Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis. Permission is given for
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and
private study only. The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without
the permission of the Author.



THE DESERT MUSIC OF WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS:

THE ACHIEVEMLNT OF AUTHENTIC EXFRESSION

A thesis presented in partial fulfilment of
the requircnoents for the dogree of kaster

of .irts in English at Massey University.

MURRAY R, BRAMWELL

1971.



- To My Parents -



Chapter 1

CONTENTS

PREFLCE

"sE NUST LOCSEN WHAT WE wANTY

YHOU SHALL wE GET SAID WHAT MUST
BI SAIDY

"A NE%W WORLD IS CNLY A NEW NMINDY

"THE FEMININE PRINCIFLE"

WAND THIS THE FIRST (AND LAST) DAY

OF THE «ORLDY

APFENDIA I

APFENDIX II

FCOTNOTE

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Page

oK

54

55

85

115

129

134

136

148



1w

PREFACE

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

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

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

entitled Journey to Love, The Desert Music poems were first

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

Both these selections were subsequently published in 1962 in

a cumulative volume entitled Pictures from Brueghel which was

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

application in poems in Pictures from Bruecghel, These poems

are peak works in Williams' carcer. Kenneth Rexroth saw

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

for William Carlos Williams, then nearing seventy:

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

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

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

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

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

poet's craft,

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

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

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

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

early and seminal poem '"The Wanderer',
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—to Miss E.M. Green, Mrs. M.D. Gwynn and Miss L. Marsden
of the Massey University Library.

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

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

encouragenent when it was most neecded.



