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ii. 

PREFACE 

It i s the purpose of this e ssa y to s tudy the po e tical 

works of William Carlos Will i a ms (1883-1963) tha t are contained 

in The Desert Music colle ction in addition to a study of one 

poem "Asphodel , That Gre e ny Fl owe r 1
' , included in th o coll ec tion 

entitled Journey to Love . The Desert Music poems were first 

published in 1954 , Journe ~ t o Love appear ed one y ear l a t e r. 

Both these s e l e ctions wer e subs e quently published in 1962 in 

a cumul at ive volume ent i tled Pictures fro m Brueghel whic h was 

a wa r ded the Pulitzer Prize for Poe try in 1963 . It i s this 

l at t e r volume fro m which my textual quotations come . 

It h els b ee n my c onc": r n to consi de r t hes e poems fro m a 

particula r vi ewpoint, one which::/\vill be mo.de c lear in this 

essay , wa s of e nduring int e r es t to the poet h i mse lf . Thr ou gh­

out his long writing c a r eer ~illiams was deeply c on c e rned to 

establish a distinct and significant lite r a ry tradition in the 

Unit e d S t ate s. Much of th e lite r a tur e t hR t was writt e n by 

Americ ans Willinms f e lt to be , if not irr elevant , the n only 

b earing pa rti a l r e l a tion to the pe ople , eve nts a nd peculiar 

experience of the United States . Lit e r a ture written in the 

United States , he mainta ined, was to be authentic , it must 

tefl e ct and explore the Am erican e xperience. This work is an 

effort to ~ocum ent and examine William Carlos Willia ms' achieve ­

ment of identity and genuine expression as an Ameri c an poet. 

This is not a study of a me r e r egional poe t. Williams 

·. 
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himse lf stressed tha t to be a r eg ional po8t a lone wa s insuff-

ici e nt . He had , ho we v e r, to unde r stand a nd con ta in the a r ea 

from which he c ame . The approach ~ dopted has be e n to commenc e 

with a consi dera tion of a va ri e ty of prose wo r ks by Willi ams 

tha t e xpress his inte ntions and hopes as a writ er. The mos t 

signific a nt of th e s e is In the Amer ican Grain (1925) but of 

importa nc e a lso a r e the Prologue to Kora in Hell (1920) and a 

wide range o f essays and l e tt e r s . These wri ti ngs e stab lish 

cl early Wi lliams' pa rticular conc e pt of ~uthent icity and J lso 

r e vea l the po e t's a ttitude towa rds p oe t s such a s T . S . Eliot , 

whose va lues and expression h e vehemently opp os e d . 

A gene r a l d iscuss i on of Willinms ' spr awling manifes tos 

occ up i e s the fir s t chapter with a vi ew to showi ng thei r 

applic a ti on in poem s in Picture s fro m Brucghe l. Th0 s e p oems 

a r e p eak wo rks i n ~ illiams ' c a r ee r . Kenneth Rexr o th saw 

The Dese rt Music as the b eg inning of a new e .-c:. of Rccompli shmen t 

for WilliRm CArl os ~illiams , the n nea ring se venty : 

••• fro m now on , a s ·~iill i :-.ms e; r ows older , h e will 

ris e as far above his cont empora ri es as Yeat s did 

above his in his l n tt e r ye a rs . Th e fruit has ripe ned 
1 

on th e tree . 

Inde ed i n l e tte rs, quot ed b e low, Williams hims elf f e lt tha t in 

theme and prosody the s e poems embody a uthe ntic ally attitudes 

and experienc e s he want e d to conve y. 

The following three chapters analyse thes e poems, grouping 

them thema tica lly. The first of these deals with the descent , 

which I wish to e stablish as a key motif, in addit ion to a 

discussion of his triadic "va.riable foot"~ The next chapte r 
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is conc e rned with poems stressing synthesis and hc r mony and 

Chapter Four wh ich focu s.2;:> ma inly on "Asphode l, Tha t Gre e ny 

Flowe r " is conc e r ned with love and its s i gnifica nc e for the 

poet ' s cra ft . 

Whi l e t he poems selected for study a re all l a te ones 

writt e n in a v e ry short span of his long lit e r a ry ca r ee r, I 

f ee l justifi ed in conc entrating on them. The y a r e e videnc e 

not only , as :rtcxroth says , that 11 the fruit has ripe n ed on the 

tree '' but they also epitomi se the c onsi ste ncy and de votion 

that Wil l i ams displayed in th e 1950s to principles that h e 

stres s ed initinlly in the 1920s and ear l i e r. 

The opening chc..p t er dea l s with i·Jilliams ' hopes as a wr i t2r . 

The follo wing t h r ee chap t e r s dea l with the t r ans f e r of these 

precepts to some of h is poems . The conclus ion attempt s to 

de fine and e valuat e his a chi evement a nd exa~ine th e pecul i a rity 

a n d quality of j illiams ' searc h for genuine stateccnt . 

Inc l uded a s appe ndices a r e two extr~cts fro m Williams ' 

writingJ too l e ngthy fo r inclus ion in the text but too rel e va nt 

t o be excluded . They a r e t he chapter ' Descent ' from In the 

Am erican Grain a nd the fina l se ction , "St . Jame s' Grove)' of the 

early and se minal p oem "The \.Vander e r 11
• 

For their assistance and gui danc e in the prepa r a tion of 

this essay my tha nks a r e due to the following people : 

~Mr . Peter Alcock , my supervisor, for his generosity with 

both time and s u ggestions , a nd for creating my initial inte r es t 

in what proved an absorbing study . 

~to Professor R. G. Frean and othe r membe rs of the English 

Depar t ment of Massey University, particularl y Dr. Mary Chan. 
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- to f'i iss E . M. Gr een , Mrs . M. D. Gwynn and Miss L . Marsden 

of the Massey Unive rsity Librnry . 

- to Mr s . M~rgaret Brogd e n , secretary of the English 

Departme nt ~t Ma s s ey Unive rsity , for typ i ng th e MS and for her 

unstinting kindne ss throu ghout its pr0para tion . 

- and fina lly , to my wife , Meryl for p a ti e nce and 

encoura geQent when it wa s most nee de d . 



" PIECE BY P I ECE \'JE kUST LOOSEN WHAT \IE WANT" 

" We h a v e n o wo r ds . Ev e ry wo r d we get 1'.lu s t b e broken 

o ff fr om the E: ur op0<-1n mass ••• Pie c e by p i ece we mus t 
1 

loosen whn.t we want" 

The wr iting o f Wil l i am Carl os Wil liams has been jus t s uch 

a n a tt emp t . Wil l i nms , hamstrung by his al i ena tion from the 

orthodoxy o f Ame rican po e try ~n d r e lucta nt to become an exil e , 

sou ght t o find the n ew wor ds to fr ame th & new ideas that he 

f e lt a s an Americ n n a rtist . He was not , of cours e , the first 

to h n v e att ~ rupt ed this or e v e n to h a v e r e cogn is ed it . Ralph 

Wa ldo Eme r son much earli e r had proclai med vehemen tly i n his 

essay on 1rhe Am'° ri ccin Scf-.o l n r ( 1f37) th.:.:. t nwe have l i stened too 

2 
long to the c o ur tly mus es o f Europe" . Wi ll i ams as a typi ca l 

New World writ e r confronted the probl em a s if it exis t ed only 

f or hi m but this in.pa rt infor med hi s writing with gr ea t e r 

urge ncy a n d e nab l e d him to d e velop a n i d i osyncra tic style . 

Williams , as a major po e t of the early 20th c e ntury , r e v eals 

a numb e r o f difficulties . He , unlike Pound , chos e n o t to es ch ew 

America n life a n d val ue s though h e wa s unhe sita ting in his 

judgements on th e m. Rathe r h e chos e the essential ly provinc ial 
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lif~ o f a physician in Rutherford , New Jerse y . But his 

aesthe tics a nd his writing a r c not those of a r~gional poet 

nnd his influence on , and acqunintance with , lead i ng Amer ican 

writers- Ez r a Pound , H. D., Mar i anne Moore , Kcnnt.th Burke a nd 

~allace Stevens w~s scarcely that of a h~ysecd . In a long 

and constantly e v olving care e r ~ illiams nrote a mass of poetry , 

ficti on , essays and l e tt er s tha t docum~nt the mind of a write r 

deter~ined to b one his mater ial to its truest edge , r~vealing 

with the greatest cla rity and v~racity the s t uff not only of 

his dreaMs but of thv Most humble Psp0cts of the phenomenal 

wor ld . · i th Bl nkean sirr.plici ty he wrote to Marianne Moore : "I 

fe El ns much a part of things as trees and stones'' . 3 

Willi 1ms w~s v~ ry much preoccupied with the American dilemma . 

H(; sought to diss&ct and e xa 1: inu , to d i agnose what h e f elt m~,de 

it tick . His writing showG his process 0f discovery . ~!illiams ' 

prose works The Gr~at Amcric,n Novel and In the Am(;r ica n Grain 

were a ttempts to come to grips with American aspir~tions nnd 

American history . He was tr)inr t o establish contact wi th the 

pnst and with the Environmont . In the kmerican Grain was nn 

attempt to c r eate a '·usahle 
ti 4 

p'1st / to use Van t~yck Brooks ' phrase . 

Vi lliams ' int~rest in this bock w~s ~o delineate tho 

Ameri can z e i tse i s t . ':iill i .:tms v1rote to Horace Gr egor y: "I must 

have a basis fo r orienting myself form~ lly in the beli e fs which 

activated me from day to day" . 5 The orientation was in writing 

In the Ameri ca n Gr ain . It cleared the ai r for him to continue 

his writing a nd helped h i m to establish identity as an American 

write r . This book was a quas i-h i storical selection of essays on 
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major figures in Am \.; rican history . He ranges from Red Eric 

to Abraham Lincol~simul :lting 'l.ppropriatc archaisms a nd prose 

to express his themes . Th\.; pr otagonists of Ame rican history 

ho shorJs to be thos ... cf dustruc ti on- the c onqui stador s and the 

puritans- nnd those Hhos0 history is nn cxnmple and inspiration 

to Anericnns n0w . It is hnrdly n pntriotic treat ise but rather 

SL ks to expr ess the qucliti~s required for ~mcricnn ~rt ~nd 

socivty to prosper . His es·,o.ys rre digr .:-ss i vc :ind subj•-.cti vc , 

historicnlly , but nrt always th~mntic~lly , sequontirl . ~ illiams' 

attention shifts from pnst to present . 

Th0r e wn.s 1 \Jilli '"'ms be li.:ved " a sourc e IN AMER I CJ.. for 

evC; r ything we think or do" . 6 Th..:- r e vms :"\ neod to search out 

past motivEs and past expcri~ncc to find the basis for an under-

stnnclir.g of the pr(.scnt . '.rhis lo.y "in the intell i gent i nvcst i -

ga.tion of thl clL<.nges worv"'d uron th e early cor.1crs here , to the 

New ··.crld , th.., books , the r ._crrds ••• wh'l.t h2s bc'-n morally , 

aesthetically worth wl:il~ in AmLrica h~s r ested upon peculiar and 

discover'l.ble gr ound " . 7 

In an ess~y cnti tled Tho Am~ri c:tn Background ' .. illiams wrote 

o f the first settlers . "They S.3.W birds with rus ty breasts and 

called them robins . Thus , from th e start , an America of which 

they could ha ve had no inkling , dr ove the first settlers upon 

their past •••• They f ound that they had not only l e ft England but 

tha t they had a rrived somewhe r e else : ~t a place whose pressing 

r eal ity dem~nded not only a tremendous bodily devotion but as 

well , and mor e importunately , great powers of adaptabi lity , a 

comple t e r e c onstruction of the i r most intima t e cultur a l makeup , 
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t o a ccord with the new c onditions . The most hesitated a nd 

8 turned bri.ck in their hc:i.rts 'lt th0 first gl'lnce" . For \'Jill i ams 

the heroes , the true a rtis ts ~ere men in the American ,ra in l i ke 

Raleigh , Poe and th-= b'.'.ck\'1oodsman Boone who "made contact with 

the intrinsic cl~~~nts of an as yet unrealised mnteri <l of 

which the c ountry was madc 11
•
9 It was a r eceptivity to the new 

th:~ t l'.filliM•iS so ndr.iircd in me n like Boon(.) , H<sles .::tnd Burr­

they wert. 11 rncn int:lc t - wi th '111 their senses vmking1110 who were 

the r e f or e able to appr cci<to th e wilderness , the Indian, the 

Negr o , the "Common peopl e " and g ive ther.iscl ves to th L· realisation 

of these nevi b 
. 11 cings . It is this loving appr~c i ~tion of the 

s trange , th'"' n ... w and the diffe r ent that is truly 11 moral: to be 

positive , t o be peculiar , to be sur e , gener ous , br a vc.......JI'O MARRY , 

to touch- to give becnuso one HAS" . 12 

But these eager men with ri.11 their senses waking a r e over -

shadowed by the e l ements of destruction th<t ~illiams chronicl es 

a nd r £vcals as concomit~nts t o the American experienc e . The 

first destroyers wer~ Cor tez nnd de Leon , conquistadors who 

destroyed New .1orld cultures . These men, ~/ illiams aq;ues , were 

crass , they wer e: " deafened a nd blinded" by the r ecr entive New 

[Vlorld] unfolding itself mirnculously before them11
•
13 "Bitter as 

the thought may be" , \Jillinms concludes , "that Tenochtitla n •••• 

Should have been crushed out b ... cnuse of the awkward names give 

their emptiness , yet it w::.s no man ' s fault 11
•

14 

But the destructi on that proved more mal i gnnnt and more 

kn owi ng was tha t of the Puritans who sanctioned their emptiness 

by the inverted morality of the ir r e ligion . They did not grow 

in America , inst ead they "looked black a t the world a nd damning 
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its p e rfe ctions pra i sed a z e r o in th ems e lves" . 15 The New \1orld 

for t he; Puri t ans wo.. s a "squGllid, h orri d Amc ric ::m Dessart 11 o.nd 

the y prid8d t hemsel ves on t h ir nl i e n rt ti on fr om it .
16 

Th e ir r e li g i on wc: s s c; llspiri t ua l 11
, sc "concis e , bar e , 

PURE" tha t the y we r e n bl e t o mc:ls k a ll na tura l b e ings-the woman, 

the child, the Indi a n-"int o one s n fe mold" . "Th0y mus t ha ve 

cl osed n ll th e: \'/ Orld out" assort s the poet 11 ••• Having in them­

s0l ves ncthing o f curi os ity, n o wo nd e r , f or the New ',Jo rld" . 17 

It wa s pr e ci se ly this e l emen t o f wonde r tha t was t o cha r n ct eris e 

Willi ams ' own wo r k , n n aspe ct thn t I will l a t e r disc u ss in this 

cha pt e r . The Puri t<:ms wc r o:.: "virtuously" trapped . Th e 

insidi ous f ri g i di ty c f the Purit~n r e mains says Willi~ms , h e 

18 
s till "kee ps his fri ght&ned g rip u pon t he throat o f th l: worl d 11 

~ o tha t bo new Ame ric an cul t ur e c a n b eg in . D. E. Lawr e nc e in 

his r e vi ew o f In th e Ame ric .'.J. n Gr a in wrote "There a r e two wa ys 

of b e ing Ame ric a n; and the chi e f, says Mr. h illinms,is by 

r e c oiling int o ind ividua l smallness and inse nti e nce, and gutt ing 

the grea t contine nt in fr e nzi e s o f me an f e ar . It is the 

Puritan way. The o th v r is by touch : t ouch America as she is , 

dar e to t ouch h e rt And thi s is th e her oic way . And this , this 

sensitive touch upon the uns ee n Am e rica , is t o be the r eally 

great adventur e in the New VJ orld" . 
19 

It wa s the men unafra id to t ouch America as she is that 

o ffer e d alte rna tives to the shrinking, mean Puritan r esponse 

that still exists "stinking all about you ••• a kind of mermaid 

"th f t ., .. 20 
w1 a corpse or a ai~ . The se men would libera te the 

emotions especia lly the erotic , the y would libe r a te Ame rican 
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wome n and a r tists - " t h e r c h o. v e n e v e r bee n wom on" h e wr o t e 11 s ave 

P i on ee r Ka t i es ; n o t on ~ i n fl ower s a ve some Mo onfl owe r Poe ma y 

ha v e s een , or a n unrip L c hil ~ . Poe t s? Wh e r e ? Th ey a r e the 

2 1 t e st •••• Ne vc r o. woman: nev e r a p oe t s aw s un he r e 11
• It was 

me n wi t h the i r s e n s e s i nta ct l i ke Dani e l Boon e wh os e spirit , 

whos e usabl e p~ st c ou l d g ive n ew di r e ct ion in t h e mode rn New 

vlorl d . Boon e " was a gr e~t t v ol uptua ry bor n t o t he Ame rican 

s e tt l e ments nga ins t the n i ggG r d l i n es s o f the damn i ng puri t a nic a l 

t r ad it i on , one who by t hG s i n g l e l og ic o f h i s pas sion , whic h h e 

ve s t e d on the sava g e l i f e a b out h i m, de s tr oy e d a t i ts spring 

t ha t spiri tua lly withe r ing p l a g ue ••• f ull of a r i c h r ege n nr a ti v e 

vi ol e n c e h e r ema i ns , wh en hi s hi s t ory wil l b e cg r e f u l ly r epor t e d , 

f or us wh o ha ve c ome a f t e r t o c o.11 upon him 11
•

2 2 

The man wh o is t o c onfr ont h is e nvi r o nm e nt full y , b e it 

Boon e or Poe or Wi ll i a m Ca r l os \J illia ms , must de s c e nd t o d i s c o v e r 

ne w worlds . The i dea of the des c e nt is a key n ot i on in 

Willia ms ' wr iting . It i s a n i mage tha t h e st r e s ses and e na ct s 

r e p ea t e dly a nd one t h~ t f or my purp o s e s d e mon s t r a t e s t he t e naci t y 

a n d c ons i s t e ncy with wh i ch t h e poe t c l ung to h is principl e s . He 

g ives t h e wo r d 'de s c e n t' e x pl i c it illus trRt i on in the ch a p t e r 

entitl e d ' De s c e nt ' in In t h e Americ a n Gr a in . Simila r r e f e r e nc es 

occur in a n early p oe m entitl e d "The Wan de r e r" , in a/le tt e r t o 

Mari a nne Moor e da t ed 1934 , in Pa t e rson , a nd in t h e op e ning poe m 

of The De s ert Mu s i c entitle d "The Des c ent 11
• 

The mos t t e lling a n d f or c e ful us e o f this n oti on , on e tha t 

is c e ntra l t o his i de n s on a uth entic lit e r ature , i s f ound in 

In the America n Grain . 
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~hil e pa rticula r fi gure s like Bo on e a n d Poe e nact and 

illus tra t e t he decc e nt , t he n o ti on is mos t pros a ic a lly and 

explicitly s t a t e d in the e ssa y entitled , simply , 'D e sc e nt' . 

This essay , curi ou s ly ab s e nt fr om th e list o f Cont e n t s in a ll 

editi ons , is conc ~ rnc d with on e Samu El Hou s ton b orn in 1793 . 

It chronicl e s h i s early life , how h e spe nt three y ears living 

with th e Che r okee Indi a n s b e f or e h e ''rea sc e nde d t o th e s e ttl e -

2-
ments f or s cho ol 11

, ihcn l a t e r b e c ame Go v8rnor o f Te nne ssee and 

marri ed Eliza Alle n . But t h e marriage c olla ps ed a ft e r three 

months . He th0n r e j o ine d the Ch e roke e, ''l e ft e v e rything b e hind 

24 him a n d t o ok t he des c ent onc e rno r e t c t he g r ound'' · · He live d 

with the tribe f o r e l ~ ve n yea r s and t ook an Indi a n wom~n f or his 

wife . Aft e r t h i s Hous t on 'ros e ' aga in,re turned t o European 

s oci e ty a n d be came a s ucc ess ful so l d i e r , se na t or a nd Gove rn or . 

Inter s p e rs e d with t hese f ncts Willia ms ma kes cl ~ar the doctrine 

of th e des c en t . It i s t o fo r go nll a n d r ed iscove r the self a nd 

the gr ound . All mu s t b e done o ve r , a ll mu s t be d estr oy e d , this 

was Hous t on' s l esson a nd one t h~ t r egc ne r n t e d him t o great 

a chi e veme nt a n d se n s itivit~ Willia ms digres ses wildly to rail 

at the unive r s iti us a n d th e s t a t e of Am e rican l e tt e rs , Indco~ -

Dilliums ' 2ntagonism towa rd s a c a d0.1ics ~nd the universiti e s only 

~b ~ ted near th s e nd o f his l i fe . 

The e ssay 'D e scent' pla ces i mporta nt str e ss on th e 

realisa tion of the s e lf a nd the locality and implicitly and 

explicitly points up the failur e of Am erican soci e ty . There is 

no authenticity in Ame rican l e tt e rs because too few artists 

u ndergo the descent . The contribution of the woman , the 
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"feminine principle" tha t will b e discuss ed in greater detnil 

b e low, is shown to be abort e d in Houston ' s f ai l ed marriage but 

r e paired by his subsequent t 2king o f an Ind i ~n wife . This 

action , Williams ass urts , g~ve Houston a vi gour and di r e ction 

without which he would ha ve f a il ed . Willia ms despe r ately 

sought to r e- turn t o first principl es . "It is imper3.tive that 

we sink" he wrot e in ' Desc ent '~ 5 This cultural a nd p e r sonal 

abnegation W'J.S combin -:=d with n strong s e ns e of locality-the 

spirit o f place- som e- thing \'Jilli P.ms l ec:t rn .s:d fro m the idealists 

and pioneers in the Americ ~n grain . For e xampl e P oe was one 

who r eal i sed th <:: r t: c ould b e an Americ a n culturG. 11 He was the 

first to r ealise tha t the h~rd, sardonic , truculent !IlB. SS of the 

New Worl d , hot , a ngry , was in f a ct, not a thing to pnint over, 

to smear, to dcstr oy ••• that it i s NOT a thing t o b e sli ghted by 

men ••• Po e c onc e ived the possibility , the sull en , volc a nic 

ine vita bility of the place 11
•
26 

Willi .'.'lms as o. n Ame rican a nd a 

poet was fully conscious of the ine vitab ility of plnce , 

discove r a ble by descent to the f oundo.tions . "Howeve r hopeless 

it may s ee m" he concludes in 'Descent' , "we have no other choice , 

we must go b~ck to the b eg inning ; it must all be done over; 

e v e rything that is must be destroyed" . 27 

The price to pay for this de scent can be high . For the poet 

it c an mean silence . Boone and those like him "had no way of 

making their r ealisations vocal. They themselve s became part of 

the antagonistic wi lde rne ss against which the coastal settlements 

were battling . Their sadness a lone survives . Many of them 

could hardly read. Their speech b e came crude. Their manners 



9. 

s ome times offens ive . It wa s t h e pena lty the y hHd to pa y 11
•
28 

The r ed i scov 0ry of wor ds and f orms was a rnR j or part o f 

Williams ' attemp t to fin d tho Ame rican g r ain . 

sough t to fin d Qu thont ic e xpr e ss i on; t o c ome t o grips with his 

pl n c e and h i s expe ri e n c e . Wil l i a ms was pr oud of Ezra Pound ' s 

t a unt whi c h he inc orp or a t e d int o his long poem Pa t e r son . 

P . Your int e r est is in the bloody loam but wha t 

I' m a ft 8r is th e finish e d pr oduct . 2 9 

But, Williams c ont e nds, th e finish e d product spr ings fr om 

the bl oo dy loe m and can only come fr om the r e . He wi ll run the 

risk tha t his .spee ch b e unma nn e r e d a n d thick . " Wh e r e f or e i gn 

va lues 2r e h e l d t o be a desidern tum , h e who i s buri e d a n d 

speaks thic kly-is los t ," h e r ern2. r ks a n grily. " ••• Those who 

c ome up from unde r will ha v e a mn rk on them that invit es s c orn, 

like a f a r mer ' s fil thy cl odhopp e; rs 1
' . 

30 Bu t only fr om this 

prima l loam c ~ n true poe try c ome . Only fr om ther e will 0il l i nms 

find the "h i dde n fl "lrne 11
, a purity t hn t is fr 0e: o f th ~, husks o f 

ou tdat e d nnd irr ~ l e van t c onventi ons 2 nd forms . The des c ent mus t 

t ake plac e in t o the de s e rt t o find what WilliamsJi n h i s poem
1 

ind icated was "The Desert :tv:u s ic n . Poe , h e said , " can b e under-

stood only in a knowl e dge o f h is de e p r oo ts . The qual ity of the 

flow e r wi ll th e n b e s eG n to b e n ormnl , in a ll its torture d 

spirituosity and paleness , a des e rt flow e r with ro o ts unde r the 

s a nd o f his day" . 31 i-Jhi tma n E:qu nlly "hnd t o come from und er. All 

32 h a ve to come up from und e r and through n dea d l a y e r " . The po e t 

must know the loam Williams ins ist ed . "He wa nts to ha v e the 

feet of his unde rst a nding on th e gr ound , his ground , ~ ground , 
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the only gr ound tha t he kn ows , tha t which is unner the f ee t . 

I speak of acsth0tic so tisfqction . This w~nt , in Ame rica , can 

only be fill ed by knowl l:dgE , q poetic knowl e dge , of th~t 

gr ound11
•
33 

'! illi~ms i s c onc ern. d with t h is descent in his early poem 

;3 L~ 
'~he tondercr , ~ ~ococc o Stud j . Th i s po~m as n whole , but 

i ts fina l Sl-ct i on "St . Jnries ' Gr ovc " in pr-trticul<:l r , r e f lects the 

preoccupRtion ~ illinms ho<l with the initiatory descent, the 

a rtic le of fa ith th-:i.t "it i s i mp• r "tive th,;t v;e sink" . 35 The 

po c, t ' s r e: l n ti onship vii th the world is r es t a t ed a nd with 

e l Rb or Rt e cc r c . The wh0lE poem is c onc erned wi th his initi~tion 

by his gr;;.ndmoth1.:r depict0d c s n sac;c c ld crone . In the "St . 

J ames ' G rov (~ " scc ti on and "Soothsoy" i mmcdici t ely bl: for e it , 

two principles wh ich mu r g0 os one become oppRr~ nt . The first 

i s whR t h e called n sense of "innGr s0curity" , the other is a 

consL:qu~nc~ of this res iGn~ ti on t o exist0nce~a fr eedom as a 

poe t t 0 depict q to t~l existonc e with the author i ty of his 

i ntegrated qrtist ic self . Th i s w~ s gnined by a n i mmers i on 

and r eb irth in his l oc ality , ~vtnphoricnlly r epresented by the 

i mage of i mmersion in the sewage fi lled wate rs of the Passa ic 

River , the " filt hy Passaic" . This sense o f "inne r s e curity" 

he wrote in the Lette r previ ous ly mentioned t o M~rianne Moore , a s , , 

"some thing tha t r ecurre d t o me when I wRs about twe nty , a sudden 

r es i gna tion to existe nc e , a dcspair~if you wi sh to call it that , 

but a despa ir that mndc everything a utlit and at the same a par t 

of myse l f . I suppose it migh t be cnlle d a sor t of nRme less 

r eligious exper i ence . I r es igned ; I g1we up" .36 This 
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r csi gnntion and c onsoquent oneness with the world is his 

vindica tion as nn ~rti s t . This i s t he index c f hi s a uthenticity , 

his c~p.qc i ty t o cc.njur £. up "The: D1.:sert Music " as it we r P. As a 

r csul t of his ' den th ' i n 11 Thc \·i;;i, ndc r e r 11 h E; stri vc s f or whR t he 

ear l i er in the: poem cnllcd "a new grip /. .. up nnd out of tcrrror ,,37 

It is the ve ry transfor mati on th~t ~illinms described as a 

r enl i set ti on o f ''inne: r s1.:curi ty" t hl".t is r c prc:scnted po<:,tically 

in the finn l section , "St . Jc'.'lmes ' Gr ove" . His gr nndmo th0r is 

presented as a n ol d pri es tess bringing the young initia t e t o 

the wn t er' s edge : 

She bnthed our brows nailing a nd lnughing : 

"River , we a r e o l d , you a nd I , 

'.Je a r c ld nnd by bed luck , beggar s . 

~ o , the filth i n our hai r , our bodies stink ! 

Old f ri e nd , here I h"vc brought you 

The young soul you long naked of me o 

S t and f orth , river a nd eive me 

The: ol d fr iend of my r evels ! " 

And the filthy Pc'.'lssai c c onsented ! 

An inte rchange of i dent ities takas place a nd t~o streams emer ge 

phys icnlly . The river i s "Eddying bri ck cool and limpid ••• : 

But with the r ebound it l eaped forwa r d /Muddy , then bla ck a nd 

shrunke n" . This r epr esents the two streams o f life tha t 

Williams deal s with in such poe ms as "The Desert Music" whe r e 

the " other music" mus t b e a cc ommodated with the hideous de f or mity 

tha t a lso exi s ts a nd ca nnot be e vaded . The woman invokes th e 

spirit of the river ~ 

"Ent er , youth , into this bulk ~ 

Ent er, river , into this young ma n!" 
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The two currents, one cool and r e fr cshin6, th~ oth e r filthy a nd 

abhorrent , conprise the full apprehensi on r f experienc e . The 

w~ter flows over hin 

Muddy , then bl~ck a nd shrunken 

Till 1 felt t he utt er depth of its r otteness 

The vile bread th of its degradat i on 

and dropped down knowing thi s wns me now . 

~ .. . i his •.ms m.; no\·1 1
' he v1ri t .... s . r..s thL ~·m te:. r fi n1.lly finds its 

level he s:J.ys~ 11 I kn..;w nll- i t been.me me • 1 1 His b.:i.pt i sm i s 

compl1.; t e , the poet i s lib~r~tud to n~w and frc~ expr ession . The 

ol d woman gives h er fin~l benedicti on; 

Liv0 , riv~ r , live in luxuriance 

Remembering this our son; 

In remembrnncc of me nnd my sorrow 

And o f th e new wandering I 11 . 
The new wandering , the furth e r dosc0nt tha~ 1.illi nms writes in 

his poem in The DesHrt Mus ic c oll~ction, opens to new places ' 'here -

tof orv ] . d', 3G b . 
unr0~ 1st , cnn new ~gin. The need for the 

r e c onciliation of both r~ frushing and the pollut0d currents is 

crucia l to t i lli:i.ms: view 01 the poet . ~ill iams called for a 

freedom of s ubj ect m<tter thnt embra c ed all existence "including 

the ' filthy Passaic ', the rcpu5nant , chaotic , and anti -poe tic 

e l ements of r eal ity both ins ide a nd outs i de of himself' 1
•
39 The 

artist , he wr ote in nn essay in 1939 , " a tta cks, constantly toward 

n full possession of life by himself :is a man11
•
40 

This same 

theme , the cxhortntion t o the descent> is r~peated in Paterson 

III iii. This epic poem c oncerns simul taneous ly the city 

Pa t e r son and the central pr o t agonist a lso named Paters on . Like 

Joyce ' s Ulysses and Eli ot's " The \faste Land", i t conta ins 
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fragm ents a nd i mpr e ssions . Published in fiv e secti ons it is 

one of the l ongest mode r n poe ms writt e n and include s u host 

o f historica l infor mat i on as wel l a s a dr nmatisation o f th e 

life of Mr. Pat e rs on . It r a nges fre e ly but is centred on the 

stream me t a phor of the Passaic Hive r , the "filthy Passa ic" int o 

which th e initi~ t e mu s t co in ord e r to und e r s t a nd all the 

e l emen ts/good and a bhorre nt/ o f h is e x peri e nc e . 

f a lls int o th e slimy wa ters 

to the t ee th, t o the v e ry e ye s 

uh, uh. 41 
(Pat e rs on, ) 

The poe t 

He make s the descent i nt c the ina rticulat e m~~ , the t ee t h f or 

spe e ch a nd the ey es f or s ee ing n r e submerg e d , ther e is fina lly 

the 'uh', 'uh' o f t he inc ompr ehensibl e . From this th e mind 

ris e s ae~ i n , be c ome s ''~;d a nd l earns new l a nguage , sees new 

l andscapes both without Rnd within. The a uth e ntic spirit of 

cha nge on it f h is poe try wi ll r ~ vea l the flux , the glimpses , 

th e b eauty a nd th e pain o f exp eri e nc e . 

Williams wan t ed thi s nnw poetry appr opriate t o it s tim e 

a nd pla c e , a live t o its c ont ext . Inst ead h e found only sham 

and flaccid imita ti on . On the f e ndency of Americans to adopt 

European ideas in one grea t bolus , ~illiams is mercil e ss . 

Europea n a rt h~d be e n plundered and t a ke n to the New World . 

Even Em e r son had b ee n wo oe d by Europe 's courtly mus es , "his g e nius 

as poet" Williams comment e d, "[remaine d] too often circumscribed 

by a slightly hackneyed g e ntility11
•
42 

Wh itman and Poe went 

unhe ralded a nd misunde rst oo d . Just as the y h a d mistaken the 

robins, new Americans had imposed irrelevant and stultifying 
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conve ntions on a new envir on me nt. Ame rica as it gr e w a nd a s 

its citi e s g r 0 w, "sou gh t t o s urr ound it self with the a ppurt e nance s 

of a fini she d culture which is u f n o dir Gct significance in th e 

new sph e r e ••• a cul tur e:; in e ffi gy has become predomina nt " . 43 

11 Meanwhil c 11 a dds ~h lliams c <i. ustic o..lly Rnd vii th r egr e t, "an 

unr e l a t ed Hopi c e r e mon i a l-unre l a t e d t ha t is, exc e p t to the 

s a nd , the c orn, t h e birds , the beas t s , the pe riodic drough t 

a nd th e mount .'.l in s i ghts a n d c ol ours - vms living in the farthe r 

We st 11 • 1144 Willia ms c a stiga t e d t h e r espons e t o th e arts in 

Americ a , i ts r e s pe cta bility a nd its irre l e va nce : " wealth 

establi shed mus e ums , but it c ould not t ell , it h~d t o be t ol d , 

wha t wns good in the m ••• • The r 0 we r e th e Boni de Cas t e llane s , 

the tiara age o f American op e r a , b oxholdc rs s l eep i ng thr ough the 

music or wonde ring what the h e ll it was a ll 3bout, whi l e th e 

America n c o mpos e r, Ive s, r ema ine d unknown 11 •
45 

The tra ppi n g s o f Eur opean cul t ur e we r e no t t o b e i mport ed 

by the boa tl oa d a nd be propped up, ossifying , in bourge ois 

mus e u ms . Tha t only demonstrates a fail ur 8 o f sensibility , a 

vulgarity . "In Fr o.n e e t he r e .:t r e spe ci ll l r e asons for e ve ry pha s e 

o f a n a rt . Americ a n s a r c s till t oo prone to admire a n d t o c opy 

the v e ry t h ing whi ch shoul d not b e c opi ed , the t hi n g which is 

Fre nch or Irish a l on e , the thing which is the result of special 

loca l conditi ons o f thought a nd circumsta nc e 11
•
46 

Els e whe r e he 

makes th e point mor e harshly~ "the thing tha t America ns n e ve r 

seem to s e e is tha t Fre nch pa inting , as a n ex ampl e of wha t is 

meant , is r e late d t o its own de finite tradition , in its own 

environment a nd gen e r a l history , a nd which , when they h a ve done 



with some one moment of it a n d have mo ve d on to something e lse , 

they f a tly sell where th e y ca n-to us , in short " . 47 Th e 

American i s the a rt sucker. 

Willi ams consta ntly points to the n ew conditions o f the New 

World . Allen Curnow made a simila r observation i n 1The Unhistoric 

Story'. 
48 

It was something di ff e r ent, some thing 

Nobody c ount ed on . 

In a l ette r to Jean Starr Un t e r me y e r in 1948, William 

Carlos Williams most cogently stated his role as a n Ame rica n 

poe t and a ll tha t this impli ed. " We 've got t o b egin by sta ting 

that we speak (here ) a distinct, separate language in a present 

(ne w era) a nd t hat it is NOT English. For English connotes a n 

historical ba ckground fro m whi ch it s prosody is de rived which 

can neve r b e r eal for us. It is ba sic for us t o know tha t the 

English prosody we imita t e as a ma t ter o f course is not determine d 

by the me r e facts of the mechanical sylla bic s equ enc es but an 

accretion through the a g e s fr om English history and c ha r a ct er. 

49 And tha t the s e a re NOT our cha r a cter". --
Williams s a w innova tions in prosody, a descent a nd a r e turn 

to the loam .. tha;¥ would be the turning point in writing. "Until 

you have a n e w fram e , something consonant with our times demands 

an adjustment to libe rate us a ll in the poem. Philosophy may, 

and in fact must, follow the poem. The poem is first 11
•
50 

With 

total assurance a nd commitment Dr. Willia ms 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 de partments in our suppos e dly American 

universities a r e c a lled English de partme nts whe r e English is 

t a ught and no t our own t on g ue ".5
1 

The impati e nc e o f his tira de a nd the g libne ss of his 

judgeme nts ma ke Williams' c omme nts l ess p ersuasive but n one-

theless the bulk a nd qua lity o f his oe uvre suggest some proof 

in the pudding . With a shade o f complacency but more probably, 

enthusiasm , WilliAms wr ot e : '' Whitman wa s an ~pe n but n o t a cl ear 

thinking rebel. He did not know wha t it was a ll a bout, tha t 

our primary conc e ption of the prosody wa s at f a ult. Me n like 

Eliot and P ound and many l e sse r e xa mpl e s ha v e run awa y fr om the 

ele me ntary ne cessity f or diff e r entia ting t he tw o pr osodi e s . 

They neve r go t t o kn ow t he prob l em . The y a v o i ded it 11
•
52 

The diffe r e nc e s in inte n t i on a nd r e sult in P ound a nd Eliot 

on the one ha nd and William Carl os Willia ms on t he othe r ha ve 

be e n describe d by Roy Ha rve y Pearc e . Williams as a po e t , s a ys 

P earc e , wanted t o ''discove r a n d r e disc ove r hi s world e xclusive ly 

in t e r ms o f hi mself11
•
53 In nis r ambling Prol ogue t o Kora in 

~' Willia ms qu o t e s Hilda Doolittle's l e tter on an early 

poem of his entitl e d March : 5
4 

"I don't know what you think 

but I conside r this busine ss of writing a ve ry sacred thing! 

~I think you have the 'spark '~am sure of it, a nd when you 

speak direct ar e a poe t 11
•
55 Willi a ms ' r e ply 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 mocke ry. I'll write what~ 

ever I damn please and it'll be good if the a uthentic spirit of 



change is on it" . 5
6 

As P earc e writ e s "the poets who l ooked 

e l se\·1here than into the viole nc e o f the self f or n means of 

discovering the spirit of c hange in th e world we r e to be 

Indeed they w~re . Will i Rms' r 0sponse t o T . S . Eliot ' s 

poetry was blunt . He n e ve r go t t o know the problem . He a voided 

it . Speaking on hmer•c an poetryJ Williams wrote; '' ou r prize poems 

a r e c spe ci~lly to be damned not bec~use o f superficia l bad 

workmanship , but b e c a u s1; they a r c r eh.:lsh , r e petition- just a s 

Eliot ' s mor e exquisite work is r e ha sh, repetiti on in a n o the r 

way of Verla ine , Baudelair e , Mae t e rlinck- c onsci ous or unc on-

scious- just c.s the r e were Pound' s early par aphras es fr om Yeats 

a nd his c onstant later cribbing from the Ro nRi ssRnce , P r ovenc e 

a nd the modern Frenchi 1 . 58 These men , s c owls Wi lliams , were 

"content vi i t h the connot0-tions of th eir master s 11 . 59 

Williams was ~ po~t c f personal i t y not a poet of culture . 

He would not produce poetry shop- soiled in Europe . The poetry 

he sough t , to b e a uthent ic , had t o be n e w. Thi s did n o t mean , 

as my l a t e r cha pters show , thot he c ould n o t use the influe nc e 

of past lite r a ture but it meant it must first hnvc be en 

int erna lised a nd r e discovered b y Williams to put t h e " a uthentic 

spirit of change on it" . 
60 

J . Hill is· Miller wrote o f Williams , 

" t h e poe t's job is to find e xampl es of the American mea sur e n e w-

born in all their purity , a nd put them in his poems for all t o 

hear11 •
61 In Paterson peopl e ca nnot communicate-"the l a nguage , 

the l anguage / f a ils them11 •
62 

Authentic l anguage , says Mille r , 

"Springs fr om the pr e s e nt moment , wor ds paste d ov e r with pas t 
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assoc i a tions get be tween man a nd r eality11 •
63 Eliot and Pound 

a r e phrasemongers t o th e past f or Williams . "Ther e i s a lwa ys 

some everlasting Pol onius of Kensington" , he said of a critic 

name d Jeps on , "foreve r to r a t e highly his eternal Eliot . It 

is because Eliot is n subtlo c onfor mi s t . It tickles the palate 

of this archbishop o f procur0r s to n l e che rous antiquity to 

64 hold up Pru fr ock o. s a New 1ti'orld type . " 

His close fri end Ezra Pcund was a rtist ic3lly , diametrically 

opposed to \l illi::i.ms ' intent i ons in a rt . "E . F." he wr ot eJ "is 

the best enemy Unite d States verse has' ' . 65 Pound f or him , in 

his l ack of real immer sion in t he American experi ence , left 

toe, much unanswe r e d a nd unexplored ; instead he showed: "a 

middle-aging blight of the imagins. ti on' ' . 66 \'l illiams qualifies 

some of his r a nc our when he praises those wh o ha ve t he c ourage 

a nd conventiona lity to confront and a tt empt to relate to past 

lit0r atur e but adds~"confine thorn in Hell f or the paretic 

assumption tho. t ther e is no alte rna tive but t he ir uwn groove" . 

Pound had his r e torts t o Will i a ms however , which the latter 

67 

included in his c olla g e of idens a nd impressions in the Prologue 

to Ko;ra in Hell. " Americo.? 11 says Pound witheringly: 

"wha t the h- 1 do y ou a blooming forei gne r know 

about the pl a ce . Your p'ere only pen e trated the 

edge , and you ' ve never been west of Uppe r Darby, or 

the Maunchunk switchback . V:Ould H, with the swirl 

of the prarie wind in her underwear , or the virile 

Sa ndburg recognise y ou , an e ffete easter n1x as a 

REAL American? INCONCEIVABLE !!!!! 

My dear boy y ou have never f elt the woop of 

the PEEr1U"ies . You have never s een the projecting 

and protuberant Mts . of the Sierra Nevada. WOT can 

you know of the country? 



You thank your bluoking gawd y ou've got enough 

Spanish blcod to muddy up y our mind , and pre v~ nt 

the current hm Grica n ideati on from going thr0ugh it 

like a blighted c o l nndc r . 

The thing thn t saves your work is opacity nnd 

don ' t f or ge t it . Op~ city i s NOT n n Ame rican 

quality . Fizz , swish , gnbblc , a nd verbiage , these 

are e cht limericanisch" .
68 

P ound , h owever , ov c r s implifi vs .' illinm Carlos '.hlli.q ms ' 

positi o n . He states cnly s upe rficia l ~la ments o f the New ~crld . 

Dilliams w0ul d r etort thc t h e was no t nttempt ing any f 0l k poetry , 

any fronti e r adulation of the gree t America n west . His is a 

more cultiva t e d , mere p 0rs 0nal r esponse . ~illiams r e j e cts the 

swish , t he gnbble a nd the vcr i agc . This is the fronti e r bluff; 

the l a nguage wi thout r e f e r ents , l~ngu~gc that hns n o meaning 

beca use it c onfirms no r a lity . . illi ~ms , the poet as person 

n o t persona - the poe t whose intense priva te e xperi ence is both 

l ocal a n d unive rsal , pe r scnn l a nd c ;:i tholic - mus t frame this in 

fresh f orms , thv fittest !i.(;d ium . ..illinms ' ar t i s :-i n a ttempt 

t o br~ak down c onnotat i on , t .:> state wha t is , unclutte r <-d with 

mechanica l associn tions 1 nd h~ckneycd cultura l r asp onses , the 

" dead weight 0f log ica l burdens11
•
69 This is no t a r e j e ction of 

the past s o much as a r e fusa l t o r e pea t clumsily trite con-

nota tion , t o exploit l a zily and be content with, the connotations 

o f the masters . Yet Willinms a t the end of his caree~ still 

keeping true t o his literary precepts, is a ble to e v oke past a nd 

present culture with r efer e nce to Theocritus and Spe nse r , Chaucer 

a n d Ren{ Char , with a true understanding and empathy; with a ll 

the a uthority of one who has mnde the descent . 
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Like Whitman , ~illiam CRrlos Williams sought a very 

pe rs ona l expressi on . Whi tman i n Song of Myself pr ocla ime d 

himself : 

~alt Whitman, a kos mos , of Manha tta n, t he son 

Turbulent , fl eshy, sensual, ea ting , drinking nnd br eedi ng 

No sentimen talis t, no st~ndcr a b ove me n a nd women or apar t 

fr om t hem , 

No mor e modest , t han i mmodes t .
70 

Whi tman was a Kosmos , h~ saw hi mself a s the centre of t he 

univer se . So t hen d i d Williams . For h i m, with perfect har mony, 

the unive r sal was f or me d Qnd e xpr es s ed in l ocal sett ings . The 

poe t wns a t the c en tre of t h8 world a nd ther e was no other 

pla c e t o be . Th e experi enc e of t he poe t wns the experi enc e o& 

the poem a nd of t he r eader . " We a r e loc ked in a fraterna l 

embra c e" wr ote Carl os Willi ri.ms , "the classic car ess of a uthor 

a nd r eader . Ive a r e one • 11 71 ','/ il l i nms ' own explor a t i on of hi s 

t erra in is s ha r ed with the r eader, the r eader "di s c over s 11 

America wi th the poet and shar es t he horror a nd joy o f the 

r esponse . 

As a conseque nc e of t ha t name l e s s r e l igi ous experienc e , 

the s e nse of "inner s ecurity" tha t Will i a ms s o firmly believe d 

to be his, Will i a ms ' r e s ponse can be pass ive . He fl ows with 

the events . His poe try is a s J. Hillis Miller obse rved, tha t 

of " calm description" . 72 Willia ms , like Whitma n recorded wha t 

he saw and f elt without refinement , impressionistically, some­

times frantica lly. The struggle was to have it recorde d , to 

find the words a nd 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 o f wo nde r pervades , o f e xperiencing e vents for 

the first time . Tony Tanner rc f ~ rs t o a predile ction of the 

American writer f or "the strate gy o f the n1.ive visio n , that 

d e libera t e ~ttempt to rvgnrd r eality with mini mum r e f e r e nce 

to pre vio us f amilinrity ~nd i nterpre t at ive knowledge , that 

enduring pre fer enc e f or wonde r ove r n.nalysis11
•
73 

William Carlos Willinms r e flects v e ry s trongly this 

t e ndency t o the na ive Edenic vi s i on , the sense of wonde r . "Not 

merely does o n e ch3s._ :< ft cr n t:wness f o r th~ sake of s ensation" 

he wro t e , " o r aban don the old be e n.use it is sta l e . Ther e is a 

nec ess ity t o rc i nv~stig~te our meRns o f expressio n in e v e ry 

age • •• unl css e v e ry age cl~i ms the world f o r its own a n d makes 

it so by its own efforts in its c~n dAy ••• n o one c~n be sAid t o 

ha v e lived •••• The p i e c es show my own efforts to possess my 

world" . 74 In "The OrchE.s tra" \"1ill i nfl'ls e xpresses this ecstatic 

possessi on . 

innocent . 

I l ove y ou . My h eart is 

And t h i s the first 

( a nd l as t) da y o f the worl d 

( DM , PB . 82) 

I t is in this that Will i ams most r a dically attempts to r estate 

his e xperi e nce . Wi th a n unclutte r e d mind he explored his 

e nvironment a n ew , seeing the poeti c , or r ather, se e ing poetry 

in the n e i ghbourhood of Rutherford , New Jersey . Will i a ms, by his 

r es i gnation t o de spa ir , makes his descent into the filthy Passaic 

in o r der to rise a gain wi th new vigour . Europe is irrel e vant ; 

the i a mbs , the sonnets irrelevant . 
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"In diGcussing the ne 1.·d f n r ~l new p oint of view and a new 

l a nguage ," wri t<:s Tn.nner , "11m 1.:. ricrm wri t crs o ft e n ci te:d the 

superi or virtues of the vcrn ~cular . This is underst~ndable . 

They ' crn vcd n sense of r ealit; ' [ E~erson] end thus they 

also wished f or words which w ~ uld r egister the c ircumprossur e 

of the experienced worl d , ~ords full o f the shape o f things , 

heavy with th·-: 1:1e i ght of thin;s" . 75 "iillirims shows this 

cra ving f o r r eal ity . His l~ngu~c~ is plRin , his prosody 

sou ght t o c2pture the c odcnc eG ,,f spoken spc~ch . His poe try 

i s henvy with th~ sh~pc n f things , it is poetry built with 

nouns n nd verbs not ~ ith ~djectivcs . It c an be , nnd often is , 

cont cmpl ntivu , but it is poetry full o f activity ~G well . 

The p e rsist0nt impulse t o r e c o r d the sens& o f wonder , 

"to set u p the strong p r esent t onsen tc use Emerson ' s phrc:se , 

is n guidin5 one in Villinm C~rlos ~illinms . 

for him murks his auth~nticity as n write r. 

It is this that 

The environment 

demanded this r esponse a nd Carlos ~illi~ms intuitiv~ly f e lt 

i t . In his nll pervnsive pr0sent v1ritini; e x pr .. ines 

new r0 l~tionships o r attempts to scpnrnte and examine components . 

The much-quot ed poem "The Red lJh0elb::i. r row 11 r eveals this . 

so much depends 

upon 

n re d wheel 

barrow 

glazed with r a in 

wat e r 

b es i des t he white 

c hickens . 76 
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By separating the e l e me n t s Willi ams g ive s them n ew 

meaning . He dissects a nd exam i nes each ti ssu e , each ob j e ct 

as he goes . "S o much deperds" as we a r e mo. de to se e , om one 

thing ' s r r latednES B to ~nothe r Rnd so much depe nds al s o on the 

poe t spn cing his obse rvat i un , jus t as h e s pa c e s the m and hi gh-

ligh t s them with his typo~r~phic al nrrnngement . ~ illiam Carl os 

Williams ' poe try i s n o t c onc er n 8 d with ort hodox n ot i ons o f th e 

' poo tic '. it i::;o oc1 poc, t , he says 11 do e sn ' t select h is ma t e ria l . 

Wha t is t he r e t o sele ct·? It is ~ ·77 

Of Williams ' me tho~Tanne r n c t 8s a d e f ens ive gesture by 

the po e t t o "unra v e l i1 c ompl ex experi ence a nd r .:. duce it to its 

78 c ompo n e nt prtrts" . In 11 'l'he Hed fih ec lbarr ow 11 1r! i 1 liams 11 is 

c ont e nt t o cl ear away e v \ r ything b stwec n the eye and th e whee l -

b Ar row a nd t he c hicke ns . The poe t dces nothing e xc ept 'indicate 

r eality~ . Wha t depe nds on the whe e lba rr ow? We a r e not told . 

There is no attempt to LJ lucida t e , t o ex trapo l a t e a l e sson , to 

l egisla t e about life or specula te about the unive r se 11
•
79 He 

clea r .s away , excludes that wh ich mi gh t blur , he en forc e s 

"reverent c onc e ntra ti on" . "It is naive in a t e chnica l sense 11
,
80 

says Ta nnGr . This app r oach p r edominant in WilliRms , Tanne r 

s ee s as a de f e nc e , a means o f c oping . "It is a symptom o f 

d i s or i e nta tion" h e writ e s , "in n wo rld o f melting b e li e fs , o f 

d i s i nt egra ting syste ms , a unive rs e which s ee me d r e c a lcitrant to 

on e harmonious int egr a ting explana tion , the b ewilde r ed poet 

might take r e fug e in examining only the palpable fr agme nt . 

S ubstituting momentary awe for syst ema tic theology , he may we ll 

t h i nk tha t onl y by pay ing attention to particulars will he be 

..: 
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ab l e to gain for himself any orientation n n d sto.bility in the 

81 
world" . 

Williams woul d b8 ths first to n ckn owl 8dge that fragment-

ation exists . His epic poem 11 Fn t e rs on 11 is in its e lf a vast 

work clamour ing t o find n whole with fragm e nts o f prose , 

quo tation a nd po e try . Encycl opaedic and pe rs ona l, its me tho d 

is, a s the Pr e f a c e st~ t es : 

To ma ke a stRrt 

out of pa rticul2 r s 

o. nd mak e them genE·ral, c a lling 

up the sum by de f e ctive means­

Sniffing the tree s, 

just ano the r dog 

amo n g a l o t o f dogs . What 

e l se i s the r e 
82 (Pate r son ) 

But Williams' own mode sty b el i es the c ompl e t eness o f his vi s i on . 

His eRrli e r works s i miln r to " Th€ Red ~-; h ee lbarrow 11 c oul d b e 

d ismi s sedJo r a t l east e xplained
1
in the manne r that T~nner 

chooses . These poems r e fl e ct the poet ' s c onc ern with 

minutiae to explain the whol e , or t o contribute t o the who l e , 

but it would b e an injustic e t o the poet t o assume that this 

is the sum o f his a chi e vement . As the following chapt e rs of 

this thes is indicat e , Williams' poetry in ·The Desert Music 

and •Journey to Love is far fr om p e rfunctory and slight . As 

the prefa c e in "Paterson" indic a t es the poet "made a start" 

with his short poems that were c ompl etely spare in the absence 

of connota tion a nd poetic effect . But this , I think, can be 

regarded as the b e ginning of articulation . The early poems are 



the beginning o f his possess i nn o f the worl d , a worl d tha t 

b e came more whole n nd c onsi s t ent as his writ ing progr essed . 

Williams mo v e s fr om dis or i entution c ons equent of the de sc ent 

int o c oh e r en c e and ~~thentic stat e ment in his p oe try . The 

spe cific poems t hat I 2m c onc c rn ud n ith in th es e chap t e rs 

transc end th e- c onc e rn with 11 thr_, pnlpab l t.:o fragm en t 11 tha t Tcc nn c: r 

sugge sts. Williams c onta ins much mor e . His poems show in their 

de c eptive l y s impl e and unpr e t e ntious dicti on and c ont e nt a 

richness on e xaminat ion th~t s ugges ts n o ina bility by the p oe t 

to be systemati c. The r e i s th e fr .shn e ss and na ivo tS thn t 

Tanne r off e r s as a virtue but the r u is , I would c ont e nd , a lso 

the virtue o f G v~ ry c ompl e t e appr c h0nsion of huma n e xp e ri e nce 

in Williams' work . In the following chap t e rs I hav e g r ouped 

th~ poems a cc ording t o t hemat ic s i mila rity and h nv G attempt ed 

t o show thu richne s s o f sucgastion , t he us e of fn~i li ar i doas 

from the Runaissanc o for example , i nt~rpreted and int . rnnlised 

by t he po e t ns n ew utt ~ ranc e s but a lso as acknowledgements o f 

the lit e r a tur a n nd ide2s o f th e pas t . This is n o t th'-' 

plunde ring o f Eur ope ; i t is a p r o c ess o f r e disc ov Lry demanded 

by the ne w e nvironme nt in Ame rica . The traditional fi gur e s o f 

the Danc e and th e us e o f music a r e familiar in th e R~na issance 

but ~J illiams e vokes them anew . The y appear in "The Desert Music" 

and in 11 The Orchestra" in t e rms tha t \Vill i ams finds indige n ous 

t o America . They a r e n o t degradrt ti ons or par od i es of the ideas 

o f Spenser and Sir John Davies r athe r th8y a r e r ediscoveries 

and revaluati ons of the se the mes . 

William Carlos Wil liams, a s I have suggeste d , c onsidere d 

that all was gristto the po e t's mill. A freedom for form a nd 
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83 content he demanded ns 0arly as 1917 . In his enthusiasm to 

express a wholeness, in th e synthesis o f "The Desert Music" , in 

finding harmony in "Th e; Orch E: 3tra11 or even in finding th e simpl ·-

truth of 11 The R-:: d 'Vhe e lbarrow", h e wo..s r el uct nnt t o make 

divisions in his expc;ri0nceu The unformed lump in "The Desert 

Music", the crippl e , must be accommodated . For this reason 

Williams r e j e cted the notion of the "anti- po e tic" in conn e ction 

with his v e rs G. Walla c e Stevens in his Pre f a ce to Williams' 

Collecte d Poems (1921 - 51) publishe d in 1934 wrote "this passion 

for the anti -poet ic is a blood pa ssion and not a passion of the 

inkpot •• •• To a ma n with a s e ntime ntal side the anti -poe tic is 

tha t truth~ that re a lity to which a ll c f us a r e f or e ve r fleeing' 1
•
84 

This c omment, as Edith Heal po inted ou t 85 maddened Williams as 

a nega tive observation, on e that ins i sted that the "poet ic" stil l 

r e ma ined a de fin~ d body o f r espons e . ~ illiam Cnrl os Williams was 

e ag e r t o kill such n oti ons . Ideas o f the ' poe tic~ sma cked o f the 

l egncy of Eur op e . 11 1.Je a re sick o f our (:lders and th<::1r ps e udo­

classicism11 86 h e vJrcte . Ever~ thing is poe try v·hc the r it is a 

r ed wheelbarrow or the epipha ny of the gr ee n glass o f a broken 

bottle . 87 

Picture s fr om Brue ghel de monstrat e s cl early the de pth and 

stature o f Williams ' capabil ity . In this volume his prosodic 

de v elopment in his use of the "variable f oo t"- the long triadic 

line , the natural spe e ch line broken into three steps or segments 

~is seen at what Wi lliams conside r e d t o be his best . He called 

the poem "The Descent" his solution to the problem of modern 

ve r se 88 because of the mast e ry of meas ure he f e lt himself to 
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ha ve a chi e ved . Th ose poems a r c no t crammed wi t h ' l oc a l c c l our', 

the y a r c no t curi os iti~s f r cm Huthc rfor d . Hi s a u t h enti c ity is 

deeper th~n tha t , it i s an hon~s ty a n d i ntegri t y tha t r 'di n t es 

within each poem , a n orig ina l ity and fresh ness t ha t \/illiams 

c ould s till ma intn in At ::t hi gh l evel c v E: n wh en nearly in h i s 

seventies . In these poems ~illiam Cnrl os 0 illiams shcns 

hims elf intnc t with a l l h i s s0nses waking , a fr a il m~n , 

incapaci t~ted by illness bu t s till striving t o possess a n d 

e xpr e s s a uthe ntic a lly his e x peri enc e ~s an Am~ ri can , a docter 

and a ma n . He had s uffe r ed nnd s een s uffering: 

I c a n de nothing 

but s ing about it 

And so I am assuaged 

fr om my pain . 

("To a Dog I njured", DM , PB. 86 ) 

ViilliRms long poem " The Desor t Mus ic " r e fl e cts h i s c onfr onta ti on 

with Ameri ca and its pr obl ems f o r the a r t ist . America was no t 

a wa ste land bu t a f e rtile desert , repl enished by the mu s ic , 

the a rt , t he fl ow o f life . ",dlliams i s p e r p l exe d a t " so swee t 

a tune , built o f such slime". But the sl i me is a lso a n 

a ppropria t e i mage f o r it wa s fr om p r imordia l sl ime th~t a ll 

life eme rge d . It , the n , ha s a e l ementa l c onnot a tion , one tha t 

c onnotes the desce nt , the return t o the ina rticulate mud . 

In the p oems i n Picture s fr om Brue ghc l Willia ms shows himse lf 

as an American wi th an identity, n o t tra pped in his loca lity but 

a ble to descend into his locality a s an authentic matrix~ a 

ground in ha rmony with the l a ngua ge , the ideas , and the 

imaginat i on of the poe t . The poe t as much a part of thing s as 
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the trees and th3 s t ones , proc00 ded t u mnk~ poetry of h is own 

everyday life , n o t i dealis0d o r oversent i ment al iscd but 

p r esent t..d with a ll th0 r 0ality n nd s ure ness o f n surgeon ' s 

scnlpe l • 

. ii lliam Ca rlos Ji lli ·u:-1s wr ott.. , not .'.lb out home whe r e t h e 

buffa l o r oamed , n e t o f corncrib ~m0 ri c~ , c e rta inly n o t c f 

Ame rica the beautiful , but o f nn ~nvironmcnt as it was , new n nd 

chnllenLing t o hi ~ , thn t c~pturud him a s n pe rson . ks m~n ~nd 

poet the t a s k is l r. n e ly and can be pain ful . Williams ' c ommi t -

ment t o a new vi ew o f his surroundings mnde h i m bitte r town r ds 

those whom he f c l t duc ked the i ssue . "When I we.s h <>.lfv1ay 

throu gh the Prologue [to Ko r a in Ho ll] , Prufr ock appear ed'' , he 

r e c n lled , 

"I hnd a violent f eeling thnt El i o t had b e t rnyed wha t 

I bcli 0 ve d i n . He wDs 1 00ki ng b~ckwnrd ; I was l ook ing 

f or wa r d . He was a c onfo r nist with wit a n d lea r ning 

which I did n o t possess . He knew F r e nc h , Ln tin , Ar ab ic , 

Gcd knows what . I was int t.. r ested in tha t . Bu t I felt 

h e had r 0jccted Am eric a a nd I r e fused t o be r e j ec t ed 

a n d s o my r eaction w~s viol 0nt . I r eali sed th~ 

r e spo ns i b ility I mu s t accept . I kne w he would influenc e 

a ll subsequent Americ~n poets a nd t ake them ou t o f my 

spher e . I had e nvisnged a new f or m of poetic c omposi ­

ti on , a f o rm f o r the future . It was n shock t o me 

t ha t h e was s o tremendously successful; my c ontempo­

r a rie s fl ocke d to him- away from what I wante d . It 

f orc e d me t o b e successful11
•
89 

Willia ms was high l y c onsci ous o f his inn~ vati on a nd fully 

aware o f its c osts , a ll must b e r e nounc ed , a ll dest r oyed ; he 

must , like Kora , go down into He ll . But by this paring o f 

dead materia l the poe t see s new pa tte rns , n e w desi gns . For Willia ms: 
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The de sc e nt 

made up o f d~spa irs 

a n d without ac c omplis h m2 nt 

r ealizes a n ew awake ni ng : 

wh ich i s a r e v e r sal 

o f despnir . 

(i'Th e Descent" DM PB. 74) '_, 
It is part of t he int e nti o n o f this e s say t o e~plor e 

Willia ms' c omm i tme nt t o inno vat i on in f or m a n d c ont e nt, 

innovn ti on a t t un~tl t o h i s times and sur rou nd i ngs . Hi s wri tinc , 

hi ghly i d i osyncrat ic as it i s , i s a l so Am ,:oric n.n in its 101,c;t°'c' fy 

and e nthusia s m; t hough its fr eshness i s n o t s i mpli s tic, i ts 

na i v e t ef" n o t s e nti me nta l . Th e who l e c n n on o f his wor k a n d 

e s pe ci ~lly th e poGms o f The De s e r t Music c ollect i on and 

· ~sphode l, Tha t Gr ee ny Fl ow8r~ 1 r 0 veal t he q ues t by Williams t o 

p oss e s s his worl d . He had SG0n , c.nd muc h o f hi s poe try do cu-

ments, R f a ilur e by Ame ricans to compr 0h e n d the worl d: 

Th e l a ng uage , t he l anguage 

f a il s t hem 

The y do ne t know t he wor ds 

o r h .1.v::: ne t 

The c ourage t o us e th e m 

.Pa t e rs on 90 

Williams s ou ght t o r e n ova te a n e bbing dicti on, to give 

coura g e a nd e nthusi a sm for new f orms . He dia gno s e d a n ailing 

po e tic h eritage in his c ountry and s ought in his l ong lite r a ry 

care e r to r e medy it . He de vis e d n e w me asures and inde f a tigibly 

tried to delve into his surround ings and his r eactions t o th em. 

He was influenc e d by his 'Ame rican-ness' in no na rrow, parochia l 

way• Writing to Ezra Pound he exclaimed: 11 1 ' m no more sen ti-
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mental about ' murika ' than Li Po was about China or Shakespear e 

ab out Yingl nnd or a ny damned fr r•g about P.1.ris . I know as wall 

ns y ou a~ thcro ' s nothing sncrca about any l a nd . But I also 

know ( ns you do also ) th~t thcr~ ' s n 0 t aboo ~ffectivo ag1. inst 

""' 'lny 11'1.nd , and wh~rt I li vc i sA rri<'r0 n ' p r ovinc e.- ' tha n I make.- it . 

To hell with y nuse . I nin ' t trying to be ~n inte rnat i cnql 

fi gure . All I c.:tr L about is to wri t (. 11 • 
9 1 Th~ sense of '1inncr 

s ccuri ty" o.nd th0 r e conciliat i on t o th'- pe>culi:ir den'.:rnds o f 

his locnli t y were what fort ifhd ~/illi :>.n; Cr:rlos ~J illi arr.s . 

America was to be r e ckoned with , it was not t o be ignored , but 

ultimat '-' ly th2 t ask was t o write . 

I ~ a poet ! I 

Rm . I am . I am a poet , I r~affirmed, ashamed 

("Th'"' Desert Mus ic" , DM , PB , 120) 



CHJ,PTER 2 

"HOW SHJ,LL vm GET SA ID \'/HAT MUST BE SAID? " 

(DM , PB. 103 ) 

In h is two an th ol og i e s The Doscrt Mu s ic (1954) and 

J ourne y to Lov e (1955) , t wo genernl pr e oc cupations a r c appar e nt 

in William Car los Wi ll i ams' wo r k . The fir st i s th e r cl~ti on-

s h i p between the poet nnd his world , espe cia lly a worl d o f 

suffe ring a nd cha nge . The o the r is o l d age nnd the powe r o f 

l ove , linked with t he i mag i nat i on . Most o f t he poems , 

especia lly in The Dese rt Music 1 mee t one or o the r o f these 

somewhat r oueh desc riptions . Williams r e veals h i mself as a n 

ol d and c ontcmpl n tivc po e t but as nlways , on e striving for a 

true r for m, a mo r e "fit" med ium. James Guimond r e f ers t o 

this p r ogr e ssive c l eme nt in ~illiams ' wcrk , this concer n fo r 

change and impr ovement , as El s e ri e s o f 'peaks", " a numb <:: r o f 

periods when he possesse d ext r eme ly int ens e visi ons o f his 

r elationship to his Ame rica n environm e nt. These p eaks a re the 

seminal moments o f Williams' life as a n a rti s t, the times when 

I h . . t• I f . 'f h " II 
1 

l ov e and t e imag ina i on a r e o a piece or im • He 

continue s to disc e rn a numb e r o f p e ri ods a ft er the se ' peaks ' which 

he refe rs to a s 'd esc e nts'. The us e of this specifi c t e rm he 

cites in Pate rson II, iii nnd it is highly suita ble tha t he 
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shoul d apply it to Williams' method a n d c a r 8e r a s a po e t . The 

'des c ent' as I have previously observed , is an i mage f or the 

act i on cf a New ~orl d writer . The r el inquishing o f the 

outworn , th e s ub mGrge nc e in the inRrticulate , is the v e ry 

essence of the r egen e r at i on of th e 1lmerican a rti st . Even the 

a cc omplishment of the ' peak ' is f ollowed in hilliam Carl os 

Williams' poetic pr oc ess by a ' des c ent ' , t o explore and 

rigor ously t es t his n c hi~ vem&nt . The ' descents ', wr ote 

Guimo nd, a r e peri ods lfwhen he appli ed the themes a n d 

techniques o f h i s semi n a l wo r ks to the phe nomena of his 

environment . f,t the end o f th ese descents a r e ' depths', periods 

charact a ri sed by v e ry cha 8 tic or prosaic works whe n Wi ll i ams 

c ould see n o poet ic alternat ives tc i'c l r,ss ic imi t2tion or 

rightness" and 1'a loose nothing , a rhythmical blur , a f orm­

l essn ess" which h e c onside r ed equa lly abhorren t 11
•
2 Those 

' depths ', however, produced "seeds f or n ew a rti stic growth , 

for ascents back t o new peaks 1 new ' marriages' with his world 11
•
3 

It is then appar ent t ha t the i mage o f t he des cent i s ope r at ing 

on a numb e r o f l c v e ls,as a means c f desc ribing the r esponse of 

the American , of th e initiat e , and Villiam Carl ·~ S Williams' own 

r espons e as a poet . His writing shows th e profile of descents 

a nd peaks , the thrusts f or war d and th e ir subs equ ent reva luation . 

The Des ert Music collec ti on r epresents par adoxically , both 

a 'peak' and a 'descent'.Prosodically it is a 'peak' work. It 

employs , c onsci ously, f orms tha t Williams had laboure d a life­

time to perfe ct. But it docum e nts the descent , into age and 

death , of the poet himself . Its cadences ar e sombre and 
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a l most liturg ical , it s mood/ on e o f me d i t u ti on a n d its t hemes 

turn en inwa rd l a n ds c a p es . There is a spirit of r 8si gna tion , 

not the ex i stc nt i n l r e s i g nat i on tha t Wil l i ams speaks o f , th e 

"inne r security" de scribed t o Ha rj_;:L nD •) Moor e 1 but n tir ed , 

wry s e ns e o f finality . 

But I 

n.<''.l a n ol d ma n . I 

ha ve had En ough . 

(" For El e:anc r a nd Bil l Nonnhan 11 

DM , PB . 85) 

Williams in his des cending triad s i s r eminisc e nt o f Prospe r o 

who o f h i s final r et urn t o Milan Sfl i d : "Every thi r d thou ght 

4 
shall be my g r a v e" . 

But The Desert Music poems and those o f J ourney to Love a r e 

f a r fr om being de cadent r e p e titi ons o f earli e r glori es . On e i s 

r eminded o f Yeats ' g r 8a t Lo.st Poems , wo r ks thet showed his 

gen ius even up t o his dea th . The s e wor ks by Williams , whil e 

the y L · ck th e y outhful vi gcur o f h is mo r e b o i stc r c us e2. rly 

writing , r e veal ~ wr inkl e d , dr oll good humour a n d t he snme 

une rring a tt e ntion to detail nnd nua nce thn t cha r a cteris e s ~11 

hi s writing . His poems hav e a qui e t d i gnity , the r e i s none o f 

the c anting ol d mnn~ h e does n o t pla y the sage . His att ention 

i s still p e r sonal , his r esponses s till fr esh , now g ive n g r eR ter 

urgency s inc e time is short. : 

A swe e t e st odor ~ 

Honeysuckl e ~ And n ow 

th e r e c omes th e buzzing o f a b ee ~ 

and a wh ol e fl ood 

of siste r m emories ~ 

Only give me time , 

time t o r e c a ll the m 

Give me time , 

time. 

b e for e I sha ll speak out . 

(
11Asphodel", JL , PB . 154) 
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The s e ns e of fin~l ity f orc ed WilliRms t o mor e univc r s il 

s t a t e m'-' nt., 11 The Re d ~Jh c:" lbnrr ow" wa s no l onger suf f i ci ent. 

Willinms c oul d l e ss of te n s 0~ , ns Bl a ke hc d , 

" a Worl d i Yl o. Gr a i n o f Sa nd 

1-\. n d a H co.ven ir. a liJ il d Fl ower"? 

Hi s worl d hq d be c om8 mor 0 mul t itudinous , th~ particul a r l ess 

fr e que ntly df e pic t ed"~ll . Hi s l ong pouns , es pe cia lly " The 

De s e r t Mus ic 11 a nd 11 .h. s phode l, Th~i.Gr 0e ny Fl uv;e r 11
, we r e mor e 

c osmic i n th &i r s c op e , t h~ y s ought t o c ompl ~ t e h i s v is i on , n o t 

pat r a y fr .::i. gme nts of i t . Th 1:. s~ tv:o mn j or wor ks dea l t wi th mor e 

c ompl ex a nd mor e a bs t r a c t th t me s tha n muc h of t h0 ea r l i e r poems . 

Like Pa t c~ rs o n, 11 The Des e rt Mus i c " o mbrn c ~? d o. mo.ss o f ma t<or i nl , 

hi s t e c hnique wn s of c ol l nge , h i s v i e w pa noram ic . 

"On J une 18 I shall r ead a new 17 pngc p o2m a t I·brva r d11
, 

\ii il l i n.ms wr o t e: t u Pr of essor Loui s r:;.q rtz . "It i s a n i mpo r tant 

e ve nt f or rn0 . Si nc e my ill ness I ha v~ bee n wor k ing on it . It 

hns t a ke n up mos t o f my s p~ r e t i me •• • who the r r i ght l y or wr ongly , 

I f ee l t ha t ma ny o f my culm i nn ti ng i deas Q S t o f or m ha ve 

e nt e r e d i nt o thi :;:; ~;cemn . 6 'I'h e poem was 111I'he Des ert Mus ic ;' . He '""""''s 

·k-> r ead it at H~rvar d a t t he invit~ ti on of Phi Be t a Ka ppa a t 

their Annua l Lit e r a ry Ce l ebr2 ti on on June 18 , 1951. Of it s 

producti on, Willia ms wr o t e : " It ha s t o.ke n me a month or mor e t o 

writ e it, tra nscribe i t , have it type d , c orr e ct it ~nd polis h . 

Tha t t ook a bou t a ll the dri V f:: I had" . 7 ';Jilli ams ' il l ne s s ha d 

inc a pa cita t e d h i m. "I di d no t have a nothe r heart a tt a ck;" he 

wrot e t o Robe rt Lowell in 1951 , " ••• this tim8 it was the c oco 

tha t we nt off : I had a mild apopl ectic s troke . It disable d 

my ri ght side a nd knoc ke d out my s pe ech-for a time 11
•
8 

The 
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return to speGch and mobility l oft Williams, ho says 9 with "a 

clea r e r hcc:,d11 _
9 A sonso of ropriove 9 t ha t he h2.d not died, or 

worse, boon por~ano~tly mentally i nc2p~citated 1 seems to have 

gi ven i mpetus to l/illi ms ' labours . His strug~le fo r now 

measure w:.s ,3"rn,J.t ly dr2Jn <:1ti:-_;cd by hi;i cnn'1 struggl e to re- establish 

a rticulation physically. 

The contrast of t hG poot ' s artistic cre2t ion a nd the 

ugl i noss and snffer in'S of tho r;.: ~~l ·,mrld i s dramatised ovon in 

t he ti tlo ') f "Tho Dc~sort i'iusic11
• Tho land i s a dosort i n need 

of w~tor but it p roduc es a music th~t i s 11racious and uni 0uo . 

The desort is not, however a w2stc l~nd. it is not Eliot' s 

depraved and decayin~ terrain) impot nn t and p2r~lysod in i ts 

~rotic rosponces . Thero in not thu fin l ity i n Willi ~ms ' d~sert. 

On tho c-:mtrary; his do :=::_: r t is still i n tJrn s t ritn of primordi.:c.l 

'·sl i mo 11 , I'Ofor:cod to i n '"i'ho Desert iVius i c" . Tho doso r t ic not 

soL:ily an 8rotic ono l i k1J El iot ' s nor 0vidonco of n sick sociGty. 

Ra thor 9 to 1.:mploy tho bi :f' th ima:::.su Jr ·irn::rnl f user; in "Tho D~sort 

Mu s ic 11 
9 tho dos0r t i s Will i .'.m0 1 1-::nv:!.:r.· rinrn·::n t "'bout to b ;, i)orn . 

Tho dosort thut Ni lli ~ms indicates r onuiros only n8w porcontions; 

an awe.ronoss of the done() that cr.n bo revoc:: lcd in a poom . 

Willi ~ mc ' art i s t ho musi c that awak ns tho desert of his 

environment. r t i s t ro,nsformoa.A:\ft or ::ell, ho says~ 

A now w0rld 

i s only a new mind. 

And the mind a nd tho poom 

a re a l l api ece. 

("To Daphne ;rnd Virgini a", DB , PB. 76) 



"The Desert Musi c" deals with themes, present also in others in 

the colle ction, conc e rne d with some r e concilia tion, at l east 

artistica lly, b e twee n deformity and suffering and the products 

of the imaginat ion r epr esent e d as music , or fr equently in 

Williams ' poe try, in th e image of the flower . The a tt emp t to 

harmonis e t h is con t r adiction betwe e n the actual and the ideal 

is r e pre s e nt ed in the i mage of the dance . The poem b egins, 

typically with Williams, wi thout th e upp e r case , in f a ct with 

a dash which , a lthough I would not pres s th e obs e rvat ion too 

far, suggests tha t th e p oe m could be cyclic like Finnegan 's 

Wake. While this point is far from c e rtain , it is certainly 

appropriate to the idea of the comple t e n ess and autonomy of the 

poem that its progressi on be con t inuous a nd circular . It is 

the poem tha t harmonises the par adoxes a nd dissimilarities, it 

is the mind of the po e t that c a uses such "marriages" . The 

obj e ctive world is something diff8r en t. Th e dance b eg ins, we 

ar e told: 

to e nd ab out a form 

propped motionless 

The end of th e poem , that i s , its a im, i s to fin d a form 

prosodic a lly, but also it must deal with the actua l physical 

ugliness of the crippl e "on the bridge / b e t ween Jua r e z a nd 

El Paso", This apparently formless bund l e diverts the po e t: 

The others waited whil e you inspected it, 

••• ~ne ither a h ead, 

l egs nor a rms! 

The body is described as an ima ge of both life and death. It is: 
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an inhuman shapelessne ss , 

Knees hugged tight up into the bel l y 

Egg-shaped ! 

The human figur e expresses an unborn child c url e d i n the f oetal 

position, i ts us e as a l i f e symbol i s und e rlined by the spec ific 

description "Egg- shaped !" The fi gur e i s also an expr ess ion o'f 

death and disease , an expr ess ion of a failed and corrupt society: 

The law? The law gives us nothing 

but a corpse , wrapped in a d irty ma ntle . 

The law is bas e d on murde r and confineme nt 

long delayed , 

But the poet sees his art as combining and explaining pa r a dox . 

Williams grapples with ideas which a re like the cripple , fo r m-

l e ss but vital . "How shall we get said what must be said? / 

Only the poem ." 

Only th e count ed poe m, to an exact measur e : 

to imitat e , not to copy nature , not 

to copy nature 

I n his insistenc e Williams r epeats his impe ratives : 

NOT , p rostr ate , to copy nature • o•~ 

This poem is not to h old the mirror up to natur e , it is not an 

imitation as Ari s totl e may ha v e it. This poem imita tes nature 

in that it i s a creat ed organism, independent and vital. '~o 

copy nature i s a sp ineless activity; it g ives us a sense of our 

mere existence but ha r dly mor e tha n that. But to imitat e nature 

involves the v e rb: we then ourselves b e come nature , and s o invent 

10 
an obj ect which i s an ex t ens ion of the processi' It has the 

power of movement, of physical inca rnat ion. His poem is a dance. 

It moves pa rallel with e vents, i t dances with the cripple~ 



two and two with him-

sequestered th e re asleep, ~~w 

It has a r eal ity of its own but Williams does not e vade the 

dil emma when the- poem confronts the:; actual. 11 0nlyH b e comes not 

"alone" but "except" when he wri tes_ 

Only the poem 

sticks 

in our throats . 

The for ml ess lump on the bridge , t he " an ti-poetic " defies him 

a s a poet , his wor ds st ic k in his throa t. He is awar e of a 

different mus ic, not that of his muses , but an "insensate 

music". Both , he d iscove rs , are p<.l rt of the dance . 

I cannot esco.pe 

I cannot vomit it up 

The poem then moves into a mo r e spec ific explanRt ion of 

Williams' r espons es as a poet to this deformity . n1eaving 

California to r etur n east' ' he writes; 

the f e rtile desert , 

(were it to get water) 

surr ounded us , a mu s ic of s urviva l, subdu e d, distant , 

half heard; we we r e engulfed 

The desert is potentially f e rtil e physically and als o 

r esponsive as he notes , to 11 a mu s ic of surviva l", that r enders 

it habitable for his emo tions and humanity . His awareness of 

this potent ial spurs Williams to harness it 

-to t ell 

what subsequent ly I saw and what h ear d 

-to place myself (in 

my nature) beside nature 

-to i mita t e 

natur e (for to copy natur e would b e a 

shameful thing) 
I lay myself down . • . . 
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The sense of shared exploration with th e poe t is stressed with 

his nr lay my s e lf ·rlown" . He commi ts himself, with his int egrity 

a nd physic a lly, in writi ng his poe m. 

The tone of the poem ~en.c.e(or'H,.,, i s that o f t he tourist 

b e ing l ed by a gu i d e : 

The Old Marke t ' s a g ood pl ace to begin : 

Let's cut through h er e-

And the r eac tions e xpressed a r e those of wonde r and 

con s t e rnation . F r agme nts of the ve rse r e v eal Williams ' skill 

at r ende ring spoke n spee c h: 

Tha t ' s th e bull ring 

Oh , said Flos s , ~ ft c r s he got us e d to the 

cha nge o f light 

Bu t the sights are t ~ os e of squa lor , depr i va t i on a nd viol e n ce: 

Oh it s al l right a t 

this ti me of da y but I saw H. t e rribly 

b oa ten u p i n one of those joints ••• 

••• Penny p l ease ! Give me pe nny p l ease , mi s t e r . 

Don't give th e m a nything . 

• instinctive ly 

one has a lre ady d r a wn one's naked 

wrist away fr om those obs c ene fing e rs 

as in the mind a vagu e appr eh ension sp8aks 

and the music rouses 

In t he f a c e of the a nti-poetic, the grotesque , the r e is only 

'vague apprehension" v e rba lly, but nonethe l ess 11 th e music 11 

rouses the poet. He b e comes more attuned to this e nvironme nt 

and to how it must b e a uthentica lly r e presented. The p oem 

sprawls physica lly and descriptive ly, almost cinematica lly: 
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Come in 

a nd look around . You don 't ha ve to buy: hats, 

riding boots, b l a nke ts 

His e y e falls, indiscri mina t e ly, a t random . A numb e r of 

glimpses quickly r epl Rc e one anothe;r-a young Indi a n woman and 

h e r baby , three young g irl s laughing , a gaggle of tourists 

'' mi dd l e - aged , mi ddle - west ern/ the ir a rms loade d with loot , 

whisper ing / together . n 

Throughout the poem the se random g limpses , it b e comes 

cl ear, f a ll into two kinds ; those of innoc e nc e and de corum 

a nd those of vic e a nd squa lor . 

They h ad t he mayor 

up l as t month for taking $3000 a wee k fro m 

the who r ehouses of t he city . 

In the club t hey stray into, t he cus tome rs r ange fro m pa unchy, 

crass Americ a ns ' g ot up as cowboy s ' to 

qui e t f amily g roups , some with 

chil dr e n, ea ting . • . 

And this "other music" , that of simpl e and decorous beauty i s 

e stablished in the vi gn e tt e of one of the cooks~ 

his shirt slee ves 

roll ed up , an a pron ove r 

the we ll-presse d pants of a stre e t 

suit, black h a ir neatly parted , 

a tall 

g oo d-looking ma n , is working 

absorbed, b e for e a chopping block •• o-

Thes e two threads, two kinds of "music" are seen combined 

in the central fi gure of the strip tease dancer . Williams' 

treatment is not equivocal but rathe r his reaction is one of 
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p e rplexity . In the brisk move me nt of e ve nts tha t he 

impressioni stically relat es he finds hims e lf at a table in a 

b ar just b e for e a strip teas e begins . His first r eaction is 

blunt- "You' d have to be / pr e tty drunk to get any kick out of 

that. 11 She is sooe old " worn-out troupe r from th e Stat es ." 

Well past h e r b e s t, h e r body sags- 11 Look at those breasts . " 

But the i mmediate male respons G to a body no longe r physically 

fr esh mellows into sympa thy : 

She gyrates but it's 

not wh a t you think , 

one do c s not l e>. ugh 

to wat c h h e r belly . 

She is not ridiculous to Willi a ms . He fin ds an a ffinity 

of some kind with h e r. He r eye s'~ ill/and coo by gra ce of/ a 

c e rtain candor. She/ is henvy on h e r f e et ." But for Wi ll i ams 

this sugge sts h e r heaviness i s not to be deplor ed, i t implies 

fortitud e and strength . Th e dist inction b e twee n h er and he r 

surrounding s be comes a ppa r ent . He r a ccompanying music i ans a r e 

not p l aying h e r mu sic : 

She 

a t least knows she's 

part of ano ther tune , 

••• That g ives her 

one up • one up 

follo wing the lying 

music 

The r e is another music . Th e bright-colore d candy 

of her nakedness lifts her unexpe ct e dly 

to pa~take of its tune 

The poet is perplexed by this situation he finds himself 
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rea c ting so mn expe ctedly to . The danc~ becomes~ 

An dromeda of those rocks , 

the virgin of her mind 

••• in he r mo cke ry of virtue 

she b e comes unaccountably virtuous 

t h ough she in no 

way pre t e nds it 

His verbal quibbles b eg in to ups e t him . Williams is defeated 

by his e xp e ri e nce : 

' Let's ge t out of thi s .' 

I s h e , he ponde r s , ' me r 8ly pl qy ing the poet . ' 

Do I me r e ly invent 

it out of whole cloth? 

Then , in the s ubsequ e nt st8nza , h e e xpr esse s the essence of 

the poem 's th eme ! 

~ha t in th e for m of ~ n ol d whore in 

a cheap Mexi c a n joint in J u Qr e z , h e r bare 

c an waggling craz ily c a n be 

so r e fr e shing to me , r a i se to my ear 

so sweet a tun e , built o f such slime? 

Here is his r e cognition of the s ucces s of the dance , the power 

of th e poem to e nc apsulate unGx pe ct ed b eauty . He has not 

c ontrived the situa tion, he has me r e ly be e n rec e ptive to it . 

In the face of the bana l , the "expre ssionless dingdong you 

d i sh up" , he perceives and res p onds to anothe r music . Will i am 

Carlos Williams , much influenc ed by Keats in ear lier work> 

reveals some a ffinity to Keats ' "Ode on a Gre c ian Urn" : 

Heard melodies a re sweet , but those unheard 

are sweeter; the r e for e y e soft pipe~, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear , but , more ende~r ' d 

Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone . 11 



The po em shifts from th e "cheap j oint" to \~ illiams a nd his wife 

shari ng a mea l with a c quainta nces . As in Pate r son Wil l i am s 

indulges in tho f amilia r question n nd answe r d i a l ogu e betwee n 

the poe t and the uniniti n. ted, bu t in HThe Dese r t Music" he j a rs 

a little in his ego i sm . The J i gr ess i on , howe v er, re ma ins 

justifi ed , sinc e we s hn r e Wil l i ams ' r esponse t o h i s potential 

materia l, we ga in a cc ess t o h i s mind as h e dis c ov e r s th P poetry, 

the " musi c " ::bout him. 

As th l poe~ cl oses , the cycl e s t e rts t o r epeat it se lf : 

Penny please , miste r . 

Pe nny pleas 0 . Give me p enny . 

a nd amidst 11 th e e xprt.:ssionless ding - dong" of the La tins' music 

he has one fina l unnamed ep i phany ~ 

But what ' s THAT? 

the mu s ic l the 

mu s icl a s when Cas~ l s struck 

a n d h e ld a deep ce ll o t on e 

and I am spee chless • 

Fa c ed again with the unf or med lump c f humanit y on the bridge : 

a r mless , l eg l ess , 

h eadless , pa c ked l ike the p it of a fruit int o 

tha t obscure c orne r .. 

Williams 'Bi s cove rs tha t h e i s now ab l e to integrate it success-

fully into his poem by r e cognising its place in the dance of life . 

The lump r epr esents the n e c e ssary , ultima te reli e f from all the 

musics of exist e n c e . He is the ba ss note of life , ' the /music ! 

as when Casals struck / and h e ld a deep cello tone ' .'112 

The fi gur e is compared to th e pit of a fruit , "a child in 

the womb pre pa red to imitate li f e" . The image of birth is 
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continued . The "music 11 gu.::i.rds the figurt;, it i s a " mucus 11 , an 

amniotic fluid thnt protects t he child and eases birth. It is 

this mus ic r epr esenting a k ind o f c osmic dan c e tha t similarly 

cases the production of tho poem for \Jilli ams . The "unheard 

music" combines the usu0. lly fr Rerrh.: nt ed c::xrr.--........ ;>_~s . o'"' of phenome nal 

experi e nce . In a moment it is harmonised a nd this a llows the 

po e tic pro c ess . It is this r e c ognition o f ha r mony tha t causes 

the rap id a ffir ma tion! 

I am D. poet ! I 

am . I am . I am a poet , I r ea ffir med , a shame d 

This bri e f 11 lonely" moment o f e piphany surrounds Willinms a nd 

this finally fr ees and int oGr a tes the po e tic experience; 

The dance ! 

The poem b e comes detached and separ a t e fro m the poe t · 

The v e r b deta ches it self 

se e king to become ar ticula t e 

The poem is made , "to get sa i d what must be sa id' 1
• 

In his l ette r to Martz, 1.'Jilli .:i.rns spoke o f 11 cul min0 ting i deas 

in form" b e ing enn ct ed in t he poem . Howeve r, in r e trospe ct, 

Williams became l ess int e r est ed in "The Dese rt Music" itse lf as 

he became mo r e t e n a ciously preoccupied with f or m. Of the period 

a ft e r the c e rebral at tack , whe n he wrot e The Desert Music and 

•Journey to Love poems , 'J illiams commented : "My whole int e r es t in 

po e try now was in developing the concept I had discovered~the 

va riabl e foot~based on the model of the poem in P a terson, Book 

Two , Section Three . Now , consciously, I knew what I wanted to do 

••• the other poems in "Desert Music" are more important than the 

title poem because they consciously use what I had discovered 11
•
13 



The questi on of prosody is basic t o Wil l i ams ' s earch for 

au the nticity . It lay a t th a root of th e probl em of American 

l e tt e rs . Of AmGricans a nd t he ir l angunge h e wrote in Pat e rson ! 

-the language 

is divorc ed fr om the ir minds , 

th e l o ng u<ege • the language ~ 14 
In his efforts t o r educe a nd r emove t his divorce of hme ricans 

from the ir envir onment a nd each o th e r William Carlos Williams 

sought to r e nova t e p oe try . In a lett e r to his son Eric in 

1 94~Williams shows evidenc e o f dissatisfacti on with his achi e ve-

ment : "I ha ve wanted to link myself up with a traditional art , 

to f eel that I was de veloping individually it might b e , but 

a long with tha t, de v e loping s till in th e true evolving tradition 

of th e art . I wonder how much I succeeded ther e . I have n't 

been r e cogni sed and I doubt tha t my technical influe nc e is g ood 

or even adequate 11
• 
15 

It was not until t e n y ears l a t e r tha t Williams achieved a 

systematic form that satisfied his int enti on t o render the sound 

o f Am erica n speech adequa t e ly . Williams had fr e que ntly 

complained that v e rs e could not b e fr ee , as ha d both Eliot and 

Ezra Pound . Wh itman h a d t ended to a bus e him fr eedom Williams 

felt . "~'Jhi tman was right in breaking our bounds~' he wrote, "but , 

ha ving no valid r es traints to hold him, wen t wild . He didn ' t 

know any better . At the last he resort~d to a l oose sort of 

language with no discipline about it of any sort and we have 

copied its worst f eature , just that 11
•
16 

As Williams indica t ed , it was not "The Desert Music" itself 

that r e solved the dilemma of form although , as ha s been shown , 
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the preoccupnt i on "to ge t SA. i d wha t mu st / be snid11
, wi t h 11 the 

count e d poem , t o an e xa ct measur e ", was a lready ve ry int e ns e . 

Ins t ectd , the poem t h8 t ~1 il l i 2ds dcscri bed as "my solut i on t o th ·.:. 

17 
probl em o f mod 0rn v c r se 11 was 11 Th e Descent" . Th i s lJOC:m , v1hich 

;V illi c:ms wr ote .:J.s a r·c,r t o f Pa t e r son Book II ( publ i shed 194(, ) 

was a c h i e v ed wi th l i tt l e r ea l enthus i nsm by the poe t, un til he 

examined it l a t e r . " Th e poem bro ugh t about-witho u t r eal ising 

it a t t he ti me o f 'H i ti ng- my fina l c once pti on of wha t writing 

1 ( , 
should b en . .2 st r esses tha t the n ew f or m was ac ci denta l : 

"se v e r a l y ea r s a ft e r wn r d in l ooki ng o v e r t he t h i ng I r eal is ed I 

h ad hit u pon a d e vi ce whic h I could n o t name whe n I wr o t e it 11
•
19 

In wri t i ng ~ ve r se tha t was o r de r ed Williams hnd t he n t o c on fr ont 

th e p r ob l em o f ri g i dity in fo r m, " so it c ame t o me 11 h e sa i d " tha t 

t he con cept o f t he f ea t i tself wou l d ha v e to be a lt e r ed in our 

n ew r c l o.t ivi s tic worl dn .
20 

The ke y not i on was the n tha t 

t he f oot be "vnri ab l en1 in f o. ct n e i the r fr ee ncr ri gi d , s i mply 

va ri a bl e; . The r e f e: r -:.nc e t o 11 our new r e l at ivi s tic worl d" is 

enl a r ged u pon in his essay on Measur e - S t a te m0 n t fo r Ci d Corma n . 

"Re l a ti vi ty 11 he vJrote , 11 g i ves u s t he c ue . So aga. in, mn thematics 

c ome s t o the r es cue o f the a rt s . Measure ••• b e c omes r e l a t ed aga in 

with th e p oe tic . ~e h a ve t oday t o do with th e poe tic, a s a l ways, 

b f t t . . d ii 2 1 but a r e lative ly sta l e oo no a ri ci one • This s earch for 

measur e William Ca rl os Willia ms saw a s t he only r eal preoccupa tion 

in new v e rse a nd as a n Ame rica n s earching for th e authe ntic 

expre ssion of his soci e ty; h e s a w it as th e way out of Egypt . 

"There will b e othe r experime nts" h e concluded, "but all will be 

directed toward the discove ry of a n e w measure , I r e pe at , a new 
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measure by which may be ordered our poems as wel l as our lives' 1
•
22 

What Williams recognised was a social revolution that needed a 

literary r evolution a t it s vanguard . "The very grounds of our 

beliefs have alteredn . 23 

Williams' use of the term " measure 11 is not always clear 

but it se ems to have held prime i mportan ce for him . In a 

letter to Richard Eberhart , ~ illiams proved more explicit than 

usual on the subject . "By measure" , he wro t e , 

nr mean musical pace . Now , with music in our ears 

the words need nnly to be taught to keep as 

distinguished an order , as chose{) a charact er, as 

r egula r, ac cord ing to the music, as in the best of 

prose • 

By its musi c s ha ll t he best of mode rn verse be known and 

the r esources of mus ic . The refinement of the poem , its 

subtlety , is not to be ~nown by the e l e va tion of the wo rd s but 

-the wo r ds don't much matte r-by the r esour c es of mus ic: 

To g ive an example fro m my own work 

Count: not that I e ver count when writing but , a t 

l east the ti me ~ust be capable of being counted , 

tha t is to say measured-(believe it or not)~ 

a t that I may , half consciously , even count the 

measur e under my br ea th as I write . -

(approxima te example) ['To Daphne and Virginia"] 

(1) The smell of the heat is boxwood 

(2) when rous ing us 

(3) a moveme nt of the a ir 

(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 

.; 
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whol e poe m it give s a pa tt e rn t o the me t e r that ca n be f e lt as 

a n ew measur e . It g ive s r e sourc es to t h e car which r e sul t in a 

1 . h ,:i " 
2 4 Th. a ng ua g e wh ic we hear s p oken ab out u s every l•ay • is n ew 

prosody was , in Willi ams ' writing , to r e v e rs e the r e l a tionshi p 

b e t wee n for m a n d conil:e n t . Ji:;:'.. r l i e r , l:! il l i ams h ad used a 

rhythmic uni t e ntir e ly dicta t ed by t he subject e x p r e s sed . "The 

r hythmic unit wa s no t me a sure d by cap itals at t he b eginning of a 

line or periods n i th in t he lines " , he .sa i d , "[it] us ua lly c a me 

t o me in a lyrica l ou tburs t . I ~ant ~d it to loo k t ha t way on 

t h e page . I didn't g o in for long line s> b e cause of my n e rvous 

nature I couldn't . Th e rhythmic pa c e was the pa c e of spee c h , 

an excit e d pa ce b e caus e I was e xcit ed when I wrot e ••• the line s 

we r e s h ort not s tud i e dn . 25 

By th e time h e wrote t he p o ems in The Desert Mu s ic , 

howe ve r he was e ag e r t o e xerci se mor e r igour , mor e cont rol. In 

the us e of t he va ri a ble f oot ~ illiams s aw h is poe try final ly 

h e l d to he e l . " Now I h2d it 11 he tol d Ed i th Heal , 11 - a s e a change . 

The ve r se mu s t b e col dly , i nt ~ ll e ctually consider e d . Not the 

emot ion , t h e h eat of life do mina t i ng , but the int e ll e ctual 

t f th th . •t lf" 26 
conc ep o e i ng l se • 

Willi am Carlos Williams , with h i s expe riments with a new 

proso dy f e l t tha t the Am e rican me asure was being attained . He 

coul d authe ntically encapsulate his experienc e and express it 

in an orderly and regulated way . He had e scaped the fra u dul e nc e 

he f e lt was concomi tant with adoption of European forms, and had 

formul a t ed a way of saying tha t had integrity and a r at iona le 

behind it. 

The the orising that Williams made about his writing 



howe v er, can n e v er, ultimately , b e sa id to b e e ntir e ly clear . 

We c an d educ e from his examples but th eir meaning i sn ' t vividly 

appare nt . Stanl ey Koehl e r inte rveiv1ing Williams in 1962 whe n 

the p o8 t was su ff e r ing fro m i mpeded spee c h a nd mobil i ty a ft e r 

a stroke , noted tha t The Dese rt Mu s ic volume was p roppe d 

op e n a t the p o em i; 'rhe De..:;ccnt" . Hi s co mment s on the di s cus sion 

tha t he had wi th the p o e t a ccur -te l y nnd realistically desc ribe g 

the r e l ~t ion of ~ illiams t heorising on me tr e to h i s writing . 

" The qu es tion whe ther one had to assume a fixed elemen t in the 

foot as a basis for me te r 11 not ed Koehl e r , " d r ew only a typical 

Williams n Ega tivc , sl i ght l y profane , nnd no e ff or t was made to 

pur s u e t his much furth2r . As a r ~sult , the notion of some 

myste rious ' meas ure' ~uns through the intervi ew like an unl n id 

ghos t , promising e nough patte rn for shapeliness , e nough 

flexi b ility for al l the subtleties of i d iom. No wonde r a cop~ 

of 'The Des c e nt ' wos in e vi denc e as we b egan; for howe ve r 

much one may a r gue about th e th eor y of his v e r se , i t is hard 

to r es i st th e porfor mance 11
•
27 Certainly tho pe rf o r mance of 

"The Des cent" even lriillio.ms felt hard to resist . To Koe hl e r' s 

ques tion "you don't think a ny thi ng a ft e r ' The Des c e nt' g oes 

beyond it ? " t he p oe t repli ed: 11 l'T o I a lwa y s want ed to do s ome ­

thing well with i t , but I didn't know how 11
•
28 

"The Descent" 

stands as a culmina ting poem in ~ illiams ' oeuvre . Its form 

could not b e alter ed a nd its content r e flect e d an e nduring 

preoccupa tion from the stanc e of age and illne ss . As I ha ve 

indicated, the image of the desc e nt is famili a r, oft e n ba sicJ in 

Williams ' writing . In th e cha pter entit l ed "Desc e nt" in I:n t h e 

American Grain,he had s tressed ' we must sink' . In t his p oem 
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Williams d eals with the des c e n t into old age and dea th. But 

it is also the de s c ent as contempl a tion. Like others in the 

collection, this poem has less of the quicksilver clar ity of 

his earli Er p oems . The t e nd en cy in this l ater work is to be 

more speculative , d iscursive a nd, Doy l e sugges ts, e v e n 

"fa lt ering 11
•
29 There i s oft e n no ti ght exploita tion of 

l a ngu age , nothing tha t r e vea l s "texturen or "t ens ion" or 

"ambi guity", or a ny o f th e sh i bbol e ths o f the new criticism . 

Th e poe t amb l e s , langu~ge i s loose , c olloquia l a nd p l a in. The 

poe m i s an explora tion more tha n a r es olution; rhe torica l r a the r 

tha n ti ghtly p a tt e rned . 11 The Des c e nt" is that of t he poet , 

into himself , int o the un kn o wn , a nd u l t i mat e ly, into dea th . 

For Willia ms , ol d a nd fr ai l, contempl at ion b e come s a majo r 

for m of r e juvenat ion : 

Memory i s a kind 

of a ccompl i shment , 

a sor t of r e newa l 

eve n 

an initia tion , s inc e the spaces it opens a r e new p l a c es. 

The po e t find s nov Pl ty , the p ow e r of change in the r e n e wal , the 

r ed iscove ry of the past . The memory finds new e l e me nts lost in 

th e indis t ingui shable flo w of e v ents pas t . S inc e his mind, 

his imag ination , is consta ntly c hanging , consta ntly revaluing 

experi e nc e , the pla ces not m:i:t only n e w but. 

of n ew kinds-

since their movements 

are toward new obj e ctives 

(even though form e rly they we r e abandoned). 
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As condit ions change so the n th e e v en ts appar e ntly static 

are transfor med . Even d .. fc;:lt n nd despair can b enefit , can 

wide n und e r standin~ since: 

the world it opens i s a lways a place 

for r.iL. rly 

unsuspected . A 

world lost , 

a world unsuspe ct e d 

As h as been stated , the r e l Rtionsh ips of man and woman and 

more p a rticula rly) I.Jilli -ims ' own love r e lationship with his 

wife Flossi e , a r e predo~inant conc 2rns i n his l a t e r port ry . 

The po e t, preoccupied with dcat~and pA rtly immobilise d by 

stro kes , con templates love and death toge the r . Using e v en ing 

a nd ni gh t as e xpress ions of aGe and death , Willi ams dep icts 

his love , not the bo i st e r o us e r otic love of his earli e r vers e 

as in his e -3.rly "Love Song": 

I li e h e r e thinking of you : 

The stain of love 

is upon th e world 

y e llow , yello~ , y el lo ~ 

it eats in to the leaves , 

smears with Saffron 

the horn e d brnnchcs thnt lean 

h eavily 

aga inst a smooth purple sky t 30 
In "The Descent" and follo wing p oems , William Carlos Williams 

is conc e rned with love stirring the imag ina tion , that transforms 

age and physical de ca~Lfnto p r e vious glories, t~Lvivifi es 

marriage with the past a s we ll as the present . 
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~ ith evening , love wake ns 

though i ts sha dows 

which ar e al ive by r eason 

of the sun shini n g-

gr o~ s l eepy now and drop away 

fro m des ire 

The p o e t i n ol d age se es love begin to cl ear , it is fr ee d from 

the e rotic, th e sh~dows t hu t a l i f e - g iving sub casts . A new 

love , mo r e spi ritual, more pr e cious t o the poe t , but fina l in 

the f a c e of dea th , i s r e vealed : 

Love wi thou t sh~dows s ti r s n ow 

b e ginn ing to awake n 

.'J. s ni gh t 

ad va nc es . 

The de sc en t i nto old age and a nnihila tion awakens n e w 

st r engths , a g r eR t e r unde r s t anding . It i s this that r e ve rses 

despa ir 

The des c en t 

made up of despa ir s 

a nd without a ccompli shme nt 

r ea l i zes a n ew awakening : 

which i s u r e v e rsa l 

of despair . 

The f a ilure of a ccompli shment, in effec t a ctually a ccomplishes 

de e p e r e xp eri e nc e . Th E1 t which " we ca nnot a ccomplish" , tha t 

which "is deni e d to love " and that which "we h a ve lost in th e 

a nticipRtion'' , a ll that a rpar e ntly thwarts t he poet , infirm 

and de spa iring , is r e v e rs ed in the ep iphany of the de scent . The 

descent gives new meaning , offers new f a ct s and hopes to be 

conside r e d; it is , even in the face of death , a mental and 

spiritual r e n e wal : 

endless a nd inde structible . 



CHAPTER 3 

"A NE .J \"1 0RLD IS ONLY A NE\'J MIND " 

The title poem o f The Dese rt Mu s ic h~s as its ma i n 

conc e r n a sea rc h for harmony and th e dis c ove r y of th e 

power of the po e t to see new ~orl ds . Elsewhe re he says: 

A new world 

is only a new mind . 

And th e mind and the po em 

a r e ."Ill a piec e . 

("To Daphne a nd Virginia" Di~ , PB . 76 ) 

As I have stressed , so muc h of the theme of 11 The Descent 11 i s 

r e l e vant to al l 'i illio.r.is 1 l ate r writing who re na world lost , / 

a wo rl d unsuspect ed , / b e c kons to new places" . (DM , PB . 73 )' 

Suc h n ew pl a ces a nd n2w e xpe r iences depend on the r e c ept ivity 

of th e poe t nnd h is a bil i ty to discern new r e l a tionships . 

"The Orc hes tra. 11 quit e expl icitly r e pres e nts a bicJ to fin d 

ha r mony . The orchcstro. i s ''The pr e ci se count 0r part / of a 

ca cophony of bird c o.l l s' 1
• A dispa r a t e and varied g roup of 

people a ll equ a lly shar e t he sun 1 s beams- 11 drudge s and thrse / 

wh o live a t ea s e/lwomen a nd men upon the ol d , /upon childr e n 

and the sicl#who a r e about to die 11 Williams compared the ir 

dissi mila rity to the "wood-winds / cla rine t and violins 11 

,_ 'z whicrv soun d a prolonged A!" with the c e llo whi ch "raises his 

bas s note / mo.nfully in the tr ebl e d:ix1~ 1 The instruments like 

the people, a r e : 
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toge ther , unattuned 

seeking a comm on tone . 

As in "The Desert Music"-two kinds of rr,usi c must be 

ha rmonis ed , to finJ a c ommon tone . The c e llo is again 

VJi lliams ' image . As CaaalE' 11deep c e l lo tone" was the c entral 

r es ona nce in "'l'he Desert husic " , so it is repeated in "The 

Orchestra" . Will i ams t hen conti nu es to s t a t e explicitly~ 

"Love i s tha t common tone / shall ra i se his fiery head / a nd 

sound his note . '' By love a ll unli k e t h ines a re held in a 

unity despite the ' 'insensate mus icn that i s hea r d in nThe 

Desert ~usic'' • The pur pos e of t he orchestra , J illiams ins i sts , 

''is to organ i se those sounds / and h old th em / to an assemb l ed 

ardor . / in spite of thp/~Nrong notJ 11
• The 'wrong note 1• is 

that wh ich would try and s ubvert hR r mony ; like the 11 formless lump 

in "The Dese rt Mus ic" it needs to be contained and r econciled . 

The r e c ept ivity of the poet to the sound i s cl o0ely 

examined . "Is there a sound add r essed not r1holly to the ear ? " 

he as ks . The poet discovered not onl y harmony in the mus ic but 

a wholeness in his faculti es~ 

We half close 

our e yes . '. !e dl:o not 

h ea r it through our e yes . 

It is not 

a flute not e e ithe r , i t is the r e l a tion 

of a flut e not e 

to a drum . I am wide 

awake . The mind 

is listening . 

This las t line "thc mind is listening" refl e cts much of what 

Williams sought to express in these l a te poems , a sense of 
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spiritua l and a rti s tic whol e ness , e nab l i n g h i m to find plac e s 

" h e r et ofore u n r eali sed" ( ''I'he Des c ent~. 

The a c tual mus ic fr om 11 The Orc hes tra " i s r epe ti ti ve- n i t 

i s a pri nci pl e of music / to rC;pc-9. t t he the me" . J us t as the 

th eme i s r epea t ed , so t he poet a l s o r ep8a ts h i s own diction: 

it i s a princi p l e of mu s ic 

to r epeat the t h0me . Repea t 

and r epea t agai n , 

The theme , writes "l~ i l l iarns , i s diffi c ult, " but no mo r e difficult 

/ t han the facts to be/r L~ so l ved". The wo r k o f a rt must pe n e t ra t e 

bey ond in t e l le ctua l ap pr ec i a ti on onc e the 'fa ct s ' are r esolved , 

the n tru e o.ppr chonsi on follows --" thought i s d i ssol ved / in 

t ea r s' ' • The v i s c e r a l r esponse , the genuine response can be 

d i sturbing; 

Our dr E:ams 

have been assaulted 

by a memory tha t wi l l not 

s l eepo 

Or , in IJ illi a ms' case , h i s dr.::ams nre a.ss:1u l tcd by h i s searc h for 

for m, f or pr os o d ic har~cny , th~t ~ ill not allow him pea c e . 

The movement of t he p oem t e nds to be e lliptica l but th e 

ba sic p a r a ll e l of harmony a nd r es olution in mu s ic and h a r mony 

a nd r e sol u t ion in life i s well made . The po e t finds th e co mm on 

ton o not by me r e a s sertion but by e x pe ri e ncing this wholeness 

a nd co mmunic a ti ng it with a n unabashe dly lyrica l a nd b eautiful 

excla mation ~ 

I love you . My h eart 

is innoc e nt . And thi s 

the first day of the world ! 



These lines expres s pe rfe ctly ~illiams~ capa city for sta t eme nts 

of g r ea t spar eness nnd b 2au ty . Hi s calcul ~tion never lea ds to 

th e gau cheness t ha t c ould so eas ily accompa ny s uch persona l anrl 

innoc en t emotioc . The poet r eveals g r 0a t soph i s ticnt ion with 

h i s cra ft to evade s~nti ~ent~lity of a cloy ing or ma udlin 

k ind . He ho.s perfe ct hr,rr.1ony wi th h i s mat e rial and his "mus ic" . 

The i nclus ion of a pros e s t atement e c l1oes th ~ cxpc ri m8 nts 

in Paterson ~ t in tegrat i ng both poet r y and p r ose t o establish an 

ove r nll poem . "Man has survi vcd h ithe r to 'be c ause h e was too 

ignoran t to know how to r eal i s e his vishes . Now tha t he can 

r eal i se t h c~r.: , he must e ithe r c h;i.nge t hem or peri shn - these 

lines set whRt has be en n per s ona l r eal isa tion in to n publ ic 

con t ext . ~hllic=uns s h ift s fro m the particul a r to t he uni VEo r sa l 

and indicates the r esponsibility for al l to confront n c D 

s i tuat ions with innocent hea r ts , t ruly calling for 11 the first 

day of th e worl d • 11 'l'rrn threEtds the n , run through 1'The Orchest r a n . 

Th e r 8 i s the nat ura l t~itt c ring , and it s counte rpa rt in tbs 

unatt uncd instruments seeking commo n tone . Over this is 

i mp r essed th e mind of the poet r esponding with all his f a culties 

and emotions to th e danc~ , the mus ic of e x pe ri e nc e . In spite 

of the "wrong note" , in spite of de for mity a n d suffer ing_, th e 

world is full of pot €n tin l and fruitfulness . Even the aging 

Willi~ms ca n e xclaim: "this is the first dRy of the world1
; . 

This is the rt co~nition of ha rmony , not just through the 

ear , but to quote ~ illiams from In the Ame rican Grain , with 

minds "inta ct-with all [the ] senses waking" .
1 

It is this 

personal r e c eptivity tha t give s the poet power " to realise his 
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wishes", tha t IN illi a.m s enthus i 2. st icn. lly .;.. ffirms .1. s a positive 

and powerful Appr ehension o f the world , one thn t co- or dinn. tes 

and or ders his expcri e ncG e n~bling him t o c ontrol both f orm 

:J.nd c -·mtent J 

The birds twitt ~r now ~new 

but a design 

surm, unts their twitt ering . 

It i s c des i gn o f n m~n 

th ~t mnkes th em t witt er. 

It i s : design • 

Th e moad 0 f the s e line s ::i.g~ i n i s one o f r e concilia ti on a nd 

h ::. rrao ny , '.) f a m:1n .'J. ttuned :-tnd i n possessi c: n of 11
'1 com mc1 n t one" . 

The concern f or h : rmcmy in both "The Orchestra" "lnd 

" The Desert Music 11 ho.s cl c::t r an t e c edents in Renni Gsance 

lit e r atur e . Sir J 0hn Dn viE:s' poem "Orches tr:J. - o r .1. Pocme 

of D ~, unc ing" h c:.s bo.:;n des cribed by E . M. W. Tilly:trd <i.s "the 

perf e ct epi t ome of th e universe seun :i.s :t d::,nce " . 
2 In this 

poem Ant in ,~ us , a suitor ; mo. inta ins th .'l t 11 n s th e uni verse itself 

is one gr e~t dnnc e ccmpri s ins ~ony l esse r d1.n c cs we should 

our selves j oin th e cosmic h::trmony . It was crea tive l ove tha t 

first persuaded the warring atoms t o move in or der . Time a nd 

a ll its d ivi sions n r e a d'1.nce " . 3 In "The Orchcst r "-l 11 '.Villio.ms ' 

r esponse c ·mparcs to Da vi es ', but h i s unde r standing r e fl e cts 

a pe rmanent 'i~rnersion ' tha t ::tdapts the experi ence a nd makes 

it h i s own . Unlike El i o t ho does no t plunde r t he Rena i ssance 
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for a ctua l i de a s and phr a s es , i nst ead h e fo ll ows h is doc t rine 

of the des c e nt , sheds h i s European t r app i ngs and paradoxica lly 

r ed i s c ov e r s essent i al l y the same experi e nc e and i mage as Sir 

J ohn Da vi es through h is own i diom and with d i sar mi ng h ones ty 

- "nnd this is the first day of the world" . It i s expr essed 

anew but with a cogn i zance of the past . 

4 
I t has b ee n not ed by Linda Wels h ime r Wagne r tha t th e 

s tructure of "The Orches t r a" i s of i nterest . Its the me i s in 

f a ct enact ed i n the five part symrhon i c st ructure o f the 

p oem . Wi l l i ams f irs t movement provi de s a ll th e themes t o b e 

i nt e r - r e l a t ed in th u poem . They are love , music , and na tur e 

e xpr esse d in the triad: 

Love i s that common tone 

shall r a is e his fi e r y head 

and sound h i s not e . 

This is foll owed by wha t i-,'agn ur ca lls a n 'adagio i 5 move me nt 

wh i ch b eg ins by de claring the purpose of the orc hest r a and 

ends with th e slow moving ' yawn i ng ' ca d ences : nBut t h e ear/ 

i n a half- r e l uc tant mood 

str et ches 

a n d y awns . 

Th e lines themse lves e na c t the i deas d i sc ussed in them and in 

contrast th e p oe m s h ifts t o an al l e gro of violins which "enlive n 

the sc e n e ,/ p i z zicato" . In the fou r th movement t he the me s are 

r e introduc e d a s in a symph ony: "For a s hort / memory or to / 

make the li s t e n e r listen/." Th e facts a r e difficult so the 

point is made by r epe tition . The n the ce da follows t he short 

prose sta t e me nt tha t Wagn e r , fro m e vide nc e of th e p o e t ' s own 
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r e cordings , shows to be r ead r apidly in a percussive ma nne r . 
6 

The finRl s e ction i s a resolution . Tho th emes of love , nature 

and music a r e r es olved a s th2 poem itsel f i s r esolved . Jus t 

as in a symphony
1 

so in the p oem 0 a design s ur mounts [the] 

twitt e ri ng" : 

It i s a des i gn of a man . 

While t h i s vi ew of the t e c hn ic a l st ructure i mposes a 

di ff e r ent medi um on to the p oem , Wag n er' s a n a logy is convincing . 

The princi p l e of the poc,ms in " 'l'hC: Desert Mu s ic n 11 To ge t 

said wha t must b e sa i d" i s e xpressed in the ir t echnique . The 

difficulty int e r-r elat~1complex themes is s ur mount ed by the 

p oe t' s st ructuring of his mot ifs . The long flowing triads 

make condensat ion difficult . Ee can int crpola t0 abrup t stote-

ment but t he ove r al l eff8ct is r a t her one of dis cursiveness 

a nd int e r - relatedness to ernbrRce a ll the impl i cat ions th~t the 

poet wants to indicate . I t i s through the structure of his 

poems that th e full est meani ng i s der ived . As h~s been indi cate d 

abo v e , the con tent in these l est poems is de rived fro m the form 

r a the r than vic e ve r sa . 

The p o em entitled "The Host" continues Willi .:i.ms' 

preoccupa tion with the rol e a n d p owe r of the poe t . Th i s time 

it i s expr e ssed in t e rms thn t a r e broadly r e ligious: 

Ther e is nothing t o eat, 

se ek it whe r e y ou will, 
of 

but/I the body of the Lord . 

I n this Williams doe s not subscribe to any narrow r el i g ious 

int e rpre tation . His agnosticism he ha d made clear, or at least 

his r efusal to a cc ept orth od ox religion ~ 
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it i s a l l 

accor d i ng to t he i mng i nation l 

Only the imng ination 

is r ea l l They have i magined i t , 

the r e for e it is so . . 

Of t hese lines Micho.cl Hamburger wroto 11 Here \/ ill iams is not 

e ve n speRki ng prima r ily ab out poe t r y or art , but about r e l igious 

be l i c f - - v1h ich to hir.i 1 o. non-b el iever , is i magin2. ti on". 7 

Just a.s the i magin·tt ion offers wholeness , so does 

r eli g ion in the i maginat i ons of th e Negr o e va nge li s t , the two 

nuns and the ·1hi tc--hai r e d Angl ic 2n , "The body of th e Lord" i s 

t he whol e phcnomenn.l world- "Thc blessed pl ants/ a nd the sea , 

y i e ld it / to th 12 imflg inn. ti on // inta ct 1
' . Unity Rnd ho.rmony is 

a ch i e ved b y the powe r of their i m2.g in-"-l tions . 11 A n ew wo r ld 11 

wr ote ',hll i a.ms '~is only a n\:. w mind ./ A nd the mind and the 
I 

poemfare a ll ::.p i 2cc' ' . The mi nd and the poem arc th e foci for 

one man' .s appr ehension of 2 r eali ty o '',he n he writ es; 11 0.nly the 

i magination / fr; reGl~" he shows the mi nd Dnd th e po em to be 

al l of a p i e c e . To n poe t lik8 Williams t he mind that enjoy s , 

For h i m ther e i s no such not i on as the imp e rsona lity of the 

p oe t. P oe t r y , fo r him , is not ga i ne d by Eli ot ' s f or mul a; "The 

more per f ect the a r t i st , the more completely separ ate i n him 

will be t he man who su f f e rs and t he mind whic h creates11
•
8 

Williams rejo i ces in the c omb ina tion o f pe r s onal e x peri enc e and 

the moveme nf towar ds t he universal in its e xpr ess ion in t he 

p oem . New worl ds be come new p oe ms in Will i ams , or r a t h er , the 

new mome nt s in the worl d of real ity a r e transmut ed i nto new 
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moments in his poems . The linking of the world , the tangible 

and the phenomenal , with the mind , the abstract and the 

insubstantial 7 gives a cl ear view of .-: illiams ' process of 

wri ting. The rnind is not ser~~a ~ 0a f~0m the world, fro m 

experience , as for instance, ~liot would have it . ~ith 

William C~rlos 0illia~s the nind and the world become c oncrete . 

He states th:l.s specifically in _fS_<;2ra i.n Hell ;na thing k nown 

c 
passes out of the rr.incl into the muscles 11 / 2 3.ys Mille r: "He 

thinks \Ji L~-1 !tis muscles and bones ra th0r thnn wi th ideas: ' I 

have h ea-vy bones : I am afra i d- the r e 's little here for me -

. I t l' I " I 10 gravity r,mct drag me down·-ove r the horizon--I m oo s i ppc ry ~ 

These lin ~s are echoes ~ Yeats in the significantly titled 

poem nA Frayer for Old Age 11 
: 

Go~ gunrd me fro~ those thoughts men think 

In tho mind alor:ej 

Ho that sings 8 :asting song 

'.l'h ir.ks i n o. r:;a rrow-bone
11 

One is a l so reminded of Tanner's comments, quo ted abo v e , that 

Willi a.ms ' rJ01·ds were ·'full of the shape of things , heavy with 

the weight of '' , v 
·c. .:.1~ilbu - ~ 'L'he cciebra ted and oft- quoted 

catch-c ry- "No i deas but in things" r e flects Williams' concern 

for honesty and dire ctness in his writing; this is expressed 

in a later poem ilA Sort of a Song" 

Let the snake wait under 

his weed 

and the wr iting 

be of words, slow and quick , sharp 

to strike , qui et to wait , 

sleepl esso 
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-th rough metaphor to r e concile 

the people and the stones . 

Compose . ( No i deas 

but in thin5s) Inve nt! 

Saxifrage is my flow e r t hat spl its 

the rocks •
13 

As a poet in "The Hostn , h e offers a sacrame nt . The 

g u e sts only have r eality by p e rmission of his ime gination and 

his invention-"it i s a ll/uccord ing to the i maginat ionl ••• 

They ha ve ima g ine d it, //the r e for e it is s o. 11 The powe r of 

th e mind to be a n ew world , o f tho po e t to 11 inven t it out of 

v1hole cloth 11 (D M, 116 ), i s affi rmed st rong l y : 

No one was th e re 

save only for 

th e food . ~hich I a lone , 

be ing a poet , 

coul d have g iven them . 

(" The Hos t';, DM , PB.9 4 ) 

Th e poet has the p ow e r to will a nd to take away . It i s the 

strength of t he imagina tion . The r esourc es of the po e t, however, 

can hnve conside r a ble li mita tion placed upon them . In " To a 

Dog Injured in th e St r ee t" a n d 11 The Ye llow Flow er" he exam ines 

th e r e lationship b e tw~en the p oet and the often sordi d events 

in the r ea l worl d . The voet ' s imagina tion c annot conque r 

suffe ring , it will persist despite his efforts : 

It is myself 

not the poor beast lying there 

yelping with pain 

tha t brings me to myself with a start- , • - , 

The poet - with his experience as a physician cannot b e oblivious 

to suffering and pain, both in his immediate envmronment and 



e l sewhe r e . He speaks o f an awake n ing like the expl os ion of a 

b omb, 11 a b omb t ha t has laid / al l the worl d waste" . La t e r t h i s 

sense o f shock , o f omi nous port e nt , is repeat e d in "Asphodel , 

Tha t Gr eeny Flowe r 11
; "the bomb / has ent e red our lives 11?6 

The 'bomb ' exists , cor r upti on e xists but t ill i ams does not le t 

it ove rrule , he s eeks rathe r to c ountera c t it with p o s i t ives : 

I can do nothi n g 

but s i n g ab out i t 

and so I am assuag e d 

from my pain. 

The poet wr i tes o f b eauty , not as esc a pe but a fter h e ha s 

experi enc ed c orrupt ion and pain . He wri t es of Rene' Char , the 

Fr ench p oe t , and'. "all he mu s t pave s een // a nd suffe r ed / that 

has brought him / t o speak only of/~edgy rive rs , / of daffodi l s 

and t ulips . 
,, 

Of Rene Char , li~ il liams wr ot e with clear adr.i ira ti on , "I am 

i mpr essed wit~ his c omplete l y r e laxed addr ess to t he wo r ds , the 

luxuri a nc e of his i maginat i on , y e t the s obri e ty o f h i s 

int e lligen c e a n d mo od . He is a man who adap t s to any f orm or 

no for m a t a l l wi th perfe ct ind iffe r e nc e , writing r e gula rly 

line s whic h s can p e rfe ctly or no t a ccording t o the occas ion , 

whateve r it is . I e nvy and at the same time salute and love 

him . I wish I were more like him , but how h e has survived the 

bruising existence he has bee n through and c ome out fr om it 

sweet in disposition with his love for humanity undimmed is 

14 
more than I c a n say" . It is the recognition tha t the bomb has 

entere d our lives that gives the p oet o f simple life and 

experi e nce more urge ncy~Williams' works aspire to be songs of 
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experi e nc e , aware of the sta t e of the world b u t not to o 

pess i mi st i c t o be det err e d or limit . d by it . This i s the 

p r e rogat ive o f poetry·:. t.<llc: 

sh ou l d b e los t 

without i ts wi n~s t o 

fly off upon . 

("To Daphn e and Vi rg inia" DM ,PB. 75 ) 

nTo a Dog In jure d i n the St r eet" c on s i sts o f a numbe r of 

p owerful mc::mories which h e: hns whe n c onfr ont e d by the "poor 

beast •• • y e lping ~ ith pain'' · ~ i ll iams recall s two events when 

h e was n child , both mentione d in his Autob i ography . On one 

occasion their English s e tt e r named Nor ma ha d bee n suckl ing 

he r puppi es when V1il l i a ms had " kicked (the m) a round thinking 

th e y were r a ts tha t we r e biting h e r" 15 - h e r e pea ts the s tory 

i n his poe m. The othe r e vent , tha t r ema ined for h i m a vivid 

i ncid e nt of wanton dest r uction occurre d also i n his early 

chi l dhood-" I saw some hunt e r who had kill ed El r a bb i t take a 

sharp knife and laughing stub it into tho poor cr eatur e 's body 

just under the tai~' "l"" 16 l - • The event 

i s c a r efully r e nder e d i n the poem with a ll the b r e v i ty and 

con ci s ion r e qui r ed t o expr e ss Wi ll i ams ' shock and d i sgust at. 

t hese sexual violat ions 

I remembe r also 

a dead r abb i t 

l y ing har ml e s s l y 

0 n the outsp r ead palm 

wa tching 

t h rust it 

of a h unte r ' s ha n d . 

As I s tood by 

h e too k a hunt ing knife 

a n d with a l a u gh 

u p i nto t he an i mal' s private part s . 

I a l mos t f a inte d . 



Williams p onders on his train of thoug:it but adds: "Die cries 

of a dying dog / are to b e blott e d out //as best I c ci. n". 

\Vill i ams, as h e indicRt ed in "The Desc e nt n, fnlls ba ck on the 

r es ources of memory to assuage all ills ana to r e new p e rspe c-

tive . It is the poet who must come to t e rms with such e v e nts 

as this or dina ry but poignRn t inst a nc e of an injure d doge 

..; 
Again he addresses Rene Char : 

you a r e a poet who beli e ve s 

in th e p owe r of beauty 

to right all wrongs . 

I b e li e ve it also . 

It is t he power of the p oe t' s cha r a cte r and his i mag inat ion 

tha t c a n ri g ht these wrongs with honesty and compassion . The 

poe t must f ace up to e v ent s . 

h ith invention a nd coura ge 

we shal l sur pass 

the pitiful dumb beasts,. 

The poE t invokes Cha r as if he we r e making supplic a tion to a 

s a int. Afte r his p l ea for jnvent ion and courage , Willi ams 

close s the poe m with t he liturgica l final ity of a b e nediction 

let a ll me n beli e v e it , 

as you have taught me a lso 

to beli e ve it . 

"The Yellow Flower" has links with ;'To a Dog Injure d in the 

Stre e t" but its complexity i s mo re subtle and its progression 

more elliptical . As indicated below, the symbol of the 

flow e r is central to much of Williams' late r writing . The flower 

is us ed lite r a lly but in various cont exts r e presents : a source 
P'":f 

of pleasure , in "Asphodel":man without cupidity/I. the good wife; 
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the "feminine principle" in "For Eleanor and Bill Monahan" . 
,,..:J 

The flow e r a lso r e present s f a ct,.. the po e t's gift 9 a poem and 

the work of the imaginn tion. It i s the s e latt er meanings 

tha t a re connote d in "The Ye llow Flow e r" . It is a work of 

a rt but a lso it r e pr e sents the bouoty of ~eave~, it i s a 

"sa cre dn flow e r . The mus t Etrd flower i s us e d s pecifica lly in 

the New Te sta ment in the pa r a bl e of the mustard s ee d . 

Matthew 12, ve rse 31 r en ds ~ 11 Th e kingdo m of h eaven i s like to 

a grain of mu s t e rd se e d , which a man took a nd s owed in his 

field 11
• 

Th e y e llow flo we r is a l s o a s y mb ol of e t e rnity;it i s 

circula r a n d segme n t e d and it s use by Willia ms ca n b e r e l a t e d 

to t h e c e l ebrat ~ d flo we r s e r mon of Buddha wh o s i mply and 

silently h e l d b e for e h i s followe r s a ye llow flowe r . 

The po em b e g i ns ab ruptly, despera t e ly: 

Wha t s ha ll I s a y, bec a u s e t a lk I mu s t? 

Ye t aga in th e a ging po e t r e v eals h i s ne vd to speak, to ge t 

said wha t must be sai d . He continues in this poe m a s in "To 

a Dog Injure d in the Stree t", to confront the dil e mma of the 

"wrong not e " , the pr e s e nc e a nd pr e va l e nc e of d e formity a nd 

suffe ring, ' l'Jhat shall I say'he a sks ! "Tha t I have found a 
.I 

cure / for the sick? I/ I ha ve found no cure / for the sick.
1 

But the mood of despa ir as always is shortlived , Williams 

rapidly move s back into elation and hope . He holds the 

"crooked" flower as an icon~ a thing of beauty "which only to 
II 

look upon/ all men/ are c ured . The flower , as so often 

before in his work , represents aesthetic perfecti on , it is a 



reminder of the divine in man ' s r ea lm: 

for which a ll men 

sing se cre tly the ir hymns 

of prais<; . This 

i s that s:-:.cred 

flowe r ~ 

But th e flow e r , though embody ing beauty a nd innoc e nce , super­

fici a lly tho very ant i the si s of the 11 wrong not e" or t he 11 for ml es.s 

lump" of "The Desert Music 11
, ha s a numb e r of limiting artificia ­

lities . It i.s a hothouse pl Rnt , pr e served from th e vicis s itudes 

of life . It owes it s survival to th e f a ct that it is held 

under g l ass but it has a s ingular quality ; a powe r that Car los 

Williams readily c onc e des . ~ha t, he asks : 

can be tho reas on 

tha t it ha s p icked me out 

to ho l d me , op e n mo u thed , 

root ed b e for e this window 

in the cold , 

my will 

draine d from me 

so that I h a ve only e y e s 

for these y e llow , 

twiste d p e t a ls • ? 

The conc e rn with th e contortion of th e petals brings ~ illiams 

into a subtle and compl e x comp~rison with Michelange lo's l ate 

a nd unfinished sculptures . "But why th e torture I and the 

escape through/ the flow e r ?" He asks . The words 'torture ' 

and 'escape' imply ~ illiams affinity to the Renaissance notions 

of art as capturing a nd releasing the spirit of the creator 

through his works . He sees in the contort ed petals an epiphany 
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of s truggl e . The flow e r b e comes an i mage of hims e lf and of his 

work . Jus t ns Mi cho.l a ngc lo struggled to fr ee his " S l a ves " from 

th0 stone that conta ined th urn , he a lso was the s l a ve himse lf , 

wr a c ked with th e necessity to e x pr ess h i mse lf . Mi .chelange lo ' s 

own sonnets r e veal h i s fi e rce ef forts : 

The b es t of a rti s t s ha th no thought to show 

which th e rough ston e in its supe rfluous shall 

dot h no t include ; to break t he ma rbl e spe ll 

i s o ll t he hand t ha t se rv0s the bra in c a n do . 

( Tho Lo v e r a nd the S culptor) 17 

The effort to b 1.' fr ee of the "superfluous shel l" , to 11 make 

the marb l e b loom" as \vill i ams puts it , i s nei th ( r l e i sur e ly nor 

predictab l e . As th e' flo we r sti·ugr,les to bloom so 1iJ illiams a nd 

Mic helangelo also must . But th 2 proc ess i s a battle nga inst 

despair and the gr2ate r the c i rcu mstances tha t conspire aga ins t 

t he a rti s t the more he roic i s his a t te~pt to rende r his 

expori t" nce . "I / am snd~ ' 'ffi t e s '1i i ll i nms,' as he [ Mich(; l ange lo] 

was sad / in his he roic 1:iood 11
• But the greatest forc e to be 

r e c kon ed with is tho a rti st ' s own crea tive e n ergy , his n ee d to 

e xpress and co~plete his a rt . 

I h1:1.ve eyes 

th~t a r c made to see and if 

the y s ee ruin for my self 

and a ll that I hold 

d ert r , the y s ee 

als o 

throuc;h the eye s 

a nd through the lips 

and tongue the pow e r 

to fre e myself 

a nd speak of it. ~. 



The shee r i mpact of h i s sensory experi e nce compe lls the a rtist 

to fr ee hims e lf and infuse into the ina nima t e the forc e of 

his cr eat ive i mpulse . Cnrlos ~illiams as a p oe t fr ee s hims e lf 

to speak , to make poe try as : 

Mich0la ngc lo thr ou gh h i s hands 

had th e same , if g r ea t e r, 

p ow<;r • 

The po e t does n o t cla i m the stature of th e Ita lian artist but 

affirms tha t the i mpul se is the same e v 0n if t he emb odimen t of 

it i s not a s form i ~ab l e . 

But th e p oem shifts it s atttnt ion bG c k to the r e l at ionship 

b e twee n the work of a rt and th e ph~nomenal experi e nc e that it 

d e notes . ~ illiams cannot accep t Miche lange lo's a c h i e veme nt 

without r ese rvation, h 0 must 

account for , 

the tortured bodi0s 

of 

th 2 s l ~ v e s th e mselves 

and 

tht tortured body of my flow e r 

wh ic h i s not a must~rd flower at nll 

10+ ... 11 'j 

Unlike Mi c hel a ngelo h e cannotAacc c pt the tra nsmutat ion of a rt 

into divin e mani f osta tion . Michelangelo wrot e'.."If bold , fooli sh 

me n think that beauty, which moves e ve ry sane intel l e ct a nd 

tra nsports it to h eave n its e lf , i s born of the senses , l e t them 

know tha t our weak vision c a nnot of its e lf ascend from th e morta l 

to the divine , but r emains a l ways b e low . For i t is vain to think 

1 
that it can be raised without the he lp of grac e " . It was this 

amplifi e d a nd sacrame ntal vi e w of a rt that brought with it such 
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difficul ties for Miche l a ngelo . He was i mprisoned by th e 

grandness of his i deals and h i s a rt, th~ sheer scope of the 

"Sla ves" pro j e ct for Pope Julius 1 tomb was , to say the l eGs t, 

formi dable . It w&s no wond~ r tha t time a nd cno r gy a nd human 

r esourc es wcr 0 doomed to l ca.v2 th e· •~,:aav 1.~ s 11 hEL lf irr:prisone d in 

th0ir ma rbl e 1 rough hewn , hea vy and fina lly over whe l ming in 

the task the y r ~ pr es0nt 0 d. 

William Cnrlos Williams us es tho speci a l connotations 

that the "Sl .:::'.. v .:.. s " hnve for Vi ich [:: l :-, n c..c lo' s whol e Cc'tr eG r . They 

r epr 0s ent the hopo of gr ea t nrtisti c a chi0vemcnt but a lso ths 

limitations of a mortal a rti st . ~illi arns exploit s the 

s i milariti es betwuen himself and Michelange lo , but without 

pretension . As Nich e l~ng8 lo l a bour ed on his l nst works in the 

"Slaves; ' so 1iJ illiams strui::;g L :;d to ''free;; h i mself ; t o e;e t said 

what must be said , b2for 0 th e Cles c e: nt into dea th . il~ Jhat shall 

I say , b '" causo t a lk I must 11 h· . :urnouncc.s a t the beginning of 

th e poem . He is f aced-with the same dilemma as e ve n the 

greatest of a ll Renaissanc d ~rt i sts . He is f qced with 

inc ompl e t i on and dea th; he i s threate ned with his ve r ses half 

hewn in amo rphous sla bs as Mic helangelo's statuar y r ema ined . 

The ye ll ow f l ow e r he concludes , ha s c ome to r epr esent 

something other. It is not a mustar d flow 8r nt al l 

but some unr~ co gnized 

anduiarthly flo we r 
./\ 

Th e flowe r denotes for the poet a new experienc e , and a new 

struggle to r ender that experi ence through his senses and 

fina lly through poe try. But just as the flo we r is exotic , 
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so in th e wa ys tha t h e r e sponds , hi s e x p e ri e nc e i s exotic . 

Th e fina l s ynthes i s mu s t be for Carlos ~illiams to mak e the 

e x pe r i e nc e mo r e a ut hentic , mor e t ruly h i s own . Willia m 

Car l os Willia ms ' duty fir st and l a st i s hone s ty to hims e lf 

a n d t o h i s e xp e ri e nc e . The p oe m mu s t b e h i s pe r s onal s t a t e -

me nt bu t it i s h i s t a s k to u nde r s t a nd the nature of t h i s 

s a crame nta l flo we r , t his life s y mb ol a nd r e l a t e i t t o hi s 

e x peri e nc e . Wh &t then r e ma i ns for h i m i s to t a ke this 

"une a rthly" f lowe r a. n d l e t i t b l oom f or h i m 

fo r me to natura l i ze 

a nd a c cl i ma t e 

a nd choos e it f or my own . 

Whil e Car los Williams may not wholly agr e e with a divins idea 

of a rt a s Mic h e l a n ge lo r e present ed it , h e e mpha ti c a l l y 

the 
a ffir ms the e ne r ~y of /crco. t i ve i mpuls e . 

I n " Dee p Re l i g i ou s Fai th
11

he ramina t e3 on t hi s theme 

furt he r . Th i s r e li g i ou s f o. i th, a s h a s b e:·en shown in "Th e Host" , 

i s no t o f ~ doct r ina l ki nd , it r e f e r s r a t he r t o s e nse of 

wholeness , a mind " a vm ke " a s he expr e s sed it i n " The Orc h e s tra" . 

"Pa s t de a t h / pas t r a iny days/ or th e; dist r a c t i or#'o f l a dy' s 

- s mocks a l l s ilver - white ; 11 t h i s f a ith pe r s i s t s , bey ond e ve n 

h e s ays , " t h e r e mote borde r s / of poe try its e lf" . Th i s i mpuls e 

"if it d oe s not drive us , / it is ua in" . 

The stre ng th a nd inte nsity of this ' f a ith ' is the c e ntral 

f a ctor of the i ma g ina t ion . It i s a powe r of mind quite b e yond 

eve n "the r emote borde rs" of poe try but it is that which 

g e nera tes the great manifesta tions of the imagina ti on : 
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it is 

tha t which made El Greco 

l ean . 

paint his green and distorted saints 

and live 

It t a kes othe r for ms , not merely that of creat ion but also of 

sensitive appr e cia tion of a rt ~nd huma nity: 

It is wha t in life drives us 

t o prn. i se ;>) US ic 

and the old 

or s it by a fri e nd 

i n h i s l~s t hours. 

This dee p r e li gious faith i s at the heart of t he doctrine of 

the descent . The poe t i s an initi a t e , li ke th e young man in 

"The 'danderer" indi cated ear l i e r . The r e conciliat ion of 

opp osites-the two s tr eams of the Passaic and the two kinds 

of music i n "The Desert Mu s ic"-cons titute s a whole vi e w. To 

find a r oconcilia tion betwee n these unlike forces r equires 

"the common tone " that harmonises a ll things 

All that which make s the pear ripen 

or the poe t's line 

come truel 

Invention is the heart of it . 

'fiithout this f a culty, without an awa ke mind "thco citize ns are 

i mprisoned" . Th i s r e li g ious f a ith, as Williams describes it, 

is what g ives a rtistic a c h i evement it s purpose and definition . 

Without it 

The ros e 

may not b e worshipped 

or the poet look to it 

for bene fit . 
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This is the s p e cia l c a pa city of the poe t, ho possess his 

e xpe ri e nc e a nd ex pr ess it, but this capacity, h e r egr e ts , has 

b e en much d i minished . The r e is l e ss inclina tion to ma k e a 

whol e r esp onse , a t ;: n de nc y to fragt~e ntation A.n d me r e nn n lysis. 

"Sha me on our p oet s 11
, c h ides ~'Villi ams , 

i mpress ed 

by th e "laboratory," 

t hey ha ve forgot 

t he flo we: r ! 

which goes b e yond a ll 

l ab oratories ! 

William Carlos WilliNas , thoug h h e r a nt ed t o ED "There is 

nothin g sacre d a bout li te r atur e , it is damned fro m one e nd to 

th e o th e r 11
, 

19 s till nonethe l ess c onc edes tha t it s e rves a 

unique a n d v e ry pre ci ou s func t ion . Mor e me llow, mor e thought­

ful in hi s ol d age , J i l liams i s l ess iconoclas tic but r ema ins 

qui e tly fir M in h i s ins i s t e nc e on t he d ir e ction o f p oe try . It 

mus t serve the i mag inat i on a n d it mu s t seek new forms a n d r each 

n ew h e i ghts . " Shame on our p oets " writ es \i~ illiams with s corn: 

Th e y h a v e quit t he job 

of invention . The 

i magina tion ha s f el l c n 3s l ee p 

in a poppy-cup. 

Whil e it is true tha t " Th e De s e rt Music" poems ar e cha ract e rised 

by a discursive a nd e lliptica l qua lity, it is also true that 

considera ble -S V\b-d et-} o f meaning is discernible . "The Yellow 

Flower" , for insta nce , repays c a reful scrutiny in the complexity 

and beauty of its th eme . 

More simply but e qua lly e ff e cti ve ly, the short p oem "The 
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Arti s t" r e ve~ ls the f amilia r iVilliams f a cility wi th minutiae . 

The t heme of th e p oem is , onc e mo r e , the Danc e , the mome nt 

of harmony when a ll i s r esolved and in a c cor d . But Willi ams 1 

own statement of this epi phany escapes such prosaic summar y . 

Williams' danc e r Mr . T . i s hardly pr epossess ing . He sta nds 

in h is soil ed und2rshi rt "his hair st.fa nding out / on a ll 

sides" . It is i nte r est ing to note in pass ing the s uitab ility 

of the name , Mr . T . The letter'T'its clf suggests typographi-

ca lly the stance o f the danc e r . The irony of the man in 

his ol d singl e t perfon~ing a ball e tic moveme nt of per f e ct 

gra c e i s we ll es t a blished but with gentle r es t ra int . Th is 

i s not a paredy of the Cosmic Vanc e but an e nactment of it. 

The f a c t f hnt Willi ams ' ~ ancer is not ultima t e ly grotesqu e is 

the measur e o f the poem ' s me rit. 

The Danc e r st"nds with his "hee ls toeether " 

a r ms g ra. c efully 

for t he momen t 

curl ed above hi~ he~d . 

Aft e r this moment o f st illness the mo vement begins 

Then hG whirled a bout 

bounded 

int o the n ir 

a nd with an entr e chat 

perfe ctly a ch i e v e d 

completed the figur e . 

The dance is ' p e rfe ctly a chi e ved ' a nd p e rfectly compl e te . 

Williams with e conomy a nd grac e es t ab lishe s the c e ntral 

proposition . Then th e poem shifts to canpare ihe agi lity of the 

' artist' with the immobility of Williams' mother seate d 
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in her inv.::i. lid 1 s chair , "to.ken by surprise 11 , we o.re told , she 

"wa s l e ft spe e c hl e ss;' . The point i s def tly made- the a rtist ¥as the 

abil ity to per for m and delisht thos~ who a re un~blc to per form 

t hemse lve s . Tho titl e "The Artis ti' p l '; ces '.Jilli ":.ms' proposition 

in a mo r e general c ont ~x t , Mr . T . i s not ~o r n ly the dance r but 

is a ll a rti s t s . This , howeve r, neith~r obscuroR nor is over­
; 

ffiadO\'Jed by) the_ rartiCUlrt r n._-c tUr O Of th (; QV011t ,?,nd the f!OerrJ IS 

settinc; . The poem endG 'l' i th a fin0 r.;.;pr esentat ion of th e 

c adcnc ~ s of c olloqu i al spee c h , nc h i e ved ~s ~ ffortl essly as 

Mr . T ' s entrechat . 

Bravo ~ she cri ed at last 

and clapped h~r hands . 

The mPn ' s wifE: 

ca~s from th8 kitc hen: 

J hat go0s on he r e! s~e s~id . 

But t:,c' shov1 vi:-i. s over . 

The ep i phany i s bri s f and only a cc ess ible t u some . Tha 

pr e cious qua lity of s uc h a moment o f perfecti on is non tly 

2s tablished by this in t rus i on by the men ' s wife . 

It would ba d~nscrous t G overrate this , i a ma ny r e spects , 

ve ry miner po 2rn but it woul d be equally r err i ss to overl ook it . 

It represents an enduring qu ci. l i ty in '::illia m Carlos \<! illiams ' 

writing tha t go~s beyond his theorising or prosody~a cap0 city 

for fr eshne ss and simplicity. -~etrlL~ r, with "The Red 'Vheelbarrow" 

and the cat in the jam closet , 20 Williams ha d r epresented 

with dP(:t- accuracy a momen t a ry gl i mpse . But in this l a te 

poe m he shows also a greater depth of meaning and a 

sophisticate d use of the symbolism of the dance . The honesty 
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and mode r a tion of th e poem c onfi r m ~il l i nms' a uthenticity as 

a poe t e ntire l y nt ease with his ma t e ria l. The poems in 

The De s e rt Mus ic a ll r 0pr a scnt th e p oe t in t h A da nc e to find 

'th e comm on tone ' but "The Arti s tn pe r ha ps alone r e pre s e nts 

hi s e nt r echa t . 

Examinine; The_:Q~rt Music it is possibl e t o disc e rn 

obvi ous r e curre n c e s a nd pr e occup~ ti ons . Th e documenta tion of 

the d e sc e nt int c age nn d t he e v e r pr Esent d iscussion of t he 

poe m a n d it s dema n ds a nd r espons i b i l iti 0s are pronin~n~ u s 

also is the po e t ' s c onc ,,rn with l ov e a n d the influe nc e of 

wome n on the i mag inat i on . The colle cti on also is infus e d with 

a n ove r a ll n e ed t o h Ar moni se a n d synthe sis e experi e nc e n s 

i ma ges of mu s ic a nd the da nc e in ' 'Th e Orche stra 11 a n d ;:•rhe 

Desert ~: usicll s0e k t o cl o . It i s t h e n , someth ing of a n n n omaly 

to find 1"rhe ocri tus: I dy l I ( A v 2r s ion o f t h e Gr ee k) 11 conta ined 

a mong suc h appn r e n t ly unlike po ems . Howe ve r on closer 

inspe ction t h i s p i ec e i s quit e in a cc ord wit h the mood of othe r 

poems in th e colle cti on . ~hi l c it i s an insuffici e nt c omment , 

it is f a ir to de s crib e '.l illi Pt ms ' writing as pa storal ; not i n 

any s pe cific nymphs-an d-shepherds wa y but in the lyric a nd 

fr equ ently rural nature of h is work . Ruthe rford , Ne w J e r sey 

seems in many wa ys an adaptab l e environmen t for a provincial 

po e t , it i s neithe r ri gidly urban nor rural , but off ers 

Williams a c h a nce to develop e ithe r str eam . Hi s poems such as 

"To Daphne and Virgini a" and "To a Dog Injured in the Street" 

evoke a kind of suburbnn pastoralism if such a hybrid could be 

permitted to exist . Williams , it would se e m was a ble to take 
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his influenc e fr om b o t h city and c ountry life a nd could adapt 

e ithe r to h i s needs . It is crucia l to Car los ~i ll i ams'vi ew 

tha t s uch a te r m as pastor al be applicab l e to his wor k . It 

is t est i mony tha t the viab l e European forms c a n be adap t e d t o 

hi s purp oses as an Ameri can wri te r and can find adequa t e 

r e sta t ement in ne w t e r ms . 

I n t he " Theocri t u s : I dyl I" , the r e i s a h int that Dr . 

Williams han ke r s to p r e sent t he image of cultura l r espec t-

a b i lity t ha t T . S . El iot a nd Ezra Pou nd ha d af f ected so eas ily . 

V/illiams r e j e c ted "those who kn ow n l l t he L;it i n a nd some of 

t he SRnskrit names , much F r enc h nn d pe r haps one or tw o othe r 

lit eratur es 1121 bu t one susre c ts he feels , on o c cas i ons , 

de f ensive . 

I n 1952 when ~i ll i ams a nd h i s wife we r e v i s i ting f ri ends , 

the Abbot t s in New Yo r k , the poet su f fe r ed a se r iou s st r oke . 

While incap~c i tuted , \J i ll i ams tol d Pari s Re vi ew in te rvi ewer 

Stanl e y Koehl e r, a Mr s . Gr a t wic k had r ead t o hi m fr om 

h 't 22 T e ocr1 us . "The ocri t u s wns n l ways strong in my mind" 

Carlos Willia.ms comme nted . " Bu t I wasn't ca pab l e o f hearing 

it in the Gr eek . I ' m in a n unfortuna t e position, b e c a use I don't 

h a ve the ori ginal l a n gua ge ••• I started to take La tin a t Hora c e 

Mann [ a high school in New York], but the te a cher wa s withdra wn 

to my infinite r e gre t . That wa s th e end of that~all my life , 

tha t wa s the end . And I always r egr e tted too t ha t I didn't 

know Gree k" . 23 Of The ocritus itself, Willia ms comment e d ~ 

"The pa storal na tur e of it g a ve me a chance to spre ad myself . 

It was Greek, and it appealed to me ; and it was a wonde rful 
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cha nc e to r e cord my f ee ling o f r espect for the Gr eek cla 's'S ic slf . 
2 4 

But Wil liams r e corded his r espe ct for the Gr eeks in a 

c h a r a ct eristi cally per sonal and unaffe cted way . Hi s subj e ct 

i s fro m Theocritus , t o be s ur e , but his treat ment is idio-

syncratic, coll oquial and strenuously non-a c ademic. It is not 

diffic ul t to sue a poe t, long e namoured o f th e pas tora l as his 

early influe nc e , Keats , hnd pr esen t ed it, would r es pond with 

e n e r gy a n d en thus i a s m to th a t op ic himself . As h e s a idJ 

r e veal ingly, it 11 gave De a c hance to spread mys e lf" . The 

int e r e st o f t he poem li e s , I f ee l , i n the ease with which 

Wil l i a ms hnndles whRt c oul d b e a pre t e ntious or acad e mic 

e xercis e . Th e ex c hanges betwee n Thyrsis a nd the Goa th e rd a r e 

u nmann e r ed a nd brisk 

Thyrs i s 

~ill you n o t , G03 therd , 

i n the Ny mph ' s name 

ta ke your plac e o n this 

sl oping knoll 

amo ng the t ~mari sks 

a nd p ipe f or rie 

while I t a nd my sheep . 

Goatherd 

No , sheph e rd , 

nothing doing ; 

it's not for u s 

to b e hea rd during the noon hush. 

It is a measur e of Williams' f a cility with spoken speech tha t 

he can a void excess a nd the "fa ls e n o t e " . The bri e f lines in 

Paterson in a diffe r e nt context: 

Oh, Gee ze, Doc , I guess it's all right 

but what the hell does it mean?
25 
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show how nnturally the r e presentn tion o f i d iomat ic s veech 

c ame to h i m. That the poet can us e "nothing doing" i n h is 

rende ring of Theocritu s as eas ily as he uses spee ch in his 

r eg iona l poe m P1:1.t e ISJn shows a capacity for genuine expression , 

a uthentic e xpression , undi cht od by cont ex t o r mode . The poet 

is his own , his most enduring wish . ;1Theocri tus : Idyl I" is 

clearly in ha r mo ny with o th e r po ems i n the col lection . Its 

fina l lines po i gnantly 8xpr ess the agi ng p oe t's own past 

son gs 

I woul d gl adly 

give t h is cup 

if you , my f ri e nd, 

will s in[; for me 

t hat de light ful song . 

I hold nothing bac k . 

B f; g i n my f ri end , 

for you cannot , 

you mo_y be sure , 

take your song , 

whi c h drives a ll things o u t of mi n d , 

with you to t he othe r wo rl d . 

The poem t h a t drives a ll thin~s out of mind rema ins , and Carlos 

Willinms i s int e ns e ly conc erned with his l egacy a s an Ame rican 

po e t . He had wonde red to h i s s on how much he had succ ee ded . 

"I haven't be e n r e c ognised'.' h e:: wrot e , " and I doubt tha t my 

t e chnical influence is good or e ven a dequate" . 26 It was 

pe rhaps this discontent) even l a t e in his litera ry c areer_, tha t 

prompted Williams to strive mor e . He cannot tnke his song to 

the other world a nd in this knowledge he continued to write 

even greater poe try . The i mminenc e of the desc ent into dea th 

gave the p oe t t:: n e r gy and drive:: that o no with more time to kill 
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would not r e quir e or r 0spond to . Hi s song s we r e to be heard 

a n d admir e d and Willi~ms seems det e r mined ~ va n in old ago to 

ma k e the m worth t he a tt ~ntion . Th e viva city of th0 line s in 

"The ocritus" is thG t whi ch informs a ll iJVilliams ' work. The s e nse 

of fr ee dom , of lib e r a tion for the word and for the s ens es, is 

keenly c~ xplor e d . 

"The Mental Hospi tal Gar de n 11 is a lso a poe m tha t pre sents 

the fulln e ss of life . It is a c e l eb r a tion o f summe r by a man 

who is f a c ed only with wint e r and dea th and as such, is a 

tribute t o his c; xtraordina ry r e sourc es to still r <:: spond 

youthfully t o life . It is t h i , same deep human f ee ling that 

mnkes " Asphodel, Tha t Gr c;e ny Flower" a moving a nd formidab le 

a chi e v ement . 

Th e spirit of St . Francis that invests th e garden is one 

tha t is s i gnifica nt to Williams . In a n essay print ed in 

Contact magazine in 1921 h e wrot e "I should like. to make St . 

Francis of Assisi th e pa tron saint of th o Unit ed State s , 

b e cause h e loved th e a ni ma ls . Th e birds came to him not for 

wheat but to h ear him preach, ove n the fish heard him • •• h c r e 

was a common st em whe r e a ll we r e one and from which e v e ry 

paired chara ct eristic branche d 11 •
27 A saint who could bring 

all fac e ts of creation together would h a ve immedi ate appeal for 

Williams . St . Francis e pitomises the "common tone" , the harmony 

of thG sphere s and of all created life . Williams throughout the 

Desert Music collection is conc e rned in some way or othe r wi~h 

harmony and the significance of the danc e . "The Orchestra" 

states this most explicitly and is explicit a lso on the ne ed 
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for ac tion. Since a n e w worl d i s a new mind 0illiams calls 

for both . His o.dmonition in nThe Orchestra" tha t sinc e man can 

r eal i s e his wishes, he mu s t ch0 ngo the m or p 8rish,i s continue d 

n nd extended in "The Ment a l Hospital Garde n" . The garde n is a 

metaphor f or cr e ation a n d a s the titl e sugg est s the p oem i s 

preoccupi e d with the mind and i ts capacities . i"filliRmS 1 

diagnosis for the world's 11 rr: i ndn i s that it r e quires the 

therapy of th e mental hosp i t 2.1; it i s inc ompl e te and "unattun<:d 

/ seeking o. c omm on tone . " Later in 11 Asphode l" this povGrty of 
/ 

fe el ing is r e peated . HQur hearts" , he nri t c.f-, "gasp dying / 

for wa nt of love " (JL , PB . 170) The poem then b ,:: gins with 

explicit s t a t eme nt of the •inade quacy and narrowne ss of 

exper i e nc e ~nd e motion . 

It is this dilemma t ha t 0illia ms cha r a ct eris e d the 

Amer i c rt n one ; f e d by the e v e r p e rvading pr e s e nc e of Purit a nis m, 

. th . ,. 2 8 
'~t r e mains , a ba d br ea in the r oom• . In the Am erican Grain 

had pr e s e n t ed the p r obl e m and the choic e s o ff er 0d . D. R. La wr e nc e ' s 

revi e w dc scri b e d the m, ther e wa s 11 r e coiling into individual 

smallness and inverti e n c en , the l'urita n way ; a nd the r e wa s 

a n othe r way "by touch : t ouc h Ame ric a. n.s she i s ; da r e to touch 

h e r, a n d this i s th e h e r oic wny 11
• 
29 This h e r oic way is what 

Carlos Williams r epeatedly invit es the r eade r to follow and 

express . If all were to follow this way then the common tone 

would b e sounde d. "The Orches tra" says it: 

Love is that comm on tone 

shall r a ise his fiery h ead 

and sound his note . 

Similarly the n the war mth a nd f e rtility of summer and th e 
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benevol e nc e a nd vita lity of St . Fra ncis . inform and heal the 

illne s s in t he ment ~l h ospita l gar de n . The garden is 

illumina t ed by the kind ly s p irit o f S t . Fra nci s . He is th e 

i mago of har mo ny a n d f ruitfulne ss : 

from h is ple nty 

he fod th e m ;-i ll . 

All mankind 

g r ew t o b e hi s d ebtors , 

a s i mp l e c tory . 

Love i s in seas on . 

"Love is in s eason" , in f a ct love is always i n s ea s on for 

Ca rlos ~ illiams a n d it s capa city f or r e n e wa l and its i mportance 

to hi m a s n po e t is e v e n more fully explor e d a nd exploit e d in 

11 j1. sphodel" . It is love: b o th e r o tic a nd spiri tua l that ma ke s 

J illiarns ' e xpe ri e nc e whol e: , t ha t make s hi m intimate his 

e t <0 rni ty : 

My h eart 

is innoc ent . And t h is 

t he first da y of t he worl d . 

Th e e rotic e l eme nt i :;; stronu; in " Th t:: Mentn l Hospita l Gar de n 11 

- the floral ir.1agery i s s e xual : 

hyac inth time 

in 

the hospitcl g~r den , 

the time 

of the coral- flow e r e d 

and e a rly salmon- pink 

clusters, .,. 

In this scene that Williams us es floral descripti on but in an 

ordered , med i e val way . But this Fran .ciscan tranquility is 
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t he young coupl e s 

a m brace 

as in n tale 

by Boccaccio . 

Indeed it is t his s ensual ity tha t is the mode of s a lva tion . 

" S t . Francis forgi v e t hem;' says \Villiams,, "/ a nd a ll love rs 11
• 

The celebrati on of Er os l eads on t o a g r e2 t e r a wareness , a 

powe r of mind and spirit : 

The y have seen 

a gr ea t lig ht , it 

springs fro m t he ir own baw dy f o r eheads . 

The b~wdy and the spiritua l a r c not mutua lly exclusive . 

Williams , like Whitman, c onta ins multitudes . The gar de n, 

form erly bereft , i s now fill e d with li ght ; fill ~d with the 

bounty of St . FrRncis . The lovers live 

by the Holy light o f love 

tha t rul e s , 

bloc king de s pRir, 

ove r t h is garden. 

But the illumina tion i s too strong at first-"Blind cd by th e 

light / the y walk b e wilde r ed '' . Th e li gh t is a n importa nt 

metaphor in the poem ~ "The broad sun / shines l" and Williams 

e choe s the lines from The New Tcstament ~ "The light of the body 

is the e y e : the r e fore when t h ine e ye is single , thy body a lso 

is full o f ligh t 11
• 

30 

The capa city for fr e shness a nd innoc e nce in Williams ' work 

is th e consequenc e o f the naive or innoc ent eye . In this 

Willi ams is clos e ly linked to his culture and its ideals . On 
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American naivet;', ['anner writes "the accent and the emphasis 

is distinctly Am e rican and does not involve the idealization 

of me r e immaturity but rathe r a f eel ing of some va luable 

une ncumbe r ed simplicity of r esponse 11
• 
31 \Vi lliam Carlos 

Williams even n ea r death s till strove for this unencumbe r e d 

simplicity which he definnt l y and pass ionately believe d to be 

his auth ent ic r e spons e as an Am e rican and knew to be his 

visc e ral r esponse a s a man . 11 The Menta l Hospita l Gar den 11 

e mbodies muc h o f the spirit o f his l a te wr iting . It i s an 

expression of the d iscovery of a n ew mind , of worlds lost and 

unsuspected . The love r s , in short , und e rgo a descent and so 

they a r e r es tored to h ealth . 

Reawakened 

u fter lava 's first f ol ly 

they resemble chil dr e n 

r ous ed from a long sleep . 

Summe r is here , 

ri gh t enough . 

The mo vemen t beyond the c onfines o f the ga r den to plac es 

11 he r eto f ore unreal is ed" C'rhe LGS c enti ' i s beautifully expr essed 

in the i mage of the y ou ng gi rl at the o nd of the poe m. He r e 

we see \iilliams ' strength as a viri t o r nnd th e fullness o f his 

f a culties . He prese nts a portrai t of one with a mind intact 

a n d a ll senses wakin~and nothing better could epitomise the 

poet himself : 
One 

e mboldened , 

parting the l eaves b e for e h e r , 

sta nds in the full sunligh t , 

a lone 

shading h e r e yes 

b ea ts wildly 

and her mind 

the full meaning 

of it 

as her hear t 

drinks up 

all~ 



CHAPTER 4 

"THE FEMI NINE PRINCIPLE" 

The the me of love and t he r u l ~tionship between men and 

women is c e ntral t o The Dese r t Mus ic pcems and even mor e so 

in the explici tly titled Journey t o Love . The latter title 

r e veals mu c h of Willi ams' a ttitude . Love was to b e a journey, 

in the mind and in the imag ina tion . It is no shallow 

c elebration of Gros a lthough he is r e sponsive a nd committed 

to the i mportan c e of e rotic love-for thc1. t ·Nas a measure of 

one's boldness to touch and to oxplor e ; the qualiti e s he 

admi r ed in Boone and Houston , me n in t he American g r a in. But 

his vi ow of love was to be c onsidered in conjunction with wha t 

he call e d the 
11 

f eminine principle •
11 

In Pa terson, the sing~e ma l e protagonist ~s contrasted 

_by "innume r ab l. e women". VIi lliams wrot e s i gnificantly in 

Book I ~ "A man like a city and a woman like a flow e r •••• 

Innumerable women , each like a flow e r" •. 
1 

The use o f the 

analogue between women and flo we rs r e c a lls the 'sacred ' 

"Yellow Flower" and as will b e evident , is highly relevant to 

the poem "To Eleanor and Bill Monahan" where he writes : 
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Mother of God 

I ha v e s e en you s t oop 

to a me r est flo wer 

a nd r a i se it 

a n d p r e ss i t t o y our c heek . 

(Q!i' !:12.. 84) 

The f emi n ine pr inc ip l e is c rucia l t o t h e a rti s tic pr oc e s s ; it 

is the l oca l, concre t e ' s oci e t y' or ' p l a c e ' whe r e unive r sally 

val i d a r t c a n b eg i n . I n 1946 h e wr o t e ·: t h e a r t i s t Hwill 

cont inue to produc e only i f hi s ntt~ c hments to soci e t y c ontinue 

a d e qua t e . If n ma n i n h is f at uou s dr e ams cuts h i ms e l f o f f fro m 

t ha t s u pplying f emGl e , h e dr i es u p h i s sour c e s ••• head i ng 

stra i g h t f or l it e r ary st e r il i ty 11
•

2 

The ' d i vorc e ' tha t Wi ll i ams c ha r a c t e r i s e s , espe c i a lly i n 

P a t e r son i s a c onsequenc e n o t only o f the a rtist ' s s e par a t i on 

fr om s oc i e ty bu t the al i e net i on o f ma l e and fe~al e a s we l l. 

When t h e f emal e and ma l e ~rincipl es do no t c omple t e eac h ot h e r, 

t h i s i s f urth e r e vi denc e) .::w h e says in " f, sph odc l " , tha t " t he 

b omb h Rs ent e r e d our l ive s . " 

\'/i l l i a ms m·''t d e c l ea r th t noed f or 11 ma r r i a ge", comrnunic n ti on 

b c t wet: n t h e s exe s i n h i s Au t ob iog r aphy. " Me n", h e wr o t e , 

h a v e g ive n t he dire ction t o my life and wome n hav e a l ways 

s uppli e d t h e ener gy 1 1 ~ 3 This wa s Wil l i ams ' b lueprint f or a 

g oo d s oci e ty or culture wh e r e wome n suppli e d emoti ona l 

pot e ncy to li f e a n d men~particularly a rti s t s a n d s ci enti sts~ 

provi d e it with dire ction a n d purp os e . 

In a short s t ory entitled " A Ni ght in June '' Williams 

indica ted the kind of r a pport b e t we en me n a n d wome n tha t h e 

himself had f elt:. The s t ory conc e r ns h is pra ctice a s a 



doctor . He is delivEring n n Ita lian woma n's ninth child, the 

union b e twe e n doct or a nd pa ti e n t i s on e of sci e nc e a nd 

hum2.nity . Th e y do n o t co mrnuni cCL t e in s poke n language-she 

speaks t o o little En glish ~rathe r by a mutua l e motiona l 

r e spons ivenes s . Th e tloct or in t he s tory demonstra t es t he 
if..< 

powe r o f" f ern inine principl e in t he description of t he a ctual 

de live ry o f t h e c h il d . He i s n i de d by t he mother's sist e r-in-

l aw wh o g i V t1 S hi m b o t h phy s ic a l o.nd e mo tiona l streng th: " Go 

a head , I sai d . Pull ha r d . I we l come d the f eE l o f her ha nds 

a nd th e s tr on g pull . It qui e t e d me in the wny the whol e 

hous e hJd qui et e d me nll ni gh t . 

Th i s woman i n her p r e s e n t c o n diti on woul d ha ve s e e me d 

r e pul s ive t o me t e n y ears E"1go-now , poor s oul, I s ee h e r t o 

b e a s cle a n ~s a c ow thn t c a lve s . Th e fl e sh o f my a r m l a y 

aga ins t t h e fl e sh pf h ur k n e e Br a t e full y . It was I who wa s 

be ing c oP1 f ort e d a n d s oo th e d 11
•
4 

Be c a us e this c ommu n ion o f me n a n d wome n was th~ mainsta y 

o f his life a nd pro f ession, ~ illiams f ea r e d t e rribly i t s 

breakdown . In the " J n c n b 1qua " c hapt e r o f In the America n Gro.in 

the f emal e is shown a s spiritua lly ba rr e n , only a broo d animal 

or shallow 'pa l' t o me n . 5 n·;,J ome n" h e s a ys " - g ivers (but they 

have b ee n a s r e servoirs, empty) •••• They ar c our c a ttl e , cattle 

of the spirit-not y e t come in. None yet has raised benevolenc e 

to distinction. Not on e to 'wield h e r bea uty a s a scepte r'"• 
6 

The minds and sexuality l a ck all joy an~as in the early poem 

"To Elsie":> all the y can do is fearfully give or withhold 

thems e lves phys ically: 
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~succumbing without 

emot i on 

save numbed t e rr or 

under some hedge o f choke -che rry 

or v iburnum7 
With t h is f a ilure in wome n, i maginat ive Ame ricans * ninspired 

by th e fl esh n n d spiri ~ "lose .::i.11 des ire fo r contact with 

the 's oil' of r t:ality" , obs e r ves Gui mond . " The y r e fus e the ir 

r e s pon s ibility o f ' husb~ndry ' of i mproving t he ir envir on ment 

by g iving it purpose and direction11 •
8 

Wil l i ams believed tha t t his l ack must b e a voided at a ll 

costs e The men i n the American grain o ff e r e d a lend bu t the ir 

vi ew was st il l not complete . The i deal i sts we r e thwarted or 

I! . 
i ncompl e t e~Poc tended to the e tnr~al , the a c t i ve me n like 

Boone +ob' s olita ry and primi t i v e . Neithe r c ould prope rly 

l ead to 8. true 11 ma r r i :J.r;c " wi th the environ r.w nt . Both we r e 

pa rtly ri gh t but the y r e quired the strength o f t he f em inine 

principle . Ca.r los \'Vill i ams stressed , wr ites Gu i mond, tha t : "Men 

must de v o t e t hei r who l e powers t o t he creat ion of a ~anguRge ', 

a vali d culture which will pr oduc e c ommunic a tion b etwee n the 

mal e and the f emnl e , the mind nnd t he fl e sh, the huma n a nd his 

e nvironment . Only thr ough such a " l anguage" will me n b e able 

t o s e rve the f emal e s oil o f the ir live s a nd be nourishe d by 

it11
•
9 

William Carl os Wi ll i ams ' affirma tion of the f eminine 

principle t hen, is f ound b oth in his polemic and his personal 

life , his poetry a nd his practice . He fr equently r e f e rs to his 

nee d for this female energy p e rhaps b e cause it was something 



that he came dramntic a lly to know only in his late teens. 

In his Autobiography Williams stresses his early lack 

o f f emal e company-"! neve r had a sister , no a unts and no 

f emale c ousins, ~ t l east within striking distance . So that 

a side from mother and grandma I never knew a fe~ale intima tely 

f or my en tir e young life . That was v e ry important. It 

generated in m~ enough curiosity to burn up fifty growing 

10 
boys" . It •uets just t his in b::·nsi ty thP..t never v1aned or 

bec ame clinica l in his long career as a pediatrician . 

Whil e h e says women ga vo him energy it i s cl ear that one woman 

in particular was i mportan t to him-his wife Flor ence . 

11 Flossi e , my wife ••• is the r ock o n which I have built1111 he 

wrote , and his g r ea t est l ove poet r y hRs been written in 

dedication t o her . It is n gauge of ~il li ams' capacity as a 

poet t ha t from his suburb~n e xpe ri ence in Rutherford h e 

c ould pr oduc e such fine poetry with n ot a Beatrice but a 

Flossie . ~ illi am Carlos ~ illi ams' c e l ebra ti on of his love for 
.,,n , LI\ 

her produced poetry~ in t empe rament nnd tr ea tment is mRs terly. 

The poet ry that Dilliams has writt e n about women especially 

in the collections that I am primarily c oncerned with, 

concentrates on specific women that h e knew. "To Daphne and 

Virginia" for instance is about his two daughters-in-law and 

"Asphodel , That Gr ec ny Flower" is addressed to Flossi e , his 

wife . These particularly pe rsonal poems howe v e r, find a more 

gen eral focus when vi ewed in conjunction wi th 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 pa rticul n r t ension tha t he d isc e rns i s astab lished 

fr om the outse t i n 11 To Dnphn e :>.nd Virg ini.::i. 11 • Th e irs is a life 

"in which / / t wo women agonise:/ to live and breath is no less". 

Two stre ams o f though t r a n thr ou gh this poem ; on e is c onc e rne d 

with Willi nms ' r e l a ti onsh ip t o these women as a man, the othe r 

with his r e l a tionship as a poet . He is c onsta ntly c onc e rne d 

with his vi ewpoint a s po e t: 

Be pa ti e nt t hat I addr ess y ou in a poe m> 

t he r e is n o o the r 

fi t med ium. 

The mind 

lives the r e . 

Williams is a ware that his expe r i e n c e ns a man , and a n o l d ma n 

a t tha t, sep2 r n t es him in vi ewpoint fr om th e y oung women but 

the "b ox odc>ur" , like t he mus ic in "The Dese rt Mus ic", unit e s 

t hem . He ca n stelbi lise hi s ideas r; ,Hhil e t h is he Rling ode.·-

is ab r oad / on e c a n wri te u poem 11
• 

As a c ont empl a tive , the powe r o f mind i s ~ illinms ' conc e rn 

a s i s it s Rbi lity t o be st i Piul ."'. t ed by the i mP,g inat: i on . "The mi n d 

is th e ca use o f our d i st r e sse s/" , he writ e s ;'but o f it ~ve can 

build a n ew" . The r e s ourc es o f t he mind a r e our salva tion -

they
1

combinod with the ' c ommon t on e ' o f lovejar e what r e dee ms 

th0 y oung p eople in "The Mental Hospital Gar de n" . Elsewhere ) in 

"The Descent", Williams strives to make positive value out of 

despair by mental explor a tion . But the mind, says Ca rl os 

\'JilliE'.ms in "To Daphne and Vir g inia ", can fly too easily to 

a woman ' s world , 

of crossed sticks , stopping 

thought . 
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Williams c ontinues on this theme with the lines that I have 

discussed e l sewhere : 

A n ew wo r ld 

is only a n ew mind . 

And the mind and the poe~ 

a r e a ll ap i e ce . 

But despit e the d i g r ess ions on this ca pacity for menta l 

r enewal the majo r interes t is in the: 

Two y oung women 

to be sna r e d , 

odor o f box , 

to b ind and hold the m 

for th e mind' s labors . 

The olfa ctory stimulus is strong .:-. nd ~/il linrns finds that it is 

this that helps to hamme r his though ts int o a unity . But the 

' snaring ' of th e se two wome n is not simply carturing them in 

t he poem ; the metaphor dcnctus the c onfrontation of man and 

woman , both emo ti ona l a nd sexua l . 

Williams ' att itude is amb iva l ent . His personal r espons e 

to women seems o ft Gn different (.-.. ··oth e r me n . His lines in 

"For El eanor and Bill Monahan' ' a r e revealing ~ "I c onfess / to 

b e ing / half man and half·/woman" (DM , FB . 84) . 
; - - He is now 

Tiresia s with kn owl edge o f both men nn d women , Tires i as who 

"foresuffe r ed a ll1112-this would b e a c onsequenc e of h is long 

experi e nce as a doctor who must b e mor e awa r e o f the needs o f 

both sexes , who must be in possession of more humanity and 

understanding.tha n most men . But in Williams ' case the 

bisexual c har a ct eristic goes deeper than a mere literary 

pers ona . It r e fl e cts a strong psychic ide ntifica tion with 
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wome n , one that l ends t o his passionat e and moving exclamati on 

at t he e nd o f "For Elean or D.nd Bill Monahan" 

Th e f ema l e principle o f the worl d 

i s my a ppea l 

in th e extre mity 

t n wh ich I hav~ come . 

( DM , !:J?., 86 ) 

The strong nee d he ha s o f the f cLl inine pr inci p l e , of the 

support n nd r espons e of a woman, is c i ~v~ st~ t e d in this poem : 

I h n v c see n the ivy 

clinG 

to a p i e c e o f crumb l ed 

wall so that 

you c a nn o t t el l 

by which e ithe r 

st~nds : thi s i s t0 sny 

if she to whom I cling 

i s l oosened both 

of us go down . 

( DM , PB , 84) 

Will i.:u:1s, the n , r e v ;, a l s a stronc psychi c n e ed f or th e f emal e 

prescnc ~ , one th~t is furt he r c onfirmea by h is prof0ss i onal 

e xpe ri e nc e . ~omen pr ovi de a henlin~ ba lm , they f os t e r life 

wh ich was als o a crucia l duty f or Dr . Williams . In the 

Amer ica n Grain had r e fl e cted some of Williams ' dismay a t the 

rol e of women in Ame rica . They we r e "Pione e r Kat i e s" e v e n 

Poe h ad only f e brile ' ' Moonflov10rs11 -poe t.s a n d wome n were the 

t e st o f s s oci e ty !'Neve r a woman: n e v e r a poet . That ' s a n 

axiom11 he v1r ote . 13 \"Jillir:tms r e c ognised tha t women c ould not b e 

divorced fro m the society . It was insuffici e nt t o have them 

only as brood animals that were to b e loved and l e ft by 
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fr ont i e r Ame r ic a ns like Boo n e and Houston . Howe v e r , h 0 

hims e lf expr esses pe r plexity . He a l so shows a b c yish shyness 

with th em , bl e nded with a c c nt cmpt f o r womanish things f or 

" a woman 's worl d , / of cr ossc.d st icks , st0pping / thought . ii 

( DM , PB . 76) Fv om2n l eave him nl i ke o the r men , / of t e n 

confus ed" . (DM , PB . 76 ) 

Williams i n " To Dophnc and Virgini a. 11 stresses sepo. r a t e ­

ness . " The b ox odor" i s pa r tn_ken by the tw c; women " separ a t e ly 

/ ea ch t o he r self" . "I petr t nke a l so / 11 he adds , "separately." 

Ev e n the women 's husbo.nds "live a l so / i n a world o f l ove , I 

apart" . But t h1:: odour o f t he box sh rub d oes bring t hem 

togethe r , it e n~bles ~il l i ams to writ e h is poem . 

As a l ways h i s attenti on is ra r~ ly f a r f r om the p r ocess 

o f the poem : 

In our family we stawmc r unless , 

hal f ma d , 

wo c ome t o spee c h at l as t 

Like t he true Amer ican a rti s t , a n d like the initia t e in the 

11 filt hy Passaic 1
; Wil l i a.m s spe::clks h <-Js i tant ly , wil2th difficulty, 

until fina lly t he r ight words q r e f ound . It is a strug~le f o r 

him a s a poe t and h is involveme nt emo tiona lly is wearying to 

expressi on: 

I am n o t 

a y oung man . 

My love e ncumbers me . 

But , he asserts , his love thr ou gh "l e ss than/ a young man ' s 

love" is , with the powe r o f e xperi e nce a nd the int e nsity o f the 

active minded poet: 
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more pe n e tra nt , infinit e ly 

mor e penetrant . 

And fina lly} " in tha t sense n o t t o be r e sisted" . 

He returns t o his i mage of c onfr ontati on b e t wee n the 

ma l e and f emGl e forc as and s hows the disparity between t hem . 

Ther e is , "in the ha r d / g ive Rnd take / o f a mnn's life with 

/ a womnn" h e writ es 1Y// a thing which i s n o t t he s tr ess itse lf . 

but beyond 

a nd abov e 

tha t, 

The wo r ds typogrnphica lly i ndicate a separ~t i on and a 

c onfus i on o f d ire cti on beyond n nd o.bove . This r c fl&its the 

i mpulse in a man to cast h i mself i ndiscriwinately , the contri -

fugal mov0mcnt to new p l a c es and tc ~cw women . Williams 

speaks o f the .. t 

fr ee- - -

something thnt wants to rise 

and shake i tsel f 

' '1!e a r e not inn oc ents'', he st r essE:s 

We arc not chic hndees 

on a b o. r e limb 

with a wo r m in the mou th 

The worm t he c orruption , ~v il l i ar.1s indicn t e s ; " is in our brains : 
I 

and conc e r n s them 

and not fo od for our 

offspring 

The 'us ' for the poe t , r e fl ects some men , t h os e esche wing the 

femal e principle . These a r e de s cribe d in 11 For Eleanor a nd 

Bill Monahan" a s those "who as they live 

fling c a uti on to the 

wind and women prais e them 

and love them for it . 

Crue l as the claws o f 

a cat • • 
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Th e wo r m is n o t f ood bu t a bli ght, like Bl o. ke ' s " invi s ibl e wor m" 

it des tr oy s not only the body but the i mRgin. ·t ion. The wor m i s 

i n our b r a ins and i t is a thr e a t to man and poet . It 

wa i ts t o disrup t 

our t hou gh t 

to t h e news pnpe r s 

or anywher e:: 

a nd t h r ow it 

e II • e 

The destru c ti ve i mpu l s e dis r upts thou ght and c a us e s panic; 

f orc es men t o bare the ir v r i va t e sc l v0s , d isturbs and chctll c n ge s 

the i r pre r ogat ive ta b e fr ee , t o f li n g c nuti on to the wind . 

But the confl i ct o f s e x es i s n o t on e -side d : 

Th e r e i s , i n shor t 

a c ount ~ r stress , 

borne o f the s exual shock 

wh i c h sur v ives it . 

Th i s s e xua l shock is r e fe rr e d t o in Corlos ~ ill iams' 

Au tob i ography as a ho.sis fo r ci rt . "Sex i s at the bottom o f 

a ll a rt 11 he quo t ,.s fr om a c on ve r sat i on , "[God] i s un i ty , bu t 

t o a cc ompl i sh s i mul t~nc ity we must ha v e tw o; mul t i pli ci t y , 

the male o.nd the f ema le , man and woman-a c t i ng to ge the r, t h e 

d . . 1 " 14 f e cun a t ing pr1 nc 1p e • 

Th e t ens ion be t we e n mo. l e and fem~le , He r a clit can a cti on 

a nd r ea c t ionJ i s t emper ed e n ou gh , how e v e r, f or t he poet t o 

add r ess it : 

At l east 

while thi s healing odor i s a b r oad 

one cn n writ e a p oem - • - . 

The clos ing line s of 11 To Daphne a nd Virg inia " a r e l oc a t ed mo r e 

spe cifica lly a nd in a rura l a nd pastor a l s e tting Carlos Williams 



finds parallels o.nd analogues f o r his p r edicamen t. On an old 

fO.r m is a p e t g oos e , inquisitive a n d vi g or o u s , e v e n destructive ; 

he is : 

penned in , 

o r h e woul d en t t he gar den , . .. 

But the goose i s g r a c e ful in his r e t irement , h e is : 

a v e r y qui 2 t o ld fellow 

who ~ri t e s n o poems 

Ha ving intro duc ed t h is i mncc ;J f the goose \iilliams ' emphns is 

th e n mo v c-s to o. l t c rne ti v e::s in .:tg0-nMen / ."lg'1 inst t he ir reason 

/ speRk o f l c v e 11
• S om.::: ti 1nes

1 
~,s in Carlos 1dillia1CJs' case , "whe n 

th e y a r e o ld'' • I n th e ti me ne a r dea th , to b e r e t rcspo ctive , 

t o des c e nd t o worlds lost nnd worl ds unsu <pc cted , f o r Williams 

the man a nd tho poe t ' 11It i s / ·1_11 they c 0 n de,;; . 

Or e l se he c a n sub~it t o pur e sens u a l exist ~nc e , be 

r e si g n ed t o the moment , writ e nr poems , h~ve ne ith~ r pas t nor 

futur e , e i th c:: r VJatch o r be l i k2 : 

et lF·o. vy goose 

wh o waddles , slopping 

no i s ily in th e mu d of 

his pool . 

In "For E l e anor and Bill Monahan" ~hlli o.ms add r esses himself 

mor e g e nera lly to his worl d of wome n . Daphne a nd Virginia we r e 

daughters-in-law , specific women and part o f his f o.m ily . In 

the "Monahan" poem the poe t invoke s Mary he r self : 

Mothe r of God ! Our Ln dy ! 

the heart 

is an unruly Master: 

F orgi v e us our sins 

as we 

f o r g ive 

those wh o h a ve sinned agains t 

us. 
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The "ve,ri able '' foot demonstrat e s h e r " its fl cx i bil i ty l e nu_ing 

-
i t self effective ly t o t he liturgic a l mc v emc ni o f th~se line s . 

Again the poem pres ents a r Eli g i ous mo tif but without doctrina l 

significa nc e . Ma ry as in th0 hari ~n poems o f the Mi ddle Ages 

r e presents a l ndy o f se cu l a r a s ~e ll ~s s p iritua l perfe cti on. 

She is the mothe r o f t he earthly a nd a l ady t o be served 

loya lly . 

'rhe poem bursts with rmpeness , with 11 1:-~p o ~ .s ible spring-

time" 3.S in "The Mental Hosp i tc~ l Garden" . Onc e mor e l ov e i s 

"th e c ommon t one" . But lhe s u bmi ss i on t o her H, ly rul e , the 

a ttainme nt o f r esolution a n rl peace c a n c ome only with 

difficulty Rn d tribul a t i on : 

Wo h~ve not c ome 

ei'..Si ly 

to y our envir ons 

bu t pa infully 

o. cr nsG sands 

that have s c or ed c ur 

foet . 

The conc e rn with suff~ rins is agu in u t the f o r ~ front for th e 

poet . The doctor and the man in C: rl os Williams r es pond to 

suffering but the r e sp onse is stoic . In"TO a Dog Injured 

i n the Str e;: t" he affirms "the powe r o f b eauty / to ri e;ht a ll 

wrongs" a nd "The Yellow Flowe r" shows the poe t r esolute ly 

f a cing r eality~he ha s f ound n o cure for t he sick but offers 

r e newal and hope in "tha.t sacred flow e r" 

whi c h only to look upon 

all men 

are cured . 
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It is the powe r of i nve nti on, t ho r esour c es o f t he a rti s t t ha t 

Wil l i ams s howa as the rcd~eming principl a . 

With i nvwnt i on and c Gurnge 

we sh~l l surpass 

the pitiful dumt beas t s , 

he wr ot e; in 11'I.1 0 :;._ Dog In jured i n the Str e:c t"-but n need f or 

a t es t o f the r cs ili ~ nc e and s treng t h o f inventi on i s a ffir me d 

in " For Zl canor and Bi ll lv'fonc:-,hc:-·_n 11 : 

Tha t ~h ic h we hn ve suff c r 0d 

was f er us 

t o su ff er. 

Willi ams 1 wo r ld does riot a ttt;r-1pt t o exclude s u f f ering , i t i s 

r u t he r t c be a c conodated . In win te r time , in the seaGons and 

in t he po~ t' s own seasons , 

the birds Dho know how 

to osc~po suff0ri ng 

by fli ght 

n r c F~nne . 

But Wi l liams i s onl y too aware tha t hG must wit h i nven ti on 

a n d c our age f~ c 0 all ~dve rt ~ty; 

ca nno t e sca pe s uffe ring 

by fli ght 

Man a l one 

is tha t creature who 

Ra the r it is the powe r o f 11 tha t s a cre d flow e r 11
, ma n's r es pons e 

to the c o~mon tone tha t is th e solution . Just a s Re ne Cha r 

tr~nsmut e d his pe rs ona l tri bula tions a nd s uffe ring "to speak 

only o f / sedgy rive rs / of daffodils and tulips" so \hllinr.l s 

turns to his idealised wome n~the Mother o f God , y e t Beatric e 

and Flossie as well , to att ~ in the ir insi ghts , the i r view of 
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of the world" It is the ir c r octive, b2 nevo1 Gnt nature that he 

wi shes to l ear n from. Tho femRl c principle becomes,then,nn 

adjunct to tiiG l11:.1L: er..ere:ics. 

l ~~~c G 6~n y~u stoop 

to n mer~st fl ow8r 

Tht: 1rns::"(:2·;; 1 f:"l_c ',1c r :: 1J. ':;gcr.;ts th e L lizab e th ~li"l- sense of 'we r e ' as 

c i i"cl c 0f sl;r .r-::1i·~y r~nd hr~ r ;'~~my ilJJ.d it is the "fecundating 

Yo u u i· c a wo~~n a nd 

His ::"ttcnti .,::. :.:nth;, 1•c;-2:;: :::ovc::s frnil r·in r ·y tc· h.is c.wn v; ife 

i mngin~t i on G~c hno har yuuth fu~ vi~~lity. She hns s ti l l 

of ene r g y nnd 

love for some f C
., -

o .·:.r·.l os ':Ji 1 l :i.. ::ns finc;st wr iting . \V ith great 

t enderness a n d humilit ~ 0 ~.l l:i..um s n jdresses he r: 

Yo~ ~ave no love~o now 

in tjc ba r e skies 

to bring you flowers, 

~ o whispe r to you 

under a hedge 

His wife howe ver in spirit has all he r youth and with his 

imag ina tion Wi lliams relives his early life with her: 

"Memory is a ki:::id //of o.ccor.iplishment , / a sor t of r e newnl " ~ 
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As he wr ot e in "The O<ch.e s 1 "G\. ·~ \f illiGms ' heart i s i nnocent; in 

t he c t e rnizing process o f the i maginnt ion it i s agai n "the 

first day of the wor l d" : 

you n. r e young 

nnd fit t o be love d . 

I declnre i t boldly 

with my heart 

in my t c:r: th 

and riy knees lr.ock ing 

toe;c th8r . 

Bu t des p it e his trepi tla tion , despi t e perhaps a f ee ling o f 

being doting and f oolish he pers i sts . "Yet I de cla r e it" he 

wr ites "and by God ' s nor d / i c is no lie ". TO confirm the 

streng th of the f eminin0 principle and in a pl ea for humility 

a nd humrmi ty he Etdd s: 11 l',i ;..1 lrn ustli rnob l e .::i.nd ob .:: di,::nt to His 

rul e 11
• In the r e c or ded rec:it .:;. ti on 15 of these lines \Jilliams ' 

voice cr.qC:ks and tr emb lus with cle·.:p cr10 ti on indicc::.t ing how 

crucial they we r e t o h i m. 

To a man so full o f admirat i on ~ t this gr ea t capacity f or 

war mth and succ our i n women i t is di f ficult to comprehend 

the ir r esponse to destructive mal e ness , the men ·. 11 Cru0l as th e 

claws o f / a c.3.t • • " Wil l i ams hn. s clearly no sympathy f or 

this val ue in men but as always is insiste nt to a cknowledge 

tha t it must exist . The i mages o f brute f orce a re again 

presented in "Asphodel" with the statue of Colleoni's horse 

ridd e n by a n armoured man b earing a phallic sword . The poem 

ends meditatively . Williams r e veals himself a s a n old man 

unimpress e d by progress . The m0 1on has b ee n vulgaris ed by 

man's attempts to conque r it by t e chnology , although the 
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la t e r poem "Heel and To e to the End" c e l e br0tes Yuri 

Gagar i n's succ Gcsful orbit of th e earth's n t mo pshere as B 

moment of lib eration : 

he e l and toe he f el t 

0. S if h e h C'.d 

b een danc ing 

But in "For I~ l eanor n nd Bil l Monc1hann 'i•.illi i"lm.s' int e r es t is not 

in c entrifugal f orc ~s , in the r es tless e n o rgy to go beyond 

fronti e r s . He is ol d n ow . ni,ha t II do the y think they will 

attain I by their ~hips I th~ t dea th has n o t I/ alrea dy g iven 

I them?" he a sks . Rathe r: 11 TLe ir ships I sho ·u.ld be dir e cted II 

inward upon 11- upon who.t? ii,'illi r:tr'l s does not p r e tend to know , 

only that his attention i s d r 2wn t o the mind , the i mag ina tion , 

the inwa r d landsc n pes 11 h e r t. to f orc unr ealised;' ("The Gescent 11
). 

He breaks o ff , he is tir ~d rnd s e8ks a rtturn to sanctuary : 

13ut I 

am n n o ld m~n . I 

have h i:ld enou gh 

It is in this state of pe~ceful submi ss i on thn t h e cl os es his 

poem; "The f emal e principle r f th e- worl d / i s LlY appeal / in 

the extremity// to which I h ::i. v e c ome " he writ e s . He returns 

to the womb,as in 11 Asphodel 11 h e r e turns to the source o f life , 

the sea . His lines f a ll sl owly a nd de lib e r a t e ly und he ends 

his poem with n prayer from the anonym ous Maria~hymn Hail Holy 

Qu een or Salve Regina : 

0 clemensl 0 pia ! 0 dolc i s ! 

Maria ! 

The p o e t again shows perfect f a cility i n his use o f his mate r ial . 
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The anci e nt Latin hymn ~nd the liturgic a l tone o f th e poem 

combine cnsily a nd be~utifully with the pers onn l ded ic a tion 

t o his wife . This poem MRkes explicit , assert i ons tha t 

previously D illi ~ms h a d unly h int e d ~t . Th e poet turns to the 

female princi pl e to complete his ~orl d a n d give it ene r gy . Men 

had given him the d ir e cti on in h is life , he hnd said , but it 

was women tha t gnv o him ene r gy . His nc clnmnti on o f the f em3le 

principle is both spiritual a nd e r o tic . He r cquir0s the 

humanity ~nd strength o f wom e n t o foster life nnd a rt bu f 

ho r e quires the e rotic int ens ity o f women also . Williams had 

affirmed the i mportance o f women elsewhc r ~ in In The American 

Grain . They c ontribut ed ele~ents tha t a soci 0ty c~nno t 

ignore, thRt the poet canno t i c n ore . The soci t ty ' s c npacity 

to inc orpora t e and be enriche d by the f em inine p rincipl e is 

the index of its strenBth nnd c o~p l c teness . The analOG UO o f 

women t o the flo~v r, and the flower t o life and art is explicit 

and emphat ic in 0illiams and on e he g iV clG g r eat i mportnnc e in 

this poem a nd l e. ter in 11 Ii.sphode l 11
• "Asphodel , That Greeny 

Flowe r" pre dominn t c s in th,:, collc:ction J c1urn c• y to Love (1955) • 

Williams commented "The on~ poem 'Asphodel , That Greeny 

Flower ' hRs been n o ticed nnd enjoyed by mnny people . The 

16 
revi ews o f t he book rnRde me very happy" . 

This "one " poem , ns \·lilliams calls it , is in mo.ny respects 

n clima ctic work in Williams ' cnreer . Its preoccupations relate 

to many o f the short e r poems writ t en a t the same time but n one 

of these hcve the impnct and sustained strength of "Asphodel" . 

It is a l ast poem , Williams ' final attempt to get said what 
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The r e is some thing 

something urgent 

I h <' V 0 to so.y t o y 0u 

nnd you o. lone 

" with f ear in my he:e. rt" h e writ e s 

I dr o.g it out 

nnd keep on t a lking 

fo r I da r e n e t star . 

The ~ oem is o. l ovt.? : c (::m t o Fl ossi e bu t i t als o i s an ex~·r e ssion 

of \iilli .<>.m s ' c osm os . It i s his fin<'l l j)e::t ce 1vi t h t he v:orld 

a nd this is m~dc cl aar by t h0 i mage o f Asihode l itsel f; it is 

t h0 sacred flowe r of ElysiuD, t he abode of the bl ess e d o ft e r 

dea th a n d c:i. st::i. te o f i deal lw:~ incss . ':iilliams i n t hi s - oer.1 

see ks stas is and :.: ea ce thr ough ~emory and r 8c oncili Rtion with 

the -, ast . He is r e1~ ind .:;d by the odour of the dr i ed J,s~· hode l 

of "a who l e fl ood / of si s t e r memoric·,s ! 11 Like t he ' odor o f box ' 

in "T o Da:c. hne .'"'nd Vir gi ni a ", ~il li ~ms f in js the ~nwcr c f 

smell a s ; ringboar d for t he i magina ti on : 

It i s ~ curi ous odor, 

a r·1c r 2. l Ol~or , 

tha t brings me 

near t o you . 

The odour o f the As~hodel give s him a unity uf mind o.nd 

r e s ponse . He r e ca lls 1•a st r: l easure s a nd exi; eri ences . For a ll 

is r e c a~tur e d and unifi ed : 

The whole world 

be c nme my garden ! 

Williams contains his world in the image of the garden . This 

i mage tha t he us e d earlier in "The Mental Hosr ital Ga rden" coul d 



104. 

be a e r ived fr om Gui lln~~c de Lorris ' garden in Le Roma unt 

d e l a Rose , e v en Eli ot ' s ros e g0rden in Jurnt Norton' • But 

the gar de n image is extended in 111..,s;:,hodel 11 in ways thn. t go 

beyond thes e earli e r ~ oems. The gar de n is a ~rotean ima ge 

us e Jfunc onventional "laYS . One i m:;)ortant Tc t :::i.1 h o r he emrloys 

is the s en as a garden : 

But the sea 

whi ch n o one t e nds 

is also a g~rdcn 

nhcn t h e sun st rikes it 

:.i.nd the waves 

are: wake n ed . 

In a n ea r l i e r , .'..1.l :;Jcs t s u rreill ~ oc~rn e ntitl ed 11 F l owe r s by tht:: 

S s aj 1 t he ; c ~ t e x ; r csse s th e sen n ot ~s a sardcn but a fl owe r , 

in f n ct a s mo r e like a fl ow0 r than flow a r s themse lves : 

-Chicory and d2 isi es 

ti0d , r e leased seem ha r dly fl 0wers nlon e 

but color a nd ~y, ve mont-or th e; sh::. ~.e 

J_:e r h2:-s-of r e stl e ssness , whe r eas 

th o sea is circ led and sways 

~eacefully on its ~ l antlikc st e m. 17 

This curi o us r e l 2 tionshi ) o f the s ea t o a gar den i s c o ntinued 

with th e c om;a ri so n o f sta rfish t o fl owe r s . The sea is , howeber , 

in itsel f an i rn~ ortant image . It is l o ng a ssociated with t he 

c y c le of birth and dea t h ; it is a source of life but a lso its 

goal. It is a strong f eminine image , one that Williams unde r -

l i n e s with his a ssoci a t e d image s of the flo we r and the garden . 

II 

The garden symbols a re int e r woven in a comp lex way . Love 

i s some thing e ls e , / or s o I thoug ht it , // a garden which 

expan ds" he writes . The mind is also exr r e ss e d a s a ga rd e n : 
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It is the mind 

the mind 

th~t must be cured 

short of dt:: rt th ' s 

ints rven tion , 

a nd the will become s aga in 

a gn. r den . 

Such patt e rning and int e rc h2nge o f i mages shows great 

sensitiv i ty ::i.nd SO)h i st ic D. tion in 'ii i ll i ams ' work . In 11 J,s:i_:ih ode l" 

he writ e s on both a c osn ic and ie r sonal lev0l and the inte r-

~en c trnti on o f th2se t wo gives the iOem n disturbing i m;~ ct . 

He evo kes an eeri ~ dra::i.mlikG s c e n e and in it locates h i mself 

a nd his wife . The e ff e ct is vivi dly vi s ua l sugg~s ting 

natura listic ~nd cosmic diso r d0 r . The cour l ~ wa tc h a s a 

s t or m come~ Uj_ ' o.ncl it .Ives th e· 2,1 •occclyrt ic o v <: rt o rn~ s o f both 

death awl r ev<-ol.':1 ti on: 

Th e s t orLl unf ol ds . 

Lirshtn i ng 

r l~ys ~bout the edges of th0 clouds . 

Th e sky to the north 

is ~, l r ·, e;i d , 

blu e i n the a f t c r e l ow 

a s t he stor m pil 2s u~ . 

It is a f lowe r 

t h2 t will soon r each 

the a~ex o f its bloom . 

Th e storm is c . port ent of death but a ls o it is a n epi phany 

in the mi nd , it is a fl owe r that blooms but it suggests a lso 

the hydroge n bomb . Later this pa r a dox is made exf lic i t : 
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I nr:i r em inded 

th t:i t the bomb 

also 

is a f lowe r 

ded ic n ted 

h owbeit 

to our destructi on . 

But e ven th e; "mere ~ ' ictur t: / of the expl od ing b omb 11 he v1ri t e s; 

11 f :rn cina t es us / so that we cannot wait / to prostrate ourselves 

//be for e it . 11 Man is e as ily dest ructive , 11 Cruel as t he claws 

of/& c a t" . 

The storm is one of g r eat pass ions a l s o . ~i ll i ams con-

templa tes the r e l.::t ti onship be tween the Ilia. cl and 11 Helen' s 

public fault ;f the. t br'"l.d. i t 11
• \'Ji thout one th e othe r would not 

h a ve exist ed . The storm brines a ll manner of cha os with it: 

but we re:;ia in 

a f te r the t hou ghts i t r oused 

to 

r e -c eDen t our l ives . 

It is just this dis orde ri ng , i magina tive disorde r tha t t he 

poet e mploys to r e -cement his life through p o e try r Love , 

"the comm on tone 11 is what a i ds the p oet, comb ined wi th memory . 

11 When I speak / of flo we rs' 1 he writes : 

it i s to r e call 

that at one time 

we were young . 

All women a re not Helen , 

I kno w that , 

but h a ve Helen in their hearts . 

It is this feminine principle that he upholds and that, he 

stresses, informs a ll his work: 
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It was the love o f love , 

the love that swallows u p a ll else , 

a grate ful love , 

a love of nature , of people , 

an i mnls , 

a love engen de ring 

gentleness and go o dn~ss 

that moved me 

and tbat I saw in you . 

\/illioms is onl y too cons cious of the worm the;. t is in ou r 

brains also . The bomb has done its wo rk . However , he struggles 

t o g ive emphasis t c the posit ive v&lues . Despite th~~act 

that there "is no p ow e r / so great as love 1
' , he laments : 

Few me n bel i eve t hat 

nor in the tames of children . 

They believe rathe r 

in the bomb 

and shnll d i2 by 

the bo!'llb . 

But Carlos Silliarns does not f a ll to pess imi sm . He c elebr~tes 

dis cov ery, th e men with all their sense~.' waking-DA.rwi n' s 

voyage of the Beagle; Col umbus withkis three ships:; 1Ifow the 

world opened its eyes'' · These men offered new horizons , new 

hopes, a new measure for our li ve~ and it is these men and 

the ir values that Williams a ~plauds . \1i lliam s in ;1Asphodel" 

is conc e rned with what e n dur e s . The spri3 of Asphode l kep t 

rt"'""""' in a book survived and gav e him memory and A eve n in age . 

Asphodel i s the metaphor of love: 

I have invoked t he flower 

in tha t 

frail as it is 

a ft e r winter ' s ha rshness 

it comes again 

to delect us . 
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It is in this fr ame of min<l , one attuned to love and harmony 

that Willi ams makes his final diagnosis of his world . He is 

critica l and unforgiving . "A trance holds men/11 he writes., "They 

are dazed // a nd their f n ces in the public µ-int / show it" . 

Disorder is evi dent , it is the work of the born~ 

The measure itself 

h'lS be en lost 

and ~e suff8r for it . 

As WilliR~s untiringly indica tes 1 when society is out of ke y 

so also is its 11 r:ms ic 11 , its mea.sure . He calls more firmly and 

urgently in 11 Asphodel;' for love th.l t i s "the comr.10 n tone" . He 

sees a society cra ving love , und stultifying for lack of it: 

It i s ridiculous 

what airs we put on 

to seem profound 

while our hearts 

g:lSp dying 

for vra nt of love . 

Inst e~d the 'tranc e ' prevails a nd the blind l ead the blind . 

We follo w as child:::-en follo,-· ,.,,c'l "'T'h ·? Fi ed P ipe r / of H:J.r.1el in" 

says th e p oet, o. dding with ac rimonious brevity;"but he /was 

prim.::i. rily lj int e re sted only in r ats . " 

Williams in 11 The Orches tra" had offered t wo principles , 

one for contemplRti on and one for a ction. He had pr esented a 

view of harmony , des pit e t he "wrong note" tha t is so frequently 

apparent: he affirms the design of a man, mdn 1 s art and the 

need for it . But he also offers the social challenge , the bid 

to action . Mc n, especially with the threat of the hydrogen 

bomb , show how they c an realise themr wishes but since they are 



so fre qu ently evil a nd se lf serving their heads so 11 full of 
i 

c1.-.• -idi ty 11 
1 the y m~tst chnnge these wishes or perish . These two 

, 
impul ses run through al l ~ i~lia~s l ate po ems ~nd a r E seen 

combined also in 11!1sphodel "" He of f ers his diagnosis but offers 

no narrow or clear cut solution ~ he hns too much wisdom to 

assume one. R~thcr he enacts in his poems s itua tions of stress 

that i nply who l2ncss and hr r~ony ; he dr am2 tis es his own experi enc e 

and fro m thic ~e dis covr r his measur e and his co mmo n tone. 

In this poee1 \iillia.ms dir nctc the reade r subtly and urgently 

to his vnlues , to J r nw froL1 th e f eminine pri ncipl c ,to eschew 

th e bomb ar..d cmtir.:ice ':Ji th the i mng incit ion and the body li the 

flowers o;: t ht. .racc 11 o 'I'h l;s e <:Li.'c not those 1
'
1 full of cu p i di ty" 

but thos e with mi nds in~c~, with nll their senses waking , the 

men ."J.nd 1!1omen that 'ti illia1:1s all his life .tpi;.;l auclc-:d and 

recommended, thpse in the Americ~n Grain who wc r ~ to r edis cov6r 

Edon, who wi th innoc ent eyec would r e live the first dray of 

Viill:i.nrns 1 a.:: l1i evemc:n t in ;'/\sphodeln r e flE:.cts ho~-J mu ch in 

tune tha poet D~s with h i 3 onvironrn0nt . His loc2.li ty wci.s 

compl e t ely in ternalis ed : he could dra~ on the r e sourc es of 

Rutherford , New J ersey . Ruther for d ' s l a nguage was his, its 

movements were h i s . His situation was s imul tane ously all 

impor tnnt but a lso ~ntirely irrelevant~he was so sufficiently 

his own ma n. In Book II of1~sphodel~ 1 the poe t who f elt as 

much a part of things as tr ees and stones , makes explicit the 

empathy and harmony he emj oys in the ca lm and contempla tion of 

old ageo The lines si gnificantly r e veal Williams' consist e ncy . 
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He i s s till di s co\ ering his i de ntity , he st ill vi gorous ly 

un dergoes t he des~e0t, the paring away of th e ephemeral and 

the bogus . ~n h i s ambling l ong sentenc e s he de liberates a nd 

ponde r s ; h e i s changec::cb l e , ·-artfully ' ""~pr e cise but is always 

inte hse l y conc e r ned to ge t t o th e heart of th e matt e r a nd to 

t e ll it as it ~s 1 not mere l y a s it appears to be : 

Aj~ro~cning dea th, 

...... -': . :_;_ 1 1 ~ ;: 1 c _ of love ; 
~ :;r· 

no r·, ~stinction 

c'. 11 / ;nore suffic e s t o differ enti s. te 

the particuln.rs 

of p l ace a nd condi t ion 

w:..th ~hich ~0 h~v e been long 

Al l a ppear s 

<.tS :i_f· seen 

w~v c ri ng th r ough wa t er. 

;;e ste. rt ar.rake vi i th a cry 

but soon the ou t lines 

be c ome agqin vague . 

:::r ~·w :ou:e to undE:rs t .nd our time , 

·.:e .m·.s t f L 1d t he ke y to it , 

not in t hL eight ee nth 

aEr1 n :..11 v teenth centuri e s , 

but in eRrli e r , wilder 

and darker e poc hs 

Su t o know1 what I have to know 

a bout my own death , 

if it be real, 

T ~ave t o t a ke it apart. 

(JL, P B. 162) 

I have quoted l e ngthily fro m " Asphodel" here but it is a 

cruc i a l a nd revea ling passa ge . Williams pleads his age and 



111 . 

the loss of faculties but he also evinc es a wholeness a nd a 

wisdom that he had sought so long . There is no distinction 

between the particulars o f p l ace a nd condition , hi s l a ndscape 

is int e rna l . Rutherford becomes everywhere and nowhe r e . 

Williams' ' key' to understa nding his time i s the one that he 

stressed and r epea t ed so often . It is the descent to his 

root s not in 18th and 19th centuries, not in the salons and 

museums of Europe/ but in the bloody loam itse lf . It is in 

darker epochs that the truth o f all human exper i ence lies; 

it is also discov e r able in the self . Wi lli ams seeks to be 

authenti c within hims elf and ih his r c l a tionship with h..s 

l a nd . ~e must mqrry and touch the land ; this as Lawrance . d 18 
Sa l. , 

was to be the adventure in the New ~orld . Williams had said 

it all ec.rli 0r in that crucial essay entitled " Descent" in 

In the Ame:r ican Grn.in: "vie must go back to the b, ginning , it 

must a ll be done ovE-r; e ve rything that is mu s t be destroyed" 
1
•9 

Even to know himself , e ven to cxaruine his own death he must 

descend! "! have to take it apar t" . 

But the Cod:: of 11Asphodel " e ven puts a li e to death . 

In dual images of h E:a t ( the h ca t of hell and the heat of the 

bomb ) and light 1the body filled with light from Luke , and th e 

light of the bomb's flar~, Wi lliams shows the triumph of the 

common tone . "Laugh and play/ in an e t e rni t y" he enjoins . 

It is a ma tt e r of a str ength of mind able to conta in multitudes; 

"the heat will not overtake the light" h e writ e s: 

That gelds the bomb , 

permitting 

That ' s sure . 

that the mind contain it . 
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It is when the p ot e ncy of dest r uction i s che cked by the 

n en world , which h e stressrd is only a new mind , tha t love can 

pre vail : 

Th i s i s that i ntcrvnl, 

t hat sweetest interval, 

when love will blossom , 

Death is only i n the r.i ind . " Only the i m;tginri.tion is real ! " 

insists the poet' "I hc::ve d4..clar ed it / time without end . '' 

I n his lnst great p ocri 1Hllinms cannot omit his article of 

f a ith . J~rt Men nee d fear i s not death itself but the l oss 

of elements in life that ~re essential to to l er3blo exist~nce 

- love and tho i maginqtion . 

But love and the im~gin~tion 

a r c of a pi<; Cc , 

swift as the l i ght 

to a void destruction. 

It is cel ebr- t i on of li e.ht that has g iven al l great wor ks-

Tolstoi , Villon , St . Anttony , Kung , Hi mbauci and Buddha- al l 

a r e troubl e d a r tists of the light , men who stfuBgled aG~inst 

the a ntithet ical darkness , who def i ed death and r emain a 

living pRrt o f Williams ' experi ence . He hRrmonises them in 

his mi nd , the y are not culturRl borrowings , they belong , t hey 

a r e of a p i e c e with Vill i ~r.is himself . His mind can range 

a cross medi eval pageantry and h e can en joy ritual as " in our 

world we e njoy/ the r eading of Cha uc e r / likewi se //a pri est ' s 

r aime nt / (or that o f a s avage chi e ft a in ) . " Ev en : 

All the pomp and c e r emony 

of weddings , 

•• , a re of a n e qua l sorf . 
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The lines "Sweet Thames , run softly till I end my song" from 

Spenser ' s Prothalamion a r c as fit to de s cribe and suggest 

Williams' own weddin£ a s any roya l nupti ~ls. It is the 

final memory of his own wedding day , of his timid bride , " so 

p a l e : 

and r eady to f a int 

tha t I p iti ed 

and want ed to protec t (herl 

+ha t detains the poet . His memori e s ~r e li ke the dry flower, 

still s c ented , still ab l e to s tir his emo ti ons . It is the 

n ew wor ld of th e ne.w mind t hat Asphod e l points to 1 the " sp.:.i. c es 

h e r e tofor e unr E:nl i sed" 

Asphode l 

h::.s no odor 

G.'.1 v c to t he i mr>.g i na ti on ~ 

But the r eal ity of the i ~ngina tion is p e rmanent . It i s this 

that ca us es Carlos Williams eve n in illness and near den th t o 

c elebrate and r e joic e in h i s e xperiences . This is the inde x 

of ~illiam s' control a nd strength ns a p o e t. All h i s experi e nc e 

is grist to his mi ll a n d ~11 i s tra n s formed wholly by the mind 

e).er-..,«J 
of the art i st . The experi e nce a nd the poem nr e~ from one identity. 

Williams r esponds not merely with gesture s but the tight control 

of an authe ntic a rtist. The proc e ss of the ima gina tion i s 

endless and self perpe tua ting: it is like his love , "pene tra nt111 

infinitely / mor e p e n e tra nt" than that in a young man . Williams 

faces death like life , with an energy and vigor too deep for 

tears, with his mind in•a ct and all his senses waking : 
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It i s l n. t e 

bu t a n odor 

a s f r om our we dd ing 

ha s r evive d for me 

and begun ng~ in t o pene tra t e 

in t o al l crevic e s 

of my world . 



CHAPTER 5 

11 AND THIS TI-IE FI~rST ( :\ND Li.ST) DAY OF 'I'HE ~!ORLD 1 ' . 

The a c hievement o f William Carlos Willi ,ms is aptly 

phrased in the l os t line s of the Coda i n " Asphode l " . 

b egun again to penetrate 

into ~ 11 cre vic es 

of my world . 

(JL, PB . 182) 

'Odor' 

Thi s is jus t wh~ t his poetry sought to do , to explore a nd 

describe a ll th 0 cr e vic es of his mind and h is world . It is 

also notab l e thil. t he should say " begun .'"1.ga inn-thi s is not 

me r e ly a poe t in old age speaking . Th i s i s also the sarne man 

who , in I n the Ame ric an Gr a i n published t hirty years earli e r , 

had s a id "we have no othe r c ho ic e : we must go bo.ck to the 

b eg inning 11
•

1 

This r eturn to the ti me -honoured de scent is ~ continual 

and persist e nt ex erci se . Williams had insisted th~ t his ar t 

had been one of constant r e vi s ion and r e newal . Eve n in his 

e ssay On Measur e- A Sta tement for Cid Corman publishe d in 1953 

he had written: 11 '."Jhat I want to emphasis e is that I do not 

consider anything I ha ve put down there as final . There will 

be other experiments but a ll will be directed toward the 

discovery of a n ew measure , I repeat , a new measure by which 

may be orde red our poems as well as our lives" .
2 

With 
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Williams the struggl e for expr ess ion was not to b e abandoned 

e ven near the end o f his for mida ble writing c a r eer. The 

essence of his vi e w o f t he r e l at ivity o f a ll know l e dge and 

e xpe ri e nc e f orbn de hi m t o be c ome comp l 2 cent with his a chi e v ement. 

As has b ee n indi cated in t he first cha pt 8r of this thesis , 

Williams ' conc Grn for the establishme nt of authenti c Ame rica n 

for ms a nd sta tements st emmed both fro m an hi s torica l 

p e rc ep tion and fr om a pe r s ona l one . From h i s own experi e nce a nd 

f rom the i m~ersion i n such top ic s as those pr esented in In 

the Ame rica n Gra i n \Jilli ams concluded the r e wn.s 11 a sourc e IN 

AMERICA for e v e rything we think o r don . 3 It wa s t h i s th2t gr::. ve 

the poet his or i e ntation but his us e o f h is local ity was 

i d iosyncra tic . Williams ' success wa s in the c e rta inty and 

a uthority of his person~l indivi dua tion . He fo und h is own 

i de ntity , his fr eedom t o make h i s pa r ticula r statemen t , to say : 

I ££.!. a poet ~ I 

am . I am . 

("The Desert Mus ic", DM, PB . 120 ) 

Willia ms ' prob l em was t o find a nd emplcy the desert music , to 

humanis e and properly e x pr ess the mooos and colours o f h is 

envi ronme nt . He saw th e dE:se rt in "The Desert Mu s ic 11 a s 

pot e ntia lly f e rtil e " ( were it to ge t wate r)" a nd within this 

desert lay its r e d emption , in: 

a music of survival , subdued , dista nt , half 

h eard . 

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

This was his task a s po e t, to employ and explore this music of 

survival . It was this that woul d humanise and e nrich the 

soci e ty. Williams had co mpa r ed the es t a blishme nt of Am erican 
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writing to tha t of a flowe r . Poe WRS to b e unde rst ood "only 

in a kn owl edge of his de ep r oo t s . The q u a lity o f the flower 

will then b e seen t o b e nor~a l , i n a ll its t ortur e d spirituosity 

a nd p a l eness , a de ser t fl ow~ r with r oots un de r the sand of 

h i s 
4 df!.y ll • ThE same i mnge 0 i l liams u sed of his own writing when 

in 1951 h e sugr~e sted a s a titl e f or his Autobiog r aphy/'Roo t, 

Br anch & F l owe r" . 5 l.\i i llinms ' poems , his "fl owE:rs 11 we r c to be 

se cure ly rooted both in his environr;1e nt and e xp e ri E: nc e and t h ey 

we r e also to be r oot e d in the fitt est med ium. 

r'illiam s ' achi e v emen t then vms t wo fol d . He e vo lv1::d 

not o nly ind i genous themes but n l so indi g~no u s f or Ms . Williams 

was p e r s i stent in h i s insistenc e t h~ t th~ r e was a new sta t e 

o f a f fa ir s to b e r e c koned with . Just ns t he first Eur opeans 

in t he New ~orld saw bi r ds with rusty b r easts a nd cal l ed them 

rob ins, so Ame ric ans ov e n up to ~il l i ams ' own t i me had s i mila rly 

betrayed the ir new envir o n~ent . The true desert fl owe r wGs 

some thing different , som~thing n obo tly c oun t a d on . ~illi 1ms in 

a l e tt e r , cont empora r y with the public a ti o n of The Dese rt Mus i c , 

expr e ssed e nduring a n d d eep r ooted a ttitude s about Ame ric a n 

l e tt e rs : " The fulln ;;; s s c f th e d e v .'1.stat ing di s c o v e ry th.:< t my 

n a tive lang u a ge was n o t E n 6li sh a nd t he s i gnific n nc b o f that 

f a ct to th e mind was slow t o da wn o n me . For insta nc e , the 

v e ry transit ion of t he s t ep in th e p r e c eding sente nc e from 

[ 51c .J 
'-Ame ric a 1·11 to ' the mind' h o. s t a k e n me a life time .

11 6 

It is just this prog r ess ion t ha t make s \Jilliarn s ' a c hi e v ement 

distinctive . The tra nsition from the e nvironment a nd an 

understan ding of it , to a free expr ess ion of the self is the 

mark of Williams ' a uthe nticity . His poems in The Desert Musi c 
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and Journe y to Love a r e not spe cifica lly r eg iona l , not explicitly 

th e products of Ruthe rfor d , New J e rs e y; th e y a r e r a the r th e 

works of a n a rtist c ompl e t e ly libe r a t ed , compl e t ely a t ease 

with his ma t e ria l . 

The capture o f "The Desert Music" was not eas ily a tt a ined; 

it d emand ed t he mos t ri go r ous descent , a nd the risk of possible 

ina rticula t eness . Findingnew wo r ds did not c ome easily . 

F or Willi ams , incap~ cit a t ed by illne s s , spee c h was physica l l y 

a r duous , but ultimately he f oun d success : 

In our f amily we sta mMe r unless , 

h a lf m<:.d , 

we come to spee c h at l a st •. _ 

Only ~fter i Qme rs ion to t he t ee th , to th e v e r y ey es i n the 

fil thy Passa ic can the p o e t b r cnk down what he saw a s a 11divorc e " 

be tween wo r ds and i deas and between on e person and a nother . 

'I'his 11 d ivorc e 11 wa s both aes the tic El n d social o.nd ~-v illi l'.m s was 

de 0ply c on c e r n ed with both r ea l ms . For h im on e was a c onsequ ence 

of the othe r . The f a ilure o f i\r.rn ric a n Soci e ty , ;ito MAHRY, t o 

t ouch- to g ive be c :-:i.us ;:; one HAS 117 
1'12.S one t h.q t expr essed its e lf 

in the p ove rty and sham of much Ame rican a rt . J\.s I ha ve shown 

in discuss i on of Th e Desert Music and " Asph ode l J' \hlliams bla med 

for this f a ilure those who were eQotionally and me ntally crippl e d . 

His pr e scription W3.S si mply e.nd vigorously r e s t a ted- "a n e w 

world" he wrot e in "To Daphne and Vir g inia " , 'X s only a ne w 

mind j and th e mind a n d the poem /I a r e a ll ap i e ce". The ' new 

mind• was e vinc ed by Willi ams both t e chnically and thematically . 

The Desert Music a nd " Asphodel" are centrally conc e rne- d with the 

mind . "The mind is the ca use of our cl.is tr e ss e s" he writes in 

"To Daphne and Virginia", "but of it we c an build anewn . The 
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imagina tion i s a ll impor t.'."rn t . In 11 Deep Re lig i ous Fa ith" h e 

r e gre t s tha t "the/imagina tion hns fal l en 8.S le cp / in a poppy 

cup" . Wi ll i ams asse r ted 1 both in "The Host " and ''Asphode l", 

tha t "only t he i mngi na tion is r E.:a l"; his conc e rn for a " mind 

awak eJ" as he t e rmed it i n "The Orc hes tr ,:i. ~' was c omrJul s i v e . 

This wa s needed t o e n d t he " di vorc e" . ~i ll iams upheld the 

i den that p oetry ha s an i mportant part to p l ay i n th e 

r egen eration of t he mind : 

It is difficult 

to g . t t he news fr om p oems 

yet me n di e mis e r nb l y e ve r y day 

f or l o.ck 

of whnt i s f ound there . 

Els ev1hc r e , in "The Hos t" h e compr c GGC G the notion of the 

i mag i nat i on as t he ultimate re a li ty and po 0 try D.S thn t whi ch 

'fe e ds ' i t : 

No on& v1as t he r e 

save only for 

the f ood , wh ic h I alone , 

be ing a p oe t , 

c ould have give n t~em . 

Wha t a l so ~illiams c ould g ive was a n e w meas ur e , one t hat c ould 

be adapt e d t o a n e w world , one totally r e l n tive in i ts conc eptions . 

The Des ert Mu s ic shows his succ ess ful and cons t a nt use of the 

triadic "va riab l e " foot, the devic e that h e f e lt the mos t 'fi t ' 

me dium. This t e c hnique gave his poems int e rr e l~ tion a nd 

continuity. The y a t ti mes sprawl ed towards conclusion , a t 

others, da rt e d back a n d forth exploring par ,dox and complexity. 

The lines en j amb but nonethe l e ss e n abl e the poet to sepa r a te 

his details as was his customnry practice epitomis€d in "The 
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Red Wh ee lbarrow" . The tri a dic line fal l s slowly and delib.e rately 

in many of t he p oems , e specially "Asphodel" . There is a 

me dita tive quality , a discursive som e times longw inded tende ncy 

whic h s ugges ts t h~ t although the tri a ds c a n h a ve vi gour, they 

a r e a l so the lines of n d eparting man, a Prospe ro nea r the 

abjuration o f his a rt . 

But the ur gency to ge t sa i d wha t must b e sai d e ndures 

I drag it out 

and ke ep on t a l k ing 

for I dar e n ot s t op 

("As phode l" JL , PB . 154) - -
The i mportanc e of The Des 0rt Mu s ic cam b e e stnb lishc d equa lly 

by consider3tion of it s the mes ns by it s prosody. The poems 

r ange mo r e fr et ly, the y s eek t o make a wi der s t~te mPnt. As I 

noted earli e r , Williams) brushes wi th dea th in his c e r eb r Ql 

atta c ks gav e hi m a 5ense o f r epri e v e , on e that he capital is ed 

upon i n h i s a rt . ~il l i ams saw mo r e wo r k ma r ped out f or him 

t o c omplc t e . 11 As a r es ult o f t he e nf orc ed illne ss 2..nd opportunity 

f or thou ght" h G wr ot0 , 11 
• • • I ha ve brou ght h :J. rd dovm on the 

f a cts o f t he situati o n which ca n n o l on ge r be de l a yed in t he 

bringing of it to a fina l s u mmary . I mu s t now, in othe r 

words , make myse lf clear . I must gather t oge ther the stra y 

ends of wha t I ha ve been thinking and ma ke my full statement 

as to their meaning or g ist 11 •
8 

These comme nts, writt e n in 

1951,echo his l et ter , quoted above 9 spe cula ting on his influe nc e 

on his contemporaries . The r ealisation tha t time was short 

forba de the poet to mince his word:. 

The Deser t Music and " Asphodel " show . his striving to 
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make a "full statement". "The Desert Music" its e lf enacts the 

whole dile mma of the Ame rican a rtist and his true r e ndering of his 

locale . The poet finds a n ew mind in the epiphany of the strip-

t a a se dancer in J u a r ez . He i s able to 11 marry n the opposites 

of beauty and de for mity just as the early semina l poem "The 

Wanderer" had en joined the r eade r to be aware of the descent into 

the pur e a n d t he abhorrent streams of th0 "filthy Po.ssaic" . 

'iJilli2.ms , in poems like 11 The Orchest r a" .::md "The Host" shows a deep 

c oncern for ha r mony , f or th e i maginati on to compl e te his vision . 

He c annot be aware 0f enly one music but must accomodat e and 

ul timately sur mount the o the r music nnd ~11 th e su f fe ring a nd 

g r otesqu e ness it i mpli es . Willia ms ' own person~lity and his 

long car eer ns a pe di atrici ~n gRve him a de e p sense o f humanity 

that could empnthise with nn old broke n down who r e or even a 

dog injur ed in the stre e t . 

This humanity was oft e n insufficient , ns even tho poet 

r e c ognised: 

I have f ound no cure 

fpr the sick 

which only to lo ok upon 

al l men 

but this cr ooked flow e r 

are c u r ed . 

( 11 The Yellow Flower" , DM, P B. 89 ) 

The flo ver , the protean image that h e uses both l iterally and 

as a metaphor for a rt, the p oem , the pott ' s craft , for wome n 

and for the f eminine principle , is s een as a stre ngth, one 

that a llows him a limit e d optimism . The b a sic conc ern to 

harmonise in the s e l as t p oe ms is a n enactment of wha t Williams 
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t hought to b e a pa ralysing deficiency in his society . The 

failur e to " marry" was f or eve r .?. sourc e of d i s tress to him. 

The "divorc e" wns, h e a r gu ed , s o easi ly ov c:; rc ome , nthe n ew mind" 

so eas ily attained . He stress e d i~ a n explicit image of 

h a r mony; a need for " a c ommon t on e" without whi c h peop l e a r e 

"una ttune d" a nd di r e cti onless ; "love i s t ha t cornr10 n t on e " he 

assert s fi e rc e ly and his poetry is t e s timony o f t he dep th o f 

h is f a ith in its r egene rative power . 

The r e curre nt i mage s of mus ic , the dance and the flow e r 

a r e, as I have s ugge sted , trn ditional image s f or c osmic and 

per sonal ha r mony and so m& an t e c e d e nts ha v e been noted . Williams 

r e fu sed , h owe v e r, to mere ly filch t h e s e influences a s h e 

c onside r ed me n li ke El iot a nd Pound "c on tent with th e c onno t a tions 

o f the ir mast e rs~ had done . Ra the r , h e a ssimil a t es h i s m&te ri a l 

a n d r e fine s a nd r ede fin es i t in n n artist ic ~lly mo r e a s sertive 

way . Williams descends i nt o h i s mn t e ri ~ l; wha t h e expr esses is 

mo r e vibra nt , ultimate ly mor e hum~n . His imnga of the Dan c e r , 

as th e ag ing who r e in Jua r ez or a s Mr . T . r e spl endent in his 

t\. 

soile d undershirt , isAf n r cry fr om e v e n th e e thereal Yea tsia n 

symb ol o f pe rf e cti on . But Willinms ' cr ea tions a r e not cheap 

paradi e s or grotesque s . His fi gure s have a ll th e authority 

a nd impa ct of their ante c ede nts , their particula r r epr e s e nta tions 

do not detra ct from the ir function a s a na logues . The r e is 

nothing quaint or folksy about Williams ' material , it deals 

unsentimentally and with sophisti cation with compl ex and 

vital human c onc erns . Williams is not a 'low life ' poet nor 

does the 1 trash-oan school' tag rest easily on him. He enjoys 
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a f a cility with his locality tha t goes b e yond a mode or 

affectation . A l e tt e r to Robe rt Lowe ll r eveals t ha t the 

poet hims elf r e cognis ed that his apprehension was genuine ly 

prim<tl ."[Pound] t oo was an orc hid in my for est", h e wrote , 

1
' he had no int e r est , r eally, f or my t r e ~s , no mo r e t han did 

Eliot. They both b e longed t o an a li e n world , a world perhaps 

mo r e de vot ed than mine , mo r e r emoved from my rigors. I ha ve 

a lwa ys f e lt as if I we r e sweating it out somewhere low, among 

the r e ptiles, hidden in the unde rbrush , hearing t he monkeys 

overhead . The ir defeats we r e my de fe a ts, I belonged t o them 

t h t b · 1 l d n
10 

mor e an o a mor e mo i e wo r •••• While it is t oo prosai c 

to desc ribe this a s lit e r a l t es ti mony o f Williams• 'desc ent', 

it none thel ess points a primal c onc e rn r e l e v a nt to his vi ew of 

for m a nd c ontent i n poetry . Wi ll i ams asserts a nor e sturdy 

p e rsona lity than Pound or Eliot who m he described as ' orch ids' 

-too frqil for Williams' 1 desert'. 

This s ense of oneness with the bas s note o f life, wi th the 

vibrancy of that Lawrentian 'underbrush' e vident in the 

quot a tion above,is persistent in ~illiams' writing. This 

resignation to existenc e , the sense of "inner security" he 

described to Marianne Moore1 has been noted above, where the 

poet felt as much a part of things as stones a nd trees. It 

is in this r e spect that the notion of individuation is relevant~ 

The psychologist Jung in collaboration with sinologist Richard 

Wilhelm hat examined the notion of individua tion in a work 

entitled The Secret of the Golden Flower. In this the 

psychological process of individuation in the West and forms 

of ori ental mysticism were compared• The Golden Flower 
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r e sts on the main pre mise that the cosmos a nd man ultimately 

obey commo n l a ws . The same l aws rul e for th e one as for the 

othe r, a nd fro m the one a way l eads to th e othe r . The psyche 

a nd the cosmos a r e r e l a t ed to ea c h othe r li ke the inner and 

out e r worlds . The r e for e man partici pa t es by nGt ur e i n a ll 

cos mi c e v ents , a nd i s inwa r dly a s we l l a s outgar dly inte r woven 

with th em . Jung no t e d a simil, r p r o c ess a nd r e ve l at ion in 

indivi du ?.. ti on , which he described ' "It i s as if a stream that 

was losing i tself in marshy tributa ri8s s u ddenly disc ove r ed its 

proper bed , or as if a stone tha t l ay upon a ge r mina ting se e d were 

lifted away so th~ t th e s prout c oul d beein it s natural gr owth 11
•

11 

The pers onRlity i s lib e r Rted and made whol e , be come s i ndividual 

but not indi v i dualist ic . It is jus t th i s devel opment , this 

search for dire ction tha t is appa r en t in William Carl os 

~illiams . Jung ' s ana log i es of the stream nnd the se e d a re 

appropriate for Williams ' use of the fassaic and the image of 

the dese r t flo we r, which could be extended to r epr esent the poet 

hims e lf , a notion expl icitly mentioned in h is title for h is 

autob iogr aphy . 

As furt he r amplificat ion to this i ndivi duat ing pr ocess 

the theme s of 11 The Orc hest r a;' a nd "The Ye llow Flowe r" - the 

l a tt e r employing th e same mystic ove rt ones a s the Chine se work 

The Golde n Flower -and "For El eanor and Bill Monahan", p rovide 

ampl e exa mple s . The notion of th e " common tone;' both as a 

personal a nd a cos mic primciple i s one tha t the poet asserts 

as a solution to the "divorc e " . The p oe t ' s conc ern to 

r e cognise a nd embra c e the fe minine principle as a vita l 

concomitant to life and a rt has also been s tressed . The 

balance of s e pa r ation of the s e lf a nd the immersion of 

the self in the environment i s th e essenc e of individua tion 

and the e ssence of Willia ms' a u thenticity as a poet . 
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The l a t e p oems successful l y expr ess this balanc e and exemplify 

Williams ' mos t r eveal ing r e mar k , thc;. t success "comes a ft e r a 

life tim e 's effort s 1112 a nd tha t the a rtist 11ha s to live ••• live 

long in tho \'' orld" . 
1 ~ The Des e r t Mu s ic and Journe y to Love 

are culmina ting wo r ks that , through study in relative depth 

I hope I have establi shed , r e present what th e p oe t had hoped , 

a Hfull statement 11
, P, 'marringG ' with his worl d . These volumes 

conta in p oems not e as ily a r rive d at but which werE the consequ e nc e 

of a r duous and ri gorous d e sc e nts by th e po e t to p r esent his 

mat e ria l \'tith t h e authentic .spiri t of c h.:mg e on it . Th ese l ast 

poems n e ver lose th 0ir a uthority nor do the y los e the true 

voic e of th e p oe t . He is in f~ct mor e in control of these 

works tha n earli e r~ the form rules cont ~ nt no w, not vic e v a rsa 

as had be e n ths case . The p oems a r e compr e hensive but not 

simplistic , th e r e a r e no shallow aphoris ms . ~ illi ams is 

ne ithe r n stride nt nor n mee k sage . Inst 2Rd h e draws s e nsib ly 

and s e nsitive l y fro m hi s own e xpe ri e nc e . It is thcn , a f urthe r 

measu r e of h i s a chi e v eme nt th~t h i s poe ms r esist b e co ming 

ego c e ntric s t atements of pa rti c ul 2r but not gu n e r al r e l e vance . 

Wi lliams , however, is subj e ct ive but no t prohibi t ive ly s o; he 

speaks in his own voic e but it i s a l s o a prot ean one . 

The essenc e of Williams ' a chi e v eme nt i s h i s insistence on 

a whol e ness i n his perc eption , tha t h is mind b e inta ct and a ll 

his senses waking . This r e c e p tivity took him a life time to 

deve l op . 
14 As. Tanner obs e rved , the conc e rn in "The Red 

Wheelbarrow" was to perceive the ' palpa ble fragment ' which 

s omehow would suggest the whole . But the l ate poems o f 
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The Desert Music and Journe l to Love g o b eyon d t h is. The r e i s 

still th o i nn oc en t eye b ut t he c ompr e h ens ion i s cos mic , The 

po e t expe rien c es h i S worl d with crispness and c a r e ful a ccuracy 

tha t is express e d as d iscove r y . Th i s , h e e xul t s "is the first 

( a nd l a st) d<ly of the v1orld''. Suc h a n u xclarna ti on , in its 

cont ex t in so c e ntral <.t po em a s 1Th e Orchestra '' , is no sha ll ow 

posturing but a ge nuine a nd powe rful sta t ement o f timelessn e ss, 

one t ha t t he p oe t has ea r ned only through hi s h umanity a n c his 

artistic di s cipline . It i s n ot an eg oc e ntric st a t e ment but one 

of una ba s he d ho nesty . It is t h i s same humnnity, c ombined with 

i'Jilliams' u s u ;_: l modesty , thn t pro mp t e d h i s comment ~ 11 I rr:ust me_ke 

th e n uw me t e r out of ~h o l 8 c lo t h , I ' v e s ot to k now t h e n e e ess ity 

b a ck of it . I am not driven by t he s earc h for pe r s ona l d i st inc­

tion, I don 't want t o app e a r i n p n r son . Bu t I want to s e e t h e 

unknovm sh in .:? , li k e a sunri s e . I want to S \'8 t hn t ovor p o ne ri n g 

mast e ry tha t will inunda t o t he who l e s c o ne p e n e t r a t e t o th~ l a st 

jung l e . It can b e de t e ct e d in t he r emo t e province of a Pa t e r s on 

a s we ll n s 2ls ewh er c: ;1
• 

15 

The conc e rn to com e to t e rms wi th h i s environmen~ 'to know 

the necessity ba ck of it' is a motiv8 ting principle for Ca rlos 

Williams . In my first cha pt e r 1 ha v e tried to show by e xamples 

from In th e Ameri can Grain and a number of es s ays a nd lette rs 

how crucial the poet f e lt this understa nding to be . Only by 

r educing himse lf to first principl e s , by ' wholly' discove ring 

the value a nd purpose of th e descent could his best work co me . 

"Pi ec e by piece we must loos e n what we want" h e had said , so 

that piece by pie c e he could r ebuild a new p rosody and a new 

mind. I h ove been concerned to show Wi lliams' reconstruction 
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to b e both technical and the~Rtic . He was ns mu c h preoccupied 

with "how to g0t said" as v:i th 11 i:vhat rmst be said" althou gh it 

i s unprofitabl e to try too often to separate thes e two concerns 

when they a r e so closely int e r-r e l ~ t ed . It was just this 

tendency to fn1gment th .:, t had con tributed to the 11 divorc e 11
• 

The Desert Music a nd 11 /-\.sphodel;i were efforts to make 11 full 

staterient" pr osodically and thema tica lly with th e poet's 

conc entrat ion on harmony and the f eminine principl e . 

The im~ge tha t Jilliams inci icated in the letter above of 

"the unknown shine , like n s unri se" is e c hoed in 11 Asphod e l 11
• 

The dRwn and th e a ft e rg low become one a nd th~ same , and tha t 

the glow is of the bomb and the flower , is ~ vi dencc tha t 

Willi ams has b ee n able to emb r ace both a forc e of good 3nd 

one of e vil, t lvl t the 11 di vorc e " has been overco!".1.e : 

Th e sky to the north 

is pla cid, 

as t he storm piles up 

blue in t he aftorsJ.o~ 

It is a flower 

that will soon r ea ch 

the apex of its bloom . 

lif e dan ced 

(
11 As phodel" , JL , DB . 157 

This ove rpowering image of epiphany and for e boding suggests 

precisely the adventure in the New World . It is Willi ams ' 

capacity to present it in a ll its grandness that indicates 

that his aim was achieved ; "! want to se e that ov e rpowe ring 

mastery that will inunda te the whole scene penetrate to the 
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l ast jungle 11 •
16 

The poet ' s i maginat ion hRd pene t ra t e d the s e 

jung l e s b e cause h e had dared to confront t hem . Li ke Po e , 

\h lli2.ms r ecogni sed " the r~<urd , .s& rdonic' trucul en t mass and 

the New World , h ot , angr y , was in fact , not a thing to pa int 

ove r , to smear, to dest roy ••• [ 0 illiams] c onc e ived the 

possibility , the sullen , volc anic i n c vi tabili ty of the p l a. ce H. 
17 

But 0 illiams' r e sponse was not to unl eash as a cons equ en c e 

a c hain of sull en and v olcani c r eactions . He furthe r ed th e 

proc ess . Aft e r t he illuminat•c.ri l"! illiE>.ms sough t to human is e 

his environment , he r elated to his loc a lity by individua tion . 

Ruth e rfor d b e c ame his focus a nd Willi ams t r ansmut e d ' a ll the 

ene r gy of t he ine vitab il ity of the p l n c e ' int o a sophi s tica ted 

but s uburban pastoralis1c , one tha t took cognisanc e of a ll 

e l emen t s o f exis tenc e but stressed those of r ege ne r at ion and 

'iiil linms conta ine d h i s v10rl d but t hie: did not dete r h i m (re"" 

s eeking new worlds : 

o f new k inds -

sinc e the ir mo v ements 

ar e towards n ew ob j e ctives. 

(
11The Descent" DM , PB , 73 ) 

William Ca rlos J illi n ms a chi e ved genuine e xpress ion espe ci a lly 

in his l ate p oems by hi s capacity to r e n ew and r eg0ne r a t e in a 

way tota lly i n harmony with his person~lity a nd humanity. His 

" flowers 11 a re root ed both in his persona lity and his locality; 

they a ccrue fro m the intimati on of humanity and e ternity that 

Williams expr esses in 11 The Orches tra": 

I love you. My h eart is 

innoc ent. 

And this the first 

( and l as t) day of the world . 
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1' DESCJ:;NT" 

At fift ee n y ears of age Sam u e l Houston , born 1793 , 

Scotch -Irish , r an aw2y fro m h i s bro th e r s of wh om he wns a 

cha r ge and joine d the Cha r okec Indi~ns of Wes te r n Tennessee . 

He livE~ wi t h th em until e i ghteen , the n r ens c e nded to th e 

s e ttl e me nts for school •••• The primitve destiny of the land 

is obscur e , but it has been obsc u r e d furt he r by n field of 

unr e l a t ed culture s tuccoed u pon it thnt h~s made thnt des tiny 

mor e di f f icult thnn .:: ver to dt-t s ri ~ in c; . To t h is latt e r nea rly 

a ll the aesthe tic adhesi ons of th e pr 8san t day occur . Thr o ugh 

tha t s tra tum of obs c urity t h~ a cute but fr a il ge nius of the 

place must penet r a t e . The seed is tou gh but the chanc0s a r c 

entire ly aga inst ~ g r ow th. It i s poss ibl e for e v8ry ves ti ge 

of virtue fro m the New ~orld t o be los t , li k e the wood p i ge on. 

Houston was one o f the f ew m0n of his timt suit ed men t ally , 

mora lly, physically for domina nt a chi e v emen t . Governor of 

Te nnessee , 1829 , h e marri e d Eliza Allen of a p r omine nt f amily 

of Sumne r County , of that stat e . Aft e r thr ee months she l e ft 

him. None knows the r eason , both r emained sil e nt. He wrot e , 

"Eliza sta nds a cqui tted by me . " The b r i c:f durat ion of the 

marri a g e , the violenc e a nd p or mane nce of the separ ati on, the 

prominenc e of Houston a nd the l o ck of all information forth­

coming conc l rning the incident give it a n arrestiDg cha ract e r. 

Surmise will suit the f a ncy: he a ccuse d her of a roma ntic 
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attachment; she a ccused h i m of worse ; or the r e was , more 

likely, a disproportion between th em ; a man of pri mitive 

vi g ors loosed upo n he r in private , she was ov0rborne by him in 

some mann e r, or she r e fused to be ove r bo rne . 

He , swept of f his f eet by t he emo tiona l r e coil fro m th e 

misfortune , first pl eaded wit h her fathe r to int e rc 8de for hi m 

that his wife mi ght r e turn; failing in t h i s , h G r es i gn e d the 

gove rnorship of Tennessee , l~ft e v er ything behind hi m Gnd took 

the desc ent onc e mo r e , to th e gr ound . He rejo ined t h e Che ro kee s , 

now r emoved to Arkansas . The state wn s in an u proar, people 

spoke badly of him; the r e was nothing too bad for them to say . 

His wi f e divorc ed him a nd r 8marri e d . For ~ while he t ook to 

drink •••• He turned b a ck to the Indi a n s , i t is the saving gesturw 

~but a ges tur0 o f despair. Foe can be und e r stood onJ} in a 

knowledge of h i s de ~p r oots . The qu ~lity of the flow ~ r will 

the n be seen to be nornnl , in al l it s t o r tur ed spirituosity 

a n d p~l e ness , a dese rt flow e r with root s under the sand of his 

day . 

Whitman had to c om e fro m unde r . Al l ha ve t o come fro m 

unde r a n d through , a dead l a y e r . 

But this primitive ordeal , crea t ed by n peculiar 

condition of destiny (the implantat ion of a n a lready partly 

culture d r a c e on a wild contine nt) has a plant in its purpose , 

in its lusts ' e y e , a s gorgeous a s Mont e zuma ' s gardens of birds , 

wild b easts a nd a lbino native s in wooden cage s . 

But he who will grow from that b a sis must sink first . 

If he goes to Franc e , it is not to lear n a do~ ~i fa sol . 

He goes to se e a strange New World . 
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If not de finit e ly a culture new in eve ry pnrt , a t least a 

s a tisfa ction , He wants to ha ve the f ee t of h is unde rst a nding 

on the ground, his g round , th e ground , t he only gr ound that h e 

knows , that which is und e r his f e e t . I speak of aesthetic 

s nt isfa c t ion . This want , in Am erica , c a n only be filled by 

knowl edge , a po e tic kno wl e dge , of t ha t g roun d , s inc e this is 

difficult, du e to the hard~hips which b ese t the em~ rgence of a 

poe t ; A po e t is one r e l Rtcd to a bGsis o f ma t erial , ae sthet ic , 

spiritun l , hypothe tical , ::i.bnor rn a l-satis f a ction , ••• sinc e this 

is so , the w~nt g oe s for the mos t part unsa tisfi e d in Am e rica 

or is s at isfi e d by ~ fill gap . The pr e dominan t pi ctur e of 

Americ & is a l a nd aesthetica lly satisfi e d by t emporary fill­

gaps , Bu t the da nge r r ema ins : Tas t e is so deb a uche d in the 

e nd tha t everything of new will be f or gott en a nd-

In spite of size i ts geniu s is shy and frai l , the lov~li e st , 

to b e c h e r i she d only by t he mo s t ke e n , c ouru geous a nd s e nsitive . 

It may dif:. 

Meanwhil e , t aste is pRnder e d to s om ehow •• • • Among th e 

Indi nns Hou s t on liv e d , fro m the time of his s e pa r a tion from his 

wife , e l e v e n y ears , He was adopte d into the tribe ; h e , main~ 

taining sile nc e upon t he ca l a mity which had overtake n him , 

pre f e rr e d to be among thos e who a cc e pt ed hi~ for what he wa s a nd 

let no rumor of his pas t a ff e ct them . It came from the ground 

l i k e water . He took an Indi a n woma n for his wife . 

The instigation to inva sion is apparent : ready profit . The 

exc use also is apparent: progr es s . The r e fusal of these things 

is like f eathe red darts on armor . We are tyros in what we are 

g l ad to belie ve are the fund amentals of a r tisti c unde r sta nding . 
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We crave filling and eage rly grab for what ther e is. The 

next step is, floating upon cash, to wish to be~ the others. 

Now come in the Unive rsiti es , th e c onformists of all colors from 

the arch - English to th~ Italian p easant a nd his gen ts• 

It is i mperative that we sink . But from a low position 

it is i mpossible to answe r th ose who know a ll th e La tin and some 

of the Sa nskrit n ames , much Fre nch a n d perha ps one or t wo other 

lit e r a tures . The ir ripost e is: Knownothingism . But we c anno t 

climb every tree in tha t worl d o f birds . But wh e r e for e i g n 

values are held t o b e a desideratu m, h ~, who is bur i e d .'."l. nd 

speaks thickly---is lost. 

Th e r e is n o thing for a man but Ge nius or despai r. I . • ve 

cannot a nswer in th e smart language , certainly it would be a 

basta rdization of our own tal e nts to was t e time to l earn th e 

langua ge the y use. I would r Gther sneak off and die like a 

sick dog than b e a well known lit erary person i r, Americ c:i.- ::i.nd 

no doubt I'll do it in the end , Our betters we may bitterly 

a dvis e : Know nothing (i. e ., th e man on the s tr ee t), make no 

attempt to know . With a fo re i g n c ongeries of lit e r a ry 

claptrap, come without court e sy to a strange country a nd make 

for yours e lf a smooth tra ck to tho pocket s of the mob by 

c a t er ing to a "r e fined" t a ste a nd soiling thc: t which you do not 

know how to es timate . Court e sy would a t least bid him be 

informed or k ee p sti ll •••• 

Those who come up from unde r will ha v e a mark on them that 

invites scorn, like a f a rmer's filthy clo dhoppe rs. 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., e tc.~. 

After the many y ears with the Cherokees, having settled down 
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thoroughly , this time , Houston ros e ng~in: defeated Santa Ana 

a t San J P. cinto and r~ c 8 iv0 d t he soubriquet , "Sam J a cinto , " 

Governor of Te xas, U. S . Scn~tor during a long t e rm, several 

times mentione d for the pr es ide ncy , marr i ed aga in, several 

children , wh e n in de~p thought whittled p ine sticks , tigcrskin 

best , bl~nket , sombr e ro , joine d Baptist Church , opposed secession 

of sou the rn states , lived to h a v e Lincoln reco gnize him by 

offe r of n Major-Gener3lship , which he r e fus ed . 

However h op e l ess it may s ~~~ , we h~ve no other c ho ice : 

we mu s t go back to the b eg i nning; it must a ll be done over; 

everything that i s must b e de stroyed . 

f rom: I n the A~ericnn Gr a in (New York: 
1925) , pp . 212-215 . 
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11 ST . J A.ME3 I GHOVE" 

And so it came to tha t l as t day 
~hen , she l ead ing by t h0 hand , we went out 
Enr l y in tho morning , I heavy of heart 
For I kne w the noviti a t e was e nde d 
The e c s t asy was ov~ r , t he life begun . 
In my woo l e n shirt ~nd the pn l e - blue n e c ktie 
My gr a nd moth2 r g~ve me , ther e I we nt 
~ ith the ol d qu0en ri ght past the houses 
Of my frien ds down t he hi l l t o t he rive r 
As on any usuRl dey , u ny e rra n d . 
~lone , walkinG unde r tr ee s , 
I we nt with h e r , she with me in he r wil rl h2 ir , 
By Sant i ago Gr ove and pr~sently 
She bent f o rw~r d and knelt by the riv 2r , 
The P3 ssaic , that filthy ri v e r . 
l n d the r e dabbl ing he r mnd hands , 
She call ed me clos e beside he r . 
Ra i s ing the w~ter t hen in th e cupped palrn 
She bPthed our b r ows uai ling and l a ughing : 
11 Ri ve r , we a r e ol d , yo u e .. nd I , 
;'Je a r ..:: o l d a nd by b.:-·. d luck , begg:-: r s . 
Lo , the fil th in our hRi r , ou r bodies s tink ! 
Ol d friend , he r ~ I h~ ve brou cht you 
The young sou l you l ong asked o f rne . 
3 t an d f or th , rive r , 2nd give me 
fhe old fr iend of LlY revels ! 
Give mo the well-worn spirit, 
For h e r e I hDvo m~ de ~ room for it , 
An d I will r eturn to yo u forth ~it h 

The y outh you hGv e long asked of me : 
Stnnd f orth , riv e r , a nd give me 
The old fri e nd o f my r e v e ls i n 

And th~ filthy Passai c consent e d t 

Th e n she , l eaping up wi th a fi e rc e cry : 
"Ent e r , youth , into this bulld 
Ente r , r ive r, into t h is y oung r.inn ! " 
Then the rive r began to enter my hea rt , 
Eddying b a ck cool an d limp i d 
Into the crysta l b eg inning of its days . 
Nu t with t he r ebound it l eaped forwa rd: 
Mu ddy , the n black a nd shrunke n 
Till I f e lt the utt e r depth of its rott e nnes s 
The vi l e br eadth o f its degradation 
And dropped down knowi ng this was me now . 
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But she lifted me and the water took a new tide 
Again into the olde r experienc~s , 

And so , bn ckwa rd and f orward , 
It tortured itself within me 
Until time h~d been washed finally under , 
And the river h~d ~oun~ jts J0vcl 
And it s lRst motion had c eased 
And I knsv: all--i t became me . 
And I kn~D this for doub l e c e rtai n 
For there , whituly , I saw mysel f 
Being borne off under the wate rl 
I could hnvc shouted out in my agony 
At the sight of myse lf dep~rting 
Forevcr--but I bit bet ck m::i decp:.:i. ir 
For she had averted h~r 0yes 
3y which I kncv! r,rell what she was thinking­
And so the last of ~e wns taken . 

Then , she , '' Be mostly silent! ;i 
And turning to the river , spoke aga in : 
nror him and for me , river , the wandering , 
But by you I lenve far hnppiness 
Deep folircge, the thicke,Gt beeches­
Thoug!:J. elsewhere they o. r c c>.1 1 dying­
Tallest oaks and yellow bi rches 
ThAt dip their l~avcs in you, mourning , 
As no~ 1 dip my hair, i m~amor i nl 

Of me, imme mor i a l of him 
Immemorial of th e se our promises t 
He~e sh~ll be a bird ' s paradise, 
They s ing to you rem0mbcring my voice : 
Here the most secluded sp~ces 
For miles ~round, h~llowed by n stench 
To be our joint solitude and temple; 
In momory of this cl !' ·'J. r marriage 
And thr· child I h"1rc 1,:r,...,,.':'.'i' t ~,,....,: .; n U1.- lr1.te yec..rs . 
Live , river, liv~ in luxuriance 
Remember ing this our son , 
In remembrance of me and my sorrow 
And of the new w::i.ndering~ 11 

from: "The VJanderc r " , The Colle cted Earli e r 
Poems . (Norfolk , Conn .: 1951) , p . 10 . 
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