William Carlos Williams, excerpts from letters 


You know, I think, enough of me to understand that I have no belief in the continuity of history.  To me the classic lives now just as it did then—or not at all.  The “Greek” is just as much in Preakness as it was in Athens.  Everything we know is a local virtue—if we know it at all—the only difference between the force of a great work and a lesser one being lack of brain and fire in the second.  In other words, art can be make of anything—provided it be seen, smelt, touched, apprehended and understood to be what it is—the flesh of a constantly repeated permanence.  This must be a lot of bosh to anyone who isn’t intimate with the materials.  But to one who is working with the stuff it may mean something.  If not—


But it doesn’t mean enough to create form.  It means this however—that whatever form we create during the next ten years will be, in excellence, like all the classic inventions, a new thing, a thing intrinsic in the times.  It will probably foretell the decade that is to follow it.  It will take its shape from the character of its age, not the ‘social’ character, if so positively, not satirically.  It will not be the symptom of a chronic bellyache or—something else.  It will be like no classic which has preceded it.  Why do we not read more of Juan Gris?  He knew these things in painting and wrote well of them.


Bosh!  All I want to do is to state that poetry, in its sources, body, spirit, in its form, in short, is related to poetry and not to socialism, communism or anything else that tries to swallow it; to reconcile this with the equally important fact that it deals with reality, the actuality of every day, but virtue of its use of language.  Doing so, naturally it reflects its time, by coincidence.  It does, that’s all—or may, or may not.


As I have said, for me, its virtue lies in relating to the immediacy of my life.  I live where I live and acknowledge no lack of opportunity because of that to be alert to facts, to the music of events, of words, of the speech of people about me.  as well as to the speech of the muse, the intangible perfection of all excellent verse.


All I can see finally to rely on is the seriousness of poetry itself, that it stands equal to any endeavor.  The fact that it takes us, turns over the mind, because the required form is not easy to come at, discloses its pertinence to the time and the intelligence.  That must be the beginning, as it is about all there is to take hold of.  There is, you see, in our minds the possibility of a technique which may be used.  It must be large enough, free enough, elastic enough, new enough yet firm enough to hold the new well, without spilling.  It must have a form.


Why?  There’s no sue making a mystery of what we know and don’t know about poetry.  Though there is no clear perception of poetic form operative today, and we must understand precisely that there is never a poetic form of force and timeliness except that which is in the act of being created, there is not poetic form in theory, in the rules, there is not grammar of poetry—there is only poetry—it is the very essence of the thing that this is so.  


No one can say what poetry will accord to, what it will be like, for the fact of its existence is in its nature a supersession, an assertion, one of whose minor attributes is the efflorescence, not surpassing rules—but disintegrating them.


Though there is no clear perception of poetic form today and though there can be none until the poem itself appears as the rule in fact, yet it is silly to make a mystery of the pre-masterly period.  It is a period without mastery, that is all.  It is a period in which the form has not yet been found.  It is a formative time whose duty it is to bare the essentials, to shuck away the hulls, to lay open at least the problems with open eyes.

Poetry is creation of new form—


A minimum of present new knowledge seems to be this: there can no longer be serious work in poetry written in “poetic” diction.  It is a contortion of speech to conform to a rigidity of line.  It is in the newness of a live speech that the new line exists undiscovered.  To go back is to deny the first opportunity for invention which exists.  Speech is the fountain of the line into which the pollutions of a poetic manner and inverted phrasing should never again be permitted to drain.


That T.S. Eliot knows this (mainly) is at present the sole reason for reading him.  He is concerned with the line as it is modulated by a limited kind of half-alive speech.  


Then, the inclusiveness of the diction must be preserved.  Local though the spring of genius may be, we do not live in medieval times, in the cities of northern Italy nor a walled Paris, Madrid or London, there can be no new enclosure of manner.  The line must be pliable with speech, for speech, for thought, for the intricacies of new thought—the universality of science compels it.  There is no use pretending that we live in a closed “poetic” world in which we do not need to know what is going on about us and then think we can invent poetry.  Asinine presumption.  Just as it is to look to the past for assurance—or perhaps we should look to the past for assurance and nothing else.


Free verse—if it ever existed—it out.  Whitman was a magnificent failure.  He himself in his later stages shoed all the terrifying defects of his own method.  Whitman to me is one broom stroke and that is all.  He could not go on.  Nature, the Rousseauists who foreshadowed Whitman, the imitation of the sounds of the sea per se, are a mistake.  Poetry has nothing to do with that.  It is not nature.  It is poetry.  Whitman grew into senseless padding, bombast, bathos.  His invention ended where it began.  He is almost a satirist of his era, when his line itself is taken as the criterion.  He evaporates under the scrutiny—crumbling not into sand, surely, but into a moraine, sizable and impressive because of that.


One more positive thing though—or minimal requisite.  It seems to be that the “foot” being at the bottom of all prosody, the time has come when that must be recognized to have changed in nature.  And it must be seen to have changed in its rhythmical powers of inclusion.  It cannot be used any longer in its old-time rigidities.  Speech for poetry is nothing but time—I mean time in the musical sense.  That is where the real battle has been going on.


The new verse is a new time—“rag time” is only a penny sample; “jazz” is excessively limited when looked at thoroughly.  Its rigidities are exactly like that of all that we have outgrown.  Take away its aphrodisiac qualities and it is stale.  But time is the root of the matter.


Quantitative, qualitative, these things have lost all clear meaning for us.  Then just there is the place for invention.  The metronome beat of doggerel makes us restless, lowers us to nonsense.  The forced timing of verse after antique patterns wearies us even more and seduces thought even more disastrously—as in Eliot’s work.  But a new time that catches thought as it lags and swings it up into the attention will be read, will be read (by those interested) with that breathlessness which is an indication that they are not dragging a gunny sack flavored with anise around for us to follow but that there is meant at the end of the hunt for us—and we are hungry.


Yours,


William Carlos Williams

I have never been one to write by rule, even by my own rules.  Let’s begin with the rule of counted syllables, in which all poems have been written hitherto.  That has become tiresome to my ear.

Finally, the stated syllables, as in the best of present-day free verse, have become entirely divorced from the beat, that is the measure.  The musical pace proceeds without them. Therefore the measure, that is to say, the count, having got rid of the words, which held it down, it returned to the music.
The words, having been freed, have been allowed to run all over the map, “free,” as we have mistakenly thought.  This has amounted to no more (in Whitman and others) than no discipline at all. But if we keep in mind the tune which the lines (not necessarily the words) make in our ears, we are ready to proceed.

By measure I mean musical pace.  Now, with music in our ears the words need only be taught to keep as distinguished an order, as chosen a character, as regular, according to the music, as in the best of prose. By its music shall the best of modern verse be known and the resources of the music.  The refinement of the poem, its subtlety, is not to be known by the elevation of the words but—the words don’t so much matter—by the resources of the music.
But all U.S. verse is not bad according to Mr. J., there is T.S. Eliot and his “Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.”

But our prize poems are especially to be damned not because of superficial bad workmanship, but because they are rehash, repetition—just as Eliot’s more exquisite work is rehash, repetition in another way of Verlaine, Baudelaire, Maeterlinck—conscious or unconscious—just as there were Pound’s early paraphrases from Yeats and his constant later cribbing from the Renaissance, Provence and the modern French: Men content with the connotations of their masters.


It is convenient to have fixed standards of comparison: All antiquity!  And there is always some everlasting Polonius of Kensington forever to rate highly his eternal Eliot.  It is because Eliot is a subtle conformist.  It tickles the palate of this archbishop of procurers to a lecherous antiquity to hold up Prufrock as a New World type.  Prufrock, the nibbler at sophistication, endemic in every capital, the not quite (because he refuses to turn his back), is “soul of that modern land,” the United States!


Blue undershirts,


Upon a line,


It is not necessary to say to you


Anything about it—

I cannot question Eliot’s observation.  Prufrock is a masterly portrait of the man just below the summit, but the type is universal: the model in his case might be Mr. J.

