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For Helene Winterbach (1926 - 1997)



I feel that a Man may be happy in This World. And I know that This World Is a World of Imagination
& Vision. I see everything I paint In This World, but Every body does not see alike. To the Eyes of a
Miser a Guinea is far more beautiful than the Sun, & a bag worn with the use of Money has more
beautiful proportions than a Vine filled with Grapes. The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in
the Eyes of others only a Green thing which stands in the way. Some see Nature all Ridicule &
Deformity, & by these [ shall not reguliate my proportions; & some scarce see Nature at all. But to the
Eyes of the Man of Imagination, Nature is Imagination itself. As a man is, so he sees. As the Eye is
formed, such are its Powers.

William Blake (Letter to the Revd. Dr. Tusler, 23 August 1799)
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ABSTRACT

E.E. Cummings’ modernist poetry roots itself in nature. That it has not received overt
ecosemiotic (“ecocritical”) attention is surprising. This thesis reads Cummings’ poetic
oeuvre as found in his Complete Poems (1994) with a view to its ecological (whole,
naturally interpenetrating) scope and dynamics.

It builds upon existing criticism of Cummings’ natural view and nature poetry
(Norman Friedman). Although it mainly adheres to a close reading of the poems
themselves, it also makes use of secondary sources such as Cummings’ prose, notes,
painting, and letters, in support of the ecological argument. It also draws from a broad
basis of sources including various strands of ecological discourse: especially
“ecocriticism” (William Howarth) as well as cultural ecology, deep ecology, and -- on
an interdisciplinary basis -- ecology proper (Michael Begon). The thesis incorporates
texts on modernist orientalism (Eric Hayot) since it argues that Cummings’ ecology
and his unique version of Taoism radically inform one another. Because relatively few
sources exist that relate modernist poetry to nature (Robert Langbaum) the thesis
consults a variety of modernist criticisms (Jewel Spears Brooker) with a view to the
relations between the modernist sign and its outside natural context.

Drawing upon sources further afield (Umberto Eco) the thesis offers a theoretical
overview of the complication of natural context in the modern mindset as found in
mainstream modernist discourse, structuralism (A.J. Greimas), and post-structuralism
(Jacques Derrida). Amounting to a “semiotic fallacy”, such a broad semiotic
complication of sign-nature relations accentuates the importance of Cummings’
poetry which remains at once modern and deeply connected to nature.

Against this broad background, and in exploration of a zone of between-ness --
between opposites such as culture versus nature and East versus West -- Cumimings’
poetry is read hermeneutically to infer its various ecological dynamics. The main
questions that the thesis examines are: What is the scope of Cummings’ poetic
ecology? What are its dynamics? How did critics respond to it? What reciprocal light
does it shed on the poetic ecologies of the mainstream modernist poets T.S. Eliot and
Ezra Pound?

The thesis demonstrates that the extent of Cummings’ poetic ecology is considerable:
it involves his various poetic categories (such as lyricism, satire, and visual-verbal
poems) from early to late in his career, as well as a gradual Taoist crisis in his
development (more or less from the 1930s to the 1950s). A sequence of ecological
dynamics from Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching are applied to Cummings’ poetry, including
humility (smaliness and earthiness), flexibility (an osmotic semiosis), serendipity (or
synchronicity), a singular ideogrammatic style (Nina Hellerstein), iconicity (Michael
Webster), an open-ended cross-stitching of oppositional expectations, and “flow” or
signs that open out contextualizing possibilities faster than the reader can closé them
down.
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As the thesis further shows, these dynamics ultimately centre on Cummings’ third
dimension or voice beyond static and entrenched opposites of the relational and
oppositional mind. The exploration concludes with a concise examination of
additional instances of the third voice such as a yin tendency (restoration of
femaleness), followed by an ecosemiotic analysis of two key ecological poems, the
leaf poem (“l{a”) and the hummingbird poem (“i/ never”). The latter acts as an
osmotic mandala that carries the modernist sign into active and complete earth, with
the reader acting as the creative and collaborating intermediary.

The focus then shifts to the critical reception of this poetic ecology, and finds that
influential critics (R.P. Blackmur) tended to misappropriate it as a form of non-
intellectuality. For example, Cummings’ ecological flexibility was perceived as
childish sentimentality. The boundaries of Cummings’ poetry were perceived not to
be “hardened” or “objective” enough. These receptions were based on a particular
mainstream modernist view of the intellect, informed by Eliot’s objectified and
ambivalent early stance. Due to this, critics tended to overlook or dismiss that central
value of Cummings’ poetry - its ecology - in favour of a more predominant and
dualistic alienation from and even cynicism towards natural integrity. These in-depth
revisitations reveal that Cummings’ major minor status embodies an ecological
achievement: his poetry managed to move between and beyond the overall dualistic
mainstream modernist ecological dilemma that is marked by the major versus minor
categorization.

Based on this thorough exploration of the elusive ecological dynamism of Cummings’
poetry and its critical reception, the thesis turns its focus to Eliot’s and Pound’s
poetry. The early, major works such as The Waste Land (1922) are read from the
perspective of Cummings’ poetic ecology, informed by the knowledge that a deep-
seated double-ness towards ecology could be expected in these major works. An
analysis of the mainstream modernist objectification of the sign with its concomitant
and sealed-off alienation from its outside context and nature follows — the focus is on
selected texts such as “Prufrock”, “Tradition and the Individual Talent”, and the
Cantos.

Eliot’s and Pound’s respective searches for and achievements of a third voice are
subsequently examined, as found (for example) in the DA sequence of 7he Waste
Land, “The 1dea of a Christian Society”, the Four Quartets, Cathay, and the “Pisan
Cantos”. Centring on this prevalent and underemphasized third voice, the thesis posits
an ecological re-configuration of Cummings’, Eliot’s, and Pound’s respective
modernist projects. It demonstrates that Cummings’ poetic ecology is central to the
other two poets in terms of this voice. In provisional conclusion the thesis calls for a
critical shift towards a more intense engagement with “smaller” modernist poetries
such as Cummings’, with a view to an increasing understanding of the ubiquitous,
complex, and sometimes complicating “green” layer of the modernist poetic
palimpsest. "



Key words:

E.E. Cummings

Modemist poetry

Ecocriticism

Taoism

Third voice: T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound



OPSOMMING

E.E. Cummings se modernistiese digkuns is gewortel in die natuur. Dit is verbasend
dat sy poésie nog nie gelees is vanuit ‘n pertinente ekosemiotiese (of “ekokritiese™)
invalshoek nie. Hierdie proefskrif interpreteer Cummings se oeuvre soos bevat in sy
Complete Poems (1994) met die oog op die ekologiese (heel, natuurgewortelde)
reikwydte en dinamika daarvan.

Die proefskrif bou voort op bestaande kritiek van Cummings se natuurlike benadering
en sy natuurdigkuns (Norman Friedman). Alhoewel die proefskrif grootliks hou by ‘n
“close reading” van die gedigte, word sekondére bronne van Cummings se diskoers
betrek, byvoorbeeld sy notas, prosa, skilderye en briewe, om sodoende die ondersoek
na sy poétiese ekologie verder te ondersteun. Die proefskrif betrek ook ‘n bre€ basis
van bronne wat ‘n aantal variante van ekologiese diskoers instuit: veral “ekokritiek”
(William Howarth) asook kulturele ekologie, radikale ekologie en -- op grond van ‘n
interdissiplinére benadering -- natuurwetenskaplike ekologie {Michael Begon). Die
modernistiese oriéntalisme (Eric Hayot) word ook betrek aangesien die proefskrif
aanvoer dat Cummings se ekologie en sy unieke weergawe van die Taoisme ten
nouste by mekaar aansluit. Omdat daar betreklik min bronne bestaan wat die
modernistiese digkuns in verband bring met die natuur (Robert Langbaum) soek die
proefskrif ‘n verskeidenheid modemistiese werke op (Jewel Spears Brooker) met die
oog op die verbande tussen die modemistiese teken en die natuurlike eksterne konteks
van die teken. Aan die hand van bronne van ‘n minder ekologiese aard (Umberto Eco)
word ‘n teoretiese oorsig van die komplisering van natuurlike konteks in die moderne
geestesgemoed aangebied. Daar word aangevoer dat hierdie komplisering begin met
hoofstroom modernistiese diskoers en uitkring in die strukturalisme (A.J. Greimas) en
post-strukturalisme (Jacques Derrida). Sodoende beklemtoon die proefskrif die
belangrikheid van Cummings se digkuns wat tegelykertyd modem is en in die natuur
gewortel bly.

Teen hierdie bre€ agtergrond, asook met die verkenning van ‘n sone van intussen-heid
-- tussen teenoorgesteldes soos kultuur versus natuur en die QOoste versus die Weste ~-
word Cummings se digkuns hermeneuties gelees om sodoende die verskeidenheid
ekologiese dinamikas daarvan af te lei. Die sentrale vrae wat ondersoek word, lui: wat
is die retkwydte van Cummings se ekologiese digkuns? Wat is die aard van die
onderskeie dinamikas daarin? Hoe het kritici daarop gereageer? Watter wederkerende
lig werp dit op die digterlike ekologie€ van T.S. Eliot en Ezra Pound?

Die proefskrif toon aan dat die omvang van Cummings se digterlike ekologie
aansienlik is: dit betrek sy onderskeie poétiese kategorie€ (byvoorbeeld liriek, satire,
en visueel-verbale gedigte) van vroeg tot laat in sy loopbaan, asook ‘n geleidelike
taoistiese krisis in sy ontwikkeling (ongeveer vanaf die 1930s tot die 1950s). ‘n Reeks
ekologiese dinamikas uit Laotse se Tao Te Tsjieng word toegepas op Cummings se
gedigte. Dit sluit die volgende in: nederigheid (kleinheid en aardsheid), buigbaarheid
(*n osmotiese semiose), gelukkige toeval (of sinchronisiteit), ‘n unieke
ideogrammatiese styl (Nina Hellerstein), ikonisiteit (Michael Webster), ‘n oop-
eindige kruising van teenoorgestelde verwagtings, en “vloei” of tekens wat aanhou
om kontekstuele moontlikhede vinniger oop te maak as wat die leser hulle kan
toemaak.



Daar word aangetoon dat hierdie dinarnikas uviteindelik sentreer rondom Cuminings se
derde dimensie of stem, anderkant statiese en gevestigde teenoorgesteldes van die
relasionele en opposisionele verstand. Die verkenning shuit ‘n bondige ondersoek na
enkele verdere voorbeelde van dié derde stem in, byvoorbeeld die yin-neiging (herstel
van vrou-heid), asook ‘n nadere ekosemiotiese beskouing van twee sleutel-ekologiese
gedigte, “I(a” (die blaargedig) en “i/ never” (die kolibriegedig). Laasgenoemde tree op
as ‘n osmotiese mandala wat die modernistiese teken dra tot binne-in die aktiewe en
volledige aarde, met die leser as kreatiewe en samewerkende tussenganger.

Die fokus word vervolgens verskuif na die kritiese ontvangs van hierdie digterlike
ekologie, en daar word vasgestel dat invloedryke kritici (R.P. Blackmur) daartoe
geneig was om dit te misplaas of verplaas, en dit te beskou as ‘n vorm van anti-
intellektualisme. Ekologiese buigbaarheid is byvoorbeeld beskou as kinderagtige
sentimenteelheid. Die grense van Cummings se digkuns is beskou as gebrekkig ten
opsigte van die nodige “hardheid” of “objektiwiteit”. Hierdie ontvangste was gebaseer
op ‘n spesifieke hoofstroom modemistiese beskouing van die intellek, wat op sy beurt
gebaseer was op Eliot se ambivalente en objektiverende vroe€ benadering. As gevolg
hiervan was kritici geneig om daardie kernwaarde van Cummings se digkuns -- die
ekologie daarvan -- oor te sien of af te maak ten gunste van ‘n meer ocorheersende en
dualistiese vervreemding van en selfs sinisme teenoor natuurlike integriteit. Hierdie
diepte-ondersoeke na hierdie ontvangste maak dit duidelik dat Cummings se “major
minor” status ‘n ekologiese wins weerspieél: sy digkuns kon daarin slaag om
tussendeur en anderkant die oorwegende dualistiese hoofstroom ekologiese dilemma
wat deur die “major” versus “minor” kategorisering gemerk word, te beweeg.

Gegrond op hierdie deeglike verkenning van die ontwykende ekologiese dinamika
van Cummings se digkuns en die kritiese ontvangs daarvan, word vervolgens gefokus
op Eliot en Pound se poésie. Die vroeé, “major” werke soos The Waste Land (1922)
word gelees vanuit die oogpunt van Cummings se digterlike ekologie, met die
voorkennis dat ‘n diepgestelde dubbelheid teenoor ekologie verwag kan word in
hierdie werke. Hoofstroom modernistiese objektivering van die teken met die
gepaardgaande en afgeslote vervreemding van die eksteme konteks word in
besonderhede geanaliseer in uitgesoekte tekste soos “Prufrock”, “Tradition and the
Individual Talent”, en die Cantos.

Eliot en Pound se onderskeie soektogte na en bereikings van ‘n derde stem word
vervolgens ondersoek, soos byvoorbeeld aangetref word in die DA reeks van The
Waste Land, “The Idea of a Christian Society”, die Four Quartets, Cathay, en die
“Pisan Cantos”. Met die oog op hierdie omvangryke en onderbeklemtoonde derde
stem, stel die proefskrif voor dat ‘n ekologiese herkonfigurasie van Cummings, Eliot,
en Pound se onderskeie digkunste gemaak word. In terme van hierdie stem toon die
proefskrif aan dat Cummings sentraal staan ten opsigte van die ander twee digters.
Daar word tot die voorlopige slotsom gekom dat ‘n kritiese verskuiwing nodig is in
die rigting van die “kleiner” modernistiese digterprojekte soos dié van Curnmings,
met die oog op ‘n duideliker begrip van die omvangryke, kompiekse, en soms
kompliserende “groen” laag van die modernistiese palimpses.
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NOTES ON THE TEXT

1. All references to E.E. Cummings’ poetry are from the 1994 compilation entitled
E.E. Cummings: Collected Poems 1904 - 1962 (New York: Liveright)
-- referred to as CP.

The thesis adopts an alternative reference procedure that deviates from the Harvard
method in the case of this primary source, for the sake of indicating the historical
context of the appearance of Cummings’ volumes of poetry.

With a view to cross-referencing these volumes are indicated by means of individual
abbreviations throughout the text (e.g. Tulips or 50 Poems), followed in each instance
by the abbreviation CP and the appropriate page number,

For example: “i thank You God for most this amazing” (Xaipe CP 663).

This refers to a sonnet published in Xaipe in 1950, and which appears in the 1994
edition of Collected Poems on p. 663. (Since Cummings rarely gave titles to his
poems, first lines are used to refer to individual poems as is the standard practice in
Cummings studies.)

Slight further deviations occur when the original volume title needs to be indicated in
the text, outside the space for bibliographical references. In such instances only the
abbreviation CP and the appropriate page number are retained. For example:

The sonnet “i thank You God for most this amazing™(CP 663) appeared in Xaipe
published in 1950.

The table below provides the original full title that each volume abbreviation within
the text refers to, as well as the first year of publication.

Abbreviation Volume title Year of publication
Tulips Tulips & Chimneys 1922
& & [AND] 1925
is 5 is 5 1926
Viva W [ViVa] 1931
No Thanks No Thanks 1935

1938 Collected Poems (1938) 1938
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50 Poems 50 Poems 1940
Ix1I 1 x1[One Times One] 1944
Xaipe Xaipe 1950
95 Poems 95 Poems 1958
73 Poems 73 Poems 1963
Etcetera Etcetera: the 1983
Unpublished Poems

2. References to Cummings’ notes kept in the Houghton Library at Harvard
University are indicated by their call numbers in accordance with the Houghton
Library’s filing system -- for instance: (bMS Am 1823.7 (64) folder 5).

By written permission of the Houghton Library, Harvard University.

3. Since the presence or absence of full stops plays a significant role in Cummings’
poetry, bibliographical references to poems cited in the text do not carry full stops
-- in order to avoid any confusion as to how the poem is punctuated.

For example, the final stanzas of Cummings’ poem “nine birds(rising” include an
exclamation mark in the penultimate line, after which the poem continues to conclude
without a full stop or a similar mark of compietion. Note that the bibliographical
reference leaves no doubt as to whether the poem ends with a full stop or not:

tery(liftingly
caught upon falling)silent!

ly living the dying of glory (Xaipe CP 627)

4. One of Cummings’ grammatical innovations involves the omission of a blank space
after a punctuation mark such as a semicolon, comma or parenthesis. This occurs both
in his poetry and in his prose (and his letters in particular), although it occurs with less
consistency in the prose. When citing Cummings, these omissions are retained. For
example, a paragraph from a letter to Norman Friedman of June 1955 reads as
follows:

stars, The lover merely thinks of them in terms of possibility,as ‘worlds’. His
beloved(whose own eyes are to him ‘more all stars than)actually feels them—to her
they are ‘flowers’ since ‘flowers’ (she feels) ‘only are quite what worlds merely
might be’(if worlds weren’t confined to the plane of soidisant reality) . . . i.e.
worlds express reality(so-called);but flowers—being beautiful--transcend it
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a study in contrasting psychologies:masculine(superficial)& feminine (profound)
(bMs Am 1892.1 (55) folder 1).

Note the following typical Cummingsian punctuation-deviations: the paragraph
begins with no capital. No blank space follows upon most of the punctuation marks,
e.g. “them,in terms of possibility,as”. Unlike in his poetry, where Cummings is more
careful and consistent, this paragraph contains one or two instances of the normal
usage of punctuation which, in a Cuammingsian context, come across as “deviations”.
For example, the blank space that does follow upon the first two fuil stops.

5. E.E. Cummings’ initials and surname are written in the upper case throughout the
text.

Norman Friedman expounds the reasons for this on the official E.E. Cummings
website hosted at the following internet address:

http://www.gvsu.edw/english/cummings/Index.htm. (Click on ‘“’E.E.C.’ not ‘e.e.c.’”.)

A distinct trend towards keeping the poet’s name in the upper case within criticism
has by now substantially reduced the earlier see-saw tendency which entailed that
some critics used the upper case while others reverted to the lower case.

6. Current critical texts show little consistency in applying the upper case or lower
case to nouns that mark movements such as modernism, orientalism, and
Romanticism. The thesis adopts the following: modernism, oriental, orientalism,
sinology, etymology, ecology, entomology, ornithology, blue jay, lepidopterist,
Christianity, Romanticism, Taoism, Zen Buddhism, Unitarianism, Confucianism,
East, West, Western, American, Chinese, Cummingsian, Lepidoptera.

7. In those instances where it is undoubtable that the poetic speaker within a given
poem is male, the text adheres to the pronoun “he” and its derivatives.

When it comes to 2 general employment of personal pronouns, the text employs the
male and female cases in tandem, e.g. “he or she”.

8. The thesis employs materials from some published articles by the author of this text
(JET). These include materials from Spring: the Journal of the E.E. Cummings
Society, the Journal of Contemporary Thought, and Literator.



Chapter 1
Introduction:
Cummings and Ecology

Students of Cummings’ work need little convincing that his poetry is nature-
centered.

Michael Dylan Welch, "The Haiku Sensibilities of E.E. Cummings” {1995}

The world of nature in all its vibrancy and dynamism resists any final
definition, as does the man who has discovered his place in the rhythmic
cycle of nature. Within Cummings’ vision, therefore, the rational approach
to life is a denial of the mysteries and wonders of our world.

Pashpa N. Parekh, “Nature in the Poetry of E.E. Cummings” {1994)

. which simply indicates the speaker’'s awareness [in Cummings’ poetry]
that what men consider important, such as abstractions, is really
unimportant, and what men consider to be unimportant, such as a leaf or a
bird, is really of the utmost importance.

Norman Friedman, (Re)Valuing Cummings (1996)

1. Introduction: Cuammings, nature, and modernism
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Some significant elements of the poetry of the American modernist E.E.
Cummings (1894 -- 1962) are found in this much-discussed leaf poem. The lack of a
title, ample blank space, the prominence of its visual aspect, its economy and implied
dynamism, the modemist procedure of fragmentation and recombination, and the
absence of an intellectualized voice, are all typical of Cummings’ bulky oeuvre
comprising more than eight hundred poems. These poems are collected in the
revised and expanded volume E.E. Cummings: Collected Poems (1904 — 1962),
published in 1994 on the centenary of the poet’s birth.



The initial interpretative resistance that the poem offers also strikes one.
Decoded, its “message” could read as follows: loneliness; a leaf falls. This
reconstructed “message” indicates that one of Cummings’ pivotal concerns is nature'.
In numerous poems, Cummings deploys his view of the poet as a “coward,clown,
traitor,idiot,beast” who finds his or her self in nature’s sunbeams, mountains (/ X /
CP 562), seasons, twilight, snowflakes, mice, or one leaf.

Perhaps in a more hidden fashion, the use of blank space and the visual
overtones of this poem indicate another important aspect of Cummings’ poetry: its
oriental bent. In its downward, gravitational grouping, the implied portrayal of left-
right balance, and its emphasis on letters-as-characters as well as the nothingness of
blank space, this poem approaches the being-non-being attributes of the Chinese
ideogram as discussed among others (and with reference to other poets) by Nina
Hellerstein (1991). The poem is “oriented” in more than one sense: it “faces the
East” with its orientalist characteristics, and places itself, so to speak, with a view to
up, down, left, right, natural immersion, and being-and-nothing. Like fellow
modernist poets such as Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, Marianne Moore, and
others, Cummings was keenly interested in and made his own artistic sense of
Chinese “writing” (Cummings, 1966:317). Moreover, Cumnmings gravitated in
particular to Taoist natural sensibilities, such as an acute awareness of the way
(Cohen, 1987:63), or the inherent changes of nature, for example when day moves

into night or one season into another.

Obviously, some of the salient poems and essays of mainstream modernist
poetic discourse -- the prominent, canonized discourse of Pound and T.S. Eliot such
as the Cantos, The Waste Land, “The Teacher’s Mission”, and “Tradition and the
Individual Talent” -- do not engage with natural unity as directly as Cummings does

in the leaf poem (with its suggested organic “cneliness” of human self and natural

! The many connotations of the word “nature” lead to vagueness and imprecision. This term is
employed in all its nuanced emptiness in this thesis in order to refer to the physical environment and/or
wildemness, or, purely, the biclogical and physical context within which humans function on earth.
Terms such as “environment” and “wildemess” are however also franght either with bmprecisions or
frightening precisions of their own. For instance, the term “environment” evokes nature as a mute set
of objects which surround us like a fence. This would imply that nature has only utilitarian and
superficially decorative values and that interference with nature should be the order of the day: there
seems to be a notion that nature has to be used and abused if we are to make sense of it. In its turn
“wilderness” could underplay the orderliness of nature in contrast to the chaos and violence of our
“civilized” cities. Nature is not only an “outside” given, but is intrinsically part of one’s very being.



other). In his recent reappraisal of Cummings’ position in modernist poetry,
(Re)Valuing Cummings: Further Essays on the Poet, 1962 — 1993 published in 1996,
Cummings’ foremost critic, Norman Friedman, suggests that his poetry adds an
important counterpoint® to some of the conspicuous elements of the modernist
movement:
Where [Cummings] is likely to sing of the joys of spring, [the moderns] are prone to
discuss its sorrows; where he praises the insights of childhood, they are prone to
analyze its conflicts; where he treats of landscapes and seasons in terms of affirmative
vision, they see them as symbols of humanity’s alienation. They both share an interest
in the wasteland of modern life, but where he sees it as an object of satire, they treat it
as a tragic dilemma. They both are concerned with twentieth-century humankind’s
loss of sexuality and creativity, but where he simply asserts the values of these things,
they are caught in coils of disgust and guilt. Cummings is one of the few poets of his
generation, for example, who writes straightforward but serious love poetry (1996:4).
Friedman’s comparison states a degree of difference between Cummings and
mainstream modernist poetry, mainly in terms of nature. Cummings seems to be
more affiimative and mainstream modernists more alienating when it comes to
landscapes, seasons, and male-female relations. The poetic speaker in Cummings’
poetry knows “what men consider important, such as abstractions, is really
unimportant, and what men consider unimportant, such as a leaf or a bird, is really of

the utmost importance” (Friedman, 1996:112).

Abstractions go along with rational distance, and although rational distance
from nature has unmistakable values, it can also have negative consequences. One of
these is a unique kind of boredom with nature, especially when rational remove from
nature couples itself with short-sighted, materialistic greed. In his 4 Sand County
Almanac of 1949, the cultural ecologist Aldo Leopold provides a straightforward
formulation of this modern attitude towards nature:

Perhaps the most serious obstacle impeding the evolution of a land ethic is the fact that
our educational and economic system is headed away from, rather than toward, an
intense consciousness of land. Your true modern is separated from the land by many
middlemen, and by innumerable physical gadgets. He has no vital relation to it; to him
it is the space between cities on which crops grow. Tum him loose for a day on the

2 The term “counterpoint” is my own (JET) and suits the case here: in music, it refers to a melody
played in conjunction with another, whereas in literature, it refers to a contrasting theme used to set off
a main element (Thompson, 1995:306). Overall, Cuommings’ natural or ecological sensibility at once
acts in conjunction with and in opposition to mainstream modernist poetry, as will be argued in this
thesis. Also, the medieval Latin contrapunctum means a “pricked or marked opposite” (Thompson,
1995:306) — and Cummings’ modernist poetic sense of nature does also prick the pretentiousness of the
modern ego, especially in terms of perceived opposites and their structure and conception in the
modern mind. This point will also be argued in this thesis.




land, and if the spot does not happen to be a golf links or a ‘scenic’ area, he is bored
stiff. [...] Inshort, land is something he has ‘outgrown’ (1949:223).

Mainstream modernist discourse reflects a detachment from nature and a sense
of alienation as described here by Leopold. On the one hand a work such as The
Waste Land can be read as a critique of the lack of meaningful relations between
modem human culture and the vitality of nature. On the other, it could also be read
as a work that incorporates and entrenches a complication of sign-nature interrelations
in a difficult, dislocational manner. “Abstractions”, in the sense of objective,
intellectual views of poetry and means of writing poetry, are ingrained within
mainstream modernist discourse in a variety of manners, and a direct, affirmative
relation to the land, birds, or seasons, does suffer as a consequence. A lament for the
lack of modern interpenetration with and within nature, mainstream modernist
discourse also embodies distance and isolation of the human sign from the land. In
poetry, too, the issue arises whether our culture has “outgrown” nature.

As this thesis will show in some detail, mainstream modernist works such as
The Waste Land appear to remain ambivalent about culture-sign-nature relations. As
will also be shown, the two faces of this ambivalence or dilemma -- or its two
extremities in terms of a natural sensibility — are equally prevalent within mainstream
modernist di-scourse. Such discourse can, therefore, be as pro-natural as it can be
alienating. It can and does stress ancient naturalistic roots as found in the DA
sequence of The Waste Land (Eliot, 1982:62; Edwards, 1984:113), and in essays such
as Eliot’s “The Idea of A Christian Society” published in 1939,

Mainstream modernist signs are extremely inclusive by virtue of their capacity
to devour experience, and yet, at the same time, they are extremely exclusive and
isolating. In the latter case, the mainstream modernist sign acts as if it is
impenetrable, solipsistic, objectified/reified in extremity, and momunentally
autonomous -~ while it maintains maximum intellectual or objective distance between
the sign and that which lies outside the sign and hence, nature. Formulated thus, the
mainstream modernist dilemma surfaces as a semiotic-spatial problematic of the
inclusivity and exclusivity of the sign, as well as a problematic of active orientation or
placement within ongoing nature, and this thesis will pay attention to this problematic
as part of its argument.



The struggle to interpret The Waste Land is at least partially due to the fact
that it consists of semiotic object-fragments of which the conceptual boundaries
refuse to give way to a sense of unified meaning or gestalt, or a sense of readerly
orientation -- also in terms of landscapes. It should be re-emphasized that these
semiotic object-fragments are at once extremely inclusive (of experience, reality, and
nature) and extremely exclusive (autonomous). Add to this that these signs thwart the
referential function -- that is, their awareness of their limitations and of their greater
outside context -- and it becomes clear that and why it can be difficult, if not
impossible, to trace the relations between the mainstream modernist sign and nature

within a poem such as The Waste Land.

Mainstream modernist discourse further tends to sustain tension between
opposites (such as culture versus nature, or sign versus reality, or intellect versus
emotion) indefinitely, although it does so in a complicated manner. It sustains
dualistic distance and hierarchy in various shades or tones, including tragedy, pity,
irony. Consider, for example, the first lines of Eliot’s “The Hollow Men”; “We are
the hollow men/ We are the stuffed men/ Leaning together/ Headpiece filled with
straw. Alas!” (1982:77). These lines are cast across the opposition of emptiness
(“hollow men”) and fullness (headpieces filled with straw). But the aspect of fullness
is also a kind of emptiness, in the sense that the headpieces are filled with something
pointless, dry, and stuffy -- straw. The positive term of the opposition, fullness, is
entirely ironic; not a significant fullness, or a sense of solidity and positivity, at all.
Ultimately these lines retain the opposite itself in tense, indefinite and ironic

suspension: the dilemma cannot be overcome.

These and other aspects of mainstream modemist poetry form part of its
celebrated and so-called mature, tragic view of the dilemma of modemn existence —
and also of its particular forms of sign-nature complication. A few lines down in
“The Hollow Men”, the reader encounters a “wind in dry grass™ that is described as
“quiet and meaningless” (Eliot, 1982:77), for instance. The wind itself is ambivalent
according to this description: it is “quiet” and does therefore neither move, nor “say”
or mean anything. It is, in short, a very strange wind since it cannot be located within

one’s experience of nature without ambivalence. In one sense, or, in terms of one



aspect of this uncanny’ ambivalence of the sign, mainstream modernist discourse
establishes, on a sophisticated and complicated level, the very distance of alienation
between human culture and the land that Leopold describes. It would be entirely
unfair to state that mainstream modernist discourse reveals an attitude of boredom
towards nature, but a sense of alienation from nature is reflected in the employment of
complicated distances between the modernist poetic sign and the physical landscape

and the ecosystem.

Whereas it can therefore be difficult to locate mainstream modernist texts with
a view to their suggested sign-nature interrelations, Cummings’ poetry incorporates a
sense of natural immersion, and of someone who has found his active place within
dynamic nature, while his poetry does also use devices found in mainstream
modernist discourse such as fragmentation and recombination. Although this does not
mean that Cummings is devoid of contradictions, dualisms, and tensions of his own,
an important degree of difference arises when his poetry is compared to mainstream
modernist discourse in terms of sign-nature interconnectivity. In fact, it is cle