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In the last decade, Wallace Stevens studies have been well served by the quality (if 
not necessarily by the quantity) of new volumes dedicated to his work. Edward 
Ragg’s meticulous Wallace Stevens and the Aesthetics of Abstraction (2010) examined 
the core question of Stevens’s use of the abstract in his work in what now stands as 
an essential study in the field. It was followed in 2012 by Edward Clarke’s The Later 
Affluence of W.B. Yeats and Wallace Stevens which repositioned two giants of 
twentieth-century poetry in relation both to wider trajectories of Western poetic and 
philosophic traditions and to each other’s achievements. With the publication of Bart 
Eeckhout and Lisa Goldfarb’s Poetry and Poetics after Wallace Stevens (2016) and Glen 
MacLeod’s Wallace Stevens in Context (2017), two field-defining essay collections for 
new as well as established scholars have traced the contours of Stevens criticism for 
the next decade and more. In 2016, Paul Mariani’s biography The Whole Harmonium 
cogently interwove the poetry with the life lived; and with Making the Poem: Stevens’ 
Approaches George Lensing has returned to the fray with a new study: for Stevens 
scholars, or readers new to his work, Lensing has been central to critical articulations 
of Stevens’s status as one of—perhaps the—greatest US poets of the twentieth 
century. 
 
To adapt one of Stevens’s own aphorisms slightly: one is always writing about at 
least two things in poetry criticism; one is the subject of the poetry and another is the 
form of the poetry of the subject. Add to such rhetoric other particular 
considerations—historical and social contexts, certain biographical events, the poet’s 
success (or otherwise) in a particular time or country—and the challenge facing the 
poetry critic becomes multiple, many-sided, and mutating. Wallace Stevens 
establishes a large field of inquiry for any critic to analyze and explain, even a critic 
as well versed in this poet’s achievements as Lensing. Indeed, and as Making the 
Poem in part makes the case, Stevens’s field is arguably still an expanding and 
deepening terrain that requires further exploration and excavation if the twenty-first 
century is fully to get to grips with a poet who mystified much of his own 
contemporary readership as well as considerable portions of the twentieth-century 
critical establishment. 
 
In the introduction to his latest ways of looking at Stevens’s poetry, Lensing notes 
that “Through the ebb and flow of theory and criticism, we never seem to get 
[Stevens] whole, which, I believe, accounts for our endless fascination with him” (2). 
Partialness more than partiality dictates many of the critical approaches to Stevens, 
Lensing’s own previous forays included, before even considering this new volume’s 
five routes into his work. The number of poems that Stevens wrote, combined with 
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the variety of his themes (for example, war, politics, belief, aesthetics, poetry itself) 
across his collections, ensures that “getting Stevens whole” is an impossible task no 
matter how much we as readers may wish otherwise. The title of his 1942 collection 
Parts of a World is as instructive as it is (apparently) tentative: this poetry will not 
produce a consistent whole; instead it lays out, sometimes in apparently similar 
ways, the various components that constitute reality and our human responses to 
these.  
 
Poetry is one part of the world: it offers with each poem a new version of reality, the 
latest attempt to define things as they are. Throughout his study, Lensing engages 
with both the creative and critical demands of such a poetic regime, even if it means 
that a final “true” or whole reading cannot be provided of any one particular poem. 
Following Stevens’s central thesis in “The Man with the Blue Guitar,” capturing 
things as they are in the world is beyond the remit of any writing no matter how 
closely it may resemble the things themselves; life and the poetry of it come in parts, 
not as a totality, and it similarly befalls poetry criticism to reflect the truth of this 
experience. In extension of this principle, if poetry is to be true to the world, it must 
change as the world itself changes from day to day and from day into night, from 
season to season and from the daily calibrations of earthly time into the “always 
incipient cosmos” that is in a permanent state of becoming beyond the capacities of 
human thought and speech (“July Mountain”). “Words are not forms of a single 
word. / In the sum of the parts, there are only the parts” (“On the Road Home”): for 
Stevens, a whole of Harmonium—or of anything else for that matter—is, finally, an 
impossibility. Responding accordingly, Lensing opts for a smaller bore approach, 
analyzing individual parts of Stevens’s career as potentially indicative of wider 
concerns in five distinct if related discussions. 
 
Within the wider frames of order—most obviously in Stevens’s poetry those offered 
by the cyclical returns and revisions of the seasons—each day is an individual 
experience and expression of change. Each section of Lensing’s study adjusts the 
critical lens, modifying the apertures through which he views aspects of the Stevens 
poetic in motion. In its strongest moments, this book is a complex hybrid of forensic 
close reading allied with a depth-of-field perspective that situates individual 
poems—most notably “The Idea of Order at Key West”—within the intricate cross-
currents of Stevens’s writing career. Lensing’s attention to detail in the analysis of 
“Sea Surface Full of Clouds” and “The Idea of Order at Key West” are certain 
highlights, in particular his incorporation of the critical work of the real-life Ramon 
Fernandez in relation to the latter adds extra dimensionality to a poem that 
emphasizes multidimensionality and the potential latent within varied perspectives. 
Later, in his chapter on the social context of Stevens’s writing, Lensing prioritizes the 
importance of Lettres d’un Soldat, a collection of letters written by the French soldier 
Eugène Emmanuel Lemercier to his mother between August 1914 and April 1915, in 
Stevens’s own formulations of the pain of historical or political forces. Lensing offers 
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a careful if rather noncommittal investigation of Stevens and his flexible positions in 
relation to purely aesthetic, art-for-art’s-sake poetry on the one hand and overtly 
political writing on the other, an ambivalence he detects within Stevens’s work that 
at times encroaches on Lensing’s own readings here. 
 
As Stevens notes in his Adagia, “The purpose of poetry is to make life complete in 
itself.” Poetry provides, and is, the “vital [. . . ] X” (“The Motive for Metaphor”) 
without which life remains at very most the mere sum of its parts. A critical study 
such as Lensing’s Making the Poem could never make Stevens’s work complete in 
itself: no single work of poetry criticism could achieve that, nor does Lensing ever 
suggest that his book makes such an attempt. One conclusion to be drawn from his 
five-pronged approach is that any specific Stevens poem or poems could form the 
basis of such a study, and perhaps will, in the coming years. Lensing offers both new 
and seasoned readers of Stevens a panoply of considered ways into the poetry, 
particularly in relation to his international reception. Yet Lensing paints a 
predominantly Anglophone worldview in his last chapter: reading Stevens in a truly 
international, indeed transnational, context would surely add significant and 
original ways of looking at his poetry. Lensing notes the significant contributions of 
Eeckhout in particular and also of the Wallace Stevens Journal in recent years, and 
both will no doubt further broaden the scope of international perspectives on 
Stevens in the decades ahead. 
 
By moving the focus away from “Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction,” Lensing here 
resets some of the critical conversation about Stevens, and the book is another 
invaluable resource for readers at whichever stage of their engagement with this 
monumental poet in their sifting of his, at times, “endlessly elaborating poem[s]” 
(“An Ordinary Evening in New Haven”). This reader was particularly pleased to see 
attention given on more than one occasion to the often-overlooked “Sad Strains of a 
Gay Waltz” from Ideas of Order, a poem from May 1935 which, in the current political 
climates on either side of the Atlantic Ocean, takes on increasingly ominous 
overtones. Its “sudden mobs of men,” with “voices crying without knowing for what” 
“Requiring order beyond their speech,” rise squarely from the political 
circumstances that preoccupied Stevens’s thoughts in relation to 1930s Germany, 
Italy and Spain as much as the Depression-era US. Lensing is right to ask: “What can 
the artist possibly do in such disturbingly nightmarish circumstances?” Key to his 
own interpretation of Stevens’s response is a detailed reading of “Mozart, 1935” 
where Lensing again excels at giving air—and time—once more to a poem perhaps 
unfamiliar to a more general readership.  
 
The “ebb and flow of theory and criticism” that Lensing identifies at the start are 
made manifest in his contextual choices: for the most part these tend away from the 
critical turn that has characterized much of the literary discourse of recent decades 
and instead move toward a reconsideration of the poetry as poetry. The reasoning is 
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commendable even if the results are five variations on a theme that seeks to elevate 
Stevens above contemporary critical conversations, the very ones that the unique 
genius of his poetry is more than adequately equipped to challenge and debate. 
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