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Abstract:

This paper introduces "Axiomatic Hermeneutics," a theoretical framework that draws a precise 
analogy between the interpretative processes in poetry and the systematic exploration of 
mathematical axioms. By framing poems as formal systems governed by a small set of axioms, 
this approach transcends existing theories of infinite semiosis by focusing on the structured 
proliferation of meaning within defined boundaries as somewhat (but not strictly) analogous 
mathematicians’ unending search for new theorems and their consequences given simple 
mathematical premises.

 

I. Introduction
Consider, for a moment, the world of mathematics. A mathematician might spend an entire career 
exploring the implications of a single axiomatic system. The axioms of Euclidean geometry, for 
instance, can be stated in a few short sentences. Yet from these simple beginnings, millennia of 
mathematical inquiry have unfolded. The power of mathematics lies not just in its axioms, but in 
the interplay between these foundational statements, the rules of logical inference (proof theory), 
and the concrete models that give these abstract structures meaning (model theory).

For example, the axioms of group theory in abstract algebra can be stated in just a few lines:

1. Closure: For any elements a and b in the group, the result of the operation a * b is also in 
the group.

2. Associativity: For any elements a, b, and c in the group, (a * b) * c = a * (b * c).
3. Identity element: There exists an element e in the group such that for any element a, e * a 

= a * e = a.
4. Inverse element: For each element a in the group, there exists an element b such that a * b 

= b * a = e, where e is the identity element.

These axioms, combined with the rules of logical inference and various concrete models (such as 
the integers under addition, or the symmetries of a square), have generated centuries of 
mathematical exploration. Mathematicians continue to discover new theorems, explore new 
applications, and even find connections to other areas of mathematics that were previously 



unseen. A single mathematician could spend a lifetime exploring the implications of these 
axioms without exhausting their potential.

Now, let us turn our attention to poetry. At first glance, a poem might seem far more constrained 
than a mathematical system. After all, it consists of a finite number of words arranged in a 
specific order. Yet, like a mathematical system, a poem can generate an infinite landscape of 
intellectual exploration. To illustrate this, we will focus on a single poem throughout this paper: 
Wallace Stevens’ “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.”

Stevens’ poem, despite its apparent simplicity, constructs a complex logical universe. Each 
stanza can be seen as proposing a set of axioms about reality, perception, and the nature of 
understanding. The relationships between these stanzas suggest rules of inference, while the 
concrete images and situations described provide a rich model theory that grounds these abstract 
ideas in tangible experiences.

Consider the first stanza:

Among twenty snowy mountains, 
The only moving thing 
Was the eye of the blackbird.

From this brief stanza, we might extract several axioms:

1. Axiom of Contrast: Meaning emerges from the juxtaposition of opposites (stillness and 
motion, multiplicity and singularity).

2. Axiom of Perceptual Primacy: The act of perception (represented by the eye) is 
fundamental to understanding reality.

3. Axiom of Embedded Consciousness: Awareness (the blackbird’s eye) exists within and is 
shaped by its environment (the snowy mountains).

These axioms, while derived from a specific image, open up vast territories for intellectual 
exploration. How do contrast and juxtaposition create meaning in other contexts? What is the 
relationship between perception and reality? How does our environment shape our 
consciousness?

Moreover, the poem provides its own informal proof theory—rules for moving between ideas. 
For instance, we might identify a rule of Perspectival Shift, where each stanza presents a new 
“way of looking” that both builds on and transforms the understanding developed in previous 
stanzas. The concrete images and situations described in each stanza serve as a model theory, 
providing tangible grounding for the abstract ideas being explored.

Just as a mathematician might spend a lifetime exploring the implications of group theory 
axioms, a reader (or a generation of readers) could spend years unpacking the logical universe 



constructed by Stevens’ poem. Each reading can generate new insights, each juxtaposition of 
stanzas can suggest new theorems about perception and reality, and each application of the 
poem’s ideas to new contexts can expand the boundaries of its intellectual territory.

The key difference—and what makes poetry potentially even more generative than mathematical 
systems—is the flexibility in identifying axioms, inferential rules, and semantic groundings. 
While mathematicians generally agree on the axioms of group theory, readers of Stevens’ poem 
might propose different foundational propositions, different rules for moving between ideas, and 
different concrete models for grounding these abstractions. This multiplicity doesn’t weaken the 
poem’s logical structure; rather, it enriches it, creating not just a single universe of meaning but a 
multiverse of interrelated interpretive possibilities.

In this paper, we will explore the concept of axiomatic poetics, examining how poems construct 
logical universes akin to mathematical systems. We will delve into the components of these 
poetic universes: axioms, proof theories, and model theories. We will investigate how these 
elements combine to generate infinite intellectual material, providing enough substance for 
lifetimes of exploration and interpretation.

Furthermore, we will introduce the concept of the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle, a framework 
for understanding how readers engage with poetic universes in a cyclical process of 
interpretation and worldview integration. This process involves identifying possible axioms, 
proof theories, and semantic groundings; extracting possible deductions; testing these deductions 
against one’s own worldview; and refining both one’s understanding of the poem and one’s 
broader perspective on reality.

Through this exploration, we aim to shed new light on the profound cognitive and cultural work 
performed by poetry. By recognizing poems as generators of logical universes, we open new 
avenues for literary analysis, cognitive exploration, and interdisciplinary inquiry. Just as 
mathematical universes have transformed our understanding of the world, poetic universes offer 
endless potential for reshaping our perceptions, challenging our assumptions, and expanding the 
horizons of human thought.

II. Foundations of Axiomatic Poetics
To fully appreciate the power of axiomatic poetics, we must first establish a clear understanding 
of its key components and their relationship to both mathematical and literary traditions. In this 
section, we will define our terms, explore historical precedents, and position axiomatic poetics 
within the broader landscape of literary theory and cognitive science.

A. Defining Key Terms
1. Axioms in Poetic Contexts



In mathematics, axioms are statements taken to be true without proof, serving as the foundation 
for all subsequent deductions within a system. In poetry, we can understand axioms as 
fundamental propositions about reality, perception, or experience that the poem asserts or 
assumes. These poetic axioms are often implicit, embedded in imagery or structure rather than 
explicitly stated.

In “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” we can identify several key axioms that recur 
throughout the poem:

• Axiom of Perceptual Relativity: The nature of reality is dependent on the observer’s 
perspective.

• Axiom of Interconnectedness: All elements of experience are fundamentally linked.
• Axiom of Dynamic Stillness: Motion and stasis coexist and define each other.

These axioms are not stated outright but emerge from the poem’s repeated juxtapositions and 
shifting perspectives. For instance, the Axiom of Perceptual Relativity is suggested by the very 
structure of the poem, with its thirteen distinct “ways of looking.”

2. Proof Theory in Poetry

In mathematics, proof theory provides the rules for valid inference within an axiomatic system. 
In poetry, we can understand proof theory as the set of logical and associative principles that 
govern how ideas and images relate to each other within the poem’s universe.

Stevens’ poem suggests several inferential rules:

• Rule of Perspectival Shift: A change in perspective can reveal new truths about the 
subject.

• Rule of Metaphorical Equivalence: Disparate elements can be understood as logically 
equivalent within the poem’s system.

• Rule of Contextual Transformation: The meaning of an element (like the blackbird) can 
change based on its context.

These rules allow readers to move between the poem’s axioms and generate new insights or 
“theorems” about the nature of perception and reality.

3. Model Theory in Poetic Contexts

In mathematics, model theory concerns the interpretation of formal languages and the structures 
that satisfy the sentences of these languages. In poetry, model theory can be understood as the 
way abstract ideas are grounded in concrete images, experiences, or situations within the poem.



“Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” provides a rich model theory through its varied 
imagery:

• The blackbird itself serves as a multivalent symbol, representing consciousness, nature, 
perception, or the poem itself in different contexts.

• Natural settings (snowy mountains, autumn winds, cedar limbs) provide concrete 
grounding for abstract ideas about perspective and change.

• Human figures and actions (a man and a woman, a man riding in a glass coach) offer 
models for understanding consciousness and its relationship to the external world.

These concrete elements allow readers to grasp and work with the poem’s abstract propositions, 
much as mathematical models provide tangible ways to understand abstract structures.

B. Historical Precedents

While axiomatic poetics as a comprehensive framework is novel, it builds upon several 
important traditions in literary theory and criticism:

1. New Criticism: The New Critics’ emphasis on close reading and the text as a self-
contained unit aligns with our focus on the internal logical structure of poems. However, 
axiomatic poetics extends this approach by explicitly mapping the logical relationships 
between elements and considering how these structures generate meaning beyond the text 
itself.

2. Russian Formalism: The Formalists’ attention to the mechanics of poetic language and 
their concept of “defamiliarization” resonate with our examination of how poems 
construct unique logical universes. Axiomatic poetics takes this further by providing a 
systematic way to map these universes and explore their implications.

3. Structuralism: The structuralist view of literature as a system of signs with internal logic 
is a clear precursor to axiomatic poetics. Our approach, however, focuses more explicitly 
on the generative potential of these systems and their engagement with readers’ 
worldviews.

4. Cognitive Poetics: This field’s emphasis on how poetic structures interact with cognitive 
processes aligns closely with axiomatic poetics. Our framework provides a specific 
mechanism—the construction and exploration of logical universes—for understanding 
this interaction.

C. The Relationship Between Axiomatic Poetics and Cognitive Poetics

Axiomatic poetics can be seen as a specialized branch of cognitive poetics, one that focuses on 
the logical and inferential aspects of poetic cognition. While cognitive poetics broadly examines 



how poetic structures interact with mental processes, axiomatic poetics specifically investigates 
how poems construct logical universes that readers can explore and internalize.

This approach allows us to bridge formal analysis of poetic structures with empirical studies of 
reader response. For instance, we can examine how the axioms and inferential rules in Stevens’ 
poem shape readers’ cognitive engagement:

• The Axiom of Perceptual Relativity might prompt readers to question their own 
perceptual biases and consider alternative viewpoints.

• The Rule of Perspectival Shift could exercise readers’ cognitive flexibility, enhancing 
their ability to switch between different frames of reference.

• The poem’s rich model theory, grounded in vivid natural imagery, might activate readers’ 
sensory and motor cortices, creating a more embodied cognitive experience.

By mapping these cognitive effects onto specific elements of the poem’s logical structure, 
axiomatic poetics provides a framework for more precise empirical investigations of poetry’s 
cognitive impact.

D. The Role of the Reader in Constructing and Exploring Poetic Universes

A crucial aspect of axiomatic poetics is its recognition of the reader’s active role in constructing 
and exploring poetic universes. Unlike in mathematics, where axioms and rules of inference are 
generally agreed upon, the logical structure of a poem is to some extent co-created by the reader.

In engaging with “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” readers might:

1. Identify different sets of axioms based on their own experiences and interpretive 
priorities.

2. Infer different rules for moving between ideas, shaped by their cultural background and 
cognitive style.

3. Draw on personal experiences to elaborate on the poem’s model theory, extending its 
concrete grounding in idiosyncratic ways.

This co-creative aspect doesn’t mean that “anything goes” in interpretation. Rather, it suggests 
that poems create constrained but flexible logical spaces that readers can explore in multiple 
valid ways. The constraints come from the poem’s structure, imagery, and internal coherence, 
while the flexibility arises from the inherent ambiguity and multivalence of poetic language.

E. Distinguishing Axiomatic Poetics from Other Forms of Poetic Analysis

While axiomatic poetics builds on various traditions in literary theory, it offers several unique 
features:



1. Explicit mapping of logical structures: Unlike most forms of literary analysis, axiomatic 
poetics attempts to formally map the logical relationships between elements of a poem, 
treating it as a system akin to a mathematical universe.

2. Focus on generative potential: While many approaches focus on extracting meaning from 
a poem, axiomatic poetics emphasizes how poems generate new meanings and insights 
through the interaction of their logical components.

3. Integration of formal and reader-response approaches: By examining how poems 
construct logical universes and how readers explore these universes, axiomatic poetics 
bridges the gap between text-centered and reader-centered approaches to literature.

4. Practical applications: Beyond literary analysis, axiomatic poetics suggests practical 
applications in fields like education (fostering logical thinking through poetry), therapy 
(using poetic universes for cognitive restructuring), and artificial intelligence (modeling 
complex, ambiguous logical systems).

In the following sections, we will delve deeper into the components of poetic universes, examine 
how they generate infinite intellectual material, and explore the process by which readers engage 
with these universes through the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle. Throughout, we will return to 
Stevens’ “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” as our central example, demonstrating how 
a single poem can indeed provide enough substance for a lifetime of intellectual exploration.

III. The Components of Poetic Universes
Having established the foundations of axiomatic poetics, we can now delve deeper into the 
specific components that constitute a poetic universe. Just as a mathematical system is built from 
axioms, rules of inference, and models, a poetic universe is constructed from poetic axioms, 
proof theories, and model theories. In this section, we will examine each of these components in 
detail, using Wallace Stevens’ “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” as our primary 
example.

A. Poetic Axioms

Poetic axioms are the fundamental propositions or assumptions that underlie a poem’s logical 
universe. Unlike mathematical axioms, which are explicitly stated, poetic axioms are often 
implicit, embedded in the poem’s imagery, structure, or tone. Identifying these axioms is a 
crucial first step in mapping a poem’s logical universe.

1. Identifying Implicit and Explicit Axioms in Poetry

In “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” we can identify several key axioms that recur 
throughout the poem:



a. Axiom of Perceptual Relativity: Reality is fundamentally shaped by the observer’s 
perspective. This axiom is suggested by the very structure of the poem, with its thirteen 
distinct “ways of looking.” It’s particularly evident in stanzas like:

 II 
I was of three minds, 
Like a tree 
In which there are three blackbirds.

 Here, the speaker’s consciousness is directly linked to multiple perspectives, suggesting 
that reality itself is multi-faceted and perspective-dependent.

b. Axiom of Interconnectedness: All elements of experience are fundamentally linked. This 
axiom emerges from the poem’s repeated juxtapositions of disparate elements, as in:

 XIII 
It was evening all afternoon. 
It was snowing 
And it was going to snow. 
The blackbird sat 
In the cedar-limbs.

 Here, time, weather, and the blackbird are presented as interconnected aspects of a single 
experience.

c. Axiom of Dynamic Stillness: Motion and stasis coexist and define each other. This axiom 
is evident in stanzas like:

 I 
Among twenty snowy mountains, 
The only moving thing 
Was the eye of the blackbird.

 The contrast between the static mountains and the moving eye suggests that stillness and 
motion are not opposites but complementary aspects of reality.

2. Types of Poetic Axioms: Ontological, Epistemological, Aesthetic

Poetic axioms can be categorized based on the fundamental questions they address. In Stevens’ 
poem, we can identify:

a. Ontological Axioms: These concern the nature of existence and reality.



o Axiom of Multiplicity in Unity: Reality consists of multiple, coexisting states or 
perspectives. Evidence: “A man and a woman and a blackbird / Are one.” (Stanza 
IV)

b. Epistemological Axioms: These address how we acquire knowledge and understand the 
world.

o Axiom of Perceptual Construction: Our understanding of reality is actively 
constructed through perception. Evidence: “I know noble accents / And lucid, 
inescapable rhythms; / But I know, too, / That the blackbird is involved / In what I 
know.” (Stanza VIII)

c. Aesthetic Axioms: These pertain to the nature of beauty and artistic expression.
o Axiom of Aesthetic Minimalism: Profound beauty or meaning can be conveyed 

through stark, simple images. Evidence: The poem’s consistent use of brief, 
imagistic stanzas, such as “The river is moving. / The blackbird must be flying.” 
(Stanza XII)

3. The Role of Cultural and Historical Context in Shaping Poetic Axioms

While poems construct their own logical universes, these universes are not created in a vacuum. 
The axioms underlying a poem are often shaped by the cultural and historical context in which 
the poet writes.

In Stevens’ case, we must consider the early 20th-century context:

a. Modernist emphasis on subjectivity and perspectivism: This aligns with the poem’s 
Axiom of Perceptual Relativity.

b. Post-Einsteinian concepts of space-time: The poem’s fluid treatment of time and space 
(e.g., “It was evening all afternoon”) reflects contemporary scientific ideas.

c. Imagist movement in poetry: Stevens’ use of stark, vivid images as the basis for 
philosophical exploration aligns with Imagist principles.

Understanding these contextual factors enriches our grasp of the poem’s axiom system and helps 
us see how Stevens is both reflecting and challenging the intellectual currents of his time.

B. Poetic Proof Theories

In mathematics, proof theory provides the rules for valid inference within an axiomatic system. 
In poetry, we can understand proof theory as the set of logical and associative principles that 
govern how ideas and images relate to each other within the poem’s universe.

1. Inferential Rules in Poetic Logic

In “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” we can identify several key inferential rules:



a. Rule of Perspectival Shift: A change in perspective can reveal new truths about the 
subject. This rule is embodied in the very structure of the poem, with each stanza offering 
a new “way of looking.” It suggests that valid inferences can be drawn by considering the 
same subject (the blackbird) from multiple angles.

b. Rule of Metaphorical Equivalence: Disparate elements can be understood as logically 
equivalent within the poem’s system. For example: “A man and a woman and a blackbird 
/ Are one.” (Stanza IV) This rule allows for the logical connection of seemingly unrelated 
elements, expanding the possible inferences within the poem’s universe.

c. Rule of Contextual Transformation: The meaning of an element (like the blackbird) can 
change based on its context. This rule is evident in how the blackbird takes on different 
significances throughout the poem – sometimes a literal bird, sometimes a metaphor for 
consciousness, sometimes a stand-in for the poem itself.

2. The Role of Metaphor, Simile, and Other Poetic Devices in Proof Theories

Poetic devices play a crucial role in the inferential structure of poems, often serving as 
mechanisms for moving between ideas or establishing logical relationships.

a. Metaphor as Logical Equivalence: When Stevens writes, “I was of three minds, / Like a 
tree / In which there are three blackbirds,” he’s not just creating an image. He’s 
establishing a logical equivalence between mental states and physical reality, allowing for 
inferences to be drawn across this equivalence.

b. Simile as Inferential Bridge: Similes can serve as bridges between different conceptual 
domains. In the example above, the simile allows for inferences about consciousness to 
be drawn from observations about trees and birds.

c. Juxtaposition as Logical Conjunction: The poem frequently places disparate images side 
by side, implying a logical relationship between them. For instance: “The mood / Traced 
in the shadow / An indecipherable cause.” (Stanza VII) This juxtaposition suggests that 
mood, shadow, and causality are logically linked within the poem’s universe.

3. Formal vs. Informal Reasoning in Poetic Universes

While we’re using terms from formal logic to describe poetic inference, it’s important to 
recognize that poetic reasoning often operates in a more fluid, associative manner than 
mathematical reasoning.

a. Formal Elements: Some aspects of the poem’s inferential structure are quite formal. For 
instance, the numbered structure of the poem (thirteen ways) implies a logical 
progression or series of deductions.



b. Informal Elements: Other aspects are more informal and intuitive. The connections 
between stanzas, for example, are not always explicit but rely on the reader’s ability to 
perceive thematic or imagistic links.

This blend of formal and informal reasoning is part of what gives poetry its power to generate 
endless interpretations while still maintaining a coherent logical structure.

C. Poetic Model Theories

In mathematics, model theory concerns the interpretation of formal languages and the structures 
that satisfy the sentences of these languages. In poetry, we can understand model theory as the 
way abstract ideas (axioms) are grounded in concrete images, experiences, or situations within 
the poem.

1. Semantic Grounding of Abstract Poetic Structures

“Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” provides a rich model theory through its varied 
imagery:

a. The Blackbird as Multivalent Symbol: The blackbird serves as a concrete model for 
various abstract concepts within the poem’s logical system. It can represent:

o Consciousness: “The mood / Traced in the shadow / An indecipherable cause.” 
(Stanza VII)

o Nature: “The river is moving. / The blackbird must be flying.” (Stanza XII)
o The poem itself: “I know noble accents / And lucid, inescapable rhythms; / But I 

know, too, / That the blackbird is involved / In what I know.” (Stanza VIII)
b. Natural Settings as Models of Perception:

o Snowy mountains (Stanza I) model the contrast between stasis and motion.
o Autumn winds (Stanza V) model the interaction between consciousness and 

environment.
c. Human Figures as Models of Consciousness:

o “A man and a woman” (Stanza IV) model the multiplicity within unity.
o “The thin men of Haddam” (Stanza VII) model limited perception.

2. The Role of Imagery, Symbolism, and Allusion in Model Theories
a. Imagery as Conceptual Mapping: The vivid images in the poem serve to map abstract 

concepts onto tangible experiences. For instance, the image of the blackbird’s eye 
moving among still mountains (Stanza I) provides a concrete model for understanding the 
relationship between perception and reality.



b. Symbolism as Logical Placeholder: The blackbird, as a recurring symbol, serves as a 
logical placeholder that can take on different meanings in different contexts, allowing for 
complex chains of inference across the poem.

c. Allusion as Contextual Expansion: While Stevens’ poem is not heavy on explicit 
allusions, the evocation of place names like “Connecticut” and “Haddam” serves to 
ground the poem’s abstract explorations in specific geographical and cultural contexts, 
expanding the model theory beyond purely natural or psychological realms.

3. Multiple Models and Interpretive Plurality

One of the key features of Stevens’ poem is its presentation of multiple models for understanding 
reality. This multiplicity is not a weakness but a strength, allowing for a richer, more nuanced 
logical universe.

a. Coexisting Models: The poem presents models based on nature, human consciousness, 
and abstract geometry (e.g., “The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds. / It was a small 
part of the pantomime.” - Stanza V). These models coexist within the poem’s universe, 
suggesting that reality can be understood through multiple, complementary frameworks.

b. Model Interaction: The interaction between these models generates new meanings. For 
instance, the juxtaposition of natural imagery with abstract concepts creates a model 
theory that bridges the concrete and the philosophical.

c. Reader-Generated Models: The poem’s open-ended structure invites readers to bring their 
own experiences and knowledge to bear, potentially generating new models that extend 
the poem’s semantic universe.

This rich, multifaceted model theory is what allows Stevens’ relatively short poem to generate 
such a vast space of potential meanings and interpretations. Each model provides a new way to 
ground the poem’s axioms and apply its inferential rules, creating an expansive logical universe 
from a finite set of words.

IV. Generating Infinite Intellectual Material
Having examined the components of poetic universes, we now turn to the crux of our argument: 
how these finite structures generate infinite possibilities for exploration and discovery. This 
generative power is what allows a single poem, like “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” 
to provide enough intellectual material for a lifetime of study and reflection.



A. The Combinatorial Nature of Poetic Axiom Systems

The first source of infinity in poetic universes is the combinatorial potential of their axiom 
systems. Even with a finite set of axioms, the possible combinations and interactions between 
these axioms are virtually limitless.

In Stevens’ poem, we can illustrate this combinatorial explosion:

1. Axiom Interaction: Consider the interaction between the Axiom of Perceptual Relativity 
and the Axiom of Interconnectedness. These can be combined to generate propositions 
like:

o “The interconnectedness of reality is itself perspective-dependent.”
o “Different perspectives reveal different aspects of universal interconnection.” 

Each of these propositions can then be explored in relation to the poem’s imagery, 
generating new insights.

2. Axiom Application: Each axiom can be applied to multiple elements of the poem. For 
instance, the Axiom of Dynamic Stillness can be applied to:

o The relationship between the mountains and the blackbird’s eye (Stanza I)
o The concept of mood and its shadow (Stanza VII)
o The river and the flying blackbird (Stanza XII) Each application yields new 

understandings and potential theorems.
3. Axiom Expansion: Readers might identify additional axioms based on their engagement 

with the poem. Each new axiom exponentially increases the combinatorial possibilities 
within the poem’s logical universe.

This combinatorial nature means that even if we could exhaust all possible two-way interactions 
between axioms (which is already a vast number), we would still have three-way interactions, 
four-way interactions, and so on, creating an effectively infinite space of logical possibilities.

B. Theorem Generation in Poetic Universes

Just as mathematicians generate new theorems from axioms, readers of poetry can generate new 
propositions or insights within the logical universe of a poem. This process of “theorem 
generation” is both systematic and creative.

In “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” we might generate theorems like:

1. “Consciousness is simultaneously unitary and multiple.” Derivation:
o From the Axiom of Multiplicity in Unity: Reality consists of multiple, coexisting 

states.



o From the imagery in Stanza II: “I was of three minds, / Like a tree / In which 
there are three blackbirds.”

o Inference: Consciousness, like the tree with three blackbirds, can be both one 
thing (a single consciousness) and many things (multiple states or perspectives) 
simultaneously.

2. “The act of perception alters the perceived reality.” Derivation:
o From the Axiom of Perceptual Construction: Understanding is actively 

constructed through perception.
o From the imagery in Stanza V: “The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds. / It 

was a small part of the pantomime.”
o Inference: The observer’s perception (seeing the blackbird as part of a 

“pantomime”) actively shapes the nature of the observed reality.
3. “Stillness and motion are interdependent aspects of reality.” Derivation:

o From the Axiom of Dynamic Stillness: Motion and stasis coexist and define each 
other.

o From the contrast in Stanza I between the still mountains and the moving eye.
o Inference: What we perceive as stillness (the mountains) is defined by its contrast 

with motion (the eye), and vice versa.

Each of these theorems can then serve as the basis for further exploration, either by applying 
them to new elements of the poem or by combining them with other theorems to generate even 
more complex insights.

C. The Role of Contradiction and Paradox in Expanding Poetic Universes

Unlike mathematical systems, which strive for consistency, poetic universes often thrive on 
productive contradictions and paradoxes. These apparent logical conflicts serve not as flaws in 
the system, but as generators of new meaning and insight.

In Stevens’ poem, we encounter several such productive contradictions:

1. Unity and Multiplicity: The poem simultaneously asserts the unity of experience (“A man 
and a woman and a blackbird / Are one.”) and its multiplicity (“I was of three minds”). 
This paradox invites exploration of how unity and multiplicity can coexist, potentially 
generating insights about the nature of consciousness or reality itself.

2. Knowing and Not-Knowing: The poem oscillates between assertions of knowledge (“I 
know noble accents”) and admissions of uncertainty or inscrutability (“I do not know 
which to prefer”). This contradiction opens up questions about the nature of knowledge 
and the limits of understanding.



3. Presence and Absence: The blackbird is sometimes defined by its presence, sometimes by 
its absence or trace (“It marked the edge / Of one of many circles.”). This paradox invites 
reflection on the nature of being and non-being, and how we perceive or define entities.

These contradictions serve as engines of thought, constantly pushing readers to reconcile 
seemingly irreconcilable ideas. Each attempt at reconciliation can generate new theorems or 
insights, further expanding the poem’s intellectual territory.

D. Intertextuality as a Method of Universe Expansion

While a single poem like “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” can generate infinite 
material on its own, its universe can be further expanded through intertextual connections. Each 
connection to another text opens up new avenues for exploration and interpretation.

1. Connections to Other Stevens Poems: “Thirteen Ways” can be read in dialogue with other 
Stevens works, such as “The Snow Man” or “The Idea of Order at Key West.” Each 
connection allows the logical universes of these poems to interact, generating new 
meanings and insights.

2. Modernist Context: The poem can be read in relation to works by other modernist poets 
like T.S. Eliot or Ezra Pound, exploring how its axioms and inferential rules align with or 
diverge from broader modernist principles.

3. Philosophical Texts: The poem’s exploration of perception and reality invites connections 
to philosophical works, from ancient Eastern philosophy to contemporary 
phenomenology. Each connection allows for new applications and interpretations of the 
poem’s axioms.

4. Scientific Concepts: The poem’s treatment of perspective and reality can be read in light 
of scientific theories like quantum mechanics or cognitive neuroscience, opening up new 
models for understanding its logical structure.

Each of these intertextual connections not only adds new material to explore but can also modify 
the poem’s axiom system or inferential rules, creating new logical pathways and expanding the 
universe of possible meanings.

E. Reader-Generated Theorems and the Democratization of Interpretation

A crucial aspect of poetic universes is that they are co-created by readers. Unlike in mathematics, 
where theorem generation is typically the province of experts, in poetry, every reader can 
generate valid theorems within the poem’s logical universe.



1. Personal Experience as Theorem Generator: Readers bring their own experiences to the 
poem, allowing for unique interactions with its axioms and imagery. A reader who has 
spent time in snowy mountains might generate different theorems from the first stanza 
than a reader from a tropical climate.

2. Cultural Perspective as Interpretive Lens: Readers from different cultural backgrounds 
might identify different axioms or inferential rules within the poem, leading to diverse 
but equally valid theorem generation.

3. Collaborative Interpretation: When readers share and discuss their interpretations, they 
are essentially comparing and combining theorems, potentially generating new insights 
that no individual reader would have reached alone.

This democratization of interpretation doesn’t mean that “anything goes.” The poem’s structure, 
imagery, and internal logic still constrain valid interpretations. However, it does mean that the 
space of possible theorems is vastly expanded beyond what any single reader or critic could 
generate.

F. Case Study: Exploring the Infinite Possibilities in “Thirteen Ways of Looking at 
a Blackbird”

To illustrate the inexhaustible nature of poetic universes, let’s conduct a deep dive into a single 
stanza of Stevens’ poem and explore how it can generate endless intellectual material:

IX 
When the blackbird flew out of sight, 
It marked the edge 
Of one of many circles.

1. Axiom Identification:
o Axiom of Bounded Infinity: Within finite experiences (the blackbird flying out of 

sight), we can perceive hints of larger, possibly infinite structures (many circles).
o Axiom of Perceptual Limitation: Our direct perception (seeing the blackbird) is 

limited, but can imply larger realities beyond our immediate grasp.
2. Theorem Generation:

o Theorem 1: “The limits of perception define conceptual boundaries.” Derivation: 
The blackbird’s disappearance (limit of perception) marks the edge of a circle 
(conceptual boundary).

o Theorem 2: “Absence can be as significant as presence in shaping understanding.” 
Derivation: The blackbird’s absence (flying out of sight) creates meaning (marks 
the edge).



o Theorem 3: “Individual experiences are part of larger, interconnected systems.” 
Derivation: The single event (blackbird flying) relates to a larger structure (one of 
many circles).

3. Model Theory Application:
o The blackbird as a model for conscious experience
o The act of flying out of sight as a model for the limits of empirical knowledge
o Circles as models for conceptual frameworks or worldviews

4. Intertextual Expansion:
o Connection to Euclid’s definition of a circle (a set of points equidistant from a 

center), exploring how poetic and mathematical definitions of boundaries interact
o Relation to Buddhist concepts of samsara (cycles of rebirth), examining how 

Eastern philosophical ideas might illuminate the poem’s treatment of cycles and 
perception

5. Reader-Generated Theorems:
o A reader with a background in ecology might generate theorems about ecosystems 

and the ripple effects of individual actions
o A reader interested in psychology might explore ideas about the boundaries of 

consciousness and the subconscious
6. Paradox Exploration:

o The paradox of how an absence (blackbird flying out of sight) can create a 
presence (marking an edge)

o The tension between the singularity of the experience and the multiplicity implied 
by “many circles”

This exploration of a single three-line stanza demonstrates how even the smallest elements of a 
poem can open up vast territories for intellectual exploration. Each theorem generated can be 
tested against other parts of the poem, combined with other theorems, or applied to new contexts, 
creating an ever-expanding network of ideas and insights.

The infinite potential of poetic universes doesn’t mean that all interpretations are equally valid or 
valuable. Instead, it suggests that the process of engaging with a poem is never truly complete. 
Each reading, each application of the poem’s logic to new situations, each connection made to 
other texts or ideas has the potential to reveal new aspects of the poem’s universe, much as 
mathematicians continue to discover new implications of established axiom systems centuries 
after their formulation.



V. The Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle
Having established how poems generate infinite intellectual material, we now turn to the process 
by which readers engage with these poetic universes. The concept of the hermeneutic circle, long 
established in literary theory, takes on new dimensions when applied to axiomatic poetics. We 
propose an Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle that describes the cyclical process of interpretation, 
worldview integration, and reinterpretation that occurs when readers deeply engage with a 
poem’s logical universe.

A. Overview of the Traditional Hermeneutic Circle

The hermeneutic circle, as developed by philosophers like Heidegger and Gadamer, describes the 
process of interpretation as a circular movement between parts and whole. To understand any 
part of a text, we need some understanding of the whole; yet our understanding of the whole is 
constructed from our interpretations of its parts. This creates a circular process of interpretation 
that spirals towards deeper understanding.

B. Adapting the Hermeneutic Circle for Axiomatic Poetics

In axiomatic poetics, we can refine this concept to describe how readers engage with the logical 
universes of poems. The Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle involves:

1. Identifying potential axioms, proof theories, and semantic groundings in the poem
2. Extracting possible deductions or theorems from these logical structures
3. Testing these deductions against one’s own worldview
4. Refining one’s understanding of the poem’s axioms and one’s own worldview
5. Reengaging with the poem with this new understanding

This process is not a closed loop but a spiral, each cycle potentially leading to deeper insight into 
both the poem and one’s own perspective on reality.

C. Stages of the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle

Let’s examine each stage of this process in detail, using “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird” as our example:

1. Initial Encounter with the Poem

The reader first encounters the poem as a whole, getting a sense of its structure, imagery, and 
overall tone. With “Thirteen Ways,” a reader might notice the numbered structure, the recurring 
image of the blackbird, and the varying length and style of each stanza.

2. Identifying Potential Axioms, Proof Theories, and Semantic Groundings



As the reader engages more closely with the poem, they begin to identify its underlying logical 
structures:

Axioms: The reader might identify axioms such as: - “Reality is perspective-dependent” (based 
on the poem’s structure of multiple “ways of looking”) - “Natural phenomena and states of 
consciousness are interconnected” (derived from stanzas like “I was of three minds, / Like a 
tree / In which there are three blackbirds.”)

Proof Theories: The reader starts to recognize patterns in how the poem moves between ideas, 
such as: - Juxtaposition as a form of logical connection - Metaphor as a way of asserting 
equivalence between disparate concepts

Semantic Groundings: The reader identifies how abstract ideas in the poem are grounded in 
concrete images, such as: - The blackbird as a multivalent symbol for consciousness, nature, or 
the poem itself - Seasonal imagery (autumn winds, snow) as models for change and perception

3. Extracting Possible Deductions

Based on these identified structures, the reader begins to generate “theorems” or interpretive 
propositions. For example:

• “Consciousness is simultaneously unitary and multiple” (derived from stanzas like IV 
and II)

• “The act of perception shapes the perceived reality” (extracted from stanzas like V and 
VII)

4. Testing Deductions Against One’s Worldview

The reader then considers how these deductions align with or challenge their existing 
understanding of the world. For instance:

• A reader with a background in Buddhism might find resonance with the idea of 
simultaneous unity and multiplicity

• A reader with a scientific worldview might grapple with the notion that perception shapes 
reality

5. Refining Axioms and Worldview

Based on this comparison, the reader may:

• Refine their understanding of the poem’s axioms (e.g., recognizing that the Axiom of 
Perceptual Relativity is more nuanced than initially thought)

• Modify aspects of their own worldview (e.g., considering more deeply how their own 
perceptions might shape their understanding of reality)

6. Reengaging with the Poem



With this refined understanding, the reader returns to the poem, now seeing it in a new light. 
They might:

• Notice previously overlooked connections between stanzas
• Find new significance in particular images or phrases
• Identify new axioms or inferential rules

This reengagement then initiates a new cycle of the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle, potentially 
leading to ever-deeper insights into both the poem and the reader’s own perspective on reality.

D. The Role of Cognitive Dissonance in Driving the Hermeneutic Process

A key driver of the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle is cognitive dissonance – the mental 
discomfort that occurs when we encounter ideas that conflict with our existing beliefs or 
understanding. In engaging with a poem’s logical universe, readers often encounter propositions 
that challenge their worldview, creating a productive tension that spurs further exploration and 
reflection.

In “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” cognitive dissonance might arise from:

1. The poem’s assertion of multiple, equally valid perspectives, which might challenge 
readers with more absolutist worldviews.

2. The blurring of boundaries between observer and observed, which could create tension 
for readers accustomed to strict subject-object distinctions.

3. The suggestion that absence can be as meaningful as presence (as in stanza IX), which 
might conflict with more materially grounded worldviews.

This cognitive dissonance serves several important functions in the hermeneutic process:

1. Motivation for Deeper Engagement: The discomfort of cognitive dissonance motivates 
readers to engage more deeply with the poem, seeking resolution or deeper 
understanding.

2. Catalyst for Worldview Examination: Encountering ideas that challenge our existing 
beliefs prompts us to examine and potentially refine our own worldviews.

3. Generator of New Insights: The tension between the poem’s propositions and our existing 
beliefs can lead to novel syntheses and insights.

4. Driver of Iterative Interpretation: As readers work to resolve cognitive dissonance, they 
cycle through the stages of the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle, potentially multiple times, 
leading to progressively deeper engagement with the poem.



E. Balancing Openness to New Ideas with Coherence of Worldview

The Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle requires a delicate balance between openness to the new 
ideas presented by the poem and maintenance of a coherent worldview. This balance is crucial 
for productive engagement with poetic universes.

1. Openness to New Ideas:
o Allows readers to fully explore the logical possibilities of the poem’s universe
o Enables recognition of novel axioms or inferential rules that might not align with 

preexisting beliefs
o Facilitates the generation of new theorems or insights

2. Coherence of Worldview:
o Provides a stable foundation from which to engage with the poem’s ideas
o Allows for critical evaluation of the poem’s propositions
o Enables integration of new insights into a broader understanding of reality

In engaging with “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” a reader might:

• Remain open to the poem’s suggestion of multiple, coexisting perspectives while also 
considering how this idea can be reconciled with their existing beliefs about truth and 
reality.

• Explore the poem’s blurring of boundaries between observer and observed while 
maintaining a coherent understanding of their own subjective experience.

• Consider how the poem’s treatment of absence and presence might enrich rather than 
negate their existing views on materiality and meaning.

This balance between openness and coherence is not static but dynamic, potentially shifting as 
the reader moves through multiple cycles of the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle.

F. The Iterative Nature of Poetic Interpretation

The Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle is inherently iterative. Each cycle through the process 
potentially leads to new insights, which then inform subsequent engagements with the poem. 
This iterative nature has several important implications:

1. Depth of Engagement: Repeated cycles allow for progressively deeper engagement with 
the poem’s logical universe, potentially revealing layers of meaning not apparent in 
initial readings.



2. Evolution of Interpretation: A reader’s interpretation of the poem may evolve 
significantly over multiple cycles, reflecting both deeper understanding of the poem and 
changes in the reader’s own worldview.

3. Infinite Potential: The iterative nature of the process aligns with the infinite potential of 
poetic universes, allowing for endless exploration and discovery.

4. Personal Growth: The repeated cycles of engaging with new ideas, testing them against 
one’s worldview, and potentially revising one’s beliefs can lead to significant personal 
and intellectual growth.

5. Intertextual Expansion: Each cycle might introduce new intertextual connections, further 
expanding the poem’s universe and the reader’s understanding.

This iterative process explains how a single poem like “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird” can provide material for a lifetime of study and reflection. Each reading has the 
potential to reveal new aspects of the poem’s logical universe, generate new insights, and prompt 
new cycles of interpretation and worldview integration.

G. Case Study: Applying the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle to “Thirteen Ways of 
Looking at a Blackbird”

To illustrate the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle in action, let’s trace a hypothetical reader’s 
engagement with Stevens’ poem over multiple cycles:

Cycle 1: 

1. Initial Encounter: Reader notices the poem’s structure and recurring blackbird imagery. 

2. 2Axiom Identification: Reader identifies the Axiom of Perceptual Relativity. 

3. Theorem Generation: “Reality is subjective and varies based on perspective.” 

4. Worldview Testing: Reader considers how this aligns with their belief in objective truth. 

5. Refinement: Reader modifies their understanding to allow for multiple valid perspectives 
while maintaining belief in underlying reality. 

6. Reengagement: Reader returns to the poem, now more attuned to shifts in perspective between 
stanzas.

Cycle 2: 

1. Deeper Engagement: Reader focuses on the poem’s treatment of stillness and motion. 



2. New Axiom Identified: Axiom of Dynamic Stillness. 

3. New Theorem: “Stillness and motion are interdependent and co-defining.” 

4. Worldview Testing: Reader considers how this relates to their understanding of change and 
constancy in life. 

5. Refinement: Reader develops a more nuanced view of change, recognizing how apparent 
stillness can contain hidden motion and vice versa. 

6. Reengagement: Reader reexamines the poem’s imagery with this new understanding, finding 
new significance in images like the mountain and the blackbird’s eye.

Cycle 3: 

1. Intertextual Connection: Reader encounters Buddhist philosophy and notices parallels with the 
poem’s treatment of perception and reality. 

2. Axiom Refinement: Reader refines the Axiom of Perceptual Relativity to include the idea that 
perception not only varies but actively shapes reality. 

3. New Theorem: “The act of observation participates in the creation of the observed reality.” 

4. Worldview Testing: Reader grapples with the implications of this idea for their understanding 
of science and empirical observation. 

5. Refinement: Reader develops a more nuanced view of the scientific process, recognizing the 
role of the observer in shaping experimental outcomes.

6.  Reengagement: Reader returns to the poem, now seeing it as a profound exploration of the 
nature of reality and perception.

This case study demonstrates how repeated cycles through the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle 
can lead to progressively deeper engagement with a poem, refinement of interpretations, and 
potential shifts in the reader’s worldview. It also illustrates how a relatively short poem can 
generate enough intellectual material for extended exploration and reflection.

The Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle provides a framework for understanding how readers engage 
with the logical universes of poems in a way that is both systematic and open-ended. It explains 
how poems can continue to yield new insights over multiple readings and how engagement with 
poetry can lead to significant intellectual and personal growth. This model bridges the gap 
between formal analysis of poetic structures and the subjective experience of reading, offering a 
new way to understand the profound cognitive work performed in poetic engagement.



VI. Conclusion
As we conclude our exploration of axiomatic poetics and the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle, we 
return to our initial comparison between mathematical and poetic universes. Just as a few axioms 
and a set of inferential rules can generate enough mathematical material to occupy a lifetime of 
study, we have seen how a single poem like Wallace Stevens’ “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird” can create a vast logical territory for endless exploration.

The key components of this approach – poetic axioms, proof theories, and model theories – 
provide a structured way to understand how poems construct complex logical universes. These 
universes are not static or finite, but dynamic and effectively infinite, constantly expanded 
through the interaction between the poem’s internal structure and readers’ evolving 
interpretations.

The Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle describes the process by which readers engage with these 
poetic universes, moving through cycles of axiom identification, theorem generation, worldview 
testing, and reinterpretation. This process explains how a single poem can yield new insights 
over multiple readings and how engagement with poetry can lead to significant intellectual and 
personal growth.

The implications of this approach are far-reaching. For literary theory and criticism, axiomatic 
poetics offers a bridge between formalist and reader-response approaches, providing a 
comprehensive framework for understanding how poems create meaning and how readers 
engage with that meaning. For digital humanities, it suggests new avenues for computational 
analysis of poetry. For translation theory, it offers a new perspective on the challenge of 
preserving a poem’s deep logical structure across languages and cultures.

Moreover, axiomatic poetics highlights the profound cognitive and cultural work performed by 
poetry. By constructing logical universes that readers can explore and inhabit, poems serve as 
powerful tools for expanding our mental horizons, challenging our assumptions, and refining our 
understanding of the world.

As we consider Stevens’ blackbird, circling through its thirteen perspectives, we are reminded of 
the inexhaustible nature of poetic exploration. Each reading, each application of the poem’s logic 
to new situations, each connection made to other texts or ideas has the potential to reveal new 
aspects of the poem’s universe. In this way, poetry, like mathematics, offers us infinite 
intellectual landscapes to explore.

Yet unlike mathematical universes, poetic universes are deeply intertwined with our lived 
experiences, our emotions, and our cultural contexts. They do not just expand our knowledge, 
but potentially transform our very ways of perceiving and understanding the world. In this 



capacity for endless generation of meaning and transformation of worldviews lies the enduring 
power of poetry.

As we close this exploration, we are left not with final answers, but with an invitation to further 
inquiry. How might the framework of axiomatic poetics be applied to other poems, other literary 
forms, or even other art forms? How could empirical studies further illuminate the cognitive 
processes involved in the Axiomatic Hermeneutic Circle? How might poets consciously engage 
with these ideas in their creative process?

These questions point to rich territories for future research and reflection. They remind us that 
the study of poetry, like the reading of poetry itself, is an endless process of discovery. In 
mapping the logical universes of poems, we are really mapping the boundless possibilities of 
human thought and imagination. And in this mapping, we find not just intellectual stimulation, 
but potentially, paths to deeper understanding of ourselves and our world.

In the end, the blackbird of Stevens’ poem becomes a symbol not just of the multiple 
perspectives it embodies, but of the inexhaustible nature of poetic exploration itself. It reminds 
us that there are always new ways of looking, new connections to be made, new insights to be 
gained. In the infinite landscapes of poetry, we are all perpetual explorers, continually 
discovering new territories of thought and experience.
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