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This book boldly crosses traditional academic boundaries, offering an original,
philosophically informed argument about the nature of language, reading and
interpreting the poetry of Wallace Stevens and the novels of Vladimir Nabokov.
Redeeming Words and the Promise of Happiness is a work both in literary
criticism and in philosophy. The approach is strongly influenced by Walter
Benjamin’s philosophy of language and Theodor Adorno’s aesthetic theory, but
the other philosophers—notably Plato, Kant, Hegel, Emerson, Nietzsche,
Heidegger, and Wittgenstein—figure significantly in the reading and
interpretation.

Kleinberg-Levin argues that despite its damaged, corrupted condition, language
is in its very existence the bearer of a utopian or messianic promise of happiness.
Moreover, he argues, by reconciling sensuous sense and intelligible sense;
showing the sheer power of words to create fictional worlds and deconstruct what
they have just created; and redeeming the revelatory power of words—the power
to turn the familiar into something astonishing, strange or perplexing—the two
writers in this study sustain our hope for a world of reconciled antagonisms and
contradictions, evoking in the way they freely play with the sounds and meanings
of words, some intimations of a new world—but our world here, this very world,
not some heavenly world—in which the promise of happiness might be
redeemed.

Reflecting on the poetry of Stevens, Kleinberg-Levin argues that the poet defies
the correspondence theory of truth so that words may be faithful to truth as
transformative and revelatory. He also argues that in the pleasure we get from the
sensuous play of words, there is an anticipation of the promise of happiness that
challenges the theological doctrine of an otherworldly happiness. And in reading
Nabokov, Kleinberg-Levin shows how that writer inherits Mallarmé’s conception
of literature, causing with his word plays the sudden reduction of the fictional
world he has just created to its necessary conditions of materiality. The novel is
revealed as a work of fiction; we see its conditions of possibility, created and
destroyed before our very eyes. But the pleasure in seeing words doing this, and
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the pleasure in their sensuous materiality, are intimations of the promise of
happiness that language bears. Using a Kantian definition of modernism,
according to which a work is modernist if it reveals and questions inherited
assumptions about its necessary conditions of possibility, these studies show how
and why both Stevens and Nabokov are exemplars of literary modernism.
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This book boldly crosses traditional academic boundaries, offering an original, philosophically informed
argument about the nature of language, reading and interpreting the poetry of Wallace Stevens and the novels
of Vladimir Nabokov. Redeeming Words and the Promise of Happiness is a work both in literary criticism
and in philosophy. The approach is strongly influenced by Walter Benjamin’s philosophy of language and
Theodor Adorno’s aesthetic theory, but the other philosophers—notably Plato, Kant, Hegel, Emerson,
Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Wittgenstein—figure significantly in the reading and interpretation.

Kleinberg-Levin argues that despite its damaged, corrupted condition, language is in its very existence the
bearer of a utopian or messianic promise of happiness. Moreover, he argues, by reconciling sensuous sense
and intelligible sense; showing the sheer power of words to create fictional worlds and deconstruct what they
have just created; and redeeming the revelatory power of words—the power to turn the familiar into
something astonishing, strange or perplexing—the two writers in this study sustain our hope for a world of
reconciled antagonisms and contradictions, evoking in the way they freely play with the sounds and
meanings of words, some intimations of a new world—but our world here, this very world, not some
heavenly world—in which the promise of happiness might be redeemed.

Reflecting on the poetry of Stevens, Kleinberg-Levin argues that the poet defies the correspondence theory
of truth so that words may be faithful to truth as transformative and revelatory. He also argues that in the
pleasure we get from the sensuous play of words, there is an anticipation of the promise of happiness that
challenges the theological doctrine of an otherworldly happiness. And in reading Nabokov, Kleinberg-Levin
shows how that writer inherits Mallarmé’s conception of literature, causing with his word plays the sudden
reduction of the fictional world he has just created to its necessary conditions of materiality. The novel is
revealed as a work of fiction; we see its conditions of possibility, created and destroyed before our very eyes.
But the pleasure in seeing words doing this, and the pleasure in their sensuous materiality, are intimations of
the promise of happiness that language bears. Using a Kantian definition of modernism, according to which a
work is modernist if it reveals and questions inherited assumptions about its necessary conditions of
possibility, these studies show how and why both Stevens and Nabokov are exemplars of literary modernism.
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Editorial Review

Review
Few if any philosophers have had the courage to engage the formal and conceptual difficulties of literary
modernism, particularly its regulating idea that, as the poet Stèphane Mallarmé argued, language is made of
words but not of the things we use words to produce: concepts, propositions, descriptions, and even
expressions of feeling. Not that the literary work lacks such things, but the materiality of its language is
irreducible to any of these discursive functions. On the contrary, as David Kleinberg-Levin makes clear in
this remarkable book, the sensuous material of language is itself the medium of aesthetic experience as well
as an experience of world-making that transforms our relation to how things are. He develops his arguments
by way of careful critical readings of Wallace Stevens’s poetry and poetics and by close attention to the self-
reflexive features of Vladimir Nabokov’s novels, in which developments of plot and character are always
mediated by innovative wordplay and ironic comments on the forms and conventions of fiction-writing that
Nabokov himself is employing. Kleinberg-Levin’s principal argument is that, contrary to a good deal of
received opinion, the prominence of “sensuous materiality” in poetry and fiction is not a symptom of a
decadent aestheticism but the fulfillment of a truly philosophical aesthetics: namely, the transfiguration of
our everyday world into genuinely desirable forms of life. (Gerald L. Bruns, University of Notre Dame)

In this midst of our current troubled world, Kleinberg-Levin opens a hopeful path for us in explaining how
language offers us the happiness of the transfiguration of the world that redeems, even when we have lost
faith in other sources of redemption. It is even more hopeful in showing us how Wallace Stevens could find
truth and transfiguration in the realm of the sensible and imaginal — a redemption faithful to the earth, as
Nietzsche put it, and a more modest happiness than attempts at resolving our pain or transcending it.
Nabokov, in Kleinberg-Levin’s account, playfully explores the possibilities of language to draw upon its
own sensuous divinity in the materiality and density of its workings, again providing us with a resource for
originating meaning, reconciling the intellectual and sensuous, and intensifying beauty. The poetry and prose
examined is rich and engaging. You will feel uplifted by this book. (Glen A. Mazis, Professor of Humanities
and Philosophy, Penn State Harrisburg)

About the Author
David Kleinberg-Levin is currently Professor Emeritus, Department of Philosophy, Northwestern
University.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Donna Bradford:

The publication with title Redeeming Words and the Promise of Happiness: A Critical Theory Approach to
Wallace Stevens and Vladimir Nabokov contains a lot of information that you can discover it. You can get a
lot of advantage after read this book. That book exist new know-how the information that exist in this reserve
represented the condition of the world at this point. That is important to yo7u to understand how the
improvement of the world. That book will bring you with new era of the syndication. You can read the e-
book with your smart phone, so you can read the idea anywhere you want.



Fred Howell:

Are you kind of hectic person, only have 10 or 15 minute in your day to upgrading your mind ability or
thinking skill even analytical thinking? Then you are experiencing problem with the book when compared
with can satisfy your limited time to read it because all of this time you only find reserve that need more time
to be learn. Redeeming Words and the Promise of Happiness: A Critical Theory Approach to Wallace
Stevens and Vladimir Nabokov can be your answer since it can be read by anyone who have those short time
problems.

Bruce Healy:

Beside that Redeeming Words and the Promise of Happiness: A Critical Theory Approach to Wallace
Stevens and Vladimir Nabokov in your phone, it could give you a way to get closer to the new knowledge or
facts. The information and the knowledge you can got here is fresh through the oven so don't be worry if you
feel like an outdated people live in narrow village. It is good thing to have Redeeming Words and the
Promise of Happiness: A Critical Theory Approach to Wallace Stevens and Vladimir Nabokov because this
book offers to your account readable information. Do you oftentimes have book but you would not get what
it's all about. Oh come on, that won't happen if you have this within your hand. The Enjoyable arrangement
here cannot be questionable, just like treasuring beautiful island. So do you still want to miss the item? Find
this book and read it from at this point!

Alberta Keyes:

That publication can make you to feel relax. This kind of book Redeeming Words and the Promise of
Happiness: A Critical Theory Approach to Wallace Stevens and Vladimir Nabokov was colourful and of
course has pictures on there. As we know that book Redeeming Words and the Promise of Happiness: A
Critical Theory Approach to Wallace Stevens and Vladimir Nabokov has many kinds or style. Start from
kids until adolescents. For example Naruto or Investigator Conan you can read and think you are the
character on there. Therefore , not at all of book tend to be make you bored, any it offers up you feel happy,
fun and chill out. Try to choose the best book for you and try to like reading that will.
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