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WHEN WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS began to write poetry ‘seriously’, he
was enamoured of Keats. He writes in his Autobiography, ‘Keats, during the
years at medical school, was my God. Endymion really woke me up.
I copied Keats’s style religiously, starting my magnum opus of those days
on the pattern of Endymion. For my notebooks, however, (which I don’t
think anyone ever saw), I reserved my Whitmanesque “thoughts,” a sort
of purgation and confessional, to clear my head and my heart from turgid
obsessions’.1 Setting the precedent for derision of his early work, Williams
defines his immature productions by the incongruence of ‘style’ and
‘thoughts’, the problem of cramming loose-limbed, outspoken American
ideas into the waistcoat of a passionate English poet who died young.

Though he would conspicuously cast off the fetters of his Keatsian
apprenticeship, Williams’s break with the other poet could never be as
final as he wished. The first lines of his Autobiography betray him by too
aptly mirroring the setting of one of Keats’s most famous sonnets: ‘I was
an innocent sort of child and have remained so to this day. Only yesterday,
reading Chapman’s The Iliad of Homer, did I realize for the first time that
the derivation of the adjective venereal is from Venus! And I a physician
practicing medicine for the past forty years. I was stunned!’ (Autobiography,
p. 3). Unlike Keats, Williams was as much a doctor as a poet. Consistent
with the mortal confrontations of medical practice, translations of Homer
do not transport him to wild-eyed gazing at some imaginary Pacific but
instead return him to the body, his vocation. The episode establishes
Williams as a rereader, someone last looking into Chapman’s Homer–and
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finding not an epic verse but a lesson on the language he uses daily,
a wonder as great in its commonness as a ‘watcher of the skies’ viewing a
‘new planet’ in solitary awe but one experienced by gazing resolutely at
the ground beneath his feet.2

For Williams, the quest for artistic individuality was concomitant with
the quest for a distinctly American voice. The isolation he experienced at
the time may not have been as much of a liability as it seemed even to
him in a time when many of the other poets were scrambling back to
Europe:

As a writer, I have been a physician, and as a physician a writer; and
as both a writer and physician I have served sixty-eight years of a
more or less uneventful existence, not more than half a mile from
where I happen to have been born . . . There is great virtue in such
an isolation. It permits a fair interval for thought. (Autobiography,
foreword)

This isolation he describes is the span of the Atlantic closing off the
outside, the illusion of a life rooted in a radius half a mile long. He
describes his life as Wordsworth does those speakers of pure and real
language, inhabitants of ‘low and rustic life’ who, confined to ‘the same-
ness and narrow circle of their intercourse’, ‘speak a plainer and more
emphatic language’.3 By virtue of his biographical fortune, Williams has
no need to ‘adopt’ the ‘language . . . of these men’ as Wordsworth did; he
is a native speaker. Still, ‘native speaker of American’ means something
quite different than ‘native speaker of English’. Asked once, ‘But this
language of yours, where does it come from?’ Williams’s answer was,
‘From the mouths of Polish mothers’ (Autobiography, p. 311)–in other
words, the ‘pure’ language of America is by nature ‘crazy’–fragmented,
fused with various tongues, multiple and choral–a language whose native
land is always elsewhere.

2 Less directly, but no less telling, Kora in Hell XII. 2B also alludes to Keats’s
sonnet and also characterises discovery as something unconscious, subterranean,
common, and potentially sexual: ‘Something to grow used to; a stone too big for
ox haul, too near for blasting. Take the road round it or–scrape away, scrape
away: a mountain’s buried in the dirt! Marry a gopher to help you! Drive her in!
Go yourself down along the lit pastures. Down, down. The whole family take
shovels, babies and all! Down, down! Here’s Tenochtitlán! here’s a strange Darien
where worms are princes.’ William Carlos Williams, Imaginations, ed. Webster
Schott (New York 1970) p. 53.

3 William Wordsworth, Preface, Lyrical Ballads (1800), ed. W. J. B. Owen
(Oxford 1969) p. 156.
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The main effect of such isolation is not the tightness of its tether but
the freedom of ‘a fair interval for thought’. And what Williams, in the
foreword to his autobiography, ‘call[s] thinking . . . is mainly scribbling’:
something messy, fast, proto-legible, primitive. Scribbling strikes as both
random agitation and the embryonic fragments of ‘real’ communication–
the thing that lies between the two are a discerning eye and a revising
hand. Williams informs us, ‘it has always been during the act of scribbling
that I have gotten most of my satisfactions’– it is recreation (‘Reactivated,
I’d go home to the eternally rewarding game of scribbling’) and
absolution (‘Cleansed of that torment, having scribbled, I could rest’). It is
action more than thought; it is thought translated into crude gestural
analogues, Rorschach test manufacture. And, most curious of all,
Williams, composing on the typewriter,4 still called his staccato reports
‘scribbling’– looking at his typed manuscripts, what the eye picks out as
‘scribbling’ are in fact his handwritten revisions on a blocked-out text–
scrawled words, thick lines of soft pencil heavily and hastily applied in
emphasis or rejection, brisk checkmarks, light legato marks curving
around a column of lines.5 Typically ambiguous, Williams’s scribbling
straddles the line of an outburst of spontaneous typing and the critical
cross-hatching of revision.

Perhaps most telling is an episode Williams recounts from his medical
internship at the Nursery and Child’s Hospital in Hell’s Kitchen, in
which he openly refused to participate in a rampant scheme of billing
fraud:

‘Dr. Mabbott, if someone handed you some scribbled figures on a
piece of paper and told you to copy them into an official report,
figures which you had no way of verifying, could you as a self-
respecting person put your name to those figures, and would you do
it?’ I spoke straight to his face.
He looked hard at me and I could see the color rising. He remained
silent only a moment, then he said, ‘No, I’ll be damned if I would,’
and turned and walked out. (Autobiography, p. 103)

4 ‘I had my typewriter in my office desk. All I needed to do was pull up the leaf . . .
and I was ready to go . . . I worked at top speed. If a patient came in at the door while
I was in the middle of a sentence, bang would go the machine–I was a physician.
When the patient left, up would come the machine . . . Finally, after 11 at night, when
the last patient had been put to bed, I would always find the time to bang out 10 or
12 pages’ (Autobiography, foreword).

5 See ‘Notes from European Trip, 1909–1910’, reproduced in Williams, Poems
(Urbana 2002).
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As a physician, Williams closely guarded his signature against the
corrupting potential of ‘scribbled figures’; as a poet, scribbling was his
consuming occupation, the work that would make his name. Scribbling is
both bad and good, illegible and cathartic, lies and truth. The effect of
such troubled text is always to demand verification, the confessing signa-
ture. Poetry is where scribbling and signing coincide, the illegibility of
scribbling developed into the unique authenticity that identifies the
individual.
This essay examines Williams’s relationship with Keats and, more

broadly, with the Romantic lyric by using the sonnet as a framework that
Williams at first assiduously copies and then breaks apart. Williams’s
sonnet evolves from one that is formally correct and thematically demon-
strates poetry’s distance from the ‘real world’ to one that is broken open
and multiplied, creating a voice that is at once his own and the collective
voice of his nation and time. Robert Lowell has written, ‘Williams . . .
seems to be one of those poets who can be imitated anonymously. His
style is almost a common style and even what he claims for it– the American
style.’6 Williams’s voice is like America, not made, but discovered–and like
‘American’, not defined by its origins, but by its actions.
Among critics, it is standard practice to excoriate Williams’s early

poetry.7 It is easy to reject the clumsy execution and pretentious subject
matter of such poems that earnestly populate his Poems of 1909:
‘Innocence’, ‘To Simplicity’, ‘The Uses of Poetry’, ‘The Loneliness of
Life’, ‘Hymn to Perfection’, and others of the same disposition, especially
when Williams himself teaches us to read his poems from this period, dis-
missing his efforts as mere juvenilia: ‘The poems were bad Keats, nothing
else–oh well, bad Whitman too. But I sure loved them . . . There is not
one thing of the slightest value in the whole thin booklet–except the
intent’ (Autobiography, p. 107). Williams insisted that his 1909 poems should
never be reprinted during his lifetime and would always refer to The

Tempers (1913) as his ‘first book’. Like Wordsworth before him, Williams
would not only write the poems that would create the taste by which he
was to be read, but provide specific instructions on how to read them.
The creation of the poet William Carlos Williams is evident in the evolu-
tion of the poems, which begin as sonnets and become, through trial and
error (but mostly error–that is, scribbling), Williams’s signature.

6 Robert Lowell, ‘William Carlos Williams’, in J. Hillis Miller (ed.), William
Carlos Williams: A Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs 1966) p. 158.

7 ‘Derivative’ is a frequent epithet; Linda Wagner mercilessly deems it ‘larded
with archaic “poetic” phrases’, in The Poems of William Carlos Williams (Middletown,
Conn. 1963–4) p. 37.

THE CAMBRIDGE QUARTERLY198



The most traditional of all lyric forms, the sonnet, predominates in
Williams’s first offering, comprising fifteen of the twenty-six poems in the
book. An exemplar of lyric economy, the sonnet is the obvious choice for
any poet hoping to install himself in a literary lineage six centuries long:
short enough to be unburdened by the specificity of narrative, long
enough to express a feeling with depth, the form of many of the great reli-
gious and love lyrics in the Western canon. Williams’s sonnets are nearly
all regular, mostly in the Italian style (which Williams calls ‘the sonnets of
Keats’8), and meditate on subjects befitting a ‘serious’ book of poetry–the
seasons, happiness, unknown ladies, youth and age. Nevertheless, deviat-
ing from his meticulously correct sonnets, ‘The Uses of Poetry’ demon-
strates Williams’s early potential for initiating a break with tradition.

I’ve fond anticipation of a day
O’erfilled with pure diversion presently,
For I must read a lady poesy
The while we glide by many a leafy bay,

Hid deep in rushes, where at random play
The glossy black winged May-flies, or whence flee
Hush-throated nestlings in alarm,
Whom we have idly frighted with our boat’s long sway.

For, lest o’ersaddened by such woes as spring
To rural peace from our meek onward trend,
What else more fit? We’ll draw the light latch-string

And close the door of sense; then satiate wend
On poesy’s transforming giant wing,
To worlds afar whose fruits all anguish mend.9

‘The Uses of Poetry’ makes poetry transport to a perfect world with all
the agreeable platitudes of a blind date from the classified ads: a ‘lady’, a
cruise downstream, a ‘leafy bay’, ‘rushes’, baby birds and Mayflies, ‘pure
diversion’. The poem effuses in soothing tones, crooning assonance and
alliteration in counterpoint to the typical rhymes of the sonnet, lulling
with a succession of gentle sibilants (‘rushes’, ‘glossy’, ‘hush’, ‘nestlings’,
‘sway’) and speeding along to the soft landing of ‘satiate[d]’ senses and

8 William Carlos Williams, I Wanted to Write a Poem, ed. Edith Heal (Boston
1958) p. 10.

9 William Carlos Williams, Collected Poems, v. 1, ed. A. Walton Litz and
Christopher Mac Gowan (New York 1986) p. 21.
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mended ‘anguish’. Achieving a zenith of regrettability ‘On poesy’s trans-
forming giant wing’,10 the phrase–and the poem–are grandiose and ana-
tomically implausible, attempting to flit by on airy pleasantries but
proving too tedious to be borne.11

However, against its earnestness, the poem produces minor insurrection
on the love sonnet by a small error: the position of the line break between
lines 7 and 8. This break distorts the scheme of the sonnet, pushing an
excess foot into line 8 and dangling, unrhymed and unresolved, the
jarring ‘alarm’. Accentuating the line’s ‘badness’, the proper rhyme (‘we’)
lies placidly at the end of the first foot of line 8. While denying eligibility
to pure sonnethood, the line break conserves a greater legibility of the
phrases by making the lines end-stopped and separating ‘us’ and our
actions from those of the flies and the birds. On the other hand, the
potential for misreading ‘correct’ lines appears two lines down, when the
break between lines 9 and 10 seems to implicate ‘spring’ as a saddening
‘woe’ when in fact it is ‘our meek onward trend’ that generates the woes
in otherwise ‘rural peace’.
At the same time, the partitioning of ‘us’ from the various fauna of the

poem further demonstrates the insidious power of the poetic mechanism.
Waking the reader from the inviting lull of pastoral impressionism, the
error reveals a far more ominous ‘use’ for poetry: that the artfulness of its
‘pure diversion’ might disrupt the ‘random play’ of nature, so enthralling
us by its regular beauty that we fail to see the disorder and ‘woes’ left in
its wake. The work of poetry enables us to ‘glide by many a leafy bay’12–
but our ease is the frictionless transit produced by a lack of contact with
the poem’s alleged subjects. The minute mayflies and nestlings are no
match for the occluding force of poetry’s ‘giant wing’. ‘What else more
fit?’ the speaker blithely pontificates, ‘We’ll draw the light latch-string j
And close the door of sense’, succumbing to the promised oblivion, which
entombs us from our senses and ultimately from each other. If we read for

10 Contemptuously cited in Roy Miki, The Prepoetics of William Carlos Williams:
Kora in Hell (Ann Arbor 1983), James E. Breslin, William Carlos Williams: An
American Artist (Oxford 1970), and Rod Townley, The Early Poetry of William Carlos
Williams (Ithaca 1975), among others, as a summary of Williams’s early talents.

11 Williams’s sonnet might be called a ‘misreading’ of Keats’ ‘Ode to a
Nightingale’: ‘Away! away! for I will fly to thee, j Not charioted by Bacchus and
his pards, j But on the viewless wings of Poesy’ (ll. 31–3)–one that already
‘cannot see what flowers are at [his] feet’ and gleefully dashes ahead to embrace
the sensual death Keats imagines and resists.

12 Note that the pun is double, the cultivated and natural ‘leaf ’ loved by Keats
and Whitman, as well as the silent or strident ‘bay’–either way, we steer a bark
through the concealment of leaves.
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diversion, the disembodied wing of poetry succeeds in infecting us with
its detachment, barring us from experiencing our reckless human
passage–only ‘bad’ poetry can interrupt the imperative to read and alert
us to our perceptual errors.

Visiting Germany after the failure of his first book, Williams wrote the
poems published in The Little Review in 1926 as ‘Two Fugitive Poems:
1910’. ‘I was looking for a short form that would not be a sonnet’
(Autobiography, p. 110), he explains, consciously breaking with the mode of
his first book and its obeisance to tradition. In fact, Keats also struggled
against the tyranny of the sonnet.13 The sonnet ‘had become habitual to
him at an impressionable time–in the year at Guy’s Hospital and in the
first few months after he met Leigh Hunt’,14 in a way that presages
Williams’s infatuation with Keats and the form during his college years
and early friendship with Ezra Pound. Similarly, after exhausting the
sonnet, Keats became critical of the form, declaring, ‘I have been endea-
voring to discover a better sonnet stanza than we have. The legitimate
does not suit the language over-well from the pouncing rhymes–the other
kind appears too elegiac–and the couplet at the end of it has seldom a
pleasing effect.’15 Thus, while writing the first of his odes, the ‘Ode to
Psyche’, Keats experimented with patching together Petrarchan and
Shakespearian sonnet stanzas, finally alighting upon the ten-line stanza
opening with a Shakespearian quatrain (abab) and ending with a
Petrarchan sestet (cdecde) that he would use for the other odes. His triumph
was a ‘form capable of extension for a poem many times the length of a
sonnet, yet one that was also “interwoven and complete”‘.16 The odes
address the heritage of the sonnet but altered the course of the English
lyric in their establishment of Keats’s place in the canon. In contrast to
Keats’s practice of division and reassembly, Williams’s experiments would
open up and ultimately depart from the sonnet; however, the result was
the same: through an apprenticeship with the sonnet, he discovered his
lyric voice. The experiments of Keats and Williams might be read as an
allegory for the work of every post-Petrarch lyric poet in the European
tradition–the creation of lyric identity arises from the unavoidable
encounter with the history and the form of the sonnet.

13 Walter Jackson Bate, ‘The Odes of April and May’, in John Keats
(Cambridge, Mass. 1963) pp. 486–524.

14 Ibid., p. 495.
15 John Keats to George and Georgiana Keats, 30 Apr. 1819, in Letters of John

Keats, 1814–1821, ii: 1819–21, ed. Edward Hyder Rollins (Cambridge, Mass.
1958).

16 Bate, ‘The Odes of April and May’, p. 498.
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Like Keats, Williams began his withdrawal from the sonnet by paring
down the form. The ‘Fugitive Poems’ are both twelve lines long, in qua-
trains reminiscent of the beginning of a Petrarchan sonnet but restricted
to only three rhymes each, tightly woven in a circle: abba cbbc acca and abba

bccb acca, respectively. Williams’s intermediary form is mindful of interior
and exterior, preserving couplets across stanzas and holding the a-rhymes
always some distance apart, creating an effect of symmetry and asymme-
try, a progression that retains the static effect of returning to the originat-
ing rhyme.

Alone today I mounted that steep hill
On which the Wartburg stands. Here Luther dwelt
In a small room one year through, here he spelt
The German Bible out by God’s good will.

The birds piped ti-ti-tu, and as I went
I thought how Katherine von Bora knelt
At Grimma, idle she, waiting to melt
Her surpliced heart in folds less straitly meant.

As now, it was March then: Lo, he’ll fulfill
Today his weighty task! Sing for content
Ye birds! Pipe now! for now ‘tis Love’s wing’s bent.
Work sleeps; love wakes; sing and the glad air thrill!17

‘Martin and Katherine’ begins with a solitary speaker retracing his
steps through the German landscape. Reflecting on the surroundings, he
recalls Luther’s tenure and work there. Place is established emphatically,
slowly telescoping in, the hill, steadfast Wartburg planted on it, the ‘small
room’ in it, ‘here . . . dwelt’ and ‘here . . . spelt’ Luther. The speaker can
attain the ‘steep hill’ with some effort, but the invocation of ‘here’ is resisted
by Luther’s closed chamber, the arduous monotony of ‘spel[ling] . . . out’
the Bible ‘one year through’. Continuing his excavation of imaginary
spaces, the speaker wanders to a different person and place, finding
Katherine von Bora and Grimma more accommodating: open to
emotional projection, she is found ‘idle’, kneeling and ‘waiting’. While
Luther is confined to the couplet of his stanza, the compact interior of his
‘room’, Katherine ‘melt[s]’ past the narrow couplet into the fourth line of
her stanza. While Luther, dwelling and spelling, studiously moves from
one form to another in deliberate, letter-by-letter translation, only moving

17 Williams, ‘Martin and Katherine’, Collected Poems, p. 23.
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objects house to house, Katherine, kneeling and melting, loosens the
bonds of her ‘surpliced heart’, formally expressing her departure from
form and releasing her commitment to meaning achieved through
restriction. She waits, no destination in mind, ready to lose the ‘heart’
she has always known, ready for action to choose its own moment to
begin.

The speaker’s shift in focus from Luther to Katherine is prompted by
birdsong, ‘ti-ti-tu’, untranslatable, untransliteratable noise, spontaneous as
springtime–and it is spring: the third stanza brings the speaker back to
the present. In the way the first stanza was intent upon ‘here’, the third is
fixated on ‘now’–‘As now, it was March then’, ‘he’ll fulfill j Today’, ‘Pipe
now! for now . . .’. Though the poem’s title is ‘Martin and Katherine’,
interjecting his present and presence on the imagined scene, the speaker
makes the realisation of Luther’s ‘weighty task’ dependent on the triangu-
lation of the poem’s three persons. The speaker bridges Luther’s certainty
and Katherine’s uncertainty as witness and celebrant, drawing the two in
their silent cells together by conceiving the common feature of the charac-
ters’ opposing actions: Luther’s translation and Katherine’s submission
both hinge on ‘Love’s wing’, flexing and joining pre- and post-
linguistically in human-to-human contact that makes contact between
humans and God imaginable. However, while the speaker’s secular associ-
ations sanctify Martin and Katherine’s covenant with God, his final turn
in the third stanza is towards the birds rather than the persons. His exhor-
tation to ‘Sing for content j Ye birds! Pipe now! for now ’tis Love’s wing’s
bent. j Work sleeps; love wakes; sing and the glad air thrill!’ invites the
birds to join him in his vociferous outburst, to form a chorus that is melo-
dious and meaningless, yet permeated with the ‘content’ of his words.

In form and content, ‘Martin and Katherine’ typifies Williams’s transi-
tional period of sonnet-making. The poem resists replicating the sonnet
exactly, but far from acceding to Katherine’s courageous asymbolia, it
clearly resides within the sonnet’s framework. Though he can imagine a
commitment to formlessness through Katherine’s ‘idle’ faith and contrasts
this with specific transformation through the mode of the vernacular per-
fected by Luther, Williams, like the speaker in his poem, is hesitant to sur-
render fully to an unstructured condition. Yet the choice of the speaker to
join the chorus of the birds as the ‘fulfill[ment]’ of Luther’s ‘task’ heralds
the impulse underlying Williams’s position between sonnet and free verse.
Whereas the sweep of ‘poesy’s transforming giant wing’ had silenced the
‘hush-throated nestlings’ in ‘The Uses of Poetry’, here, Williams not only
allows his birds to sing but gives them the last words in the poem, as if
the two lines that would make the poem a sonnet are replaced by a space
for ‘ti-ti-tu’. On the other hand, although asked to sing, the birds only
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‘pipe’–that is, not with the ‘full-throated ease’ of Keats’s nightingale,18

but sounding through a narrow hollow space.19 The command at the end
of the poem to ‘pipe now’ recognises this restricted production at the
same time that it acknowledges the existing capacity for expression
through constraint. Williams’s depiction of birdsong–‘ti-ti-tu’–echoes the
familiar ‘you’ in Romance languages–the birds sing together, and they
sing with the speaker–they say ‘tu’, not ‘I’. The birds are Williams’s surro-
gate, bordering sense and nonsense, archaism and momentary music in
their piping, singing ‘for content’, but not yet with the fluency of individ-
ual ease. Williams’s discovery of his poetic voice requires further evolution,
the one depicted with the rough-voiced crow and gulls that do not sing
but wildly cry–and fly–in The Wanderer.
Williams wrote The Wanderer in 1913 and published it in The Egoist in

1914. He revised it substantially to make it the closing poem in his third
book, Al Que Quiere! (1917). To many, it is the ‘turning point of Williams’s
career’, demarcating his initiation into the ‘stark language, vivid imagery,
and unencumbered style for which he is ultimately known and cele-
brated’.20 But, to Williams, ‘It is actually a reconstruction from memory of
my early Keatsian Endymion imitation that I destroyed, burned in a
furnace! It is the story of growing up’ (I Wanted to Write a Poem, pp. 25–6).
He describes the ‘Keatsian Endymion imitation’ and the episode of its
destruction more fully in his Autobiography:

Like Endymion, it was a narrative in that vague area of thought that
associated itself with a romantic past. The costumes were medieval,
there were castles, kings and princes. It opened with a Keatsian

18 The nightingale sings ‘of summer in full-throated ease’ (l. 10)
19 The other allusion to Keats here is to the ‘happy melodist, unweariéd, j

Forever piping songs forever new’ (ll. 23–4) in his ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’.
Williams used these lines as one of the epigraphs to his 1909 Poems. Like Williams
telling his birds to ‘pipe now!’ Keats also urges his piper to ‘pipe’ and ‘play on’;
however, the desired impulse is quite different: ‘Heard melodies are sweet, but
those unheard j Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; j Not to the sensual
ear, but, more endeared, j Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone’ (ll. 11–14). As in
‘Ode to a Nightingale’, Keats’s speaker recedes from the sensation of song in
favour of ‘ditties of no tone’ ‘pipe[d] to the spirit’–a song ‘forever’ and ‘new’ by
its always meaningful silence, rather than the actual piping of an ancient ditty that
would be foreign to his ear. In contrast, Williams asks for the immediacy and
ephemerality of physical song, for which his poem provides the context.

20 Virginia M. Wright-Peterson, ‘Introduction: Innocence Revisited’, in
Williams, Poems, pp. viii, xxi. Also see Breslin, William Carlos Williams, pp. 19–24;
Paul Mariani, William Carlos Williams: A New World Naked (New York 1981)
pp. 113–15; Townley, The Early Poetry of William Carlos Williams pp. 36–7, 75–6.
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sonnet for prologue, followed by an ‘Induction’ that recounted in
blank verse a tragic story . . . The poem itself began at that point, the
young prince had been abducted in his dream state and taken to a
‘foreign country’ at some distance from the kingdom which was now
his. . . . Then, in disgust, one day, perhaps through my impatience
with my ‘heroics’, I took the voluminous script, and running down-
stairs before I should begin to ‘think’, opened the furnace door and
in with it! (pp. 59–60)

This text which he wrote and burned, written about 1905, remains the
bad phantom haunting all his future poems–its destruction makes the
presence of the others into a deliberate preservation. His disposal of his
‘great’ Keatsian poem makes the rest of his writing possible, a true aes-
thetic arriving in a flash of insight where only the invisible opening of
‘intent’ had awkwardly manifested. By such narrative, the scope for poetic
revolution is only intensified by bombastic badness–magnificent failure is
merely inchoate talent asserting itself, and the very elements that identify
the work as failure become the targets for demolition that mark the inten-
tionality of revision. The burned text’s alleged crudeness becomes the
antithesis of the new maxim of action. On the other hand, its emphatic
absence lays history too silently to rest. Without material traces, the
scorned characteristics of Williams’s poem are blurred into a general
crime of archaism for archaism’s sake rather than any specific errors of
individuality in the making. Conflict reigns at the origin: at the same time
that he would establish himself as a voice of opposition, his dependence
on it for his right to authority would be unavoidable and enslaving. To
inhabit and own the origin, Williams would have to extract himself from
time and history, but to do so would deny him access to the best of time’s
traces–language. Rather than erase the literary tradition that precedes
him, Williams’s imitation of Keats serves as an easily destroyed effigy of
tradition.

Yet the burned text is also a significant fiction in Williams’s narrative
of his growth as a poet: the manuscript still exists.21 The survival of

21 It is in the Beinecke Library at Yale. Ann W. Fisher-Wirth, in chapter 4
‘A World Lost: “Philip and Oradie”’, of William Carlos Williams and Autobiography:
The Woods of his own Nature (University Park, Pa. 1989) pp. 63–86, notes that the
surviving poem is much shorter than Williams indicates but ‘in plot, tone, and
psychological development, it seems to be complete’, suggesting divergence
between ‘the poem Williams wrote in his twenties’ and ‘the poem he recalled forty
years later’ (p. 65). Having not accessed the poem, I am forced to remember
Coleridge’s accounts of having not ‘less than from two to three hundred lines’ of
Kubla Khan prior to the interruption of the man from Porlock and a 1,300-line
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this purportedly burned text complicates Williams’s origin myth.22

Williams could not extricate himself from Keats’s influence as easily as
flame consumes paper, and the remainder of the ‘bad Keats’ reinforces it
in spite of Williams’s protestations. His denial is a scribbling over, an
agitated over-production of words rather than an erasure of the text,
obscuring rather than obliterating the past. In place of the machinations
of the unconscious ‘before I should begin to think’ is the crowded
presence of both the unwanted text and an overmeditated narrative of its
alter-absence. Unfortunately for a poet whose primary method of revision
is deletion, any reader following the practice can only arrive at the
ground.
Keats’s Preface to Endymion accuses his poem of ‘great inexperience,

immaturity, and every error denoting a feverish attempt, rather than a
deed accomplished’ and justifies its exhibition with the excuse: ‘It is just
that this youngster should die away: a sad thought for me, if I had not
some hope that while it is dwindling I may be plotting, and fitting myself
for verses fit to live.’ Keats discharges his juvenilia with the promise of
better things not yet created, admitting to but not dismissing Endymion as
a work that does not fulfil his poetic ambitions. Rather, its publication is a
necessary transition, as Williams would later say that his Poems had to be
‘got out of my system some way’, and publication ‘was to be the answer’
(Autobiography, p. 106). Adding to his explanation, Keats continues,

The imagination of a boy is healthy, and the mature imagination of a
man is healthy; but there is a space of life between, in which the soul
is in a ferment, the character undecided, the way of life uncertain,
the ambition thick-sighted: thence proceeds mawkishness and all the
thousand bitters which those men I speak of must necessarily taste in
going over the following pages.23

Keats’s ‘space of life’ is like a ‘gap year’ or a ‘leave of absence’–it is a
time to move from one definition of self to another, time that is itself
undefined: time that doesn’t ‘count’, time to be ‘wrong’. Like Keats, for
Williams, the imagination is what enables us really to see the truth of the
world. Furthermore, Williams would embrace ‘ferment’ as his motto in

Christabel of which contemporary readers have no record–and go no further in
judgement.

22 Christopher MacGowan pointed out to me that Williams also claimed to
have been at the 1913 Armory show and grew quite upset when his wife
interjected that he had not attended until 1917.

23 John Keats, Complete Poems and Selected Letters (New York 2001) pp. 61–2.
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Spring and All, and asserts that discomfort and uncertainty are the noble
aim rather than the unfortunate consequence of striving for individuality
in The Wanderer. However, his claim that The Wanderer, ‘featuring my
grandmother, the river, the Passaic River, took [the] place’ of his imitation
of Keats (Autobiography, p. 60, italics added) implies that he was not able to
accept the conditions of his own ‘space of life between’. Rather than
admit to the writing that we might otherwise call ‘bad Williams’,24

Williams conceals his flaws behind a story of a conveniently destroyed imi-
tation of Keats, calls his 1909 Poems ‘Bad Keats’, and makes The Tempers
(1913) his ‘first’ book, generally implicating Keats as the author of his
‘bad’ poetry. Like the Prince of his Endymion imitation, Williams claims to
suffer from a kind of aphasia–the words that emerge from him in his
uncertain ‘space of life’ are the words of others, and when he returns to
claim his kingdom, like Greek gods bursting full-grown from their father’s
shattered skulls, he speaks in a voice that never had anything but auth-
ority. Yet as if in tribute to Endymion, Williams published his revised
Wanderer on the hundredth anniversary of Keats’s poem of ‘inexperience’
and ‘immaturity’.

The ‘Keatsian sonnet for prologue’ that opens Williams’s Endymion imi-
tation is replaced by the ‘Advent’ section of The Wanderer, which introduces
the speaker and the powerful birdwoman whom Williams identifies as his
grandmother, Emily Dickenson Wellcome. Though not a sonnet, ‘Advent’
is undeniably an allusion to the sonnet form. The lines are doubled in
number but conserve the outline of the octave and sestet characteristic of
a ‘Keatsian’ or Italian sonnet, only inverted to groupings of twelve and
sixteen lines (twelve and seventeen in the 1917 version), with a volta
between the ‘stanzas’, visibly articulated in Williams’s rendition by a
space. Preserving the conventions of a sonnet’s octave and sestet,
Williams’s double sestet speaks allegorically, envisaging a gestural inter-
change in a mystical forest and reflecting on what ‘I know now’, whereas
his double octave establishes the specificity and events of ‘one day’ on a
‘ferry’ towards the real city of Manhattan. The stanzas set up opposing
natural and urban settings, but the abstract ‘forest’, ‘horizon’, ‘distance’,
‘high courses’, of the natural setting are stilted and unreal next to the
precise geographical markers of the ‘prow’ of the ferry and the ‘towers of

24 The sections Fisher-Wirth cites appear to be written in a faux-medieval style
rather than imitative of any specific style of Keats; Williams said of his style during
this period, ‘I meant it very definitely but it was no language I spoke or even
thought. But it was my idea of what a poem should be’ (I Wanted to Write a Poem,
p. 14). Fisher-Wirth also demonstrates biographical correlations between the poem
and Williams’s life.
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Manhattan’, the sensation of the ‘sea-wind’, and, most compelling of all,
that which claims greatest authenticity in poetry: a change induced by
language, the voice of the crow/crone crying difference upon him. The
inverted order of the stanzas privileges experience over revelation,
suggesting that revelation is embedded in action, if we could only see it.
The twelve-line strophe that begins The Wanderer introduces a speaker

gazing back on a misty past and a mythical encounter with his grand-
mother. Williams revised all but lines 9 and 10 of this first section. From
the first line, the changes are telling. Williams’s growing sense of being is
elaborated in his erasure of ‘as’ in the third line, turning simile (‘She
sprang from the nest as a young crow’) into metaphor (‘She sprang from
the nest, a young crow’), intimating that we do not imitate pre-existing
forms but generate our subjecthood through definitive action; that is, her
springing is not derivative of an abstract idea of crows, but the act of
springing produces her self as a particular crow, as the crow, elevating the
subject’s subordination to adjectival ideal to the owning primacy of noun-
hood through her commitment to being. The changes in line 4 continue
to emphasise the subject’s role in her own formation by altering her
actions from incidental (‘At first flight’) into deliberate and possessive
(‘Whose first flight’). Furthermore, the crow no longer stumbles by chance
into ‘circling’ the forest; in her flight, she deliberately ‘circled’ it. Through
the assignment of intention, the image of the circle is not an inadvertent
return to the origin but made into a bounding, not merely an unconscious
repetition but a return distinguished by the fullness of experience along its
points. Analogously, Williams’s reference to the sonnet becomes distinct
from mimicry of poetic formality as a doubling of and release from
form–a return that is also a departure.
Like the only lines in the strophe left standing from 1914, ‘And as the

woods fell from her flying, j Likewise they fell from me as I followed–’(ll.
9–10), the soaring crow becomes the still point around which the land-
scape orients itself–she does not lift from an immobile ground but lays
the trees flat with a thrust of her wings. The speaker, made to renounce
the simile in 1917 when the woman made herself a crow (l. 3), does not
hesitate to assume it again here, ‘Likewise’, as he ‘follow[s]’. The simile is
taken sidelong–it is both like the way she flew and wise of being ‘like’–
that is, conscious of following. Like her circling of the forest, his return to
simile and his repetition of her flight do not fall to fashioning the self as
an imitation of a superior noun, but instead demonstrate an adoption of a
principle of action, at base, a striving. No longer separating the present
time from ‘that time’, the speaker’s self-formulation becomes one of
action and transition (‘to come through’ (1917), l. 12) rather than stasis
and seclusion (‘to hold myself ’ (1914), l. 12). The overall shift in the
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double sestet is emphasised by Williams’s revisions in 1917, from percep-
tion to action, and to action as perception.

The volta in a sonnet is a crossing of a Keatsian ‘space of life between’–
a space with the vacancy of origin, that is, a shift in perception without an
external motive. It is the unwritten core of the sonnet, the change that
compels its writing. Without rhyme, the reader must recognise line breaks
visually–in such a case, vision is knowledge–the break revealed to and tra-
versed by the eye. The space between the stanzas in ‘Advent’ is therefore a
literal and literary space we must cross, and in this space, the speaker
brings us out of the woods, taking the flight that he follows with his eyes in
the double sestet. Arriving at the double octave, we find ourselves still in
transition, ‘crossing the ferry’, as the speaker alights, planting his feet on the
swaying deck of the ship, the stanch ‘great towers of Manhattan before’
him and the variable push of the ‘sea wind blowing’ against him.

Caught between the undulations of his immediate environment and the
upright towers in the distance, the speaker asks the question that is central
to Williams’s challenge to himself as an author, the impulse underlying his
shift from continuity with ideals of the past to the goals of his individual
poetry: ‘How shall I be a mirror to this modernity?’ As implied by the text,
this one line is ‘many questions’; as ‘modernity’ agitates under the constant
motion of time, its mirror both follows by consequence of repetition and is
of the moment in crisply resolved dimensions. The static desire of image is
put in flux by the imperative to reflect–a man who desires to be a mirror
multiplies the moment’s delay because he can either perceive what is hap-
pening or glance in the mirror–and looking in the mirror is always a self-
conscious act.25 The problem of mirroring is the problem of reflection:
reflection is both mechanically neutral replication and subjectively modified
recollection–the work of a perfect mirror is distorted. It does not reproduce
the dimensions of a scene–it makes a cross-section.

Given the more concrete weight of its contents, the double octave reads
more briskly than the double sestet, and much of it remained unchanged
between 1914 and 1917. Aside from a few differences in punctuation,26

the first real change appears in with the interjection of ‘lo!’ in the line
‘When lo! in a rush, dragging’ (l. 19). The exclamation both disrupts and
accelerates the line,27 placing an obstacle in the rhythm of the breath that

25 See Tennyson, ‘The Lady of Shalott’.
26 I largely ignore these because Williams admitted to never quite grasping

punctuation (I Wanted to Write a Poem, p. 15).
27 ‘When in a rush, dragging’ reads as two iambs and a trochee; ‘When lo! in a

rush, dragging’ is an iamb, a dactyl, and a trochee–thus, the number of syllables
increases with no change in the number of stresses.
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becomes a focal point for the section. ‘Lo!’ is the O that sees and
points–it is also a potential answer to how I shall be a mirror to this mod-
ernity; that is, its voicing creates the perceptivity of the moment. Yet
counter to the demands of modernity, the insertion of ‘Lo!’ is a flagrant
archaism–one that announces ‘poetic’ speech–thus, crying ‘lo!’ also
claims the moment as the communal property of poets. The object comes
a few lines down: ‘Suddenly I saw her!’ (l. 21). He sees her ‘dragging j A
blunt boat on the yielding river’,28 the force of individual will surpassing
the massive pull of the current. His seeing of her turns him into the direct
object of her actions–‘she waved me . . . She cried me’ (ll. 21–3) but she
does not merely wave to him; she waves him ‘from the white wet’ ( just as
later they are ‘grey gulls among the white’ (‘Clarity’, l. 3) and during his
immersion in the ‘filthy Passaic’ ‘there, whitely, I saw myself j Being borne
off under the water’–white turns out not to be pure but undifferentiated,
unwritten, void, blank, empty–his bathing in the Passaic is a writing of
character, he is not washed clean, his blankness is washed away–the
purpose is not to be reborn, as in baptism, but to be born, gladly and
messily). His grandmother is both in and out of time–ancestral and the
unstable element that draws him from her first flight into the uncertainty
and movement of the water.
The other significant revision to the double octave in 1917–perhaps

the most significant of the entire ‘Advent’– is the new line break after
line 24.

See how strong my little finger! Can I not swim well?
I can fly too!’ and with that a great sea-gull
Went to the left, vanishing with a wild cry. (1914, ll. 24–6)

See how strong my little finger is!
Can I not swim well?
I can fly too!’ And with that a great sea-gull
Went to the left, vanishing with a wild cry– (1917, ll. 24–7)

Accompanied by only the slightest of modifications to the words, the line
break has two functions within the poem: it forces a prime number into
the equation, and it introduces the verb ‘to be’ at the end of line 24. The
first of these changes makes the erstwhile double octave not only odd but
indivisible at seventeen lines, marring the algorithmic connection to the

28 Though grammatically it appears that he is the one dragging . . . etc.–the
construction of the sentence reflects the speaker’s more ambiguous sense of his
individuality in this stage of the poem.
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sonnet and marking a decision to pull further from its ready framework.
The line break acts as a method of ‘improvis[ing] novelty’: like the
‘stained-glass window that had fallen out and lay more or less together on
the ground’ being ‘of far greater interest than the thing conventionally
composed in situ’,29 the line break shatters the same line into new frag-
ments, scattering the old form into disorder that recontextualises its com-
ponents as an array of fresh-cut edges.

The second alteration, spelling out the previously only implied ‘is’,
reinforces a commitment to action and to identity–to being over the
earlier command to ‘see’. The line that precedes the new break, ‘She
cried me, ‘Haia! here I am, son!’ (l. 23), achieves greater emphasis with
the heightening repetition of ‘to be’. With the New Testament edge from
her address to the ‘son’, the woman’s words, ‘here I am, son’ echo both
halves of the dialogue between God and Moses in their encounter at the
burning bush in Exodus: Moses’ ‘here I am’, and God’s ‘I am that
I am’–stressing and fusing mortal being ‘here’ in time and space, and
immortal being endless and ever present.

The final lines of the section, ‘But in my mind all the persons of
godhead j Followed after’, returns the action to a psychological plane, but
the action that the speaker imagines is again ‘follow[ing]’–chasing and
repeating the ‘vanishing . . . wild cry’ of the strong ‘to be’. The subtitle of
The Wanderer, ‘A Rococo Study’, has been dismissed by Williams,30 but it
remains worth considering. It means two things: a study of the rococo,
that is, a study of an effete and excessive past, and a study that is itself
rococo, overdone and ornamental. The Wanderer is both–it is a study of
the sonnet that strips the verse of the ornaments of rhyme and metre–of
those excesses that make it superficially identifiable as ‘poetry’–and yet it
takes a form many times longer than lyric governed by the economic law
of the sonnet. Just as Keats’s elimination of the undesirable qualities of the
sonnet led to a ‘form capable of extension for a poem many times’ the
fourteen-line length, Williams’s revisions produce another infinitely exten-
sible unit–the poem stripped to the status of the line. These small revi-
sions demonstrate principles that guide the rest of the changes in the 1917
Wanderer and the direction in which Williams was driving his poetry.31

29 Prologue, Kora in Hell: Improvisations in Imaginations, p. 8.
30 ‘Why Rococo I don’t know except it was one of my mother’s favorite words’

(I Wanted to Write a Poem, p. 25).
31 His other revisions include noticeably clearer markings of dialogue, which

separates the personages of the poem from each other and, in the trend
miniaturised in the movements of ‘Advent’, a pull away from vague mysticism in
favour of specific details. The result is a sharper resolution of borders between the
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Revision in The Wanderer operates on two levels: revising the work of the
tradition, which Williams accomplishes by multiplying and opening the
form of the sonnet, and revising the work of the self. Both are acts of fol-
lowing that nevertheless make tradition of the moment and of the self. The
change of ‘vision’ to ‘knowledge’ in line 2 provides another perspective on
the question, ‘How shall I be a mirror to this modernity?’–that is, that
what we see in the mirror is not vision but revision. Our gaze in the mirror
seeks the self as a still image, but the mirror observes fleeting movements
and puts a frame on them by limiting what we can (re)view/(re)vise.
‘Vision’ is only metaphor without the vital ‘to be’–in order to transcend
the limitation of the mirror, that is, to ‘know’, Williams had to admit that
vision itself is not the original but the echo, that seeing is revision, yet that
access to knowledge is achieved through revision, or ‘following’. At the
same time, Williams’s division of the line–a division that multiplies–creates
more space between self and other, between sonnet, bad sonnet, and depar-
ture from the sonnet. Williams’s doubling of the sonnet in ‘Advent’ stresses
his imperative to ‘mirror’ and to ‘follow’–the mirror’s divisive double
image, the thing and its perception; the sonnet and its inversion, meeting
on the page and becoming itself the model, the originating metaphor, for
composition based on the line. His sense of the line as the unit of compo-
sition more broadly alludes to the sense of the unit, that is, the individual.
Williams’s recurrent use of the myth of Persephone as a figure for the

complexity of rebirth makes an appearance in the second of his ‘Two
Fugitive Poems’, ‘Misericordia’. Depicting a supernatural scene,
‘Misericordia’ is as pervaded with anxiety as ‘Martin and Katherine’ is
with joy. The poem opens with the speaker’s announcement of her own
fear and semi-nudity as she describes a mystical experience in the night to
her ‘Master’.
The visitor is some conflation of the moon and Persephone. In contrast

to customary myth, the speaker in ‘Misericordia’ casts Persephone as the
hostage of the moon (not overtly personified here as Artemis), rather than
of Hades, emphasising the recurrent nature of her captivity. The
Persephone of ‘Misericordia’ is the post-myth goddess, not a ravished
maiden but a mature woman, ‘weary and foredone’ with her ‘many wel-
comes’ to–and departures from–the earth and the underworld. Like the
moon, Persephone is subject to cycles of time–years, months, and nights–
circulating through a vast, homeless space, ‘pursu[ed]’ by the indefatigable
constancy of the sun. The phases are marked by her wandering, but the

speaker and the productions of his imagination, a direction mapped sonically in
‘Clarity’, in which the assonance shifts from the ‘O’ of ‘Advent’ to ‘I’, and the
‘vanishing’ cry of the woman re-emerges as the speaker cries in chorus and alone.
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speaker calls the earth ‘the green host’, reminding us that the earth
Persephone experiences is always the same one, the flourishing one, and
thus, that the logic of her own cycles is mysterious to her. Passively, she
‘ride[s]’, escaping the underworld as unmomentously as the moon
‘wrest[s]’ free from ‘the black leaves’, a liberation that turns out to be
mere optical illusion. Punished as the other dwellers of Hades to an eter-
nity of repetition, she suffers unending departure disguised as return,
incessant unmotivated motion. This Persephone is resigned to her itiner-
ance; the green host’s welcomes are vacant and exhausted, and her move-
ments the residue of a story that only accelerated to suspend its subject in
the fixed velocity of orbit.

The speaker informs the ‘Master’ that the disenchanted goddess ‘was
here’, with contours recognisable as the phases of the moon, ‘smooth
browed as once’, her ‘sliteyed’ scrutiny setting the speaker ‘quivering’, the
squint readjusting physical distance, making the speaker unfamiliar in her
own space. The speaker’s discomfort draws attention to the strangeness of
the setting: from the title, the speaker is presumably in a misericord, the
monastery room reserved for those granted dispensation from religious
duty. In other words, the room’s occupant should be in mindful repose,
contemplating obedience while engaged in sanctioned deviation from the
code. Like Persephone’s suspension between returning and fleeing, the ‘half
nude’ speaker is fretfully poised between the actions of concealment and
disclosure, not dwelling in the candour of action but ‘quivering’–tensely
oscillating between states of dress and undress, movement and prostration.
The action hovers between a commonplace meeting between women and
an allegory endowed with the energies of myth and history. The ‘gloom
bed’ is not only shadowed by night but a portent of the grave; Persephone
is not only the cause of winter and spring, but the queen of the underworld,
the ‘destroyer of the light’–the one who frees the living from the light cycles
of earth, sun, and moon and consigns us to the eternal darkness and
unchangeability of death. Persephone is ‘silent’ because her story is already
over: she dies and lives, she brings change and experiences none–her
‘bitter pride’ informs her spectator that immortality is just like death. She is
impervious to experience as a piece of writing that destabilises any who
comes in contact with it but remains itself fixed on the page.

Recoiling from her visitor and straining towards the tacit ‘Master’, the
speaker of ‘Misericordia’ struggles to reconcile the fear provoked by her
eerie encounter and her desire to make contact with the audience of her
complaint. Her simultaneous desire for and fear of contact marks the
tension of apostrophe. Jonathan Culler says that apostrophe in the lyric
reveals itself as writing and as ‘poetry’ by its strangeness–that is,
apostrophe does not register as a normal speech act, but, owing to its
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address of abstractions or the absent, immediately becomes apparent as
something to be assessed by a special rubric. However, the aspiration of
any lyric is to achieve the solidity and inconspicuousness of presence–to
disturb the air. Apostrophe, then, is both the convention that defines the
lyric as a speaker speaking alone and the mode that blatantly restricts the
lyric from achieving its aim. By making the object of its attention the one
who cannot respond, the speaker makes herself strange and distant as her
intended audience. Her fear of suffering Persephone’s destiny is therefore
not unjustified–the worst fate of the lyric is to be silenced, to be con-
demned to repetition without the compensatory renewal of circularity;
that is, to be writing. The awkwardness of the speaker’s concluding cry,
‘Come to me Master!’, makes us avert our eyes from the intensity of her
unconsummated action. No specific answer is requested–only the
Master’s presence can alleviate her graphic isolation, and for that the
reader could be no adequate substitute.
Persephone stands on the edge of narrative and lyric–her name evokes

both a story and the vertiginous ambit of obsession. Kora was
Persephone’s name before she was abducted by Hades–it means, simply,
‘girl’. Her abduction means differentiation, induction into a cyclical life,
the stern marks of maturation cleanly revised in a changed name. Her
mother is Demeter, goddess of fertility, and Kora becomes her counter-
part, Persephone, queen of decay. Her descent brings death and winter.
Her marriage means a union with something unknown, vaster, and less
vital than herself. Williams’s title Kora in Hell names the impossible
moment: she has entered a cycle, but the wheel has not begun to turn. It
is a minute before birth, a minute before reality. Kora is herself an argu-
ment against what we perceive as loss. Her descent is never total–she is
permitted to return to childhood, virginity, to live by the side of her
mother. Her story makes innocence and experience recurring events
rather than allowing innocence to cede exclusively to the eclipse of experi-
ence; her incessant renewals make innocence and experience chase each
other in a ring.

Fools have big wombs. For the rest?–here is penny-royal if
one knows to use it. But time is only another liar, so go along
the wall a little further: if blackberries prove bitter there’ll be
mushrooms, fairy-ring mushrooms, in the grass, sweetest of
all fungi.32

32 William Carlos Williams, Kora in Hell (1920), I. 1 in Imaginations ed. Webster
Schott (New York 1970).
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Only a fool would bring a child to term. Only a fool would trust his own
creativity. For the rest, there are self-administered prescriptions for escape.
Penny-royal: the Spanish word for ‘royal’ is ‘real’; in Spanish, what is
‘real’ is ‘royal’; it is sanctioned to exist. (Is a cheap king a fool?) How
much is a penny’s worth of truth? With tincture of penny-royal, we
imagine ourselves able to reverse time. We can make the real unreal
again. Time tells the lie of linearity, and linearity devises direction, and
direction creates gradients of value, hierarchies. Time tells the lie of inde-
pendence, of consistency outside human reckoning. Time and humans
make up the single notion of mortality. Falsely conceiving of time as
linear, we speciously prize youth, imagining it past. Decay, on the other
hand, demands no attention; it is always on the approach. But like a
Keatsian knight loitering past day, or a Ruth past harvest time, perhaps
there is some sweetness, some antithesis to sustenance that proves mythi-
cally restorative, in the damp, colourless dark of decomposition.

Kora in Hell: Improvisations was composed as a daily exercise that mimics
the careful and regular applications of a diary:

For a year I used to come home and no matter how late it was before
I went to bed I would write something . . . and at the end of the year
there were 365 entries. Even if I had nothing in my mind at all I put
something down, and as may be expected, some of the entries were
pure nonsense and were rejected when the time for publication
came. They were a reflection of the day’s happenings more or less,
and what I had to do with them (I Wanted to Write a Poem, p. 27).

Imbued with a diary’s sense of possession and privacy, Williams, in
I Wanted to Write a Poem, calls Kora ‘the one book I have enjoyed referring
to more than any of the others . . . It reveals myself to me’ (p. 26). Kora in
Hell most literally indulges Williams’s penchant for ‘scribbling’–putting
‘something down’ ‘even if I had nothing in my mind at all’, producing at
times ‘pure nonsense’. Kora tests the limits of form, composing without the
architectural features of poetry–rhyme, metre, line breaks–preserving
essential repetition in words and in the broader, less certain circularity of
ideas.33 Poem I. 1 addresses the problem of undoing–the cultivated appli-
cation of a herbal abortifacient, the unavoidable procession of demise.

33 In yet another farewell to Romanticism, Williams writes in the Prologue, ‘It
would be better than depriving birds of their song to call them all nightingales. So
it would be better than to have world stript of poetry to provide men with some
sort of eyeglasses by which they should be unable to read any verse but sonnets’
(Imaginations 19–20), declaring nightingales and sonnets the essence of poetic
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Undoing is only another word for return; Williams referred to his 1909
Poems as ‘abortions’,34 as if his poems were foetuses prematurely expelled,
leaving the plundered origin open again for new growth. Yet those ‘who
know . . . to use’ penny-royal never get any further; only the fool gives
birth again and again, producing sense and nonsense in random
effusions.

Why go further? One might conceivably rectify the rhythm, study all
out and arrive at the perfection of a tiger lily or a china doorknob.
One might lift all out of the ruck, be a worthy successor to–the man
in the moon. Instead of breaking the back of a willing phrase why
not try to follow the wheel through–approach death at a walk, take
in all the scenery. There’s as much reason one way as the other and
then–one never knows–perhaps we’ll bring back Eurydice–this time!

Between two contending forces there may at times arrive that moment when the

stress is equal on both sides so that with a great pushing a great stability results

giving a picture of perfect rest. And so it may be that once upon the way the end

drives back upon the beginning and a stoppage will occur. At such a time the poet

shrinks from the doom that is calling him forgetting the delicate rhythms of perfect

beauty, preferring in his mind the gross buffetings of good and evil fortune. (II. 1)

The myth of Orpheus and Eurydice provides a counterpart to
Persephone’s story. Every lyric poet is an Orpheus descending to the
underworld on strains of music to retrieve the past. The backward glance
consigns him to failure, for verifying the presence of loss only confirms
the poignance of absence. The apostrophised figure–the memorialised
past–never returns to speak. The lyric poet emerges from hell as lonely as
he entered, save for a stronger and more sober rendering of himself. The
fervour of the lyric poet alienates him from the present, awarding him the
company of the dead. Only his loss can return him to the living, else he
takes refuge in everlasting stasis, death in life, melancholia.
The question ‘Why go further?’ examines the principle of inertia, of

‘follow[ing] the wheel through’, succumbing to the immobile complacence
of a ‘picture of perfect rest’. The result would be a perception governed
by regularity, the tedium and modularity of a ‘rectif[ied] . . . rhythm’, in
which the dangerous scope and exoticism of ‘tiger’ and ‘china’ are

cliché but acceding to their necessity in a world impoverished of sense and
imaginative striving.

34 ‘Where does a young man get the courage for such abortions? I can tell you
my need must have been great’ (Autobiography, p. 107).
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diminished in manifestations of mundane domesticity–flowers and door-
knobs–unsurprising and small enough to fit in the hand. The result
would be a perspective as distant and disinterested as ‘the man in the
moon’. As the ‘willing phrase’ has its spine fractured by the acrobatics of
meaning, form is broken open by passion. What Orpheus desired was not
the person of Eurydice, the ‘delicate rhythms of perfect beauty’, but his
passion for her, ‘preferring in his mind the gross buffetings of good and
evil fortune’. Typically elegiac, the desired Eurydice is not the one who
could, stripped of libidinal investment, return, but the one who inspires
such a fervour that not to look would be impossible, the Eurydice forever
out of reach. Orpheus mourns without the possibility of compensation.
Such mourners lose as they love–forever.

II. 1 is one of the improvisations ornamented by an interpretation.
Williams explains:

Some [of the improvisations] were unintelligible to a stranger and
I knew that I would have to interpret them. I was groping around to
find a way to include the interpretations when I came upon a book
Pound had left in the house, Varie Poesie dell’ Abate Pietro Metastasio,
Venice, 1795. I took the method used by the Abbot of drawing a line to
separate my material. First came the Improvisations, those more or less
incomprehensible statements, then the dividing line and, in italics, my
interpretations of the Improvisations. (I Wanted to Write a Poem, p. 27)

James E. Breslin writes that Williams, ‘always self-conscious and
divided, kept looking back over his shoulder as he assembled the pieces
into a book . . . the interpretations . . . move either towards the literal
occasions of the improvisations or proclaim the timeless truths they illus-
trate. In either case they are written in a clear, detached, third person
style.’ The addition of the interpretations causes the reader to ‘turn back
through the material once again’, resulting in a conscious ‘reduc[tion] or
tam[ing of ] the raw experience’.35 In other words, the interpretations
force the reader to reread, to look for and impose order on–or against–
the spontaneity of the improvisations. The language Breslin uses, ‘looking
back over his shoulder’, ‘turn back . . . once again’, suggests that the
addition of the interpretations perpetuates Orpheus’s error, that we are
rendered unable to ‘go further’ because we are always looking
back to seek the cause of passion rather than purely engaging in it. Yet
Kora/Persephone is bound in and found in the recurring sequence of

35 Breslin, William Carlos Williams, p. 60.
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chaos and order, spring and winter, desire and loss–their continued
reiteration makes her a living lyric in contrast to Orpheus’s capitulation to
narrative destiny.
In the Prologue, Williams provides another clue to the interpretations

when he reproduces a letter from H.D. in which she tells him, ‘when you
speak direct [you] are a poet’ and chastises him for his ‘hey-ding-ding
touch . . . a derivative tendency which, to me, is not you–not your very
self ’. Williams retorts:

The hey-ding-ding touch was derivative, but it filled a gap that I did
not know how better to fill at the time. It might be said that that
touch is the prototype of the improvisations.

It is to the inventive imagination we look for deliverance from every
other misfortune as from the desolation of a flat Hellenic perfection
of style . . . If the inventive imagination must look, as I think, to the
field of art for its richest discoveries today it will best make its way by
compass and follow no path.

But before any material progress can be accomplished there must be
someone to draw a discriminating line between true and false values.
(Imaginations, pp. 13–14)

Williams assigns the artifice of the ‘hey-ding-ding’ to the ‘desolation of a flat
Hellenic perfection of style’; it is merely noise and ornament to ‘fill . . . a
gap that I did not know how better to fill at the time’. At the same time, he
calls his participation in such contrivance ‘the prototype of the improvisa-
tions’–suggesting that what is most natural and unconscious is also the
result of cultural indoctrination–that what would emerge from an episode
of automatic writing would not be idiolect but dictum. According to
Williams, the egress from our unconscious enslavement to the forms of the
past requires a recolonisation of known territory, without retracing overtrod-
den ‘path[s]’, yet still guided by a needle that pulls towards a single north–
that is, towards the ‘truth’. The image he presents of ‘draw[ing] a discrimi-
nating line between true and false values’ is represented literally in his own
text by the practice of ‘drawing a line to separate my material’. The question
instinctively arises: which side of the line is true? Williams offers, ‘the true
value is that peculiarity which gives an object a character by itself. The asso-
ciational or sentimental value is the false’ (I. 14). Yet the improvisations,
Williams admits, are ‘more or less incomprehensible’ without the interpret-
ations. In order to fulfil the demands of intelligibility, the same could be said
about the interpretations–both improvisation and interpretation depend on
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each other in the way that metaphors are meant to work in Williams’s
poems, without subordinating one ‘meaning’ to the other, making ‘the thing
itself ’ visible ‘without forethought or afterthought but with great intensity of
perception’.36 The line drawn between improvisation and interpretation is
therefore not a line between true and false values, but an edge that folds the
two insufficient halves towards the true, creating meaning in the dimension
that results.

The morphology of the sonnet evolves under Williams’s hand–a hand
that extends the lines into a series of fragmented edges and transforms the
aural recurrence of rhyme into a subtler matter of repetition. As distant as it
appears from the studied form of the sonnet, Kora is still very much in the
tradition of the sonnet sequence. While the sonnet itself argues for the
primacy of emotion, within the context of a traditional sonnet sequence such
as Petrarch’s Rime sparse and Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, the framework of a
narrative allows its topography to be plotted, satisfying reason’s desire for a
continuous graph of action. Distinct events can be picked out; the highlights
of the calendar year are observed; the overall momentum of the piece
follows the direction of temporality. Compared to the pale lovers of the past,
Kora in Hell seems disturbingly chaotic. We cannot find a temporality analo-
gous to that of the Rime sparse. We are, like Kora, already caught in the
trap–the story has ended and all that remains to us is the ‘order’ imposed
by feeling and memory–the repetitive and distorted loop of lyricism.

Ostensibly to supply the reader with some structural stability, Williams
appends the interpretations to the improvisations. In addition to the
interpretations interspersed with the improvisations, he includes a dozen
more in the Prologue to ‘relieve the later text’ without the ‘mechanical
interference’ of incorporating them among the others. However, these
additional interpretations are not only given in advance of the reader’s
encounter with the improvisations, they are also out of ‘order’ among
themselves, beginning with an interpretation for V. 2 followed by II. 3,
XV. 1, XI. 2, and so on, in an apparently random array. If readers were
determined to get at the ‘meaning’ of the improvisations, they might
make maps and notes, flipping back and forth between improvisation and
interpretation, annotating the text, copying out the one to compare with
the other. However, their anxious research would bring them no closer:
the interpretative chase seems to be a joke on anyone who would study
the poems and endeavour to put some order into them. On the other

36 Imaginations, p. 8. Williams uses this phrase to describe his mother’s way of
‘seeing the thing itself without’. in the Prologue to Kora in Hell; like the figure of
the crow-grandmother in The Wanderer, the muse he invokes inspires by her distinct
perceptual clarity.
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hand, if the reader dares to surrender to the text; that is, if the interpret-
ations in the Prologue are read simply in the order given without regard
to their referents, it rapidly becomes clear that they are together another
improvisation–a single line whose theme is fairly simple to follow. The
experience of reading is discontinuous if we follow where these footnotes
lead, but if they are appraised for themselves, they reassemble themselves
into a continuous extension of the Prologue, reading not as a dependent
explication of the improvisations, but, in a statement akin to Wordsworth’s
Preface to Lyrical Ballads, as an exposition and defence of Williams’s ideas
about poetry.37 As Wordsworth transformed the epic from a historical and
cultural account of a nation to the emotional history of a single mind in
The Prelude, Williams allows the ‘spot of time’ to overwhelm the story that
produced it to create a sonnet sequence in which the ‘sequence’ is the-
matic, emotional, and associative. If we take the Prologue’s interpretations
literally–that they really are meant to provide an explanation of the
improvisations–they seem to provide a ‘narrative’ we would not be able to
comprehend in the order that the improvisations are given. The improvi-
sations are a fragmented and jumbled rendition of this order, the edges
multiplied and repeated, making the narrative of the Prologue all refrain.
Like Wordsworth, Williams was deeply concerned that the language of

his poems was not the remote, dead language of the literary, but a language
that was local, vital, and spoken. The many common motives of their
poetic creation can be found in Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads;
both Wordsworth and Williams wanted to ‘keep [his] reader in the
company of flesh and blood’, ‘to bring [his] language near the language of
men’, ‘at all times endeavour . . . to look steadily at [his] subject’, to eschew
‘a large portion of phrases and figures of speech which from father to son
have long been regarded as the common inheritance of Poets’, to be ‘a
man speaking to men: a man, it is true, endued with a more lively sensibil-
ity, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of
human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be
common among mankind; a man pleased with his own passions and voli-
tions, and who rejoices more than other men in the spirit of life that is in
him’.38 Similarly, Williams proclaims, in Spring and All,

The farmer and the fisherman who read their own lives there have a
practical corrective for – they rediscover or replace demoded mean-
ings to the religious terms

37 ‘All my gripes to other poets, all my loyalties to other poets, are here in the
Prologue’ (I Wanted to Write a Poem, p. 30).

38 Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads.
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Among them, without expansion of imagination, there is the residual
contact between life and imagination which is essential to freedom.
(Imaginations, p. 100)

Ezra Pound announced that the Modernist poet’s vocation was to ‘purify
the language of the tribe’; Williams, on the other hand, continues the
Romantic poet’s project of discovering that the purest language toils in the
mud of use.

The difference between Williams and the Romantics lies in his
approach to the work of poetry. The protagonist of Wordsworth’s
‘Expostulation and Reply’ ‘dream[s his] time away’ and defends his idle-
ness as the cultivation of the intense sensitivity of the poet.39 Likewise
does Keats, couched in a green bower at dusk, spin the strains of his ‘Ode
to a Nightingale’, or Coleridge capture the radiation of his dreams in
Kubla Khan, or Blake sing his visionary lines from a treetop, or even Byron
contrive an easy rhyme gallivanting across the Continent. The account of
the Romantic poet’s inspiration is all ease and unconscious emanation;
Williams, on the other hand, declares

I didn’t intend to die for art nor to be bedbug food for it, nor to ask
anyone for help, not my blessed father, who didn’t have it, nor
anyone else. And to hell with them all.
I was going to work for it, with my hands . . .
I would not ‘die for art’, but live for it, grimly! and work,

work, work . . . to write, write as I alone should write. (Autobiography,
pp. 49–51)

‘Work all the time’, he insisted, ‘manic depression but learn to use your-
self: when up drive in–when down assume the clerk.’40 No shepherd on
the lea, work is not play for Williams. Instead, play is work–the life of the
poet as forceful as the life of the doctor; the same hands typing incessantly
in between patients at the hospital also delivered their babies. Even scrib-
bling was labour for Williams, jammed into the interstices of a life spent
living and working–for art.

I am not alone in placing Williams among the Romantics; Wallace
Stevens infuriated Williams by daring to do so in his introduction to
Williams’s Collected Poems (1921–1931).41 Yvor Winters declares Williams

39 See lines 17–32 of ‘Expostulation and Reply’, in Lyrical Ballads.
40 Williams’s notebook from 1930, cited in Imaginations, p. xi.
41 Wallace Stevens’s introduction to Collected Poems (1921–31), in Hillis Miller

(ed.), William Carlos Williams: A Collection of Critical Essays, pp. 62–3.
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‘an uncompromising romantic’.42 Breslin astutely remarks, ‘Williams, like
so many of the modernist generation, [is] a poet whose anti-romanticism
is a cover for his latent romanticism’.43 J. Hillis Miller states more obli-
quely yet more accurately, ‘Like a late eighteenth century reader encoun-
tering the Lyrical Ballads, many present-day readers of Williams “will look
round for poetry, and will be induced to inquire by what species of cour-
tesy these attempts can be permitted to assume that title”’.44 Like Keats,
Williams is a poet determined to see truth as beauty, and who seriously
considers the state and medium of his art as a distinct reflection of his
age. Like Wordsworth, Williams theorises about his poetry as he writes it,
creating aphorisms doomed to be forever the measure by which his
poems work and disappoint. And, perhaps most Romantic of all, the
poems are written in state of negative capability, of ‘what to make of a
diminished thing’, and what to make from a diminished sense of being–
the poverty of our individual sensibility, which, if it is to succeed, must be
the poverty we recognise in the core of all our being, the kore in hell–the
loneliness and failure of the heart that is our greatest claim to common
feeling.

Postscript

so much depends
upon

a red wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white
chickens

The iconic Williams poem is his ‘Red Wheelbarrow’ (1923). Endlessly
anthologised, this spare poem serves as many readers’ first encounter with
Williams and, perhaps, with modernist poetry. During the panel ‘William
Carlos Williams and Company’ at the recent MLA convention, Alan
C. Golding remarked that he tries to teach ‘Red Wheelbarrow’ as a
sonnet of fourteen words, with ‘wheelbarrow’ and ‘rainwater’ read as

42 Yvor Winters, ‘Poetry of Feeling’, ibid., p. 66.
43 Breslin, William Carlos Williams, p. ix.
44 Hillis Miller (ed.), William Carlos Williams: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 2.
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single words. Christopher MacGowan later suggested that Williams’s
impulse to excess commentary (such as ‘The supreme importance j of this
nameless spectacle k sped me by them j without a word–k Why bother
where I went?’ in Spring and All XI) is in Spring and All largely moved into
the prose; ‘No one j to witness j and adjust, no one to drive the car’. ‘Red
Wheelbarrow’ is an image purged of commentary; it is also a poem that
resists becoming a sonnet by the fracturing of its constituent words–
sixteen words, not fourteen. In the same way that the poem is divested of
its alliance with the sonnet, the excision of commentary breaks with the
lyric by a removal of the poem’s emotional directionality. What remains is
the falling steps of the lines–the hanging of ‘depends’–counterweighted
by the upward leap of ‘upon’; the downward pull of rainwater and natural
decay opposed by the image becoming more replete with incremental
additions of textures and subjects and the driving growth of spring and
Spring. The active stasis of lyric is thus achieved without a forcibly inter-
jected appeal for sympathy. Instead, the melancholy of the scene results
from the conspicuous abandonment of these poetic strategies.
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