1272 William Carlos Williams

Surrounded by its choral rings,
Still far away. It was like
A new knowledge of reality,

| OfMere Being |

The pa]m.at_the, end of the miind, o
Beyond the last thouglit, rises P

In the bronze distance,

Agold-feathered bird . _
.- Sings in the palm, without human meaning,

" Without himan fecling, a foreign song.

You know then that it is not the Teason

That makes us happy or unhappy.
The bird sings. Its feathers shine.

The palia 'stands on the edge of space. 10
The wind moves slowly in the braniches. ‘

The ird’s fire-fa_n_gled feathers dangle down.

1955, 1957

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS
(1883-1963)

The physicia.n as njz.a'r.l‘of' letters,‘ W'}ie.ﬂ'i:‘ér "

Rabelais or Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes,
has characteristically shown. a special
knowledge of humanity, a diagnostic re-
serve toward its frailty or strength, and

enough humor to preserve his sanity.

These  characteristics all . appeared
strongly in the work of Dr. William Car-
los Williams. He displayed a probing and

clinical realism, as one taught by science.
to seek beauty and truth in the vulgar or,

the common as much as in the uncom-
mon. Wallace Stevens once called his
friend’s materials “anti-poetic”: Dr. Wil-
liams writes of “the plums that were in
the icebox”; of “a red wheelbarrow
* * * beside the white chickens”; of

weeds on the sour land “by the conta-""
i oet “able.* * *To the fixed foot of the an-
of ideas, but he did not share Stevens's "

gious hospital.” Like Stevens he is a poet

interest in-.metaphysics. . Instead he

sought his signs of permanence in the
local and concrete.

- Williams's early interest in painting
and the influence of two of his friends, the
artists Charles Sheeler and Charles

- Demuth, is reflected in his sharp and

graphic figures and in his feeling for form,
texture; and color. Just as his material ex-
periences and their metaphors were
rooted in the common American soil, 50

-also the language of Williams's poems—
~vocabulary, “‘measures,” and rhythm,

were inherent in the natural and common

-American speech. “The American idiom,”
‘he wrote, “Is the language we use in the

United States, * * *the language which
governed Walt Whitman in his choice of
words. * * * Medsure in verse is inescap-

cient line, including the Elizabethan, we
must have a reply: it is the variable -fgqf




which we are begmmng to discover after
_ thtman s advent.” By “the variable
foot,” Williams meant a “measure” or
foot niot regulated by the number of syIla-
. bles, or by their distinction as “long” o
“short:” English formial poetry had been
- committed ta'syllable ¢ounting since the
fourteenth century.. The Old English
meter had been accentual, not syllabic;
pular ballddry had remained accentual
;md so- had. the common Enghsh and
Asneriéan speech, but only Whitman had
fgi(en the hint for poetry before Wﬂhams
William-Carlos Williaras was-boriy in
Rutherford New]Jersey, on September 17,
1883: After attending preparatory. schools
in New York and in Switzerland, hé began
his medical training at the University of
Pennsylvania, There he gave serious at-
tention to his poems and found another
poet and friend in Pound, a student in the

1906, followed by two years internship in
‘New York City, Williamns went to Leipzig

| poets of imagism and other avant-

dividualist always.
| Williams soon returned to his birth-
place, Rutherford, where in 1910 he began

spite of its exactions, produced more than
twenty-five volumes of fiction and poetty.
“In‘many ‘of his poems, and in the prose
essays that often appeared in the same
-volumes, he kept up a runningfire of com-
_mentary on his age, its foibles, and its art.

Hewon his almamater’s laurels for miedical
practice while deriving from that practice

along the Passaic, and his epic Paterson, in
books, 1946-1958 (fragments of a
xth book were posthumously published

graduate school. After his graduation in.

for work in pediatrics. He renewed his™
friendship with Pound, theén in London-
and a leader among the young experimens

arde writing. Although Pound included ~

8
‘work by Williams in the first imagist an- -
thology, the young physwlan was an it~

‘his engrossing medical practz'ce' and, in

the knowledge of people and of a commu=.
ity history and life that inspired the bést
. ofhis poems, his stories and sketches of tife -

f 1963) Paterson perhaps Wﬁhams s"
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major accomplishment, shows the handof
thegiftedwriter, aknowledge oflifeafonce
humane and disciplined, disiliusioned,
witty; and yet compassionate. The work in-
corporates the history, the characters, and
the myths of Paterson from its Indian ofi-
tobzagmphy (1951) shows. the surprising
range of his' association: with the avant-
garde of American letters, espécially dur-
ing the critical period from 1910 to 1930.
Williamisreceived the Dial Award for Ser-
vices o Ametican Literature in 1926, the
Guarantors Prize awarded: by Poetry: A
Magazine of Verse ‘in: "1931; the Loines
Award in 1948, and the Nat:onal Book
Award for Paterson in 1949, Journey to Love
(1955)—see “The Ivy Crown™ (below)—

~and Paterson V (1958) show an actual ad-

vance, after several years of declining
health, in power and formal invention, in-

* cluding the “three-stressline.” His accept-

ance of life, too often before muted, now

- speaks alimost joytully, asin the opening of
+“PatersonV, “In old age/the mind/casts off

/ vebelliously /f an eagle / from its crag.” He
died on March 4; 1963.

The Collected ‘Poems, Vol. 1, 19091939, ed, A.
Walton Litz and®Christopher MacGowan, 1987,
and Vol. I, 1939-1962, ed. Christopher MacGoo
wan, 1988, supersedes earller coliections, but does

not include Paterson, Barlier are Collected Poems,

1921-1931, 1934; Complete Collected Poams, 1906~
1838, 1938; Selected Poems, 1949; Collected Later
FPoetry of Williom Carlos Williams, 1930; Collected
Earlier Poemns of William Carlos Wn’!mms, 195%;

Paterson, 4 vols., 1946-1951, collected in one vol-

ume, 1951; The De,ser: Music and Other Poems,

1954; and Jourﬁey to Love, 1955, Paterson, Book V'
appeared in 19358 and Pictures from Brueghel in
1962. Paterson (Books I-V, with fragments of V1),
was published in 1963. The Farmers' Daughters:
The Collected Stories was published in 1961 Earlier
short-story collections include The Knife of the
Tones, 1932; Life Along the Passaic River, 1938;
Make Light of It, 1950. His novels are 4 Foyage to
Pagany, 1928, White Mule, 1937, In the Money,

. 1940; and The Build-Up, 1952, Collections of his

essays are The Great American Novel, 1923, In the

“dwmerican Grain, 1925, reissued 1940; and Selected

Essays of William Carlos Wzlhams, 1954, Many
Loves, a play, was produced in 1958, The Selected
Letters of Willlam Carlos Williams, 1957, was ed-
ited by I, C. Thirlwall, and William Carles Williams

- and James Laughlin: Selected Letters was edited by

Hugh Wittemeyer, . 1989, Imaginations: Collected
Early Prose;, 1570, was edited by Webster Schott.
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Something fo -Say: -William Carlos: Williams- on
Younger Poets, 1985, was. edited by James E B
Breshn. -~ T )

“The Autoblography of William Corlos Williams

appeared in 1951, Wilitams dictated his recollec-
tions of many of his books in bibliographical order
inJ Wanted to Write a Poern, edited by Bdith Heal,
1958, Bmily M. Wallace: compiled 4 Bibliography
of William Carlos Williams, 1968, L
The first completé biography is Paul Mariani,
William  Carlos ‘Williams: A New World Naked,
1981, Other biographical and-critical studies in.
clude Vivienne Koch,. William Carlos -Williams,
1950; Linda W. Wagner, The Poems of William
Carlos Williams, 1964, and The Prose of William
Carlos Williams, 1970; James Guimond, The Art of
William Carlos Williams, 1968; Sherman Paul, The
Music of Survival; A Biography of a Poem by Wil-
liam. Carlos Williams, 1968; Thomas R. ‘Whitaker,
Williom Carlos Williams, 1968 (rev. ed. 1989);
Bram Dijkstra, The Hieroglyphics of @ New Speech:
Cubism, Stiéglitz, and the Early Poetry of William
Carlos Williams, 1969; Yames E. Breslin, William
Carlos Williams: An American Artist, 1970; Joel

©* The Young Housewifel

- At ten AM. the young housewife
-moves about in negligee behind _
the wooden walls of her husband’s house.
I pass solitary in my car.

Then again she comes to the curb .
to call the ice-man, fish-man, and stands
shy, uncorseted, tucking in '
-stray ends of hair, and I compare her

toa f_align_!e_af. ‘

. The noiseless wheels of my car
“-rush with a crackling sound over
' dried leaves a5 I bow and pass smiling.

1 will teach yé_ﬁ fn.bn-s'};eopfe _

~how to perform #1

“for you have iybver a troop

of artists—

“unless optk should scou;'thé w:jr}_é—, .
you hiafe the ground sense necessary.

1. Williams’s poems, except for the glections from
Paterson, are printed here in the tekts given in The
Collected Poems of William Carlos Williams (1987~

Conarroe,, William Carlos Williams® Paterspr;
1970; Benjamin Sattkey, 4 Companion to Williy,
Carlos Williwms's Paterson, 1971; Mike Wegver,
William Carlos Willimns: The American Bag,
ground, 1971, Robert Coles, William Carlos -
liams: The Knack of Survival in America, 1975;
L.ouis Simpson, Three on the Tower: The Lives and
Works of Ezra Pound, T.-S.. Eliot, and William Cor
los Williams, 1975; Reed Whittemore, William Cop-
los Williams:" Poet from New Jersey, 1975; Rod
Townley, The Early Poetry.of William Carlos Wi.
fiams, 1976, Margaret Glynne Lioyd, William Car-
los Williams’s Paterson: A Critical Reapprassal,
1980; ‘Christopher MacGowan,  Willlam- Catlos
Williams' Early Poetry: The Visual . Arts Back.
ground, 1984; -Stephen Cushman, William Carlps
Williams aiid the Meaning of Measure, 1985; Ber-
natd Duffey, & Poetry of Presence: The Writing of
William : Carlos Williams,” 1986; Kerry : Driscell,
William Carlos Williams and the Maternal Muse
1987, David Frail, The Early Politicy and Post

William Carlos Williams, -1987; and Terence Dig-
gory, Williom Carlos Williams and the Ethics of:
Painting, 1991. o ;

s

U e

1988). The order is of earliest printing, in S0/
instances in pericdicals,
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ory that Cleopatra betrayed “ovents. - ° :

2. This refers to the st
by withdrawing her navy from 3, Jean " Antoine - Watteau (1684-1721), Frenc

her Jover Anthony
the crucial battle

Then briefly as to yougstlves: " + 237
Walk behind-=-as théy doin France, - °
seventh class, orif fouride -~ - =u .
Hell take curtaindl Go with some show -
of inconveniende; sit openly—. - ;2 |
to the weathgf as togrief.. -~ - . .. 1.,
Or do you think you.can shut grief in? - o
What—fidm us? We who have perhaps :.
nothing #o lose? Share with us .- e s
share with us—it will be money o
in yoyl pockets. T

1916, 1917

To Mark Anthony in Heaven™ .
This quiet morning light - -
reflected, how many times - - -
from grass and trees and clouds

« enters my notthroom . "o o
touching the walls with- .. . .
grass'and clouds and trees. ¢

-+ Anthony, . 8
trees and grass and clouds.
Why did you follow .
that beloved' body -~ *+ S
with your ships at-Actiumez . ¢
I hope it was because
you knew her inch by inch
from slanting feet upwatd
to the roots of lier hair
and down again and that -

you sawher oo
above the battle’s fury— -+ S
clouds and trées'and grass— - Lo

For then you are e
listening in heaven. =

1920, 193

1. Portrait of a Ledy .. .
Your thighs are appletrees L
whose blossopfs touch the sky,.

. Which skyThe sky g
where Wl teau’® hung alady’s .

- slippeg/Your knees .
are gSouthern breeze—or

of Actium (31 B.c.); that in Alex- painter celebrated for romantic, idealized outdoo

andria she drove

Anthony to suicide by pretending  scenes. See Fragonard, below,
to be dead; and EE IR o

that her suicide resulted from these .
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I saw the ﬁgu '5
ingold:« "/ -
onared ,

o gong c]angs i
sirenhowls. ~ -0
and wheels rumbling :
through‘ the darkcity.‘j s

The Bull B

Tt is o captmty—— o
ringed, haltered, chamed ,
to a drag .
thie bulf is godlike

Unlike the dows?

o~ helives alone, nozzlés
the sweet'grass gingedy -
to pass. the® time away Co e

He kneels I1es éowu .
and stretchtng ouf
- a foreleg licks’ hlmself
about the hoof

then stays et
with ha]f—closed eyes o g%
Olyrmpian commentary-on . .’ |
the bnght passage of days

——The round sun :

smooths his 1 acquer L
. through -

the glossy. pmetrees

"his substance hard © - Lo
as ivory or glass—
through which the wind

yet plays-— .
" Milkless. -

he nods:: -

the hair between hiS horns
. _and eyes matted . »
L WJth hyacmthme ctxrls '

-‘-"“slsr‘;hg and Al

By the road o the contagiotis hosp;tal
under the surge of the blue- - - ;




~This Ts Just to:Say

mottled clouds driven from the
northeast—a cold wind: Beyond, the

waste of broad, muddy fields /=

brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen

patches of standing water...
the scattering of tall trees

All along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees

with dead, brown leaves under them
leafless v1nes~—

L1£eless Jin appearance sluggmh
dazed spring approaches——— G

They enter the new world na%eci
cold, tincertain of ali ™~ ‘ ’
save that they enter. All about them
the cold famzl:ar wmd—-_ ' :

Now thé grdss, tomorrow
Ethc stlff cur§ of wxldcarrot Ieaf ‘

One by"t)ne ob]ects ate defmed»m"—‘
=Tt quickensy clarity, out]sne of leaf: -

But now thie stark dlgmty of:;:
entrance—Still; the profound change
: has come upon thern: rooted; they.

grlp dcwn and begm to awakeﬂ -

The Red Wheelbarrow

4

80" much de})en&s S
upon T

. ared wheei
- barrow -

" glazed withrain 70
. water .o et v

B, ."_.'besmie the whlte . -
o chlckens

Thls Is ]ust f:o Say

. Ihave eaten !x Lot
the plums S
" that weré in
the icebox

1279

20

25

1923

1923
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and which - -
you were probably
saving : S
for breakfast -

Forgive me

they were delicious

$0 sweet

andsocold -

The Yachts

contend in a sea which the land partly engloses -
shielding them from the too-heavy blow
of an ungoverned ocean which when it

tortures the biggest hulls, the best mgh knows
to pit against its beatings, and sinksfhem pitilessly.
Mothlike in mists, scintillant in ¢ minute

2 :

brilliance of cloudless days, witl{ broad Bel!yiﬁg sails
they glide to the wind tossing freen water, - . - .
from their sharp prows while ver them the crew crawls

ant-like, solicitously groomping them, releasing, -
making fast as they turn, fean far over and-having
caught the wind again, side by side, head for the mark.

In a well guarded areyfh of 6pen water surrounded by
lesser and greater crgft which, sycophant, lumbering
and flittering folloy them, they appear youthful, rare

as the light of a Mappy eye, live with the grace
of all that in th¢ mind.-is fleckless, free and
naturaily to be/desired. Now the sea which holds them

is moody, lapping their glossy sides, as if fecling
for some shightest flaw but fails completely.
Today ngfrace. Then the wind comes again. The yachts

jockeying for a start, the signal is set and they
if. Now the waves strike at them but they are too
well fnade, they slip through, though they take in canvas.

fus with hands grasping seek to clutch at the prows.
Bodies thrown recklessly in the way are cut aside.
it is a sea of faces about them in agony, in despair

until the horror of the race dawns staggering the mind;
the whole sea become an entanglement of watery bodies
fost to the world bearing what they cannot hold. Broken,




