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WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS

An Essay on Leaves 0fGra;:

Leaves oF Grass! It was a good title for a book of poems, especially
for a new book of American poems. It was a challenge to the entire
concept of the poetic idea, and from a new viewpoint, a rebel viewpoint,
an American viewpoint. In a word and at the beginning it enunciated
a shocking truth, that the common ground is of itself a poetic source.
There had been inklings before this that such was the case in the works
of Robert Burns and the poet Wordsworth, but in this instance the
very forms of the writing had been altered: it had gone over to the
style of the words as they appeared on the page. Whitman’s so-called
“free verse” was an assault on the very citadel of the poem itself; it
constituted a direct challenge to all living poets to show cause why they
should not do likewise. It is a challenge that still holds good after a
century of vigorous life during which it has been practically continu-
ously under fire but never defeated.

From the beginning Whitman realized that the matter was largely
technical. It had to be free verse or nothing with him and he seldom
varied from that practice—and never for more than the writing of an
occasional poem. It was a sharp break, and if he was to go astray he
had no one but himself to blame for it. It was a technical matter, true
enough, and he would stick it out to the end, but to do any more with
it than simply to write the poems was beyond him.

He had seen a great light but forgot almost at once after the first
revelation everything but his “message,” the idea which originally set
him in motion, the idea on which he had been nurtured, the idea of
democracy—and took his eye off the words themselves which should
have held him,

The point is purely academic—the man had his hands full with the
conduct of his life and couldn’t, if they had come up, be bothered with
other matters. As a result, he made no further progress as an artist
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but, in spite of various topical achievements, continued to write with
diminishing effectiveness for the remainder of his life.

He didn’t know any better. He didn’t have the training to construct
his verses after a conscious mold which would have given him power
over them to turn them this way, then that, at will. He only knew how
to give them birth and to release them to go their own way. He was
preoccupied with the great ideas of the time, to which he was devoted,
but, after all, poems are made out of words not ideas. He never showed
any evidence of knowing this and the unresolved forms consequent upon
his beginnings remained in the end just as he left them.

Verses, in English, are frequently spoken of as measures, It is a
fortunate designation as it gives us, in looking at them, the idea of
elapsed time. We are reminded that the origin of our verse was the
dance—and even if it had not been the dance, the heart when it is
stirred has its multiple beats, and verse at its most impassioned sets
the heart violently beating. But as the heart picks up we also begin to
count. Finally, the measure for each language and environment is ac-
cepted. In English it is predominantly the iambic pentameter, but
whether that is so for the language Whitman spoke is something else
again. It is a point worth considering, but apart from the briefest of
notices a point not to be considered here. It may be that the essential
pace of the English and the American languages is diametrically op-
posed each to the other and that that is an important factor in the writ-
ing of their poetry, but that is for the coming generations to discover.
Certainly not only the words but the meter, the measure that governed
Whitman's verses, was not English. But there were more pressing
things than abstract discussions of meter to be dealt with at that time
and the poet soon found himself involved in them.

Very likely the talk and the passionate talk about freedom had
affected him as it had infected the French and many others earlier. It
is said that, when as a young man he lived in New Orleans, he had fallen
in love with a beautiful octoroon but had allowed his friends and rela-
tives to break up the match. It is possible that the disappointment
determined the pattern of his later rebellion in verse. Free verse was
his great idea! Versos sueltos the Spanish call them. It is not an en-
tirely new idea, but it was entirely new to the New York Yankee who
was, so to speak, waiting for it with open arms and an overcharged soul
and the example of Thomas Jefferson to drive him on.

But verse had always been, for Englishmen and the colonials that
imitated them, a disciplined maneuver of the intelligence, as it is today,
in which measure was predominant. They resented this American with
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his new idea, and attacked him in a characteristic way — on moral
grounds. And he fell for it. He had no recourse but to defend himself
and the fat was in the fire. How could verse be free without being
immoral? There is something to it. It is the same attack, with a more
modern tilt to it, that undoubtedly bothers T. S. Eliot. He is one of
the best informed of our writers and would do us a great service, if
free verse—mold it as he will—is not his choice, to find us an alterna-
tive. From the evidence, he has tried to come up with just that, but
up to the present writing he has not brought the thing off.

The case of Mr. Eliot is in this respect interesting. He began writ-
ing at Harvard from a thoroughly well-schooled background and pro-
duced a body of verse that was immediately so successful that when
his poem The Waste Land was published, it drove practically every-

one else from the field. Ezra Pound, who had helped him arrange the

poem on the page, was confessedly jealous. Other American poets had
to take second place. A new era, under domination of a return to a
study of the classics, was gratefully acknowledged by the universities,
and Mr. Eliot, not Mr. Pound, was ultimately given the Nobel Prize.
The drift was plainly away from all that was native to America, Whit-
man among the rest, and toward the study of the past and England.

Though no one realized it, a violent revolution had taken place in
American scholarship and the interests from which it stemmed. Eliot
had completely lost interest in all things American, in the very ideology
of all that America stood for, including the idea of freedom itself in
any of its phases. Whitman as a symbol of indiscriminate freedom was
completely antipathetic to Mr. Eliot, who now won the country away
from him again. The tendency toward freedom in the verse forms,
which seemed to be thriving among American poets, was definitely
checked and the stage was taken over for other things. I shall never
forget the impression created by The Waste Land; it was as if the
bottom had dropped out of everything. I had not known how much the
spirit of Whitman animated us until it was withdrawn from us. Free
verse became overnight a thing of the past. Men went about congratu-
lating themselves as upon the disappearance of something that had
disturbed their dreams; and indeed it was so—the dreams of right-
thinking students of English verse had long been disturbed by the ap-
pearance among them of the horrid specter of Whitman’s free verse.
Now it was as if a liberator, a Saint George, had come just in the nick
of time to save them. The instructors in all the secondary schools were
grateful.

Meanwhile, Mr. Eliot had become a. British subject and removed
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himself to England where he took up residence. He became a member
of the Church of England. He was determined to make the break with
America complete, as his fellow artist Henry James had done before
him, and began to publish such poems as Ash Wednesday and the play
Murder in the Cathedral, and the Four Quartets. Something had hap-
pened to him, something drastic, something to do, doubtless, with man’s
duty and his freedom in the world. It is a far cry from this to Whit-
man’s thought of man as a free agent. The pendulum had gone the
full swing.

It is inevitable for us to connect the happenings in the world gen-
erally with what takes place in the poem. When Mr. Eliot quit writing,
when he quit writing poems, it looked as if he had got to a point where
he had nowhere else to turn, and as if in his despair he had given up
not only the poem but the world, A man as clever and well informed
as he was had the whole world at his feet, but the only conclusion that
he reached was that he wanted none of it. Especially did he want none
of the newer freedom.

Not that he didn’t in his verse try it on, for size, let us say, in his
later experiments, particularly in Four Quartets, but even there he soon
came to the end of his rope. The accented strophe he had definitely
given up, as Wagner in the prelude to Parsifal had done the same, but
to infer from that fact that he had discovered the freedom of a new
measure was not true, It looked to me, at least, as if there were some
profound depth to his probing beyond which he dared not go without
compromising his religious faith. He did not attempt it. It is useful
to record the limits of his penetration and the point at which he gave
up his attempts to penetrate further. Just how far shall we go in our
search for freedom and, more importantly, how shall our efforts toward
a greater freedom be conditioned in our verses? All these decisions,
which must be reached in deciding what to do, have implications of
general value in our lives.

The young men who are students of literature today in our univer-
sities do not believe in seeking within the literary forms, the lines, the
foot, the way in which to expand their efforts to know the universe,
as Whitman did, but are content to follow the theologians and Mr. Eliot.
In that, they are children of the times ; they risk nothing, for by risking
an expanded freedom you are very likely to come a cropper. What, in
the words of Hjalmar Ekdahl in The Wild Duck, are you going to
invent?

Men, offering their heads, have always come up with new proposals,
and the world of events waits upon them; and who shall say whether
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it were better to close one’s eyes or go forward like Galileo to the light
or wait content in the darkness like the man in the next county ? Whit-
man went forward to what to him seemed desirable, and so if we are
to reject him entirely we must at least follow him at the start to find
out what his discoveries were intended to signify and what not to
signify.

Certainly, we are in our day through with such loose freedom as
he employed in his verses in the blind belief that it was all going to
come out right in the end. We know now that it is not. But are we,
because of that, to give up freedom entirely? Merely to put down the
lines as they happen to come into your head will not make a poem, and
if, as happened more than once in Whitman's case, a poem result, who
is going to tell what he has made? The man knew what he was doing,
but he did not know all he was doing. Much still remains to discover,
but that freedom in the conduct of the verses is desirable cannot be
questioned.

There is a very moving picture of Whitman facing the breakers
coming in on the New Jersey shore, when he heard the onomatopoeic
waves talk to him direct in a Shakespearean language which might
have been Lear himself talking to the storm. But it was not what it
seemed ; it was a new language, an unnamed language which Whitman
could not identify or control.

For as the English had foreseen, this freedom of which there had
been so much talk had to have limits somewhere. If not, it would lead
you astray. That was the problem. And there was at about that time
a whole generation of Englishmen, prominent among whom was Frank
Harris, whom it did lead astray in moral grounds, just as there were
Frenchmen at the time of the French Revolution who were led astray
and are still being led astray under the difficult conditions that exist
today. It is the reaction against such patterns of thought that moved
Eliot and that part of the present generation which is not swallowed
up by its fascination with the scene which draws them to Paris when-
ever they get the opportunity to go there. For in your search for free-
dom—which is desirable—you must stop somewhere, but where ex-
actly shall you stop? Whitman could not say.

To propose that the answer to the problem should lie in the verse
itself would have been to those times an impertinence—and the same
would be the case even niow. The Greeks had their Dionysia in the
spring of the year, when morals.could be forgotten, and then the control
of life resumed its normal course. In other words, they departmental-
ized their lives, being of an orderly cast-of mind, but we do not lend

N
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ourselves easily to such a solution. With us it is all or nothing, pro-
vided we are not caught at it. Either we give ourselves to a course of
action or we do not give ourselves. Either we are to be free men or
not free men—at least in theory. Whitman, like Tom Paine, recognized
no limits and that got him into trouble.

But the waves on the Jersey shore still came tumbling in, quieting
him as their secret escaped him, isolating him and leaving him lone-
some—but possessed by the great mystery which won the world to his
side. For he was unquestionably the child of the years. What was the
wave that moved the dawning century also moved him and demanded
his recognition, and it was not to be denied. All the discoveries and
inventions which were to make the twentieth century exceed all others,
for better or worse, were implicit in his work. He surpassed the ritual-
istic centuries which preceded him, just as Ehrlich and Koch and finally
Einstein were to exceed Goethe. It was destined to be so, and the
New World of which he was a part gave him birth, He had invented
a new way of assaulting fate. “Make new!” was to him as it was to
Pound much later on an imperious command which completely con-
trolled him.

If he was to enlarge his opportunity he needed room, in verse as in
everything else. But there were to be no fundamental changes in the
concepts that keep our lives going at an accepted pace and within
normal limits. The line was still to be the line, quite in accord with
the normal contours of our accepted verse forms. It is not so much that
which brought Whitman’s verse into question but the freedom with
which he laid it on the page. There he had abandoned all sequence and
all order. It was as if a tornado had struck.

A new order had hit the world, a relative order, a new measure
with which no one was familiar. The thing that no one realized, and
this includes Whitman himself, is that the native which they were
dealing with was no longer English but a new language akin to the
New World to which its nature accorded in subtle ways that they did
not recognize. That made all the difference. And not only was it new
to America—it was new to the world. There was to be a new measure
applied to all things, for there was to be a new order operative in the
world. But it has to be insisted on that it was not disorder, Whitman’s
verses seemed disorderly, but ran according to an unfamiliar and a
difficult measure. It was an order which was essential to the new world,
not only of the poem, but to.the world of chemistry and physics. In'this
way, the man was more of a prophet than he kriew. The full significance
of his innovations in the verse patterns has not yet been fully disclosed.
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The change in the entire aesthetic of American art as it began to
differ not only from British but from all the art of the world up to this
time was due to this tremendous change in measure, a relative measure,
which he was the first to feel and to embody in his works. What he was
leaving behind did not seem to oppress him, but it oppressed the others
and rightly so.

It is time now to look at English and American verse at the time
Whitman began to write, for only by so doing can we be led to discover
what he did and the course that lay before him. He had many formi-
dable rivals to face on his way to success. But his chief opponent was,
as he well knew, the great and medieval Shakespeare. And if any con-
firmation of Shakespeare’s sacrosanct position in the language is still
sought it is easily to be obtained when anything is breathed mentioning
some alteration in the verse forms which he distinguished by using
them. He may be imitated as Christopher Fry imitates him, but to
vary or depart from him is heresy. Taken from this viewpoint, the
clinical sheets of Shakespeare as a writer are never much studied. That
he was the greatest word-man that ever existed in the language or out
of it is-taken for granted but there the inquiry ends.

Shakespeare presented Whitman with a nut hard to crack. What
to do with the English language? It was all the more of a problem
since the elements of it could not be presented at all or even recognized
to exist. As far as the English language was concerned, there was only
to use it and to use it well according to the great tradition of the masters.

And indeed it was a magnificent tradition. At the beginning of the
seventeenth century it had reached an apogee which it had, to a great
extent, maintained to the present day and of which it was proud and
jealous. But when Shakespeare wrote, the laurels were new and had
so recently been attained and had come from such distinguished
achievements that the world seemed to pause for breath. It was a sort
of noon and called for a halt. The man himself seemed to feel it and
during an entire lifetime did no more than develop to the full his talents.
Tt was noon sure enough for him, and he had only to stretch out in the
sun and expand his mood.

Unlike Whitman, he was or represented the culmination of a his-
toric as well as literary past whose forms were just coming to a head
after the great trials which were to leave their marks on the centuries.
There had been Chaucer, but the language had come of age since then
as had-the country. Now America had been discovered and the world
could not grow much larger. Further expansion, except in a limited
degree, was unlikely; so that the poet was left free to develop his world
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of detail but was not called upon to extend it. More was not necessary
than to find something to do and develop it for the entire span of a long
life, But as always with the artist, selection was an important point in
the development.

For instance, as his sonnets show, Shakespeare was an accomplished
rhymer, but he gave it up early. The patches of heroic couplet which
he wrote for the Players in Hamlet are among the best examples of
that form. Yet his main reliance was on blank verse—though he did,
on occasion, try his hand at a triple accent which he rejected without
more than a thought. The demands of the age called for other things
and he was, above everything else, a practical man.

Practicing for so long a time upon the iambic pentameter, he had
the opportunity to develop himself prodigiously in it. Over the years
he shows a technical advance, a certain impatience with restraint in
his work which makes it loose and verges more toward the conforma-
tion of prose. There is a great difference between Shakespeare’s earlier
and later work, the latter being freer and more natural in tone.

A feeling for prose began to be felt all through his verse. But at his
death the form began to lapse rapidly into the old restrictions. It got
worse and worse with the years until all the Elizabethan tenor had been
stripped away, or as Milton phrased it speaking of his illustrious prede-
cessor :

Sweetest Shakespeare, Nature’s child,
Warbled his native woodnotes wild.

With Milton came Cromwell and the English Revolution, and Shake-
speare was forgotten, together with the secrets of his versification, just
as Whitman today is likely to be forgotten and the example of his
verses and all that refers to him.

The interest that drove Whitman on is the same one that drove
Shakespeare at the end of his life in an attempt to enlarge the scope of
written verse, to find more of expression in the forms of the language
employed. But the consequences of such experimentation are always
drastic and amount in the end to its suppression, which in the person
of a supreme genius is not easy.

From what has been said thus far, you can see why it is impossible
to imitate Shakespeare ; he was part of a historic process which cannot
repeat itself. All imitations of the forms of the past are meaningless,
empty shells, which have merely the value of decorations. So that, if
anything is now to be created, it must be in a new form.. Whitman,
if he was to do anything of moment, could not, no matter how much he
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may have bowed down to the master, imitate him. It would not have
had any meaning at all. And his responsibility to the new language
was such that he had no alternative but to do as it bade him.

Though he may not have known it, with Whitman the whole spirit
of the age itself had been brought under attack. It was a blind stab
which he could not identify any more than a child. How could he, no
matter how acute his instincts were, have foreseen the discoveries in
chemistry, in physics, in abnormal psychology, or even the invention
of the telephone or the disclosure of our subterranean wealth in pe-
troleum? He knew only, as did those who were disturbed by his free
verse, that something had occurred to the normal structure of conven-
tional aesthetic and that he could not accept it any longer. Therefore,
he acted.

‘We have to acknowledge at once in seeking a meaning involving the
complex concerns of the world that the philosophic, the aesthetic, and
the mechanical are likely to stem in their development from the same
root. One may be much in advance of the other in its discoveries, but
in the end a great equalizing process is involved so that the discovery
of the advance in the structure of the poetic line is equated by an
advance in the conception of physical facts all along the line. Man has
no choice in these matters; the only question is, will he recognize the
changes that are taking place in time to make the proper use of them?
And when time itself is conceived of as relative, no matter how abstruse
that may sound, the constructions, the right constructions, cannot be
accepted with a similar interpretation. It may take time to bring this
about, but when a basic change has occurred in our underlying concern
it brooks no interference in the way it will work itself out.

Whitman didn’t know anything about this, nor does Mr. Eliot take
it into his considerations nor Father Merton either, but if they had to
construct a satisfactory poetic line it had and still has to be done ac-
cording to this precept. For we have learned, if we have learned any-
thing from the past, that the principles of physics are immutable. Best,
if you do not approve of what writing has become, to follow in Mr.
Eliot’s footsteps.

For it is important to man’s fate that these matters be—if anything
is important to man’s fate in this modern world. At least, you cannot
retrace steps that have been taken in the past. And you don’t know,
you simply do not know, what may come of it. No more than Whitman
knew what his struggle to free verse may have implied and may still
imply for us no matter how, at the moment, the world may have for-
saken him, The books are not closed even though the drift in the tide
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of our interest may at the moment be all the other way. It cannot so
soon have reversed itself. Something is still pending, though the final
shape of the thing has not yet crystallized. Perhaps that is the reason
for the regression. There are too many profitable leads in other asso-
ciated fields of the intelligence for us to draw back now.

Where have the leads which are not aesthetic tended to take us in
the present century? By paying attention to detail and our telescopes
and microscopes and the reinterpretations of their findings, we realize
that man has long since broken from the confinement of the more rigid
of his taboos. It is reasonable to suppose that he will in the future, in
spite of certain setbacks, continue to follow the same course.

Man finds himself on the earth whether he likes it or not, with no-
where else to go. What then is to become of him? Obviously we can't
stand still or we shall be destroyed. Then if there is no room for us
on the outside we shall, in spite of ourselves, have to go i : into the
cell, the atom, the poetic line, for our discoveries. We have to break
the old apart to make room for ourselves, whatever may be our tragedy
and however we may fear it. By making room within the line itself
for his inventions, Whitman revealed himself to be a worthy and coura-
geous man of his age and, to boot, a farseeing one.




