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PREFACE 

STEVEN GOULD AXELROD 
 
 
 
William Carlos Williams was not always the poet, or the person, that we may 
want him to have been. But he remains the poet that we need. Bracingly 
oppositional to conservative aesthetic and social norms of his day, he had a gift 
for opening new poetic spaces “inhabited by hordes / heretofore unrealized” 
(Williams 1992, 78)—unsuspected verbal realms that readers and poets are still 
exploring and remaking today. He was a poet in flux, endlessly experimenting, 
impossible to categorize, multiplicitous in his words and forms. Robert Lowell 
pictured him as a Spanish galleon filling up at a gas station (1987, 40). Sylvia 
Plath imagined him wearing a great, rough coat (1979, 205). Denise Levertov 
thought of his poems as plants, changing with the seasons, budding and 
blossoming over and over (1973, 254). Charles Bernstein portrayed him as a 
revolutionary (1986, 246). A protean figure, he was also a “culture hero,” in 
Delmore Schwartz’s sense of the term. He commenced enterprises and eras 
rather than culminating them. Like an ancient star, he gives others “a strange 
courage” (Williams 1986, 76). 
 I first read Williams in 1966. It was at the tail-end of the Age of Eliot, 
though it felt like the apogee. At the age of twenty-two, I had commenced an ill-
conceived year of graduate study at the University of Minnesota, a place 
dominated by the dicta of Allen Tate and the scholarly example of Leonard 
Unger. It was the year that saw the publication of Tate’s critical anthology, T. S. 
Eliot: The Man and His Work, and Unger’s third scholarly study of Eliot, T. S. 
Eliot: Moments and Patterns. Eliot reigned supreme, in the university’s book 
store and classrooms. I felt depressed. While I greatly admired Tate and Unger, 
I already knew Eliot well and felt that the familiar hunting of his symbols and 
allusions was getting me nowhere. I hadn’t the strength to think my way out of 
the box that Eliot criticism was in at that time. The confusions and horrors of the 
Vietnam War made Eliot’s concern for tradition seem, in the argot of the day, 
“irrelevant.” I dropped out of my Eliot seminar and instead took an 
undergraduate survey of American poetry, taught by J. C. Levenson, best known 
today for his work on Henry Adams but also a truly gifted teacher of American 
poetry. Under Levenson’s guidance, we read through The Oxford Book of 
American Verse, edited by F. O. Matthiessen (1950). Matthiessen, who had 
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helped solidify Eliot’s position at the top of the heap in The Achievement of T. S. 
Eliot (1935), asserted in his introduction to the Oxford Book that “when the 
history of American poetry in our time comes to be written, its central figures 
will probably be Frost and Eliot” (xxx). I considered this judgment unsurprising 
and certainly valid. If there were anything unusual about it, it was the placing of 
Frost on the same plane as Eliot. I’m sure, in retrospect, that this was 
Matthiessen’s cutting-edge gesture. The predominance of Eliot was assumed 
and virtually universal at midcentury when the Oxford Book appeared. Thus, 
even in Levenson’s innovative classroom, twentieth-century American poetry 
was framed by a narrative of the centrality of Eliot, surrounded by associated 
figures such as Pound, Moore, Ransom, and Tate, and—at a further remove—by 
alternative figures such as Frost and Stevens. All of these poets, unlike 
Williams, received generous paragraphs of praise in Matthiessen’s introduction. 
 Everything added up, everything made sense. It was Eliot’s world. Yet that 
coherence vanished the day I opened the anthology pages devoted to Williams. 
Despite slighting Williams in his introduction, Matthiessen had provided a 
rather copious selection of Williams’s poetry: seventeen poems on twenty-four 
pages. True, this was fewer than the number of pages devoted to Ransom (26), 
Moore (27), Cummings (28), Crane (34), Pound (35), Eliot (37), Frost (47), and 
Stevens (48). But it was more than the paltry seven pages allotted to HD, not to 
mention the zero pages given to Stein, Noguchi, Crapsey, Grimké, Loy, McKay, 
Naimy, Reznikoff, Bogan, Tolson, Riding, Hughes, Cullen, Niedecker, 
Zukofsky, and Rakosi. But I wasn’t counting pages in those days, and the 
Williams selection was substantial enough to set me back on my heels. 
 I remember responding favorably to Spring and All, or as Matthiessen titled 
it, “By the road to the contagious hospital.” I put a star next to it in my book, 
which was my sign for poems I particularly liked. According to my marginal 
notes, I thought that the contagious hospital implied a contrast between “sick 
man” and “healthy, eternally reborn nature.” I was struck by the “ugly scene” in 
the opening passage of natural description and the “celebration of renewal” in 
the closing one. I was able to achieve such insights into the poem through my 
Eliot-Pound optic. My final marginal comment noted the poem’s resemblance to 
Pound’s The Return. I made no comparison to The Waste Land, perhaps because 
the reference seemed too obvious. 
 None of Williams’s other poems earned a star from me. Pretty clearly, I had 
trouble fitting those poems into my cognitive structure. Often my marginal notes 
seem to debate themselves. About Portrait of a Lady, I asked, “What is the 
point?” and then ventured, “Poetic nature versus pedantic scientism?” But this 
attempt was succeeded by a stern, “No,” and another try: “Satire on imagism?” I 
was making headway, but it was a struggle. In a similar vein, my first response 
to Pastoral (When I was younger) was, “Unpleasant,” followed by a rebuking, 
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“Not so.” I think I first tried to read the poem as if Eliot had written it; I guessed 
that the evocation of “the houses / of the very poor” must necessarily show 
repugnance. Upon second reading, it must have dawned on me that this was “not 
so.” I then confusedly speculated whether the speaker was “egotistical” (in 
taking aesthetic pleasure in an impoverished scene), perceptive (in locating 
value in the lives of the poor), or searching for “structural necessity” (referring 
to Williams’s critique of imagism as quoted in Matthiessen’s introduction). 
Other poems simply earned a question-mark: The Catholic Bells, These. About 
The Yachts I asked, “Cruelty beneath the façade of beauty?” and “Man spoils his 
own creation?” Not believing that I could actually have insight into such an 
open-ended poem, I then asked myself, “Could this interpretation be for real?” 
 Williams opened a new aesthetic space for me. He was difficult but not in 
the way of Eliot or Pound. I could understand most of his words and could look 
up the rest (“grackle” in The Catholic Bells). But whereas understanding the 
word or the allusion usually solved a puzzle for me in reading Eliot, it did not 
have the same functionality in Williams. I might understand every word and yet 
the poem would remain enigmatic—possessing either too many meanings or not 
enough, seeming almost blank on the page yet at the same time striking me as 
inexplicably enticing, haunting. These were poems that invited rereading, 
reciting, rumination, and active collaboration. 
 Within a couple of years, I was teaching Williams’s poems with gusto. I felt 
that I had cracked the code, and in doing so that I had discovered an alternative 
to the unhappy, judgmental modernism I had initially known. Williams offered a 
different modernism—a poststructuralist, postcolonial, and postmodernist 
modernism, though I could not have used those adjectives back then. The way 
Williams’s poems looked on the page, the way they sounded in my head, the 
vivid social scenes they evoked, the dazzling play they performed with word 
and world, the hope they provided that burdens could ultimately be borne: all of 
these qualities spoke to me in a special way. Over the years, Williams came to 
seem not a byroad but a crossroads, where every significant phenomenon in 
modern poetry met, touched, and passed. 
 Williams is as exciting, mysterious, problematic, and tonic now as he ever 
was. He is the poet who opens doors—onto language and onto our practice of 
everyday life. He continues to open new doors in a new century, as the 
fascinating and illuminating essays in this collection suggest anew. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

WILLIAMS, FROST AND THE MAGIC  
OF THE COMMONPLACE 

PETER HALTER 
  
 
 
This essay is an attempt to bring together two American poets who were near-
contemporaries and who lived for much of their lives not too far from each 
other but whose poetry was so different that they did not take more than a mild 
interest in each other. One of them, Robert Frost, was a very conservative man, 
both in his political views and in his poetics. The other, William Carlos 
Williams, had modelled his modernist poetics on the various avant-garde 
movements in both literature and the visual arts. One, Frost, combined 
traditional prosodic forms with a lyrical “I,” whose philosophical reflections 
give us the feeling that we are taken inside the poet’s mind, and thus are in safe 
hands when listening, as it were, to his ruminative or contemplative reflections, 
often shot through with irony or a wry sense of humor. Williams, in turn, can be 
seen as his counterpart in practically all respects. Many of his poems give us an 
accretion of a few details, with single words or word groups distributed over 
lines and stanzas in such a way as to make the most of the tension between 
lineation and syntax. Williams thus foregrounds the relationship between words 
and things, highlighting the poem as a work of art, a made thing, and at the 
same time making us see how the specific language of the poem transforms the 
world itself that the poem evokes into a different place, a different universe. 
 And yet—behind and beyond all these differences between Frost and 
Williams, obvious and striking as they are, there are similarities within 
dissimilarities, and at least one entire dimension where their poems are the 
result of similar or even shared poetic concerns. What I am referring to is the 
life-long interest that both poets, in their different ways, showed in the 
commonplace. They both felt the need, and insisted on the importance, of 
turning to those aspects of their civilization that for most people, even for most 
poets, were taken to be too banal or ordinary to deserve the attention of the 
artist. Frost and Williams, in contrast, were endlessly stimulated by even the 
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most ordinary aspects of the world in which they had grown up and of which 
they felt a part. Both of them dealt, in other words, with the world on their 
doorsteps, with all aspects of their immediate environment, which in Williams 
also included the domestic sphere. 
 But similarities (within dissimilarities) do not end here, because not only do 
both poets take an intense interest in the commonplace; they are both, in the 
wake of the Romantics, concerned with its transfiguration, with the natural 
supernatural, with discovering the extraordinary in the ordinary, the 
transcendental in the mundane. In this sense, many of their poems are built 
around the revaluation of the common and therefore neglected things, a 
revaluation that at times takes the form of an almost mystical revelation found 
in the commonplace. Equally, for both of them, the poems concerned with such 
a potential revelation are not focused on results but on a difficult and sometimes 
abortive process of exploration. They both write, in other words, poems of 
discovery centered on exploration rather than results. 
 Now I would maintain that one gets closer to defining the specific nature 
and achievement of these poems when realizing that, in both direct and oblique 
ways, they are related to the time-honored tradition of the still life. Like the 
painters in this tradition, Williams and Frost turn to the familiar things that are 
not only part of an intimate sphere but above all related to the “creatural” 
aspects of life, the lowly things that are part of home, food, and shelter. Thus, 
for instance, many of these poems exploit a distinction or dichotomy that is of 
central importance for the still life: the distinction between high and low, in 
particular the distinction between “megalography” and “rhopography,” to use 
the terms introduced by Charles Stirling. Norman Bryson, who makes use of 
Stirling’s terms in his book on the still life, writes that 

 
[m]egalography is the depiction of those things in the world which are great—
the legends of the gods, the battles of the heroes, the crises of history. 
Rhopography (from rhopos, trivial objects, small wares, trifles) is the depiction 
of those things which lack importance, the unassuming material base of life that 
“importance” constantly overlooks. The categories of megalography and 
rhopography are intertwined. The concept of importance can arise only by 
separating itself from what it declares to be trivial and insignificant; 
“importance” generates waste, what is sometimes called the preterite, that which 
is excluded or passed over. Still life takes on the exploration of what 
“importance” tramples underfoot. It attends to the world ignored by the human 
impulse to create greatness. Its assault on the prestige of the human subject is 
therefore conducted at a very deep level. (1990, 61) 
 

Consider, in the light of this quotation, Williams’s poem Pastoral: 
 

When I was younger 
it was plain to me 
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I must make something of myself. 
Older now 
I walk backstreets,  
admiring the houses 
of the very poor: 
roof out of line with sides 
the yards cluttered 
with old chicken wire, ashes, 
furniture gone wrong; 
the fences and outhouses 
built of barrel-staves 
and parts of boxes, all, 
if I am fortunate, 
smeared a bluish green 
that properly weathered 
pleases me best 
of all colors. 
 
   No one 
will believe this 
of vast import to the nation. 
                               (1986, 64–65) 

 
The poem confirms that megalography and rhopography are indeed intertwined, 
and that the concept of megalography can only hold center stage in our lives if it 
passes off as insignificant everything that cannot be subsumed under it. So the 
speaker here knows that turning to the lowest of the low at the same time means 
turning his back on everything that is “of vast import to the nation.” 
 Of course Williams’s poem can be read not only within the tradition of the 
still life; it is, for instance, also related to Duchamp’s ready-mades and the 
concept of the objet trouvé, as well as to Dadaists like Marcel Janco, Kurt 
Schwitters or Man Ray and their “junk art.” In such a context, turning from 
megalography to rhopography becomes a much more political gesture than 
appears at first sight. Pastoral was written during the First World War and 
shows that Williams, like the Dadaists, sought sustenance in the commonplace 
and in what his civilization defined as waste and junk at the very moment that 
he felt that this culture was virtually bankrupt. 
 The poem thus embeds its praise for the beauty discovered in junk in a 
critique of a civilization whose values are all distorted. Its ideals, for Williams, 
are not only problematic in the first place because of the pervasive and one-
sided preference of the high over the low, the extraordinary over the ordinary, 
they are also undermined by being more and more defined in materialistic 
terms. The poem plays with this by aligning the values of career (to “make 
something of [one]self”) with wealth, whereas the pleasure of walking 
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backstreets is associated with poverty. In a radical inversion of all mainstream 
values, the speaker now not only finds pleasure in walking backstreets but is 
even “admiring” the “houses of the very poor” and their yards full of junk, and 
he calls himself “fortunate” (punning on “fortune”) when he discovers that their 
fences and outhouses are painted with the “bluish green / that properly 
weathered pleases [him] best / of all colors.” 

Perhaps the oldest form in Western literature that derives its meaning from 
this attack on the basic values of civilization is the pastoral, and Williams 
already in his title suggests that his poem can also be read in this tradition. Peter 
Schmidt (1980, 395–99) has pointed out that Williams opens his poem with a 
condensed version of the classical debate in the pastoral between the values of 
city and country, a debate in which the values of career are aligned with the city 
and those of (aesthetic and philosophical) contemplation with the country.  

What about Frost, in this respect? It is obvious that he is much more 
conservative. His world is rural, and he shows an interest neither in the city nor 
in urban landscapes. But beyond these obvious and important differences, his 
countryside, in relation to the speaker exploring it, is often not far away from 
many of Williams’s urban landscapes. Space, be it rural or urban, becomes in 
both Frost’s and Williams’s poetry a testing ground of the speaker’s basic 
values, desires or fears, a space of exploration in which the self seeks to (re)gain 
something that for its own existence is authentic, basic, fundamental. “Every 
poem,” Frost once said, “is an epitome of the great predicament; a figure of the 
will braving alien entanglements” (1972, 401). 

The opening lines of Frost’s poem The Wood-Pile are a typical case in point: 
  

Out walking in the frozen swamp one gray day, 
I paused and said, “I will turn back from here. 
No, I will go on farther—and we shall see.”  

                                                                       (1973, 73) 
 
There is a sense of the liminal here, of a risk, a danger, which suggests to the 
walker that it would be safer to turn back; but he decides otherwise: “No, I will 
go on farther—and we shall see.” The speaker takes us into a bleak, desolate 
winter landscape, in which, grappling with a sense of disorientation, he literally 
seems to brave “alien entanglements”: 
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The hard snow held me, save where now and then 
One foot went through. The view was all in lines 
Straight up and down of tall slim trees 
Too much alike to make or name a place by 
So as to say for certain I was here 
Or somewhere else: I was just far from home. 
                                                                            (73) 

 
If home, even in the extended sense of the word, is what is familiar, then this 
place in the woods is indeed “far from home.” Not only is it a space that is 
disorienting, it is also alien in the sense of showing no sign of human presence. 
The only living creature in it seems to be a bird, and the speaker immediately—
and self-consciously—interprets its behavior in relation to his own presence, 
seeing himself as an intruder from whom the bird tries to keep its distance. 
When a bit later his eye finally alights on the wood-pile it comes as a 
consolation. The wood-pile is, above all, a sign of human presence, and it gives 
the walker a focus, a nodal point in this unstructured place “far from home.” It 
indeed offers, in Crowley’s words, “consolations against the threat of 
formlessness, mindlessness, absence of order” (1973, 291):  
 

It was a cord of maple, cut and split 
And piled—and measured, four by four by eight. 
And not another like it could I see. 
                                                                          (74) 

 
But coming across this wood-pile is as reassuring as it is baffling, because the 
speaker finds it strange that someone should invest so much labor in carefully 
cutting and piling up the wood in this out-of-the-way place, only to then leave it 
behind, intact and unreclaimed, as it were.  
     

                      I thought that only 
Someone who lived in turning to fresh tasks 
Could so forget his handiwork on which  
He spent himself, the labor of his ax, 
And leave it there far from a useful fireplace 
To warm the frozen swamp as best it could 
With the slow smokeless burning of decay. 
                                                                  (74) 

 
For the speaker, then, it is not only baffling but also immensely liberating that 
this labor of love has a meaning beyond a narrow purpose; the spirit informing 
it is not utilitarian, and there is something like the pleasure of work that exists 
independently of the “useful fireplace” for which the wood was destined. The 
wood-pile, forgotten and “displaced,” is an objet trouvé like the barrel staves or 
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the “furniture gone wrong” and other things in Williams’s backstreets—all of 
them are objects of daily use transformed into objects of contemplation. 

In both cases, moreover, the ordinary objects lovingly described have been 
transformed by time. Williams’s bluish green paint has its special appeal only 
when it is “properly weathered” and Frost’s forgotten wood-pile gets its pathos 
from the “slow smokeless burning of decay” emanating from it. In both poems a 
deeper order emerges that has to do with the “creatural” dimension that Bryson 
finds at the heart of all still lifes. These things of daily use also bring home the 
fact that all things, all creatures, all forms of life are subject to entropy and 
death. In other words, each of these things, as an object of contemplation, is 
also a memento mori. 

Williams’s Perfection also deals with the fascination held by a common 
object—an apple in this instance—which has been forgotten and then, when 
discovered by the speaker, appears in a wondrous new light. It is a delightful 
example of a poem squarely in the rhopographic tradition: 

 
  O lovely apple! 
beautifully and completely  
 rotten, 
hardly a contour marred— 
 
 perhaps a little 
shrivelled at the top but that 
 aside perfect 
in every detail! O lovely 
 
 apple! what a  
deep and suffusing brown  
 mantles that  
unspoiled surface! No one 
 
 has moved you 
since I placed you on the porch 
 rail a month ago 
to ripen. 
 
 No one. No one!  
                                         (1988, 80) 

 
The tension between high and low, between the conventions of poetry (in terms 
of “suitable” subject matter) and the assumptions and ideas informing this 
particular poem are again met head-on, first in the discrepancy between the title 
of the poem, Perfection, and what follows, a poem addressed to a “lovely 
apple,” and then in the clash between what we expect to hear about this apple, 
and the fact that its singular appeal comes from the fact that it is “beautifully 
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and completely / rotten.” But Williams does not merely rely on the tiny shock 
effect produced by first raising, and then debunking, expectations; he devotes 
the bulk of the poem to a loving and detailed description of this particular apple. 
This description again recalls still life painting, in particular the tradition of the 
hyperrealistic still life in which objects of daily use are defamiliarized by means 
of glaring light, a light that brings out and magnifies, as it were, the tiniest 
details, activating the sense of touch and giving us the feeling that we have 
indeed never seen or touched such things before. 
 In addition, Williams once again stresses the objet trouvé character of his 
piece of fruit. Chance and accident, it seems, are often present in these poems of 
discovery in which the poet is “looking at the overlooked,” to quote the title of 
Bryson’s book on the still life. These poems suggest that one needs not only the 
gift of seeing beauty where others see only waste, one also needs the luck to be 
upon the site before others have been there and tidied it up, as it were. Thus, if 
Williams’s apple owes its special appeal in the first place to the workings of 
time, it also has to escape the workings of civilization. 
 The same is true for Frost’s apples in the poem Unharvested:  
 

A scent of ripeness from over a wall. 
And come to leave the routine road 
And look for what had made me stall, 
There sure enough was an apple tree 
That had eased itself of its summer load,     
And of all but its trivial foliage free, 
Now breathed as light as a lady’s fan. 
For there had been an apple fall 
As complete as the apple had given man. 
The ground was one circle of solid red.     
 
May something go always unharvested! 
May much stay out of our stated plan, 
Apples or something forgotten and left, 
So smelling their sweetness would be no theft.  
                                                             (1973, 180–81) 

 
As in The Wood-Pile, where no one had come to claim the chopped and piled-
up wood, and as in Williams’s Perfection where no one had “moved” the apple 
from the porch rail, no one has harvested the apples here. Chance, accident, 
things left out of the cycle of purposeful activity, things and events outside “our 
stated plan,” all of these things become the prerequisite for the moments of 
revelation awaiting those whose senses are intact, who have eyes to see. 
 And once again, we may notice, chance and accident are related to time and 
transience. It is sheer luck that the speaker is passing by at the right moment, the 
magical moment, that is, when the apples, unharvested, are all lying there on the 
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ground, forming “one circle of solid red.” At first it seems that time has 
virtually been suspended, or distilled, in an image that fuses the concrete and 
the abstract, the timebound and the timeless, but of course a few days later 
already the magic circle of solid red will be gone, and although the speaker 
expresses his hope that something may “go always unharvested” and that much 
may “stay out of our stated plan,” he still pleads for exceptions from the rule, 
which leaves the rule intact. Entropy, transience, and death still remain an 
essential part of the “stated plan.” 
 Compared to the other poems that I have looked at so far, Unharvested, 
delightful as it is, tends to veer in a somewhat problematic way between, on the 
one hand, the transfiguration of the commonplace, and, on the other hand, the 
story of Genesis, which is meant to give it an added depth. Frost, it seems, does 
not quite trust the story he is telling, and tries to give it additional weight by, 
first, relating it to the other story of Adam and Eve, and then, by adding an 
elaborate summatio of four lines that lifts the poem to its meta-poetic level of 
interpretation. In his best poems, these levels of description and interpretation 
are never separated, and the commonplace does not have to be dignified by 
endowing it with mythical or religious overtones. 
 If in a successful Frost poem, reflection is seamlessly integrated into 
description, then in Williams’s better poems the speaker seems almost to 
disappear, and all the emphasis is on the things and the mysterious ways in 
which they are conjured up by words. Poem XI from Spring and All, later called 
The Right of Way, is one of many examples that come to mind: 
 

In passing with my mind 
on nothing in the world 
 
but the right of way 
I enjoy on the road by 
 
virtue of the law— 
I saw 
 
an elderly man who 
smiled and looked away 
 
to the north past a house— 
a woman in blue 
 
who was laughing and 
leaning forward to look up 
 
into the man’s half 
averted face 
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and a boy of eight who was 
looking at the middle of 
 
the man’s belly 
at a watchchain— 
 
The supreme importance 
of this nameless spectacle 
sped me by them 
without a word— 
 
Why bother where I went? 
for I went spinning on the 
 
four wheels of my car 
along the wet road until 
 
I saw a girl with one leg 
over the rail of a balcony 
                        (1986, 205–06) 

 
At one point, more or less out of the blue, the speaker does come in to assert 
“the supreme importance / of this nameless spectacle” that is unfolding before 
his eyes, but nowhere is there an attempt at explicitly defining this importance 
in the manner of Frost’s Unharvested. The poem is essentially given over to 
naming a spectacle that otherwise is “nameless” because, like the still life, it 
takes up the common and ordinary as that which is overlooked not in spite of its 
omnipresence but for the very reason of its omnipresence. 
  In addition, giving over the poem to this “nameless spectacle” is also 
Williams’s attempt at facing what it is to live in the city, or in any urbanized 
space, what it is, in fact, to become part of the mass of people in the incessant 
flow of traffic—to be part of it and thus to become oneself “nameless.” This is 
exactly the threat emanating from the paintings and the poems in the 
“rhopographic” tradition. The details of the ordinary life of the house, the 
kitchen and the street take us back to “the lowest levels of material life” and of 
civilization, and by this they confront us, in Bryson’s words, with “the veiled 
threat of . . . the annihilation of the individual viewing subject as universal 
centre” (1990, 144). Everything that we deal with in such paintings and poems 
is not just ordinary but also “only a replica or a variant of a previous object” or 
event, “and so back into the abyss of time and the rubble of archaeology” (144).
  Of course this “veiled threat” is not what dominates in our response to 
art works in this tradition; when dealing with the humble “creatural” aspects of 
life, the viewer or reader is first of all provided with the reassuring sense of 
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protection and security that comes with encountering a world one knows 
intimately. But at the same time this sense of security is undermined because, as 
Bryson puts it, “the forms in the still life address the generic body [and thus] 
bypass the personal body; because all human beings are destined to the same 
actions, of appetite or comfort or hygiene” (144, my emphases). The disquieting 
truth underlying the reassuring sense of encountering the intimately familiar is, 
then, that  

 
at this basic level of material existence there is no respect for personhood. The 
very place where personal being takes its stand is overturned, in a radical 
decentering that demolishes the idea of a world convergent on the person as 
universal centre. (145) 
  

 Reading Williams’s The Right of Way in the light of Bryson’s thesis we find 
that the speaker indeed responds to the “nameless spectacle” of the street with 
both feelings of exhilaration and of anxiety. “Why bother where I went,” he 
says, immediately after insisting on the “supreme importance” of the scene 
unfolding in front of his eyes. This statement, which first of all expresses the 
joy at being at home everywhere, contains its own sense of disorientation, 
which is taken up in the immediately following image of going into a spin. It is 
appropriate, therefore, that the poem is also concluded with an ambivalent, 
“split” image: 
 

Why bother where I went? 
for I went spinning on the  
 
four wheels of my car 
along the wet road until 
 
I saw a girl with one leg 
over the rail of a balcony 

 
On one level, the last two lines express the speaker’s enchanted identification 
with the pleasure of physical well-being of the most ordinary kind, but they also 
express—by the simple device of an enjambment—his deep-seated anxiety of 
becoming a mere part of this “nameless spectacle.” This anxiety surfaces here in 
the phantom image of the girl with one leg, the phantom image, that is, of the 
dismembered, castrated body, the corps morcelé. 
 Frost, in a fair number of his nature poems, deals exactly with this sense that 
in nature, beautiful as it may be, there is no “respect for personhood.” Often, 
however, the speaker indeed is not conscious of the problem and only responds 
to it as a “veiled threat,” a feeling of anxiety in those moments in which the “I” 
confronts the non-“I,” confronts nature as the Other. Nevertheless, it is precisely 
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this threat that mobilizes the speaker’s diffidence with regard to a Romantic or 
post-Romantic sense of union with nature. 
 Thus Frost shows us in a number of his poems a puzzled, mystified or 
recalcitrant “I” in his response to the non-“I,” with the result that the magic of 
the commonplace evaporates and that its transfiguration does not take place. A 
typical example for this kind of poem is A Boundless Moment:  
 

He halted in the wind, and—what was that 
Far in the maples, pale, but not a ghost? 
He stood there bringing March against his thought, 
And yet too ready to believe the most. 
 
“Oh, that’s the Paradise-in-bloom,” I said; 
And truly it was fair enough for flowers 
Had we but in us to assume in March 
Such white luxuriance of May for ours. 
 
We stood a moment so, in a strange world, 
Myself as one his own pretense deceives; 
And then I said the truth (and we moved on). 
A young beech clinging to its last year’s leaves. 
                                                                (1973, 136) 

 
The speaker here cannot cope with the tiny blow dealt to his ego, the irritation 
that for a moment he mistook a young beech for the Paradise-in-bloom. He feels 
he should have known better, but “ready to believe the most” he for a moment 
was even willing to forget that “such white luxuriance of May” could not be his 
on this day in March. He sees to it that he keeps his stance as a separate, 
observing self in nature, naming and defining accurately what it is that he is 
looking at. But here the act of naming and classifying is the very opposite of 
giving oneself over to the magic of the moment, the magic of light transforming 
the most common object, dissolving all boundaries in a process of 
transfiguration that is beautifully summed up in the line, “We stood a moment 
so in a strange world.” 
 One way of describing the basic tension at the heart of this poem is to say 
that it complicates the confrontation of “I” and non-“I,” self and nature, by 
giving us an “I” that is divided in itself. In this sense, we could read A 
Boundless Moment as dramatizing the conflict between Frost the common sense 
realist and Frost the Romantic. But unlike most of the critics I do not think that 
Frost is clearly on the side of the realist and his narrowly defined “truth”; on the 
contrary, I would suggest that the irony here is rather at the expense of the 
realist than the Romantic. Frost, like Williams, knew that poems devoted to 
encountering the commonplace can only become more than wistful enactments 
of “boundless moments” when the mind, grounded in an intense perception of 
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the real, is at the same time not bound by the shackles of a narrow rationalism. 
Poems give us a different truth, which comes into existence by way of the 
magic of words, their power of transformation, of creation. Without this power, 
the transfiguration of the commonplace would never take place, the ordinary 
would remain ordinary, the drab just the drab. Williams and Frost knew this, 
and both of them in their own inimical ways made the most of it.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

“TO MAKE A FIGURE HEROIC YET MODERN”: 
UNCOVERING THE PLAYWRIGHT IN THE LETTERS 

OF WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS TO EDGAR 
IRVING WILLIAMS 

A. J. KRIVAK 
 
 
 
Commenting on Gustav Mahler’s Letters to His Wife, the writer Alan 
Hollinghurst (2004, 9) begins with what most critics and scholars accept almost 
as a truism in the genre of the non-fictive epistle: Letters are a record of 
absence. Not only for the fact of why they were composed (the friend, family 
member, or lover who is no longer in the letter-writer’s presence) but for what 
readers of this absence often discover has been lost or erased in the writer’s life 
once the urgency of the missive has faded. Just so, when he wrote his 
Autobiography in the 1940s, William Carlos Williams presented his younger 
brother, Edgar Irving Williams, as a sibling with whom he shared a past, but 
from whom he eventually turned for more like-minded, artistic companions. On 
his way home from studies in Leipzig, Germany, 1910, after having visited Ezra 
Pound in London, Williams describes the scene in which he literally and 
figuratively departs from his brother:  

 
 Once in the hotel restaurant at Siena after bedbugs bedeviled our first night, 
Ed and I had been served honey for breakfast. As I helped myself, the honey 
stuck to the serving spoon as usual, and I, as usual, took my own teaspoon in the 
other hand to gouge it off. Ed, who used to affect white vests when we were 
younger, looked at me. “What’s the matter?” I asked. “Why, if you want more 
honey,” he answered, “take another ladleful.” I could see that he was right.  
 Then good-bye, Ed. (Williams 1951, 121) 
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As a result, the influence of Edgar Williams on the artistic emergence of 
William Carlos Williams in American modernism has remained, essentially, a 
record of absence. 

From 1902 to 1912, however, Williams’s greatest epistolary partner was not 
Pound, Charles Demuth, Hilda Doolittle, or any other would-be modernist, but 
the younger brother he called “Bo,” an athlete, performer, and accomplished 
architect who studied design at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
from 1904 to 1909, the height of that university’s Ecole des Beaux-Arts 
tradition. The complete known letters Williams wrote to Edgar now give this 
fact a historical objectivity that the Autobiography resisted.1 While much is yet 
to be gleaned from this record about the closeness and eventual divergence 
between the Williams brothers, I want to focus on an important literary-
historical recovery in the context of this relationship: the young William Carlos 
Williams’s desire to emerge as a playwright. Spurred on by his brother Edgar’s 
own success in the field of architecture, we find that it wasn’t in poetry but on 
the stage where Williams initially wanted his own artist’s voice to be heard. 
“More than anything,” as the letter-writer himself confirmed to Edgar on 
November 21, 1909, it was the theatre that drove Williams early on, and most 
specifically his determination to write an American play with a character he 
envisioned as “heroic yet modern” (Pennsylvania).  

“Ed and I grew up together to become as one person,” Williams writes in the 
Autobiography: “We were constantly together for nearly twenty years” (1951, 
11). The Williams brothers were a year apart in age and quickly thrown together 
in everything they did as boys in northern New Jersey. They studied in the same 
grades in school, played on the same football and baseball teams in Rutherford, 
performed as children in the choruses of local musicals, and later took parts in 
Williams’s locally produced plays.2 They also pushed each other out of a mutual 
desire for artistic success. “I’ll be great for your sake and you’ll be great for 
mine. We’ll keep each other,” Williams wrote to Edgar in a letter of November 
15, 1906 (Pennsylvania). During what we might consider Williams’s pre-
modernist decade, the brothers wrote back and forth nearly every week about 
friends, love interests, sports, and art. In March 1965, Edgar himself described 
their letters as “warm brotherly expressions of affectionate understanding as we 
explored the great legacy of the arts” (Pennsylvania). What they discussed most 
often throughout this period of ten years, though, at times bemoaning the fact 
that they hadn’t words to capture what their hearts were feeling, were the 
performances of singers, actors, and musicians they saw on stage, and, for 
Williams’s part, how a young man might achieve the same.  

David Fedo (1983) wonders how much live theatre Williams saw as a boy, 
“or what it meant to him” (3). As young men, Williams and Edgar saw a great 
deal, in New York, Philadelphia, and Boston. It ran in the family. William 
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George Williams was a member of Rutherford’s amateur opera company “Our 
Own,” and sons Billy and Ed were in the chorus or involved in the production of 
any play or operetta in which their father had a hand. When they got older, they 
went to New York for theatre, musicals, and grand opera, especially around 
Christmas when the holiday productions were the best. There they saw the 
greatest names of their time: Emma Calvé, Enrico Caruso, Johanna Gadski, 
Maude Adams, Ethel Barrymore, and Julia Marlowe, to name a few.3 Their 
tastes ranged from Shakespeare and Wagner, to Verdi, Puccini, J. M. Barrie, 
Gilbert and Sullivan, even Thomas Raceward. And they paid for the good seats.4 
As they got older, mirroring the diverging paths they would eventually take, 
Williams embraced Schiller as a favoured playwright, while Edgar subtly 
denounced Ibsen. Yet, the end for which they both strived was always to 
unleash a creative, not necessarily a critical, voice.  

Their mutual love for the theatre was an early manifestation of the Williams 
brothers’ aspirations to become artists. As a professional goal, this seems to 
have been honed in the community of Rutherford Unitarians, but gradually 
emerged as Williams and Edgar both began to strive for artistic recognition 
beyond the level of avocation.5 Contrary to the accepted story that Charlotte 
Herman brought enmity between the brothers in the summer of 1909, not even 
Charlotte’s professed love for Edgar could dampen the fraternal drive for 
greatness Williams believed both brothers were on, if they simply agreed to 
keep working at it. “Turn to me,” Williams writes to Edgar in August 1909: 

 
I am a man Bo and I know my worth in part and my weaknesses, but I tell you as 
a man that you cannot justly for one minute feel any sorrow toward me 
concerning the fact that Charlotte loves you.  
 

He and Edgar were, as a he says on August 17, 
 
in it together. . . . I know you only need to be shown this to believe it and I know 
from hence you and I will be nearer and dearer and more worthy of each other 
than ever—and more able to work together. (Pennsylvania)6 
 
Yet, what has been universally missed in critical assessments of early 

Williams is the recognition that William Carlos wasn’t the sole—or the most 
promising—artist in the family. When Edgar began his studies in architecture at 
MIT, the Williamses—and most of small-town Rutherford—were certain he 
would be the one to find success and recognition as an artist. Edgar’s acceptance 
into the School of Architecture and Design at MIT was the equivalent of 
studying with the masters of his time. Begun by William Robert Ware in 1861 
and meant to be an extension of the program of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in 
Paris, MIT was from 1871 to 1891 the only American University at which a 
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student could study with an Ecole-trained architect teaching design (Chewning 
1986, 81). William Ware brought Eugene Letang to Boston from Paris; Letang 
brought with him the “French design that epitomized the Ecole des Beaux-Arts” 
(Prescott 1954, 94). When Letang died in 1892, Francis Chandler brought 
Désiré Depradelle to MIT from Paris, a brilliant Ecole-trained designer whose 
forte was shaping a talented student’s sense of “good proportion” and “correct 
scale” (Shilaber 1963, 28).  

In this environment, Edgar’s progress was swift. He won prizes at every 
level in every year. In his fourth and fifth years he studied directly with 
Depradelle, “Deppie,” as he calls him in these letters. He was elected president 
of the Architectural Society at MIT in 1908, remained at the university to 
complete his Masters in design, and in 1909 won the Prix de Rome in 
architecture, granting him three years of free study and travel throughout 
Europe.  

In the accompanying photograph of Edgar Williams’s prize-winning Italian 
villa, it is clear just how beautifully he has appropriated all that the Ecole-
influenced School of Design at MIT had taught him (see Fig. 2-1). The subject 
itself is a thing of good taste, in the style of the Renaissance. It is made of stone, 
the only acceptable material for construction, as it is natural and yet capable of 
re-composition, and the landscaping and the design suggest an “idealized nature 
formally composed by man” (Egbert 1980, 111). It is, in essence, a working 
model of what the seventeenth-century French called la belle nature, an 
imitation of nature “raised above all that is local and accidental” (103). This 
imitation involved the adoption, according to Aristotle, of the natural attributes 
of symmetry, order, harmony, and proportion, the last of these being the most 
important element in creating a thing of beauty, as Francois Blondel observed 
(Egbert 1980, 103). That didn’t mean a re-creation of a state of nature, as the 
Romantics might have wanted, but rather nature clearly re-composed by the 
artist in the light of these universally valid principles of formal composition 
(111).  

Seen from our own perspective of architecture since modernism (and to be 
fair to Williams’s own perspective at the time of his Autobiography), the design 
is admittedly dated. Nothing about it suggests originality or innovation. Yet, in 
1909, Edgar was breaking new ground simply by having risen to this level of 
composition.7 Williams hoped to run a close second, though in what form he 
hadn’t yet decided. He had just cobbled together his self-published Poems 
(1909), and he insists, in a letter of 6 April, 1909 thanking Edgar for designing 
the cover of Poems, that he, too, understands the creative process: “I’m not a 
molly coddle . . . . I mean what I say, I do not fill lines in with rot to complete 
the meter and what I express is the best that I honestly feel” (Beinecke). Yet, 
only a few months later on November 14, and in language that is clearly meant  
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Fig. 2-1 








