ice withdrew her val idation -at least temporari ly .  
Her rage, visible in  the intrusions into the meditations, must h ave left 
Stein uncerta in of her own identity. As a lways, Stein looked for a nswers to 
the question of identity i n  the only way she knew - in words. It was i n  words 
that she could c reate her own autonomy . Words were a way to keep loss of 
love at bay , and s ince loss of love was a threat of death, words a llowed her to 
keep death at bay . She wrote enormous numbers of pieces that summer. But 
mainly she separated her voice from Al ice's by writing Stanzas - and the 
Autobiography. 

The stanzas are an uneven series of fits and starts. Her voice, some­
times in control of her words and sometimes uncertain, moves from lyrical 
song to aggressive host i l ity to the contemplation of fame to self-defense.  
But it is always a voice that tries to shape stark words into speech .  When 
she finally composed a book that would make her famous and earn her 
money - things she herself had always wanted -she wrote, in one of the 
last of the stanzas, that she wanted to renew the union and "once more 
to add feeling to feel i ng" (V, l i i i) . She wanted to restore what had been 
theirs. "I need not hope to sing a wish I Nor need I help to help to 
s ing . . . " (V, lxvii i ) .  She asked the central  question: "The whole of this 
last end is to say which of two" (V, lxxxi) .  She concluded the stanzas reaffirm­
ing the union with Alice. 
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Why am I if I am u ncertain reasons may inclose. 
Remain remain propose repose chose. 
I call carelessly that the door is open 
Which if they may refuse to open 
No one can rush to close. 
Let them be mine therefor. 
Everybody knows that I chose. 
Therefore if therefor before I c lose. 
I will therefore offer therefor I offer this. 
Which if I refuse to miss may be miss is mine, 
I wil l  be well welcome when I come. 
Because I am com i ng. 
Certainly I come having come. 

These stanzas are done. 
(V, lxxxi i i )  

My reading, derived from the context created by the revisions of Stanzw , 
assumes that  the last stanza refers at least in part to the relationship between 
Stein and Toklas. Yet there is nothing in these lines that directly poi nts to the 
relationship .  The l ines refuse to be pinned down.  They do, however, unmistak· 
ably speak of making a choice. The object of the choice, like the object of liking 
discussed earlier, is  not named. Ste in  is interested in the process of making a 

choice, not in the object chosen. It is in this sense that the stanza is abstract 
and non-referential .  

Wendell Wilcox,  writing about Stanzas in a piece that accompanied a small 
selection of stanzas published in  the February , 1940 issue of Poetry, said, 

I rather think that the choice of which Miss Stein speaks in 
the last poem refers in part to the fact of her having clecteJ 
to write in a manner which much of the t ime makes her 
concrete meaning inaccessible to the reader. For want of a 
better word we may call th is manner abstract ion . I cannot 
tell you exactly why she so c hose . . . . Suffice it to say that 
th i s  u·a.s her choice and that she made it not for the 
purpose of confound ing the reader , as some suppose, but 
because it was part of her l iterary fate to do so . . . . 1 1  

Neither Wilcox's reading nor m i ne makes a claim t o  being the right one. 
Together t hey are reminders of the kaleidoscopic nature of the stanzas, which 
are never about one thing, but never about nothing. 

In Stanza xiv of Part IV, Stei n says, "This is her autobiography one of two." 
If Stanzas is Stein's own autobiography ,  the book whose voice is the voice of 
Gertrude Stein ,  The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas12 is Alice's book ,  written 
in her voice, her style, and her name. The Autobiography was not Gertrude's 
book. It was a public work, written for an audience and not for the sake of 
writing .. In a letter to Carl Van Vechten written over a year after Stein's death, 
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Alice said that  the Autobiography was the only  work Gertrude wrote for her .u  
The implications of  her statement are more complicated and less charming 
than they might appear to be. Once again the manuscript books tell a story . 

In the Stein Archive there is a prel iminary notebook for the earl iest ver­
sion of the Autobiography. The notebook, a French cahier, shows one of the rare 
i l lustrations and texts about an American subject: the story of a gold prospec­
tor during the Gold Rush is told to exemplify the law of talion, the Mosaic law 
of an eye for a n  eye and a tooth for a tooth .  The story and illustrat ion concern 
a greedy gold digger who tries to rob and kill a companion, but fails and 
therefore flees. Two others join the vict im to pursue the culprit ,  catch ing him 
with a lasso. Vengeance is wrought when one of the captors - not the man he 
had tried to ki l l - puts a knife through h im.  A comment at the end of the story 
states that such customs no longer exist in America, where life is now more 
c iv i l ized than i n  the last century. 

Can this cahier have been chosen accidentally by the Californ ian  Stein ?  
Is the Autobiography the  ironic symbol of  retal iation spelled out i n  the cahier's 
t it le ,  "Chatiment Merite"? Is Stein gett ing back at Alice or Al ice get t ing back 
at Stein? And what  of the violence of the story ? Are the two women i ndulging 
in  acts of violence by means of words that sound peaceful,  but are actual ly 
violent? Or is the book Gertrude's peace offering to Alice? 

The prel iminary notebook for the Autobiography begins with t he same 
description of A l ice's background that ope ns the book : her birth in San  Fran­
cisco, a brief sketch of her mother's father, a pioneer who came to Cal iforriia  
i n  '49, and of  her  father's father , who left his wife "just after their marriage to  
fight at the  barricades in  Paris, but h is wife having cut off his supplies, he soon 
returned . . . . " ' 

So far, except for mi nor differences in punctuation, the text is that  of the 
first two paragraphs of the book . Having spoken of violence in connection with 
Alice's grandfather, Stei n continues: 

I mysel f  have no l ik ing for violence hut in spite of that 
which is what I wish to say I have had some occasions to 
feel what violence is and when I do fed so I can and have 
thorough ly tempted there which is what there is to do. 
Moreover nobody can doubt if i t  i s  not to be considered 
[word ?)  to have which is the resu l t I have had that I have 

• what I have and I always have as I a lways will had to have 
that which I have . In this way there can be no doubt, no 
doubt, that in no way there is any doubt that having to 
have that which I have I have had and I have that which I 
have . . . . 

(YCAL) 

Stein loses her way completely after the word violence. Bridgman says that her 
control over her material was uncertain and that it took her a long time to find 
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the right voice for the Autobiography. 14 Though it is true that Stein had diffi· 
culty finding the voice for her book,  this passage tells a far more specific story . 
Stein's voice in the Autobiography is Alice's voice. But using Alice's voice meant 
doing violence to her own. Stein is concerned with violence between herself 
and Al ice Toklas, and she knows that Alice's peaceful appearance and wifely 
occupations conceal a fierce and jealous rage. It is the violence of this conceal· 
ment which throws Stein off course and leaves her uncertain about voice, 
about tone, about sentences. This passage, with its repetitions and permuta· 
tions of a few key phrases, is closer to what Stein does in the stanzas than to 
what she attempts in the conventional narrative of the Autobiography. When 
she finally rewrites the passage, it becomes the peaceful  th ird paragraph: 

I myself have no l iking for violence and have always 
enjoyed the pleasures of needlework and gardening. I am 
fond of  paintings, furniture,  tapestry, houses and flowers, 
even vegetables and fru it-trees. I like a view but I l ike to sit 
with my back turned to it. 

The concluding sentence of this domest ic idyll has its cou nterpart in a 
sentence about scenery , best read in the context of Stanza xv, which opened 
this essay :  

I t  is at one time no different between how many h i l ls 
And they look like that caught in I mean 
For which they will add not when I look 
Or they make it plain by their own time . 

This which they sec by 
· 

They turn not their back to the scenery 
What docs it amount to. 
Not only with or better most and best 
For I think well of mean ing. 

The famil iar passage from the Autobiography about Al ice sit t ing with her back 
to the view makes full sense only in the context of the passage about not turn· 
ing "their back to the scenery" from Stan�a.s . Each work is the context of the 
other. 

What does it amount to? What does it mean?  What do "they see by"? Mean· 
ing, for Gertrude Stein ,  never amounts to any one thing. I t  cannot be added 
up but must be seen in details, one and one and one. Seeing meaning is a 
matter of one's capacity for seeing all of the "scenery" in the detai ls  which make 
up the whole. Stanza xv ends with a lengthy composition of such scenery, 
including the weather, the crops and the labor of digging and planting, with 
well-wishing neighbors offering pred ictions of success. The excursion into 
landscape returns Stein to the essence of meditation: the contemplation of 
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what she sees. Again and again in the Stanzas she describes what she  sees, try­
i ng not to turn her back to it. In the Autobiography she renders the appearance 
a nd the public image,  with the sort of peace-loving statements an audience 
l i kes to hear. In the stanzas she depicts the war, in al l  its disparate pieces. It 
is  neither easy nor pretty.  

This reading of Stanza xv is very autobiographical i ndeed. I do not bel ieve 
that the two passages about scenery need to be read only autobiographical ly ,  
but the fact that the Aurobiography, a referential book in which every detai l  
can be identified a nd annotated, picks up the same phrase as the stanza ,  a word 
construction with minimal referential ity,  does suggest that the two passages are 
connected and concern the relationship of Gertrude Stei n and Alice T oklas. 
The violence of the original draft passage in the Autobiography has been con­
verted into a domestic scene, but Stanza xv ends with Stei n's aggressive 
assert ion: 

I have my well-wishers thank you . 

Notes 

Research for this essay was supported by a Fellowship for College T cachcrs from 
the National Endowment for the Humanities and by Grant no. 13220 from the 
P .S .C . - C.U.N .Y .  Research Award Program of the City University of New York . For 
permission to quare m ater ial  from the Gertrude Ste in papers, grateful acknowledgment 
i s  made to the Yale Collection of American Literature, Bei ncckc Rare Book and Manu­
script Library, Yale University,  and to the Estate of Gertrude Stein. 

I .  The Stanzas were published in the posthumous volume enti tled Stanzas in 
Medication and Other Poems 1929-1933 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1956) where 
they appear to be part of a longer collection. However, they must be considered as a 
self-containlxl work,  parallel to the Autobiograph:v. In th i s  paper they arc treated as a 
book and the t i t le is underlined. 

2. These words are used in a letter of 2 5  May 1934 to her agent, W.A. Bradley , 
who was negot ia t ing with Alfred Harcourt for new book contracts after the 
A utobiograph:v. Unti l  1932 Stein wrote no popu lar books, and the distinction between 
her "open and public books" and her "real kind of books" had not been made. But from 
1932 on, Stein worried about "audience writing." 

3 .  Given Stein's difficulties with publ ication, many of her pieces remained un­
published for years. Eight volumes of unpublished work were printed posthumously ; 
t hey include early and late work but are not arranged in exact chronologic al order . 
Moreover, many of the books published during her lifetime were collections of pieces 
written over a period of many years, the dates of publication unrelated to the dates of 
composition. The important dates for Stein are the dates of composition,  not of 
publication. Her work evolves literally from one piece to the next and can be fully 
understood only in chronological sequence. The most reliable guide to chronology is 
A Catalogue of the Published and Unpublished Writings of Gmrude Stein by Robert 
Bartlett Haas and Donald Clifford Gallup (New Haven: Yale Univ. Library, 1941), 
extended by Julian Sawyer ("Gertrude Stein: A Bibliography 1941-1948," Bulletin of 
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BibliovaPh:-- . XIX, 6, 1948, 183-187). The Catalogue is keyed to appeara nce of the works 
in print in Richard Bridgman, Gertrude Stein in Piece5 , New York:  Oxford University 
Press, 1970, pp. 365-385). The Haas-Gallup listing was lx:gun with Gertrude Stein's 
assistance and approval.  Some of the dates given in the listing require revision . In the 
following pages, the dates prmted in parentheses after t itles of pieces, unless otherwise 
indicatL-d, arc the dates of composition, not of publication . Publicat ion - esJX.-cially of 
book-length collections- does not reflect Stei n's development as a writer. 

4. All quotations from Stanza5 in Meditation arc taken from the autograph 
manuscript text in Stein's notebooks. This text sometimes differs from the printed text. 
The nature of the textual discrepancies is discussed in detail in this  paper. 

5 .  James Laughl in visited Stein in  September 1934 and in July 19 3 5 - before and 
after the American tour. He wrote after visiting her a piece that speaks about Stein's 
language in words which probably echo her own.  He summarizes Stein's belief that 
"anaemia of language" breeds "associative word l in kages, which, by endless repetition 
in usc, become so habitual . . .  that they impede clear, free and origi nal thinking." It 
is the artist's obligation to reject this system of "canned language." "He can stand his 
ground as an artist and fight back, regardless of the odds against h i m .  He can stand 
his ground as a n  artist and fight back ,  wrestling with words till he bleeds sweat to draw 
from them the puri�· and 5trengch of mean ing che)· 5till po55C:5S bl'11C:ath their encru5ted sur· 
fam."  (My emphases. "New Words for Old : Notes on Experimental Writing," StoT)", IX ,  
5 3 ,  December 1936, 105,  110.) 

6. To outsiders, Stein and Tok las did not appear to he alike at all. "They never 
grew to rL'SCmblc each other as often happens in such cases. Her [Alice T oklas's] per· 
sonality was intact ." (Bryher, The Heart to Artl'l71i5, New York: Harcourt , Brace and 
World , lnc . , 1962)  Interestingly, even a lesbian friend like Bryher assumes that the "wife" 
is in danger of merging into the husband's personality. Bryher strL-sses that Alice's per· 
sonality remained intact but never quest ions Gertrude's personality or Gertrude's sense 
of herself. Yet it is Gertrude, not Alice, who worries about her identity and about being 
alike:. In the stanzas the problem of who she is erupts again and again with anguish and 
pain. 

Other contexts speak of identity light ly  and playfully.  Stein, who l i ked to write her 
own name, frequently inscribed her manuscript books not only to herself as the author 
but also to Alice T oklas as wife, as beloved, as inspiration, as her other self. For exam· 
ple, the first of the two manuscript cahier5 of Daniel W'ebster A Pia)· ( 19 3 7 )  shows on the 
cover, in the space for the student's subject ,  name, addn-ss, institution and class, the 
fol lowing notation: 

Cahier de Gertrude Stein 
a M Alice B. T oklas 
demeurant 
Etablissemenc de 
Classe de 

Here 
Soi 
Premier 

Such playfu l ,  yet serious, inscriptions arc common throughout the years. The brilliant 
invention of Gertrude Stein as the �uthor of The AutobiogTaph:y of Alice B. Toklas is also 
a form of concealment of Alice as the (k ing)maker of Gertrude Stein .  

7 .  Not only compositions but also letters are frequently fitted o n  a page o r  a series 
of pages. Enough Stein letters end on the last line of a page to make the reader familiar 
with the manuscripts feel that they are sometimes composed to fit on Stein's stationery, 
just as compositions are fitted into the cahier5. 
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8 .  Both Richard Bridgman i n  G�ncde Stein i n  Pieces an d  Wendy Steiner in Exact 
Resl'7llblance to Exact Resemblance (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1978) comment on 
Stein's usc of the illustrations and texts of the cahiers in  certain pieces. However, the 
cahkrs require further investigation as contexts for Stein's work. Some of their 
characteristics arc discussed in this essay. 

9. The manuscript problems summariu-d here arc il lustrated in  detai l  in my piece, 
MHow to Read Gertrude Stein' The Manuscript of'Stanzas in Meditation ,' " Te.n: Trans· 
actions of the Socie� for Textual Scholarship I, 1981, pp. 271-303 .  

10.  Details about Alice Toklas-' reactions to the Bookstaver affair in  th is  and the 
next paragraph were contribu� by Leon Katz in h1s  i nterviews with me,  1980-82 . 

I I . Wendell Wilcox, M A Note on Stein and Abstraction," Poet!')', LV , February 
1940, 254-257 .  

12 .  The date of t he Autobiograph� derives from Stein's own assertion ( in Et't."T)·bod;/s 
Al4tobiograph�. New York : Random House, lrlc . ,  1937 ,  p. 9) that she wrote the book in  
about six weeks i n  October and November 19 32 .  The completion of  the  typescript i s  
documented in letters to  Stein's agent, Will iam Aspenwall Bradley , to  whom she sent  
the typescript from Bilignin  in two sections in Novcmber, l932 (Stein to  Bradley, n .d . ,  
received by Bradley November 8, 13 ,  and 25,  1932 ;  Bradley to  Stei n ,  November 13 ,  21  
and 26,  1932).  When did she begin the work?  Internal evidence in Stan�CLI suggests that 
Stein may have begu n work on the Aucobiograph;< before October, perhaps as early as 
the spring of 1932 .  The Autobiography creates many fictions. The idea of the book as 
the easy product of a mere six weeks during the beautiful autumn of 19 32 sounds like 
another of the fictions with which Stein surrounded herself, hoping to conceal the ful l  
truth of the matter from an  audience eager for gossip about the private lives of public 
persons. 

1 3 . Letter to Carl Van Vechten, 13 November 1948 (YCAL). 
14. Gertrude Stein in Pieces, p. 2 12 .  



Operas and Plays [A Review] 
Richard Howard 

"When I write somethi ng that somebody else can see then it is a play 
for me," wrote Gertrude Stein the year Operas and Plays was first published 
in a very l im ited edition (by herself),  in  193 2 .  By then - it was the year she 
went public , astonishing herself a nd the world by the success of The 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas - she had already produced one collection , 
one anthology , real ly ,  which included her first plays and operas, Geography and 
Plays; and three years after her death,  Last Operas and Plays appeared in 1949. 
It all adds up to as large a body of work for (or against) the theater as any 
American writer has produced, and it still remains a problem to our more 
orderly manuals of dramatic history.  

I am tempted to say that the three most marking dramatists i n  the literature 
of the United States are three women widely known for other achievements ­
Mae West , M artha Graham and Gertrude Stein .  West created, or at least 
accrued, a "ch aracter," an image of the extenuated seductress so persuasive, 
and so comical ,  that Bertolt Brecht wanted to cast her as his Mother Courage. 
Miss Graham's dance dramas are the most convincing representations I know 
of the vastness of the unconscious, where as Edwin Denby once said, "folly is 
at home, easy to watch and hard to take." And Stein's plays (there are 77 of 
them) constitute - unperformed, derided,  u nexamined - what is surely the 
purest attempt to call attention to the theater experience which has ever ex· 
isted. For all my suspicions that Richard Foreman,  Robert Wilson and 
Meredith Monk have found hints and hopes i n  her texts, Stein's theater oeut'Te 
is still someth ing of a mystery to us, although she had said as early as 1913 :  "l 
do not want plays published. They are to be kept to be played ." Perhaps the 
republication of this astounding vol u me wil l  afford some remedy to our disease 
of neglect .  

Perhaps. I t  would be preposterous t o  recommend the works in  this book 
to anyone who intends to sit down and read a play - as we have learned to do 
in Western culture since Ben Jonson (though Shakespeare would have been 

Rcprintl-d from New YOTk Times Book Rt't·icll' (May 24, 198i) by permission of rhc: publisher 
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astonished at the notion, I believe) . Not to read a play as  we can read Ibsen 
or Shaw or Pirandello. Nor even as we might, with a certain degree of temerity , 
read Beckett and lonesco. The Stein texts are determined to rebuke any con­
secutive interest , any  perusal which might attempt to be cumulative. Here, as 
an entirely characteristic example, is a bit of stichomythia from "The Five 
Georges" (1931) :  

George G . 
. . . Do dictionaries always mean that  t hey are and have been right .  

George S. 
May we be here .  

George of England. 
Be here while t hey last as they wil l  be distributing better what she 

wants. What she wants. 

George L. 
Forget me as well as forget me not. 

George M. 
They pay or pair admirably compare. 

George G. 
He or she. 
May be thoughtless. 

George S.  
Develop 

One takes the absence of punctuation at the end as a command, a nd just 
in case one might have supposed that a more sustained hearing of a Stei n 
song - a  development,  i ndeed - would reward reading, here is an aria from the 
opera "Madame Recamier" (1930), su ng by the eponymous heroine: 

By the time that they wil l  go 
Who goes in joining places to their plainly adding theirs. 
They will attr ibute in it as it calls 
Who makes i t  better that they come away 
From relief of what i t  is most to have 
In little measures which they can belie 
In l iking they must have more to reunite 
It is as well that they can call it for them 
It is a better name than after al l  a very l ittle wil l  do now. 
Do or do not in all of it a pleasure . . . . 
When this they see they can as well as will remember me. 

No, reading hu ndreds of pages of such stuff is madness, or at least is merely 
maddening. Evidently Stein's method of composition was to fol low whim, her 
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dramatic construction was doodling and her notion of theatrical  economy was 
to juxtapose i ncompatibles. When enough had accum ulated ,  she could 
recapitu late aggressively, and there is so much minute variation within repeti· 
tion in  these works that a mere reading does not promote ready investiga· 
tion. 

As Gertrude Stein instructed , what these plays require i s  performance. 
Moreover,  we have evidence as to the requirements. The four  successful Stein 
theater pieces - successful in the theater - are al l  based on works j ust as abstract 
and abstruse as any in this volume. In fact the most celebrated of al l ,  Four Saincs 
in Three Acts (1927) ,  is in this volume, i n  its ur·text , just as Stei n gave it to Virgil 
Thomson and Maurice Grosser to work with .  Then there was "Wedding Bou­
quet," a bal let with words which Lord Berners had made out of another play 
in this volume, "They Must. Be Wedded. To Their Wife" (1931 ) .  This has been 
performed wherever Sadler's Wells  appears, and always with great eclat .  After 
Stein's death ,  Mr. Thomson's second opera ,  on her text The Mother of Us All ,  

was first performed in 1947 ,  and conti nues to be done in A merican opera 
houses from Santa Fe to Charleston .  And most recently,  AI Carmines' setting 
of In Circles ran in  New York for several seasons consecutively .  These triumphs 
on the stage suggest that, with music ,  choreography and the immediacy of per· 
formance ("to make the look ing have i n  it an element of moving," as Stein said) 
the difficult ies vanish. Or at least they can he transformed into something 
else- i nto a circus, into singing games, into something betwee n  voodoo and 
bullfight ing.  

Yet none of these triumphs - cont inuing triumphs, at  t h at - were what 
Stein wa nted. She had invented so many other k inds of l iterature - the first 
American novel of black life (in Three Lit•es), the first American novel of les· 
bian l ife (QED), the first cubist prose - and she had invented herself in the 
doing. Had she not invented a new k i nd of play, too! I think Stein was nervous 
about al l  the charm and enterta i nment that apparently had to be added to 
these works in order to put them over. She wanted them put on ,  not over: "it 
begins well but then it begins to get funny and one must not be too funny," 
she wrote her old friend Carl Van Vechten about Four Saints .  She knew she 
had devised a theater of immediacy - often it appeared to be her means of the 
interpenetration of l anguage and landscape - which depended on nothing but 
the moment ,  the hypertrophied consciousness of the present .  

As opera, as a ntiphon , as  bal let , as fi lm,  and ultimately as a theater of 
dialogue and persons ...:. though without character and without situat ion - the 
playwrit ing of Gertrude Stei n remai ns ,  as it rears itself up in th i s  bewildering 
book, an enigma.  These plays await their revelation in  performance, not as � 

stream of consciousness (as Stein's teacher Will iam James, who invented the 
phrase, might have elic ited it), but as a fixed consciousness. What we have in  
this volume are the  scripts for a particular kind of  pageant. I t  is  one I cannot 
myself recognize or even identify yet; but,  judging from the way in which those 
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with an audience once they are given physical incarnation on the stage, I 
should be very reluctant to say they are not successful or that they cannot 
succeed. 

\'\'hat Ste in wanted was the cont inuous present entity, as opposed to the 
cumulative historical identity of traditional drama. The plays certa in ly  do not 
work in the mode of our theater's main l ine;  they arc - or would be j udged by 
a Chckhov (though not by a Maeterl inck), by a Giraudoux (though not by a n  
Artaud) - static compOsitions, with n o  real ity referred t o  but their own.  They 
are, in terms of any conventio.nal dramaturgy , impossibly hermet ic,  non­
logical and self-i ndu lgent.  Yet they stand for a ludic theater you may never 
have experienced but can find intimated (surely the right word) and occa­
sionally prodded i nto being by your infa nti l ism, your afft"Ct lessness, your 
primitivism. And if you have the valor to approach them as possible moments 
in your experience (say, by reading aloud), they wi l l  disclose, ) believe, a dimen­
sion of theater experience as rare as that fourth one which, for ali i know, they 
may incarnate. As Stein says in  her "drama of aphorisms," "They Weighed 
Weighed-Laved" (1930): "It is best to plant them one by one." 



Last Operas and Plays 
Leonard Bernstein 

In the vast sea of critical materia l  that has been written about Miss Stei n 
in the last decades there are discernible two general currents of thought,  both 
of which I feel have carried our att itude toward her extraordinary work 
somewhat off the course of direct appraisal. Critics have usually di vided 
themselves into the pious, who revere her every detached syllable, and the 
cynica l ,  who write patronizing pieces in mock Stcinese and consequently feel 
exempt from further analytical responsibi l i ty.  

Isn't i t  true, after al l ,  that Miss Stein's real and valid contribution to letters 
has always consisted in the weight of her influence? The variety of fads and 
isms associated with her work has never for a moment dimi nished her un· 
accou ntable power of impressing other writers, to say nothing of musicians and 
painters. There is a very real basis for this; and once we accept it - a nd accept 
her as an art ist's art ist - we no longer feel guilty at never finish ing her more pro· 
tracted works, nor do we feel embarrassed at reacting to her utterances with 
pure innocent laughter. 

For she was- let us admit once and for all - very fu nny.  Her random 
distribut ion of labels - Act One, Act Twenty-Three, Scene Four,  Scene One, 
Scene I ,  Scene One - has become a c lassic literary joke. The cagey final 
paragraph of The Autobiograph� of Alice B. Toklas is a masterpiece of wit and 
nonsense. I t  is a humor of destruct ion : a humor which , l ike that of the Marx 
Brothers, negates commonly accepted axioms of real i ty ,  a nd leaves the 
perceiver d angling, reeling, and grateful for the ictus that enables h im to agree 
with organ ized chaos by the simple act of laughing. 

But certainly her value far exceeds that of a mere comic.  Reading over this 
valuable and fasci nating collection of her works "for the theatre" I am struck 
more forcibly than ever by the depth of her experiment in words. I t  is always 
a dangerous thing for an artist to try to exceed the bounds of his esthetic 
medium. He h as to be a kind of genius to get away with it .  An art ist has at 
his command patterns and orders that exist as a conti nuum in a specific 

Reprinted from the origi nal (May 3) draft of a review for t he Neu· York Times, May 22 ,  1949, 
hy permission of the New York Tim�"S, l no: . ,  a nd Harry J .  Kraut. Copyright Cl 1988 hy 
Leonard Bernstein .  
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medium; and t o  stray from thl"ie, o r  t o  t r y  a n d  mix  them with others usually 
means a fiasco i n  the end -especially in the case of the two media of words and 
music.  Words are fundamentally conceptua l  and transparent (that is ,  they allow 
the idea to show through without interference) and are only secondaril�· 
decoratiVe; while music is basica lly abstract and opaque, made u p  of notes 
which have no conceptual meaning in themselves, and acquire mea n ing only 
i n  relation to one another. It takes a Berlioz or a Stravinsky or a Strauss to be 
able to conceptual i ze notes i nto anything l ike successful program music .  And 
it  takes a Stei n to be able to musicalize words as successfully as she has.  

Stein has come closer than any other wri ter except Joyce to the medium 
of  music. The emphasis has  changed, of  course, throughout her writ ing life ,  
a nJ I suppose one's approach to her must vary with the individual  work or 
period. She ranges all the way from bleak automatic wri t ing (An Exercise in 
Analysis : 1917) t h rough all iterative and tonal  preoccupation (Four Saints in 
Three Acts: 1927 )  t h rough suggested mea n i ngs and faintly phi losoph ical max­
i ms (Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights : 1938) all the way to the conversational 
practicality and convent ional "meaningfu l ness" of Yes Is for a Very Young Man 
( 1945) .  In all these degrees of meaning and non-meaning, of useful  and useless 
repetition , of jokes and maxims, there ru ns the connect ing stylistic quality that 
is  Stein's: the chi ldlike debarrassment of words of their associat ions, the 
astonishing simplicity of her phraseology , and the musical value of any succes­
sion of sounds that may occur to her. 

But in  the end,  after reading so comprehensive a collection as this  one ­
never quite reaching the end of some of the pieces and rereading others with 
real pleasure - we return to our original feel ing that their ult imate value l ies i n  
their influence upon other writers. One c a n  al most say that a whole school of 
American prose-writing could not have existed had Stein not existed first. As 
we read along we can sense the germi nation of stylistic aspects in  Hemingway,  
Faulkner, Dos Passos, a nd in  a host of  poets of  the  twenties and th irt ies. Like 
so many extremist innovators, Stein prec ipitated a movement of which the 
really valuable contributions to l iterature were to be made by others, debtors 
to a woman who herself may never have written a page of last ing value except 
to crit ics and to other artists. It remi nds one of Moses, who led his people i n  
masterly fashion t o  the promised land, but was not himself permitted t o  enter 
i t .  

It reminds one also of  Stein's opposite number i n  music, Virgi l Thomson. 
I have often thought that the two were so very understanding of each other 
because they have th is fate in  common.  Thomson's delightful ,  personal and in­
imitable settings of Stein texts (The Mother of Us All and Four Saints in Three 
Acts) seem to me to occupy exactly the same place in the history of m usic as 
do the texts themselves in l iterature. Without Thomson's music there could 
never have been the great movement in American music toward utter sim­
plicity and hymn-like direct ness. With Thomson there came, as a reaction to 



134 Gertrude Stein Advanced 

the turgid, acrid music of the twenties, a new look, and a reinstatement of the 
tonic triad. But it has been, perhaps, for other composers to reap the harvest 
of this influence, and to create the p ieces of music that we feel constitute the 
living body of the contemporary repertoire. Copland, for example, i n  coming 
under Thomson's i nfluence, evolved a new and simpler style which has been 
perhaps the most i nfluent ial  force among younger Americ a n  composers. 

Stein and Thomson are both i rreplaceable in  the spectrum of contem­
porary art ,  whatever the public reaction may be. And whenever we find 
ourselves dismissing a Stein-Thomson opera as chi-chi, or pretentious, or slightly 
amusing, let us remember that, if not for this opera, A Fareudl to Anns and 
The Second Hurricane might never have graced our world. 



How the Curtain Did Come: 

The Theatre of Gertrude Stein 
Lawrence Kornfeld 

Ve� Fine is m:v Valencine 
t'e!! /inc and t'el! mine 
t·e�· mine is m:" mlen tine 
w�· mine and wry fine 
t·e�· fine is m:v t•alentine 
and mine t'e!! fine t•en mine 
and mine is m�· t•alencine. 

Gertrude Stein 

Since 195 7  I have been the director of at least sixty plays. Six of t hese arc 
by Gertrude Ste i n :  In a Garden ( 1957) ,  Whac Happened ( 196 3) ,  Pla:v I Pla-y II Pla-y 
III (1965) ,  A Cirrular Play A Play in Circles (1968) ,  The Making of American$ 
( 1972) ,  and Listen To Me (1974) .  These s ix product ions are "very m i ne" even 
though they are by Gertrude Stein and AI Carmines and Leon Katz a nd Myer 
K upferman and espec ial ly the performers who acted and sang a nd danced 
them ; but they were al l  very mine even though they were by the people who 
wrote them and played t hem. What happened in  these productions was what 
happened to the people who did them ; the words and music were not what 
happened : what happened was that the people who acted and sang and danced 
u ·ere the action the music and the danci ng. Only The Making of Americans was 
a l i t t le different :  it was a story about somet h ing remembered and cont inuous 
most of the t ime;  a story that was about what i t  was sayi ng it  was say i ng (most 
of the time) so the actors had to often he pretendi ng: they were pretend ing 
most of  the time that  they were other people being remembered and l iv ing i n  
t h i s  t ime, but not themselves, I mean not themselves, t h e  real actors on the 
stage, but people from a nother place. The other five productions are about 
what the actors s ingers a nd dancers did on the stage when they were on thac 
stqge at char t ime t hey were doing i t .  Many of them don't know this or don't 
believe this, but it i s  true and they are mistaken:  they were only doi ng what 
t hey were doing at that moment on that stage, even though they repeated the 
same thing night a fter n ight a nd were not improvis ing. 

Reprinted from Ptor/orming Am ]mcm<ll, Vol . I ,  No. I (Spri ng l'>i6) hy permission of the 
author. Copyright C'l JQi6 hy Lawrence Kornfeld. 
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Even t hough sometimes the actors thought they were pretending, except 
somet imes in The Making of Americans ,  they were not pretending. They were 
saying the words a nd singing and feel i ng many deep and beautiful th i ngs,  and 
also fight ing a lot , mostly with me, and sometimes with each other. Also, they 
moved around beautifully and were sometimes happy. Most of the time they 
were fight ing with each other and with me; but they were always mine. When 
they spoke what they felt ,  and sang what they felt ,  even if I d idn't k now what 
they actual ly meant or felt, it was sti l l  all mine, and the more they fought the 
better it all was; and all  this time I moved them around i nto pictures and 
pushed them into fights: fights on the stage, not fights with one another, 
although that happened too, but not on purpose, only because we were always 
very volat i le. The pictures I made on the stage were always about fighting or 
not fight ing. That is why I have the bel ief that if Gertrude Stein saw them she 
would find these plays mostly exci t ing and not boring; even though she said 
she didn't l ike plots, I know she l iked fighting because I know that her l ife was 
a fight and her Susan B. Anthony in The Mother of Us All says, "Life is strife,  
I was a m a rtyr all my l ife not to what I won but to what was done ."  What we 
did with our fight ing was always joyous and tragic, that is,  we felt many things 
around us,  and our times are tragic and joyous. I am happy about the fighti ng, 
the strife ,  in the plays, but of course I am saddened by the fighting that was 
not on the stage, but that's what we were doing and it seems that what was 
happy and loving in these plays was when our fighting stopped for a while. For 
me, the real  play is the process. 

When I say fighting I mean strife ;  not just being angry , but also wanting 
something for yourself that belongs to someone else, or wanti ng to go toward 
a certain place and it's hard to get there. Fighting and strife a re not only wars 
and painful affliction on the innocent , boxing and wrestl ing a nd the history 
of sett lers and natives, and all of those aggressions that the body feels as pain 
and the mind feels as grief: fighting a nd strife as artists and other people who 
do creat ive things feel it, is about findi ng a way to that very certa in  special place 
that feels right .  

Gertrude Stein's plays can be very boring if the director tries to  make them 
all about the words of ideas, or the words of love, or the words of pai nting or 
the words about words . This is wrong. The director must fight the plays and 
then he wi l l  find out what the words mean, not what the words are about. 
Only Gertrude Stein knew what the words were about; we can manage to hear 
what they mean if we put up a good fight .  Only Gertrude Stei n cared what 
the words were about and maybe some of her friends for gossip cared , but I 
only care about what they will mean after we all fight over them. 

What is it that h appens when i t  seems to the actors that I am doing nothing 
and won't even tell them what to do, except move someplace or stand in  a cer· 
tain special  place just so? This is one of my ways of fighting with the play: I know 
someth ing and I won't tel l i t ,  but they , the actors, know I k now something, 
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so they fight and then the strife begins to fill up the spaces on the stage.  Now, 
a director has to be very very careful with this technique because it cou ld very 
easily look l ike, and in fact could very easily be, just plain stupidi ty .  So much 
directing, even the k ind where the director says many words and seems to be 
explaining much and helping everyone, is often really just stupidity disguised 
as style. So, if the director is not using lots of words and instructions, he must 
be sure that the simple facts he plants on the stage are fertile and can make 
a place for the actors to ripen with t ime and strife. I must go into this technique 
in more deta i l :  the director does not actual ly make performances come from 
actors. (Teachers and coaches can but not d irectors, at  least not this  one . )  
Actors give the ir  own performances inside a "landscape" that the director has 
helped actualize from the words and music and settings. To get a performance 
from an actor means real ly to place him u•here he can do it. So I'm always very 
busy making a place and putting actors into it; along the way I try to help them 
find out who they are there, and why they are there. The difficulty is that 
although I know what the place is, and I know who the person there is ,  I very 
often don't actua l ly  know what he's doing there! I often don't know how the 
place and the person are going to finally get together until the end of the 
rehearsal process, some four or five weeks later, and they've made a truce and 
are together. 

This technique is best for plays by Gertrude Stein and other playwrights 
who write mostly for doing and landscapes, but must be used much less with 
playwrights who write mostly to tell stories. It can and must be used in  a l i  plays, 
but in plays that are about something that i s  being told from another place and 
t ime, and the actors are pretending to be people who they are not real ly like, 
then the director must use words and give instructions about how he under· 
stands the people in the play to behave. However, he should only do this if 
the actor either asks for advice or is doing something that the director believes 
is all wrong, or wi l l  lead to being all wrong. What is best in all kinds of plays 
is to let the written plays and the actors and the place find each other a nd fight 
out a truce and then repeat their existence every night to the audience. The 
d irector's part is not well defined in this process, and mostly he shou ld mind 
his own business and make the place for everything to happen. 

Of course the question comes up: what is place? Place is anywhere that 
anything can happen.  For me place and the things in it have to have a certain 
"look" that makes me happy . It is the coming together of space, so that i t  
appears to me as i f  i t  is an extension of my percept ion of myself and the world 
of my existence into the world of the play. I am told by some people that this 
place that I can make can be very pleasing and profound for them a lso; this 
I consider very good luck ,  because if they didn't like it , there isn't very much 
I can do about it. I should explain also what I mean by a "look": I don't mean 
decor necessari ly ;  I have made things look right for me with elaborate sets and 
environments, and also with practically nothing more than light ing; some· 
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t imes I am very happy even without l ighting; just people i n  the perfect place 
for them , and an audience looki ng at i t .  Of course I know also that the au· 
diener: is part of th is "landscape"; in my work they are the unknown factor 
every night :  they re-interpret the play and change it every night; their syn­
thesis is  d ifferent every night because the energy of their percept ions changes 
every moment of the actual place and action that they are perceiv ing. Nothing 
changes on  the stage, but everyth ing changes in the theatre. I bel ieve that it 
actually changes every night and is a different th ing, but that which I have put 
on the stage remains the same (except of course for the wonderful and 
necessary growth that every play u ndergoes with runni ng) a l though every eye 
renews it every night. 

What are my s ix plays about ! In a Garden was first . That's w hat it was 
about :  my first fight. That the words the characters are say ing are fighting 
words, and that the characters figh t ,  is coincidental with my first fighting. In 
a Garden was about discovering fight i ng and trying to make it interesting. It 
was very i nterest ing and the fight ing was strong on the stage and in me. There 
wasn't much fight ing with the singers because I was too young (and I thought 
at that t ime that I was only directing) but the music helped because I had to 
fight with it because I didn't ,  at first , l ike i t .  After the fight , I d id .  I don't 
remember much ahout this production except that at the end one person wore 
two crowns one inside the other , and that the boys were rea lly dead , or wou ld 
have been ,  if  we hadn't been pretending. 

That i s  the hardest thing about plays: pretending and real i ty .  We pretend 
what is rea l  and we really pretend, but  what we pretend is not real and what 
is real is not a pretence. What happens on the stage is not an i l lusion, it i s  rea l ,  
but it is pretending to be another k ind of real th ing. What I a lways try to do 
is find a way for everyone to pretend doing whatever they are doing, and that 
that pretence is actually the same th ing they are pretending to be doing. It is 
l ike judith Malina in jail pretending to be frightened when she was frightened . 
She didn't know i t ;  Dorothy Day, who was watching her, d id .  People on a stage 
don't have to know it either. Actors don't l ike to hear this . They want to pre· 
tend that they know the final differences between real and pretend. I spend 
a lor of t ime fight ing with them about this ,  but usually I'm the only one who 
knows there's a fight on; they usual ly th ink I'm directing. I k now that the only 
t ime I'm d i recting is  when I tell them when to go in or out of a door, or to move 
someplace, or to be angry or happy , or other simple things that t hey sometimes 
don't th ink of. What they do th ink of mostl y  are things l ike character and 
meaning. 

They th ink that character is someth ing inside them that they can find. 
They think that their confusion is character. Very few of them know that 
character i s  what h appens between them, each one with each other one. Their 
confusion about meaning is  that they th ink meaning is someth ing that they 
will discover inside their heads that i s  the same thing as someth ing they see 
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outside their heads.  Th is is wrong. Mean ing is  what they do with each other, 
and what remains after they have forgotten what the spec ific action was. 
Meaning is what is left over after doing  someth ing. So actors and other 
pretenders are a lways getting confused because they try to do someth ing 
because of a meaning: how can you have someth ing left over before you do 
something! You can't ; they can't; and plays arc more and more un i nterest ing 
because nothing happens, and nothing i s  left over for meaning. (Th is has comt.• 
about because the plays are meaningless because the writers are fi l l ing  them 
with pretended mean ing when they are afraid to he active: hoping that "mean­
ing" wil l  fill up the empty places where characters should be having th i ngs hap­
pen, instead of pretending that they are rea l ly l ike something that in real  l i fe 
wou ldn't even he commented upon. It's no wonder that only the s i l l iest of 
musical comedies are a l i ttle bit sat isfy ing sometimes, because no meaning gets 
in the way of the dancing.)  Of course Gertrude Stein wrote about th i s  a great 
dea l ,  but she said it differently although I'm using some of her rhythms and 
words in my wr i t ing because I feel close to those plays writ ing like th is .  

What is  the meaning of "happen"? I fought myself about this  in Wlwt 
Happened. The t it le i s  j ust coincidental with what I was doing. This play is 
about doing things and not pretending to do them,  or, if pretending, then the 
pretence was exact ly what we were doi ng. Wlwt Happened was the most perfect 
production of the last twenty years. It had everything in it and it was very fine 
and very mine. It was always doing, and there was constantly someth ing left 
over for meaning. 

Whar Happened was about character and meaning, but it d idn't say 
anything that aud iences could talk about as characteristic or meaningfu l .  
People just felt  good and then only some of them felt obliged to make up  words 
that they probably hoped would be as historic as Wlwr Happened . But the fight 
was real, and this product ion remains important because it really happened. 

Pia:· I Pia;.· II Pla:v Ill was the only one of the six plays that had no s inging. 
It is about what happens to four people when someone tel ls them to be happy. 
This play is a ceremony for four people so that they would have somethi ng to 
do so that they could have something left over as meaning. It was very 
beautiful and had the least fighting of any of the plays, although the action 
was about fighting. It ended with al l  the characters si nging "AH." It was the 
first time I was able to have characters who kept the same personality 
throughout the w hole play. In What Happened, they sometimes went to 
delightful extremes and became other th ings for a whi le (and in  plays by other 
playwrights the characters are always shift ing around and being human) ,  but 
in Plav I Plav 11 Pia'· Ill they all five never strayed. It made it less i nterest ing 
but �ore in�tructi�e .  so therefore it was a complete success, although lots of 
people didn't find it  as i nteresti ng as Wlwt Happened, or interest ing enough to 
justify their effort to concentrate on what it was doing that was d ifferent 
from Wlwt Happened or other plays. Those who are not sti ngy with their 
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concentration generally enjoyed i t .  It had only one bad flaw: it had to be ab­
solutely perfectly performed in order to be beautiful :  one mistake and it wasn't 
beautifu l .  The reason for this is that the characters were too consistent and 
had no room for making mistakes. It all had to fit together. That's why it was 
so right that the main prop was a cardboard box and everyone had to try to 
get into i t .  It was a play about gett ing into a box and getting married and the 
box had to be made into a home and not a container. Of course it was about 
me, and I made the play for my Margaret . It was my perfect marriage 
ceremony,  but it had trouble being a perfect play. 

Do you think I am overly concerned with perfection? You're wrong if you 
think I am because perfection is only an accidental result of doi ng everything 
you have to do. Perfection is not necessarily valuable, although having it is 
often a sign that something valuable is  present. But perfect ion as a goal is not 
important .  Perfection is not an essence, it is not a l ife food;  perfection as a goal 
is a marzipan apple. 

Play I Pla-y II Play III was not perfect , and it was too consistent with how 
people are thought to behave. Life is  about the fight of the l imits of perfectabil ity 
against the freedom of doing everything that has to be done. After this play 
I discovered this :  not Perfection or Doing, not one or the other, but both:  
Perfection and Doing are not mutual ly exclusive. 

After this play I was eventually ready to do a play about the world, and 
we did In Circles. It is the simplest of all six plays and the most popular. The 
fighting dur ing the making of it was not intense, it was l ike going to school. 
The real fight ing was something we a l l  shared against the demands of the idea 
of the well-made play. The fighti ng had mostly to do with the actors being so 
good at what they could do, that they often pretendt:d that they were pretend­
ing. They lost sight of the reality of pretence, and would often be compelled 
to think of pretence as outside the rea lm of reality when, of course, pretending 
is very rea l ,  and only unwelcome when it is not recognized a s  a real event. 
Pretendi ng is what we do when we are waiting for someth i ng else to happen;  
it becomes real when it happens: the theatre is real because it happens after 
it pretends to happen. 

It was accidentally not a perfect play because some of the actors sometimes 
forgot to tell the truth about what they felt ,  and they sometimes felt afraid to 
pretend they were ly ing; instead they sometimes pretended that their lies were 
truer than everyth ing else they did. But then, since they didn't pretend to pre­
tend, it al l  worked out beautiful ly ,  but imperfectly, which is alr ight ;  and it was 
wonderfu l ,  and the music was so good to the words, and everyth ing most of 
the time was very fi ne and very mine ,  even when I was surprised at th ings that 
would happen. It had a beautifu l  l ife as it grew and changed and became like 
the world. In Circles was about the world as people live in i t .  By coincidence 
the world practically was coming to an end almost , and therefore In Circles was 
about the end of the world. 
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Nothing by Gertrude Stein reached me for soml' years because the world 
was ending, a nd the new one was unclear and I was making-do with other 
playwrights; (the world ending and beginning again being one of those 
activities that I reluctantly accept as an article of faith basic to going on aga in  
and again) .  

Then The Making of Americans was written by Leon Katz and Gertrude 
Stein in 1973 a nd 1906, and the cont inuity of my plays was interrupted , for The 
Making of Americans is not truly a part of my  fighting, hut is a fai thfu l  reproduc­
tion of Gertrude Stein's fighting, and it was my job simply to assist that fight 
of hers into the world of our t ime. Leon Katz and AI Carmines a nd I were 
Gertrude Stein's translators and this production was no fight, i t  was just very 
hard work . All of the fighting with the actors was the simple kind that is very 
common and has to do with remembering and imitating what was felt at  
another t ime,  and fight ing one's memories to make them clear, and a lso finding 
out what some difficult sentences real ly meant . It was a simple class of fight ing, 
but a difficult spec ies of remembering. The production, l ike the novel , is a 
masterpiece, and we are all proud of its beauty and its strengt h .  It has 
characters and act ions and doings things and so much left over for meaning 
that it fills the sou l  too much. It is not a perfect masterpiece and that is a bless­
i ng because it would then be smaller. Of all my works by any author i t  is most 
moving to me and least "mine," but so very very fine. It is separate from the 
others and doesn't give a h int about what was to come next, and last :  Listen 
To Me. 

Remember,  In Circles is about the end of the world as the world, unaware 
of the end , suffers its happiness and sadness . Audiences thought it was about 
people coming together (that was what everyone wanted to sec in  1968) but it 
was really about the end of thi ngs as people experience endings w hen they 
th ink that they arc together pleasantly at the end of something that had hap­
pened to them together. It is about the world watching the ending of a play 
that i t  is the star of. Listen To Me ( in which "the world is covered al l  over with 
people") the densest ,  yet most direct of our plays, brings down the curta in .  It 
is a fight to the death :  off-stage and on. Man and God are created and 
destroyed ; characters are pure action and stasis; everyone pushes everyone 
around and the play pretends to be a play and is a play. It tells a h idden story 
that, doesn't matter, and the fighting is bitter and at the end the only remain ing 
character is an  actor pretending to be Gertrude Stein saying "Curta in  can 
come." The l ights go out because there is  no curta in ,  and this most bit ter of 
plays ends in perfection: pretence and rea l i ty ,  theatre and life, actor and au­
dience. One. 

Unlike What Happened, some of the actors in Lisun To Me cont inued to 
fight after the successfu l run .  Most of them did not believe the work is a master­
piece, it is too much of an end of the world for them to have enjoyed doing 
it. They never rea l ly felt part of it because they were too much the being of 
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ir. Listen To Me was for rhe audience only .  It was nor , it turns our ,  very fine 
for the actors. It was fine and m ine ,  a per vulture rhar I love. 

Listen To Me was a culmination of my work with Gertrude Stei n and also 
a culmination of my work on a stage unti l  I find a reason to l i ft rhe curta in 
again, and to l ift the curtain means to discover the territory o n  both sides of 
rhar curtain .  My fight is no longer for mastery or beauty,  my fight seems to 
be for mean ing, and what there is left to be done as actions, so rhar meaning 
can be left over. Discovery is dormant. Action is simple demand. Doing i� 
necessary , l ike rhe first animals i n  h i story looking for water who accidenta l ly 
discovered travel en route. So now maybe we should do rhe masterpieces rhar 
rake sk i l l  a nd nor much fighting: operas, Chekhov and the Greeks, and 
whoever speaks up to one ar rhe moment. 

In 1975 the world of the fought-our discovery is hibernating unti l  strength  
returns and  people are interested again in  a good fight .  

• • • • • ••••• 

New York 
Apri l/May 197 5 

Post Script: New Haven, January , 1976. Beginning to fight again.  Planning new 
production of Stein's A Manoir havi ng found a reason to l ift the curtain to 
begin aga in .  

I begin again so  often that  I can begin again . (G.S . )  

••••• • • • • • ••••••• 



Thomson, Stein 

and The Mother of Us All 
Robert Marx 

I tl 'ill hat·e nothing to do tl'irh o(>c:ra, except as poetic theatre. 
- V irg i l Thomson 

The Mother of Us All was the last col l aborat ive work by Gertrude Stei n 
and Virgil Thomson . The world premiere in  New York during thl· spring of 
194i ,  only ten months after Stein's death ,  was a successfu l  but poignan t  event ;  
i t  marked the end of a creat ive partnersh ip that had not only rev i ta l i zed ex­
perimentation in lyric theater and its stagecraft but also produced the fi rst tru l y  
i nnovative and whol ly remarkable Ameril:an operas that reflected the  experi­
ence and heri t age of American culture .  

In the past , many of the most st imu lati ng European operas had come 
about through long-term collaborations between composers and dramatic 
poets (for i nsta nce Mozart and Lorenzo da Ponte, Verdi and Arrigo Boito, 
Richard Strauss and Hugo von Hofmannstha l ) .  Stei n and Thomson were part 
of this tradit ion . Their creative friendsh ip  lasted off and on for twent y years 
and resulted in numerous songs , a mot ion picture (never fi lmed , u nfortu­
nately) ,  and two operas (the first was Four Saints in Three Aw). In the hest sense 
the operas arc works of poetic theater: the texts are musical in la nguage and 
harmony, and each opera discards tradi t ional  conventions to generate its own 
panoramic world withi n  the theater . Although sumptuously melod i c  they arc 
not easy to s ing,  a nd mere vocal beauty in performance is  not enough for 
success . Both operas demand the complete resources of the t heater i n  an a rtfu l  
and del icate blend o f  choreography ,  design ,  and sound . But even when di ­
vorced from the stage (as on a recordi ng) they reta in  thei r impact th rough the 
l i stener's imagination, for these are operas of  contemporary sensib i l i t y  and 
direct commu n ication ; s imultaneously perceptive, charming, haunt ing - and 
great fun. 

'lintil l928, when Thomson composed Four Saints in Three Acts , American  
opera had fai led to  generate music o f  qua l i t y  or earn  the respect of audiences, 

R�printl-d from th� notl'S to The Mother of U.< All (New Work! Rcmrds, l'lii) hy p�rmission 
of th� author and publ isher. Copyright ll l9ii hy New World Rl-..·ords, Rl·mn.led Ant hology 
of American Music , I nc 
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critics, and music ians. The main reason was that American composers im· 
itated (poorly, as i t  turned out) the successful musico-dramatic patterns and 
formulas of their European colleagues . The first opera by an American-born 
composer - Wil l iam Henry Fry's Leonora ,  first given in Phi ladelphia i n  
184 5 - heavi ly relied on the style and technique of Donizetti a nd Meyerbeer. 
Subsequent nineteenth-century native works cont inued to follow the models 
of Ital ian, French ,  or German composers, depending upon which style was i n  
vogue. The inferiority complex of  American culture was a t  its height ,  and the 
desire of so many American opera composers to imitate European models was 
not only considered proper but was also necessary in order to elicit financial 
support for a production. 

The star system of nineteenth-century opera production (which still exists) 
also worked against the growth of opera in the United States. Audiences 
usual ly went to hear stars, not spec ific works, and the great s ingers wert� en­
trenched in the operas of fashion (Rossini ,  Meyerbeer, Verd i ,  Massenet , 
Wagner, or Puccini )  and considered it a waste to learn a new role in  a language 
without proper operatic tradition. Artistic and social att itudes were aga inst the 
American composer. 

At the same time, as the populat ion grew and reached westward ,  theaters 
(often opt imistically cal led opera houses) were bui l t  all over the United States. 
Performances of popular European operas spread across the land ,  and 
sometimes there were even competitions or commissions for American works. 
(During the early twentieth century ,  for example, the Metropol i tan Opera 
offered $10,000 in a contest for a new work by an American composer - a  
substantial sum at t he t ime. ) But the results were always the same: derived from 
European traditions and without a real stylistic connection to American 
speech ,  manners, or drama , these operas soon faded from the scene. Not until 
the fourth decade of this century did American opera produce results of 
originality , qual i ty ,  and distinction with the first productions of Thomson's 
Four Saints in Three Acts (1934) and Gershwin's Porg:.· and Bess (19 3 5) .  

Neither was staged in  an opera house.  After an initial showing in Hartford, 
Connecticut ,  Broadway was the scene of the spectacularly successful first pro­
duction of Four Saints, and Gershwin's only opera was also performed on his 
native Broadway, even though the Metropol itan Opera had offered to produce 
Por� and Bess . (Gershwin rejected the Metropolitan primarily because he felt 
a production there would be dramatically i nadequate. However, a Victor 
recording of excerpts on four 78 rpm discs featuring two Metropolitan stars ­
Lawrence Tibbett and Helen jepson - was made under Gershwin's supervision, 
and it gives some idea of what a Metropolitan Porgy might have been like: selec­
tions from th is album were rereleased on an RCA lp Porgy anthology in 
1976.)  

After Thomson's first bold step Gershwin, Blitzstein, Menott i ,  and many 
others fol lowed in  the search for new and vital surroundings for serious musical 
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theater. Thomson also validated the American theater as a working environ· 
ment for the serious musician. Only after his i n itial efforts did classical ly 
trained American composers write inc idental music for plays ,  backgrou nd 
music for films,  or operas that challenged dramatic concepts a nd musical 
traditions. 

Virgil Thomson grew up in Kansas City ,  Missouri ,  where he was born i n  
1896. H i s  ancestors, Scottish and Welsh , were early settlers in  Virgi n ia .  They 
headed west in the nineteenth-century pioneer movement , settl ing down with 
family and slaves to farm the Missouri land in  a region known as Little Dixie .  
During the Civi l  War the Thomson men fought - and some died - for the Con· 
federacy , and the entire family,  true to its heritage and adopted land,  was 
staunch Southern Baptist. The mor al a nd cultural patterns of the American 
Midwest - its Christ ian teachings and southern traditions - made up the en· 
vironment of Thomson's youth.  He was a precocious child, and although few 
i n  his family had art istic inclinations he was drawn to music at a n  early age,  
improvising on t he piano before he was five. ("Always with the pedal  down," 
Thomson remembers in  his autobiography , "and always loud, naming my crea· 
tions after the Chicago Fire and similar events.") At that age he began lessons, 
and when he was twelve he performed professionally as substitute organist for 
the Calvary Baptist Church in Kansas City.  Thomson has written that "The 
music of rel igious fai th ,  from Gregorian Chants to Su nday School d i tties, was 
my background,  my nostalgia," and this pervades much of Thomson's music ,  
particularly the operas. His music is never far from this framework of 
midwestern tradit ion, and no matter how original Thomson's sty l ist ic concept 
or how strong the French influence, the core remains a vibrant reflection of 
his youth's homeland - his "nosta lgia . "  

Thomson conti nued his  education in Kansas City, balanc ing  musical 
studies with work on student l iterary magazines (his concise and bri l l iantly 
crafted prose would eventually make him one of the most perceptive and in·  
fluential music cr i t ics of his day) .  On the American entry into World War I 
he enl isted in the Army (subsequently becoming a second lieutenant in the 
U.S.  Military Aviation Corps), but the Armistice was signed just as Thomson 
was to be sent overseas. He resigned his commission and enrolled at Harvard 
University ,  where he continued musical studies in earnest while singing i n  the 
Harvard Glee Club and working as  a church organist . Through h is  acquain· 
tal'lce at Harvard with S. Foster Damon,  the Blake scholar, Thomson en· 
countered two things that according to h is autobiography changed his  l i fe :  
Erik Satie's piano music and Gertrude Stein's early prose work Tender Buttons. 
Satie, the mordantly witty scou rge of French music , and Stein,  the American 
writer who l ived in Paris ,  were then scarcely known in the United States out· 
side an intellectua l  circle that followed the growi ng avant-garde in  France. But 
at Harvard, Thomson learned to revere al l  th ings French and to view France 
as his artistic destiny. "I came in my Harvard years," he wrote, "to identify with 
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France virtual ly al l  of music's re�.:ent glorious past , most of its acceptable pres· 
ent , and a large part of its future." 

In  1921 he went with the Harvard Glee Club on a European tour. With 
scholarsh ip  aid he stayed on for a year in  Paris, where he began work with 
Nadia Boulanger, the now legendary teacher of a generation of American com· 
posers ( including Aaron Copland , Walter Piston, and Roy Harris) ,  met Satie, 
and discovered the music of Les S ix .  This group of French composers (all 
d isciples of Sa t ie ,  they i ncluded Arthur  Honegger, Darius Mi lhaud,  and Fran· 
cis Pou lenc ; at the periphery was the  poet Jean Cocteau) sought to break the 
prevalent grip of Romant icism on music by turning for source material to 
music hal ls ,  cabarets, and jazz. The music of Les Six combined popular taste 
with the r igors of c lassical tra in ing and often took theatrical  form - esperially 
bal lets, like Milhaud's Le Boeuf sur le Toit. These avant·garde productions, 
which blended the best of experimental choreography,  music,  and decor, 
remained a strong i nfluence on Thomson. In the future he wou ld i nsist that 
his operas be treated as "choreographic spectacles" and would continue the 
French l ine of musical experimentation by mixing hymns and popu lar ditties 
with the techniques of advanced musical expression. 

In 192 2 ,  h i s  scholarsh ip expired . Thomson returned to Harvard. He spent 
the next three years in Cambridge a nd New York but yea rned for Paris. He 
began to develop a reputation as an astute critic of contemporary music, 
having published essays in such i nfluential  journals as The Ncu· Republic and 
Nathan and Mencken's American Mereu!!·· Thomson's criticism was controver· 
sial , and he developed important contacts in the American musical world. But 
the desire for an artist's l ife in Europe was strong. Announcing that  he "pre· 
ferred to starve where the food is good," Thomson left aga in  for Paris in the 
fa ll of 192 5 .  This t ime he would not study the music of others but create his 
own. 

Satie h ad died , but Stein was a l ive and well ,  presiding over the most 
famous and stimulat ing .�alon in France. Anxious to meet Stei n but wanting 
the acquaintance to come about informally, Thomson made no  direct effort 
to see her. His friend George Anthei l ,  whose music had begun to be known 
among Paris ian intellectuals, was inv i ted to a Ste in at-home that winter and 
took Thomson with him. Stein was not pleased with Anthei l ,  but she and 
Thomson got on, according to the composer, "like a pa ir of Harvard men ." 
They corresponded briefly during the summer of l926 and saw each other aga in 
at Christmas.  Then, as  a New Year's g ift,  Thomson sent her t he manuscript 
of his sett ing of her early poem "Susie Asado." Stein ,  although m usically i l l i ter· 
ate, was pleased and wrote back : 

I l ike its looks immensely and want to frame it and Miss Toklas [Alice 
B. T oklas, Stein's companion for forty years) who knows more than 
looks says the things in it please her a lot and when can l know a l ittle 
other than its looks, but l am completely satisfied with its looks. 
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This began a friendship that l asted , despite tensions and disagreements,  u nt i l  
Stei n's death .  

Gert rude Stein was  the youngest of fi ve chi ldren horn to Germa n-Jewish 
i mmigrants. Her father,  Daniel Stein ,  had as a c h ild arrived with his parents 
a nd brothers in Balt imore in September,  1841 .  In 1862 , in partnersh ip  with his 
younger brother Solomon,  he opened a textile store in Allegheny , Pen n· 
sylvania, then a suburb of Pittsburgh ( i t  is now i ncorporated into the city) .  
Here Gertrude Stei n was born on February � .  1874 . Although Daniel a nd 
Solomon prospered, they dissolved their business, and when Gertrude was less 
than a year old the  fami ly  moved to Austr ia .  The Steins remained abroad u nt i l  
18{1-/, l iv ing first i n  Vienna and then in  Paris .  Returning to the U nited States, 
they stopped briefly i n  Balt imore and in  1880 moved to Oakland, California ,  
where Gertrude grew up in a prosperous household. 

Devoted to her brother Leo, who went to Harvard,  Gertrude enrolled 
at Radc liffe.  She studied with the phi losopher Wil l iam James (elder brother of 
novelist Henry James),  and was deeply influenced by his theory of pragmatism, 
which teaches that  ideas are comprehensible only i n  relat ion to the immediate 
experiential consequences that precede and fol low them. (Th is  mode of 
analysis is strongly related to Stein's later experiments with abstract prose . )  

Fol lowing James's advice Gertrude embarked on a career i n  psychology , 
leaving Radcliffe for Johns Hopkins Universi ty .  But graduate work w.as both 
r igorous and bori ng, so she joined Leo, who was a lready wandering i n  Europe. 
They arrived i n  Paris i n  the fall of 1903 and sett led i n  what was to become one 
of Europe's most famous addresses , 27 rue de Fleu rus, where they began to 
assemble a spectacular collection of modern art . (The Stein heirs sold Gert rude 
Stein's collection for s ix mi l l ion dollars in 1969. )  Leo began a career as a pai nter 
and critic , while Gertrude commenced her formidable output of novels ,  
poems, plays, and essays that would,  after decades of public ridicule,  have a 
significant impact on the development of modern English writ ing. 

The Stein home became a center for art and art ists, and by 192 5 the apart· 
ment had become the focus of progressive movements in  literature and art . 
Gertrude Stein had become the sun around which an entire body of American 
writers and artists (the "lost generation ," she cal led them) revolved . 

• Music played less of a role than fict ion or pai nting in the Ste in circle, 
primarily because Gertrude's interests did not go in  that direction .  In her 
lecture on American drama she stated: 

I came not to care at all for music , and so hav ing concluded that music 
was made for adolescents and not for adults and having just left 
adolescence behind me and bes ides I knew al l  the operas anyway by that 
t ime I did not care anymore for opera . 

Thomson was able to change that attitude as Ste in came to trust h im.  She 
was pleased with his  setti ngs, before the composition of Four Saints, of three 
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of her poems: "Susie Asado," "Preciosilla," and "Capital ,  Capitals" (the last a 
conversation among four Proven�al cities - Aix, Aries, Avignon, and Les 
Baux - set for male quartet and piano). 

In choosing for his operatic collaborator an experimental writer like Ger­
trude Stein ,  Thomson broke with tradition. American opera composers had 
generally worked with versifiers who adapted the plots of well-known novels 
or plays. Dramatic originality was neither sought nor encouraged, and there 
was no experimental American opera that could use the work of a progressive 
writer. In rare instances American composers did work with poets of 
reputation - Horatio Parker's Mona (Metropolitan Opera, 1912) was set to a text 
by Brian Hooker, and Reginald de Koven's Canterbury Pilgrims (Metropolitan,  
1917) had a l ibretto by Percy Mackaye; perhaps the most distingu ished was 
Edna St. Vincent Millay's l ibretto for Deems Taylor's The King's Henchman 
(Metropolitan,  1927) - but there was no real precedent in the United States for 
the initial Stein/Thomson effort . 

In Europe the situation was different.  France alone had a l ready seen the 
premieres of the narrated, acted, and danced theater piece L'Histoire du Soldat 
(1918; Stravinsky ,  Ramuz), the ballet Parade (1917 ;  Satie, Cocteau , Picasso),  and 
the opera L 'Enfant et les Sortileges (192 5 ;  Ravel , Colette, Balanch i ne). Thomson 
was following his own musical incl ination toward lyric expression and his  
desire to make an impact with an American work in the theatrical sphere 
already developed i n  France. Progressive in her an and free of stale tradition, 
Gertrude Ste in would prove to be the perfect col laborator .  In his  
autobiography ,  Thomson has given the reason for his  immediate attraction to 
her texts: 

My hope in putting Gertrude Stein to music had ht.-cn to break ,  crack 
open, and solve for all time anything sti l l waiting to he solved, which was 
almost everything, about Engl ish musical declamation. My theory was 
that if a text is set correctly for the sound of it, the meaning wil l  take care 
of itsc1f. And the Stein texts, prosodizing in this way , were manna. With 
meanings already abstracted , or absent , or so multiplied that choice 
among them was impossible, there was no temptation toward tonal i llus­
tration, say, of birdie babbl ing by the brook or heavy heavy hangs my 
heart . You could make a sett ing for sound and syntax only,  then add, 
if needed , an accompaniment equally funct ional . 1 had no sooner put to 
music aher this rec ipe one short Stein text than 1 knew I had opened a 
door. I had never had any doubts about Stein's poetry; from then on I 
had none about my abil ity to handle it in music . 

Their first conversation about writ ing an opera together took place in January , 
1927. Thomson suggested the subject matter: the life of the work ing artist , with 
possible references to Gertrude Stei n and James Joyce in Paris, each holding 
forth before a group of disciples. As a gesture to operatic history , the contem­
porary references would be veiled as mythology. They agreed that Greek and 
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Scandinavian legends were not to be considered because they domi nate so 
many earlier operas. Stein suggested the mythology of American h istory, 
perhaps with George Washington as central figure. Thomson vetoed the idea 
because he disl iked eighteenth-century costumes, but twenty years later they 
did write their mythic opera about America- The Mother of Us All. 

Discarding American history , they decided on the lives of the saints, par­
t icularly Theresa of Avila and Ignatius Loyola. Both these Spanish mystics 
were close to Ste in :  as a child she had been impressed with the San Francisco 
church dedicated to Ignatius, and with Al ice B. T oklas she made an emotional 
pilgrimage to Avila, Theresa's birthplace. Stein worked for three months on 
the l ibretto, t i t led Four Saints in Three Acts - An Opera To Be Sung, and sent 
the manuscript to Thomson in mid-June. 

The l ibretto - in  four acts, not three , and with dozens of named and un­
named saints - bears no relation to anything else in opera . It is a n  abstract 
assemblage of words and images patterned after the techniques of Cubist 
painting. 

The Cubist formula (as developed hy Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque 
between 1907 a nd 1910) is essent ially a revelation of structure. All planes lie on 
the surface of the canvas without naturalistic depth or perspective: t he aim i n  
part i s  to present al l  sides of the subject s imultaneously. In Stein's prose the 
abstracted subject matter is traditional sentence structure. Words are placed 
together and separately as a sequence of sou nd patterns. Occasionally these 
make conventional sense as part of a narrative, but often the patterns  are total 
abstractions, designed with great skill to convey Stei n's desired sounds and 
rhythms through repet ition and extreme textual compression. In Thomson's 
words, "She wrote poetry , in fact, very much as a composer works. She chose 
a theme and developed it ;  or rather, she let the words of it develop t hemselves 
through free expansion of sound and sense."  Her innovative work re-created 
many of the new devices of the visual arts. There is a part icularly strong 
parallel to the collage technique, for amid the varied images of her writ ing one 
might suddenly encounter snippets of a children's song or (in The Mother of 
Us All) quotations from the speeches of n ineteenth-century pol it icians. 

The dramatic structure of the Four Saints l ibretto has no logical pattern. 
In  Act I ,  for example, scenes 3 and 4 play simultaneously, there are eight scene 
5s1 and scene 10 comes before and after scene 9. The presentation, seemingly 
random and disjointed, has its purpose and is dramatically potent .  Stein's 
distinct and entirely artful collage of meaning and sound forces the reader to 
enter her world of dramaturgy. The images are often serious - the vision of the 
Holy Ghost (with its famous line "Pigeons on the grass alas"), a combined wed­
d ing and funeral procession -and the l ibretto, despite its wit, is not a stylistic 
joke. No matter how random, the images are always presented in  relation to 
one another and endowed with poetry. 

Four Saints presents a picture of religious benediction that Thomson calls 
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"the community of peace." But at heart the work is about language:  the relation 
of words to meaning and sound. With the text free of the common burdens 
of rhetoric ,  argument, and plot , the s imple sounds of the words themsdves arc 
released, so we hear what James Mellow, the Stein biographer, calls "word� at 
play , language in a state of beat itude." 

The concept of a theatrical "landscape" in  which all clements of sight and 
sound are perceived at once is crucia l  to an understanding of Stein's work . In­
stead of presenting a l inear series of dramatic events that are progressive in 
their development of character and plot, Stein unveils a tapestry of images; as 
with the words themselves, all elements of the "landscape" are perceived 
simultaneously .  What she cal led t he "complete actual present," devoid of 
dramatic irony or h indsight , is her a im: an entire complex geography in  which 
the theatrical i mage and the audience are in total emotional un i ty .  Her dramas 
are about relat ionships,  not situations.  Relationships among c haracters, im­
ages, thoughts ,  and words are developed as she tries to "tell what  happened 
w ithout tel l ing stories."  

Four Saints in Three Acts is poetry composed for music ,  a nd Thomson,  
understanding the world of h is  col laborator, created a musical sett i ng of great 
warmth and original ity .  He began work in November, 1927 :  

With the text on my piano's music rack , l would sing and play, improvis· 
ing me lody to fit the words and harmony for underpinning them with 
shape.  1 did this  every day, wrote down noth ing. When the first act 
would improvise itself every day in the same way, l knew i t  w a s  set . That 
took al l  of November. Then 1 wrote it out from memory, which took ten 
days. By m id-December I had a score consist ing of the vocal l ines and 
a figured hass , a score from which I could perform. 

Act I I  was finished by February , 1928, the rest completed in midsummer. 
Stein al lowed Thomson an opera composer's traditional rights. "Do anything 
with this you l i ke ," she told him. "Cut ,  repeat as composers have always done; 
make it work on a stage." But Thomson cut nothing. He set every word - even 
the stage d irections, because he considered them part of the poetic cont inuity. 
Later, cuts were made, and Thomson devised two important new elements: he 
divided the role of St.  Theresa (one part for soprano, the other for mezzo­
soprano) and i ntroduced two narrators, the Com mere and Compere, a notion 
taken from French variety shows. In 1929 a vocal score was prepared , and 
Maurice Grosser, an American painter who was a close friend of Thomson's, 
wrote-wi th  Stein's approval - a  work ing scenario that would ease the opera's 
transition to the  stage. 

Many disc ussions were held about producing the opera . There were plans 
to have it done in  Paris with Picasso sets ;  in Darmstadt , Germany,  whose opera 
house specia l i zed in unusual contemporary works; or in some other c ity .  But 
none of these plans materialized, even though Thomson spent much of the 
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next few years playing t he piano score and singi ng al l  the parts for potential  
patrons. In  t ime a n  American production was schedu led as a fest ival  perfor· 
mance to coincide with the first Picasso retrospective held in the Uni ted States. 
It would take place in Hartford at the Wadsworth Atheneum , where a new 
wi ng was about to open that would display both the Picasso exhibition and 
the opera. 

The production, which opened on February 7 ,  1934, became a legend in 
modern theatr ical  h istory. Not only was the sou nd of the opera (with its hymns 
and ballads) startl ing, but the stage pictu re was u nlike anything seen before. 
Florine Stetthcimer, an American painter who had rarely - if ever - exh ibited 
her work , had designed beautiful costu mes a nd brightly colored sets of cello­
phane and lace. As photographs of the production clearly show, her scenery , 
glittering i n  bright white l ight , perfectly supponed Stein and Thomson's "la nd· 
scape." The entire theatrical vision,  with its choreographed movement hy 
Frederick Ashton (later Sir Frederick Ashton , artistic dirl-ctor of Britain's Royal 
Ballet),  evoked the spirit of Baroque religious art while parodying fami l iar opera 
poses. Most powerfu l  of all was the all-black cast, recruited from church choirs 
in  Harlem and Brooklyn. Few of the singers had previous theatrical experience, 
hut as coached by Thomson and conducted by Alexander Smallens (then 
assistant conductor of the Philadelphia  Orchest ra) they were by al l  accou nts 
superb in both voice a nd movement . Never before had a black cast been used 
in a work that h ad noth ing to do with Negro l ife .  Both Four Saint.� in Three 
Acts and Por� and Bess owed much of their success to blark performer�. who 
had been excluded for so long from the mai nstream of American theater. 
Thomson had chosen his company (over the objections of his l ibrettist and 
designer) after seeing Run Little Chillun , a black musical on Broadway.  The 
clarity of voice,  freedom of movement , a nd potent theatrical energy of those 
performers were precisely what Thomson wanted for his opera.  

In Hartford t he opera was a major socia l  event.  Extra trains were run up 
from New York , bringing a distingu ished audience drawn not only from music 
but from an,  archi tecture, and publish ing  as wel l .  The reception was so en­
t husiastic that i t  was decided to move the opera to Broadway immediately after 
its s ix performances i n  Connecticut . 

For its Broadway run the chorus was enlarged and extra strings were added 
to the orchestra,  but the production itself was not altered. Although the stage 
i n  ?<Jew York was t wice as large as that i n  Hartford, Four Saints retained its 
impact. The New York opening (during a blizzard) brought out a nother 
fashionable audience, including George Gershwin a nd Arturo Toscani n i ,  and 
the response was even more exciting. 

Most papers, sensing something u nusual ,  had their music, dance, drama, 
and art critics cover the opening together. The reviewers generally agreed on 
the quality of the music, but the l ibretto puzzled many. The Daily Nt'tt'S 
headline annou nced: "Virgil Thomson takes the glory,  Genrude Ste i n  supplies 
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the confusion: Music: 3 stars. Libretto: 0." Harshest of all was Olin Downes's 
review in the Times: •Jt is a text of palpable affectation and insincerity . . . a 

specimen of an affected and decadent phase of the literature of the whites." But 
in the weekly magazines and intellectual journals there was only h igh praise. 
Stark Young, the distinguished drama critic of The Neu: Republic, called Four 
Saints 

the most important event of the season - important because it is theatre 
and flies off the ground, most important because it is delightful and 
joyous, and del ight is the fundamental of a ll art , great and smal l .  

Whatever the response, Four Saints in  Three Acts was a show not to be 
missed. It ran for six weeks in New York and two in Hartford and Chicago 
for a total of sixty performances in its first year -a  record at the time for a con­
temporary opera. Thomson became famous overnight .  When Stein saw the 
production in Chicago, she declared herself satisfied: 

Anyway I d id write Four Saints in Three Aces an Opera to be Sung and 
I th ink it did almost what I wanted, it made a landscape and the move­
ment in it was l ike a movement in and out with which anybody looking 
on can keep t ime . . . . Anyway I am pleased. People write me that they 
are having a good time while the opera is going on a thing wh ich they 
say does not very often happen to them at the theatre . 

To help coordinate this production and engage the technical staff, Thomson 
had hired John Houseman, at that t ime quite inexperienced in the theater. 
They worked well together, and Houseman became Thomson's other major 
artistic collaborator. He went on to become an influential director and pro­
ducer in New York (Orson Welles's Mercury Theatre productions on Broad­
way in the 1930s); Hollywood - Citizen Kane was probably h i s  most famous 
film- and Broadway in the 1940s; directing the American Shakespeare Festival 
Theatre in  Stratford , Connecticut in the 1950s; and finally becoming the head 
of the drama d ivision of the Juilliard School. Thomson has composed inciden­
tal music for a great many of Houseman's productions, and in a return gesture, 
Houseman staged the first production of Thomson's third opera, Lord B:\'ron 
(to a text by the playwright Jack Larson), at Jui ll iard in 1972 .  

Thomson remained in New York after Four Saints , working primarily on 
Houseman films and plays. Relations had been tense with Gertrude Stein ,  for 
they had disagreed about royalties, and she had begun to purge many of the 
younger artists around her. By 1936 matters were cordial aga in ,  but there 
was no talk of further collaboration. Thomson, always more comfortable in 
Paris, returned there in 1938 and remained until the Nazi occupation. His The 
State of Music, a cogent analysis of the economics of modern com:ert life ,  had 
been published in 1939. On the basis of this widely recognized book and his 
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experience as a composer, Thomson was named chief music crit ic of the New 
York HL'Tald Tribune in 1940 almost immediately on his return to the United 
States. 

He stayed on as the Tribune's music crit ic u nti l 1954. A fervent partisan of 
contemporary music,  Thomson never hesitated to wage war on the established 
musical inst itutions, particularly the New York Philharmonic. Thomson loved 
the music he wrote about; his articles were always elegant, sharp, a nd influen­
tial, and he, Edwin Denby (the dance critic) and Stark You ng were the best 
journalistic cr itics of their generation. Thomson's reviews, collected in four 
volumes, remai n  a model for younger writers. 

During his cr i t ic's career, Thomson continued to work as an active m usi­
c ian.  He began to accept assignments conduct i ng his own music and that of 
his colleagues with some of the best American a nd European orchestras. By 
1940, in  addition to Four Saints in Three Acts a nd i ncidental music for the 
theater, Thomson had written two symphonies, dozens of vocal pieces, 
chamber music ,  film scores (The Plou.· That Broke the Plains and The River, both 
directed by Pare Lorentz), and a bal let on a n  American theme (Filling Station). 

While at the Herald Tribune, Thomson wrote more stage and film music,  flute 
and cello concertos, two books of piano etudes, numerous songs and chamber 
scores, and The Mother of Us All. 

Among Thomson's varied musical works,  perhaps the most u nusual  are his 
"portraits" (general ly for piano, although some are for chamber groups or ful l  
orchestra). The subject would pose for Thomson as if before a pa inter whi le 
the composer,  without piano, would create a portrait in music. Most of the 
subjects were close to Thomson, and the d iverse l ist includes Pablo Picasso, 
Aaron Copland, and New York's Mayor Fiorel lo La Guardia.  

In 1938 Orson Welles had asked Thomson to write incidental music for a 
staging of John Webster's The Duchess of Malfi , one of the most poetic and 
theatrical Jacobean tragedies. Eventually the production was cal led off, but 
Thomson, excited by the play , asked Edwin Denby to prepare a shorter ver· 
sion of the drama as a l ibretto. Denby did this with the help of Maurice 
Grosser, and that summer, in France, Thomson set to work. He had outli ned 
an entire act before renouncing the project , finding that the blank-verse text , 
even reduced, left no room for expansive musical treatment. In the 1950s 
Thomson would consider setting Gertrude Stein's Doctor Faustus Lights the 
Lights (which she wrote in 1938 for British composer Lord Berners, but which 
he never u�) .  This project, one of Thomson's most promising, never grew 
beyond the planning stage. 

World War U cut Thomson off from France and Gertrude Stein. In 1945, the 
year the war ended, the Alice M. Ditson Fu nd of Columbia University offered 
him a commission for a nother opera. He wired Stein to ask if she would be 
interested in working together again, and her reply was posit ive and eager. 

They met in Paris in October, 1945.  Fasc inated by the language of 
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senatoria l  orat ion , Thomson suggested a work about pol i t ica l  l ife i n  
nineteenth-century America. Stein ,  possibly thinking about the opera on 
American history that she had wanted to write twenty years earlier, immedi­
ately accepted the suggestion and chose Susan B. Anthony, the women's-rights 
activist , as her central character. The opera would he cal led The Mother of Us 
All. 

Stein began work that same month and finished the domestic scene that 
opens the opera before Thomson left for New York in November. Immersing 
herself in the subject ,  Stein did a great deal of research on n ineteenth-century 
American l ife at the American Library in Paris, and then wrote to the New 
York Public Library for additional materia l .  She sent the fin ished l ibretto 
(which differs in the order of its scenes from the text set in the opera) to Thorn· 
son in March ,  1946. In Apri l  he wrote to her: 

The l ibretto is sensationally handsome and Susan B. is a fine role . . . . 
The whole th ing will be much easier to dramatize than Four Saincs was, 
much easier , though the number of characters who talk to the audience 
about themselves, instead of addressing the other -:haracters , is a l ittle 
terrify ing . Mostly it is very dramatic and very beaut iful and very clear 
and constantly quotable and I th ink we shall have very l itt le scenery but 
very fine c lothes and they do al l  the t ime strike 19th century attitudes. 

In May , his crit ic's responsibil it ies over for the season, Thomson was hack 
in France and met with Stein about revisions in  the text .  The l ibretto was to 
be her last completed work, for on July 2 7 ,  1946, she died of cancer. Thomson 
began work on the vocal score that October in New York . By mid-December 
he had completed all but the final scene. He spent a month play ing the opera 
for others, as he had with Fmcr Saints , a nd in January , 1947 ,  Thomson (now 
secure about what had al ready been composed) wrote Susan B.'s final 
monologue. He prepared the orchestral score in the spring, and the opera 
opened at Brander Matthews Hall at Columbia University on May 7 ,  1947 .  

The opera was conducted by the  composer Otto Luening a nd was  staged 
by the choreographer John Taras. The cast included two young singers: 
Dorothy Dow in the role of Susan B. and Teresa Stich as Henrietta M. In  the 
1950s and 1960s Miss Dow made a dist ingu ished career in  Ita ly ,  where she 
specialized in Wagnerian repertory as well as twentieth-century opera, creating 
several roles i n  the latter category , i nc luding Renata in the stage premiere of 
Prokofiev's The Flaming Angel in Venice in  1955 .  Miss Stich became famous as 
Teresa Stich-Randall and attained success especial ly in Austria ,  where she was 
eventual ly accorded the coveted tit le of Kammersangerin at the Vienna State 
Opera. 

The production was successful ,  though not one for history books l ike the 
first Four Saints .  Using Columbia students for many singers a nd for the 
technical staff prevented the opera's ful l  realization, but the essential quality 
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o f  the work came through . Revie\vs were favorable, and t h e  opera was given 
a special citation by the New York Music Crit ics Circle. In The Nc\1' York 
Times, Olin Downes ended a general ly positive review by stating: 

The qut.-stion that remains is whether th is  very l i terary style of opera . . .  
gives the composer enough opportunity for his  score to stand as  a unit 
in itself and keep its place in  the repertory. I t  remains to be seen.  

The quest ion has  been answered by h istory , for in the th irty years si nce i ts  
premiere The Mother of Us All has been given over a thousand times i n  nearly 
two hundred d ifferent productions. 

The "landscape" of Th�J Mother of Us All is somewhat different from that 
of Four Saints. Less abstract and more narrative, with recogn izable characters 
and even the semblance of a plot , the l ibretto reflects the tendency of Stein's 
writing in her la ter years toward a more accessible and entertai n i ng id iom . 

Although Stei n was not an ardent feminist , it is not surpris ing that she 
would choose Susan B. Anthony as her central figure. Not only was Anthony 
a woman of independence and strength who had a major impact o n  polit ical 
events in the Uni ted States, but her very long l i fe (1820-1906) wou ld serve 
perfectly as the fictional central poi nt around which an array of characters 
from America's past could circulate. It is a lso possible that Alice B. Tok las had 
something to do with the choice, for as a you ng girl in San Franc isco she had 

· met the feminist and was greatly tnkcn with her. l n  a letter dated April 5,  1957,  
she wrote that A nthony was: 

. . .  the first great woman I met and she made a lasting impression on me. 
She was beautiful and frai l  and qu ite natural ly dominated the group of 
women she had been asked to m�o-ct . 

Susan B. Anthony's career was one of strife and dedication. She was a pioneer 
crusader for women's rights in  the U.S . ,  whose work , along with that of her 
colleagues Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Anna Howard Shaw, led to laws that 
granted women fu l l  suffrage. Although by 1850 Anthony was organiz ing 
women's polit ical  conventions, in the early part of her life she was pr incipally 
concerned with the abolition of slavery. But i n  1866 the Fourteenth Amend­
ment to the Const i tution was passed , gra nt ing (as part of the Reconstruction) 
voting rights to all "male i nhabitants . . .  twenty-one years of age and cit izens 
of the United States." Shocked and disappointed that the world "male" had 
been written i nto the Const itution, Anthony put all her energy into obta in ing 
the vote for women.  

Much of  her work was  done through writ ing, i nc luding her four-volume 
History of Women's Suffrage, but she also used political action. In 1872 she led 
a women's march on the polls in  Rochester,  New York, to test the voting laws. 
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The women were refused. Anthony was arrested and convicted on minor 
charges but refused to pay the fine a nd continued her struggle. At the time of 
her death there was sti l l  no Constitut ional amendment grant ing nationwide 
women's suffrage, but some states (beginning with Wyom i ng in 1890) had 
begun to grant women the vote. Not unti l 1920 was the "Anthony Amend­
ment" (first introduced in Congress i n  1878) made a part of the United States 
Constitution as the Nineteenth Amendment. 

The opera deals with much of this h istory , particularly the Fourteenth 
Amendment, which elicits Susan B. 's i ronic outburst (Act II, scene 2) "Yes, it 
is wonderfu l" that because of her work for civil rights the word "male" was 
written into the Constitution. But in addition to Susan B. A nthony there is 
an entire gallery of American characters, used with total abandon and 
anachronism to create a diversified a nd purposely disjointed portrait of long· 
ago American life. 

Most of these figures had nothing whatsoever to do with Susan B. Anthony 
and l ived during different times. But Stein threw them together as part of her 
"landscape": Daniel Webster, the New E ngland elder statesman and senator 
from Massachusetts ( 1827-41 ,  184 5-50),  delivers excerpts from h i s  speeches and 
court cases; Andrew Johnson, the seventeenth president ,  argues with the 
abolitionist Thaddeus Stevens; Anthony Comstock, father of American cen· 
sorship laws, wanders into view, as do John Quincy Adams (the sixth president) 
and stage star Lil l ian Russell (the last two, unl ike the precedi ng personalities, 
could never have met , si nce Adams died in 1848 and Russell was born in 1861) . 
Most humorous is the appearance of Ulysses S. Grant , who will not tolerate 
loud noises and talks about his mi l i tary successor of a century later , Dwight 
D. Eisenhower. 

Such a nachronisms have more than charm; they have precise dramatic 
purposes. Act I, scene 2 ,  for example, is  a debate between Susan B. and Daniel 
Webster. As far as one knows, they never met , and Webster died before 
Anthony reached her fame. But the scene is built entirely of snippets from each 
character's actual public addresses, and the crosscutti ng of these fragments, 
which become a series of non sequiturs, emphasizes the frustration of Susan 
B.'s cause and the i ncomprehension of its opponents. 

A number of the opera's characters are taken from Stein's l ife :  the 
American playwright Constance Fletcher, the French painter Jean Atlan 
(renamed Herman in the opera), and Donald Gallup, the Yale l ibrarian who 
would edi t  Stein's posthumous works. There are two mysterious narrators 
(replacing the Commere and Compere of Four Saints), Gertrude S. and Virgil 
T. The stage marriage of Jo the Loiterer to Indiana Ell iot is a reference to the 
marriage of Joseph Barry , a journalist who k new Stein after World War II. 
Barry , who was once arrested for loitering, was about to marry a practicing 
Catholic, and there was much talk about whether the wedding should be civil 
or religious - the same situation that occurs in the opera. 
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With the display of so much of her personal l ife in the l ibretto, there is l ittle 
doubt that Ste in  meant her ponrait of Susan B. and her companion Anne to 
reflect her own life with Al ice B. Toklas. The incorporation of her private 
world into a work of fiction had been an aspect of Stein's wri t ing for many 
years. ( ln Four Saints there is a passage that describes her own difficu lties begin· 
n ing the opera,  and her lengthy novel The Making of Americans is about her 
own famil y . )  Toklas disputed this autobiographica l analysis, say i ng that the 
portrait of Susan B. and Anne was no more than an heroic evocation of Susan 
B. Anthony and Anna Howard Shaw. But Stein had always wanted to be 
historical - she identified with these myth ic figures ( including St. Theresa) and 
drew such thin ly vei led self-portraits on the assumption that she too, in t ime, 
would become a mythic personality. 

As with Four Saints , Maurice Grosser prepared a scenario (repri nted here 
with the l ibretto) that described possible tableaux for the work and faci l itated 
its staging. For The Mother of Us All the changes - devised by the composer 
h imself- were more substantial . Two scenes are deleted (the first a dialogue 
between Susan B. and Anne about who wi ll join the fight for women\ suffrage, 
the second another debate between Susan B. and Daniel Webster) , and one 
scene is presented out of sequence (the domestic dialogue that opens the opera 
was originally after what is now Act I, scene 2 - the political meeti ng) . The 
place of the intermission -which was before the current Act I, scene 3 - was 
a lso changed . These major textual revisions are defensible, for Stei n's structure 
would have created an extremely brief first act and a very long second act. 

The score of The Mother of Us All exempl ifies Thomson's musica l l anguage:  
melodious and warm, it evokes an old, imagined world of nostalgia and secu· 
r ity. lt seems to st imulate memories of experiences we have never had, of small· 
town American l i fe in  t imes long gone. Al l  the tunes (except "London Bridge 
Is Fall ing Down") are original , even though we seem to remember them from 
a distant Sunday band concert or schoolroom cham. Thomson's ski l l  is such 
that he can make us bel ieve in his own nostalgia ,  what he cal led 

A memory-book of Victorian play-games and passions . . .  with its gospel 
hymns and cocky marches, its sentimental ballads, waltzes, darned-fool 
ditties and intoned sermons . . .  a souvenir of all those sounds and k inds 
of tunes that were once the music of rural America. 

This is a singer's opera , for the emphasis is on the expression of the words. 
The phrasing and rhythms are designed to communicate the text .  There is 
a lmost no ornamentation in  either vocal or orchestral l ines, and the musical 
flow always matches the spoken cadences of the words. So long as the singers 
have a true sense of verbal expression, there is never any problem understand· 
ing a text set by Virgil Thomson, for his music supports perfectly what he cal ls 
the verbal "trajectory ." As with Four Saints, the French influence is clear, 
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particularly in the harmonies of some orchestral passages. But the vocal l ines 
are resounding Americana, and the whole work comes off as a Kansas City 
Fourth of July parade resonantly marching down the Champs-Elysees. 

Thomson's music sustains th is "political fantasy" with a sure grasp of 
theatrical technique and contrast . He was right to question Stein about the 
great number of characters who address the audience instead of each other, 
but the characteri zations are clear and secure.  The text ( l ike so many opera 
l ibrettos) portrays most roles in two dimensions, allowing the music to give 
them emotional depth and range. The various couples of the opera, for example, 
are all cleurly defined through music in a way not matched by the words. 
Daniel Webster and h is love Angel More (a ghost who wanders across the stage 
with t iny wi ngs spread from her shou lders) sing in pompous tones that per­
fectly match the ornately oratorical statesman and his aristocratic lady .  Jo the 
Loiterer a nd Indiana Ell iot sing with a direct simplicity that  recalls Masetto 
and Zerl ina  in  Mozart's Don Giomnni.  John Adams and Constance Fletcher 
(always flirt ing, but never able to marry) are a third contrasting pair of lovers, 
whose l i l t ing music sustains the comic mode. 

Susan B. Anthony's long final monologue, with its melody as solid as an 
inscription in granite, is an emotional summation of all the flowi ng warmth 
of the score. But smaller moments of delicacy and wit stand out. Thomson con­
cludes Act I, scene 3 (a loud and hect ic  mixture of characterizations), by al low­
ing Jo the Loi terer's guilty question "Has everybody forgotten Isabel Went­
worth ?" to become a gentle whispering coda to the whole boisterous pageant. 
Lillian Russell's t ipsy catch phrase "It is so beautiful  to meet you all here" is  
musically scattered about the stage l ike leaves in  the wind. And the giddy 
trumpetlike C horus of "V . I .P."s (Webster , Johnson, and Stevens) always makes 
a comic impact. 

Carl Van Vechten , the American music crit ic, photographer ,  and novelist 
who became Stein's l iterary executor, summarized Thomson's music in an 
essay on Four Saints: "The music is as  transparent to color as the finest old 
stained glass, a nd has no muddy passages." So much is transmitted like light 
in this score, for the elements are blended with al l  the skills of a vibrant colorist 
(nowhere more than in the impressionistic harmonies describing a snowy 
winter scene or in the snare-drum beat of an old-time politica l  ral ly) .  The opera 
fulfills what earl ier composers cal led dramma fx'T musica (drama through music , 
not just alongside i t ) ,  and as the text is filtered through song it gains color and 
emotional resonance without losing its magical  sense of nostalgia or its melan­
choly pathos of an era lost to time. 

The orchestration is full and effect ive,  but throughout the opera the or­
chestra serves i n  a secondary role - setting the mood, adding tonal color, and 
primarily supporting the voices. In 1949 Thomson prepared an orchestral suite 
from The Mother of Us All, and three of its four movements are heard on this 
recording: "A Pol itical Meeting" ( in place of the overture), "Cold Weather" 



Rebert Marx 1 59 

(before Act I, scene 3) ,  and "Last Intermezzo" (Act I I ,  between scene I and scene 
2) .  

The opera's few musical motives are not used "dramatically" to extend the 
plot or reveal character. Rather, Thomson uses his lovely ,  flowing melodies to 
recall an earl ier mood or unify the "landscape." The wedding hymn, for example, 
which is first heard in the orchestral prelude to the Act I finale, wi nds through 
t he scene, musical ly coalescing a sequence of arias and ensembles. When it is 
restated a longside Daniel Webster's love song during Susan B. 's fina l 
monologue, the t wo melodies together evoke layers of complexity and emotion 
as she sings of her sacrifice to a cause; 

But do we want what we have got , has it not gone, what made it l ive ,  
has  it not gone because now it is had , i n  my long life in  my long l ife Life 
is strife, I was a martyr all my l ife not to what I won but to what was done . 
Do you k now because I tell you so, or do you k now. My long l ife ,  my 
long l ife. 

Is political act ion worth the emotional sacrifice? Does that sacrifice lead to true 
intellectua l comprehension and socia l change , or simply to mere agreement ? 
The opera poses serious questions, and the "memory-book"- borh text and 
music - has more than pictures of simple gaiety. 

Because of its humane complexity and the unity of its artistic vision, The 
Mother of Us All remains an astonishing work of American musica l t heater ­
probably the finest of its k ind. It never fai ls to make an impact , no matter what 
is done to i t .  It has been performed in opera houses and church basements; 
with ful l  orchestra,  a si ngle piano, or any number of combinations in between; 
with a cast of th i rt y  professionals or with eight amateurs doubli ng on al l the 
parts. I t  is indestructible .  



Portrait, Patriarchy, M ythos : 

The Revenge of Gertrude Stein 
Neil Schmitz 

I may say that only three times in my l ife have I met a genius  and each 
time a hell with in  me rang and I was nor mistaken, and I may say in each 
case it was before there was a ny genera l recognition of the quality of 
genius in them. The three geniuses of whom I wish to speak arc Gertrude 
Stein,  Pablo Picasso and Alfred Whitehead. 

She a lways was, she always is ,  tormented by the problem of the external 
and the i nternal .  One of the things that always worries her a bout pai nt· 
ing is the difficulty that the artist feels and whic:h sends him to paint ing 
sti l l  l i fes, that after al l  the human being essentially is not paintahle. 

The Autobiograph;.· of Alice B. Toklas 

There are three portraits of Gertrude Stein in The Autobiogruph�· of Alice 
B. Toklus: t h e  monumental Gertrude who sits heavily in Picasso's celebrated 
portrai t ,  her somber face distorted by Picasso's struggle wi th  it, Al ice B. 
Toklas's loving profile of the wronged and denied genius who rang her bell  in  
I907, Gertrude's Alice's Gertrude , a c unning self-portrait a lways framing the 
significance of Picasso's portrai t ,  and a th i rd ,  the self-effacing portrait of the I 
who at last  seizes Alice's discourse, annou nces the writer's presence, and cleverly 
declares our innocence. This unknown Gertrude Stein, the peer of Picasso and 
Whitehead, who has lurked all along i nside Alice's prosaic I, emerges, as it 
were, only to disappear. "I am going to write i t ," she asserts in t h e  penult imate 
l ine of the text, "as simply as Defoe did the autobiography of Robinson 
Crusoe."1 The al lusion is deftly figured. Nearly everyone who matters in the 
history of modern art knows Gertrude Stein ,  knows the establishment at 27 , 
rue de Fleurus, or the house in Bilignin ,  knows the pictures on her walls, her 
dog, knows Alice B. T oklas, they are all cited and catalogued in the 
Autobiography, the already famous and the merely promising;. and yet within 
this  charmed convivial circle, receiv ing F. Scott Fitzgerald, dismissing Ezra 
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Pound, feedi ng Picasso, Gertrude Stein is i nconsolably alone in her thought, 
marooned. To apprehend this sol itude, the disembodied I that signifies Ger­
trude Stein ,  we must turn from the easi ly flowing style of Al ice's narrative, 
from the social externality of the historical person, into the massed utterance 
of all those u n published, unread novels, plays, meditations, poems, into the 
scripture, the true activity of Gertrude Stein's mind. I am noc here. It is the final  
statement of the Autobiograph�. the consummate stroke, and this is the trick ,  
the act of  revenge, upon which the text i s  turned. 

Neither Picasso's portrait nor Alice's in the Aucobiograph·)' constitutes 
Gertrude Ste in .  Picasso's portrait ,  which now hangs in the Metropoli tan 
Museum of Art in New York , i s  primari ly the resolution of an artistic problem .  
One sees clearly enough in the strangely constructed face a t  once Gertrude 
Stein as Enigma and the thinking of Les Demoiselles d'At•ignon and Three 
Women . Though she would remark in her later study , Picnsso (1938), that the 
portrait " is the only reproduction of me which is a lways I ,  for me,"2 th is  singular 
aptness is not , as we shall sec, its proper significance in the Autobiograph�. As 
for Alice's profile ,  it is an advertisement humorously realized . Through the 
ruse of her appropriated voice, Gertrude Stein constantly refers us to the out­
ly ing mysterious oeut'Te that justifies her pl�c�beside Picasso and Whitehead, 
the

-writing i� which she, not Al ice, speaks. Yet this voice is never ahused or 
strained in its speech. Indeed Alice's daftness is the perfect foil for quick cuts. 
I t  is the droll wife who speaks, wh() domesticates the swash buckle of Ernest 
Hemingway and Ezra Pound, who looks bemused upon the large male ego. In  
that  role, the  role of  the observant wife, Al ice evidently saw a good dea l .  The 
a l lure of th� -Aucobi�g;aph)· is j�st this :  what Gertrude's Al ice saw, the promise 
of intimate portraits, the promise of revelation (sixteen begu il ing photographs 
are careful ly sprink led through the first edition), but if we lose ourselves in 
these anecdotal sketches, these private views, we lose as well the story that 
weaves these stories - Gertrude Stein's metaphorical escape from the meaning 
of Picasso's painting, from Picasso himself, through Alice's portra i t ,  her devo­
tion, into the self-possessed (and shorn) I. 

This story concludes: I am noc here. The Autobiography tricks those who did 
not see Gertrude Stein's significance as a writer, who missed her identity when 
they contemplated the beauty of Picasso's painting, who saw her as Picasso's 
creature, and it tricks the form itself. The Autobiograph� of Alice B. Toklas is 
the story of a fiction about Gertrude Stein .  By redoubling her subjectivity ,  
Gertrude Stein parades the egotism that creates autobiography , makes each 
hagiographical i nc ident in the narrative, each laudation of the self, a 
calculated affront ,  and conceals until the last her presiding smile. As it is posed 
and solved by the Cubists, the questip_n ofJX�_r_tra!tu�e. the problem of the exter­
nal and the internal ,  is one of the central topics in the text, but what Gertrude 
Stein had already shown,  and could not show here, was her own solut ion as 
a literary artist. Impersonating an autobiographer, revealing his al ibi ,  she 
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could, however , begin from the inside an i ronJc dem')'st_ification of tr_;�ditional 
narrative, restate the problem of the external and the internal in  discourse 
through her final and surprising use of the Crusoe myth ,  and send rippling 
back over Alice's simplicities a confusion. Revenge is not , therefore, too strong 
a word to use-in charact��i�ingner formal strategies in the Autobiograph�. She 
is not the lady in the portrait . The book her publishers solicit can only be 
written by Alice. Indeed she parodies this arrangement by using a cleverly 
posed photograph of the author as her frontispiece. Alice is framed on the 
threshold in the i l lumined background. She stands directly fac ing the camera , 
one hand on the door latch, as though she were about to enter. In the 
foreground, in profile, partial ly obscured by the darkness, a writer sits at her 
desk, pen in hand. The photograph is appropriately entit led: Alice B. Tokla.1 
ac �he door, photograph b-y Man Ra-y. 

It is, after a l l ,  Picasso's celebrity that gives the Autobiograph-y its assured 
public in 19 3 3-34,  a dependence that perversely establishes Gertrucle Stein not 
as a pre-eminent artist , Picasso's peer ,  but as a chronicler� the peer of Janet 
Flanner.fFrom that position she looks askance at the spectacle of art istic sue-'--
cess. Edmund Wilson's apt phrasing of this attitude: "Success, for her, seems to 
imply some imposture and deterioration ,"3 also describes her own ult imate 
celebrity a s  the eccentric writer who wrote amiable nonsense about roses. 
Drawn contractually into a mode of discourse (h iswrical narration) she had 
already disparaged and aba�d�ned -i n  her previous writing, G�rtrude Stein's 
"success" as an autobiographer is in fact an i!!Posture, but here� as i t is not i n  
Et•erybod�· ·s Autobiograph-y (IQ 37) ,  (imposture i s  seized a s  an oppo!!_unity .  I t  is 
Alice who shrinks Leo Stein t� the vague referenc� , "her brother," who 
gradually e_@ses Henri Ma!_isse, who condescends to praise �--o�fish Heming­
way. And yet these settled scores do not adequately reflect the- sliE:Istance of 
her animus in  the t\ucobiograph'Y. Because of its complexi ty ,  that i ssue is 
delicately treate!.TGertrude Stein genu inely admired Picasso's genius ,  
understood it with a precocity that is st i l l  striking, owed h im ;weat deal, and 
yet obviously his splendor obscured her own] �  had painted her definitive 
likeness, captured her, rung her bell as she had rung Alice's bell. Th0isk of 
becoming Picasso's Gertrude as Alice is Gertrude's Alice is certa inly before her 
i n-theAuto-biograph�·. And it inv�l�es �rucially the quest ion of her role�r 
place in th� "hero.k__a� �f_�ubi§f!l," the very issue of her ident�Q=he long 
struggle to free herself from the patroniz ing dominance of Leo Stein ,  to become 
independent ,  takes a subtler turn i n  her al l iance with Picasso. He is at once 
her fraternal animus)a short Spanish Lincoln ,  pnd a towering presence in her 
l ife, tne brilliant male collea&!!_c whose ugly work , unlike her own, is_seriously 
regarded and accepted as beau"tif�l. His��dor -�� an --;;rt ist is the 
veritable sign in the '!,utobiograph�· .Ef her own neglect and isolation, her 
awkward standing as a curious woman."That splendor also defines her task :  
once again, to declare her differencel 
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Clarification of her difference begins with Alice's description of her arrival 
in Paris at the start of Chapter 2: 

This was the year 190i. Gertrude Stein was just seeing through rhe press 
Three Lives which she was having privately printed, and she was deep 
in The Ma k i ng of Ameril:ans, her thousand page hook . Pil:asso had j ust 
fin ished his  portrait of her whil:h nobody ar rhar t ime l i ked except the 
painter and the pai nted and whil:h is now so famous, and he had just 
hegu n his strange complkared picture of three women , Matisse had just 
finished his Bonheur de Vivre, his first hig composition which gaw him 
rhe name of fauve ,  or a zoo. lr  was rhe moment Max Jacob has sinl:l' 
cal led the heroic age of cubism (ABT, p. 7). 

'The order and equivalence of these events speaks for itself; Gertrude Stein 
figures prominently in the citation, but there is a lso,  less visibly ,  a focusing of 
the subject that cubism heroically considers in  its first phase. All these works 
essentially dea l with the form and nature of women.  When Alice first sees the 
1.:anvas of Three Women in Pi�asso's studio; she is taken aback : "I felt thar there 
was something painful and beautiful  there and oppressive but imprisoned" 
(ABT, p. 27) .  Three Liws, we are told ,  is written beneath a Cezanne portrait 
of a �anJa Cezanne that d iverts Gertrude Stein from a translation of 
Flaubert's Trois Contes into the first notable exercise of her experimental style. 
What Alice says of Picasso's painting can a lso be said of Three Liws . And th is 
coinc idence does not escape us. "She was then in the middle of her negro story 
Melanctha Herbert , the second story of Three Lives and rhe poignant in· 
c idents that she wove into the life of Melanctha were often these she noticed 
in walking down the hi l l  from the rue Ravignan" (ABT, p. 60) .  That is, from 
Picasso's studio. As Gertrude Stein poses for Picasso, she composes the Melanc· 
tha section in Three Lit•es. Cezanne, Picasso's master, is her master, and here 
a re the two pupils - the one painting, th� oi:her writ ing-equally placed in the 
s i tuation of learning] 

In rethinking the conventions of classical painting, particu larly the 
anatomy of the human figure ,  the cubists wisely begin with the most fami l iar ,  
the most given,  of such figures - the woman.  This portentous image is the first 
broken. Gertrude Stein not only understood the method at work in this 
iconoclasm, she also grasped irs metaphysical d imension. As Picasso subverts 

I the tyranny of the subject in his pa inting, collapsing its story , its reference, by 
removing the orientation of one-point perspective, Gertrude Stein s imilarly 
attacks-the episteme presupposing traditim1af narrative. But the point she 
stresses in tnis coffiparison is difference. Indeed crit ics who strive to cross the 
analogy and disq.1ss her work as an applicat ion of cubist technique invariably 
emerge with lame readings of the text. LT. Fitz's examination of Three Lives,  

for example, imposes the flat  surface of cubist painting, i t s  "total lack of a focal 
point," on the Melanctha section and ends up merely straining the analogy. 
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"Every page is li terally as important to the work as every other page," Fitz tells 
us, "just as  every part of a cubist paint ing is as important as every other part ."4 
Richard Bridgman's interpretation of Three L it·es , on the other hand,  traces a 
Jamesian angle in her style, examines the text as an experiment with l i terary 
discourse,  and is therefore shrewdly alert to the lingu istic complexitY that 
underlies the pictorial sameness Fitz beholds in Gertrude Stein's repetit ion. 
Bridgman also shows us how the "programmatic conception of style"5 in 
'Melanctha' complicates the feel ing and theme of an earlier novel , Things As 
Thl0' Are ( 1903); how, i n  brief, the lesbian strife in that novel is transformed 
into heterosexual conflict in Three L it•es . The logic and significance of this 
transformation, first considered under the spell of the Cezanne portrait and 
then worked out in her mind as she sat for Picasso, as he painted her portra i t ,  
effect ively const i tutes Gertrude Stei n's in i t ia l  confronta t ion with the 
designat ing force of grammar in writi ng, her first systematic quest ioning of the 
rules of discourse. If Picasso asks in the painting of this period : what i s  the thing 
�en ? - her question was just as momentous: wh_<!!._i�_!h�th ing ��ken? 

Melanctha Herbert's passion for clarity reveals its fut i l i ty  through her 
discla iming repetit ion of certainly. Only her feeli ngs are certa in ,  and these she 
can not express. What she wants, and what Jeff Camphell wants, is the 
assurance of definition, the simpl icity of male/female, and they do not find i t .  
Melanctha's unspeakable feelings presumably obstruct this  resolution. Their 
conversations are carefully orchestrated: each insistent I ,  each mistaken vou , 

asserts the speaker's contrary isolat ion, and all the while the  adverbs throb 
with the desire to be understood. What it is that tortures Mela nctha and deters 
Jeff Campbell is left unsaid . lt is, th i s  it, a large and resonant J amesian it. Mean­
ing appears through the acoust ical side of their discourse , through the 
dissonance of their tones. We do not see in  the Melancth a  section of Three 
Liws, we l isten, and what we hear is t he agitation of refusa l .  These Jamesian 
echoes are pronounced: Melanctha and Jeff do in simplified sing-song the 
intricate duet of May Bartram and John Marcher in "The Beast in the Jungle." 
In this period, 1903-1907, Chapter 3 in the Autobiography, Gertrude Stein also 
encounters Guil l iame Apollinaire whose artistic sympathies are noted in  James 
R. Mellow's Charmed Circle, Gertrude Stein & Compan)·: "each had a h ighly 
developed aural sense of language, and in certain of their poems . . .  the struc­
ture of the l ines was carried by repetit ions, percussive phrases, nat.w:al pauses, 
the sense of sound."6 Yet these are the featl!res Qf her style, i ts fi nish ; the �le 
itself, as the whole of her written being, is th� result of a protracted meditation 
on the nature of._identity, a meditation that becomes at last an act-of faith. 
Gertrude

- Stein sociably works i n  the cl imate of experimentat ion then so 
brilliantly expansive in Paris, Alice fai thful ly records the heroic gestes in the 
Autobiograph·)', but her distinctive approach to writing is not simply plucked 
from influential currents in the air .  It is drawn from the viscerarcenter-of her 
douhted being. 



Neil Schmitz 165 

Three Women , Three Lives; Les Demoiselles d'At•ignon , The Making oj 
Americans . How did �_ne portray women?  What is  a woman? Picasso's concep­
t ion in these paint ings breaks the famil iar exte-;-Miity of the femi nine form, 
strips the conventional pose of its Vesal ian musculature, and discloses a 
dreamli�e monstrosity i nside the form, "something painful and beaut iful the; 
and oppressive but imprisoned" (ABT, p. 27) .  Gertrude Stein pai nstakingly 
analyzes the "bottom nature" of men and women in The Making of Americans 
(1906-ll), undertakes a quasi-soc iological examination that gradual ly stands 
Aristotel ian classification on its head , or vice versa . For she seeks to specify the 
kinds of men and women, to determine the politics of their exchanges in family 
l ife, and is drawn i rresistably to a radical substitution of criteria. The roles that 
fix men and women as husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, are not sex­
ualiy determined . It is a question, rather, of how the wil l  chooses to exert itself: 

Some women have it in them to love others because they need them, 
many of such ones subdue the ones they need for loving, they subdue 
them and they own them; some women have it in them to love only 
those who need them; some women have it in them only to have power 
when others need them; some women have it in them only to have power 
when others love them, others loving them gives to them strength in 
domination as their needing those who love them keeps them from sub­
duing others before these others love them. 7 

These are in some sense the explanations Melanctha  is unable to make in Three 
Liws, the explanations that would turn Jeff Campbell's wife-quest into a 
different kind of courtsh ip. So it goes in th is t ireless, often tedious, "thousand 
page book." There are the "dependent independent" and the "independent 
dependent," categories that are endlessly refined and shaded. Some fight by 
resisting, others by attacking. So various are the difference and blend of aggres· 
sion and passivity in men and women that at length the entire issue of 
masculine/femin ine modification trembles. The concept of A Man or A 
Woman standing beh ind he and she (as Platonic mannikins) slowly erodes, and 
then finally he/she also disappears. In this  cleared space the massive coda of 
The Making of Americans lovingly rel ishes the indefinite pronoun :  a!:!Y_ one, 
some one, each one, every one. "Some are doing the thing they are doing in  
a family l iving," she  writes. "It i s  done and done by them. There are  enough 
of them doing some such thing, and certainly not too many , certa inly very 
ml}ny, certainly some and each one of them is some one by whom something 
is done and done" (MA, p. 921). Gertrude Stein had thoroughly neutered 
discourse, and in much of her later experimental portraiture she wou ld use this 
�mbiguous reference (this one, some one, very many) as if indeed i t  were (for 
anyone) superbly i llustrative. 

It is from this  t heoretical vantage-point that she criticizes Matisse's loss of 
aggressive independence in the Autobiography: 
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Matisse intimated that Gertrude Stein had lost interest in his work. 
She a nswered him, there is nothing within you that fights itself and 
hitherto you have had the instinct to produce antagonism in others 
which st imulated you to attack .  But now they follow. 

That was the end of the conversation hut a lx-ginning of an impor· 
tam part of The Mak ing of Americans. Upon this idea Gertrude Stein 
hased some of her most permanent distinctions in types of people (ABT, 
pp. 80-81) .  

And it is from this  reference, this r ich sense of her own achievement i n  por· 
traiture, that Gertrude's Al ice amusingly recounts the method of Fel ix  Vallo­
ton's portrait-paint ing. "When he pai nted a portrait," Alice relates, "he made 
a crayon sketch and then began pai nt ing at the top of the canvas straight 
across. Gertrude Stein said it was like pul l ing down a curta in as slowly moving 
as one of his swiss glaciers. Slowly he pul led the curtain down and by the time 
he was at the bottom of the canvas, there you were. The whole operation tuok 
about two weeks and then he gave the canvas to you" (ABT, p. 62). To sit for 
such a portrait gives Gertrude Stein a "st range sensat ion ." And there, i n  two 
weeks, you were. Behind the curta in  of Valloton's pa int. Picasso, on the other 
hand, has a hard t ime with her portrai t .  He begins using a "very small palette 
which was of a uniform brown grey colour ,  mixed with some more brown grey" 
(ABT, p. 57) ,  and then proceeds to lose his way. This first of some ninety si t ·  
tings is vividly recal led; so too i s  the  beauty of  several prel im i nary sketches, 
and yet , just as the manuscript of Three L it•es is in the process of being typed , 
just as Gertrude Ste in  arrives at this sym bolic moment fil led with a strong sense 
of herself: "All of a sudden one day Picasso pai nted out the whole head . I can't 
see you any longer when I look , he said i rritably. And so the picture was left 
like that" (ABT, pp. 64-65). A mock combat is herein joined between the 
distance and mystery of the painted and the skill of the pai nter. At some h igh 
and cerebral plane, this contest is a lso amorous. Gert rude Stein flecs.._ is cap­
tured, then escapes again. Although the drama of this combat is completely 
told in Chapter 3, the section in which the-"her�ic age of cubism" is estab­
lished , there is constant reference to it thereafter (tb� portrait mediates their 
friendship), a nd in the final chapter, as we shall see, it is briefly retold .  
�-The question before Gertrude Ste in  in  t h e  AllCObiograph;.· i s  that o f  iden-

tity. Like C_9_n_yenti<?nal jlO�traiture , . autobiography typical ly stri\'_es for the 
l i�ss, the l ifelike, strives t<;-

id��tlfy . It pictures through a n  arrang�-ment of 
incident the meaning of one's l ife.  It specifies the self writ ing about the self. Yet 
cub�rtraiture ,  and Gertrude Stein's own portraiture in  prose, breaks the 
hiS�t::ical prop (memory) that holds autobiography in its form. Recollection, 
or memory, realizes the object in  a fictive dimension. It intervenes, stalls the 
quick motion of perceiving consc iousness, and restrictively imposes the 
perspective of serial duration on the writer. Such is narrative:  a beginning, a 
middle, and a n  ending. In the terms of her own writ ing, then , a nd in  what she 
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had seen in Picasso's painting, atnobiographical narrative, if straight ,  is merely 
a form of journal ism, as thoroughly true as the stories in a newspaper. It tells 
us too much , i t  tells us too l ittle. "Really most of the time one sees only a feature 
of a person with whom one is, the other features are covered by a hat , by the 
l ight, by dothes for sport and everybody is accustomed to complete the whole 
entirely from their k nowledge," she writes in Picasso, "but Picasso when he saw 
an eye. the other one did not exist for h im and only the one he saw did ex ist 
for him . . .  " (P, p. 15) .  Yet this is the text ,  this anecdotal narrat ive, that makes 
Gertrude Stein publicly visible for the first t ime in her career, makes a Ger­
trude �rein  visible. IWho, then, i s  the  Gertrude Stein figureJ ?n PicassO's por­
trair:M Alice's portrai t� 1� her ownf}l t  is ; pronominal being i n  each case: a 
she, a he, and the concealed one who writes.[Picasso decapitates the painted 
Gertrude Ste in  and for a year she remains headless in the portrait . In the mean­
while she takes her ���}��aJ.u �icasso goes to Spain .  She begins The 
Making of Americans�jnat{!Ong question ing of pexua�identity, the k inds of men 

\.and _women, and then returns to Paris11 "under the spell of the th ing she was 
doing" (mly to find (aga in  the coincidence is apt) the portrait finished. "The 
day he returned from Spain Picasso sat down and out of his head painted the 

t head in without having seen Gertrude Stein aga in .  And when she saw it he 
and she were conteny It  1s �e;y strange but neither can remember at al l  what 
the head looked l ike when he painted it out" (ABT, p. 70) . ITherc she is then, 
Picasso's she, the celebrated Gertrude Stei n .  , . ,  · "' "� t'' ""' .-' ;�.c;· .. '�r·· 

But the Autobiography immediately j umps forward in time, almost to the 
• present of its writ ing,. and here Gertrude's Alice juxtaposes her own Gertrude 

Stein,  t he Gertrude Stein who first struck her, in  Alice's � words, as a 
"golden brown presence, burned by the Tuscan sun," as a "Roman Empernr."8, 
Again Picasso looks and does not sec � Gertrude Stein.  She h as cut the 
braided queen's crown of hair that adorns her i n  the portrait, cropped her hair 
short , l ike a man ,  and  now stands apart ( in  her own imperial splendor) from 
his identificat ion. \'He has p01inted a woman,  she has become a man.  The 
Autobiographv is srrh�hed between these two points of reference: Picasso's she, 
Alice:s h�A�d it i s  t�iter, that latter-day Defoe, who �qmprehends both,  
who I S  neither. · ·� i � dt.J. fk.. ¥""' ,_ � 4-<\ �j. '{ {ji. 

Only a few years ago when Gertrude Stein had had her hair cut 
short, she had always up to that time worn it as a crown on top of her head 
as Picasso has painted it, when she had had her hair cut, a day or so later 
'she happened to come into a room and Picasso was several rooms away. 
She had a hat on hut he caught sight of her through two doorways and 
approaching her quickly called out , Gertrude, what is i t ,  what is it . What 
is what, Pablo, she said. Let me sec, he sa id. She let_h_im. sce. And my 
portrait, said he sternly. Then h is face softening he added , mais, quand 
meme tout y est , al l  the same it is al l there . 

(ABT, p. 70) 
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Picasso scrutinizes the cropped hair ,  takes in the difference. "And my por­
trait, said he sternly." The joke is slight ,  and yet in it Picasso speaks a judgment:  
this is who you are. She is not. Like Walt Whitman's "Song of M yself," the story 
of Gertrude Stein'��ape in the Autobiograph;; is the story of an escape into 
the na�dess����f_l!ndr_ogyny. "Fai l ing to fetch me at first keep encouraged," 
Whitman 

-�vi;s us at the close of his  song. If I am not here, if I am not there , 
"I stop some where waiting for you ."9 Gertrude Stein had similarly tutored 
herself in The Making of Americans; she had reached certainly t he knowledge 
of Whitman's "Calamus," u nderstood how difficult it was to express discur­
sively the nature of desire, to sort it out in  kind. That apprehension is clearly 
stated in a contemporaneous work, A Long Gay Book ( 1906-11 ) .  Here the writer 
slowly turns from self-contemplation to regard the fundamental natures of 
those who h ave confidently sorted the specific kind of their desire. 

Always all the men and women all  around have in them some one 
of the many kinds of men and women that have each one of t hem many 
mill ions made like them, always a l l  the men and women al l  around have 
it in them to have one fundamental nature in them and other kinds of 
nature arc mixed up in them with this kind of nature in them so it takes 
al l  the k nowing one can learn with al l  the l iving to ever know it ahout 
any one around them the fundamental nature of them and how 
everything is mixed up in them . 10 

Notice of her own mixed fundamental nature in the Autobiography is chastely 
handed to Louis Bromfield as an u npublished manuscript , Things As Tht-y 
Are; - and to the educated reader as the message: I knou· you k nou·. Inadver­
tently, while looking for the manusc ript of The Making of Americans, Gertrude 
Stein comes upon Things As They Are. "She was very bashful  and hesitant 
about it ,  did not really want to read it. Louis Bromfield was at t he house that 
evening and she handed him the manuscript and said to h i m ,  you read it" 
(ABT, p. 104) .  What Bromfield thought is not recorded in the Autobiograph)-, 
but Hemingway , who fares poorly in the text,  has recorded his thoughts about 
things as they were at 27 rue de Fleurus. His criticism of Gertrude Stei n in A 
Mot•eable Feast begins by demeaning "truly ambitious women writers," moves 
through a brutal account of a quarrel between Gertrude and Alice ("please, 
pussy , please"), and then comes at last , unerringly,  to the juxtaposition that 
figures so importantly in the Autobiography: "She got to look like a Roman 
emperor and that was fine if you like your women to look l ike Roman 
emperors. But Picasso had painted her, and I could remember her when she 
looked like a woman from Friuli ."1 1  The shot is cheap, but cheaper still is Hem­
ingway's sparse mention of a single text, The Making of Americans. In the 
thickness of his thought, she is at her worst a woman writer, at  her best the 
"woman from Friuli" who sits captured in Picasso's portrait .  

The chapters that follow the recognition scene in Chapter 3 ("Let m e  see, 
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h
_C!�i�� let h im see."), t�nt of_heryscape, and this cryptic conclu· 

sion to Chapter 4,  busily describe Gertrude Stein's double l ife: her existence 
as a historical figure, the connoisseur and critic, and her arduous struggle to 
be read, the loneliness of her life as a writer. At the same time Al ice's uxorial 
voice throwsupon that double life the tone of still another dupl ic ity .  For the 
Gertrude Ste in  who expands in her writing, who expounds, who chats com· 
panionably with Carl Van Vechten and Sherwood Anderson,  assumes in· 
variably a mascul ine stance. By the end of the narrative these two sets of 
duplicity are joi ned, remarkably fused by the Crusoe myth . We begin with the 
apotheosis, wh ich is rendered in a su itably "noble" setting. Gertrude Stein has 
struck up. a friendship with the Duchess of Clermom-Tonnerre , and the two 
women decide to cut their unfashionably long hair. "Cut it off she said and 
I did." For two days Al ice cuts Gertrude Stein's hair until only a "cap of hair" 
remains. On seei ng it ,  Sherwood Anderson remarks: "it makes her look like 
a monk." Briefly the she of the painting is  recal led . "As I have said , Picasso see· 
i ng it, was fgr a moment angry and said, and my portrait, but very soon added , 
after alfi! i� all there" (ABT, p. 304). The remark now hangs with the proper 
ironic ambivalence. The Autobiography then sweeps to its close. She can not 
write her autobiography, Alice protests, because "I am a pretty good 
housekeeper and a pretty good gardener a nd a pretty good needle-woman and 
a pretty good secretary and a pretty good editor and a pretty good vet for dogs 
and I have to do them all at once and I found it d ifficult to add bei ng a pretty 
good author" (ABT, pp. 309-310). Capably ,  referring to Defoe, Gertrude Stein 
then makes her appearance as the writer, as the I who has done this voided 
portrait , and the Autobiograph�, concludes. On the opposing page is a facsimile 
of the first page of the manuscript. The handwrit ing returns us abruptly to the 
dark figure of the unk nown writer who sits, pen poised, at the desk in the 
frontispiece. 

Friday's story is necessarily Crusoe's. It is Crusoe who gives h im l ife and 
language, and such is the legend that informs this narrative. We t«'O alone o� 
an island. Here is a chronicle crowded with social occasions, spi l l ing over with 
l itanies of i l lustrious names, and it is about l ife on a deserted island. The affairs 
of the famous are duly noted , but the tal� told is Crusoe's, a tale of primordial 
loneliness, of the agony of not being k nown. It is a mistake, Alice continual ly 
stresses, this refusalt� k riow the discu

-
rsive Gertrude Stein,  to read her writing, 

to•take her seriously .  "Gertrude Ste in was i n  those days a little bitter ," she 
writes of the period 1919-1932,  "all her unpublished manuscripts, and no hope 
of publ ication or serious recognition" (ABT, p. Z4u.J And yet Alice's designa· 
tion as Friday also distances us from the immediate travail of the writer. "The 
geniuses came and talked to Gertrude Stein," she observes, "and the wives sat 
with me" (ABT, p.  105). The important and prolific period of Gertrude Stein's 
early portraiture,  the phase in which she forges her style, is telescoped into a 
few pages, set forth as a catalogue. :We see in  reference, dimly, Gertrude Stein 
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alone, stranded and bereft, the solitary writer who writes before God for no 
one an unreadable "thousand page book," who writes so that she wil l not gl1 
mad, wl\i)writes to presei�� .;nd deScribe herself. Although Alice is a

-
loving 

and helpfu l  amanuensis, an audience, she never joins Crusoe in  the vigil h(· 
keeps in discourse, in writing. She knows CrusO(•, but not what Crusoe knows. 
A lover's joke, a writer's joke. Neither Picasso's portrait nor Al ice's in the 
Autobiograph� constitutes Gertrude �tein. She is not that she.�C>t- this he, but 
the 1 who wri!es1 Alice's Fi-id�yness is in fact Gertrude Stei n's i ronic com men· 
tary on the competence of her narration. Like the painter Fel ix Val loton, the 
autobiographer begins at the wp, at the beginning, and then sequentially 
strokes in the events, the dates, places, people, and then there you are. But 
the self revealed is al":'ays an other. If you are Alice, you write about Gertrude. 
If you are Gertrude, you write about A l ice's Gertrude. Even if the 
autobiography is sophisticated, if it concedes its bias, understands the 
repressive acts of memory, it st i l l  contracts to identify ,  to represent and name 
a self. The best a sophisticated and earnest autobiography can do is to be as 
true as Rousseau's Confessions. If it is s�histicated , and not sincere, then it is 
The Aucobiograph� of Alice B. Toklas. �utobiography is thus doomed to bad 
fa ith. It always describes a surface, i l lustrates the externafl throws light on the 
familiar. It is what Friday sees. 

c � But if the human being is not "paintable,"J if auwbiography hegins and 
ends with the statement , 1 am not here>L��hat docs this tel l us about Gertrude ________. 
Stein's writing? The vindictive treacheries stroked into this text at once decl_are 
�!..fu:edom from definition, sed�the reader, and subve!J_ _the form. 
Autobiography, the story of one's self, is narrative in the raw, narrative in its 
most perilous genre. We need to tel l our story . We want to know about the 
lives of others. We want to know about this l ife, but not as it is, as it was. We 
desire effect ively the alienation, the fiction, of an imposed order, a framed 
significance, and so we look for perspective in the security of the past tense and 
receive a fictive assurance of the real .  The Aucobiograph:" provides this bogus 
material ity. lt gives us an anecdotal narrative told by a scrupulous woman who 
is "very fond ohieedlewor1." (ABT, p. i59), and then takes it al l  back,  recants. 
"And therefore," Gertrude Stein writes in  The G��waphical History of Ameri� 
(1936), "there are no witnesses to the autobiography of any one that has a 
human mind."12 ln this insouciant phi losophical treatise, written between The 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas and Everybod�· ·s Autobiograph:--·, she methodi· 
cally disjoins mind and nature, turns her poodle, "a little dog," into an em· 
pirical knower, and with great charm thoroughly addles Bishop Berkeley an� 
William James. "No one knowing me knows me," she asserts, "And 1 am I I" 
(GHA,  p. 113). Looking at us. Like Crusoe on his island, the Crusoe who has 
no audience, no witnesses, the "human mind is." What emerges from this 
radical distinction,  however I is not th� J!D�ish of solipsism,. mu .a cubist jou, 
I I , the play of a liberated subjectivity at large in itself, at large in the field of 
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l�!_!g_uage. The Geographical History breaks its thoughts into a disordering se· 
- quence of chapters, parts, acts, scenes , numbers, plays, examples, pages and 

volumes, and then numbers them capriciously at random. "So once more to 
renounce because and become" (GHA, p .  192) ,  Gertrude Stein declares in  a sec· 
tion entitled "autobiography number one." And in this self-admonition we see 
the rigor of her experimental style. For she cuts from narrat i ve the idea of 
origif1 and end, deprives such discourse of its teleoloilcal assumption, and 
attacks the a l ibis that give the writer protect ive distance. Without because, 
without become, he is  left only the "continuous present" of his writ i ng. There 
he is abs�lut�iv p��se�t. �lways the resp�nsible I. His writing is the activity of 
con_:;�iousness purely express�d. 

- -- -

The enterprise of Gertrude Stein's discourse is a reaction to this moment, 
the instant of generation. Here the writer confronts language,  his competence, 
its competence, and here grammar imposes its edifying force on him. The 
drama of utterance is always the th ing seen in her writ ing. In The Making of 

Americans, for example, she stubbornly rethinks the conceptual structure of a 
chosen sentence and then rearranges its phase structure. Sentences arc not 
repeated, they a re regenerated.

-a�d at- �ach juncture, each branch ,  she fig_ures 
the difference. So her th�ughts march gradually th_!ough all their permutations 
intoother thoughts and she accumulates , without swerving, a vast redundant 
prose. Her-project ,  it wou ld seem, is more a grammarian's than a h istorian's: 
"To go on now giving a l l  of the descript ion of how repeating comes to have 
meaning, how it forms itself, how one must disti nguish the different meanings 
in repeating" (MA, p. 294). Indeed the i ndividual Herslands and Dehnings, 
whose characterizing repetit ion is Gertrude Stein's ostensible subject ,  dis· 
appear from the text for long stretches of t ime, and wharis before us is the 
writer's repetition, a new subject: the work of making sentences that will do the 
work of referring, of representing, of being about something or someone. What"" 
is the meaning found in  repeating? It discloses consciousness in its aboriginal 
mot ion, reach ing to speak. Thus Gertrude Stein writes about writ i ng by pars· 
i ng thought as it passes i nto written language}he hegins, that is, not from the 
point of view of Samuel Beckett or John Barth,  but with utterance itself, in that 
t ight space where the internal becomes external ,  is voiced, long before the 
question of form or mode or intention can be asked. Here she interrogates the 

· act of speech.  How does it occur? Why this version of a sentence, or this one 
and this one? Thought measures itself syntactically in  The Making of 
Americans. With a boldness that is often truly stupefying, she risks a l l  the 
priorities of a text. For who has the stamina to confront the massive articula­
tion of consciousness as it seeks to determine a "bottom nature," to c apture the 
being of a person, as it decides that nature in  language? What we want in a 
text is the consequence of writing, the formed result. We want the finished 
portrait of thought. · 

In brief Gertrude Stein discovers in this  exploded novel the metal inguistic 
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stance that enables her to compose Tender Butt()nS {1214), the slender book that 
decisively pia�� her as a wri��r �i_de the artists then fashioning the analytic 
phase of cubism . The great difference in these two texts signifies the drastic 
shift in her attention fr()�_th�_�ntence to lexical choice, for here the sett ing 
is small , circumscribed, domestic . It is not the past, that widespread space, but 
the immediate field of one's experience. Within it, still painstak ing, she strives 
to peel from the humble objects in her perception (carafes, cush ions, cooking) 
thei�determining labels and see them apart from their obvious designation . 
To do so, she disrupts the predication of the sentence. Writing emerges now 
as poetic conflict, as a struggle u•ich language against language . In effect she 
moves signification back to the Ursprache, the mythical insta nt when each 
Adam in his Garden, empowered with naming, regards this strange nameless 
creature, this strange unspecified thing, and the whole world so al ive with 
diverse being is a "blind glass." A reflection. Which is where Tender Buttons 
begins, posing a carafe. 

In the thirties Gertrude Stein undertakes a protracted seminar on th is par­
ticular approach to writing: Hou• To Write (1931), Lectures in America (1934), 
Narration ( 1935), but these texts, while often trenchant and witty , are not finally 
the commentaries that eludda_te her style. They are instead works of art in 
their own right, lyrical extensions of the s_tyle. It is rather in the compromised 
autobiographical writing that we find, paradoxically, the clearest introduction 
to her experimental discourse .  For the Crusoe myth encoded in the 
A�etobiography constantly renews the question of identity and recalls the 
motivation of that discourse , Gertrude Stein's awakening, her early preoccupa· 
tion "with finding out what was inside myself to make me what I was."13 What 
was she? The Aucobiograph;.· teases us with that question . "Let me see, he said. 
She let him see" (ABT, p. 70). It is a revenge tnatfalls not only upon Picasso's 
proprietary sense of her womanhood, his ser:.� of her sl,lbjec.tionin the paint· 
i�g. but equally upon language itself. What he sees, what we see , is the I I  of 
the Geographical History: "As I say a noun is a name of a thing," she writes in 
"Poetry and Grammar," "and therefore slowly if you feel what is inside that 
thing you do not call it by the name by which it is known. "14 For Whitman, 
whose "language experiment" so actively prefigures Gertrude Stein's, the right 
names, the right nouns, are always there to be used. We do not lack words, 
only the courage to use them. Gertrude Stein's criticism moves along the same 
angle of assumption, but is far more comprehensive. Language itself is politi· 
cized, an instruction.1Long before the question of diction arises, there are the 
parts of speech,  the rules of grammar, syntactical laws. The way we say 
precedes what we say . The sentence has already organized the world we wish 
to speak as we see it .  What a6es1r say ·or diSCourse, sh� a;k�-variously ,  when 
discourse can not determine "what I was," when it can only interpose between 
he 

_and she the reification of it ? Autobiography extends the imprisoning form 
of the sentence, connects subject to object , organizes the life o( an. individual,  
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and distorts i t .  In Et�erybod�'s Autobiography Gertrude Stein writes as Gertrude 
Stein, but her d istrust of the form, of its connections, of the value of identity, 
remains constant. "That is really the trouble with an autobiography," she · 

writes, "you do not of course you do not really bel ieve yourself why should you , / 
you know so well so very well that it is not yourself, it could not be yourself 
because you cannot remember right and if you do remember right it does not 
sound right and of course it does not sound right because it is not right ." Yet

·
. 

here she is once more in the form, and th is time without a deflective persona. 
Although Bridgman considers the book "one of her major successes," a text in 
which she "took up the most desperate problems she was then suffering from 
and managed to convey them without diminishing their complexity,"t5 
Et·erybod�'s Autobiograph� is so perversely dependent on the context of the 
T oklas narrative that it is, properly speaking, an epilogue (or response) to the 
first hook . 

An introduction h inges the two narratives: "Alice B. Tok las did hers and 
now everybody wil l  do theirs" (EA,  p. 3) .  Gertrude Stein then reports a series 
of conversations with David Edstrom, Dashiel l Hammett and Mary Pickford. 
In her talk with Hammett she complains that women writers in the nineteenth 
century "never could invent women they always made the women be 
themselves seen splendidly or sadly or heroically or beautifully or despairingly 
or gent ly, and they never could make any other kind of woman" · (EA, p. 5). 
She is in Hollywood. Mary Pickford , who played these glamorous roles on the 
screen, regards Gertrude Stein suspiciously as a rival star and decides to keep 
her distance. Hammett patiently explains the narcissism of male writers. "It is 
n ice being a celebrity ," Gertrude Stein observes, "a real .:clebrity who can 
decide who they want to meet and say so and they come or do not come as 
you want them" (EA ,  pp. 3-4). People approach her on the street .  Her books 
are in the shop windows. Her photograph appears regularly in the newspapers 
and magazines. Mary Pickford might well look upon her with jaundice. But 
what other k ind of woman is Gertrude Stein ?  Having escaped the significance 
of Picasso's portrait in  the Autobiography, she had set another image in its place, 
the esoteric celebrity,  and the problem in this autobiography is once again to 
assert her difference, her human mind against her human nature, and dis-

. appear like Whitman, l ike Huckleberry Finn. But the success of the first 
autobiography mesmerizes her. Suddenly she is rich ,  everybody knows her, she 
has a public. It leaves her speechless, so she writes in Everybod�'s Autobiograph�. 
unable to write. This crisis, her sudden confusion of the external and the inter­
nal , plays throughout the text. "It is all a quest ion of the outside being outside," 
she asserts, "and the inside being inside. As long as the outside does not put 
a value on you it remains outside but when it does put a value on you then 
it  gets inside or rather if the outside puts a value on you then all your inside 
gets to be outside" (EA, p. 4 7). The destruction of her Crusoe life, her changed 
position as a wri ter, had radically altered her stance as an autobiographer. 



I74 Gertrude Stein Advanced 

To return to the form, then, Gertrude Stein had first to justify doing it .  
She could say legitimately, and did , that it was now her turn, Al ice having told 
her story, but what then was she to write about ,  and from which point of view ! 
She could write about her American tour, life in Bilignin,  her work , her past , 
visiting notables, but in so doing she inescapably wrote the referent ia l  
discourse her first autobiography had so wickedly emptied of relevance. That 
revenge fa l ls at last upon the writer of Et•erybody's Autobiography. "Anything is ffa a�biography," she declares in the introduction, prefacing her talk with 

ammett,  "but this was a conversation" (EA ,  p. 5). Given her own sportive 
approach to l i terary form, this sanction is sufficient, but in fact the magisteria l  
I that final ly seizes Alice's story , that plays whimsically with philosophical 
discourse in the Geographical History, is troubled and uncertain in this waver· 
ing narrative. What are the resources of her i nside now that so much of it is 
outside? The astonishment of her American tour and the impending strife in  
Europe (war in  Spain, unrest in France) are compressive forces that obviously 
confuse her perspective, but as well it is the tel l ing of her own past, her writing 
about herself, that also vexes the sureness of her sol itude. How did she come 
to be called Gertrude Stein?  The question emerges when someone asks "what 
skin the peau de chagrin was made of?" The word is looked up. Peau de chagrin 
"was made of anything mule calf or horse and I said how did it happen to be 
called peau de chagrin and Madame Giraud said and how did you happen to 
be called Gertrude Stein." The arbitrariness of the sign is once again affirmed , 
names are nouns that tell u-;r;othing, but then she fixes on this  haphazard 
-----·- · -
name, Stefn, her name, and at once stoically accepts and defiantly refuses i t .  
I t  is impossible to judge her tone in  this instance. 

Steins were called Steins in the time of Napoleon before that any 
name was a name but in the time of Napokxm in  any country he went 
through the name of any one had to be written and so they took the 
name they gave them and Stein was an  easy one. Then when any of us 
were named we were named after some one who is already dead , aftc.:r 
all if they are l iving the name belongs to them so any one can be named 
after a dead one, so there was a grandmother she was dead and her name 
not an easy one began with G so my mother preferred it should be an 
easy one so they named me Gertrude Stein .  All right that is my name. 

The passage occurs in the midst of a meditation on death .  She takes up ambiva· 
lently the burden of her name. Gertrude Stein ,  this peau de chagrin .  "Identity 
always worries me," she concludes, "and memory and eternity" (EA, p. 1 15). It 
is as though she suddenly perceives the a priori of classical autobiography:  that 
it is a summation, the presentation of a self about to die, a prelude to 
biography .  The noun names. It identifies. It is the skin of a dead thing that 
has nothing to do with what the dead thing was. Names are taken from those 
already dead. We wear our names as we wear the skins of dead animals. In 
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Et•erybod;/s Autobiograph� Gertrude Stein's long attack on the coherence and 
sta�r��!he noun takes a desperate turn.  Here she is, then, wear ing her dead 
grandmother's G: Gertrude Stein .  

An escaped slave writes The Autobiogmph� of Alice B. Toklus , doubling and 
redoubling his i nversion of the mode. The first act of the fugit ive is to change 
his name. I am not here. Gertrude Stein's appropriation of the Crusoe myth at 
once polit icizes the text and invests it with erotic energy. Friday's point of view 
is also Crusoe's: this master has been a slave, and he knows what she knows. 
That cubism begins with a male deconstruction of the female form as it pre­
exists in the eye of Picasso and Mailsse. She, too, begins a deconstruction of 
how women are k nown ,  but that work is overlooked. Here we have only her 
portrait of thei r portrait-making, portraits of Picasso and Matisse conceiv ing 
and contemplating women, l iving with women: Matisse as the self-centered 
husb�nd, Picasso as the charming rogue. With Friday's knowing look, Ger­
trude Stein regards th�wo typical sides of the master's face. It i s  Picasso who 
dominates the world set forthrn th

-
e Amobiogrciph�. who loves Fernande and 

leaves her, who leads Georges Braque, Andre Derain and Apol l i naire about 
like a "bullfighter" his ret inue, who is "every i nch a chief." It is Picasso who 
places her in the portrait and tells those who question the resemblance not to 
worry, she wi l l  become what she is in the portrait. "Let me see , he said. She 
let him 'See."Pfcasso's masculine authority is a congenial Spanish translation 
of Leo Stein's i nflexible paternalism , the m astery of the bnJther to whom the 
world belongs, and it is in  this book a pervasive force, the negative charge that 
gives Gertrude Stein the positive work of e�cape. 

In  Et·erybcxly's Autobiogruph� Picasso appears briefly as a fool .  He has left 
painting to write poetry , an exchange Gertrude Stein regards with a nxious d i s­
dain. "Well as I say when I first heard he was writing I had a funny  feel ing," 
she admits, "one does you know. Things belong to you and writ ing belonged 
to me, there is no doubt about it writ ing belonged to me" (EA, p. 1 5). When 
Picasso at length reads his poetry, she is  relieved: "I drew a long b reath and 
I said it is very interesting" (EA, p. 17) .  I n  the room at the time is Thornton 
Wilder. As Pica s.'iO lapses from Gertrude Stein's l ife, his replacements (as the 
vi�r��:�s and productive male friend, the negative charge) grow less substan­
tial :  Hemingwa.y-;-}Ua n  Gris, Francis Picabia, Francis Rose, Thornton Wilder. 
She �auld go o n  in Picasso to round out her view of his artistry , but here his  
effective part ic ipation in  her imaginative l ife is over. They meet aga in ,  once 
more in  a gallery , as if  in a novel by Henry James, and their roles are reversed. 
Here it is Picasso who i s  apprehensive, u ncerta in ,  and Gertrude Stein who 
authoritatively defines him, whose maternal admonition becomes an aggres­
sive embrace. FOr his part, Picasso submissively y ields like Mol ly  Bloom. 

ah I said catching him by the lapels of his coat and shaking him, you are 
extraordinary within your limits but your limits are extraordinarily there 
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and I said shaking him hard,  you know it,  you know it as well  as I do, 
it is al l  right you arc doing this to get rid of everything that has hcen too 
much for you all right all right go on doing it but don't go on trying to 
make me tell you it is poetry and I shook h im again, well he sa id suppos­
ing I do k now it, what wil l  I do, what wil l  you do said I and I k issed h im ,  
you w i l l  go on  until you arc more cheerful o r  less dismal and  then you 
will , yes he  said , and then you will paint a very beautiful picture and then 
more of them, and I kissed him aga in ,  yes said he. (EA. p. 37 )  

The absence of Picasso as  a symbolic factor, the N�_tzschean rival ,  i s  con­
spicuous in  EtJervbody's Autobiography. When Gertrude Ste in  now con­
templates the h ierarchical domain of the patriarchy, and all its intimidation, 
her view is not that of an escaped slave, malicious, alert , decept ive, but rather 
the long resigned view of the historian  and autobiographer who wears in her 
name the dead grandmother's G: "Everybody nowadays is a father, there is 
father Mussol ini and father Hitler and father Roosevelt and father Stein and 
father Lewis  and father Blum and father Franco is just commencing now and 
there are ever so many more ready to be one" (EA , p. 133) .  Those periods of 
history where fathers loom and fill  up everything, she observes, are always the 
"most dismal ones." The oppressive presence of her own father is recalled, and 
the importance of her brothers, �special ly  Michael and Leo, and these familial 
poht1cs are then trameaoy the larger issue of the patriarchy itself, the world 
ruled by fathers. "Sometimes barons and dukes are fathers," she writes, "and 
then kings come to be fathers and churchmen come to be fathers and then 
comes a period like the eighteenth century a nice period when everybody has 
had enough of anybody being a father to them . . .  just now everybody has 
a father, perhaps the twenty-first century like the eighteenth century wi l l  be 
a nice time when eyerybody forgets to be a father or to have been one" (EA, 
p. 142). The struggle of The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas becomes a dream 
in Everybody's Autobiography, the dream of parricide, king-k i l l ing, the "nice 
period" of revolt when the very principle of identification (the father's business) 
is shattered. 

Keys to Gertrude Stein's experimental  mode are strewn throughout her 
venture into autobiographical narration. But it is in the disguised mythos of the 
first book, her shattering of the portrait as the sign, that we discern the struggle 
and presumption of her discourse. And more: not just her place in the "�eroic 
age of cubism" or her role in the construction of modernism, but where Ger­
trude Stein stands in American l iterature. ln the first wri t ing of the 
Autobiography, Alice signs offin the fashion of Huckleberry Finn. A considera­
tion that complicates and explains Gertrude Stein's subsequent use of the 
Crusoe myth. Life on the raft at 27 rue de Fleurus becomes life on a deserted 
island and the ontological dimension of the text is altered. Yet Friday speaks 
in Huck's plain style. And as Huck, the Huck who flees a brutal father who 
will not tolerate his reading of the world, Alice writes the story of Gertrude 
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Stein's l ife .  But i f  the spirit of Mark Twain  is al ive in this text , it is the "language 
experiment" of Leaws of Grass that clarifies Gertrude Stein's discourse. 
Copyrighted by a Walter Whitman ,  the anonymous 1855 Leaws of Grass begins 
in its preface with the syn:'bolJSII:'�oval  of a paterr�al carcass, the dead weight 
of the past . Whitman takes up the Jeffersonian precept that the earth belongs 
to the l iv ing and dramatically extends it to the "well-shaped heir" who has 
..:om

. 

e to s�ng the "ne� l i fe of t�e n:w forms" (LG, p. 5) . Which is prec isely �re

I 
The Makmg of Amencans begms: Once an  angry man dragged h i s  father a long 
the grollnd through his own orchard" (MA, p 3) .  And it is where Donald Bar· 
thelme begins in his recent novel ,  The Dead Father (1975), ironical ly exploit ing ' 
this recurrent theme by dragging for the length of his novel an  immense 
Lear! ike Gul l iver who speaks in the imperious person of the Superego, We. But 
Gertrude Ste in  does not get her dragged father from Whitman ;  she l ifts him 
from the Nicomachean Ethics. The anecdote occurs in Chapter Six of Book 
Seven, just after an Aristotel ian discussion of sexual perversion , and it i l lus· 
trates the "commoner frai lty" of anger .  It is as though , at the start of her revolu· 
t ionary book,  she perceives the Definit ive Father who thinks proairet ically the 
harmonium of behavior she must u ndo. 

It is not against the male writers of her period that Gertrude Stein 
measures herself, but the artists. T.S. Eliot, James Joyce and Ezra Pound do 
not figure importantly in the Autobiography. Nor, for that matter ,  does she 
figure largely in their writing. Her isola!}9n in the history of modernism 
curiously a l igns her with Whitman, the Whitman with whom Pou nd has such 
�eluctant and d istastefu l  commerce. Indeed the masculine Gertrude Stein ,  l ike 
the feminine Whitman ,  has had a hard t ime with her critics and readers. Both 
elude in their amiable formlessness, their repetit ion, and tenacious material ity, 
the tenor and mood of modernism. They create in their work a d ifferent move· 
ment, a homegrown mode.mity that regard� tradition with lyrical impudence, 
refuses like H uck to put any stock in dead people, and restores .tfie Edenic 
vision to writ ing. They begin at the beginning, a lways present in the 1. i·wEat 
;;h;ory is folded ," Whit�;n marvels in An American Primer, "folded inward 
and inward aga in ,  in the single word 1 ."16 Emile Benveniste's essay on the 
nature of pronouns i l luminates this first movement i n  their experiment with 
discourse. "What then is  the real ity to wh ich 1 or :you refers?" he asks. "It i s  solely 
a 'reality of discourse,' and this is a very strange thing. I cannot be defined 
except in terms of 'locution,' not in terms of objects as a nominal  sign is. I 

signifies 'the person who is uttering the present instance of the d iscourse con· 
taining 1. ' This  i nstance is unique by definition and has validity only in its 
un iqueness."17 In  the Geographical History Gertrude Stein reiterates the song 
of the ahistorical self in writing: "I am I I ," and argues prescriptively that this 
is how the human m ind must write - always i n  the captivating mystery of bei ng 
at once hidden and apparent at the same time. How does Whitman come upon 
th� remarkable discovery , this unique present by present moment of 
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discourse , the I instance that enables h im to break free of poetic form? By 
descending, as Gertrude Stein would ,  inw the sublogic of the sentence and 
meeting in the parts of speech an awful namelessness, a si lence. "Double 
yourself and receive me darkness" (lG, p. 108) , he writes in "The Sleepers," that 
striking poem where desire eludes the reach of definit ion , where he and .1he 
merge in the baffled I who dreams and then writes. Whitman is frightened by 
what happens to language in this poem as he recalls the dream ,  and he imposes 
an operatic coda on the poem that brings him back into the stable world of 
the daytime. For in "The Sleepers" Whitman sl ips easi ly into what now looks 
l ike the incoherent privacy of Stein ian discourse: "The c loth laps a first sweet 
eating and drinking, I Laps l ife-swel l i ng yolks . . . .  laps car of rose-corn, milky 
and just ripened: I The white teeth stay ,  and the boss-tooth advances in 
darkness, I And l iquor is spi l led on l i ps and bosoms by touching glasses , and 
the best l iquor afterward" (LG, p. 108). And at the nadir of the dream , just 
before the redemption of morning, he encounters himself as the "vast dusk 
bulk" of the submerged whale, his version ofMCTV11lean whiteness. 

Who then speaks in the dream, who writes the dream? Whitman finds the 
primordial function of language, naming, "folded inward and inward again,  in 
the single word I ." In The Making of Americans and Tender Buttons this confron­
tation with language, this si lence, is always before us; we do not face the "vast 
dusk bulk" and then turn from the l inguistic knowledge of the dreamer. Wh;n 
is a carafe,  that blind glass? "A kind in glass and a cousi n ,  a spectacle and 
nothing strange a single hurt color and an  arrangement in a system to point­
ing" (WL, p.  161 ). Along the way in The Making of Americans Gertrude Stein 
does meet Aristotle, the History of Western Thought, Discourse that divides 
its world into the True ancft-he False , and in Tender Buttons she gr�cefully �ars 
beyond him/i t .  

The Autobiograph-y of Alice B. Toklas and Et•er:l'bod�·'s Awobiograph:y, to a 
lesser extent , point us to that sys�em where "nothing is aiming," and d iscourse , 
the bl ind glass, ��ha����s by 

.
bei�g so wrong. At the University of Chicago 

iil19J5� Gertrude Stei� joins Robert Hutchins in his seminar and promptly 
stirs all his students into passionate discussion. Hutchins is astonished . Even 
his si lent students dispute and remark . She explains: "and then I said you see 
why they talk to me is that I am like them I do not know the answer, you say 
you do not know but you do if you did not know the answer you could not 
spend your l i fe in teaching but I I  real ly do not know, ! real ly  do not , I do not 
even know whether there is a question let alone having an answer for the ques­
tion" (EA, p. 2 13) .  Such is the l iberating h ilarity of "a rose is a rose is a rose," 
the wise ignorance Gertrude Stein brings back from her encounter with 
Aristotle in The Making of Amt'Ticans to this  seminar on the Great Books, his 
shrine in Chicago. Teachers have questions. Fathers have answers. Hutch ins 
is firmly placed on this professorial hook.  What is the question? These are in 
fact Gertrude Stein's last words. 
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How the World Is Written 

Marc Dachy 

Readers of Gertrude Stein and even some of her crit ics, such as Richard 
Kostelanetz , 1  have been of the opin ion that the works which fol lowed the 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933 ) ,  a bestseller written as suc h ,  were weaker 
than those from the earlier experimental stage.  

As an attempt to equal the success which greeted the Autobiograph-y, 
Ewrybody's Autobiography (1937) was a disappointment , as were Paris-France 
(1940), Wars I HatJe Seen (1945) and Brews ie and Willie (1946, the year of her 
death). Picasso ( 1938) , the only one of her books written directly in French for 
a series of monographs is far removed from the portraits of her grand period 
("Picasso" and "If I Told Him, A Completed Portrait of Picasso") . 2  

By cont inuing to  write in an autobiographical vein ,  the writer supposedly 
had given up more demanding work.  But Gertrude Stein herself was i ronic 
about ach ieving a success that may suddenly render obsolete a work up until 
then rejected for its audacity .  The writer, in short , is never read in real t ime.  
It  is always too early ,  then too late. 

Furthermore, the intellectual regression that characterized the period 
preceding the Second World War did not prevent Gertrude Stein from pro­
ducing at least two outstanding works, The World Is Round ( 1939)3 and Ida 
(1941); they are c losely related , as one was written immediately after the other. 
The themes of twin pairs, and identity,  ubiquitous in Stein's writing, par­
ticularly bind these two books together. 

Ida is Rose, the l ittle girl of The World Is Round, grown up.  In Ida, some 
readers of Gertrude Stein immediately recognized one of her great works ,  even 
if it did not meet in France with the hoped-for success, for reasons no doubt 
tied to problems of translation. Indeed, Ida is a trap for inexperienced 
translators of Gertrude Stein's innovative work.4 Under cover of a prose that 
is in appearance banal and cursory,  the author accumulates all the while atten­
uating effects developed throughout her writ ing career; it is the very fact that 
these effects become progressively more h idden that renders them invisible to 
the ill-informed translator . 

By permission of the author. Copyright " 1989 by Marc Dachy. 
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This part icular  aspect of Gertrude Stei n's last sty le ,  i n  evidence 
throughout the  Autobiography as wel l ,  has  not always been properly 
understood in France, notably in the case of the full translation of Ida. The 
defects in Bernard Fay's translation of the Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas 
which quickly appeared in France i n  I934, one year after its publ ication in  
America ,  are  now wel l -know n . 5  These were less prej u d i c i a l  to t he 
Autobiograph·)' than to the prose of Ida . It was, however, to her translator and 
friend, Bernard Fay (a member of the College de France, the honorary society 
of French university professors), that Gertrude Stein, who was of Jewish­
Austrian origin (via San Francisco), owed her protection during the war. 

Written in I938 , The World Is Round appeared in  Engl ish in 1939. The 
manuscript , the corrected typescripts and the proofs are preserved at Yale 
University .  Whi le this text for chi ldren is not mentioned in the best known 
biographies of Gertrude Stein ,  those by James Mellow,6 Janet Hobhouse7 or 
John Malcolm Brinn in .' it is nonetheless fami liar to Steinians of France, 
notably Jean Marcet and Florence Delay .9  

To her fr iend Sammy, Gertrude offered to read out loud a passage from 
The World Is Round, of which she had j ust received a few copies. Years later, 
in  his preface to an  edition of letters received from her, Sammy described his 
emotions and the conversation which had fol lowed the readi ng. In  one of these 
letters (February I940), she discussed the text's being made into a fi lm,  an agent 
having i nquired about such a possibi l i ty .  

Donald Sutherland, author of  the first book on Gertrude Stein ,  has 
devoted three eloquent pages to the subject: "Her particular narrative for 
chi ldren and ph ilosophers is The World Is Round. It is the story , in  a mixture 
of prose and poetry,  of a l i ttle girl named Rose who cl imbs up a nameless moun­
tain with a hard blue garden chair in which she wil l  not sit until she has 
reached the summit .  After a number of natural adventures and terrors a nd 
temptations on the way,  she reaches the summit and sits and sings ,  but she 
is al l  alone a nd as  night begins to fal l  she gets frightened, in  particular because 
while she knows she is there where she wanted to be she cannot tel l where 
THERE is. Suddenly the place is i l luminated by the beams of a revolvi ng 

searchlight run by her cousin Will ie who is on a nother farther h i l l ,  so she is 

comforted a nd cries. That is the end, except that they turn out not to be 

cousins and get married and live happily ever after."10 
The story of Rose is dedicated by its author to a little girl of the age of n ine, 

Rose D'Aigu y , 1 1  in a c i rcular typographic dedication reproducing the famous 

"Rose is a Rose is  a Rose is a Rose." It is in  fact in this text that the sentence 

"Rose is a Rose i s  a Rose is a Rose" appeared after its premiere in "Sacred Emily" 

( 1913) .  As to the c ircular motif, it had already appeared on the original cover 

of the autobiography attributed to her "double," Alice B. Toklas, which sug­

gests the extent to which Gertrude Stein identified with Rose. This  identifica­

t ion is more obvious in  a text of I937 ("The Autobiography of Rose"), a 
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preliminary sketch for The World Is Round (or for at least a passage of the book) 
that concludes with a dedication to Rose by "her friend Gertrude Ste in ."  The 
style of The World Is Rmmd comes across as a l l  the more invent ive when en· 
riched by the chi ldlike logic developed in the book. 

In a statement reported by David Gascoyne, Gertrude Ste in  clari fied: "I 
have written a story for children, a l i ttle girl discovers that everyth ing is round 
because the world is  round. "12 If the idea of Gertrude Ste in suggests, on an 
abstract level ,  a "spherical world" (Sutherland), the children, and in particular 
little Rose, arc brought to a discovery rich with meaning because, concretely ,  
the world is  round as the  stars, the moon,  the  mouth and the  wheels are  round 
throughout the text .  

So the world is  round . And i t  turns,  Eppur, ' s i  mrwt•c! Gertrude Stein 
affirms for ch i ldren one of the decisive moments of the evolution of knowledge 
(Useful KnoU'ledgc), the roundness of the world, and its rotat ion,  the Coperni· 
can revolut ion (condemned for the l ast time in  1616 by Pope Pau l  V as contrary 
to Scriptu re) . 

As Stein's book is addressed to ch i ldren, Donald Sutherland compares it  
to a French geography book of the period which began in this way:  "La terre 
est ronde comme u ne boule. La terre tourne sur cl le·meme. La terre nc repose 
sur rien."10 

Other circumstances also explain how this text came into bei ng. The World 
Is Rormd was wr itten in  Bi l ignin (one recognizes the landscape, lake - Bart or 
Bourget - and mountains and Lucey Church in  Gertrude Stein's novel ,  Luc�; 
Church Amiabl-y) in the Ain region. One of Gertrude Stein's fr iends there 
was the Baroness Lucy Pierlot (Lucy Gui l land,  the Countess Lucy d'Aiguy by 
a first marriage) ,  who was the grandmother of little Rose, to whom the book 
was dedicated . In 1928 she had written i n  French and published in English a 
chi ldren's book, Liline and Ht'T Dumb Friends, that may have original ly 
motivated Gertrude Stein's dec ision to write a book for ch i ldren. Upon 
reading the French manuscript (entitled Fraicheur and never published) given 
to us by Rose d'Aiguy herself, one is struck by certain similarities between the 
Baroness Pierlot's manuscript and the book by Gertrude Stein:  first of all, the 
structure of the manuscript (several short texts, two of which have the same 
title) , then certain themes, such as that of the double. But the resemblance 
comes to an end where Gertrude Stein's writing and her reflections on rou nd· 
ness, a subject of both enchantment and fear for the chi ld,  begin ,  Rose 
d'Aiguy, the last of her name in her Beon castle, belongs to a family of musi· 
cians, painters and writers. 

The story revolves around the idea of chi ldhood. Circular i n  itself, but not 
in the manner of James Joyce's Finnegans Wake, which appeared in the same 
year (1939), the story is presented as a succession (one is  tempted to write rota· 
t ion) of thirty-four texts printed in blue (the color of l ittle boys) on pink paper 
(the color of little girls), punctuated by the drawings of a well-known art ist for 



Marc Dachy 183 

children, Clement Hurd (for the American edition). The English edition was 
i l lustrated by Gertrude Stein's friend , Francis Rose. 

In the French edition (3) ,  the corresponding drawings a re those of Elie 
Dayan who, upon a public reading of a few pages of The World Is Round and 
of La Terre esc ronde, responded with a quadrangular representat ion of t ime, 
"Time Square ."13 

In a final i nterview, the so-called "T ransatlantk Interview," Gertrude Stei n 
explains her position on poetry and on chi ldhood: "Somehow or other in  w a r  

t ime the only thing that is spontaneously poet ic is children. Chi ldren them· 
selves are poetry.  The poetry of adults in wartime is too intent ional .  It is too 
much mixed up with everything else. My poetry was children's poetry, and most 
of it is very good, and some of it as good as anything I have ever done. The 
World Is Round is going to be included in a new American anthology ."14 

The play on colors evokes, in addi t ion to the dialogue between pink and 
blue, a painter's palette and the art of composit ion ("as explanat ion"): "grass 
and trees and rocks are green not blue there no blue was there but blue was 
her favorite color a l l  through" (p. � 3), "a lot too white to he hlue, too red to 
he wed" (p. 38) "they call it an alpine glow" (p. 42), "close your eyes and cou nt 
one two open your eyes and count one two and then green would not be hlue" 
(p. 60), "of course her eyes were blue although her name was Rose" (p. 60). 
Finally her cousin Wi l l ,  on another h i l l ,  made the light turn and "made the 
ground green not black and made the sky white not black and Rose oh Rose 
just felt warm right through her back" (p. 66). 

. 

"Since the world is round, how can you play square?" wrote Fernand Leger 
in 1950. 15  From James Joyce (via Vico) to Abel Gance (The Wheel) by way of 
Marcel Duchamp's "rotoreliefs" (Anemic Cinema) nnd Cerde et carre (Michel 
Seuphor's review and group), the avant-garde interested itself in the spherical. 
"The World Is Round" is for that matter the title of Picabia's last painting. 

In 1920, Gertrude Stein wrote an astoundi ng text entitled "A Circulnr 
Play, a Play in Circles" in which the c ircles and rings cross, mi ngle and are 
undone l ike the magic r ings of the conjuror. A series of paragraphs succeed one 
another, their t itles all variations on the word "circle" or on the theme of 
c i rcularity. 

Readers of Gertrude Stein will remember the sentence of the r ing which 
fol lows the moon in  the opera put to music by Virgil Thomson, A Saine in Set•en 
(1922): 

lAnd when do they sk-cp again . !  A ring around the moon is seen to 
follow the moon and the moon is in the center of the ring and the ring 
fol lows the moon. 

This sentence was once characterized as "one of the most beautifu l ly  
balanced sentences he had ever heard" by an Oxford dean at a conference 
given for Gertrude Stein . 1• 
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In The World Is Round, the roundness - which so disquieted the mariners 
of Christopher Columbus- worries the little girl as well . This roundness, an 
endless one in the concrete realm of things, takes on a dreaml ike abstract form, 
itself disquieting, in the sleep of Rose's cousin,  Willie: 

SILENCE 

Willie was asleep 
And everything began to creep around 
Willie turned in his  sleep and murmured 
Round drowned. 

(The World Is R01md, p. 8) 

This passage, heavy with the loss of any cosmic reference, with the depth 
of the night of time, may also recall , by its circular form, the fa l l  into sleep of 
the narrator at the beginning of A la recherche du temps perdu (Remembrance of 
Things Past ,  Marcel Proust) and his "swirling and confused impressions": 

Un hom me qui dort t ient en cercle autour de lui le fil des heurcs, l'ordrc 
des annecs et des mondes. II les consulte d'inst inct en s'cveilla nt  et y l i t  
en une seconde le point de Ia terre qu'i l  occupc, le temps qui  s'est ccoulc 
jusqu'a son reveil; mais leurs rangs peuvent sc meier, sc romprc. 

In order to escape rotundity (and perhaps also a constantly challenged Eu­
clidian geometry , questioned in the manner of chi ldren in the text), to free her­
self from the enchanted though infernal c ircle that is finite and infinite form, 
Rose undertakes the ascension of the mountain.  This individual c la im against 
the cosmic order is accomplished with the assistance of a blue chair ,  the sole 
comforting presence available to Rose during her reckless expedition. 

Like most of the texts by Gertrude Ste in ,  The World Is Round dovetails into 
the totality of her work by means of a recurrence of themes, images and a play 
on signifiers. Thus the theme of the drowning of Willie and another little boy , 
caught in water-li l ies (The World Is Round, p. 14) and saved in extremis by a 
third ,  older boy , had already appeared i n  "They must . Be Wedded .  To their 
Wife" (1931) seven years before. In this brief l ine can be found the narrative 
developments which were later to come in one passage of the book : 

Act I 

Three brothers. Of wh ich . One. Saved. The two . One. By one. From 
drowning. 

In The Mother of Us All (1946) , written by Gertrude Stein in the year of 
her death and put to music by Virgil Thomson,  Susan B. Anthony takes up 
the questions of little Rose on name and identity: 
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Susan B. Amhony is my name, a name can only  be a name my name 
can only be my name, I have a name,  Susan B. Anthony is my name, 
to choose a name is feeble. 

185 

This form ulation was also used in The World is Round to treat the subject 
of night: 

Well i t  was night and night well n ight can be all right that is just what 
a night can be it can be all night. (p.  65) 

While the planet follows the invariable cyc les of the revolution imposed 
upon it by the law of gravity, Rose cl imbs her mountain and the Steinian 
sentence sets i nto motion wheels, drums, round words in singing mouths, stars 
and "lakes [which) when they are rou nd have bottoms to them." In this lake 
Willie and one of his friends, their feet entangled in the water-l i l ies, just missed 
being drowned . 

Language a lso makes its revolut ion. The first name of the l ittle cousin of 
Rose, Will ie, is composed or rather demultiplied and in particular engenders 
his "poet ic double," the l ion-twin Bill ie ,  who disappears on the other side of 
the mirror by a magic stroke of the pen in  three l ines: 

And Bi l l ie  was back,  was Bi ll ie a l ion when he was back , No said 
Willie, Bi l l ie  was not a l ion when he was back , was he a kitten when Bi l l ie 
was back, no said Wil l ie Billie was not a kitten when he was back ,  was 
he a rat when he was back,  no said Wil l ie he was not a rat , Wel l  what 
said Wil l ie what was Billie when he was back,  he was a twin said Wil l ie 
that is what Bill ie was when he got back .  
( . . .  ) 

So that was all  t here was about Bi l l ie the l ion and he was never there 
any more a nywhere neither here nor there neither there nor here , Bil l ie 

the l ion never was anywhere. The end of Bil l ie the lion. (p. 30) 

From Wi l l iam derive ,  in the course of the story, Willie, Bill ie, Will i am, 
wil l ,  hi l l ,  wil l  he,  Bil l he . . .  Y 

Thus i n  the narration of Gertrude Stein the novel devolves from the words 
, themselves, with the American language itself constituting the very subject of 
the work. The temptation to use anagrams (for example, name and mane) at 
times produces meaning: 

. . .  if the l ion has a name as well as a mane and that name is Bil l ie .  (p. 27) 

She did not have any ink she had not h i ng pink . . .  (p. 5 3) 

In his Autobiography, the writer Will iam Carlos Williams declared his debt 
to Gertrude Stei n  at the time he was developing the objectivist poem: "I am 
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convinced that it is Gertrude Stein who, by insisting on the l iteral ,  structural ist 
quality of words, has so strongly influenced us." 

Translated into English by the author with t he assist ance of Laura Green.  
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The Impartial Essence 

Kenneth Burke 

The repet it ions and blithe blundcrings that Gertrude Stein has somehow 
managed to work into a style make her Lectures in America hard for a critic to 
discuss. Though they have as their subject a theory of writ ing, they arc ex· 
pressed so girl ishly that we are tempted not to ask how the various parts fit 
together. 

The keystone of Gertrude Stein's l i terary theories seems to be her doctrine 
of wessencc." She would get at the "essence" of the thing she is describing. She 
thus tends to consider l iterature primarily as portraits. She makes portraits, not 
only of people, but of landscapes; plays are to her little other than group por­
traits; and eventual ly people and landscapes become so interchangeable that 
a play can describe a landscape by assembl ing portraits of people. Hence let 
us, instead of attempting to follow the order of exposition in Miss Stei n's book 
itself, build up her l i terary schema in our own way with wessence" as rhe start ing 
point: 

The essence of a thing would not be revealed in something that i t  does. 
It would be someth ing that a thing is. The search for essence is the attempt 
"to express this th ing each one being that one." A thing's essence is something 
that makes it d isti nct from other thi ngs ; it is , as she says at another point, a 
th ing's wmelody . "  Since it is something that  the thing is , action would tend to 
obscure it rather than reveal it .  Hence: 

In my portraits I had tried w tell what each one is without tell ing 
stories and now in my early plays I tried to tell what happened without 
tel l ing stories so that the essence of what happened would be like the 
essence of the portraits, what made what happened he what it was. 

Suppose, now, that you held to such a doctrine of essence, and wanted in 
your writing to get down the absolute essence of each thing you wrote about.  
Consider the sort of problems, in both tht.'Ory and methods, that might arise. 
In the first place, you would have to worry about resemblance. In putting down 

R.:print�-d from the public domain (Nm Rcpubli.-, March i, N 35). 
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the essence of Mr. A, you would have to guard against any tendency to think 
of him in terms of somebody he resembled - Mr. AI. Aga in ,  si nce essence is 
something that a thing now is, you would have to guard against the tendency 
to think of your subject in terms of memories (an exaction which might expla in 
in part her tendency to feel that stories or acts obscure the perception of 
essence). And you would now have brought yourself to the paradoxical posi­
tion wherein your knowledge of your subject's past or of people like him 
amounts to "confusion" (a sad state of affairs upon which Miss Stein dwells at 
some length) .  

At this point you might rebel ;  but if  you go on, as Miss Stein did at her 
leisure, you wi l l  find attendant considerations arising. You wi l l  talk much 
about getting "inside" things (perhaps thus being led to note as the primary fact 
about Engl ish l iterature the stimulus it derived from insularity) .  And since 
you, as an outsider, are busied with the l i terary task of describing things unti l  
you get inside them, there wi l l  necessarily hover about your theories some hint 
of mystic communion. In t ime your doctrine of essence brings you to the 
metaphysical problem of the One and the Many,  for if you start by try ing to 
find where in each one is that one, you begin to find a general i ntermi ngling; 
and particularly as you make that outside you to be inside you , you come , 
through the medium of yourself, upon a kind of universal essence: 

And so I say and I saw that a complete description of every k i nd of 
human bei ng that ever could or would be l iving is not such a very exten· 
sive thing because after all it can be all contained inside in  any one and 
finally it can be done. 

How does this work out in practice? You start to write about something, 
to describe it, to make its portrait. You have a personal style , a set of man­
nerisms that suit your part icular essence, and as you write you gradual ly get 
into the swing of them. When you get going, you are "excited ." And since your 
excitement arises during your description of a thing, you may cal l  this excite· 
ment the melody or essence of the thing. You may feel that each subject has 
its particular essence because you have used a particular combination of words 
in writing about it. But you feel the "unity" of all subjects because the qual ity 
of your excitement is the same in al l  cases (the way you feel when you get 
going), and you call this melody of yours the melody of the th ing. 

If the essence of external things is thus identified with the qual it ies of your 
style, you may tend to think of writing (description) primarily as a monologue 
act, done with l ittle direct concern for an audience. And since this stylistic cir· 
culation about an object obliges you to consider the strategy of expression , you 
may arrive at the thoughts on the nature of naming that Miss Stein verbalizes 
as a shifty distinction between prose and poetry ("that is poetry really loving 
the name of anything and that is not prosej. 
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However, you are now on the verge of a change. For the strategy of expres· 
sion leads into considerations of the audience. From this point , you begin to 
suspect the suggestive values of narrative, since narrative unquestionably has 
a significant appeal to audiences. But at this point, if you are M iss Stein ,  you 
simply state that  you have changed your opinion - and stop. As a k ind of com­
promtse between your initial notion of essence as non-dramatic and the fu lly 
revised notion that essence might best show itself in action, you may be 
grateful for her halfway metaphor: the essence is something like the engine in 
a car - a  going without a destination. 

It seems to me, however, that Miss Stein should have continued her revi· 
sionary process, until all the initial visionary assertions had been similarly 
modified. She might have considered , for instance, the ways in which remem· 
brance and resemblance arc inevitable ; the ways in which the primary fact of 
English literature might be called its transcendence of insu larity ,  etc . And 
then, and only then, should she have begun her book. As it stands, I maintain 
that it is (a) the first draft of a critical credo, (b) complicated by the co-presence 
of its revision , (c) further vitiated by the fact that the revisionary process was 
not applied to all its parts. Above al l ,  I believe a complete revision would 
require her to stress (at least in this "imperfect world" of history) the dramatic, 
the actiw, the partisan ,  in direct contrast with the feature of passivit-y that is 
now infused through her doctrine of portra it and essence. 



La Veritable Stein 

(Excerpts 19 38) 
Wendell Wilcox 

Now Miss Stein has attempted a lmost every form in the abstract manner. 
There are plays, novels and poetry and even travel. There are often just 
descriptions such as you get in Tendt.'T Buttons . In these she often tells you what 
the object is she is describing and then proceeds to evoke the object in  her own 
mind by the use of disconnected words,  words I mean not usual ly connected 
with the object .  Th is can of course be cal led impressionism but it is not quite 
that. And it is not a l l  together abstraction. In Miss Stein's mind there is a lways 
the concrete image or the concrete idea. When the word thing is used there is 

almost always in Miss Stein's mind the definite knowledge of what that thing 
is. She often tells you all about that th ing without ever saying what the th ing 
is. That is part of her personal paraphernalia which she feels it is unnecessary 
to tell the reader about. It is the writ ing about a thing that is important. Just 
as in reading Bo.;ary you do not know from what corner of Flaubert's personal 
experience a particular sensation is drawn which is used to describe a sensation 
of Emma's, just as you do not really l ive Emma's experience because you have 
not had Haubert's and do not know where he had his, so too the object behind 
the thing i n  Miss Stein is not revealed , but it is there and the writ ing and the 
words are clear and lucid and will ( if they do) arouse in you a correspondence. 
You see a book anyhow is not life. It is an imitation of life, not the thing itself. 
It is a selection , not possibly real .  If Emma were real there would be countless 
things that happened to her, countless people she knew and met everyday in 
the street during the very course of the narrative, eliminated necessari l y  from 
the story. There is not room for everyth ing. A book is a condensation and a 
selection, obviously a fiction despite its very moving, very l ively qual ity,  and 
so the forms of l i terature are imitations of l i fe and just so many of Stein's things 

(Editor's Not.:: This com�':' fmm a lung.:r .:ssay own�.J hy Pri n(.:ton Uniwrsity Lihrary . 
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of N.:w York City , and th.: .:ditor of this hook . )  R.:prinr�.J from Box J, fold.:rs 2 a nd � .  
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art imitations. These long explanatory passages wh ich expla in a thing- the 
word that, strange to say, comes closer than any other word in the language 
to being noth ing- liberates the passage from being an explaination of 
anything. In her mind yes, often, the real object is there. But the result is an 
expla ination. The terms, the manner of phrasi ng, the sound , the way the 
whole passage runs, is explaination pure and simple. And if you l i ke to read 
explainations of th ings, what difference does it make what is expla ined . It's a 
matter of taste there. Do you or don't you l ike explaination. Some people do. 
They will read an explaination of anything simply because they enjoy having 
things expla ined so why not read an explaination by Miss Stein where you wil l  
get . . .  wel l ,  cxplai nation, just that.  Yet of course, you arc human and you do 
feel there must be a reason for it. That i s  a human need. A reason.  Reason. 
I do know that. And yet if you are an explainat ion reader you do read that 
sort of thing because it satisfies you . So for a while you might very much enjoy 
a Stein expla ination. But wanting human reason the abstraction wi l l  pal l .  You 
can't go on with it forever. I will ki l l  two birds with one stone and quote from 
How To Write, an obviously explanatory book , in which as often as not she 
is not so much tell ing how to write as actual ly  giv ing you an example of writing. 
Here is a passage that contains both expla ination and example simultaneously. 

This is a sentence that has no necess ity they arc agreeable and w he 
wil l ing to be mainta ined that they arc fi rst at first without their clouding 
their allowam·e that  they arc to be t hreatened w ith the ir examples . . . . 

Well ,  that is enough . You can see how perfectly there is the tone of explain· 
ing. You can see from the first words that it is an example of a k ind of sentence 
just as you wou ld get in a grammar book .  You can see from the next phrase, 
uthat has no necessity ," that she is tell ing you that a sentence can exist as an ex· 
plaination without having a reason. There necessity connects itself in her mind 
with the idea of actually trying to convey a meaning. They are agreeable. Al l  
that is necessary is that the sentence should be agreeable and wi l l ing to be 
maintained, but at this point the thing begins to sl ip away from understanding. 
You aren't quite sure she is st i l l in her own mind even talking about a sentence 
or sentences when she says th10· yet you are fa irly sure and you are sure from 
the tone of the whole that it is explaination. Words like the word necessi� get· 
t ing connected in her mind with sentence that have the necessity of conveying 
a meaning wi l l  be used again and aga in .  They become part of a secret 
vocabulary into which the reader cannot hope to penetrate. The reader is pur· 
posely kept in the dark for the purpose of making the writing stand by itself, 
speak by itself, and be what it is by itself. In her own mind the meaning of the 
vocabulary is often perfectly clear. This is necessary because in order to convey 
the feeling of meaning without actually having it, her own energy must be 
working around the thing she does know. 

Often, I am sure, in her own mind the word that has one meaning suddenly 
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calls up a different association, and off Miss Stein wi l l  waltz into the new 
meaning. It is not a modulation in music but it is l ike one. The modulation 
here comes from memory and the look of the word itself. Frequently this leads 
to what she calls playing. One of the th ings the human mind loves to do is 
play. 

In one place in Hou· to Write, she actually tells you and shows you how 
it is done: 

If you th ink of grammar as a part . 
Can you reduce grammar w one. 
One two three all out but she. 
Now I am playing. 
Now I am yielding. 
To not attempting. 

The word one is the word that brings on a modulation into play and off she 
goes. There is no need lO explain the words yielding and not attempting. They 
are quite obvious. But you do see what a definite, what a horribly prec ise mean­
ing the words take on as she uses them. Attempting is the struggle with the 
words to make them come out and connect as they should. Yielding is  relaxing 
and not trying. They become so precisely connected with writ i ng  i n  her m ind 
that they become nearly technical terms and part of the private vocabulary .  
So that their use in later passages wi l l ,  if you have followed through , have even 
the same associations for you . Only let us be frank about it, they will not , 
because no one can follow through abstraction of this sort. The mind gets too 
tired. And so even in  making a word convey definite meaning it does not con­
vey it to the reader and she does not real ly i ntend it to. In doing this, in  hav­
ing this vocabulary, she does what any writer dealing with ideas i nevitably 
does, she takes simple words, words that, as we have said a long way back ,  do 
not have too definite a meaning, whose meanings are slippery and cover a 
multitude of th ings, and uses them constantly i n  connections with certain  
things until their meaning does become c lear and concise. That is the reason 
there is no need for semantics or for l imit ing the meaning of words. Every man 
has his idea, a nd if he is a good writer he chooses his words with extreme care 
and repeats them often enough in the proper context until at last they release 
the meaning he desires. Every writer puts his own limits on words and yet the 
words are sti l l  there for the next writer to take and use in the way he h imself 
desires. This is not violation , it is merely craftsmanship. 

Now Stein in  her vocabulary has exactly this same kind of clarity. I have 
heard tell that she often worries about the extreme clarity of her work. This 
may sound nonsensical but it is not , since mostly it doesn't convey definite 
ideas to the reader. Her words as you read them do have the effect of tremen­
dous clarity. They stand alone and they radiate this clarity . Just as her ex­
plainations explai n  so too her words are c lear. 
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One must always remember that in this abstract writing Stein makes 
something that reads and sounds l ike the th ing she wams - explaination, 
descript ion, what not. The things stand pure and alone and are just what they 
are. And so the same is true of her words and her sentences. They are what 
sentences should be (whether or not they have meaning); they are perfectly, 
utterly and entirely readable. The words have a glowing pure clarity and the 
sentences read often as only the very fi nest and most lucid prose can read. 

There is more confusion about what writing is than there is  about any of 
the other arts. The only way anybody can ever come to understand what any 
of the arts are a nd do is first of all to come to some understanding about what 
the medium is, what the actual materials are with which the artist has to work . 
Music is almost the only art that never got confused. A note was a note and 
everybody has always understood that and no one has ever asked music to be 
anything but notes. True there have been t imes when music became descrip· 
t ive, times when, by the processes of mood creation through sou nd, musicians 
have tried to present ideas. No one ever got very worried about i t ,  however, 
because it was all still so obviously notes. Vocabulary is always a drawback .  
People can,  by borrowing from phi losophy ,  speak of musical ideas, but  even 
so they usual ly understand that this idea consists of a brief melody which can 
be elaborated and expanded. They do not usually think that the musical idea 
says anything. Paint ing has its phases, but they are not confusing. Everyone 
knows that the materials are surface, paint and frame and that these three 
th ings are the fundamental conditions of all painting. 

But writ ing is confusing. Obviously the material of writing is wprds. But 
words of course were first used as designations of objects, then used as a useful 
way of conveying wants and needs, and then even later as a way of conveying 
ideas. They have been connected with conversation and with communication. 
But eventual ly words also were connected with writing as an art . In this case 
the word is written. Writing as an art is concerned with the written word. 
Writ ing as l iterature is the arrangement of words ,  primarily that; but due to 
the fact that these same words have been so int imately connected with other 
functions confusion has arisen. There are so many theories about i t ,  and about 
what writing is  supposed to do. Well ,  there are poems and plays and novels 
and books about things. The latter are not necessarily art , but of course they 
may be. For a long time now i t  has been the general feeling that writing was 
concerned with the convey ing of ideas. As I have already said, ideas though 
tbey do depend on words are not eas i ly  communicable unless the idea is 
already fairly well  known to the reader. If you wi l l  stop to consider what has 
happened to the reader lately you wil l  see what I mean. You know yourself that 
you very seldom read al l  of the words in any book .  You read the ideas. A hasty 
glance over a page will give you the idea and feel ing that you have the gist ; 
you hurry on and you pay very little attention to the words themselves. Now 
obviously enough i f  you read in this fashion as most people, you read for ideas, 
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in ideas, and not for or in words. It is also equally obvious that if you can pick 
the ideas thus rapidly from the page that you are not really receiving new ideas 
but merely recognizing ideas you a lready know. You are not reading with 
words at all . The words in their arrangement do not even need to he part icu· 
larly exact .  They are merely indications of an already wel l-known idea . And 
on the whole, though it may be momentarily satisfactory i t  is not particularly 
satisfactory. It would be if the ideas were new perhaps, but obviously if they 
can be comprehended thus swiftly and without the actual reading of the words 
they are not new ideas but merely old ones easily recognized . The pleasure is 
really not the pleasure in observance of the actual world but the pleasu re in 
having old bel iefs confirmed. Anyone can see that it is not reading at all. 

Now Stein ,  in keeping the ideas private, by speaking in a private 
vocabulary and in using words as an end in themselves, brings the reader back 
once aga in to the words on the page . If you read her at all you must read the 
words , each and every one. They are the important thing- their arrangement 
and the pattern they make. Words are the medium of writing and the writer 
is brought vividly back to them. In her use of words the meaning is never 
distorted. The words mean exactly what they mean. They stand out for you 
with clear and shining purity, a purity that makes them almost frightening, 
especially so since they are combined in i l logical ways. An adjective is plared 
with a nou n that is not accustomed to having such an adjective connected with 
it ,  and the result  is that both the adjective and the noun retain their separate 
meaning with utter clarity . 

Tooth cake, teeth cake, tongue saliva and more joints and more 
joints all these make an earnest cooky.  

Cookies are not earnest but now i n  this passage one is and th is  makes both 
the feeling of cook-y and earnest very lively and clear. The whole sentence makes 
a pleasant and vivid description of eating. 

The fact that all the words are arranged in an unusual way gives the effect 
of isolating the words and anything that has been isolated and placed in an 
unusual light begins to l ive freshly aga in ,  because the person observing it is 
forced once more to look at it for the first t ime. That is the pleasure that sur· 
realism gives. It i s  the i solation of terrifically clear objects in queer l ights so that 
the looker is forced to really look and see the object living alone and in itself. 
In a thing l ike painting you do not so much question the painter's right to do 
this. You look and you receive the pleasure of really witnessing the object. 
Because it is so apparent that a certain amount of skill has been expended in 
the doing and arranging you do not question the triviality of the experience. 
The skill tells  you there has been art and you can relax and receive the pleasure 
without question. 

But when i t  is done in words you are immediately dubious of the writer's 
skil l .  You have used these words all your l ife and they are easy words. But this 
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particular treatment of words is not more tr iv ia l  than that  particular  treatment 
of the object in paint ing. And i t  does for the word exactly what the pai nter 

does for the object .  
I f  wri t ing i s  ever again t o  be of a n y  use either a s  an expression o f  human 

experience, a n  expression of ideas , or  merely as  an artistic expression ,  the 
writer must return to the word . The word must be given the l ively qual i ty  i t  

had before we became so used to it we could scorn i t ,  and above a l l  the reader 
must he forced to read the words. M iss Stei n has done this. I am not l·ertain 
that she has succeeded from a public viewpoi nt. The work in  i tself  is  perfect ly  

successfu l ,  and i t  is successful for some readers. Her task in the tack l ing of 
abstract writ ing "·as the restoration of meaning and vividness to the words 
themselves, to the very fundamental materia ls  of writi ng. She has explai ned a 

great deal of t h is in her lectures. She does not however explain herself. But she 
does explain words and their fu nction.  If one has the patience to l isten to this 
very important a nd extremely fu ndamental discussion of words and what they 

have done and do, he will begi n to see what Miss Stei n has been trying to do. 
* * * 

Here I t h i n k  we h ave come to the reason why abstraction is possible i n  
pa int ing but not i n  writ i ng. When I say not possible in  wri t ing, I mean not for 
long. A pa int ing is before the eye. You look at it for a few minutes and then 

you go on to somet h ing else. You get what it gives quickly and it is very satisfy . 
i ng. It wou ld cease to be satisfying if you had to sit i n  front of it for several 

hours. You can return but you cannot stay . Wel l ,  writing is a long l ine that 
has to be fol lowed for a length of t ime and the human mind just docs reject 
going on abstract ly  in a long l ine. It does just get bored. But i f  it encou nters 
abstraction briefly , for just a minute or two, it  i s  refreshed . 

Wel l ,  Tender Buttons is descript ion, and description has its relation to 

paint ing. It doesn't go on forever, and so it i s  satisfy ing. 
Now al l  t h i s  writ ing of Stei n's being fu ndamental ly abstract never does 

travel in a stra ight l ine as writ i ng used to do a nd I somet imes th ink must do. 
She herself does not write for very long at  one sitti ng. The result is that  even 
in a lengthy work the writ ing is always fragmentary.  Even when it is a book 

with a single idea like The Geographical History of America the writ ing is 
fragmentary . She is  always starting and stoppi ng again.  She is always pick ing 
up any part of her idea. She is always pick ing up any idea. And it is made up 

of a hundred t iny pieces, i nstead of  moving along in  a n  organized way from 

idea to idea. Anyt h i ng can be introduced at any t ime. In the course of this  
book she tells u s  that form is no longer i mportant.  That it is content that  is 
important and not form . 

Now everybody has a lways felt she didn't have form , but many people 
have felt she did n't have content. So the statement might come as a surprise 
to them. Her books always did have content.  They were bags contain ing many 

many things all dropped down in a mess. The t itles themselves would more or 
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less tell you that was so - Man:v Many Women , U.�eful Knotdcdge, Tender 
Buttons . 

And yet i n  a book where you are concerned with the lives of people, as 
in Three Lit•es and in  a book where you are concerned with a central idea , as 
in The Geographical History, form, even when approached in this confusing way, 
is almost i nevitable. The constant str ik ing at the central idea gives the book 
at last a rather pleasing and discernible form. A book you write of a l ife wil l  
take the shape of the life, no matter what you do in  the course of tel l ing. I really 
think that in the beginning that is the way form is made. For me Lawrence's 
books have been masterpieces of form . They didn't have the form of the or­
dinary novel ,  but each separate book made its own form, a form that rises 
spontaneously from the content. Nevertheless the constant habit  of rejecting 
the linear construction that writ ing seems almost compelled to take !suggests 
to some that,  RK) Stein has lost the abil ity to organize her thought. I do not 
think this is anything to be held against her. Nobody ever did everything, and 
she herself has done a great deal . Why insist on everything? Her method is one 
that is opposed to the consideration of ultimate form, one i n  wh ich each 
separate particle receives the utmost , tR@-RlOSt bri l l iant and i l luminating atten­
tion. But now I guess she worries about it. She has so much energy that she 
wants everyth ing. Now, quite late, she has gone back to intell igibil ity and with 
that return she has the desire to return a little to form though in  a way she 
does not th ink of it as just that. She th inks of it as something else. I really 
believe that the statement in The Geographical History is in a way a witness to 
this. It is in a way a sort of self-just ification in the face of defeat - a little silly 
too, since, after all, hers was another battle and why should she fight this one. 
It wouldn't surprise me if she decided to be two generations i nstead of just 
one. 

I have shown how the books grew naturally from the comprehensible to 
the incomprehensible. I think from what I have said it is  easy enough to follow 
the various forces that moved it in that direction. One element was the obvious 
influence that abstract painting had upon her with the result that words were 
taken out of their natural positions for the sake of putt ing in a str ik ing light, 
just as the pai nters had brought into juxtaposition unrelated objects, or else 
removed from their natural environment certain  objects and put them in  
unusual l ights. The influence of the d istortion in painting led to distortion of 
the sentence i n  writing. That was the outside influence, the immediate and 
tangible one. I have shown too how this tendency came from with in  herself 
as well as from the outside and how the sentence began in the natural , moved 
toward distortion, then toward logical d iagram and then broke down at last, 
permitting a perfectly arbitrary arrangement. I am not asserti ng that the so­

called modern painting did or did not have a direct influence. People in any 
age move together motivated by a certain force, moved in certain directions 
by the same forces acting upon all. It was a time when all the arts were trying 
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to return to t he pure conditions of their own medium. There is a lways inter· 
action among activit ies of any age, and yet each activity is motivated separately 
by what you may call if  you l ike the spirit of the age. I have no intention of 
tel l ing what it was that created abstraction in the arts in genera l .  Stein herself 
has written to show how it grew out of the l ife that everyone l ived and how 
this l ife was by and large an American product. I recommend that the reader 
go directly to her writ ing for this, as I h ave no desire to repeat Stei n's own ideas, 
but merely to try to give you some sort of approach to a kind of writ ing which 
is more difficult to u nderstand than any other kind. It is most ly habit that 
stands in the reader's way. 

There i s  only one idea of hers which I care to discuss and that not very 
ful ly ,  this is the idea of the continuous present , an idea , l ike al l  others difficult 
if not impossible to explain. It is best done by herself. I am not going to attempt 
l i teral translat ion.  I am only going to try to give in my own way what my own 
idea of her idea of the continuous present is. It will explain something of her 
nature as well and that is rather essential  if you are going to try to approach 
even the more lucid writing. 

It would be difficult and l think a l ittle dangerous to try saying anyth ing 
about why she returned to the intelligible after so many years of t he uni ntel l i­
gible. She had at last to take into consideration the idea of an audience. In the 
creation of the masterpiece she tel ls us that either you are your own audience 
or else, perhaps, maybe, yes, perhaps there is no audience at al l  in this k ind 
of creation. Who could ever really create a pure and independent th ing if he 
were to consider i n  the act of writ ing every last reader. There are too many 
readers, they have too many different viewpoints, and the result would be that 
there could be no viewpoint in the wri t ing at al l  i f  the audience, the so multiple 
audience, were to be considered. A masterpiece is something that is written 
in private, away from the world and whatever energy creates it flows down a 
single arm and onto the paper. Two people cannot create a masterpiece, for 

where there are two a struggle takes place that leads to one or the other 

y ielding and there is a rift in the work that stops it from being whole. That 

is why ult imately the drama and the movies can never really be masterpieces, 

for too many fi ngers are in the pie. The masterpiece requires the most intense 

concentration of energy to achieve i tsel f, and if more than one person is in· 

vojved that concentration can not be achieved. Even the creator of the master· 

piece must be a very s ingle person, a person so all of one piece with in  h imself 

that he can achieve this supreme effort of concentration. 

Well ,  at t he moment of creation, one must be such a person, but once the 

creation is over naturally anybody l ikes to have an audience. I th ink i t  is 

natural enough that in the end Miss Ste in should take a step toward the world, 

moved perhaps by the desire of wideni ng the circle of her audience. Anyhow 

anybody l ikes to be a public person. It is fun .  There was the pleasure of travel· 

ing and the pleasure of presenting oneself. There was the pleasure of mak ing 
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money . It was logical that eventual ly she should write the autobiography of 
her l ife in Paris in terms that would be easily grasped. The book was written 
and it did sell very well and natural ly publishers l ike books that sell wel l and 
it was logical they should want another, it was logical she would enjoy making 
more money,  it was logical she would enjoy talking to the public about herself 
some more. It was logical too that in lecturing she should choose a language 
that could be u nderstood by an audience that was right in front of her. Much 
of the material used in these works was material she had already written out 
in her own way,  much of it was material  that came to her hand at the moment 
of writing. It had always been her habit to work as she went a nd to use the 
material of the day she had just been l ivi ng. I do not believe that anyone ever 
did more th ink ing and meditating than Stein and her thoughts and medita­
tions l ike those of any one else were aroused by happenings of the day she was 
l iving. In any of her works you wil l  fi nd references to the day on which she 
was writing. The shapelessness of her work ,  if you want to call it that ,  al lowed 
for the intrusion of anything at any moment . Read The Geographical HisCOJ!' 
and you wi l l  see how often her own day is mentioned in the course of this  book 
which is a discussion of the relation of human mind to human nature, or vice 
versa . This process always lends to her work an extremely l ively quality , keep­
ing it constant ly connected with the actua l  l ivi ng of life .  This is anyhow a very 
good book for any one to attempt. lt was written after her first vital  connection 
with audience, and it stands half way between the intel l igible and the uni ntelli­
gible. At al l  points the thing that I have spoken of as her private language is 
always more or less visible, and it is qu ite possible with an effort to make the 
whole of it a lmost clearly visible. 

Well , to return to the idea of the conti nuous present. Reduce it to its 
simplest terms a nd it  means little more than what anybody already k nows, that 
the present is a lways here. You l ive in the present moment , just that and little 
more. 

This idea has always been present in the minds of men and yet every age 
has brought to it its own interpretation in the l ights of its own hopes and pro· 
cesses. But Miss Stein has been more sympathet ic to it than perhaps any other 
person who ever l ived. She is the last word in the first person present singular. 
And that is as far as realism and common sense can be carried. 

It has been her way of l ife, it has been her phi losophy and it has become 
one of the things on which her writ i ng is based. It has led to so many thoughts 
and complications that it would be almost impossible to repeat them without 
simply rewrit ing a large part of her works. It is part of the unintelligibil ity , and 
it is also someth ing that goes to make even her intell igible wri t ing a l ittle 
difficult to grasp. It is the thing that makes her adverse to political ideas and 
social ideas, and this aversion is part of the thing that makes her unpopular. 
It also creates her apparent insensi t iveness to suffering. In  the last 
autobiography she says she has never been u nhappy, a statement that would 



W/endell Wilcox 199 

be very l i kely to arouse intense a nger in some people. The remark is even 
carried a l i t t le  farther and there is vaguely the idea that nobody ever is real ly 
unhappy . And that  God k nows is not calculated to arouse much love in  the 
hearts of anyone. But it is really a perfectly logical and sensible th ing to say. 

Let us go on to just a few of the impl icatiom of the idea that  the present 
is  continuous.  I t  led her to say that there is no begi nning and no endi ng, not 
real ly .  There is only the middle. Someth ing is always goi ng on. Of cou rse, too, 

though someth ing is always goi ng on, someth ing else may be starti ng, 
something else stopping. Here is  the j ustification of formlessness, based on the 
actual shape of l i fe.  It is quite logical enough . The old novel did not have a 
natural struct u re. It had a begi nning a nd an end . Nothing in life h as .  So begi n­
n ing a nd endi ng are the real ly difficult t h i ngs because after al l  they are th i ngs 
that in real i ty  are not . As a resu l t ,  i n  writ ing she discards the idea that the 
beginning has to be at the begi nni ng, and the end at the end . Someth i ng is 
always start ing,  somet h i ng else stopping, somet h i ng else goi ng on.  Her work 
does not have a begin n i ng and an end and a middle. At any moment she is 
apr to stop w h a t  she is  doing a nd to start doi ng something else. All through 
any book , t here are begi nnings . It led to her purr ing those queer chapter 
numbers or part  numbers just anywhere in the book . In l ife any t h i ng happens 
at  any t ime. And so chapter four can come a nywhere. She says simply now 
we wil l  have chapter four and we have i t .  

I have already sa id  that  writing was  an imitation of life, but  not  life ,  a purely 
artificial creation.  I have already pointed out how much el imi nation has to 
take place , how any l i fe has ro be stripped of most of its i ncidents and most 
of its acqua intances. The old method of begi n n i ng at the birth and going on 
to the death of a m a n  was about as logica l  a form as any book cou ld take.  Even 

so, i t  was not all together sati sfactory si nce every l ife is dependent not only on 
its span of t ime but  a lso on the l ives of the people that went before, the 
ancestors. N a t u ra l ly  it is impossible to tel l  it a l l .  Stei n prefers the destruction 
of t ime and the consideration of the cont inuous present - a  constant  starti ng, 
a constant stopping, a constant goi ng on.  That too is an imitat ion of l i fe.  It 
is not as may appear at first blush either confusion or formlessness. I t  is merely 
another way in which l iterature,  pressed consta ntly by the necessity for im­
itating rea l i ty ,  has aga in  tried to come closer to l ife. Every age grows t ired of 
the way in w h ich it has  been approach i ng l ife. The process at first natural 
beoomes intellectual ,  a nd gradual ly ,  as the contact with the actual  sources, fire 
water and soi l disappear ,  dul lness sets i n .  Then again the writer looks at l ife 
a nd sees aga i n  its form , and starts aga i n  with the new approach that  is to 
refresh his generation. To my way of th ink ing the masterpieces, the  works that 
really l ive, are the ones whose authors h a ve real ly  perpetrated this new contact 

with nature. Those who have gone back in  t hemselves to the sou rces a nd 
returned to give to men fresh new power. After the masterpiece come many 

works in repetit ion,  many of them extremely excellent, but always i n  great or 
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lesser degree a repetition of the author before, until at last the magic wears out, 
and the return is made again. It is the genius and only the genius who can make 
this return within himself, those who can effect the real act of creation. 

This mind that creates the masterpiece is the thing which Stein cal ls the 
human mind. In  the human mind she says there is no memory ,  for the human 
mind lives in  the present tense, it is i n  the process of actually experiencing the 
source. If i t  pauses to remember the others who have gone to the source, then 
it is not the human mind. It is human nature remembering and repeating. 
Everybody has human nature, but the genius has human mind, the mind that 
actually makes the present contact .  Now people have been very rebell ious to 
this idea . Psychology tells us that of course there is memory and that even a 
genius is a human being and remembers. Well ,  I suppose so. But even so in 
the process of actual creation there is not any remembering, there is  only the 
actual present moment of creation . 

It is perfect ly true. It can't really be explained much farther than that .  If 
you can see it you can and if you can't you can't . Yet , if I may be al lowed to, 
I would like to say that in the act of creation that takes place in the l ives of 
most men and women there is very l ittle memory. In the actual act of human 
coupling the memory goes, or sleeps. If it does not sleep the act is not successfu l  
in itself. The more nearly the  mind goes, the more successfu l  is that act .  You 
do know that . The more you remember, the less actual pleasure or benefit you 
receive from i t .  It is the only analogy I can  th ink of. And yet I do not think 
it is a forced analogy. There is some reason for words. And it i s  not without 
reason that both writ ing and coupling have been acts of creat ion.  On certain 
levels certa in ly .  And yet . 

For Stein human beings fall into two classifications, ordinary mortals and 
geniuses. Ordi nary mortals are possessed of human nature, geniuses of human 
mind. Up to and through The Making of Americans her mind had been busily 
preoccupied with considering the actions of men, but during the course of The 
Making of Americans, in which she set out purely and simply to tell the story 
of her own family,  seeing the similarity of people, seeing how they were arranged 
in  patterns and combinations of other people - the pattern always being simi lar 
and yet varyi ng sl ightly - a slight addition here, a slight addition there - she set 
to work all at once to describe not j ust her own family but everybody, 
everybody who ever had been, was, or ever would be. It is at this point that 
the thing I have called the diagrammatic sentence begins to appear .  She saw 
or began to see how it  was quite possible in this way to describe anyone and 
everybody and for many pages she goes on work ing out these quite dull 
diagrams of people. In  the end she herselfgrew tired of it and The Making of 
Amt'Ticans came one fine morning to an end. She simply got t ired of it .  Once 
the possibility of performing this task was clear she saw well enough that there 
was no necessity to do it .  Like Freud's approaching human beings from the 
analytical rather than the descriptive side, she grew weary of it. Out of this I 
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think grew the seeming cont
.
empt for psychology and preoccupation with 

human beings in general .  
Later i n  The Geographical History we have the constant reiteration of the 

fact that human nature is not interesting, that only human m ind is so. Human 
nature might be occupying, as she calls i t ,  i t  might be amusi ng, it might be 

something you loved , but after all it was not interesting. Only the human 
mind, the one th ing which escaped d iagrammatics was interesting. 

The human mind was purely and &imply the genius, the c reator of ideas 
and of l iterature. The ordinary man remembered. He learned.  He l ived by 
what he learned. He repeated . But only the human mind created . The human 
mind created the thought,  created probably, though creating the thought, 
even the action of the rest of the world. Since human beings l ived on memory 
and repetit ion it seemed obvious that genius never remembered and never 
repeated; it only created , and in the act of creation there is no time, there is 
only the present moment, the moment of creation. The genius then is a man 
who l ives without time. The past does not exist . The future does not exist. But 
only the moment of creation. Either the future or the past would act as a dis­
traction to the concentrat ion of energy [that ]  goes into the creation itself. 

We have just recently all of us gone through a rather heavy siege with the 
psychologists .  We have by now become fairly famil iar with the workings of the 
minds of the m ind men. Suddenly confronted with a concept of mind that 
apparently discards the memory all together and t ime through which memory 
travels we are unable to make the proper disassociations which wil l  enable us 
to face this new concept with any amount of clarity. We are not all of us 
geniuses. We are merely the receptacles of human nature and as such we cl ing 
to the k nown patterns, repeating what we have learned. And yet every step 
in the widen ing of the mind's circle is made only through this process of direct 
contemplat ion of facts and forgetfulness of the old knowledge. Though Freud 
himself has occasionally tackled the problem of genius, he himself admits that 
he has never solved it  and it seems to be fairly reasonable to say that i t  is im­
possible of solution in terms purely psychological .  By breaking with famil iar 
terminology and beginning with her own, Ste in  makes a start . By using her 
own language and her own approach she makes a picture for us of the master­
piece and of genius.  Unless a thing can be described in terms of an art or 
science they h ave already mastered, most men think, the thing either does not 
exist or else there is no truth in the description. But please do try to imagine 
a ll)an in  the reign of Just inian, say ,  faced suddenly with a Freudian expla ina­
tion. Remember too that by every age and by every artist the world has been 
taken apart and reassembled and that each of these various arrangements have 
been true i n  their t ime and place and that each has added in  its t ime to the 
sum total of man's u nderstanding. 

Stein's ideas are for the most part connected with writing. And they must 
be considered in that context ;  otherwise, they are not comprehensible. 
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Anythi ng remm·ed from its context becomes either s i l ly  or i ncomprehensihle.  

Of the rest of her ideas I i ntend to speak not a t  a l l .  They are perfect ly  rlcar 

i f  the reader wil l  approach them with an open a nd u nhi ased m i n d .  I f  he per,; ists  

i n  insisting that thev are i ncompn·hensihle mere ly  because a cert a i n  porti,m 

of t he woma n's work has  been i n  the vei n of what for lack of a hetter word 

we have to c a l l  the u n intel l igible,  he  c a n  not expect to get much from t hem . 

And not even t h e  u n i nte l l igible writ i ng should he considered i ncomprehen­

sible. I have done what  I can i n  this  essay to tel l  i n  what that  i ncomprehensib i l ­

i ty consists. Her work is too often rega rded a s  some k i nd of foreign language 

which can be t ra nslated once thl· reader has  heen gi\'en the grammar .  It c a n not 

he. I t  is not i nt e nded to be. It is  al l  of i t  wr i t ten in a la nguage t h a t  might  hl· 
ca l led t he l a ngu a ge of as if. Take for t h e  love l iest of exam ples the  advert isement 

in  the front  of Lucv Church Amiuhly: 

AD VERTISEMENT 

Lucy Church Amiably. There is  a church and it 
is in Lucey and it has a steeple and the steeple is a pagoda 
and there is no reason for it and it looks like something 
else. Beside thi� there is amiably and this comes from 
the paragraph. 

Select your song she said and it was done and then 
she said and it was done with a nod and then she bent 
her head in the direction of the falling water. Amiably. 

This altogether makes a return to romantic nature 
that is it makes a landscape look like an engraving in 
which there are some people, after all if they are to bt 
seen there they feel as pretty as they look and this makes 
it have a river a gorge an inundation and a remarkable 
meadowed mass which is whatever they use not to feed 
but to bed cows. Lucy Church Amiably is a novel of 
romantic beauty and nature and of Lucy Church and 
john Mary and Simon Therese. 

And there you have t h is rather hut not rea l ly  i ncomprehensible descr ipt ion 

of what you will  fi nd in the novel ,  a descr ipt ion written as if  i t  described.  And 
yet if you l isten i t  docs describe. The whole delightfu l  pastora l  feel ing of th i s  
book is described. Direct t ranslation i s  impossible but  take the si ngle ph rase 
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"a remarkable meadowed mass which is whatever they use not to feed but to 
bed cows" and you wil l  see clearly the idea of as if appearing. Carefully con· 
sidered the whole advertisement tells you exactly how any of the writing of 
Miss Ste in is to be approached. There is no reason for it and it looks like 
something else and besides that there is amiably .  

It has often bothered me how l ittle difference there is between the 
unintelligible writ ing and the intell igible. If you remove your mind from the 
matter the sen tence ii the same, the sound is the same, the whole effect the 
same. So why should the unintelligible not be comprehensible . By the same 
token why should not the incomprehensible be intel ligible. Well there is no 
reason for it .  It is as it is. And either way it is always a pleasure. 



Something More 

about Gertrude Stein 
Ellsworth Snyder 

Gertrude Stein l iked theories. Indeed a great deal of her writ ing consists 
of theories of one sort or another, but none of it as important as that which 
contains theories concerning the creative act . Among these ,  the essay Whar 
are Masterpieces and Why are There so Feu• of Tht.m is one of the most s ignificant .  
The reasons a rc simp le:  the statement i s  straightforward and c lear ,  a nd the 
theory is a ph i losophica l stance for one of the 20th century's most far-reaching 
contributions to the fi ne arts, hermeticism. The following quotations wi l l  
i l lustrate: 

It i s  very difficult so difficult that it always has been difficult but even 
more difficult now to know what is  the relation of human nature to the 
human mind because one haHe k now what is the relation of the act of 
creation to the subject the creator uses to create that thing.1  

At any moment when you arc you you arc you without the memory 
of yourself because if you remember yourself while you arc you you arc 
not for purposes of creating you . 2  

. . . . .  i t  has to  do with the  human mind and the ent ity tha t  is with 
a thing in itself and not in rclat ion .3 

It is very interesting that letter writ ing has the same difficulty, the 
letter wri tes what the other person is to hear and so entity docs not exist 
there are two present instead of one and so once again creation breaks 
down.• 

. . . . .  k nowing that there is no identity and producing whi le identity 
is not .5 

Think about how you create if you do create you do not remember 
yourself as you do create. And yet t ime and identity is what you tell 
about as you create only while you create they do not exist .6 

These statements tie Stein into the h istory of other ideas, ideas that when 
taken with hers are philosophically very revealing concerning hermeticism. 
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For instance, though there is no di rect evidence that Stein ever studied Zen, 
viewing the above ideas through Hu i-Neng's doctrine of No Mind is most 
i l luminating. 7 

According to Hui-Neng, when the mind is devoid of all its possible con­
tents except itself, then the mind can see itself as reflected in itself, thus becom­
ing a void of i nexhaustible contents. That is ,  then (as Ste in suggests), the 
moment most propitious for the creat ive act. The most usefu l  i n  the sense of 
the Mind because it is pure experience. The now-moment (Stein's cont inuous 
present) when you are creat ing you . It is what Gertrude cal led entity suspended 
in time. It is self-identity but not identity.  In identity there are two entities 
( identi ty, the knower, and ident ificat ion of the ident ity, the k nown). In self­
identity there is only one entity , identity is transformed into itself. As Allegra 
Stewart in her very admirable book Gertrude Stein and the Present points out 
this is a spir itual orientation: 

The groundless act of presence - an act by which a man may realize 
at one stroke his own "human mind" and the beauty or meaning of some 
aspect of the cosmos.8 

The composer John Cage has said that one way to prepare for this is to 
perceive a s imilar spiritual essence in  the world external to oneself. In the fine 
arts this would mean getting into the spirit of the material, which the creative 
mind has chosen.  When the spirit is understood the form creates itself. It is 
necessary to become one with this materia l .  The discipline consists in studying 
the materia l  i nwardly with the mind thoroughly purified of its subjective, self­
centered contents. It is essential to keep the mind in unison with the emptiness, 
thus the one whose attention and devotion arc centered in the material ceases 
to be the one outside that material .  Both those engaged in the creative act , and 
those coming in contact with the result of that act, are then enveloped in the 
famous Zen concept that some/thing must correspond to no/thing. 

Words were, of course, Stein's primary interest and it is provocative to tie 
her concept of the creative act using the material of words with the ideas of 
the 20th century's great language phi losopher, Ludwig Wittgenstein.9 By com­
paring Stein's theory as viewed through the Zen doctrine of No Mind with 

• Wittgenstein's approach to how we use language we are able to make a power­
ful statement about hermeticism, namely , that if there is a word or sign, it does 
not hold that there must be a corresponding thing or essence. 

In his book Wittgenstein and Buddhism Chris Gudmunsen quotes from 
Wittgenstein  and Nagarjuna: 

The mistake we arc liable to make could be expressed thus: We arc 
looking for the usc of a sign, hut we look for it as though it were an object 
co-existing with the sign. (One of the reasons for this mistake is aga in that 
we arc looking for a "thing corresponding to a substantive.") 



206 Gertrude Stein Advanced 

Nagarjuna pointed out the same mistake: 

These stanzas [of Nagarju na's] refute the contention that s ince the 
Dharm a ta lks  a bout the pass ions  (k lcsas) a nd m isconcept ions 
(viparyasas), these must be existent . This  contention is a typical example 
of the wdoctrinc of names" . . .  , the belief that words must mea n 
something and thus that if there is a word, there must be a th ing as its 
counterpart . Naga rjuna denies t his. 10 

A few paragraphs later Gudmu nsen writes: 

I t  isn't just that we can d ivide u p  the objects in  the world in any way 
we choose. We divide up the world inco wobjccts." Once we have made 
the dist inctions, the distinctions arc rea l  enough , but nothing new h as 
been brought into existence, the world has changed in no way except the 
way in which we usc words. Even here we must be careful not to sl ip back 
into the a ssumption of "essences." It i s  not that when a dist inction has 
been made we can chen (at last ! )  compare the word with the objects we 
have made it represent.  There are no essences for the words to rcprc­
scnt . 1 1  

This concept is  quite extendable t o  a l l  t h e  fi ne arts, not just t h a t  which uses 
words. The configurations and colors i n  abstract painting,12 for instance, or the 
sounds and their  horizontal and vertical movement in music. Hence, the phi lo­
sophical stance for hermeticism in all the arts ga ins a more solid footi ng. 

If we now apply these ideas to a hermetic work such as Stei n's own Tender 
Buttons we wil l  be in a vastly better posit ion to cope with i t .  Let us take the 
following for example: 

A CARAFE, THAT IS A BLIND GLASS 

A k ind in glass and a cousi n, a spectac le and nothing strange a si ngle 
hurt color and an arrangement in a system to pointing. All th i s  a nd not 
ordinary, not unordered in not resembli ng. The difference is  spread ing . u 

Norman Wei nste in in  his excellent book Gertrude Stein and the Literature of che 
Modem Consciousness is quite right that i ngenious representational interpreta­
tion, or consideration as automatic writ ing  will not suffice as  an explanation 
of this example. It might even be suggested that h is own use of the "l inguistic 
moment" as the means of explanation i s  not adequate . 1 4  

It is more appropriate to consider such works as Tender Buttons, and this  
example in  particular,  as examples of true 20th century hermeticism. The point 
being that there is no known object co-exist ing along with the use of the word 
carafe. Using Stein's concept of the creative art, some/thing has, through the 
creative process of the No Mind, become no/thing. Or to relieve all those who 
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continually ask about anything hermetic , What is that supposed to be? ,  there 
is an answer: It is nothing which is something. A something the experience of 
which your own private mental events wil l  give meaning. But this  something 
will remain secure as a masterpiece only if the creative process has come from 
a quality of mind that allows, as Stein maintained , "entity suspended in t ime." 
Her attract ion to theories, along with her keen intell igence and poetic impulse, 
can still hold our attention. Whether it was her intention or not , Gertrude 
Stein helped sol idify a philosophical stance for 20th century hermeticism. 
There is st i l l  time to be grateful .  
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Some Questions about 

Modernism (An Excerpt) 
David Antin 

Of all the writers in  Engl ish only Gertrude Stein seems to have had a 
thorough understa nding of how profoundly  Cubism opened up the 
possibil it ies of representation with this analysis .  But then she was the writer in 
English with the deepest interest in language,  the only one with an interest in 
language as language. I know almost everybody wi l l  object to th is ,  but I've 
never understood why anybody thought Joyce, El iot , Pound, Stevens or 
Will iams were i nnovators in language.  Essentia l ly all of their interest was con­
centrated at the level of rhetoric. The image, for example, as Pound conceived 
i t  was a psychological ensemble, "that which presents an intellectua l  and emo­
tional complex in an instant of time"; but as he employed it ,  it was a_rhetorical 
element rather than a l inguistic one, or what cou ld better be descr ibed as a 
presentat ional strategy mounted on the perfectly convenrional English 
sentence. It real ly  i s  not very different from the rhetorical figu re Quint i l ian 
calls an image and warns lawyers and orators to avoid ,  because its detai l  i s  
distracting and therefore more suited to the stage ("Who is that w ind ing up his  
face l ike an old man with his feet wound up i ll  wool?"). El iot and Pound were 
much more involved with presentational and narrational strategies , the 
manipulation of sequences of pieces of d iscourse and their ar�angcmcnt. Joyce 
comes the closest to an interest in language in his fasc ination with punning, 
which i; a�

-
i�t�rest in arbitrary and often cro�nguistic homonymy .  But 

Stein of all of them had a philosophical commitment to the problematic double 
system of language - the self orderi ng system and the point ing system - and 
from the beginning of her serious work she had encountered the pecul iar con­
flict between the two, even in her early stories. She also had a thorough 
awareness - shared by Joyce more than any other of her Engli sh language 
contemporaries - of another fundamental  structural ambiguity of language: 
that utteran�e is pl� before it is address or discourse or representation. And 
sometimes th is mad jingling play can thww l ight on something i n  the world 
("Sometimes Melanctha was so blue that she didn't know what she was going 
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to do") - and sometimes swamp it in a grammatical or phonological ocean. But 
she was a wri ter with a profound representational commitment in all of its 
problematical ness , and she probed the subtlest disti nctions of grammar for the 
most refined distinctions of meaning. There is probably nothing in the English 
language to compare with the seemingly infinite series of meani ngful  distinc· 
tions about l iv ing and aging and dying that Stein draws phrase by phrase for 
nearly twenty-one pages out of minute shifts in the aspect of the English verb 
in the l itany that closes The Making of Americans. Coming with this refined 
grasp of the language as medium - and of language as medium - she was well 
prepared to u nderstand the work of Picasso and Braque, who were embarh·d 
on a similar project in another medium and had in some ways made more prog· 
ress than she had.  It didn't take her long to close the gap, and she was the only 
writer who did.  Tender Buccons, which was written by 1913 ,  is not derivative 
from painting, but it is the only language work that lives in the same time as 
Picasso's Cubism. But Stein's work was never adequately understood until 
fairly recent ly .  

I'm not really sure why,  though I think it was  at  least partly because of  the 
genre problem ,  the question of what it was she was writing. You have to 
remember that at that time most of the American poetry avant·garde made a 
big thing of the distinction between "poetry" and "prose" and that Stein started 
out as a writer of narrative fiction, or at least she presented her early work in 
the context of the "story" and the "novel," which were genera lly considered 
"prose" forms. But by 1908 and 1909 she had embarked on a career that could 
not be defined in terms of "fiction." Three Lives may superficial ly resemble the 
story genre, and she evokes a deliberate comparison with Flaubert ;  but her 
three "stories" are much less stories than the pieces in Dubliners and much more 
language constructions. And if this is at all true for Three Lit•es , it became more 
and more true for The Making of Americans, and was qu ite clear in the portraits 
l ike Ada or "Miss Furr and Miss Skeene" that what you had were l:mguage con· 
structions not stories. Yet they were presented in a "prose" format - with 
capitafi�tters b�gi�ning what look l ike sentences, periods closing them and 
periodic paragraphing. I've said it before, but I think it's worth saying again: 
prose is a k ind of concrete �try with justified margins. It is essentially 
characterized by the conventions of printing and the images of grammar and 
logic and order to which they give rise. But whatever it looks like, a 
characteristic passage from "Miss Furr and Miss Skeene" is poetry in any in· 
tell igent sense of the word: 

There were some dark and heavy men there then. There were some who 
were not so heavy and some who were not so dark . Helen Furr and 
Georgine Skeene sat regularly with them. They sat regularly with the 
ones who were dark and heavy. They sat regularly with the ones who 
were not so dark. They sat regularly with the ones that were not so 



210 Gertrude Stein Advanced 

heavy. They sat with them regularly ,  sat with some of them. They went 
with them regularly ,  went with them. They were regular then, they were 
gay then,  they were where they wanted to be then where it was gay to 
he then , they were regularly gay then . . . .  

This is a traditional phrase poetry in  spite of the i l lusion of punctuation, with 
its seemingly orthodox commas and periods, that at t imes seem almost ap· 
propriate, but then become as irrelevant as flyspecks randomly  d istributed 
over a musica l  score. Stein's language is as d ifficult to contain within the page 
punctuation conventions of Mprose" as Beotmlf or the Iliad , which were mad· 
deningly punctuated even in scholarly edit ions. But these same scholarly edi­
tions are quite carefu l  to present the l ine breaks that will assu re you you arc 
looking at "verse ," which is not the same th ing as "poetry" hut a lmost the same 
thing for most people. Sti l l  there's no reason why Stei n's prose punctuation 
should fool a poet ,  even though th_t;: prose costume probably contributed to the 
mistaken expect_at!()�S for a certai n  type of narrative presentation that were 
fro� then -;n usually disappointed. This disapp�intment may have led to occa­
sional mockery by people like Sincla i r  Lewis of what otherwise seems l ike 
straightforward poetry,  with its 'measured out and chained phrases, locked 
together by shared recu rring words that are systematically placed and d is­
placed in the slightly varying pitch curves of the different length phrases and 
sentences. In a profoundly traditional sense , th is  i s  a very elegant prosody ; hut 
is a prosody immanent i n  English intonat ion, not the arbitrary conventions 
of meterjSti l l ,  the poetry of the portraits resembled sufficiently a �r.y_ of 
i ncantations and litanies that, for a poet with as sensitive an ear and as 
generous sensib i l it ies as  Pound, was not rea l ly  a problem. After all he recog· 
nized at least three different k inds of melopoeia ,  including the l i tany,  and was 
will ing to assume others as yet unknown to h im (" . . .  and with the subject 
never really out of my mind I don't yet know half there is to know about 
melopoeia"). Pound may have been provincial , but he wasn't real ly an 
academic; or if he was an academic, he was academic in the only sense that 
ever gave a posit i ve meaning to the word. I don't think the novelty of her work 
gave Williams any problems either but t hat's where the sympathy for her work 
ended - with the Pound-Williams modernists. But even there the i nterest of 
her work was narrowly conceived, partly  because these poets were surprisingly 
involved in the poetry/prose distinction ,  as most American poets seem to have 
been for the next fifty years. While the problem seems relatively trivial now 
with the 60s in back of us, it's easy to see that the meaning of poetry itself 
seemed to be at  stake in  the question thrown at all modernist poetry :  "what 
separates it  from prose?" Generally the poets who got into the a rgument took 
one of two tacks. They either made problematic distinction between "poetry" 
and "prose," l ike Pound,  or else, like Eliot, they made an apparently banal 
d istinction between "verse" and "prose" and as far as possible decl ined the 



Dat�id Antin 21 1  

gambit of what "poetry" was. But El iot ,  who was assuming what looked l ike 
a n  antimodernist position in his crit ic ism, could afford to do th is  mort· easily 
than Pound or Wil l iams, self-declared modernists, who had an  obligation to 
define the scope of operations and the u nique medium of "poetry ," a term they 
were unwi l l ing to surrender. The problem is an old one and the issues develop 
in the West along torturous l ines fi lled with traps, sacrifices, tempo shifts and 
recoveries, a l l  prec ipitated by the openi ng, which when handled hy playt•rs of 
great ski l l  on both sides of the quest ion leads to no significant outcome ht·t·auS<." 
the insolubi l i ty of the problem is bui l t  i nto the openi ng. The basic idea out of 
which the q uestion opens is what seems l ike a commonsense observation : that 
poetry as usually practiced is different from ordinary discourse ; the nt·x t two 
moves arc to identify all o'rdinary language usc as ordinary d iscourse a nd tht•n 
to identify ordinary discourse as "prose"; from there on the game is predeter­
mined except for blunders. The point is that it's worthwhile to question every 
single one of these assumptions. Even the first assumption, what is  i t !  That 
poetry is d ifferent because it  has a fu nny sound, a funny way of talki ng, and 
a funny way of th ink ing. Which is to say, it i s  distinguished by an arhitrnry , 
conventional ,  overstructured phonological arrangement ( if you l ike Jacohso­
nian formal ism);  and by eccentricities of syntax and eccentricit ies of semamk 
structure or mode of representation (figures of speech and figures of thought, 
if you like c lassical  rhetorical notions). But "disti nguished" from what!  or­
di nary ta lk?  I t's possible to attack the whole notion of "ordi nary talk" nnd 
watch it crumble, and that's my way, to assault the whole gambit ;  but Pound 
and Eliot as wel l ,  when he talks of poetry, take variants of the "Sublime Con­
tinuation,"  a rt iculated in slightly different ways by john Dennis ,  Vico, Bishop 
Lowth and fi nal ly Wordsworth: poetry is emotional speech (what Dennis 
cal led "a pathetickal and numerous Discourse") . Pound tracks both the 

musical i ty and the mode of representation to the emotional origins of poetry 

("The Serious Artist," 191 3 ) .  
If I may  say so,  I th ink the emotion source is the most disastrous element 

of the Subl ime theory , and it haunts most early 20th century modernism, but 

not quite as much as it haunts the whole of 20th century academicism. The 

reason for th i s  is simply that the theory proposes to explain what is well k nown 

by what is less well known - the phonological and conceptual resources of 

language by the mysteries of physiology intersected by current events. The 

result Is a pseudotheory rather than a theory . Probably Wordsworth was the 

experimental poet with the most refined mind and the most profound way of 

deali ng with the problem. In the preface to the 1802 edition of the L;;rical 

Ballads he appears to decline formally the Prose/Poetry gambit : " . . .  much con­

fusion has been introduced into critic ism by this contradistinction of Poetry 

and Prose, instead of the more phi losophical one of Poetry and Matter of Fact, 

or Science ." What he actually does is respond to a more fundamental sense 

of the word prose, which you could cal l  its etymological  sense ("prose" from 
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prose oratio, prosa from prorsus shortened from prooersrc; - straightforward, 
therefore "prose" as "straightforward talk," which is opposed by means of a deft 
folk etymology to versos, supposed from the latin Vertere - "to turn" and 
therefore "verse" as "turned talk" = as or "twisted talk" or "roundabout ta lk"). 
But the difference for Wordsworth between the domain of poetry and the 
domain of science is rather more subtle than a distinct ion between the 
language of the emotions and the language of fact .  

The objects of the Poet's thoughts arc everywhere, though the eyes and 
sense of man arc, it is true, his favorite guides, yet he wi l l  follow 
u·heresoet•er he can find an atmosphere of sensation in which to mot•e his 
u·ings . . . .  If  the labors of men of Science should ever create any material 
revolution ,  direct or indirect ,  in our condition and in the impressions u·e 
habitual/;.· receit·e, the Poet . . .  wil l  be ready to fol low the steps of the man 
of Science, not only in those general indirect effects, but he wi l l  be at h is  
side, carrying sensation into the midst of the objects of Science itself. The 
remotest discoveries of the Chemist , the Botanist, or Mineralogist wi l l  
be as proper objects of the Poet's art ,  as any upon which it can be 
employed , i f  the time should ever come urhen these things shall be familiar 
to us ,  and the relations under u·hich the� are contemplated b� the follou.•ers 
material to us as enj�ing and suffering beings . If the time should ever come 
when what is now called Science, thus famil iarized to men , shall be read·y 
to puc on , as it U'ere a form of fle1h und blood, the Poet will lend his  divine 
spirit to aid the transfiguration , and wil l  welcome the Being thus pro· 
duced , as a dear and genuine inmate of the household of man .  (Preface 
of 1802) 

So that Wordsworth claims for poetry the phenomenologica l domain of all 
human experience, and if he had followed this claim back into h is  considera· 
tion of language he could have avoided the commitment to a la nguage arising 
from "emotion" for a commitment to a language appropriate to i l luminate the 
whole domain of human experience , whatever that happened to turn out to 
be. So it might have turned out for Wordsworth ,  the modernist , that even in 
theory matter of fact and matter of poetry , l ike language of fact and language 
of poetry had a very great overlap. But Wordsworth was less driven by 
melomania than Pound, and he certainly was capable of much more "matter 
of fact" poetry than Pound, if that commonsense term means very much once 
it is real ly pushed. But a theory of poetry is worth very little if it can't deal with 
Wordsworth's "flatness" or Lawrence's, or Stein's, when i t  appears. And any 
poetics that can't throw l ight on Williams' wheelbarrow poem or The White 
Hunter in Tender Buttons isn't worth the name. 

The White Hunter 
A white hunter is nearly crazy 



Aristotle to Gertrude Stein : 

the Arts of Poetry (An Excerpt) 
Frank 0. Copley 

In all the l iterature of criticism , there is probably no question more fre· 
quently asked and left more vexedly unanswered than, "What is poetry�" \X'e 
al l  read roetry ,  and we arc all sure when we read what we have hcen told is 
a poem that it is i n  fact a poem - a  good poem, perhaps, or a bad poem, but 
nonetheless a poem. As to why it is ,  or what makes it so, how i t  is different 
from prose, what poets do when they write a poem, and above all why they 
do it as they do: all these questions have remained inadequately answered . From 
time to time attempts have been made to answer at least some of them. People 
have asserted that poetry is form, spec ifically a form not imposed on prose (for 
example, the sonnet), that it is language written according to certain prescribed 
sound-patterns ,  e.g. rhyme, and following certain laws of rhythm, i .e .  metre. 
Others have c laimed that the difference between poetry and prose, the thing 
that makes a poem a poem, is its use of metaphor or of "poetic" language, but 
apart from per iods when a wide use of archaisms (the so-called grave style) 
clearly marked poetic language off from prose, it is very hard to say what 
"poetic" words are , and our contemporary poets definitely eschew anything 
that smacks of what they call "literary" language, to say nothing of "poetic . "  
As for rhyme and metre, in  an older day these were fairly rigidly prescribed, 
but for a long time free verse has been very much in vogue, and when poets 
now turn to fixed schemes of metre and rhyme it is almost in a spirit of i rony. 

What then are we to look for? Is the definition of poetry a matter of guess· 
work ? Is there no objective way in which we can distinguish poetry from prose? 
Is a poem only a poem because somebody supposedly in authority has said that 
it is? Or is t he whole thing a gigantic fraud? Emily Dickinson once attacked 
this problem : 

If I read.e book and it makes my whole body so cold no fire can ever warm 
me, I know that is poetry. If ! feel physically as if the top of my head were 
taken off, I know that is poetry. These are the only ways I know it. Is 
there any other ·way?1  

RcprimL-d, abridged, from MOS<Iic, V /4 (Summer 19i2)  by permission of rhc aurhor and rhc 
publisher. Copyright 0 Nil by Mowic. 
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Her definition has d i st inct l imitations. It proclaims that poetry is to be 
recognized by its physical ,  emotional effect upon the hearer or reader. This is 
all very wdi ,B�L .

�at of the fact that the identical  piece of l iterature wil l  affect 
one hearer a�y ·s�s poetry does, but wi l l  leave another equal ly  intel l igent , 
equally sensit ive ,  equal ly experienced reader qu ite unimpressed? I doubt if 
there is any poem - not even Homer's Iliad or �s\s Ode on a Grecian Urn ­
that could be counted on to produce the "�·syndrome" in everyone who 
read or heard it . In  point of fact, her stat�mtr:f �Ja good definit ion of what 
poetry does or at  any rate may do; as a statement of what poetry is , it is no more 
helpful than any other. 

, _ ; i ; ·- � ·  J 
-1 · ·· ·  . '  ' . . . - . \ • · J  * * * ' '  

Let us try a nother approach.  The la te Gertrude Stein may h ave been an 
odd individual ,  subjected to much u ndeserved ridicule because of her famous 
"Rose is a rose is  a rose. "  She was nevertheless a profoundly thoughtfu l  woman 
with a sensit ive and penetrating intel lec t ,  who h ad great influence on the 
course of American and English poetry in the early part of the twentieth cen­
tury. In her collection of lectures, Narration, she says, " . . .  prose is dependent 
upon the sentence and then upon the paragraph and poetry upo n  the cal l ing 
upon names."2 Prose, i n  other words, i s  a matter of expl icitly organ i zeq struc­
ture, dependent for its understanding u pon a relatively simple mathematics, 
whereby the elements of the work are 4atd out one after -another ·in-logical  
fashion, and then careful ly appended to a central  proposition i n  such a way 
as to show their  relation both to that proposition and to each other.  Out of 
this architecture of verbal ly formulated ideas ari ses a prose work,  whether it  
be exposition or  narrative. Prose, in other words, is not a matter of a type of 
material or the c reation of an  effect ,  but rather a matter of how m a terial is  put 
together. To put it  in  another way ,  prose is language subjected to explicit 
logical structure .  

To turn now t o  t h e  second part of her definition, "poetry," she says, "[is 
dependent) upon the cal l ing upon names." She does not say that poetry is a 
matter of the u se of certain "names" for th ings; she does not say "naming 
things," but rather "calling upon names. " In  what sense do we "cal l  u pon" names! 
We do this when we put names to service, categorize, c lassify ,  set th i ngs in their 
proper niches, draw them in such a way that we see their essent ia l  nature and 
can at once compare and contrast them with other elements i n  the poem. 
Poetry, in  other words, is language not subservient to logic ,  but conveying 
ideas by a succession of images. Take for example these l ines by Emily 
Dick inson: 

And this brief drama in the flesh 
is shifted like a sand.J  
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To use Gertrude Stein's terminology , baHY .  here has "ca l led upon" three 
"names," drama, flesh, and sand; in order to categorize the activit ies and 
vicissitudes of human l ife, she has "cal led upon" the "name" of drama (obvious· 
ly an ancient and well-tested metaphor). Now we know in which category she 
wishes us first to place these activities and vicissitudes. We are to th ink of them 
in  terms of the action upon a stage, in  which each of us is requ i rl·d to perform 
a set of actions and to say prescribed words but,  by giving them a character 

· derived from our own peculiar manner of performing the actions and of say ing 
the words,  to leave our audience with the impression that it is we and not some 
other individual who is speaking. Th is entire complex of s i tuat ion, action, 
speech and personality is laid before us hy a simple "ca l l ing upon a name," 
"d " rama. '""' · ·· ; , 1 ,  ., " 

But the concept must be sti l l  further defined , and this � accomplishes 
by "calling upon" another "name": "flesh ." The drama to which she refers is not 
just a stage-play ,  furthermore, it is not a set of act ions and speeches that goes 
on indefinitel y ,  or may be carried out by any l iv ing creature under any circum· 
stances and at any t ime; rather, it is specifically drama in the flesh, that is to 
say, a phenomenon of human l i fe which lasts only so long as the flesh lasts, 
and can be performed only by those who have human identity .  All of this is 
conveyed to u s  by "cal l ing upon" the "name" of "flesh." It should be noted that 
we have not proceeded logically from one "name" to the nex t as a prose passage 
might have done, hut have, so to speak ,  moved without interrupt ion from one 
"name" to the other, have superimposed one category upon the other, or one 
picture upon the other, and by this superimposit ion and juxtaposition, have 
categorized and defined a specific concept of human life, the one that the poet 
asks us to keep before u� i� t�is part icu lar poem. 

Notice now wha�tly -doifs in the next l ine: "is sh ifted l ike a sand . "  To 
move, as Emity does, from the stage to a sand dune in the course of half a dozen 
words wotld b� 'v1rtually intolerable in prose. A prose writer is nearly bound 
to explain the logic in his shift of metaphor, to say that the "drama in the flesh" 
is of such and such character and that this justifies his describi ng the changes 
in human l i fe as l ike those that occur on a sand dune when the wind blows 
across i t .  But the poet does no such th ing. She simply moves from one "name" 
to another, and by "calling upon names" in this way both categor izes the 
elements that go to make up her poetic statement,  and creates out of them the 
complex of ideas she wishes to present to us. For the "drama i n  the flesh" of 
which she speaks moves not in the fashion of a play on the stage, in which 
director and actor together work out a predetermined series of speeches and 
moves, but is subject to capricious change dictated by an uncontrollable cle· 
ment: we never know what shape the moving sand wil l  take, nor do we know 
in which direction or with what force the wind that shifts it wi l l  blow. In the 
poem there is no logical explanation, no moving "from sentence to paragraph," 
simply a "ca l l ing upon names," a synthesis or pi l ing up of images which point 
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to certain categories of thought and require us to put them together without 
intervening d irectives. 

Prose and poetry , then, according to Gertrude Stein, are to be differen­
tiated not by subject-matter, nor by vocabulary, not by degree of emotional 
intensity , not even by form, but by their d iffering techniques or  methods. 
Prose directs us to proceed in more or less explicit logical steps fro m  one idea 
to the next . Poetry , by contrast, presents us with a series of images, pictures , 
ideological categories - "names" - : as each of these appears before us, we are ex­
pected to envisage the thing or idea the "name" implies, and to supply for 
ourselves the progression of thought ,  other than the merely syntactica l ,  by 
which each name is connected to the name that precedes i t .  

Poetry,  then,  need not be written in  verse or in any prescribed form , nor 
need it employ any predetermined or pecul iar vocabulary , nor confine itself 
to any particular sphere of thought or activity .  In every instance, when the 
writer devotes himsel f  to "the sentence and then to the paragraph," he is 
writing prose; when he "calls upon names," he is writing poetry.  Herein ,  to 
Gertrude Stei n ,  l ies the difference between the two categories, a nd her state­
ment , together with its i mplications, does not differ in any fu ndamental way 
from the principles we sifted out of Housman,  Scaliger, Horace, and Aristot le. 
Her contribution - a nd it is of the utmost importance - is to point out with un­
mistakable clarity w here l ies the truly strategic difference between poetry and 
prose. For the first time, the definitions of the two do not overlap.  

* * * 

What then is a poem ? What is poetry ? Let me venture a definit ion.  Poetry 
is patterned speech ,  a nd its pattern has  two aspects, a mode of procedure 
(Gertrude Stein's "cal l ing upon na mes") , a nd a characteristic structure 
(Scaliger's methodos). It is based on the poet's function as creator (Aristotle's 
poietes), and demands intellectual discipl ine (Horace's "prescriptive art"). Its 
range of interest and of subject-matter is l imited only by the poet's interests 
and imaginat ive capabilities �ri). It is characterized by a flow of images, 
pictures, and symbols, more than by explicit logical discourse, and has a 
tight ly-knit structure ,  consisting of repetit ive elements, strategica l ly  placed and 
balanced one against the other, with a balance that is usually not precise, but 
is somewhat skewed a nd out of balance - this in order to create the movement 
that E .  E .  Cummings saw was essential to poetry.• The preferred pattern is the 
pyramidal ,  with the poem rising from point A to point B and then receding 
again to point A.  By preference, the two sides of the pyramid are of u nequal 
length or weight ,  and the chief variation on  this form is provided by the ever­
differing contrasts in length and weight of the two sides, and by the interlock­
ing and counter-balancing of different sets of paired items. This structure is 
repeated so often as to be almost a constant;  other structures do occur- such 
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as ,  for example, the l inear or narrative-type - but they are relat ively rare ,  and 
never quite as satisfactory, from the structural and strictly poet ic point of view, 
as the pyramidal.  This, it seems to me, is what a poem is - an artifact made up 
of words, an artistic creation sprung from the mind of its creator, the poet , 
clothed i n  pictures, images, symbols-"names" - and put together under the 
laws that govern all artistic creation: symmetry, design, movement,  and color, 
careful ly shaped and precisely molded in the hope of creating an esthetically 
pleasing artifact and an harmonious whole. 

Notes 

I. utters of Emil)· Dickinson (Harvard, 1965), # 342a. 

2 .  Gertrude Stein,  Narration (Chicago, 1%9), p. 26. 
3 .  Emily Dicki nson, Complcce Poems, cd. T. H. Johnson (Boston, 1960), #664. 
4.  E. E.  Cummi ngs, is 5,  Foreword, Collected P«X711S, 192 3-1954 (New York , 1954), 

p. IH 
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