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PREFACE

It is the purpose of this essay to study the poetical
works of William Carlos Villiams (1883-1963) that are contained

in The Desert Music collection in addition to a study of one

poem "Asphodel, That Greeny Flowsr', included in the collection

entitled Journey to Love, The Desert Music poems were first

published in 1954, Journey to lLove appeared one year later.

Both these selections were subsequently published in 1962 in

a cumulative volume entitled Pictures from Brueghel which was

awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Foetry in 1963, It is this
latter volume from which my textual quotations come.

It has been my concern to consider these poems from a
particular viewpoint, one Whicﬁ?@ill be made clear in this
essay, was of enduring interest to the poet himself. Through-
out his long writing career Williams was deeply concerned to
establish a distinct and significant literary tradition in the
United States. Much of the literature that was written by
Americans Viilliams felt to be, if not irrelevant, then only
bearing partial relation to the people, events and peculiar
experience of the United States, Literature written in the
United States, he maintained, was to be authentic, it must
teflect and explore the American experience. This work is an
effort to document and examine William Carlos Williams' achieve=-
ment of identity and genuine cexpression as an American poet,

This is not a study of a mere regional poet. Williams
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himself stressed that to be a recgional poet alone was insuff-
icient. He had, however, to understand and contain the areca
from which he came. The approsch ~dopted has been to commence
with a consideration of a varicty of prose works by Williams
that express his intentions and hopes as a writer. The most

significant of these is In the American Grain (1925) but of

importance also are the Prologue to Kora in Hell (1920) and a

wide range of essays and letters, These writings establish
clearly Williams' particular concept of suthenticity and also
reveal the poet's attitude towards poets such as T.5. Eliot,
whose values and expression he vehemently opposed.

A general discussion of Williams' sprawling manifestos
occupies the first chapter with a view to showing their

application in poems in Pictures from Bruecghel, These poems

are peak works in Williams' carcer. Kenneth Rexroth saw

The Desert Music as the bceginning of a new era of accomplishment

for William Carlos Williams, then nearing seventy:

essfrom now on, as Williams grows older, he will
rise as far above his contemporaries as Yeats did
above his in his latter years. The fruit has ripened

on the tree.’I
Indeed in letters, quoted below, Williams himself felt that in
theme and prosody these poems embody authentically attitudes
and experiences he wanted to convey.

The following three chapters analyse these poems, grouping
them thematically. The first of these deals with the descent,
which I wish to establish as a key motif, in addition to a

discussion of his triadic '"'variable foot", The next chapter
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is concerncd with poems stressing synthesis and harmony and

Chapter Four which focus2s wainly on "Asphodel, That Greeny
Flower" is concerned with love and its significance for the

poet's craft,

Vihile the poems selected for study are all late ones
written in a very short span of his long literary career, I
feel justified in concentrating on them, They are evidence
not only, as Rexroth says, that "the fruit has ripened on the
tree" but they also epitomise the consistency and devotion
that Williams displayed in the 1950s to principles that he
stressed initinlly in the 1920s and earlier.

The opening chapter deals with Williams' hopes as a writer,
The following three chapters deal with the transfer of these
precepts to some cf his poems. The conclusion attempts to
define and evaluate his achievement and examine the peculiarity
and quality of Williams' search for genuinec statement.

Included as appendices are two extracts from Williams'
writing, too lengthy for inclusion in the text but too relevant
to be excludeds They are the chapter 'Descent' from In the

American Grain and the final section, "S5t. James' Grove'' of the

early and seminal poem '"The Wanderer',

For their assistance and guidance in the preparation of
this essay my thanks are due to the following people:

—Mr. Peter Alcock, my supervisor, for his generosity with
both time and suggestions, and for creating my initial interest
in what proved an absorbing study.

—to Professor R.G. Frean and other members of the English

Department of Massey University, particularly Dr. Mary Chan,
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—to Miss E.M. Green, Mrs. M.D. Gwynn and Miss L. Marsden
of the Massey University Library.

—to Mrs., Margaret Brogden, secretary of the English
Department at Massey Univzrsity, for typing the MS and for her
unstinting kindness throughout its preparation.

—and finally, to my wife, Meryl for patience and

encouragenent when it was most neecded.



CHAPTER 1

"PIECE BY PIECE WE KUST LOOSEN WHAT WE WANTHY

"We have no words. Every word we get must be broken

off from the Europcan mass...Piece by piece we must

1
loosen what we want"

The writing of William Carlos Williams has been just such
an attenmpt, Williams, hamstrung by his alienation from the
orthodoxy of American poetry and reluctant to become an exile,
scught to find the new words to frame the¢ new ideas that he
felt as an American artist. He was not, of course, the first
to have attempted this or even to have rcecognised it., Ralph
Wizldo Emcrson much earlier had proclaimed vehemently in his

essay on The American Scholar (1€37) that "we have listened too

long to the courtly muses of Europe”.2 Williams as a typical

New World writer confronted the problem as if it existed only

for him but this in part informed his writing with greater

urgency and enabled him to develop an idiosyncratic style.
Williams, as a major poet of the early 20th century, reveals

a number of difficulties. He, unlike Pound, chose not to eschew

American life and values though he was unhesitating in his

judgements on them. Rather he chose thc essentially provincial



life of a physician in Rutherford, New Jersey. But his
aesthetics and his writing are not those of a regional poet
and his influence on, and acguaintance with, leading American
writers—Ezra Pound, H.D., Marianne Moore, Kenneth Burke and
Wallace Stevens was scarcely that of a hayseed. In a long
and constantly evolving career Williams wrote a mass of poetry,
fiction, essays and lettcrs that document the mind of a writer
determined to hone his material to its truest edge, revealing
with the greatest clarity and vceracity the stuff not only of
his dreams but of the most humble aspects of the phenomenal
world. with Blakean simplicity he wrotec to Marianne Moore: "I
feel as much a part of things as trees and stones".3

Williams was very much preoccupied with the American dilemma.
He sought to dissect and examine, to diagnose what he felt made
it ticks His writing shows his process of discovery. Williams'

prose works The Great Amcrican Novel and In the American Grain

were attempts to come to grips with American aspirations and
American history. He was trying to establish contact with the

past and with the environment. In the American Grain was an

attempt to create a '"usabhle pa5£:to use Van Wyck Brooks' phrase.
Williams' interest in this book was o delineate the
American gzeitgeist. %illiams wrote to Horace Gregory:'"I must
have a basis for orienting mysclf formally in the beliefs which
activated me from day to day".5 The orientation was in writing

In the American Grain. It cleared the air for him to continue

his writing and helped him to establish identity as an American

writer. This book was a quasi-historical selection of essays on
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major figures in Amecrican history. He ranges from Red Eric
to Abraham Lincoln, simulating appropriate archaisms and prose
to express his thcmes., The protagonists of American history
he shows to be these of destruction—the conquistadors and the
puritans—and those whose histery is an example and inspiration
to Americans now, It is hardly a patriotic treatise but rather
secks to express the qualities required for Amcrican art and
society to prosper. His essays are digressive and subjective,
historically, but nct always thematically, sequential., Williams'
attention shifts from past to present.

There was, Williams belicved "a source IN AMERICA for
everything we think or dc”.6 There was 2 need to search out
past motives and past experience to find the basis for an under-
standing of the present. This lay "in the intelligent investi-
gation of the changes worked upon the early comers herc, to the
New %World, the books, the rocords...what has been morally,
aesthetically worth while in America has rested upon peculiar and
discoverable ground".?

In an essay entitled The American Background Williams wrote

of the first scttlers. "They saw birds with rusty breasts and
called them robins, Thus, from the start, an America of which
they could have had no inkling, drove the first settlers upon
their past....They found that they had not only left England but
that they had arrived somewherc eclse: =at a place whose pressing
reality demanded not only a tremendous bodily devotion but as
well, and more importunately, great powers of adaptability, a

complete reconstruction of their most intimate cultural makeup,
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to accord with the new conditions. The most hesitated and
turned back in their hearts at the first glance".8 For Williams
the heroes, the true artists were men in the American grain like
Raleigh, Poe and the backwocdsman Boone who "made contact with
the intrinsic clements of an as yet unrecalised material of
which the country was made".9 It was a rececptivity to the new
that Williams so admired in men like Boone, Rasles and Burr—
they were "men intact—with all their senses waking”1o who were
therefore able to appreciate the wilderness, the Indian, the
Negro, the "Commcn people' and give themselves to the realisation
of these new 1:):-:-:‘Lng_zs.'11 It is this loving appreciation of the
strange, the¢ new and the different that is truly 'moral: to be
positive, to be peculiar, tc be sure, generous, brave—TO MARRY,
to touch—to give because one HAS“.12

But these eager men with all their senses waking are over-
shadowed by the elcments of destruction that Williams chronicles
and reveals as concomitants to the American experience. The
first destroyers wiere Cortez and de Leon, conquistadors who
destroyed New World cultures. These men, Williams argues, were
crass, they were '"deafened and blinded" by the recreative New

13

[Viorld] unfolding itself miraculously before them". "Bitter as
the thought may be", Williams concludes, "that Tenochtitlan....
Should have been crushed out because of the awkward names give
their emptiness, yet it was no man's fault".1h

But the destruction that proved more malignant and more
knowing was that of the Puritans who sanctioncd their emptiness

by the inverted morality of their religion., They did nct grow

in America, instead they "looked black at the world and damning
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its perfections praised a zero in themselves".15 The New lorld
for the Puritans was a '"squallid, horrid American Dessart' and
they prided themselves on th ir alienation from it.16

Their religion was so Yspiritual", sc "concise, bare,
PURE" that they werc able to mask all natural beings—the woman,
the child, the Indian—"into one safe mold", "They must have
closed all the world cut" asserts the poet "...Having in them-
s¢lves ncthing of curiosity, no wonder, for the New uorld".17
It was precisely this element of wonder that was to characterise
Williams' own work, an aspect that I will later discuss in this
chapter. The Puritans werz "virtuously! trapped. The
insidious frigidity of the Puritan remains says Williams, he
still "keeps his frightecned grip upon the throat of the world" 18

S0 thet no new American culture can begin, D.E, Lawrence in

his review of In the American CGrain wrote "There are two ways

of being Americanj; and the chief, says Mr., Willinms,is by
recoiling into individual smallness and insentience, and gutting
the great continent in frenzies of mean fear. It is the
Puritan way. The othcur is by touch: touch America as she is,
dare to touch her! And this is the heroic way. And this, this
sensitive touch upon the unsecn America, is to be the really
great adventure in the New World".19

It was the men unafraid to touch America as she is that
of fered altecrnatives to the shrinking, mean Puritan response
that still exists "stinking all about you...a kind of mermaid

with a corpse for a taiIhaO These men would liberate the

emotions especially the erotic, they would liberate American



women and artists—''there have never been women' he wrote ‘save
Pioneer Katies; mnot one in flower save some Moonflower Poe may
have secn, or an unripc child. Poets? VWhere? They are the
test....Never a woman: never a poet saw sun hx—:-:c'e".;?1 It was
men with their scnses intact like Daniel Boone whose spirit,
whose usable past could give new dircction in the modern New
World. Boone "was a great voluptuary born to the American
settlements against the niggardliness of the damning puritanical
traditicn, one who by the single logic of his passion, which he
vested on the savage life about him, destroyed at its spring
that spiritually withering plaguese..full of a rich regencrative
violence he remains, when his history will be carefully reported,
for us who have come after to call upon him".22
The man who is to confront his environment fully, be it
Boone or Poe or ¥illiam Carlos Yilliams, must descend to discover
new worlds. The idea of the descent is a key notion in
Williams' writing. It is an image that he stresses and enacts
repeatedly and one that for my purposes demonstrates the tcnacity
and consistency with which the poet clung to his principles. He

gives the word 'descent' explicit illustration in the chapter

entitled 'Descent!' in In the American Graine. Similar references

occur in an early poem entitled "The Wanderer', in aletter to
Marianne Moore dated 1934, in Paterson, and in the opening poem

of The Desert Music entitled '"The Descent',

The most telling and forceful use of this notion, one that
is central to his ideas en authentic literature, is fcund in

In the American Grain.
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While particular figures like Boone and Foe enact and
illustrate the descent, the notion is most prosaically and
explicitly stated in the essay entitled, simply, 'Descent'.
This essay, curiously absent from the list of Contents in all
editions, is conc.rned with one Samuel Houston born in 1793.

It chronicles his early life, how he spent three years living
with the Cherokee Indians before he "reascended to the settle-
ments for school”,z%hcn later became Governor of Tennessee and
married Eliza Allen. But the¢ marriage collapsed after three
months. He then re¢joined the Cherokee, "left everything behind

2 He lived

him and took the desccnt once more te the ground".
with the tribe for eleven years and took an Indian woman for his
wife, After this Houston 'rose¢' again,returned to European
society and became a successful scldier, senatoer and Governor,
Interspersed with these facts Williams makes clear the doctrine
of the descent. It is to forgo all ond rediscover the self and
the ground. All must be done over, all must be destroyed, this
was Houston's lesson and one thoat regenerated him to great
achievement and sensitivity, ¥illiams digresses wildly to rail
at the universitices and the state of American letters, 1Indcod-
*illinms' antagonism towards acadenics and the universities only
abnted near the end of his life.

The essay 'Descent' places important stress on the
realisation of the self and the locality and implicitly and
explicitly points up the failure of American society. There is

no authenticity in American letters because too few artists

undergo the descent. The contribution of the woman, the
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"feminine principle' that will be discussed in greater detail
below, is shown to be aborted in Houston's failed marrigge but
repaired by his subsequent taking of an Indian wife. This
action, Williams asscrts, gnve Houston a vigour and direction
without which he would have failed. Williems desperately
sought to return to first principles. "It is imperative that

o =
we sink" he wrote in 'Descent's”

This cultural and personal
abnegation was combined with a strong sense of locality = the
spirit of place—somcthing VWilliams learned {rom the idealists
and pioneers in the American grain. For example Poe was one
who realised there could be an Amcrican culturc. ‘''‘He was the
first tec realise that the hard, sardonic, truculent mass of the
New World, hot, angry, was in fact, not a thing to paint over,
to smear, to destroy...that it is NOT a thing teo be slighted by
men...Poe conceived the possibility, the sullen, volcanic
inevitability of the p].ace:".a6 Williams as an American and a
poet was fully conscious of the inevitability of place,
discoverable by descent to the foundations. "However hopeless
it may seem" he concludes in 'Descent', "we have no other choice,
we must go back to the beginningj; it must 211 be done over;
everything that is must be destroyed".27
The price to pay for this descent can be high. For the poet
it can mean silence. Boone and those like him "had no way of
making their realisations vocal. They themselves became part of
the antagonistic wildcrness against which the coastal settlements

were battling. Their sadness alone survives. Many of them

could hardly read., Their speech became crude. Their manners
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sometimes offensive. It was the penalty they had to pay".28

The rediscovery of words and forms was a major part of
Williams' attempt to find the American grain. As a poet he
sought te find authentic expression; to come to grips with his
place and his experience. WVilliams was proud of Ezra Pound's
taunt which he incorporated intc his long poem Paterson.

P. Your interest is in the bloody loam but what

I'm after is the finished product.29
But, Williams contends, the finished product springs from
the blcoody loam and can enly come from there. He will run the
risk that his specch be unmanncred and thick. "wWhere foreign
values are held to be a desideratum, he who is buried and
speaks thickly—is lost," he remarks angrily, "...Those who
come up from under will have a mark on them that invites scorn,
like a farmer's filthy clodhoppars”.jo But only from this
primal loam can true poetry come. Only from there will Williams
find the "hidden flame", a purity that is frecc of the husks of
outdated nnd irrelevant conventions and forms. The descent must
take place into the desert to find what Williams, in his poem,
indicated was "The Desert Music''e Foe, he said, "can be under-
stood only in a knowledge of his deep roots. The quality of the
flower will then be seen to be normal, in all its tortured
spiritucsity and paleness, a desert flower with roots under the

sand of his day“.31 whitman equally "had to come from under., All

have to come up from under and through a dead layer".32 The poet
must know the loam Williams insisted. '"He wants to have the

feet of his understanding on the ground, his ground, the ground,
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the only ground that he knows, that which is under the feet.
I speak of aesthetic satisfaction. This want, in America, can
enly be filled by knowledge, A poetic knowledge, of that
ground".33

Williams is concerncd with this descent in his early poem
Whe Wanderer, 2 Rococco Stud#éu This poem as a whole, but
its final scction "St. James'Grove" in particular, refleccts the
preoccupation Williams had with the initiatory descent, the
article of faith that "it is imperative that we gig&".Bs The
poet's relationship with the world is restated and with
elaborate care., The whole poem is concerned with his initiation
by his grandmother depicted as a sage cld crone. In the "St.
James' Grove" scction and "Soothsay" immedistely before it,
two principles which mecrge as one become apparent. The first
is what he called a sense of "inner security", the other is a
consequence of this resignation to existence—a freedom as a
poet to depict a total existence with the authority of his
integrated artistic self. This wrs gained by an immersion
and rebirth in his locality, metaphorically represented by the
image of immersion in the secwage filled waters of the Passaic
River, the "filthy Passaic". This sense of "inner security"
he wrote in the letter previously mentioned, to Marianne Moore as
"something that cccurred to me when I was about twenty, a sudden
resignation to existence, a despair—if you wish to call it that,
but a despair that made everything a unit and at the same a part
of myself. I suppose it might be canlled a sort of nameless

religious experience. I resigned; I gave up".36 This
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resignation and consequent oneness with the world is his

vindication as an artist. This is the index of his authenticity,

his capacity to conjure up "The Desert Music" as it were, As a

result of his 'death' in "The Vanderer" he strives for what he

earlier in the poem called "a new grip /.up and out of termor "3?.
It is the very transformation that Williams described as a

realisation of "inner security" that is represented poetically

in the final section, "St. James' Grove'. His grandmother is

presented as an old priestess bringing the young initiate to

the water's edge:

She bathed cur brows wailing and laughing:
"River, we are old, you and I,

We are 71d and by bad luck, beggars.

Lo, the filth im our hair, our bodies stink!
0l1ld friend, here I hsve brought you

The young soul you long asked of meo

Stand forth, river and give me

The old friend of my revels!i"

And the filthy Passaic consented!
An interchange of identities takes place and two streams emerge
physically. The river is "Eddying back cool and limpidees:
But with the rebound it leaped forward / Muddy, then black and
shrunken". This represents the twe streams of life that
Williams deals with in such poems as "The Desert Music!" where
the "other music" must be accommcdated with the hideous deformity
that also exists and cannot be evaded. The woman invokes the
spirit of the riwver?

"Enter, youth, into this bulkl

Enter, river, into this young mani"
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The two currents,; one cool and refreshing, the other filthy and
abhorrent, comprise the full apprehension cf expericnce. The
water flows over hin

Muddy, then black and shrunken
Till 1 felt the utter depth of its rotteness
The vile breadth of its degradation

and dropped down knowing this was me now.

“.edhis was me now" he writes. As the water finally finds its
level he says+«"I knew all—it became me." His baptism is
complete, the poet is liberated to new and free expressicn. The
old woman gives her final benediction:

Live, river, live in luxuriance
Remembering this our son,
In remembrance of me and my sorrow

And of the new wandering "
The new wandering, the further descent that, Lilliams writes in
his poem in The Desert Music collection, opens to new places "here-

38

tofor: unrcalised", can ncw begin. The need for the

reconciliation of both refreshing and the polluted currents is
crucial to Willinams® view of the poet. williams called for a
freedom of subject matter that embraced all existence "including
the 'filthy Passaic!, the repugnant, chaotic, and anti-poetic
elements of reality both inside and outside of himsalf".39 The
artist, he wrote in an essay in 1939, "attacks, constantly toward
a full possession of life by himself as a man“.ho This same
theme, the exhortation to the descent,is repeated in Paterson

LI ddd. This epic poem concerns simultaneously the city
Paterson and the central protagonist also named Paterson. Like

Joyce's Ulysses and Eliot's "The Waste Land", it contains
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fragments and impressions. Published in five sections it is
one of the longest modern poems written and includes a host

of historical information as well as a dramatisation of the
life of Mr. Paterson. It ranges freely but is centred on the
stream metaphor of the Passaic River, the "filthy Passaic" into
which the initiate must go in order to understand all the
elements, good and abhorrent, of his experience, The poet

falls intc the slimy waters

to the teeth, to the very eyes

uh, uh.
(Paterson,h1)

He makes the descent intc the inarticulate mud , the teeth for
speecch and the eyes for sceing are submerged, there is finally
the 'uh', 'uh' of the incomprchensible. From this the mind
rises agnin, becomes fiwid and learns new language, Sees new
landscapes both without and within. The authentic spirit of
change on i#; his poetry will reveal the flux, the glimpses,
the beauty and the pain of experience.

Williams wanted this new poetry appropriate to its time
and place, alive to its context. Instead he found only sham
and flaccid imitation. On the fendency of Americans to adopt
European ideas in one great bolus, Williams is merciless.
European art had been plundered and taken to the New World.
Even Emerson had been wocoed by Europe's courtly muses, 'his genius
as poet" Williams commented, "[remained] too often circumscribed

by a slightly hackneyed gentility".ha

Whitman and Poc went
unheralded and misunderstood. Just as they had mistaken the

robins, ncw Americans had imposed irrelevant and stultifying
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conventions on a new environment. America as it grew and as
its cities grew,"sought to surround itself with the appurtenances
of a finished culture which is of no direcct significance in the
new sphere...a culturc in effigy has become predominant”.43
""Meanwhile" adds Williams caustically and with regret, "an
unrelated Hopi ceremonisl—unrelated that is, except to the
sand, the corn, the birds, the beasts, the periodic drought
and the mountain sights and colcurs—was living in the farther
West"."qg Williams castigated the response to the arts in
America, its respectability and its irrelevance: '"wealth
established museums, but it could not tell, it had to be told,
what was good in them....Therc were the Boni de Castellanes,
the tiara age of Amcrican opera, boxholders sleeping through the
music or wondering what the hell it was a2ll about, while the
American composer, Ives, remained unknown”.h5
The trappings of European culture were not to be imported
by the boatload and bc propped up, ossifying, in bourgeois
museums. That only demeonstrates a failure of sensibility, a
vulgarity. "“In France thcre are special reasons for every phase
of an art. Americans are still too prone to admire and to copy
the very thing which should not be copied, the thing which is
French or Irish alone, the thing which is the result of special
local conditions of thought and ci::'cumstance“.}+6 Elsewhere he
makes the point more harshlyg '"the thing that Americans never
seem to see is that French painting, as an example of what is

meant, is related to its own definite tradition, in its own

environment and general history, and which, when they have done
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with some one moment of it and have moved on to something else,

47 The

they fatly sell where they can—to us, in short".
American is the art sucker,

Williams constantly points to the new conditions of the New
World. Allen Curnow made a similar observation in ‘The Unhistoric
Storykhg

It was something different, something

liobody counted on.

In a letter to Jean Starr Untermeyer in 1948, William
Carles VWilliams most cogently stated his role as an American
poet and all that this implied. "We've got to begin by stating
that we speak (herc) a distinct, separate language in a present
(new era) and that it is NOT English, For English connotes an
historical background from which its prosody is derived which
can never be real for us. It is basic for us to know that the
English prosody we imitate as a matter of course is not determined
by the mere facts of the mechanical syllabic sequences but an
accretion through the ages from English history and character.
And that these are NOT our chaz‘acter".q9

Williams saw innovations in prosody, a descent and a return
to the loam, thay would be the turning point in writing. "Until

you have a new frame, something consonant with cur times demands

an adjustment to liberate us all in the poem. Philosophy may,

and in fact must, follow the poems The poem is first".so With
total assurance and commitment Dr. Williams provided his
prescription. The whole situation of American letters was

befuddled by this alien prosody. Was it any wonder, he queried,
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"when all our language departments in our supposedly American
universities are called English departments where English is
taught and not our own tongue".51

The impatience of his tirade and the glibness of his
Jjudgements make Williams' comments less persuasive but none-
theless the bulk and quality of his oeuvre suggest some proof
in the pudding. With a shade of complacency but more probably,
enthusiasm, Williams wrote:"Whitman was an open but not a clear
thinking rebel. He did net know what it was all about, that
our primary conception of the prosody was at fault. Men like
Eliot and Pound and many lesser examples have run away from the
elementary necessity for differentiating the two prosodies.
They never got to know the problem, They avoided it".sz

The differences in intention and result in Pound and Eliot
on the one hand and William Carlcs Williams on the other have
been described by Roy Harvey Pearce., Williams as a poet, says
Pearce, wanted to "discover and rediscover his world exclusively
in terms of himself".53 In his rambling Prologue to Kora in
Hell, Williams quotes Hilda Doolittle's letter on an early
poem of his entitled ﬂ§£g§:5h "T don't know what you think
but I consider this business of writing a very sacred thing!
—1I think you have the 'spark'——am sure of it, and when you
speak direct are a poat".55 Williams' reply is explosive and a
shade melodramatic: "There is nothing sacred about literature,
it is damned from one end to the other. There is nothing in

literature but change and change is mockery. I'll write whats

ever I damn please and it'll be good if the authentic spirit of
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change is on it".56 As Pearce writes '"the poets who loocked
elsewhere than into the violence of the self for a means of
discovering the spirit of change in the world were to be
ﬂndﬁeﬁﬂﬂscd".57

Indeecd they weres Williams' response to T.S. Eliot's
poetry was blunt. He never got to know the problem. He avoided
it., OSpeaking on smermcan poetry,%Williams wrotes"our prize poems
are especially to be damned not because of superficial bad
workmanship, but because they are rehash, repetition—just as
Eliot's more exquisite werk is rcehash, repetition in another
way of Verlaine, Baudelaire, Maeterlinck——conscious or uncon-
scious—just as there were Pound's early paraphrases from Yeats
and his constant later cribbing from the Renaissance, Provence
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These men,scowls Williams, were

| s
“"content with the connotations of their mas'l:ers”.)9

and the modern French’,

Williams was a poct c¢f personality not a poet of culture.
He would not produce poetry shcp-soiled in Europe., The poetry
he sought, to be authentic, had to be new, This did not mean,
as my later chapters show, that he could not use the influence
of past literature but it meant it must first have been
internalised and rediscovered by Williams to put the "authentic
spirit of change on it".6O J. Hillig Miller wrote of Williams,
"the poet'wm job is to find examples of the American measure new-
born in all their purity, and put them in his poems for all to
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hear", In Paterson people cannot communicate—''the language,

the language / fails them".62 Authentic language, says Miller,

"Springs from the present moment, words pasted over with past



18.

63

associations get between man and reality". Eliot and Pound
are phrasemongers to the past for Williams., "There is always
some everlasting Polonius of Kensington', he said of a critic
named Jepscn, "forever to rate highly his eternal Eliot. It
is because Eliot is a subtle conformist. It tickles the palate
of this archbishop cf procurers to a lecherous antiquity to
hold up Prufrock as a New World type.”6q

His close friend Ezra Pcund was artistically,diametrically
opposed to Williams' intentions in art. "E.P." he wrote, '"is
the best enemy United States verse has".65 Pound for him, in
his lack of real immersion in the American experience, left
toc much unanswered and unexplored,; instead he showed: "a
middle-aging blight of the imagination“.66 Williams qualifies
some of his rancour when he praises those who have the courage
and conventionality to confront and attempt to relate to past
literature but adds:'confine them in Hell for the paretic
assumption that there is no alternative but their own groove".67
Pound had his retorts to Williams however, which the latter

included in his collage of ideas and impressions in the Prologue

to Kora in Hell. "America?" says Pound witheringly:

"what the h-1 do you a blooming foreigner know
about the place. Your pere only penetrated the
edge, and you've never been west of Upper Darby, or
the Maunchunk switchback. Would H, with the swirl
of the prarie wind in her underwear, or the virile
Sandburg recognise you, an effete easterner as a
REAL American? INCONCEIVABLE !!1!!!

My dear boy you have never felt the woop of
the PEErzries. You have never scen the projecting
and protuberant Mts. of the Sierra Nevada. WOT can

you know of the country?
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You thank your bleoking gawd you've got enough
Spanish blcod to muddy up your mind, and prevent
the current Lmerican ideation from going through it
like a blighted colander.

The thing that saves your work is opacity and
don't forget it. Opacity is NOT an American
quality. Fizz, swish, gabble, and verbiage, these

are echt Americanisch'.

Pound, however, oversimplifies Villiam Carlos Williams'
position., He states cnly superficial elements of the New Yorld.
Williams would retort that he was not attempting any feclk poctry,
any frontier adulation of the great American west. His is a
more cultivated, mcore pcrsonal response. Williams rejects the
swish, the gabble and the verhiage. This is the frontier bluffy
the language without referents, language that has no meaning
because it confirms nc rcality. W4Williams, the poet as person
not persona —the poet whose intense private experience is both
local and universal, perscnal and catholic « must frame this in
fresh forms, the fittest medium. Williams' art is an attempt
to break down connotation, to state what is, uncluttered with
mechanical associations and hackneyed cultural responses, the
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“"dead weight of logical burdens". This is not a rejection of
the past so much as a refusal to repeat clumsily trite con-
notation,to exploit lazily and be content with,the connotations
of the masters. Yet Williams at the end of his career,still
keeping true to his literary precepts,is able to evoke past and
present culture with reference to Theocritus and Spenser, Chaucer

and Rend Char, with a true understanding and empathyj with all

the authority of one who has made the descent.
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Like Whitman, William Carlos Williams sought a very

personal expression. Whitman in Song of Myself proclaimed

himself :

Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan, the son

Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding

No sentimentalist, no stander above men and women or apart
from themn,

No more mocdest, than immodest.70
Whitman was a Kosmos, he saw himself as the centre of the
universe. So then did Williams., For him, with perfect harmony,
the universal was formed 2nd expressed in local settings. The
poet was at the centre of the world and there was no other

place to be., The experience of the poet was the experience od
the poem and cf the reader. 'We are locked in a fraternal
embrace" wrote Carlos Williams, '"the classic caress of author

n?’

and reader. We are one. Williams' own exploration of his
terrain is shared with the reader, the reader "discovers'
America with thc poet and shares the horror and joy of the
TeSponse.

As a consequence of that nameless religicus experience,
the sense of "inner security" that Williams so firmly believed
to be his, Williams' response can be passive. He flows with
the events. His poetry is as J. Hillis Miller observed, that
of "calm description“.72 Williams, like Whitman recorded what
he saw and felt without refinement, impressionistically, some-
times frantically. The struggle was to have it recorded, to
find the words and get them down, In"The Desert Music' he asks:

How shall we get said what must be said?

Only the poem.
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The sense of wonder pervades, of experiencing events for
the first time. Tony Tenner refers to a predilection of the
fimerican writer for '"the stratcgy of the naive vision, that
deliberate attempt to regoard reality with minimum reference
to previous familiarity nnd interpretative knowledge, that
enduring preferencce for wonder over analysis".?3

William Carlos Williams reflects very strongly this
tendency to the naive Edenic vision, the sense of wonder. "Not
merely does one chase after newness for the sake of sensation"
he wrote, "or abandon the old because it is stale. There is a
necessity to reinvestigate our means of expression in every
agessosuUnless every age claims the world for its own and makes
it so by its own efforts in its own day...no one can be said to
have lived .ees The picces show my own efforts to possess my
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world", In"The Orchestra''liilliams exprcsses this ecstatic

possessione

I love you. My heart is

innocent,
And this the first
(and last) day of the world
(DM, PB. 82)

It is in this that Williams most radically attempts to restate
his experiecnce., With an unclutterced mind he explored his
environment anew, seeing the poetic, or rather, secing poetry

in the neighbourhood of Rutherford, New Jersey. Williams, by his
resignation to despair, makes his descent into the filthy Passaic
in order to rise again with new vigour, Europe is irrelevant;

the iambs, the sonnets irrelevant.
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"In discussing the necd for = new point of view and a new
language," writes Tanner,"imcrican writers often cited the
superior virtues of the vernacular, This is understandable.
They 'craved a sense of reality' [Emerson] and thus they
also wished for words which wceuld register the circumpressure
of the experienced world, words full of the shape of things,
heavy with the weight of things".75 Williams shows this
craving for reality. His lenguage is plain, his prosody
sought to capture the cadonces of spoken speech. His poetry
is heavy with the shape of things, it is poetry built with
nouns and verbs neot with adjectives. It can be, nnd often is,
contemplative, but it is poetry full of activity as well,

The persistent impulse to record the sense of wonder,

"to set up the strong present tense™ tc use Emerson's phrase,

is 2 guiding one in William Carlos Williams. It is this that
for him marks his authenticity as a writer. The envircnment
demanded this response and Carlos Williams intuitively felt

it., In his all pervasive present = ks writing examines

new relationships or attempts to separate and examine components,

The much-quoted poem "The Red Wheelbarrow'" reveals this.

so much depends
upcn
a red wheel

barrow

glazed with rain

water

besides the white

chickens.76
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By separating the clements Yilliams gives them ncw
meaning., He dissects and examines each tissue, each cbject
as he goes, "So much deperds' as we are made to se¢, om one
thing's rclatedness to another and so much depends also on the
poet spacing his observation, just as he spaces them and high-
lights them with his tygographiecal arrangement., william Carles
Williams' poetry is nct concerned with orthedox notions of the
‘poctic!. A gocd poet, he says "doesn't select his material.
What is there tc select? It igf??

Of Williams' method, Tanner nctes a defensive gesture by
the poet to "unravel a complex expericence and reduce it to its
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component parts", In "The Red Vheelbarrow' Williams "is
content to clear away everything betwecn the eye and the wheel-
barrow and the chickens. The poet dees nothing except 'indicate
reality"®. What depends on the wheelbarrow? We are not told.
There is no attempt te t¢lucidate, to extrapoclate 2 lessen, to
legislate abeut life¢ or speculate about the uniw.fc-:rse".?9 He
clears away, excludes that which might blur, he enforces
"reverent concentration'., "It is naive in a technical sense',
says Tanner. This approach predominant in Williams, Tanner
sees as a defence, a means of coping., "It is a symptom of
disorientaticn" he writes, "in a world of melting beliefs, of
disintegrating systems, a universe which seemed recalcitrant to
cne harmonious integrating explanation, the bewildered poet
might take refuge in examining only the palpable fragment.

Substituting momentary awe for systematic theclogy, he may well

think that only by paying attention to particulars will he be
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able to gain for himself any orientation and stability in the
world".81
Williams would be the first to acknowledge that fragment-
ation exists. His epic poemPaterson™ is in itself a vast
work clamouring to find a whole with fragments of prose,
quotation and poetry. kncyclopaedic and personal, its methed

is, as the Freface stotes:

To make a start

out of particulars

and make them genecral, calling
up the sum by defective means—
Sniffing the trees,

just another dog

among a lot of dogs. What

else is there

(Patersongz)
But Villiams' own mcdesty belies the completencss of his vision.
His earlier works similar to "The Red “heelbarrow'" could be
dismissed,or at least explained in the manner that Tanner
chooses. These¢ poems reflect the poet's concern with
minutiae to explain the whole, or to contribute to the whole,
but it would be an injustice to the poet to assume that this
is the sum of his achievement., As the following chapters of

this thesis indicate, Williams' poetry in -The Desert Music

A

and YJourney to Love is far from perfunctory and slight. As

the preface in "Paterson" indicates the poct "made a start"
with his short poems that were completely spare in the absence
of connctation and poetic effect., But this, I think, can be

regarded as the beginning of articulation. The early poems are
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the beginning of his possession of thc¢ world, a world that
became more whole and consistent as his writing progressed.
Williams moves from discrientation consequent of the descent
into coherence and authentic statement in his poetry. The
specific peoems that I am cencerned with in these chapters
transcend the concern with "the palpable fragment' that Tonner
suggests, Williams contains much more. His poems show in their
deceptively simple and unprotentious diction and content a
richness on cxamination that suggests no inability by the poet
‘

to be systematic., There is the froshness and naiveté that
Tanner offers as a virtue but there is, I would contend, also
the virtue of a very complete apprchension of human experience
in Williams' work. In the following chapters I have grouped
the poems according to thematic similarity and have attempted
to show the richness of suggestion, the use of familiar ideas
from the Renaissancce for example, intorpreted and intornnlised
by the poct as new utterances but also as acknowledgements cof
the literature and ideas of the past. This is nct the
plundering of Europe; it is a process of rediscovery demanded
by the new environment in fimerica. The traditional figures of
the Dance and the use of music are familiar in the Renaissance
but Williams cvokes them anew. They appear in "The Desert Music"
and in "The Orchestra" in terms that Williams finds indigenous
to America, They are not degradations or parodies of the ideas
of Spenser and Sir John Davies rather they arc rediscovceries
and revaluations of these themes.

William Carlos Williams, as I have suggested, considered

that all was gristto the poet's mill. A frecdom for form and
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content he demanded as ecarly as 1917. In his enthusiasm to
express a wholeness, in the synthesis of "The Desert Music', in
finding harmony in "The Orchestra" or cven in finding the simplr
truth of "The Red "heelbarrow", he was reluctant to make
divisions in his expericnce. The unformed lump in "The Desert
Music", the cripple, must be accommodated. For this reason
Williams rejected the notion of the "anti-poetic" in connection

with his versc. Viallace Stevens in his Preface to Williams?

Collected Poems (1921-51) published in 1934 wrote "this passion

for the anti-poetic is a blood passion and not a passion of the
inkpot....To a man with a sentimental side the anti-poetic is
that truth, that reality to which all ¢of us are forever fleeing‘.".84
This comment, as Edith Heal pointed out85 maddened Williams as

a negative cbservation, one that insisted that the "poetic!" still
remained a defined bedy of response. William Carlos Williams was
eager to kill such notions. Ideas of the 'poetic® smacked of the
legacy of Burope." Ve are sick of cur elders and thewr pseudo-
classicism"86 he wrote. ZEver;thing is poetry vhether it is a

red wheelbarrow or the epiphany of the green glass of a broken

bottle.g?

Pictures from Brueghel demonstrates clecarly the depth and

stature of Williams' capability. In this volume his prosodic
development in his use of the "variable foot'-the long triadic
line, the natural speech line broken into three steps or segments
—is seen at what Williams considered to be his best. He called
the poem "The Descent" his solution to the problem of modern

verse88 because of the mastery of mcasure he felt himself to
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have achieved. These poems are not crammed with 'local cclour',
they are not curiosities from Rutherford, His authenticity is
deeper than that, it is an honesty and integrity that radiates
within each poem, an originality and freshness that Williams
could still maintain at a high level even when nearly in his
seventies. In these poems William Carlos Williams shows
himself intact with all his senses waking, a frail man,
incapacitated by illness but still striving to possess and
express authentically his experience as an American, a docter
and a man. He had suffered and seen suffering:

I can dec nothing

but sing about it

And so I am assuaged
from my pain.

("To a Dog Injured", DM, PB. 86)
Williams long poem "The Desert Music'" reflects his confrontation
with America and its problems for the artist., America was not
a waste land but a fertile desert, replenished by the music,
the art, the flow of life., VWilliams is perplexed at "so sweet
a tune, built of such slime". But the slime is also an
appropriate image for it was from primordial slime that all
life emerged. It ,then,has a elcmental connctation, one that
connotes the descent, thc return to the inarticulate mud.

In the poems in Pictures from Brueghel Williams shows himself

as an American with an identity, not trapped in his locality but
able to descend into his locality as an authentic matrixj a
ground in harmony with the language, the ideas, and the

imagination of the poet. The poet as much a part of things as
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the trees and the stones, proceeded to make poetry of his own
everyday life, not idealiscd or oversentimentalised but
presented with all the reality and sureness of a surgeon's
scalpel.

William Carlos Williams wrote, not about home where the
buffalo roamed, nct of corncrib America, certainly not cof
America the beautiful, but of an c¢nvironment as it was, new and
challenging to him, that coptured him as a perscn. As man and
poet the task is lenely and can be painful. Williams' commit-
ment to a new view of his surroundings made him bitter towards
those whom he felt ducked the issue., '"When I was halfway

through the Prologue [to Kora in Helll, Prufrock appeared’, he

recalled,

"I had a violent feeling that Eliot had betrayed what

I believed in. He was looking backward; I was looking
forward, Hé was a conformist with wit and learning
which I did not possess. He knew French, Latin, Arabic,
God knows what., I was intecrested in that, But I felt
he had rejected America and I refused to be rejected
and so my reaction was violcnt. I recaliscd the
responsibility I must accept. I knew he would influence
all subsequent American pecets and take them out of my
sphere. I had envisaged a new form of poetic composi=-
tion, a form for the future. It was a shock to me

that he was so tremendously successfulj; my contempo-
raries flocked to him—away from what I wanted. It
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forced me to be successful",

Williams was highly conscious of his innovation and fully
aware of its costs, all must be renounced, all destroyed; he
must, like Kora, go down into Hell., But by this paring of

dead material the poet sees new patterns, new designs. For Williams:
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The descent
made up of despairs

and without accomplishuent
realizes a new awakening:
which is a reversal
of despair.
("The Descent', DM, PB. 74)

It is part of the intention of this essay tc erplore
Williams' commitment to innovation in form and content,
innovation attunad to his times and surrcundings. His writing,
highly idicsyncratic as it is, is also Amcrican in itsloieac'ﬁy
and enthusiasm; though its freshness is not simplistic, its
naivete€ not sentimental. The whole canon of his work and

especially the poems of The Desert Music ccllection and

"isphodel, That Greeny Flower,' reveal the quest by Williams to
possess his world, He had scen, &nd much of his poctry docu-
ments, a failure by Amcricans teo comprchend the world:

The language, the language
fails them
They do nct know the words
or have nct
The courage to use them
.PaterSOngo
Williams scught to renovate an ebbing diction, to give
courage and enthusiasm for new forms. He diagnosed an ailing
poctic heritage in his country and sought in his long literary
career to remedy it. He devised new measures and indefatigibly
tried to delve into his surroundings and his reactions to them.

He was influenced by his 'American-ness' in no narrow, parochial

way, Writing to Ezra Pound he exclaimed: "I'm no more senti-
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mental about "murika' than Li Po was about China or Shakespeare
about Yinglnnd or any damncd frog about Paris. I know as well
as you dec there's nothing sacred about any land. But I also
know (as you do also) that therc's no taboo effective against
any land, and where I live ié:ﬁorc a '"province' than I make it.
To hell with youse. I ain't trying to be an internaticnal
figure, All I care about is to writc—".91 The sense of "inner
security" and thce reconciliation to the peculiar demands of

his locality were what fortified William Carles Williams.
America was to be reckoned with, it was not to be ignored, but

ultimately the task was to write.

I am a poeti 1

am, I am. I am a poet, I rcaffirmed, ashamed

("The Desert Music", DM, PB, 120)



CHLPTER 2

"HOW SHALL WE GET SAID WHAT MUST BE SAID?"

(DM, PB. 103)

In his two anthologics The Descrt Music (1954) and

Journey to Love (1955), twc general preoccupations arc apparent

in William Carlos Williams' work. The first is the relation=-
ship bhetween the poet and his world, especially a world of
suffering and change. The other is old age and the power of
love, linked with the imagination. Most of the poems,

especially in The Desert Music,meet one or other of these

somewhat rough descriptions. {iilliams reveals himself as an
old and contcmplative poet but as always, cne striving for a
truer form, a more "fit" medium. James Guimond refers to
this progressive clement in Williams' work, this concern for
change and improvemcnt, as a series of 'peaks™, "a number of
periods when he possessed cxtremely intense visions of his
relationship to his American environment. These peaks are the
seminal moments of Williams' life as an artist, the times when
'love and the imagination / are of a piece'for him", He
continues to discern a number of pericds after thecse 'peaks' which
he refers to as 'descents', The use of this specific term he

cites in Paterson II, iii and it is highly suitable that he
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should apply it to Williams' method and carecer as a poet. The
'descent’ as I have previously observed, is an image for the
action eof a New UWorld writer. The relinquishing of the
outworn, the submergence in the inarticulate, is the very
essence of the rcgeneration of the aAmerican artist. IEven the
accomplishment of the 'peak' is followed in killiam Carlos
Williams' poetic process by a 'descent', to explore and
rigorously test his achicvement. The 'desccnts', wrote

Guimond, are periods "when he applicd the themes and

techniques of his seminal works to thc phenomena of his
environment., At the end of these descents are 'depths', periods
charactorised by very chaotic cr prosaic works when Williams
could see no poetic alternatives tc "classic imitation or
rightness" and "a loese nothing, 2 rhythmical blur, a form-
lessness" which he considersd egually ﬂbhorrent".2 These
'depths', however, produced "seeds for new artistic growth,

for ascents back to new peaks, new 'marriages' with his world".3
It is then apparent that the image of the descent is operating
on a numbcr of levels,as a means cf describing the response of
the American, of the initiate, and William Carlcs Williams' own
response as a poet. His writing shows the profile of descents
and peaks, the thrusts forward and their subsequent revaluation.

The Desert Music collection represents paradoxically, both

a 'peak' and a 'descent', Prosodically it is a 'peak' work. It
employs, consciously, forms that Williams had laboured a life-
time to perfect., But it documents the descent, into age and

death, of the poet himself, Its cadences are sombre and
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almost liturgical, its mood/one of meditation and its themes
turn on inward landscapes. There is a spirit of resignation,
not the existential resignation that Williams speaks of,the
"inner security" described to Marianne Moore, but a tired,
wry sense of finality.

But I
am an old man. I
have had e¢nough.

("For Elcancr and Bill Monahan
DM, PB. 85)

Williams in his descending triads is reminiscent of Prospero
who of his final return to Milan said: "Every third thought
shall be my g):'mre”.L\L

But The Desert Music poems and those of Journey to Love are

far from being decadent repetitions of earlier glories. One is
reminded of Yeats' great Last Poems, works that showed his
genius even up to his death. These works by Williams, while
they leck the youthful vigcour of his more boistcrcus early
writing, reveal a wrinkled, droll good humour and the same
unerring attention to detail and nuance that characterises all
his writing. His poems have a quiet dignity, there is none of
the canting old mang he does not play the sages His attention
is still perscnal, his rcsponses still fresh, now given greater
urgency since time is short :

A swectest cdor!
Honeysuckley And now
there comes the buzzing of a beel
and a whole flood
of sister memories!
Only give me time,
time to recall them
before I shall speak cut,
Give me time,

time,
("Asphodel", JL, PB. 154)
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The sense of finality forced Williams to more universal
statement, "The Red Wheclbarrow" was no longer sufficient.
Williams could less often scey as Blake had,

"alorld in a Grain of Sand

And a Heaven ir a Wild Flowcr"?
His world had become morc multitudinous, the particular less
frequently depict&dfall. His long peems, especially '""The
Desert Music'" and "Asphodel, ThatGreeny Flower", were more
cosmic in their scope, they scught to complete his vision, nct
pdtray fragments of it. These two major works decalt with more
complex and mcre abstract themes than much of the earlicr poems.
Like Patcrscon, "The Desert Music" cmbraced a mass of material,
his tcchnique was of collage, his view panoramic.

"On June 18 I shall read a new 17 page poem at Harvard",
¥Williams wrote to Professor Louis lMartz, "It is an important
event for me¢. Since my illness I have been working on it. It
has tzken up most of my sparc time...vhether rightly or wrongly,
I feel that many ¢f my culminating ideas as to form have
entered into this pcum”.é The poem was '"'The Desert Music'"., He »~s
‘¢ read it at Harvard at the invitation of Phi Beta Kappa at
their Annual Literary Celebration on June 18, 1951. Of its
production, Williams wrote: "It has token me a month or more to
write it, transcribe it, have it typed, correct it and polish.
That took about all the drive I had".7 Williams' illness had
incapacitated him., "I did not have another heart attack;" he
wrote to Robert Lowell in 1951, "...this time it was the coco

that went off: I had a mild apoplectic stroke. It disabled

” 8
my right side and knocked out my specch—for a time'. The
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return to specch and mobility left Williams, he says, with "a
clearer head“.9 A sonse of repricve; that he had not died, or
worse, boen poermancently mentally incspocitated; seems to have
given impetus to Willi:-ms' labours. Hig strugsle for new
measure was greatly dramatised by his own struggle to re-cstablish
erticulation physically.

The contrast of the poect's srtistic creation and the
ugliness and suffering of the rosl worlid is dromatised cven in
the title »f "The Decert lusic!, The land is a desert in nceod
of water but it produces 2 music that is vrocicus and unisue,
The desert is not,; however a waste land, it is not Eliot's
depraved and decaying terrzin, impotont and peralysed in its
arnotic rasponses. There is not the fin 1ity in Williams' dasert.
On the contrary, his desort is still in the stete of primordiasl
slime", vefeorred to in "The Desert Musigh. The desert is not
solely an 2rotic¢ one like Eliot's nor 2vidence of o sick society,
Rather; to omploy the birth image ho “imself uses in "The Desert
Musiec™, the desert ig Willioms' cnvironmant about to ba horn,

The desert that Willirms indicatos reouires only now porcentions;

-

an awarecncss of the donce that cen be revezled in a poom.

Willisme' art is the music that awok 'ns the desert of his
environment, It iz transformod, After 211, he says:

A now world
ig only a new mind.
And the mind and the poen
are all apiecc.
("To Daphno ~nd Virginia", DB, PB. 76)



36

"The Desert Music" deals with themes, present also in others in
the collection, concerned with some reconciliation, at least
artistically, between deformity and suffering and the products
of the imagination represented as music, or frequently in
Williams' poetry, in the image of the flower. The attempt to
harmonise this contradiction between the actual and the ideal
is represented in the image of the dance. The poem begins,
typically with Williams, without the upper case, in fact with

a dash which, although I would not press the observation too
far, suggests that the poem could be cyclic like Finnegan's
Wake. VWhile this point is far from certain, it is certainly
appropriate to the idea of the completeness and autonomy of the
poem that its progression be continuous and circular. It is
the poem that harmonises the paradoxes and dissimilarities, it
is the mind of the poet that causes such "marriages', The
objective world is something different. The dance begins, we

are told:

to end about a fornm

propped motionless sce w
The end of the poem, that is, its aim, is to find a form
prosodically, but also it must deal with the actual physical
ugliness of the cripple "on the bridge / between Juarez and
El Paso". This apparently formless bundle diverts the poet:

The others waited while you inspected it,

so e neither a head,

legs nor arms)

The body is described as an image of both life and death. It is:
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an inhuman shapelessness,

Knees hugged tight up into the belly

Egg-shaped!

The human figure expresses an unborn child curled in the foetal
position, its use as a life symbol is underlined by the specific
description "Egg-shaped!l" The figure is also an expression of
death and disease, an expression of a failed and corrupt society:

The law? The law gives us nothing
but a corpse, wrapped in a dirty mantle,.
The law is based on murder and confinement

long delayed,
But the poet sees his art as combining and explaining paradoXe.
Williams grapples with ideas which are like the cripple, form-
less but vital. "How shall we get said what must be said? /
Only the poem.,"

Only the counted poem, to an exact measure:
to imitate, not to copy nature, not

to copy nature

In his insistence Williams repeats his imperatives:

NOT, prostrate, to copy nature ...
This poem is not to hold the mirror up to nature, it is not an
imitation as Aristotle may have it. This poem imitates nature
in that it is a created organism, independent and vital. '"To
copy nature is a spineless activity; it gives us a sense of our
mere existence but hardly more than that. But to imitate nature
involves the verb: we then ourselves become nature, and so invent
an object which is an extension of the process!no It has the
power of movement, of physical incarnation. His poem is a dance.

It moves parallel with events, it dances with the cripple !
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two and two with him—

sequestered there asleep,...
It has a reality of its own but Williams does not evade the
dilemma when the¢ poem confronts the actual. "Only"™ becomes not
"alone" but "except'" when he writes.

Only the poem
awa SHTcks

in our throats.
The formless lump on the bridge, the "anti-poetic'" defies him
as a poet, his words stick in his throat. He is aware of a
different music, not that of his muses, but an "insensate
music". Both, he discovers, are part of the dance.

I cannot escape

I cannot vomit it up
The poem then moves into a more specific explanation of
Williams' responses as a poet to this deformity. '"Leaving
California to return east' he writes:

the fertile desert,
(were it to get water)
surrounded us, a music of survival, subdued, distant,

half heard; we were engulfed
The desert is potentially fertile physically and also
responsive as he notes, to ''a music of survival', that renders
it habitable for his emotions and humanity. His awareness of
this potential spurs Williams to harness it .

—to tell

what subsequently I saw and what heard

—to place myself (in

my nature) beside nature

—to imitate
nature (for to copy nature would be a

shameful thing)
I lay myself down..,..
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The sense of shared exploration with the poet is stressed with
his "I lay mysclf down'". He commits himself, with his integrity
and physically, in writing his poem.

The tone of the poecm henceforts is that of the tourist
being led by a guide:

The 0ld Market's a good place to begin:

Let's cut through here—
And the reactions expressed are those of wonder and
consternation. Fragments of the verse reveal Williams' skill
at rendering spoken speech:

That's the bull ring
Ch, said Floss, after she got used to the

change of light .
But the sights are tlose of squalor, deprivation and violence:

Oh its all right at
this time of day but I saw H. terribly
beaten up in onc of those joints. ee

e+e Penny plcase! Give me penny please, mister.
Don't give them anything.

« 1instinctively
one has already drawn one's naked
wrist away from those obscene fingers
as in the mind a vague apprehension speaks

and the music rouses .
In the face of the anti-poetic, the grotesque, there is only
'vague apprehension™ verbally, but nonetheless '"the music!
rouses the poet. He becomesmore attuned to this environment
and to how it must be authentically represented. The poem

sprawls physically and descriptively, almost cinematically :
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Come in
and look around. You don't have to buy: hats,

riding boots, blankets .

His eye falls, indiscriminately, at random, A number of
glimpses quickly replace one another——a young Indian woman and
her baby, three young girls laughing, a gaggle of tourists
"middle-aged, middle-western / their arms loaded with loot,
whispering / together,"

Throughout the poem these random glimpses, it becomes
clear, fall into two kinds: those of innocence and decorum
and those of vice and squalor.

They had the mayor
up last month for talking %3000 a week from

the whorehouses of the city.
In the club they stray into, the customers range from paunchy,
crass Americans 'got up as cowboys' to:

quiet family groups, some with

children,eating... .
And this "other music", that of simple and decorous beauty is
established in the vignette of one of the cooks!:

his shirt sleecves
rolled up, an apron over

the well-pressed pants of a streect

suit, black hair neatly parted,
a tall
good-looking man, is working

absorbed, before a chopping block ..o
These two threads, two kinds of "music" are seen combined
in the central figure of the strip tease dancer. Williams'

treatment is not equivocal but rather his reaction is one of
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perplexity. In the brisk movement of events that he
impressionistically relates he finds himself at a table in a
bar just before a strip tease begins. His first reaction is
blunt—"You'd have to be / pretty drunk to get any kick out of
that." She is some old "worn-out trouper from the States."
Well past her best, her body sags—'"Look at those breasts."
But the immediate male respons¢ to a body no longer physically
fresh mellows into sympathy

She gyrates but it's
not what you think,
one does not laugh

to watch her belly.
She is not ridiculous to Williams. He finds an affinity
of some kind with her. Her eyes'pbill/and coo by grace of / a
certain candor. She/ is heavy on her feet.'" But for Williams
this suggests her heaviness is not to be deplored it implies
fortitude and strength. The distinction between her and her
surroundings becomes apparent. Her accompanying musicians are
not playing her music:

She
at least knows she's
part of another tune,
sssThat gives her
one up . one up
following the lying

music .

There is another music. The bright-colored candy
of her nakedness lifts her uncxpectedly

to partake of its tune .

The poet is perplexed by this situation he finds himself



k2,

reacting sc mnexpectedly to. The dance becomes:

Andromeda of those rocks,
the virgin of her mind
ee+in her mockery of virtue
she becomes unaccountably virtuous -
though she in no

way pretends it .
His verbal quibbles begin to upset him. Williams is defeated
by his experience:

'Let's get out of this.'
is he, he ponders, 'merely playing the poet,'

Do I merely invent
it out of whole cloth?

Then, in the subsequent stanza, he expresses the essence of
the poem's themes

hat in the form of an old whore in

a cheap Mexican joint in Juarez, her bare
can waggling crazily can be

so refreshing to me, raise to my ear

so sweet a tune, built of such slime?
Here is his rccognition of the success of the dance, the power
of the poem to encapsulate uncxpected beauty. He has not
contrived the situation, he has merely been receptive to it.
In the face of the banal, the "expressionless dingdong you
dish up'", he perceives and responds to another music. William
Carlos Williams, much influenced by Keats in earlier work,
revegls some affinity to Keats' "Ode on a Grecian Urn":

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard
are sweeterj; thercfore ye soft pipes, play onj;
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endear'd

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone. .,
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The péem shifts from the "cheap joint" to Williams and his wife
sharing a meal with acquaintances. As in Paterson Williams
indulges in the familiar question and answer dialcgue between
the poet and the uninitiated but in "The Descrt Music'" he jars
a little in his egoism, The digression, however, remains
justified, since we share Williams' response to his potential
material, wc gain access teo his mind as he discovers the poetry,
the "music' azbout him,

As the poem closes, the cycle starts to repeat itself:

Penny plcase, mister.

Penny plcasc. Give me penny.
and amidst 'the expressionless ding-dong" of the Latins' music
he has one final unnamed epiphany .
But what's THAT?
the musici the
music! as when Casals struck

and held a deep cello tone

and I am specchless .
Faced again with the unfermcd lump of humanity on the bridge:

armless, legless,
headless, packed like thc pit of a fruit intoe

that obscure corner ....
%illiams 'discovers that he is now able to intcgrate it success-
fully into his poem by recognising its place in the dance of life,
The lump represents thc necessary, ultimate relief from all the
musics of existence., He is the bass note of life, 'the / music!
as when Casals struck / and held a deep cello tc;»nu';a'."d‘2

The figure is compared to the pit of a fruit, "a child in

the womb prepared to imitate life". The image of birth is
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continued. The "music" guards the figure, it is a "mucus", an
amniotic fluid that protects the child and cases birth. It is
this music representing a kind of cosmic dance that similarly
cases the production of the poem for Williams. The "unheard
music' combines the ususally fragmented appeeneasiea of phenomenal
experience. In 2 moment it is harmonised and this allows the
poetic process. It is this rccogniticn of harmony that causes
the rapid affirmation.

I am a poet! I

am. I am, I 2am a poet, I reaffirmed, ashamed
This brief "lonely" moment of epiphany surrounds Williams and
this finally frecs and intcgrates the poetic experience:
The dancel
The poem becomes detached and separate from the poet-

The verb detaches itself

secking to become articulate o
The poem is made, "to get said what must be said'l.

In his letter to Martz, Williams spoke of "culminating ideas
in form" being enacted in the poem. However, in retrospect,
Williams becam¢ less interested in "The Desert Music" itself as
he became more tenaciously preoccupied with form. Of the period

after the ccrebral attack, when he wrote The Desert Music and

'Journey to Love poems, ¥“illiams commented:'"My whole interest in

poetry now was in developing the concept I had discovered=-—the
variable foot=—based on the model of the poem in Paterson, Book
Two, Section Three. Now, consciously, I knew what I wanted to do
«ssthe other poems in '"Desert Music'" are more important than the

13

title poem because they consciously use what I had discovered".
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The question of prosody is basic to Williams' search for
authenticity. It lay at the root of the problem of American
letters. Of Amcricans and their language he wrote in Paterson:

—the language
is divorced from their minds,

the language . the languagel14

In his efforts to reduce and remove this divorce of imericans
from their environment and each other William Carlos Williams
sought to renovate poetry., In a letter to his son Eric in
1942,Williams shows evidence of dissatisfaction with his achieve-
ment: "I have wanted to link myself up with a traditional art,
to feel that I was developing individually it might be, but
along with that, developing still in the true evolving tradition
of the art. I wonder how much I succeeded there. I haven't
been recognised and 1 doubt that my technical influence is good
or even adequate".15

It was not until ten years later that Williams achieved a
systematic form that satisfied his intention to render the sound
of American speech adequately, Williams had frequently
complained that verse could not be free, as had both Eliot and
Ezra Pound, VYhitman had tended to abuse him freedom Williams
felts, "Whitman was right in breaking cur boundsj he wrote 'but,
having no valid restraints to hold him, went wild, He didn't
know any better. At the last he resortbéd to a loose sort of
language with no discipline about it of any sort and we have
copied its worst feature, just that".16

As Williams indicated, it was not "The Desert Music'" itself

that resolved the dilemma of form although, as has been shown,
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the preoccupation "to get said what must / be said', with "the
counted poem, to an exact measure", was alrecady very intense.
Instead, the poem that Willisus described as ‘'my solution to the:
problem of modern verse”17 was "The Descent'", This poem, which
Williams wrote zs a rart of Paterson Book II (published 194E)

was achieved with little real enthusiasm by the poct, until he
examined it later. "The poem brought about—without realising

it at the time of writing—my final conception of what writing
should be“.18 ¢ stresses that the ncw form was accidental:
""several years sfterward in looking over the thing I realised I
had hit upon a device which I could not name when I wrote it".19
In writing 2 verse that was ordercd Williams had then to confront
the problem of rigidity in form, "so it came to me' he said "that
the concept cof the feot itself would have to be altered in our
new reclativistic world”.ao The kcy notion was then that
the foot be "variable', in fact neither free ncr rigid, simply

variablec, The refercnce to "our new relativistic world" is

enlargcd upon in his essay on Measure - Statement for Cid Cormane

"Relativity" he wrote, "gives us the cue. 8o again, mathematics
comes to the rescue of the arts., Measure...becomes related again
with the poetic. Ve have today to do with the poetic, as always,
but a relatively stable foot not a rigid one“.zI This search for
measure William Carlos Williams saw as the only real preoccupation
in new verse and as an American searching for the authentic
expression of his societyj he saw it as the way out of Egypt.
"There will be other experiments' he concluded, "but all will be

directed toward the discovery of a new measure, I repeat, a new
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s ; 22
measure by which may be ordered our poems as well as our lives",.
What Williams recognised was a social revolution that needed a

literary revolution at its vanguard. "The very grounds of our

23

beliefs have altered',

Williams' use of the term "measure” is not always clear
but it seems to have held prime importance for him. In a
letter to Richard Eberhart, Uilliams proved more explicit than
usual on the subject. "By measure, he wrote,

"T mean musical pace. DNow, with music in our ears
the words need only to be taught to keep as
distinguished an order, as chosehna character, as
regular, according to the music, as in the best of

prose .

By its music shall the best of modern verse be known and
the resources of music. The refinement of the poem, its
subtlety, is not to be known by the elevation of the words but
—the words don't much matter—Dby the resources of music:

To give an example from my own work

Count: not that I ever count when writing but, at
least the time must be capable of being counted,
that is to say measured—(believe it or not)—
at that I may, half consciously, even count the
measure under my breath as I writee. —

(approximate example) [o Daphne and Virginia']

(1) The smell of the heat is boxwocd

(2) when rousing us
(3) a movement of the air
(4) stirs our thoughts
(5) that had no life in them
(6) to a life, a life in which

Count a single beat to each numeral, You may not agree

with my ear, but that is the way I count the line. Over the



L8,

whole poem it gives a pattern to the meter that can be felt as

a new measure¢., It gives resources to the ear which result in a
language which we hear spoken about us every day”.aLP This new
prosody was, in Willisms' writing, to reverse the relationship
between form and congent, ZXarlier, Williams had used a
rhythmic unit entirely dictated by the subject expressed. "The
rhythmic unit was not measured by capitals at the beginning of a
line or periods within the lines", he said, "[it] usually came
te me in a lyrical outburst. I wanted it to look that way on
the page. I didn't go in for long lines, because of my nervous
nature I couldn't. The rhythmic pace was the pace of speech,

an excited pace because I was excited when I wrote...the lines
were short not studied”.a5

By the time he wrote the poems in The Desert Music ,

however he was eager to exercise more ripgour, more control. In
the use of the variable foot Williams saw his poetry finally
held to heel. ™"Now I had it" he told Edith Heal, "~—a sea change.
The verse must be coldly, intzllectually considered., Not the
emotion, the heat of life dominating, but the intellectual
concept of the thing itself”.26

William Carlos Williams, with his experiments with a new
prosody felt that the American measure was being attained. He
could authentically encapsulate his experience and express it
in an orderly and regulated way. He had escaped the fraudulence
he felt was concomitant with adoption of European forms, and had
formulated a way of saying that had integrity and a rationale
behind it.

The theorising that Williams made about his writing
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however, can never, ultimately, be said to be entirely clear.
We can deduce from his examples but their meaning isn't vividly
apparent. Stanley Kochler intervewing %Williams in 1962 when
the poet was suffering from impeded speech and mobility after

a stroke, noted that The Desert Music volume was propped

open at the poem 'The Deccent'". His comments on the discussion
that he had with the poet accurately and realistically describes
the relation of Williams theorising on metre to his writing.
"The question whether one had to assume a fixed element in the
foot as a basis for meter" noted Koehler, "drew only a typical
Y¥illiams nepative, slightly profane, and no effort was made to
pursue this much further. As a result, the notion of some
mysterious 'measure’ wuns through the interview like an unlnsid
ghost, promising encugh pattern for shapeliness, enough
flexibility for all the subtleties of idiom. [No wonder a cop¥
of 'The Descent' wos in evidence as we began; for however

much one may argue about the theory of his wverse, it is hard

27 Certainly the performance of

to resist the performance®,
"The Descent'" even Williams felt hard to resist. To Koehler's
question "you don't think anything after 'The Descent' goes
beyond it?" the poct replied:"No I always wanted to do some-
thing well with it, but I didn't know how".28 "The Descent"
stands as a culminating pocm in Williams' oeuvre. Its form
could not be altered and its content reflected an enduring
preoccupation from the stance of age and illness. As I have
indicated, the image of the descent is familiar, often basic, in

Williams' writinge. In the chapter entitled "Descent" in In the

American Grain he had stressed 'we must sink'. In this poem
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Williams deals with the descent into old age and death. But
it is also the descent as contemplation. Like others in the
collection, this poem has less of the quicksilver clarity of
his earlier poems. The tendency in this later work is to he
more speculative, discursive and, Doyle suggests, even
":Ealtering“.29 There is often no tight exploitation of
language, nothing that reveals "“texture®” or "tension' or
"ambiguity", or any of the shibboleths of the new criticism,
The poet ambles, langusge is loose, colloguial and plain. The
poem is an exploration more than a resolution, rhetorical rather
than tightly patterned. "The Descent™ is that of the poet,
into himself, inteo the unknown, and ultimately, into death.
For Williams, old and frail, contemplation becomes a major
form of re¢juvenation:

Memory is a kind
of accomplishment,
a sort of renewal
even

an initiation, since the spaces it opens are new places.-
The poet finds novelty, the power of change in the renewal, the
rediscovery of the past. The memory finds new elements lost in
the indistinguishable flow of events past. Since his mind,
his imagination, is constantly changing, constantly revaluing
experience, the places not mot only new but.

of new kinds—
since their movements
are toward new objectives

(even though formerly they were abandoned).



As conditions change so then the events apparcntly static
are transformed. Even dofeat and despair can benefit, can
widen understanding since:

the world it opens is always a place
formerly
unsuspected., A

world lost,

a world unsuspectcd

As has been stated, the relationships of man and woman and
more particularly, Villiams' own love relationship with his
wife Flossie, are predominant concerns in his later poctry.
The poet, prcoccupied with dcath, and partly immobilised by
strokes, contemplates lovec and death together. Using evening
and night as expressions of age and death, Williams depicts
his love, not the boisterous cerotic love of his earlier verse
as in his early "Love Song":

I lie herc thinking of you:

The stain of love

is upon the world

yellow, yellow, yellow

it eats into the leaves,
gsmears with Saffron

the horned branches that lean
heavily

against a2 smooth purple sky!

30

In "The Descent' and following poems, William Carlos Williams

is concerned with love stirring the imagination, that transforms
3

},\L - - -
age and physical decay,into previous glories, thelvivifies

marriage with the past as well as the present.
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VWith evening, love wakens
though its shadows
which are alive by recason
of the sun shining—
grov slecpy now and drop away

from desire .
The poet in old age sees love begin to clear, it is frced from
the erotic, the shadows thut a life-giving suh casts. A new
love, more spiritual, more precious to the poet, but final in
the face of death, is revealed:

Love without shadows stirs now
beginning to awaken
28 night

advances.
The descent into old age and annihilation awakens new
strengths, a greater understanding. It is this that reverses
despair

The descent
made up of despairs
and without accomplishment
rcalizes a new awakening:
which is a reversal

of despair.
The failure of accomplishment, in effect actually accomplishes
deeper experienccs. That which "we cannot accomplish'', that
which "is denied to love'" and that which “"we have lost in the
anticipation", all that arparently thwarts the poet, infirm
and despairing, is reversed in the epiphany of the descent., The
descent gives new meaning, offers new facts and hopes to be
considercdy it is, even in the face of death, a mental and
spiritual renewal :

endless and indestructible.



CHAPTER 3

A NEW WORLD IS ONLY A NEW MINDY

The title poem of The Desert Music has as its main

concern a search for harmony and the discovery of the
power of the poet to see new worlds. lsewhere he says?

A new world
is only a new mind.
And the mind and the poem
are all apiece,

("To Daphne and Virginia" D¥, PB. 76)
As I have stressed, so much of the theme of "The Descent" is
relevant to all %illiams' later writing where "a world lost, /
a world unsuspected, / beckons to new places".(DM, EB. 73)
Such new places and new e¢xperiences depend on the receptivity
of the poet and his ability to discern new relationships.
"The Orchestra" quite explicitly represcnts a hid to find
harmony. The orchestra is '"The precise counterpart / of a
cacophony of bird calls". A disparate and varied group of
people all equally share the sun's beams— "drudges and these /
who live at easeJywomen and men upon the old, / upon children
and the sickf/who are about to die" Williams compared their
dissimilarity to the "wood-winds / clarinet and violins"
which/sound a prolonged A!" with the cello which "raises his
bass note / manfully in the treble dindi The instruments like

the people, are:
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together, unattuned

seeking a common tone,

As in "The Desert Music"-—two kinds of music must be
harmonised, to find a commen tonc, The cello is again
Williams' image. As Casals'''deep cello tone" was the central
resonance in "The Desert Music', so it is repeated in "The
Orchestra®, Williams then continuecs to state explicitly:
"Love is that common tone / shall raise his fiery head / and
sound his note." By love all unlike things are held in a
unity despite the '"insensate music™ that is heard in ""The
Desert Music™, The purpose of the orchestra, Jilliams insists,
""is to organise those sounds / and hold them / to an assembled
order ./ in spite of thef%rong notd", The "wrong note’ is
that which would try and subvert harmony} like the "'formless lump’
in "The Desert Music! it needs to be contained and reconciled.

The receptiyity of the poet to the sound is closely
examined., "Is there a sound addressed not wholly to the ear?"
he asks. The poet discovered not only harmony in the music but
a wholeness in his facultiesy

We half close
our eyes. ‘e do not
hear it through our eyes.
It is not
a flute note either, it is the reclation
of a flute note
to a2 drume. I am wide
awake, The mind

is listening.
This last line "the mind is listening" reflects much of what

Williams sought to express in these late poems, a sense of
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spiritual and artistic wholeness, enabling him to find places
"heretofore unrealised" ('"The Descent).

The actual music from "The Orchestra" is repetitive—'"it
is a principle of music/to repeat the theme'"., dJust as the
theme is repeated, so the poet also repeats his own diction:

it is a principle of music
to repeat the theme. Repcat

and repeat again,
The theme, writes Wwilliams, is difficult, "but no more difficult
/ than the facts to be/re¢solved"., The work of art must penetrate
beyond intcllectual appreciation once the 'facts' are resolved,
then true apprchension follows ——"thought is dissolved / in
tears". The visceral response, the genuine response can be
disturbing ;

Cur dreams
have been assaulted
by a memory that will not

sleepes

Or, in Williams' case, his drcams are assnaulted by his search for
form, for prosodic harmeny, that =will not allow him péace.

The movement of the poem tends to be elliptical but the
basic parallel of harmony and resolution in music and harmony
and resolution in life is well made. The poet finds the common
tonc not by mere assertion but by experiencing this wholeness
and communicating it with an unabashedly lyrical and beautiful
exclamation ?

I love you. My heart
is innocent, And this
the first day of the worldl
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These lines express perfectly Willi=zms"™ capacity for statements
of great sparcness and beauty. His calculation never leads to
the paucheness that could so easily accompany such personal and
innocent emotiorn. The poet reveals great sophistication with
his craft to evade sentimentality of a cloying or maudlin
kind. He has perfect harmony with his material and his "music".

The inclusion of a prose statement echoes th: experiments
in Paterson =t integrating both poetry and prose to establish an
overall poem. ‘''"Man has survived hitherto hecause he was too
ignorant to know how to realise his wishes. DNow that he can
realise them, he must either change them or perish? —these
lines set what has been a personal realisation into a public
context, Uilliams shifts from the particular to the universal
and indicates the responsibility for all to confront new
situations with innocent hearts, truly calling for "'the first
day of the world." Two threads then, run through "The Orchestra®.
There is the natural twittering,and its counterpart in the
unattuned instruments seeking common tone., Over this is
impressed the mind of the poet responding with all his faculties
and emotions to the dance, the music of emperience, In spite
of the "wrong note", in spite of deformity and suffering, the
world is full of potential and fruitfulness. Even the aging
Williams can exclaim:'this is the first day of the world®.

This is the recognition of harmony, not just through the

ear, but to quote Williams from In the American CGrain, with

minds "intact—with all [thel] senses waking“.1 It is this

personal receptivity that gives the poet power "to realise his
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wishes", that Williams enthusiestically affirms as a positive
and powerful apprechension of the world, cne that co-ordinates
and orders his experience enabling him to contrel both form

and content?

The birds twitter now anew
but a design
surnmounts their twittering,
It is 2 design of a man
that makes them twitter.

It is n design.

The moud of these lines again is one of reconciliation and
harmony, of a man attuned and in possessicn of "a common tone',

The concern for harmony in both "The Orchestra" and
"The Desert Music" has clear antecedents in Renaissance
literature, Sir John Davies' poem "Orchestra - or a Poeme
of Dauncing" has been described by E.M.W. Tillyard as "the
perfecet epitome of the universe sevn as a dance".a In this
poem Antin cus, a suitor:maintains that "as the universe itself
is one grent dance comprising many lesscer dances we should
oursclves join the cesmic harmony. It was creative love that
first persuaded the warring atoms to move in order. Time and
all its divisions are a dance".3 In "The Orchestra' Williams!
response compares to Davies', but his understanding reflects
a permanent ')mmersion' that adapts the experience and makes

it his own. Unlike Eliot he does not plunder the Renaissance
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for actual ideas and phrases, instcad he follows his doctrine
of the descent , sheds his European trappings and paradoxically
rediscovers essentially the same experience and image as Sir
John Davies through his own idiom and with disarming honesty
—"and this is the first day of the world", It is expressed
anew but with a cognizance of the past.

It has been noted by Linda Welshimer Wagner4 that the
structure of "The Orchestra'" is of interest. Its theme is in
fact enacted in the five part symphonic  structure of the
poem. Williams first movement provides all the themes to be
inter-related in the poem. They are love, music, and nature
expressed in the triad:

Love is that common tone
shall raise his fiery head

and sound his note.
This is followed by what Yagncr calls an 'adﬂgio'5 movement
which begins by declaring the purpose of the orchestra and
ends with the slow moving 'yawning' cadences: "But the ear /

in a half-rcluctant mood
stretches

. . and yawns.,
The lines themselves cnact the ideas discussed in them aund in
contrast the poem shifts to an allegro of violins which "enliven
the scene,/ pizzicato'. In the fourth movement the themes are
reintroduced as in a symphony: "For a short / memory or to /
make the listener listen /." The facts are difficult so the
point is made by repetition. Then the ceda follows the short

prose statement that Wagner, from evidence of the poet's own
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recordings, shows to be read rapidly in a percussive manner.
The final section is a ' resolution. Thc themes of love, nature
and music are resolved as the poem itself is resolved. Just
as in a symphony, so in the poem "a design surmounts [thel
twittering":
It is a design of a man.

While this view of the technical structure imposes a
different medium on to the poem, Wagner's analogy is convincing.

The principle of the poems in '"The Desert Music'" "To get
said what must be said" is expressed in their technigue. The
difficulty inter-relatingcomplex themes is surmounted by the
poet's structuring of his motifs., The long flowing triads
make condensation difficult., He can intocrpolate abrupt state-
ment but the overall effect is rather one of discursiveness
and inter-rclatedness to embrace all the implications that the
poet wants to indicate. It is through the structure of his
poems that the fullest mecaning is deriveds. As hos been indicated
above, the content in these lust poems is derived from the form
rather than vice versa.

The poem entitled "The Host" continues Williams'
preoccupation with the role znd power of the poet., This time
it is expressed in terms that are broadly religious:

There is nothing to eat,
seek it where you will,
P
but; the body of the Lord.

In this Williams does not subscribe to any narrow religious
interpretation. His agnosticism he had made clear, or at least

his refusal to accept orthodox religion:
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it is all

according to the imaginationl!
Only the imngination

is reall They have imagined it,

thererore it is so..
Of these lines Michael Hamburger wrote "Here Williams is not
even speaking primarily about poetry or art, but about religious
belief-—which to him, a non-believer, is imagination“.7
Just as the imagin-ttion offers wholeness, so does

religion in the imaginations of the Negro evangeclist, the two
nuns and the white-haired Anglican, "The body of the Lord" is
the whole phenomenal world—'"The blessed plants / and the sea,
yield it / to the imagination //intact". Unity and harmony is
achieved by the power of their imeginations. ™"A new world"
wrote Williams ff—is only a new mind./ And the mind and the
poem/are all cpiece' . The mind and the poem are the foci for
one man's apprehension of a reality. “hen he writes;"f0nly the
imagination / is resl" he shows the mind and the poem to be
all of a pniece. To a poet like ¥Williams the mind that enjoys,
rather than suiicie , realivy is wue waiaa thatl creates poetry.
For him there is no such notion as the impersonality of the
poet. Poetry, for him, is not gained by Eliot's formulas " The
more perfect.thc artist, the more completely separate in him
will be the man who suffers and the mind which creates'.
Williams rejoices in the combination of personal experience and
the movemenf towards the universal in its expression in the
poem. New worlds become new poems in Williams, or rather, the

new moments in the world of reality are transmuted into new



61.

moments in his poems. The linking of the world, the tangible
and the phenomenal, with the mind, the abstract and the
insubstantial, gives a clear view of Yilliams' process of
writing. The mind is not sep-»atnd from the world, from
experience, as fTor instance, Lliot would have @t, With
Villiam Carlos tilliams the mind and the world become concrete.

He states this specifically in Kora in Hell:" a thing known

passes out of the mind into the muscles“? Zays Miller: '"He
thinks with hies muscles and bones rather than with ideas: 'I
have heavy bones: I am afraid—there's little here for me—
gravity must drag me down—over the horizon—I'm too slippery's
These linzs are echoes of Yeats. in the significantly titled
poem "A Frayer for Cld Age" :

God guard me from those thoughts men think

In the mind zlonec;

He that sings 2 lasting song

Thirks in o narrow-bone11

One is also reminded of Tanner's comments, quoted above, that

Williams' words were 'full of the shape of things, heavy with

12 : . 2 s
the weight of tuings's ‘'he celebrated and oft- quoted

catch-cry: "We ideas but in things" reflects Williams' concern
for honesty and directness in his writingj this is expressed
in a later poem "A Sort of a Song" :

Let the snake wait under

his weecd

and the writing

be of words, slow and quick, sharp

to strike, quiet to wait,

sleepless.

,“10
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—through metaphor to reconcile

the people and the stones,
Compose. (No ideas

but in things) Invent!

Saxifrage is my flower that splits

the rocks.,13
As a poet in "The Host'", he offers a sacrament. The
guests only have reality by permission of his imzgination and
his invention—"it is all/ﬂccording to the imagination!...
They have imagined it, //therefore it is so.'" The power of
the mind to be a new world, of the poet to "invent it out of

whole cloth" (DM, 116), is affirmed strongly :

Ho one was there
save only for
the food. Wwhich I alone,
being a poet,
could have given them.
("The Host', DM, PB.94)

The poet has the power to will and to take away. It is the
strength of the imagination. The resources of the poet, however,
can have considerable limitation placed upon them. In "To a

Dog Injured in the Strect" and '""The Yellow Flower'" he examines
the relationship between the poet and the often sordid events

in the real world. The poet's imagination cannot conquer
suffering, it will persist despite his efforts :

It is myself
not the poor beast lying there
yelping with pain

that brings me to myself with a start—....
The poet- with his experience as a physician cannot be oblivious

to suffering and pain, both in his immediate enviaronment and
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elsewhere, He speaks of an awakening like the explosion of a
bomb, "a bomb that has laid / all the world waste', Later this
sense of shock, of ominous portent, is repeated in "Asphodel,
That Creeny Flower'" : "the bomb / has entered our 1ives”?6

The 'bomb' exists, corruption exists but Wwilliams does not let

it overrule, he seeks rather to counteract it with positives :

I can do nothing
but sing about it
and so I am assuaged

from my pain,

The poet writes of beauty, not as escape but after he has
experienced corruption and pain, He writes of Rend Char, the
French poet, and:"all he must have seen //and suffered / that
has brought him / to speak only of!ﬁedgy rivers, / of daffodils
and tulips. v.-

Of René Char, Williams wrote with clear admiration, "I am
impressed withk his completely relaxed address to the words, the
luxuriance of his imagination, yet the sobriety of his
intelligence and mocd. He is a man who adapts to any form or
no form at all with perfect indifference, writing regularly
lines which scan perfectly or not according to the occasion,
whatever it is. I envy and at the same time salute and love
him. I wish I were more like him, but how he has survived the
bruising existence he has been through and come out from it
sweet in disposition with his love for humanity undimmed is
more than I can ssav.;r".'”+ It is the recognition that the bomb has
entered our lives that gives the poet of simple life and

experience more urgency—Williams' works aspire to be songs of
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experience, aware of the state of the world but not too
pessimistic to be deterred or limit.d by it. This is the
prerogative of poetry! ki

should be lost
without its wings to
fly off upon.
("To Daphne and Virginia" DM,PB.75)

"To a Dog Injured in the Street" consists of a number of
powerful memories which he has when confronted by the "poor
beast.a..yelping with pain'. Williams recalls two events when

he was a child, both mentioned in his Autobiography. On one

occasion their English setter named Norma had been suckling
her puppies when Williams had "kicked (them) around thinking
they were rats that were biting her"15 —he repeats the story
in his poem. The other event, that remained for him a vivid
incident of wanton destruction occurred also in his early
childhood—"1 saw some huntcr who had killed a rabbit take a

sharp knife and laughing stab it into the poor crecature's body

16

just under the tail!' he wro.e;"It made me il1", The event
is carefully rendered in the poem with all the brevity and
concision required to express 'Williams' shock and disgust at.
these sexual violations:?:

I remember also
a dead rabbit
lying harmlessly
on the outspread palm
of a hunter's hand.
As I stood by
watching
he took a hunting knife
and with a laugh
thrust it
up into the animal'’s private parts.

I almost fainted.



Williams ponders on his train of thought but adds:"The cries
of a dying dog / are to bec blotted out //as best I can',
Williams, as he indicated in '"The Descent’, falls back on the
resources of memory to assuage 211 ills and to renew perspec-
tive. It is the poet who must come to terms with such events
as this ordinary but poignant instance of an injured doge.
Again he addresses René Char:

you are a poet who believes
in the power of beauty
to right all wrongs.

I believe it also,
It is the power of the poct's character and his imagination
that can right these wrongs with honesty and compassion., The
poet must face up to events.,

With invention and courage
we shall surpass

the pitiful dumb beasts <.
The poet invokes Char as if he were making supplication to a
saint. After his plea for invention and courage, Williams
closes the poem with the liturgical finality of a benediction;

let all men believe it,
as you have taught me also

to believe it.
"The Yellow Flower'" has links with "To a Dog Injured in the
Strect" but its complexity is more subtle and its progression
more elliptical. As indicated below, the symbol of the
flower is central to much of Williams' later writing. The flower
is used literally but in various contexts represents:a source

el
of pleasure, in "Asphodel"f!man without cupiditya the good wife;



66.

the "feminine principle'" in "For Eleanor and Bill Monahan',
The flower also represents fact:jlhe poet's gift } a poem and
the work of the imagination. It is these latter mecanings
that are cornoted in "The Yellow Flower'. It is a work of
art but also it represents the bouaty of bkeaven, it is a
"sacred" flower. The mustard flower is used specifically in
the New Testament in the parable of the mustard sced.
Malthew 12, verse 31 recads’/'"The kingdom of heaven is like to
a grain of mustard seed, which a man took and sowed in his
field",

The yellow flower is also a symbol of eternity;it is
circular and segmented and its use by Williams can be related

to the celebrated flower sermon of Buddha who simply and
silently held before his followers a yellow flower.

The poem begins abruptly, desperately:

What shall I say, because talk I must?

Yet again the aging poet reveals his need to speak, to get
said what must be said., He continues in this poem as in "To
a Dog Injured in the Street", to confront the dilemma of the
"wrong note", the presence and prevalence of deformity and
suffering, 'What shall I say'he asks!"That I have found a
cure / for the sick? /I have found no cure / for the sick.Jr
But the mood of despair as always is shortlived, Williams
rapidly moves back into elation and hope. He holds the
"crooked" flower as an icon; a thing of beauty '"which only to
look upon / all men / are cured.ll The flower, as so often

before in his work, represents aesthetic perfection, it is a
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for which all men
sing secrctly their hymns
of praise. This
is that sacred

flower!
But the flower, though embodying beauty and innocence, super-
ficially the very antithesis of the ‘''‘wrong note" or the "formless
lump" of "The Desert Music", has a number of limiting artificia-
lities. It is a hothouse plant, preserved from the vicissitudes
of life., It owes its survival to the fact that it is held
under glass but it has a singular quality, a power that Carlos
wWilliams readily concedes. what, he asks :

can be the reason
that it has picked me out
to hold me, openmouthed,
rooted before this window
in the cold,
my will
drained from me
so that I have only eyes
for these yellow,
twisted petals . ?

The concern with the contortion of the petals brings Williams
into a subtle and complex comparison with Michelangelo's late
and unfinished sculptures, "But why the torture / and the
escape through / the flower?" He asks. The words 'torture'
and 'escape' imply Williams affinity to the Renaissance notions
of art as capturing and releasing the spirit of the creator

through his works. He sees in the contorted petals an epiphany
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of struggle. The flower becomes an image of himself and of his
work, Just as Michelangulo struggled to free his "Slaves'" from
the stone that contained them, he also was the slave himself,
wracked with the necessity to express himself. . Michelangelo's
own sonnets reveal his fierce effortis:

The best of artists hath no thought to show
which the rough stone in its superfluous shell
cdoth not includej; to break the marble spell

is all the hand that serves the brain can do.

(The Lover and the SCulptor)17
The effort to be free of the "superfluous shell", to "make
the marble bloom™ as williams puts it, is neithcr leisurely nor
predictable. 4As the flower struggles to bloom so Williams and
Michelangelo also must. But the process is a battle against
despair and the greater the circumstances that conspirc against
the artist the more hcoroic is his attempt to render his
experience, "I / am sad! writes williams, 'as he [Michelangelo]
was sad / in his heroic mood". But the greatest force to be
reckoned with is the artist's own creative energy, his need to
express and complete his art.

I have eyes
that are made to see and if
they see ruin for myself
and 211 that I hold
dear, they see
also
through the eyes
and through the lips
and tongue the power
to free myself

and speak of it,,..



The sheer impact of his sensory experience compells the artist
to free himself and infuse info the inanimate the force of

his creative impulse. Carlcs Williams as a poet frees himself
to speak, to make poetry as:

Miche¢langelo thrcugh his hands
had the same, if greater,

power ,
The poet doecs not claim the stature of the Italian artist but
affirms that thc impulse is the same even if the embodiment of
it is not as formidable.

But the poem shifts its attention back to the rclationship
between the work of art and the phenomenal experience that it
denotes. Williams cannot acccpt Michelangelo's achievement
without rescrvation, hc must

account for,
the tortured hodies
of
the sleves themselves
and
the tertured body of my flower

which is not a mustard flower at all
Unlike Micheclangelo he canno%fgggept the transmutation of art
into divine manifestation. Michelangelo wrote:"If bold, foolish
men think that beauty, which moves every sane intellect and
transports it to hecaven itself, is born of the senses, let them
know that our weak vision cannot of itself ascend from the mortal
to the divine, but remains always below, For it is vain to think

that it can be raised without the help of grace".1 It was this

amplified and sacramental view of art that brought with it such
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grandness of his ideals and his art, the sheer scope of the
"Slaves'" project for Pope Julius' tomb was, to say the least,
formidable. It wes no wonder that time and encrgy and human
resources were doomed to leave the¥Slaves'half imprisoned in
their marble, rough hewn, hcavy and finally overwhelming in
the task they represcated,

William Carles Williams uses the special connotations
that the "Slaves" have for Michelangelo's whole career. They
represent the hope of great artistic achievemcnt but also the
limitations of a mortal artist. Williams exploits the
similarities between himself and Micholangelo, but without
pretension. As Michelangelo laboured on his last works in the
MSlaves'" so Williams struggled to Y"free™ himself; to get said
what must be¢ said, before the descent into death, '"Yhat shall
I say, because talk I must" h. announces at the beginning of
the poem, He is faced with thc same dilemma as even the
greatest of all Renaissance irtists. He is faced with
incompletion and deathy he is threatened with his verses half
hewn in amorphous slabs as Michclangelo's statuary remained.

The yellow flower he concludes, has come to represent
something other. It is not a mustard flower at all

but some unrccognized
and:%arthly flower
The flower denotes for the poet a new experience, and a new
struggle to render that experience through his senses and

finally through poetry. But just as the flower is exotic,
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so in the ways that he responds, his experience is exotic.
The final synthesis must be for Carlos Williams to make the
experience more authentic, more truly his own, William
Carlos Williams' duty first and last is honesty to himself
and to his experience. The poem must be his personal state-
ment but it is his task to understand the nature of this
sacramental flower, this life symbol and relate it to his
experience. What then remains for him is to take this
"unearthly" flower and let it bloom for him

for me to naturalize
and acclimate

and choose it for my own.
While Carlos Williams may not wholly agree with a divine idea
of art as Michelangelo represented it, he emphatically
affirms the energy of}gﬁgative impulse.

In "Deep Religious Faith'he ruminates on this theme
further. This religious faith, as has been shown in "The Host",
is not of a doctrinal kind, it refers rather to sense of
wholeness, a mind "awake" as he expressed it in "The Orchestra,
"Past death / past rainy days / or thec distractionﬂof lady's
—smocks all silver-white;" this faith persists, beyond even
he says, "the remote borders / of poetry itself"., This impulse
"if it does not drive us, / it is vain'.

The strength and intensity of this 'faith' is the central
factor of the imagination. It is a power of mind quite beyond
even "the remote borders" of poetry but it is that which

generates the great manifestations of the imagination:
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it is
that which made El Greco
paint his green and distorted saints
and live

16’513'1.
It takes other forms, not merely that of creation but also of
sensitive appreciation of art and humanity:

It is what in life drives us
to praise music
and the old
or sit by a friend

in his lazst hours,
This deep religious faith is at the heart of the doctrine of
the descent., The poet is an initiate, like the young man in
"The Wanderer" indicated earlier. The rcconciliation of
opposites——the two streams of the Passaic and the two kinds
of music in "The Desert Music"-constitutes a whole view. To
find a rcconciliation between these unlike forces requires
“the common tone" that harmonises all things

All that which makes the pear ripen
or the poet's line
come truel

Invention is the heart of it.
Without this faculty, without an awake mind '"the citizens are
imprisoned'". This religious faith, as Williams describes it,
is what gives artistic achievement its purpose and definition.
Without it

The rose
may not be worshipped
or the poet look to it

for benefit.
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This is the special capacity of the poet, bo possess his
experience and express it, but this capacity, he regrets, has
been much diminished. Therc is less inclination to make a
whole response, a tondency to fragmentation and mere analysis.,
"Shame on our poets™, chides Williams,

impressed
by the "laboratory,"
they have forgot
the flower!
which goes beyond all

laboratories!
William Carlos Willisms, though he ranted to HD "There is
nothing sacred about literaturc, it is damned from one end to

the other",19

gtill nonetheless concedes that it serves a
unique and very precious function. More mellow, more thought-
ful in his old age, Williams is less iconoclastic but remains
quietly firm in his insistence on the dircction of poetry. It
must scrve the imagination and it must seck new forms and reach

new heights. "Shame on our poets" writes %Williams with scorn:

They have quit the job

of invention. The
imagination has fzllcn asleep

in a poppy~Cup.
While it is true that "The Desert Music" poems are charactcrised
by a discursive and elliptical quality, it is also true that
considerable Swbtlety of meaning is discernible., "The Yellow
Flower", for instance, repays careful scrutiny in the complexity
and beauty of its theme.

More simply but equally effectively, the short poem '"The
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Artist" reveéls the familiar Williams facility with minutiae.
The theme of the poem is, once morc, the Dance, the moment
of harmony when all is resolved and in accord. But Williams'
own statement of this =2piphany escapes such prosaic summary.
Williams' dancer Mre. T. is hardly prepossessing. He stands
in his soiled undershirt "his hair st#anding out / on all
sides'", It is interesting to note in passing the suitability
of the name, Mr. T. The letter T itself suggests typographi-
cally the stance of the dancer. The irony of the man in
his o0ld singlet performing a balletic movement of perfect
grace is well established but with gentle restraint. This
is not a parady of the Cesmic Dance but an enactment of it.
The fact fhat Williams' Jancer is not ultimately grotesque is
the measure of the posm's merit,.

The Dancer stends with his "heels together"

arms gracefully
for the moment

curled above his hend.
After this moment of stillness the movement begins

Then he whirled about
bounded
into the air
and with an entrechat
perfectly achieved
completed the figure.

The dance is 'perfectly achieved' and perfectly complete.
Williams with economy and grace establishes the central
proposition., Then the poem shifts te campare the agility of the

'artist' with the immobility of Williams' mother seated
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in her invalid's chair, "taken by surprise", we are told, she

"was left specchless™., The point is deftly made—the artist Yas the
ability to perform and de¢light thosc who are unnble to perform
themselves. The title "The Artist" plsces Williams' proposition

in a more general context, Mr, T. is not mecrely the dancer but

is all artists., This,however,neither obscuros}nor is over-

shadowed by, the pprticular noture of the event and the poem's

setting. The poem ends with a fine ropresentation of the

cadences of colloqguial spcech, achieved as e¢ffortlessly as

Mr. T's entrechat.

Bravo! she cried at last
and clapped her hands.
The man's wife
came from the kitchen:
t/hat goes on here? she sazid.

But tlie show was over.

The cpiphany is brief and only accessible to some., The
precious quality of such a moment of perfeetion is neatly
¢stablished by this intrusion by the mon's wife.

It would be dangerous to overrate this, in many respects,
very miner poem but it woulé be equally reniss to overlook it.
It represents an enduring quality ir William Carlos %illiams'
writing that gocs beyond his theorising or prosody—a capncity
for freshness and simplicity. Jarlisr, with "The Red Wheelbarrow"

20

and the cat in the jam closet, Williams had represented
with def+ accuracy a momentary glimpse, But in this late
poem he shows also a greater depth of meaning and a

sophisticated use of the symbolism of the dance. The honesty
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and moderation of the poem confirm Williams' authenticity as
a poet entirely at ease with his material, The poems in

The Desert Music all represent the poet in the dance to find

'*the common tone' but "The Artist? perhaps alone represents
his entrechat.

Examining The Desert Music it is possible to discern

obvious recurrenccs and preoccupations, The documentation of
the descent inte age and the ever present discussion of the
poem and its demands and responsibilities are proninédnt, as

also is the poet's concern with love and the influence of

women on the imaginaticn. The collection also is infused with
an overall need to harmonisec and synthesise experience as
images of music and the dance in "The Orchestra™ and "The
Desert Music' scek to do. It is then, something of an ancomaly
to find "Theocritus: Idyl I (A version of the Greek)" contained
among such apparently unlike poems. However on closer
inspection this piece is quite in accord with the mood of other
poems in the collection. 'While it is an insufficient comment,
it is fair to describe Villiams' writing as pastoralj not in
any specific nymphs-and-shepherds way but in the lyric and
frequently rural nature of his work. Rutherford, New Jersey
seems in many ways an adaptable environment for a provincial
poet, it is neither rigidly urban nor rural, but offers
Williams a chance to develop either stream. His poems such as
"Po Daphne and Virginia" and "To a Dog Injured in the Street”
evoke a kind of suburban pastoralism if such a hybrid could be

permitted to exist., Williams, it would secm was able to take
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his influence from both city and country life and could adapt
either to his needs. It is crucial to Carlos Williams'view
that such a term as pastoral be applicable teo his work, It
is testimony that the viable Huropean forms can be adapted to
his purposes as an American writer and can find adequate
restatement in new terms,.

In the "Theocritus: Idyl I, there is a hint that Dr.
Williams hankers to present the image of cultural respect-
ability that T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound had affected so easily.
Williams rejected "those who know all the Latin and some of
the Sanskrit names, much I'rench and perhaps one or two other
literatures“21 but one suspects he feels, on occasions,
defensive.

In 1952 when Williams and his wife were visiting friends,
the Abbotts in New York, the poet suffercd a serious stroke.

While incapscitated, Williams told Paris Review interviewer

Stanley Koehler, a Mrs, Gratwick had read to him from

Theocritus.22

"Theocritus was always strong in my mind"

Carlos Williams commented. "But I wasn't capable of hearing

it in the Greek. I'm in an unfortunate position, because I don't
have the original language...l started to take Latin at Horace
Mann [a high school in New York], but the teacher was withdrawn
to my infinite regret. That was the end of that—all my life,
that was the endes And I always regretted too that I didn't

23

know Greek". Of Theocritus itself, Williams commenteds
"The pastoral nature of it gave me a chance to spread myself.

It was Greek, and it appealed to me; and it was a wonderful
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chance to record my feeling of respect for the Greek clagsics',
But Williams recorded his respect for the Greeks in a
characteristically personal and unaffected way. His subject
is from Theocritus, to be sure, but his treatment is idio-
syncratic, colloguial and strenuously non-academic., It is not
difficult to sce a poet, long enamoured of the pastoral as his
early influence, Keats, had presented it, would respond with
energy and enthusiasm to the topic himself, As he said,
revealingly, it "gave ne a chance to spread myself". The
interest of the poem lies, I feel, in the ease with which
Williams handles what could be a pretentious ar academic
exercise., The exchanges between Thyrsis and the Goatherd are

unmannered and brisk ;

Thyrsis
Yill you not, goatherd,
in the Nymph's name
take your place on this
sloping knoll
among the tamarisks
and pipe for me

while I tend my sheep.

Goatherd
No, shepherd,
nothing doing;
it's not for us

to be heard during the noon hush,
It is a measure of Williams' facility with spoken speech that
he can avoid excess and the '"false note'., The brief lines in
Paterson in a different context:

Oh, Geeze, Doc, I guess it's all right
but what the hell does it mean?25

24
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show how naturally the representation of idiomatic speech

came to him. That the poet can use "nothing doing" in his
rendering of Theocritus as casily as he uses speech in his
regional poem Pateron shows a capacity for genuine expression,
authentic expression, undictitcd by context or mode. The poet
is his own, his most enduring wish. "Theocritus: Idyl I" is
clearly in harmeny with other poems in the collection. Its
final lines poignantly express the aging poet's own past

songs

I would gladly
give this cup
if you, my friend,
will sing for me
that delightful song.
I hold nothing back.
Begin my friend,
for you cannot,
you may be sure,
take your song,
which drives 21l things out of mind,

with you to the other world.
The poem that drives all things out of mind remains, and Carlos
Williams is intensely concerned with his legacy as an American
poet. He had wondered to his son how much he had succeeded.
"I haven't been recognised! he¢ wrote,"and I doubt that my
technical influence is good or even adequate“.26 It was
perhaps this discontent,even late in his literary career, that
prompted Williams to strive more. He cannot take his song to
the other world and in this knowledge he continued to write
even greater poetry. The imminence of the descent into death

gave the poet encrgy and drivec that one with more time to kill
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would not require or ruspond to., His songs were to be heard

and admired and Williams seems determined even in old age to

make them worth the attention. The vivacity of the lines in
"Theocritus'" is that which informs all Williams' work., The sense
of freedom, of liberation for the¢ word and for the senses, is
keenly explored.

"The Mental Hospital Garden" is also a poem that presents
the fullness of life., It is a celcbration of summer by a man
who is faced only with winter and death and as such, is a
tribute to his extraordinary rosources to still respond
youthfully toc life. It is thi: same deep human feeling that
makes "Asphodel, That Greeny Flower" a moving and formidable
achicvement,

The spirit of St. Francis that invests the garden is one
that is significant to Williams., In an essay printed in
Contact magazine in 1921 he wrote "I should like to make St.
Francis of Assisi the patron saint of the United States,
because he loved the animals. The birds came to him not for
wheat but to hear him preach, even the fish heard him...hcre
was a common stcm where all were one and from which every
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paired characteristic branched". A saint who could bring
all facets of crcation together would have immediate appeal for
Williams. St. Francis epitomises the '"common tone', the harmony

of thec sphercs and of all created life. Williams throughout the

Desert Music collection is concerned in some way or other with

harmony and the significance of the dance. "The Orchestra"

states this most explicitly and is explicit also on the need
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for action. Since a new world is a new mind Williams calls
for both. His admonition in "The Orchestra' that since man can
realise his wishes, he must change them or perish,is continued
and extended in "The Mental Hospital Garden". The garden is a
metaphor for creation and as the title suggests the poem is
preoccupied with the mind and its capacities. Jilliams'
diagnosis for the world's "mind" is that it requires the
therapy of the mental hospitaly it is incomplete and "unattuned
/ sceking a comnon tone." Later in “Asphodel" this poverty of
feeling is repeated., "Our hcarts™, he writoé, "easp dying /
for want of love" (JL, EB. 170) The poem then begins with
explicit statement of the "inadequacy and narrowness of
experience and emotion.

It is this dilemma that Williams characterised ¢ . the
American one; fed by the ever pervading presence of Puritanism,

28

it remains, a bad breath in the room". In the American Grain

had precsented the problem and the choices offered. D.H, Lawrence's
review described them, there was 'recoiling into individual
smallness and invertience", the Puritan way; and there was

another way '"by touch: touch America as she is; dare to touch
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her, and this is the hercic way'l'. This heroic way is what
Carlos Williams repcatedly invites the reader to follow and
express. If all were to follow this way then the common tone

would be sounded. '"The Orchestra" says it:

Love is that common tone
shall raise his fiery head

and sound his note.

Similarly then the warmth and fertility of summer and the
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benevolence and vitality of St. Francis . inform and heal the
illness in the mental hospital garden. The garden is
illuminated by kthe kindly spirit of St. Francis. He is the
image of harmony and fruitfulness ¢

from his plenty
he fed them all.
All mankind
grew to be his debtors,
a simple story.

Love is in season.
"Love is in season'", in fact love is always in season for
Carlos Williams and its capacity for renewal and its importance
to him as a poct is even more fully explored and exploited in
"Asphodel". It is love both erotic and spiritual that makes
%illiams' experience whole, that makes him intimate his
eternity :

My heart
is innocent. And this

the first day of the world,
The erotic element is strong in "The Mental Hospital Garden"
—the floral imagery is sexual :
hyacinth time
in
the hospital garden,
the time
of the coral-flowered

and early salmon-pink

clusters,...
In this scene that Williams uses floral description but in an

ordered, medieval way. But this Fran ciscan tranquility is
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punctuated by a lively sensuality:

the young couples
ambrace =
as in a tale

by Boccaccio,
Indeed it is this sensuality that is the mode of salvation,
"St. Francis forgive them) says Williams,'/ and all lovers",
The celebration of Eros lecads on to a greater awarencss, a
power of mind and spirit:

They have seen
a great light, it

springs from their own bawdy foreheads,
The bawdy and the spiritual are not mutuwally exclusive.
Williams, like Whitman, contains multitudes. The garden,
formerly bereft, is now filled with light; filled with the
bounty of 5t. Francis. The lovers live :
by the Holy 1light of love

that rules,
blocking despzir,

over this garden.

But the illumination is too strong at first—"Blinded by the
light / they walk bewildcred". The light is an important
metaphor in the poem ¢ "The broad sun / shines!" and %Williams
echoes the lines from The New Testament:"The light of the body
is the eye: therefore when thine eye is single, thy body also
is full of light".BO

The capacity for freshness and innocence in Williams' work

is the consequence of the naive or innocent eye. In this

Williams is closely linked to his culture and its ideals, On



American naiveté: Tanner writes '"the accent and the emphasis
is distinctly American and does not involve the idealization
of mere immaturity but rather a feeling of some valuable
unencumbered simplicity of reSponse".31 William Carlos
Williams even near death still strove for this unencumbered
simplicity which he defiantly and passionately believed to be
his authentic response as an American and knew to be his
visceral response as a man, ''"The Mental Hospital Garden"
embodies much of the spirit of his late writing. It is an
expression of the discovery of a new mind, of worlds lost and
unsuspecteds The lovers,in short, undergo a descent and so
they are restored to health,

Reawakened
after lovs's first folly
they resemble children
roused from a long slecp.
summer is here,

right enough.
The movement beyond the confines of the garden to places
"heretofore unrcalised" (The Lescent') is beautifully expressed
in the image of the young girl at the cnd of the poem, Here
we see Williams' strength as a viriter and the fullness of his
faculties. He presents a portrait of cne with 2 mind intact
and all senses waking, and nothing better could epitomise the

poet himself:
One

emboldened,
parting the leaves before her,

stands in the full sunlight,

alone
shading her eyes
as her heart
beats wildly
and her mind
drinks up

the full meaning

£ it
° alll



CHAPTER 4

"THE FEMININE PRINCIPLE"

The theme of love and the relationship between men and

women is central to The Desert Music pcems and even morc so

in the explicitly titled Journey to Love, The latter titls:

reveals much of Williams' attitude, Love was to bz a journey,
in the mind and in the imagination. It is no shallow
celebration of Lros although he is responsive and committed
to the importance of erotic love—for that was a measure of
one's boldness te touch and to e¢xplore, the qualities he
admired in Boone and Houston, men in the American grain. But
his view of love was to be considercd in conjunction with what
ne called the' feminine principles.

In Paterson, the single nale protagonist as contrasted
by "innumerable women". VWilliams wrote significantly in
Book I{"A man like a city and a woman like a flowcre...
Innumerable women, each like a flowcr"..1 The use of the
analogue between women and flowers recalls the 'sacred’
"Yellow Flower" and as will be evident, is highly relevant to

the poem "To Eleanor and Bill Monahan' where he writes:
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Mother of God
I have seen you stoop
to a merest flower
and raise it
and press it to your cheek.
(D, PB. 8L)

The feminine principle is crucial to the artistic processj it
is the local, concrete 'socicty' or 'place' where universally
valid art can begin. In 1946 he wrotef the artist “will
continue to produce only if his attachments to society continue
adequates, If a2 man in his fatuous dreams cuts himself off from
that supplying female, he dries up his sources,...heading
straight for literary sterility“.2

The 'divorce' that Williams characterises, espccially in
Paterson is a consequence not only of the artist's separation
from society but the alienation of male and female as well.
When the female and male principles do ncot complete each other,
this is further evidence, as he says in "Asphodel", that "the
bomb has entered our lives,"

Williams made clear thce nced for '"marriage", communication

between the sexes in his Autobiography. "Men'", he wrote,

have given the direction to my life and women have always
supplied the energy".3 This was Williams’ blueprint for a
good society or culture where women supplied emotional
potency to life and men—particularly artists and scientists—
provide it with direction and purpose.

In a short story entitled "A Night in June" Williams
indicated the kind of rapport between mcn and women that he

himself had felt. The story concerns his practice as a
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doctor. He is delivering an Italian woman's ninth child, the
union between doctor and patient is one of science and

humanity. They do not communicate in spoken language—she

o

specaks too little English arather by a2 mutual emotional
responsiveness. The doctor in the story demonstrates the
power oﬁ?%eminine principle in the description of the actual
delivery of the child. He is naided by the mother's sister-in-
law who gives him both physical and emotional strength: 'Go
ahead, I said. Pull hard., I welcomed the fee¢l of her hands
and the strong pull. It quieted me in the way the whole

house had quietsd me all night.

This woman in her present condition would have seemed
repulsive to me ten years ago—now, poor soul, I see her to
be as clean as a cow that calves. The flesh of my arm lay
against the flesh pf her knee gratefully. 1t was I who was
being comforted and scothed".

Because this communion of men and women was the mainstay
of his life and profession, williams feared terribly its

breakdown. In the "Jacataqua" chaptcr of In the Amcrican Grain

the female is shown as spiritually barren, only a brood animal

5

or shallow 'pal' to men. Miomen" he says "—givers (but they
have been as reservoirs, empty)....They arc our cattle, cattle
of the spirit—not yet come in. None yet has raised benevolence
to distinction. Not onc to 'wield her beauty as a scepter'".
The minds and sexuality lack all joy and, as in the early poem

"To Elsie", all they can do is fearfully give or withhold

themselves physically:
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—succumbing without
emotion

save numbed terror

under some hedge of choke-cherry

or T.lf:L’m.l.'r'nT.ln't,7
With this failure in women, imaginative Americans mninspired
by the flesh and spirit, "lose 2ll desire for contact with
the 'soil' of reality", observes Guimond. '"They refuse their
responsibility of 'husbandry' of improving their environment
by giving it purpose and direction".

Williams believed that this lack must be avoided at all
costs. The men in the American grain cffered a lead but their
view was still not complete. The idealists were thwarted or
incomplete—Poc tended to the etHreal, the active men like
Boone *e &¢ solitary and primitive. Neither could properly
lead to a true "marrizge" with the environment. Both were
partly right but they requircd the strength of the feminine
principle. Cerlos Williams stressed, writes Guimond, that:"Men
must devote their whole powers to the creation of a "Ylanguage!,
a valid culture which will produce communication between the
male and the female, the mind and the flesh, the human and his
environment. Only through such a '"language" will men be able
to serve the female so0il of their lives and be nourished by
it".9

William Carlos Williams' affirmation of the feminine
principle then,is found both in his polemic and his personal
life, his poetry and his practice. He frequently refers to his

need for this female energy perhaps because it was something
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that he came dramatically to know only in his late teens,

In his Autobiography %Williams stresses his early lack

of female company—"I never had a sister, no aunts and no
female cousins, at least within striking distance. So that
aside from mother and grandma I never knew a fermale intimately
for my entire young life. That was very important. It
gencrated in mg enough curiosity to burn up fifty growing
boys".qo It was just this intensity that never waned or
became clinical in his long career as a pediatrician,

While he says women gave him energy it is clear that cne woman
in particular was important to him—his wife Florence.
"Flossie, my wife...is the rock on which I have built"11 he
wrote, and his greatest love poetry has becn written in
dedication to her., It is 2 gauge of Williams' capacity as a
poet that from his suburban cxperience in Rutherford he

could produce such fine poetry with not a Beatrice but a
Flossie. illiam Carlos Williams' celebration of his love for
her produced poetrE:;; temperament and treatment is masterly.
The poetry that Villiams has written about women especially

in the collections that I am primarily concerned with,
concentrates on specific women that he knew. '"To Laphne and
Virginia" for instance is about his two daughters-in-law and
"Asphodel, That Grecny Flower" is addressed to Flossie, his
wife. These particularly personal poems however, find a more
gencral focus when viewed in conjunction with poems such as

"For Eleanor and Bill Monahan''that reveals a more primal and

more complex interest in "the female principle of the world".
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The particular tension that he discerns is established
from the outset in "To Daphne and Virginia". Theirs is a life
"in which // two women agonise:/ to live and breath is no less".
Two streams of thought ran through this pocm, one is concerned
with Williams' reclationship to these women as a man, the other
with his relationship as a poet. He is constantly concerned
with his viewpoint as poet:

Be patient that I address you in a poem,
there is no other
fit medium,
The mind

lives there,
Williams is aware that his expericnce as a2 man, and an old man
at that, seperntes him in viewpoint from the young women but
the "box odour', like the music in "The Desert Music", unites
them. He can stabilise his ideas "while this healing oder
is abroad / one can write a poem',

As a contemplative, the power of mind is Williams' concern
as is its ability to be stimulated by the imagination. "The mind
is the causc of our distresses/", he writes "but of it we can
build anew", The resources of the mind are our salvation =
they, combined with the 'common tone' of love, are what redeems
the young pecople in "The Mental Hospital Garden"., Elsewhere,in
"The Descent'", Williams strives to make positive value out of
despair by mental explgpation, But the mind, says Carloes
Willirms in "To Daphne and Virginia", can fly too easily to:

a woman's world,

of crossed sticks, stopping

thought.
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Williams continues on this theme with the lines that I have
discussed elsewherec:

A new world
is only a new mind.
And the mind and the poen

are all apiece.
But despite the digressions con this capacity for mental
renewal the major interest ies in the:

Two young women
to be snared,
cdor of box,

to bind and held them

for the mind's labors.
The olfactory stimulus is strong and Villisms finds that it is
this that helps to hammer his thoughts intc a unity. But the
'snaring' of thesc two women is not simply capturing them in
the poem; the metaphor denctes the confrontation of man and
woman, both emctional and sexual.

Williams' attitudc is ambivalent. His personal response
to women scems often different {r«.other men. His lines in
"For Eleanor and Bill Monahan' are revealing: "I confess / to
being / half man and half woman" (DM, EB. 84). He is now
Tiresias with knowledge of both men and women, Tiresias who
"foresuffered all"qa——this would be a consequence of his long
experience as a doctor who must be more aware of the needs of
both sexes, who must be in possession of more humanity and
understanding.than most men. But in Williams' case¢ the
bisexual characteristic goes deeper than a mere literary

perscona, It reflects a strong psychic identification with
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women, one that lcads to his passionate and moving exclamation
at the end of "For Eleanor and Bill Monahan"

The female principle of the world
is my appeal
in the extremity
to which I have conme.
(D, BB, 86)

The strong necd he has of the fceminine principle, of the

support and response of a woman, is clevty stated in this poem:

I have seen the ivy
cling
to a piece of crumbled
wall so that
you cannot tell
by which either
stands: this is to say
if she to whom I c¢ling
is loosened both

of us go down.

Williams, then, revcals a strong psychic necd for the female
presence, one that is further confirmed by his professional

experience., Vomen provide a healing balm, they foster life

which was also a crucial duty for Dr. Williams. In the

American Grain had reflected some of Williams' dismay at the

role of women in America. They were "Pioneer Katies" even
Poe had only febrile “"Moonflowers'"—poets and women were the
test of s eociety VNever a woman: never a poet. That's an

LI

axiom' he wrote. Williams recognised that women could not be
divorced from the society. It was insufficient to have them

only as brood animals that were to be loved and left by
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frontier Americans like Boone and Houston, However, he
himself expresscs perplexity. He alsc shows a beyish shyness
with them, blended with a contempt for womanish things for

"a woman's world, / of crosscd sticks, stopping / thought."
(DM, PB. 76) Women leave him "like other men, / often
confused". (LM, PB. 76)

Williams in "To Daphne and Virginia® stresses separate-
ness. '"The box cdor" is partaken by the two women "separately
/ ecach to herself". "I partake also /" he adds, "separately."
Even the women's husbands "live also / in a world of love,/
apart'". But the odour of the box shrub does bring them
together, it enables Williams to write his poem,

As always his attention is rarely far from the process
of the poem:

In our family we stammer unless,
half mad,

we come to speech at last . . . .
Like the true American artist, and like the initiate in the
"filthy Passaic' Williams epeaks hesitantly, with difficulty,
until finally the right words are found. It is a struggle for
him as a poet and his involvement emotionally is wearying to
expression:

I am not
a young man.

My love encumbers me.
But, he asserts, his love through "less than / a young man's
love" is, with the power of experience and the intensity of the

active minded poet:
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more penetrant, infinitely

more penetrant,
And finally,"in that sense not to be resisted",
He returns to his image of confrontation between the
male ard female forces and shows the disparity betwecn them.
There is, "in the hard / give and take / of a man's lifc with
/ a woman" he writes '//a thing which is not the stress itself.

but beyond
and above
that,

The words typographically indicats a separation and a
confusion of direction beyond and above. This r«fl&ts the
impulse in a man to cast himself indiscriminately, the centri-
fugal movement to new places and to new women. Williams
speaks of that:

something that wants to risec
and shake itself

free .. .
'V'e are not innocénts™, he stresses

e are not chickadcees
cn a bare limb

with 2 worm in the mouth
The worm}the corruption, Williams indicates.'"is in our brains:

and concerns them
and not food for our

offspring .,
The 'us' for the poet, reflects some men, those eschewing the
female principle. These are described in "For Elcanor and
Bill Monahan" as those "who as they live

fling caution to the
wind and women praise them
and love them for it.
Cruel as the claws of

a cat . .
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The worm is not food but a blight, like Blake's "invisible worm"
it destroys not only the body but the imagin~tion. The worm is
in our brains and it is a threat to man and poet. It.

waits to disrupt
our thought

and throw it
to the newspapers

or anywherc e #
The destructive impulse disrupts thought and causes panic,
forces men to bare their private selves, disturbs and challenges
their prerogative to be free, to fling cautien to the wind,
But the conflict of sexes is net one-sided:

There is, in short
a counter stress,
borne of the sexual shock

which survives it.
This sexual shock is referred to in Carlos Williams'

Autobiography as a basis for nart. "Sex is at the bottom of

all art" he quotes from a conversation, "[God] is unity, but
to accomplish simultnneity we must have twogy multiplicity,
the male and the female, man and woman—acting together, the
fecundating principle“.1

The tension between male and femnle, Heraclitcan action
and reaction,is tempered enough, however, for the poet to
address it :

At least
while this healing odor is abroad

one can write a poem-.-.
The closing lines of "To Daphne and Virginia" are located more

specifically and in a rural and pastoral setting Carlos Williams
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finds parallels and analogues for his predicament. On an old
fdrm is a pet goose, inquisitive and vigorous, even destructivej
he is:
penned in,
or he would eat the garden,...
But the goose is graceful in his rctirement, he is:

a very guict old fellow

who writcs ne poems .+« - -

Having introduced this image of the goose VWilliams' emphasis
then moves to alternatives in age—"Men / against their reason
/ speak of lcve", Somatimes}ﬁs in Carlos Yilliams' case, "when
they are ¢ld"., In the time near death, to be retrospective,
to descend to worlds lest and worlds unsu:pected, for Williams
the man and the poet'"It is / all they can do'.

Or else hc can subpit te purs sensual existcnce, be
resigned to the moment, writc nc poems, have neither past nor
future, either watch or be like ;

a heavy goose
who waddles, slopping
neisily in the mud of

his pool.
In "For BEleanor and Bill Monahan'" Villiams addresses himself
more gcnerally to his world of women. Daphne and Virginia were
daughters-in-law, specific women and part of his family. In

the '"Monahan' poem the poet invokes Mary herself;

Mother of God! Our Lady!
the heart
is an unruly Master:
Forgive us our sins
as we
forgive
those who have sinned against

UusSse
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The ''variable'" foot demonstrates herc its flexibility lenging
itself effectively to the 1itﬁrgical MGVGNLR% cf these lines.,
Again the poem presents a religious mctif but without doctrinal
significance. Mary as in tho MHarian poems of the Middle Ages
represents a lady of secular as well nas spiritual perfection.
She is the mother of the earthly znd a lady to be served
loyally.

The pcoem bursts with ripeness, with "impo ssible spring-
time" as in "The Mental Hospital Garden'", Omnce more love is
"the common tone'., But Lhe submission te her Hily rule, the
attainment of rescolution and peace can come conly with
difficulty and tribulation:

.

'z have not come
ensily
to your environs
but painfully
across sands
that have scored cur
feet.

The concern with suffering is again at the forcofront for the
poet. The doctor and the man in C:rlos Williams respond to
suffering but the response is stoic. In"Te a Dog Injured

in the Stre«t" he affirms 'the power of becauty / to right all
wrongs" and "The Yellow Flower" shows thc poet rcsolutely
facing rcality—he has found no cure for the sick but offers
renewal and hope in "that sacred flower":

which only to look upon
all men

are curecd,



It is the power of invention, the rescuvrces of the artist that
Williams shows as the redeenming principle.

With invention and courage
we shzall surpass

the pitiful dumb beasts,
he wrotc in "To a Dog Injurcd in the Strect"—but 2 need for
a test of the resilience and strength of invention is affirmed
in "For Tleanor and Bill ¥onahan' ,

That which we have suffercd
was fcr us

to suffer.
Williams® world does not attespt to exclude suffering, it is
rather tc be acconodated, In winter time, in the seasons and
in the poet's own seasons,

the birds who know how
to escape suffering
by flight

are gone.
But Williams is only too aware that he must with invention
and courage face all advers._ty:

Man alone
is that creature who

cannot escape suffering
by flight .

Rather it is the power of '"that sacred flower', man's response
to the common tone that is the solution, Just as René Char
transmuted his personal tribulations and suffering '"to spcak
only of / sedgy rivers / of daffodils and tulips" so Willianms
turns to his idealised women—the Mother of God, yet Beatrice

and Flossie as well, to attain their insights, their view of
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of the worid. It is their creative, benevolent nature that he
wishes to learn from., The female principle becomes,then,an
adjunct to his male energies.

Yiothor of UGoa
1 heove sean you stoop

to a merest flower

and press it te your cheek.
The 'merezt' flower suggests the Llizabethar sense of 'mere' as
perfect. The flower like "The Ycllow Flower' reflects the
cirele of cterniiy and harmony and it is the "fecundating
princirle” of womer that Wwilliams shows is what conmpletes and

makes more humane heth 1lifc znd art.

fgu aie a woman and

His attentioz in the poen moves from Mary te his own wife
Flossics She is old, like him but to his nind and his
imagination she has her youthfvl vitality. ©She has still
the flewer of he> wonth and is =811 a sourc . of energy and
love for some of Cnrlos Wiliiams fincst writing. With great
tenderness and humiiity Williams addresses her:

You have no lovers now
in the bare skies
to bring you flowers,
to whisper to you
under a hedge «...
His wife however in spirit has all hcr youth and with his

imagination Williams relives his early life with heri

"Memory is a kind /£ of accomplishment, / a sort of renewal".

LIBRARY
MASSEY UNIVERSITY



100,

As he wrote in "The Orchestva’,lilliams' heart is innocent{ in
the cternizing process of the imagination it is again "the
first day of the world'

you are young
and fit to be loved.
I declare it boldly
with my heart
in my teeth
and my knees knocking

togcther,
But despite his trepidation, despite perhaps a feeling of
being doting and foolish he persists. ""Yet I declare it" he
writes "and by God's word / it is no lie”, 7o confirm the
strength of the feminine principle and in a plea for humility
and humnnity he adds:™Make us/Zwunble and obediont to #is

15

rule”s In the recorded rectation ~ of these lines Williams'
voice crqcks and trembles with decp emotion indicating how
crucial they were tc him.

To a2 man so full of admiration at this great capacity for
warmth and succour in women it is difficult to comprehend
their response to destructive maleness, the men:"Crucl as the
claws of / a cat + "' Williams has clearly no sympathy for
this value in men but as always is insistent to acknowledge
that it must exist., The images of brute force are again
presented in '"Asphodel" with the statue of Colleoni's horse
ridden by an armoured man bearing a phallic sword, The poem
ends meditatively. Williams reveals himself as an old man

unimpressed by progress. The moon has been vulgarised by

man's attempts to conquer it by technology, although the
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later poem "Heel and Toe to the End" celebrates Yuri
Gagarin's successful orbit cof the earth's atmopshere as a
moment of liberation:

heel and toe he fzlt
as if he had
been dancing

(BB. 69)

But in "For Ileanor and Bill Monahan® Williams' interest is not
in centrifugal forczs, in the restless encrgy to go beyond
frontiers. He is 0old now, '"#hat // do thcy think they will
attain / by their ships / that death has not // alrecady given

/ them?" he asks. Rather:'"Tleir ships / should be directed /
inward upon'—upon what? Williams does not pretend to know,
only that his attention is drawn to the mind, the imegination,
the inward landscapes “"herctofore unrealised’ ("The Descent').
He breaks off, he is tired snd secks a2 return to sanctuary:

But I
am an old man. 1

have had enough
It is in this state of peaceful submission that he closes his
poem:"The female principle of the¢ world / is my appeal / in
the extremity // to which I have come" he writes. He returns
to the womb,as in "Asphodel® he returns to the source of life,
the sea. His lines f21l1 slowly and deliberately und he ends
his poem with a prayer from the anonymous Mariashymn Hail Holy

Queen or ' Salve Rcgina:

O clemens! O pial O dolcis!

Marial

The poet again shows perfect facility in his use of his material.
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The ancient Latin hymn 2nd the liturgical tone of the poem
combine casily and beautifully with the personal dedication

to his wife. This poem makes explicit, assertions that
previously ¥Williums had only hinted at, The peet turns to the
female principle to complete his world and give it c¢nergy. Men
had given him the direction in his life, he had said, but it
was women that gave him cnergy. His acclamation of the female
principle is beth spiritual and erotic. He requires the
humanity and strength of women to foster life and art bui

he requires the erotic intensity of women also. Williams had

affirmed the importance of women elsewherc in In The American

Grain, They contributed eslements that a society cannot
ignore, that the poet cannct ignore. The socicty's capacity

to incorporate and be enriched by the feminine principle is

the index of its strength and complctenesse The analoguc of
women to the flower, and the flower to life and art is explicit
and emphatic in #illiams and one he gives grecat impoertance in
this poem and later in "Asphodel''s '"Asphodel, That Greeny

Flower" predominates in the collection Journcy to Love (1959).

Williams commcnted "The one poem 'Asphodel, That Greeny
Flower' has becn noticed and enjoyed by many people. The
reviews of the book made me very happy“.1

This "one" poem, as Williams calls it, is in many respects
a climactic work in Williams' career. Its preoccupations relate
to many of the shortcr poems written at the same time but none
of these have the impact and sustained strength of "Asphodel",

It is a last ﬁoem, Williams' final attempt to get said what
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must be said:

There is something
something urgenrt
I have to say to ycou

and you alone
"with fear in my heart" he writes

I drag it out
and keep on telking

for I dare nct stop.
The yoem is a love ;oem to Flossie but it also is an expression
of Williams' cosmos, It is his final peace with the world
and this is made clear by the image of Asyhodel itself, it is
the sacrcd flower of Lkysium, the abode of the blessed after
death and a state of ideal ha jiness, Williams in this - oen
secks stasis and jeace through memory and reconcilintion with
the ast. He is reminded by the cdour of the dried fLs;hodel
of "a whole flcod / of sister memories!! Like the'odor cf box!
in "To Daghne 2nd Virginia", Williams finds the jower of
smell a s, ringboard for the imagination .

It is 2 curious cdor,
a neral odor,
that brings me

near to you.
The odour of the Asjhodel gives him a unity of mind and
response. He recalls jyast pleasures and experiences. For all
is recaptured and unified:

The whole world

became my garden!
Williams contains his world in the image of the garden. This

image that he used earlier in "The Mental Hospital Garden' could
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be derived from Guillawme de Lorris' garden in Le Romaunt

de la Rose , even Eliot's rose garden in 3urnt Norton' ., But

the garden image is extended in "hAsphodel™ in ways that go
beyond these earlier 1oems. The garden is a jrotean image
usaiﬁhnconventional ways. One important metajhor he employs
is the sea as a pgarden:

But the sca
which no one tends
is also a garden
wvhen the sun strikes it
and the waves

arc wakencd.
In an earlicr, almecst surreal joem entitled Y"Flowers by the
Sea)' the ;jout exrroesses the sea not as a garden but 2 flower,
in fact as more like a flower than flowers themselves:

—Chicoery and deisies

tied, released seem hardly flowers alone

but color and mevement——or the shale

perho-s—of restlessness, whereas
the sea is circled and sways
veacefully on its lantlike stsm.17
This curicus relationshi;y of the sea to a garden is continued
with the comparison of starfish to flcwers. The sea is, howeWer,
in itself an imyportant image. It is long associated with the
cycle of birth and death; it is a source of life but also its
goal. It is a strong feminine image, onc that Williams under-
lines with his associated images of the flower and the garden.
The garden symbols are interwoven in a complex way. "Love

is something else, / or so I thought it, // a garden which

expands'" he writes. The mind is alsc exyressed as a garden.
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It is the mind
the mind
that must be cured
short of death's
intervention,
and the will becomes again

a garden.
Such patterning and intcrchange of images shows great
sensitivity and sophistication in Williams' work. In "isphodel
he writes on both a cosnic and jersonal level and the inter-
penctration of these two gives the joem a disturbing impact.
He evokes an eerie dreamlike scene and in it locates himself
and his wife. The effect is vividly visual suggesting
naturalistic and cosmic disordeér. The couple watch as a
storm cames up and it has the ajocnlyptic overtones of both
death anid revelations

The storm unfolds,
Lightning
Plays zbout the edges of the clouds.
The sky to the north
is plecid,
blue in the afterglow
as the storm piles uy.
It is a flower
th2t will soon reach

the apex of its bloon,
The storm is e . portent of death but also it is an epiphany
in the mind, it is a flower that blooms but it suggests also

the hydrogen bomb. Later this paradox is made explicit:
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I am reminded
that the bomb
also
is a flower
dedicated
howbeit

to our destruction.

But even the "merc picture / of the exploding bomb" he writes,
"fascinates us / so that we cannot wait / to prostrate ourselves
/ before it.," Man is easily destructive, "Cruel as the claws
of /& cat',

The storm is one of great passions also, Williams con~-
templates the relationship between the Iliad and "Helen's
public fault / that bred it"., Without onc the other would not
have existed., The storm brings all manner of chaos with it:

but we remnain

after the thoughts it roused

re-cerient our lives.
It is just this disordering, imaginative disorder that the
poet employs to re-cement his life through poetry. Love,
"the common tone' is what aids the poet, combined with memory.
"When I speak / of flowers' he writes;

it is to recall
that at one time

we were young.,
All women are not Helen,
I know that,

but have Helen in their hearts.,
It is this feminine principle that he upholds and that, he

stresses, informs all his work;
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It was the love of love,
the love that swallows up all else,
a grateful love,
a love of nature, of people,
animals,

a love engendering
gentleness and goodnaiss

that moved me
and that I saw in you.
Villizms is only too conscious of the worm that is in our
brains also. The bomb has donc its work. However, he struggles
to give emphasis tc the positive values, Despite thefact
that there "is no power / so great as love', he laments,
Few men believe that
nor in the rames of children.
They believe rather
in the bomb
and shall die by
the bhomb.

but Carlos %Williams does not fall to pessimiswm. He celebrates
discovery, the men with a8ll their senseg waking-—Darwin's
voyzge of the Beagle; Columbus withAhis three ships!''Now the
world opened its eyes". These men offered new horizons, new
hopes, a new measure for our lives, and it is these men and
their values that Williams anplauds. Williams in "Asphodel"
is concerned with what endures. The spria of Asphodel kept

renewel
A

in a book survived and gave him memory and even in age.

Asphodel is the metaphor of love:

I have invoked the flower
in that
frail as it is
after winter's harshness
it comes again

to delect us,
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It is in this frame of mind, one attuned to love and harmony
that Williams makes his final diagnosis of his world. He is
critical and unforgiving, "A trance holds men/" he writes, "They
are dazed //and their faces in the public print / show it",
Disorder is evident, it is the work of the bomb:

The measure itself
has been lost

and we suffer for 1it.
As Williams untiringly indicates,when socicty is out of key
so also is its "music', its measure. He calls more firmly and
urgently in "Asphodel™ for love that is "the common tone". He
sees a society craving love, and stultifying for lack of it:

It is ridiculous
what airs we put on
to seem profound

while our hearts

for want of love.

Instead the 'trance' prevails and the blind lead the blind.
ile follow as children follow~d "The Pied Piper / of Hamelin"
says the poet, adding with acrimonious brevity,'but he / was
primarily // interested only in rats."

Williams in "“"The Orchcstra' had offered two principles,
one for contemplation and one for action. He had presented a
view of harmony, despite the "wrong note" that is so frequently
apparent! he affirms the design of a man, man's art and the
need for it. But he also offers the social challenge, the bid
to action. Men,especially with the threat of the hydrogen

bomb,show how they can realise themr wishes but since they are
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so fregquently evil and self serving, their heads so ""full of
¢12idity™,. they must change these wishes or perish. These two
impulses run through all Williams late poems nnd Aare s¢en

combined alse in "isphodel!, He offers his diagnosis but offers
no narrow or clcar cut sclutionj he has too much wisdom to

assume onc. Rather he enacts in his poems situations of stress
that imply wholencss and hrrmony, he dramatises his own cxperience

and from this wve discover his measurc and his common tone.

{63]

In this poem Villiams directs the reader subtly and urgently

to his values, to draw frou the feminine principle,to eschew
the bomb ard embrace with the imagination and the body 'the
flowers of the race', These are not those '"full of cupidity"
but these with minds intack; with 211 their senses waking, the
men and women that Williaoms all his life applauded and
recomaended, thpse in the Americzn ;rain who wer: to rediscover
Eden, who with innccent eyes would relive the first day of

the world.

Willjiams?azuievement in "Asphodel' reflects how much in
tune the poet was with his environment. His locality was
completely internalised, he could draw on the resources of
Rutherford, New Jersey. Rutherford's language was his, its
movements were his. His situation was simultaneously all
important but also entirely irrclevant—he was so sufficiently
his own man. In Book II ofvAsphodel,the poet who felt as
much a part of things as trees and stones , makes explicit the

empathy and harmony he emjoys in the calm and contemplation of

old age. The lines significantly reveal Williams' consistency.
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He is =1ill discovering his identity, he still vigorously
undergoes the desceat, the paring away of the ephemeral and
the beocgus. 1In his ambling long sentences he deliberates and
ponders? he is changeable, artfully inprecise but is always

inteunsely concerned to get to the heart of the matter and to

tell it as it is, not merely as it appears to be:?

Avnyroaching death,
Sa vhe BRAMKE, Tos LYY 81 lote,
437
no aistinction
any more suffices to differentiaste
the particulars
of place and condition
with which we have been long

familiar.

as 1f scen
wavering through water.
ie start awake with a cry
1 recognition
but soon the outlines
become ag=in vague.
If we ave to underst..nd our time,
e must find the key to it,
not in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries,
but in earlier, wilder
and darker epochs . .
Sc¢ Lo know, what I have to know
about my own death,
if it be real,
I have to take it aparte.
(JL, PB. 162)

I have quoted lengthily from "Asphodel" here but it is a

crucial and revealing passage. Williams pleads his age and
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the loss of faculties but he also evinces a wholeness and a
wisdom that he had sought so long. There is no distinction
between the particulars of place and condition, his landscape
is internal. Rutherford becomes everywhere and nowhere.
Williams' 'key' to understanding his time is the one that he
stressed and repeated so often. It is the descent to his
roots not in 18th and 19th centuries, not in the salons and
museums of Furope, but in the bloody loam itself, It is in
darker epochs that the truth of all human experience lies,

it is also discoverable in the self., Williams seeks to be
authentic within himself and in his relationship with hy
land. We must marry and touch the land, this as Lawrence said,18
was to be the adventure in the New World, Williams had said
it all earlier in that crucial sssay entitled "Descent" in

In the American Grain:'we must go back to the bueginning, it

19

must all be done over; everything that is must be destroyed" .
Even to know himself, even to examine his own death he must
descend!"I have to take it apart".

But the Codn of "isphodel" even puts a2 lie to death.
In dual images of heat ( the heat of hell and the heat of the
bomb )and light 'the body filled with light from Luke, and the
light of the bomb's flard, Williams shows the triumph of the
common tone. "Laugh and play / in an eternity" he enjoins.
It is a matter of a strength of mind able to contain multitudesy
"the heat will not overtake the light'" he writes:

That's sure.
That gelds the bomb,
permitting
that the mind contain it.
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It is when the potency of destruction is checked by the
new world, which he stressed is only a new mind, that love can
prevail:
This is that interval,
that sweetest interval,

when love will blossom,

Death is only in the mind, "Only the imagination is reall"
insists the poet' "I have declared it / time without end,"

In his last great poem Williams cannot omit his article of
faith, Whet men need fear is not death itself but the loss

of elements in life that are essential to tolerable existcnce
—love and the imagination.

But love and the imagination
are of a piece,
swift as the light

to avoid destruction.
It is celcbration of light that has given all great works—
Tolstoi, Villon, St. Anthony, Kumg, Rimbaud and Buddha==—all
are troubled artists of the light, men who stfuggled against
the antithetical darkness, who defied death and remain a
living part of Williams' experience. He harmonises them in
his mind, they are not cultural borrowings, they belong, they
are of a piece with Williams himself. His mind can range
across medieval pageantry and he can enjoy ritual as "in our
world we enjoy / the reading of Chaucer / likewise //a priest's
raiment / (or that of a savage chieftain)." Even:

All the pomp and ceremony
of weddings,

«+y are of an equal sort,
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The lines "Sweet Thames, run softly till I end my song" from

Spenser's Prothalamion arc as fit to describe and suggest

Williams' own wedding as any royal nuptials. It is the
final memory of his own wedding day, of his timid bride," so
pake:
and ready to faint
that I pitied
and wanted to protect(her]
$hat detains the poet. His memories are like the dry flower,
still scented, still able to stir his emotions. It is the
new world of the new mind that Asphode¢l points to, the "spaces
heretofore unrealised" :
Asphodel
has no odor
save to the imagination .
But the reality of the imngination is permanent. It is this
that causes Cnrleos Williams even in illness and near death to
celebrate and rejoice in his experiences. This is the index
of Williams' control and strength as a poet. All his experience
is grist to his mill and =11 is transformed wholly by the mind
of the artist. The experience and the poem arét?;;m one identitye.
Williams responds not merely with gestures but the tight control
of an authentic artist, The process of the imagination is
endless and self perpetuating; it is like his love, "penetranty
infinitely / more pecnetrant'" than that in a young man. Williams
faces death like life, with an energy and vigor too deep for

tears, with his mind in&act and all his senses waking:
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It is late
but an odor
as from our wedding
has revived for me
and begun again to pencetrate
into all crevices

of my world.



CHAPTER 5

"AND THEIS THE FIRST (AND LAST) DAY OF THE YORLDY.

The achicvement of William Carlos Williams is aptly
phrased in the lost lines of the Coda in "Asphodel", 'Odor'
and the power of mewmory have, hu says:

begun again to penctrate
into 211 crevices
of my world,
(JL, PB. 182)

This is just what his poctry sought to do, to explore and
describe all the¢ crevices of his mind and his world. It is
also notable that he should say "besgun again''—this is not
merely a poct in old age speaking. This is also the same man

who, in In the American Grain published thirty years earlier,

had said '"we have no other choice : we must go back to the
beginning“.1

This return to the time-honoured descent is « continual
and persistent exercisc¢. Williams had insisted that his art
had been one of constant revision and renewal. Even in his

essay On Measure—A Statement for Cid Corman published in 1953

he had written: "What I want to emphasise is that I do not
consider anything I have put down there as final., There will
be other experiments but all will be directed toward the
discovery of a new measure, I repeat, a new measure by which

may be ordered our poems as well as our lives".2 With
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Williams the strugglce for expression was not to be abandoned

even near the end of his formidable writing career. The

essence of his view of the relativity of all knowledge and

experience forbade him to become complecent with his achievement,
As has been indicated in the first chapter of this thesis,

Williams' concern for the establishment of authentic American

forms and statements stemmcd both from an historical

perception and from a personal one. From his own experience and

from the immersion in such topics as those presented in In

the American Grain Williams concluded there was "a source IN

AMERICA for c¢verything we think or do”.3 It was this that gave
the poet his orientation but his use of his locality was
idiosyncratic., Williams' success was in the certainty and
authority of his personsl individuation. He found his own

identity, his freedom to make his particular statement, to say:

("The Desert Music'', DM, PB. 120)
Williams' problem was to find and emplgy the desert music, to
humanise and properly expreéss the moods and colours of his
environment. He saw the desert in "The Descrt Music" as
potentially fertile "(were it to get water)" and within this
desert lay its redemption, in:

a music of survival, subdued, distant, half

heard ...
("The Desert Music" DM, PB. 110)

This was his task as poet, to employ and explore this music of
survival. It was this that would humanise and enrich the

society. Williams had compared the establichment of American
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writing to that of a flower. Poe was to be understood "only
in a knowledge of his decp roots, The quality of the flower
will then be seen to be normal, in all its tortured spirituosity
and paleness, a desert flower with roots under the sand of
his dety"."+ The same image Williams used of his cwn writing when
in 1951 he suggested as a title for his Autobiography}“Root,
Branch & Flow\:r".5 Williams' poenms, his "flowers'were to be
securely rootcd beth in his environment and experience and they
were also to be rooted in the fittest medium.

¥illiams' achievement then was two fold. He evolved
not only indigenous themes but alse indigenous forms. Williams
was persistent in his insistence that thare was a new state
of affairs to be reckoned with, Just as the first Europeans
in the New %orld saw birds with rusty breasts and called them
robins, so Americans cven up to %illiams' own time had similarly
betrayed their new environment. The true desert flower was
somcthing different, som.thing nobolly countced on. Williams in

a letter, contemporary with the publicetion of The Desert Music,

expressed enduring and deep rooted attitudes about American
letters: "The fullness cf the devastating discovery that my
native language was not English and the significance of that
fact to the mind was slow to dawn on me. For instance, the
very transition of the step in the preceding sentence from
LAmericaniz?'the mind' has taken me a lifetime."

It is just this progression that makes Williams' achievement
distinctive. The transition from the environment and an

understanding of it, to a free expression of the self is the

mark of Williams' authenticity. His poems in The Desert Music
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and Journey to Love are not specifically regional, not explicitly

the products of Rutherford, New Jersey; they are rather the
works of an artist completely liberated, completely at ease
with his material.

The capture of "The Desert Music" was not easily attained,
it demanded the¢ most rigorous descent, and the risk of possible
inarticulateness., Findingnew words did not come easily.

For Williams, incaprncitated by illness, spcech was physically
arduous, but ultimately he found success:

In our family we stammer unless,
half mad,

we come to speech at last..
Only after immersion to the teeth, to the very eyes in the
filthy Passaic can the poet break down what he saw as a “divorce"
betwecn words and ideas and between one person and another.
This"divorce" was both aesthetic and social and \Williams was
deaply concerned with both realms, For him one was a consequence
of the other. The failure of American Socicty, "'to MARRY, to
touch—to give becausc one HAS"? was one that expressed itself
in the poverty and sham of much American art. as I have shown

in discussion of The Desert Music and "Asphodel)' YWilliams blamed

for this failure those who were emctionally and mentally crippled.
His prescription was simply and vigorously restated—"a new
world" he wrote in "To Daphne and Virginia", '"As only a new

mind 4 and the mind and the poem / are all apiece'". The 'new
mind® was evinced by Williams both technically and thematically.

The Desert Music and "Asphodel" are centrally concerned with the

mind, '"The mind is the cause of our distresses' he writes in

"To Daphne and Virginia', "but of it we can build anew', The
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imagination is all important. In "Deep Religious Faith" he
regrets that "the/imagination has fallen asleep / in a poppy
cup". Williams asserted, both in "The Host" and "Asphodel",
that "only thc imagination is re¢al'y his concern for a "mind
awake'* as he termed it in "The Orchestra' was compulsive.
This was needed to end the "divorce", Williams upheld the
idea that poetry has an important part to play in the
regeneration of the mind;

It 1g difficult
to g.t the news from poems
yet men die miserably cvery day
for lack
of what is found there.
Elsewhere, in "The Hosi" he comprcsses the notion of the
imagination as the ultimate reality and poetry as that which
'feeds' ity
No one was there
save only for
the food, which I alone,
being a poet,
could have given them,
What also YWilliams could give was a new measure, one that could

be adapted to a new world, one totally relative in its conceptions.

The Desert Music shows his successful and constant use of the

triadic "variable" foot, the device that he felt the most 'fit'
medium. This technique gave his peems interrelation and
continuity. They at times sprawled towards conclusionjat
others, darted back and forth exploring parndox and complexity.
The lines enjamb but nonetheless eneble the poet to separate

his details as was his customary practice epitomised in "The
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Red Wheelbarrow'", The triadic line falls slowly and deliberately
in many of the poems, especially "Asphodel",., There is a
meditative quality, a discursive sometimes longwinded tendency
which suggests that although the triads can have vigour, they
are also the lines of a departing man, a Prospero near the
abjuration of his art.

But the urgency to get said what must be said endures :

I drag it out
and keep on talking
for I dare not stop

("Asphodel" JL, PB, 154)

The importance of The Desert Music cam be established equally

by consideration of its themes as by its prosody, The poems
range more freely, they scek to make a widerstatement, As I
noted earlier, %4lliams brushes with death in his cerebral
attacks gave him a sense of reprieve, one that he capitalised
upon in his art. %illiams saw more work marped cut for him

to complete.'"As a result of the enforced illness and opportunity
for thought" he¢ wrote , "+..I have brought hard down on the
facts of the situation which can no longer be delayed in the
bringing of it to a final summary. I must now, in other

words, make myself clear. I must gather together the stray

ends of what I have been thinking and make my full statement

as to their meaning or gist“.8 These comments, written in
1951, echo his letter, quoted above9 speculating on his influence
on his contemporaries. The realisation that time was short
forbade the poet to mince his words

The Desert Music and "Asphodel" show  his striving to
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make a '"full statement". 'The Desert Music" itself enacts the
whole dilemma of the American artist and his true rendering of his
locale, The poct finds a new mind in the epiphany of the strip-
taase dancer in Juarez,. He is able to "marry" the opposites
of beauty and deformity just as the early seminal poem '"The
Wanderer" had enjoined the reader to be aware of the descent into
the pure and the abhorrent streams of the "filthy Passaic",
Williams, in poems like '"The Orchestra' and '"The Host!" shows a deep
concern for harmony, for the imagination to complete his vision.
He cannot be aware of only one music but must accomodate and
ultimately surmount the other music and 211 the suffering and
grotesqueness it implies., Williams' own perscnnlity and his
long carcer as a pediatriciﬁn gave him a decp sense of humanity
that could empathise with an old broken down whore or even a
dog injured in the street.

This humanity was oftcn insufficient, as even the poet
recognised;

I have found no cure
fpr the sick .

but this crocked flower

which only to lock upon
all men
are curcds
("The Yellow Flower'", DM, PB, 89)

The flower ,the protean image that he uses both literally and
as a metaphor for art, the poem, the poet's craft, for women
and for the feminine principle, is secen as a strength, one
that allows him a limited optimisme. The basic concern to

harmonise in these last poems is an enactment of what Williams
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thought to be a paralysing deficiency in his society. The
failure to "marry" was forever 2 source of distress to him,

The "divorce'" was, he argued, so easily overcome,”the new mind"
s0 easily attained, He stresscd ip an explicit image of
harmony; a need for "a common tone" without which people are
"unattuned" and directionless;'love is that cowmrion tone" he
asserts fiercely and his poetry is testimony of the depth of
his faith in its regenerative power.

The recurrent images of music, the dance and the flower
are, as I have suggested, traditional images for cosmic and
personal harmony and some antecedents have been noted. Williams
refused, however, to merely filch these influences as he
considered men like Eliot and Pound "content with the connotations
of their masters] had done. Rather, he assimilates his material
and refines and redefines it in an artistically more assertive
waye. Williams descends into his materinl] what he expresses is
more vibrant, ultimately more human., His image of the Dancer,
as the aging whore in Juarez or as Mr. T, resplendent in his
soiled undershirt, is:far cry from even the ethereal Yeatsian
symbol of perfection. But Williams' creations are not cheap

paradies or grotesques. His figures have a2ll the authority

and impact of their antecedents, their particular representations
do not detract from their function as analogues. There is
nothing quaint or folksy about Williams' material, it deals
unsentimentally and with sophistication with complex and

vital human concerns, Williams is not a 'low life' poet nor

does the 'trashegan school' tag rest easily on him. He enjoys
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a facility with his locality that goes beyond a mode or
affectation. A letter to Robert Lowell reveals that the
poet himself recognised that his apprehension was genuinely
primal ,"[Pound] too was an orchid in my forest", he wrote,

he had no interest, really, for my treé¢s, no more than did
Eliot. They both belonged to an alien world, a world perhaps
more devoted than mine, more removed from my rigors. I have
always felt as if I were sweating it out somewhere low, among
the reptiles, hidden in the underbrush, hearing the monkeys
overhead, Their defcats were my defeats, I belonged to them
more than to a more mobile world....“10 While it is too prosaic
to describe this as literal tecstimony of Williams' 'descent',
it nonetheless points a primal concern relevant to his view of
form and content in poetry, Williams asserts a nore sturdy
personality than Pound or Eliot whom he described as ‘orchids'
—too frgil for Williams' 'desert'.

This sense of onencss with the bass note of life, with the
vibrancy of that Lawrentian 'underbrush' evident in the
quotation above,is persistent in Williams' writing. This
resignation to existence, the sense of "inner security" he
described to Marianne Moore, has been noted above, wherc the
poet felt as much a part of things as stones and trees., It
is in this respect that the notion of individuation is relevant,
The psychologist Jung in collaboration with sinologist Richard
Wilhelm ha@ examined the notion of individuation in a work

entitled The Secret of the Golden Flower. In this the

psychological process of individuation in the West and forms

of oriental mysticism were compared, The Golden Flower




124,

rests on the main premise that the cosmos and man ultimately
obey common laws, The same laws rule for the one as for the
other, and from the one a way leads to the other. The psyche
and the cosmos are related to each other like the inner and
outer worlds. Therefore man participates by nature in all
cosmic events, and is inwardly as well as outwardly interwoven
with them, Jung noted a similnr process and revelation in
individuation, which he described ‘"It is 2s if a stream that
was losing itself in marshy tributaries suddenly discovered its
proper bed, or as if a stone that lay upon a germinating secd were
lifted away so that the sprout could begin its natural f_;r‘o\:..rt:h“..H
The personzlity is liberated and made whole, becomes individual
but not individualistic., It is just this development, this
search for direction that is apparent in William Carlos
Williams, Jung's analogies of the stream and the seed are
appropriate for Williams' use of the Fassaic and the image of
the desert flower, which could be extended to represent the poet
himself, a notion explicitly mentioned in his title for his
autocbhiography.

As further amplification to this individuating process
the themes of "The Orchestra’™ and "The Yellow Flower'" -the
latter employing the same mystic overtones as the Chinese work

The Golden Flower =-and "For Eleanor and Bill Monahan", provide

ample examples. The notion of the "common tone' both as a
personal and a cosmic primciple is one that the poet asserts
as a solution to the "divorce'". The poet's concern to
recognise and embrace the feminine principle as a vital
concomitant to life and art has also been stressed. The
balance of separation of the self and the immersion of

the self in the environment is the essence of individuation

and the essence of Williams' authenticity as a poet.
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The late poems successfully express this balance and exemplify
Williams' most revealing remark, that success "“comes after a

lifetime's efforts”12 and that the artist "has to live...live

13 4

long in the worlad", he Desert Music and Journey to Love

are culminating works that, through study in relative depth
I hope I have established, represent what the poet had hoped,
a "full statement', a2 'marriagc' with his world. These volumes
contain poems not easily arrived at but which were the consequence
of arduous and rigorous descents by the poet to present his
material with the authentic spirit of change on it. These last
poems never losc their authority nor do they lose the true
voice of the poet. He is in fact more in control cf these
works than earlier) the form rules content now,not vice versa
as had been the case, The poems arc comprehensive but not
simplistic, there are no shallow aphorisms, Williams is
neither a strident nor n meck sags. Instead he draws sensibly
and sensitively from his own experience. It is then, a further
measure of his achicvement that his poems resist becoming
egocentric statements of particuler but not gencral relevance.
Williams, however,is subjective but not prohibitively so; he
speaks in his own voice but it is also a protean one.

The essence of Williams' achievement is his insistence on
a wholeness in his perception, that his mind be intact and all
his senses waking. This receptivity took him a lifetime to
develop. As Tanner1h observed, the concern in "The Red
Wheelbarrow" was to perceive the 'palpable fragment' which

somehow would suggest the whole. But the late poems of
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The Desert Music and Journcy to Love go beyond this. There is

still the innocent eye but the comprehensien is cosmic, The

poet experiences hig world with crispness and careful accuracy

that is expressed as discovery. This, he exults "is the first

(and last) day of the world". Such an e¢xclamation,in its

context

in so central a poem as '"The Orchestra'yis no shallow

posturing but a genuine and powerful statement of timelessness,

one that the poet has earned only through his humarity and his

artistic discipline. It is not an egocentric statement but one

of unabashed honesty. It is this same humanity, combined with

Williams' usuzl modesty, that promptcd his commentiVI must make

the now
back of
tion, I
unknown
mastery
jungle.

as well

meter out of whole cloth, I've got to know the necessity
it. I am not driven by the scarch for personal distinc-
don't want to appear in person. But I want to see the

shine, like a sunrise, I want to sce that overpowering
that will inundatc the whole sceone penetrate to the last

It can be detected in the remote province of a Paterson
15

a8 clsewherz®.

The concern to come to terms with his environmeng 'to know

the necessity back of it' is a motivating principle for Carlos

Williams. In my first chapter 1 have tried to show by examples

from In the American Grain and a number of essays and letters

how crucial the poet felt this understanding to be. Only by

reducing himself to first principles, by 'wholly' discovering

the value and purpose of the descent could his best work come.

"Piece by piece we must loosen what we want" he had said, so

that piece by piece he could recbuild o new prosody and a new

mind.

I have been congerned to show Williams' reconstruction



127,

to be both technical and thematic., He was as much preoccupied
with "how to get said" as with "what must be said" although it
is unprofitable to try too often to separate these two concerns
when they are so closely inter-related. It was just this
tendency to fragment that had contributed to the '“divorce'',

The Desert Music and "Asphodel' were efforts to maske "full

statement" prosodically and thematically with the poet's
concentration on harmony and the fewinine principle.

The image that Williams inadicated in the letter above of
"the unknown shine, like a sunrise" is echoed in '"'Asphodel',
The dawn and the afterglow become one and the same, and that
the glow is of the bomb and the flower,is c¢vidence that
Williams has been able to embrace both a forcc of good and
one of evil, that the "divorce" has been cvercome:

The sky to the north
is placid,
blue in the afterglow
as the storm piles up
It is a flower
that will soon reach
the aper of its bloomn,
We danced
("Asphodel", JL, DB. 157

This overpowering image of epiphany and forecboding suggests
precisely the adventure in the New World, It is Williams'
capacity to present it in all its grandness that indicates
that his aim was achieved;"I want to see that overpowering

mastery that will inundate the whole scene penetrate to the
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last jungle".16 The poet's imagination hsd penetrated these

jungles because he had dared to confront them. Like Poe,

Williams recognised "the hard, sardonic, truculent mass and

the New %orld, hot, angry, was in fact, not a thing to paint

over, to smear, to destroy ... [Williams] conceived the

possibility, the sullen, volcanic inevitability of the place“.1?
But Williams' response was not to unleash as 2 consequence

a chain of sullen and volcanic reactions. He furthered the

process, After the illuminatwes Williams sought to humanise

his environment, he related to his locality by individuation.

Rutherford became His focus and Williams transmuted 'all the

energy of the inevitability of the place' into a sophisticated

but suburban pastoralisi, one that took cognisance of 21l

elements of existence but stressed those of regeneration and

grace. %illiams contained his world but thie did not deter himfrem

secking new worlds:

of new kinds—
since their movements
are towards ncw objectives. . .-

("The Descent" DM, PB, 73)
William Carlos Willinms achieved genuine expression especially
in his late poems by his capacity to renew and regenerate in a
way totally in hearmony with his personulity and humanity. His
"flowers' are rooted both in his personality and his locality,
they accrue from the intimation of humanity and eternity that
Williams expresses in 'The Orchestra':

I love you. My hecart is
innocent.
And this the first
(and last) day of the world,
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WDESCENT"

At fifteen years of age Samuel Houston, born 1793,
Scotch-Irish, ran away from his brothers of whom he was a
charge and joined the Cherokee Indians of Western Tennessece.
He lived with them until eighteen, then reascended to the
settlements for school....The primitve destiny of the land
is obscure, but it has been obscurcd further by a field of
unrelated culture stuccoed upon it that has made that destiny
more difficult than ever to deteriine. To this latter nearly
all the acsthetic adhesions of the prescnt day occur. Through
that stratum of obscurity the acute but frail genius of the
place must penetrate. The seed is tough but the chances are
entirely against o growth., It is possible for every vestige
of virtue from the New World to be lost, like the wood pigeon.

Houston was onc of the few men of his time suited mentally,
morally, physically for dominant achic<vement. Governor of
Tennessee, 1829, he married Eliza Allen of a prominent family
of Sumner County, of that state. After three months she left
him, None knows the reason, both remained silent. He wrote,
"Eliza stands acquitted by me.," The brief duration of the
marriage, the violence and pcrmanence of the separation, the
prominence of Houston and the lack of all information forth-
coming concerning the incident give it an arrestirg character.

Surmise will suit the fancy: he accused her of a romantic
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attachment; she accused him of worse; or there was, more
likely, a disproportion between them; a man of primitive
vigors loosed upon her in private, she was overborne by him in
some manner, or she refused to be overborne,

He, swept off his feet by the emotional rccoil from the
misfortune, first pleaded with her father to intercede for him
that his wife might return; failing in this, he resigncd the
governorship of Tennessee, left everything behind him and took
the descent once more, to the ground, He rejoined the Cherokees,
now removed to Arkansas, The state was in an uproar, people
spoke badly of himj thcre was nothing too bad for them to say.
His wife divorced him and re¢married.s For a while he took to
drink....He turned back to the Indians, it is the saving gesturw
—but a gesturc of despair. FPoe can be understood only in a
knowlcdge of his decp roots. The quality of the flower will
then be seen to be normal, in all its tortured spirituosity
and polencss, a desert flower with roots under the sand of his
day.

Whitman had to come from under. All have to come from
under and through, a dead layer.

But this primitive ordeal, created by a peculiar
condition of destiny (the implantation of an already partly
cultured race on a wild continent) has a plant in its purpose,
in its lusts' eye, as gorgeous as Montezuma's gardens of birds,
wild beasts and albino natives in wooden cages.

But he who will grow from that basis must sink first.

If he goes to France, it is not to learn a do re mi fa sol.

He goes to see a strange New World.
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If not definitely a culture new in every part, at least a
satisfaction. He wants to have the feet of his understanding
on the ground, his ground, the ground, the only ground that he
knows, that which is under his feet, I speak of aesthetic
satisfaction,s This want, in Amecrica, can only be filled by
knowledge, a poctic knowledge, of that ground, since this is
difficult,due to the hardships which beset the emergence of a
poeti A poct is one re¢lated to a basis of material, aesthetic,
spiritual, hypothetical, abnormal=—satisfactiongesssince this
is so, the want goes for the most part unsatisficd in Amcrica
or is satisfied by ~ fillgap., The prcdominant picture of
America is a land aesthetically satisfied by temporary fill-
gaps, But the danger remains: Taste 1s so debauched in the

end that everything of new will be forgotten and—

In spite of size its genius is shy and frail, the loveliest,
to be cherished only by the most keen, courngeous and sensitives
It may diec.

Meanwhile, taste is pandered to somehow....Among the
Indians Houston lived, from the time of his separation from his
wife, eleven years, He was adopted into the tribe; he, maind
taining silence upon the calamity which had overtaken him,
preferred to be among those who accepted him for what he was and
let no rumor of his past affect them. It came from the ground
like water. He took an Indian woman for his wife.

The instigation to invasion is apparent: ready profit. The
excuse also is apparent: progress. The refusal of these things
is like feathered darts on armor. We are tyros in what we are

glad to believe are the fundamentals of artistic understanding.
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VWie erave filling and eagerly grab for what there is, The

next step is, floating upon cash, to wish to be like the others.
Now come in the Universities, the conformists of all colors from
the arch-English to the Italian peasant and his goats.

It is imperative that we gsink. But from a low position
it is impossible to answer those who know all the Latin and some
of the Sanskrit names, much French and perhaps one or two other
literatures. Their riposte is: Knownothingism, But we cannot
climb every tree in that world of birds. But where foreign
values are held to be a desideratum, »: who is buried and
speaks thickly—is lost,

There is nothing for a man but genius or despair. Ve
cannot answer in the smart language, certainly it would be a
bastardization of our own talents to waste time to learn the
language they use. I would rother sneak off and die like a
sick dog than be a well known literary person in America—and
no doubt I'll do it in the end, OQOur betters we may bitterly
advise: Know nothing (i.e., the man on the street), make no
attempt to know., With a foreign congeries of literary
claptrap, come without courtesy to a strange country and make
for yourself a smooth track to the pockets of the mob by
catering to a "refined" taste and soiling that which you do not
know how to estimeate. Courtesy would at least bid him be
informed or keep still....

Those who come up from under will have a mark on them that
invites scorn, like 2 farmer's filthy clodhoppers. They will
be recognized only from abroad, being so like the mass out of
which they come as to be scorned from anear, etc., etc., etCase

After the many years with the Cherokees, having settled down
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thoroughly,this time, Houston rose agnin: defeated Santa Ana
at San Jacinto and received the soubriquet, "Sam Jacinto,"
Governor of Texas, U.3. Scnntor during a long term, several
times mentioned for the presidency, marricd again, several
children, when in de.p thoupght whittled pine sticks, tigerskin
best, blanket, sombrero, joined Baptist Church, opposed secession
of southern states, lived to have Lincoln recognize him by
offer of a Major-Generalship, which he refused.

However hopeless it may scem, we have no other choice:
we must go back to the beginning; it must all be done over;

everything that is must be destroyed.

from: In the American Grain (New York:
1925), pp.212-215.,
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ST, JAMES' GROVEY

And so it came to that last day

Vihen, she leading by the hand, we went out
Early in the morning, I heavy of heart

For I knew the novitiate was ¢nded

The ecstasy was ovcr, the life begun.

In my woolen shirt and the pale-blue necktie
My grandmother gave me, there I went

With the old queen right past the houscs
Of my friends down the hill to the river
fis on any usual day, any errand,

~lone, walking under trees,

I went with her, she with me in her wild hair,
By Santiago Grove and presently

She bent forward and knelt by the river,
The Passaic, that filthy river.

And there dabbling her mad hands,

She called me close beside her.

Raising the wnter then in the cupped paln
She brthed our brows wailing and laughing:
"River, we are old, you and I,

e are old and by bod luck, beggars.

Lo, the filth in our hair, ocur bodies stinkl
Old friend, herc I have brought you

The young soul you long asked of nme.

stand forth, river, and give ne

The old friend of ay revels!

Give me the well-worn spirit,

For here I have made & room for it,

And I will return to you forthwith

The youth you have long asked of me:

Stand forth, river, and give me

The old friend of my revels!?

And the filthy Passaic consentedl

Then she, leaping up with a ficrce cry:
"Enter, youth, into this bulk!

Enter, river, into this young mani"

Then the river began to enter my heart,
Eddying back cool and limpid

Into the crystal beginning of its days.
But with the rebound it leaped forward:
Muddy, then black and shrunken

Ti11 I felt the utter depth of its rottenness
The vile breadth of its degradation

And dropped down knowing this was me now.



But she lifted me and the water took a new tide
Again into the older experienccs,

And so, backward and forward,

It tortured itself within me

Until time had been washed finally under,
And the rivsr had “ounéd its lavel

And its last motion had ceased

And I knew 21l—it became me.

And I knew this for double certain

For there, whitely, I saw myself

Being borne off under the water!

I cculd have shouted cut in my agony

At the sight of myself departing
Forever-—but I bit back my despair

For she had averted her eyes

. By which I knew well what she was thinking—
And so the last of me wns taken.

Then,she, "Be mostly silent!"

And turning to the river, spoke again:
"Por him and for me, river, the wandering,
But by you I leave for happiness

Deecp folisge, the thickcst bheeches—
Though elsewhecre they are all dying—
Tallest ocaks and yellow birches

That dip their leaves in you, mourning,
As now 1 dip my hair, immemorinl

Cf me, immemorial of him

Immemorial of these our rromises!

Here shall be a bird's paradise,

They sing to you remembering my voice:
Here the most secluded spaces

For miles sround, hallowed by a stench
To be our joint solitude and temple;

In memory of this clear marriage

ind the child I hsve brrmuskt voit in the late years.
Live, river, live in luxuriance
Remembering this our son,

In remembrance of me and my sorrow

And of the new wanderingl"

from: "The Yanderer', The Collected Earlier
Poems. (Norfolk, Conn.: 1951), p.10.
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