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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 . 


