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The poetry of William Carlos Williams often lives in that imaginative
space between visual and verbal art. Some critics have already noted the
visual element in his poetry and claimed that Williams’ verse is very
similar to painting. They examine the relationship between cubism,
dadaism and the poetry of Williams. The critics recognize that there is
more than a casual relationship between Williams’ poetry and the visual
arts. These critics have laid a solid foundation for later studies. In order to
understand the significance of Williams’ poetry, one must consider the
visual techniques Williams perfects during his poetic career. Among the
major schools of modern painting, impressionism plays a more significant
role in the history of the modern arts, greatly owing to its spirit of
innovation. As a poet who is enthusiastic about painting from childhood,
Williams was unavoidably influenced by the spirit of impressionism in his
early time. While, what are its concrete influences on the poetry of
Williams? On the basis of the important notions of impressionism the
present research intents to explore the similarities between the techniques
of impressionism and the early poetry of Williams.

As the fountain of modernist arts, impressionism breaks away from

the Academy with a brand new version of the world, focuses on depicting



the environment that surrounds them with special attention to light, its
transitory and changing qualities on the landscape. As a literary style
growing out of impressionism, literary impressionism aims to a depiction
in literature of a certain scene, character or emotion. With the style, the
author presents the object as it is heard, felt and seen in a single passing
moment. Williams® sharp perception in painting enables him to take
inspirations from the ideas of impressionism and his poetry demonstrates
the conspicuous techniques and stylistic features of impressionism. In his
early works, we can find obvious traces of the techniques of
impressionism.

On the basis of the important notions of impressionism, the research
analyzes impressionism in Williams’ early poetry from the following seven
chapters. Chapter One is an introduction to the book. The second chapter
traces back to the influences on Williams in visual arts. With a close study
of the culture of Williams’ time, his own experience, and his early poetry, a
useful sense of the visual arts background to Williams’ early poetry is
gained by starting with his earliest poetry and his important early
relationships with his mother, who had great artistic talents and once
studied art in Paris, his brother Edgar, Ezra Pound, and some painters of his
time. Chapter Three explores an important impressionist characteristic, the
interplay between the observer and the observed, in the early writing of
Williams. Impressionism suggests impressionistic artwork is the interplay
between the observer and the observed. Similar to it, the contact between
mind and thing (through the agency of the senses) is justly advocated in

Williams’ poetics. The fusion of the individual’s consciousness with the



world creates a unity between visual appearance and mental reality. Reality
is seen as a harmony of illusion and reality. Williams asserts that readers
and the poet should work as co-maker to complete the work; the reader is
invited with their imagination to learn complexities underlying the
“simplicity” of the materials. Chapter Four works on the characteristics of
a most important notion of impressionism, the act of perception, in
Williams’ early poetry. Williams has said the poem’s “sensuality” is the
poem’s rootedness in the physical world of actuality. The characteristics of
impressionist perception, the fresh relationship with the world, the
immediacy of impression, the conflict between sensual response and
rational response, are so fully responded in Williams’ early poems. Chapter
Five, entitled “Spatial Time in Williams’ Poetry”, discusses the
impressionistic interpretation of space and time, the harmony of light and
color and the philosophy of water in Williams’ early poems. Impressionists
often emphasize the atmospheric conditions in a certain place at a specific
time. Light and its effect on the objects depicted are so important to the
impressionist. In literature, the reader is also intended to seize the
impressionist works spatially in a moment of time, rather than a time
sequence. All these impressionistic techniques are so vividly applied in the
early poetry of Williams. Chapter Six focuses on discussing impressionist
narrative in Williams’ early poetry. Different from the traditional
omniscient narrative in which the author’s view dominates the way of
telling, the impressionist text advocates to render rather than to narrate life.
To literary impressionists, limited narrative and fragmental narrative are

important new narrative methods to achieve the impressionist effect. The



present study intends to articulate how these two impressionist methods are
greatly applied in William’s early poetry. Chapter Seven is the conclusion
of this book.

The innovative spirit of impressionism provides inspirations to
Williams in helping him to see the world with a brand new version,
know more about human consciousness including more about himself, find
his own ways of poem, and establish his particular poetics. The application
of the impressionistic techniques in his early poetry enriches the contents
and forms of his poems. From then on, Williams in his later years
underwent various experiments to incorporate different schools of visual
arts into poetry to fashion the themes, and developed techniques in his
poetry. His employment of the various visual elements sets an example for
the modern poets, shows his strong sense of social responsibility to search

for the outlet for the American modernist poetry.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 The Motivation of the Project

Born in Rutherford, New Jersey, William Carlos Williams (1883-1963)
is known as one of the most outstanding modern American poets. In
comparison to artists of his own time who sought a new environment for
creativity as expatriates in Europe, Williams lived a remarkably
conventional life. A doctor for more than forty years serving the rural town
of Rutherford, New Jersey, he relied on his patients, the America around
him, and his own ebullient imagination to create a distinctively American
verse. He advocated American poetry must be rooted in America as its
fount of inspiration and its source of information and subject matter. In his
Autobiography, he says that a poet must base his ideas and thought on the
ordinary lives of people. He drew his subject matter from ordinary
surroundings, such as paintings, the change of seasons, flowers, a red
wheel barrow, etc. Named as “father of postmodernism American poetry”
(Riddel 17), Williams had his own distinct views concerning the nature of
poetry, the function of the poet, and the poetic process. The viewpoint of
Williams is embodied in his famous doctrine “No ideas but in things”
(Ostrom 12).

He devoted all his life to persistent exploration and innovation of

poetic form. In his time, modernist poets, including Ezra Pound, were
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drawn to the strategies of the painters by the nature of the modernist poetic.
The years 1909 through 1930s were marked in New York, Paris and London
by an unparalleled collaboration between the poets and the painters. Poets
painted and the painters wrote. Poets cited painters in their manifestoes,
and painters wrote out their painterly theories and incorporated linguistic
elements into the visual strategies of their paintings. Perhaps more than any
other poet, Williams looked to painting for new strategies to bring to his
work. The development of his early poetry is the development of an
increasingly complex series of patterns — within poems, and within
sequences of his poems — leading up to his 1923 Spring and All. Williams’
poetry is possessed of the visual characteristics, as many of his poems are apt
to create visual pictures in the readers’ mind. Like the works of several
other poets in the twentieth century, Williams’ poetry reflects the influence
of many types of visual arts. In this research, the author finds similarities
between the early poetry of Williams and the techniques of impressionism.
Those paintings which are impressionistic often emphasize the atmospheric
conditions in a certain place at a specific time. Light and its effect on the
objects depicted are also very important to the impressionist. This
impressionistic attitude toward visual art can be applied to poetry as well.
Through a close and concentrated observation of Williams’ entire body of
poetry, the social historical and cultural background of his time and a careful
study of the techniques of impressionism and literary impressionism, based
on previous studies on Williams” poetics and poetry, the author of the book
intends to focus on exploring the impressionist strategies in Williams’ early
poetry (1909-1939), through social-historical analysis and with close
textual attention. Essentially there have been two periods in Williams
career, an early period from about the time of 1900 to the 1939, works of
which period are collected in The Collected Poems of William Carlos
Williams (1909-1939), and a later period is after the publication of
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Paterson [V, during which time he seems to have settled pretty much on
one scheme (Ostrom 77). Of the two periods, the earlier is more interesting
and important to examine. It is a period of apprenticeship in which —
apparently at Pound’s insistence — he turned from the conventional poetic
modes of the earliest 1900s to newer forms, especially from about the time
of Al Que Quiere! (1917) to the middle 1940s in which Williams explored
and developed various techniques of his own. It is essentially a time when
Williams was getting to know himself and the new ways of the poem, and
his work from that period is now of little interest other than the historical.
With great interest and curiosity, the research aims to reveal the influence
of impressionism on his early poetry. In this book, the author plans to
interpret more than 30 Williams’ early short poems, from the year 1909 to
1939. Impressionism in Williams’ poetry is the reflection of the revolution

and innovation of his poetry and poetics, and the reflection of his time.

1.2 Literature Review

As a full-time physician, William Carlos Williams made most use of
his spare time to write stories, novels, plays, essays as well as poetry.
However, until the last few years of his life Williams was almost entirely
neglected by the literary critics. Not only the academic critics, but the
“little magazine” critics, too, acted, for the most part, as if he did not exist.
Some few made passing references to him, and even fewer took him
seriously, none wrote of him as a major figure of their time, though, Pound
and occasional reviewers in Poetry magazine spoke well of Williams. In
1936 Babette Deutsch in his The Modern Poetry helped establish an
important place for him. Then, as the sections of William’s Paterson began
to come out (the first four of the five sections to be completed appeared

between 1940 and 1951), recognition slowly followed; New Directions,
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