Spring and All [By the road to the contagious hospital]
by William Carlos Williams 

By the road to the contagious hospital

under the surge of the blue

mottled clouds driven from the

northeast-a cold wind.  Beyond, the

waste of broad, muddy fields

brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen

patches of standing water

the scattering of tall trees

All along the road the reddish

purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy

stuff of bushes and small trees

with dead, brown leaves under them

leafless vines-

Lifeless in appearance, sluggish

dazed spring approaches-

They enter the new world naked,

cold, uncertain of all

save that they enter.  All about them

the cold, familiar wind-

Now the grass, tomorrow

the stiff curl of wildcarrot leaf

One by one objects are defined-

It quickens:  clarity, outline of leaf

But now the stark dignity of

entrance-Still, the profound change

has come upon them:  rooted, they

grip down and begin to awaken

Spring and All Summary 

Someone has stopped by the side of a road that leads to a hospital, and he or she is looking at the landscape. This person (the speaker of the poem) begins by describing the scene: the dead plants that cover everything at the end of winter. Then, the poem shifts, and the speaker describes the coming of spring, imagining how new life will emerge from this landscape as it begins to wake up.

In A Nutshell

In a lot of ways, "Spring and All" is a classic William Carlos Williams poem: short, beautiful, and filled with simple images. It focuses on making each moment as clear and sharp as possible. You might have heard of a couple other Williams poems (maybe the one about the wheelbarrow, or the plums?) – same idea here. He’s discovering poetry in the world around him, in daily experience. He’s inventing a style that doesn’t need fancy words or references to history in order to make its point or to amaze you with its beauty.
But, before you start thinking that he’s all about plants and fruit and simple pretty words, we should tell you where this poem comes from. It’s part of a much longer book called Spring and All, which is CRAZY. It’s a mix of poems, prose, and all kinds of ideas about the imagination, writing, history, and so on. The chapters are out of order, and the sentences stop midway. In a lot of ways, it sounds like a rant.
Eventually, the book makes a kind of weird sense (and you should check it out if you like Williams), but it takes a lot of work to get there. Luckily, Williams’s genius also comes in bite-sized pieces, like this poem. The bottom line? Don’t let this poem fool you. It’s easy to read – and that’s how it’s supposed to be – but there’s a lot behind it, and a lot going on under the surface.

Why Should I Care? 

Basically, the "spring" that Williams talks about isn’t just happening in the poem. "By the road to the contagious hospital" was written at a big moment in history, a turning point for art, poetry, etc. WWI was just over, the world had changed, and people were looking for a way to talk, think, and write about the modern world.
Line 1

By the road to the contagious hospital

The phrase "By the road" begins to set the scene. It doesn’t tell us exactly where we are, but it makes it easy to imagine the speaker traveling, moving from Point A to Point B, and stopping to look out over the landscape described in the poem. 

The last two words in the line make a much bigger difference. We learn that this road leads to the "contagious hospital." 

Any way you look at it, that phrase sounds like bad news, a place you already don’t want to go. 

The word "contagious" sets the mood for the poem. 

It seems important to know that Williams earned his living as a doctor. We can’t know if this poem is about an experience he had, but he definitely would have been familiar with hospitals. 

The difference between an open field and a hospital ward might seem clear to us, but it would have been very real for Williams. At the time that the poem was written, infectious disease was still a big deal in America, and you needed separate spaces to confine anyone with a disease like smallpox. 

The word "contagious" makes the image of the hospital even more intense. It’s a place you really don’t want to end up in – maybe even as a doctor. 

To our ears, the wording of the phrase might even make you feel like the hospital itself is contagious, so filled with sickness that it starts to spread disease. 

What does it mean to start a poem about nature with the image of a road and a scary, disease-ridden building?

Lines 2-4

under the surge of the blue
mottled clouds driven from the
northeast-a cold wind. Beyond, the

Immediately, the road and the hospital disappear, and the sentence continues with a description of the clouds. 

Thinking of your standard clouds, you might imagine a sort of cheerful, fluffy thing in the sky. 

Not these clouds. There’s nothing scary about them exactly, but nothing comforting either. 

These clouds don’t "drift" or "float" – they "surge." These clouds rush into the poem, filled with power, hurried along by the wind. 

Where some clouds might be a comforting, even white, these are "blue-mottled." 

Finally, we end the sentence with "a cold wind." 

We haven’t seen very much yet, but we’ve learned a lot about the texture, the mood of this scene. 

We don’t mean to run this into the ground, but this is definitely a poem that’s designed to make you practically taste every word, to feel how cold that wind is, to imagine that hospital looming in the distance. 

This starts out on a pretty bleak note. Not miserable, necessarily, just a cold, blustery and not-too-welcoming sky.

Lines 5-8

waste of broad, muddy fields
brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen
patches of standing water
the scattering of tall trees

Things don’t get a lot happier here. 

As if we are watching a shot in a movie, we pan down toward the land and outward toward the fields. For the first time, we see plants, brown and dry, as well as mud, dirty water, etc. 

It’s a "waste," as the speaker puts it: an empty space, without any life that the eye can see. 

Yet, as we move on, we also start to look closer, to see how the elements of the landscape and the poem fit together. 

Williams isn’t big on rhyme and meter, but check out the sneaky way that he ties together the pieces of this poem. In the sixth line, we see weeds that are "standing and fallen." Then, in the seventh, we see "patches of standing water." 

We know that weeds and water don’t "stand" in the same way, but the repetition of that word fits those two lines together like puzzle pieces. So, even if the landscape isn’t exactly pretty, it does "rhyme" in a way. 

Also, the next line includes the word "tall" which sounds a lot like "fallen." 

Notice how Williams has given up on periods? You’ll get a handful of dashes here and there, and a few commas, but, as far as full sentences go, that first one is about all he offers. What effect does this have on your experience as you read the poem?

Section II (lines 9-15) Summary

Lines 9-13

All along the road the reddish
purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy
stuff of bushes and small trees
with dead, brown leaves under them
leafless vines-

More fun with dead plants. 

Around the edges, Williams does start to breathe some life into the scene. Some new colors do appear – reddish and purplish – but, for the most part, we’re still up close and personal with dry, brown leaves and trees.

Lines 14-15

Lifeless in appearance, sluggish
dazed spring approaches-
Then, just as you might be getting tired of this stuff… WHAM. The poem shifts, and we catch our first glimpse of spring. 

It doesn’t happen right away; in fact, it sort of sneaks into the line, appearing in the distance. 

At first, we can’t even tell it’s there. The landscape still seems "lifeless," just like the vines in line 13 were "leafless." 

But, something has changed, and Williams wants us to look more closely. Spring is there, waiting for us to see it. 

Even though there aren’t any real characters in this poem, spring is introduced as if it has a personality. Like some creature waking up, it is "sluggish" and "dazed." 

This is the first sign of life, and it’s also the first thing Williams treats like a living being. 

He’s not going to beat you over the head with it, but this is a big moment. The entire book is called "Spring and All," and now… here’s spring. 

Section III (lines 16-23) Summary

Lines 16-19

They enter the new world naked,
cold, uncertain of all
save that they enter. All about them
the cold, familiar wind-

Now that you’ve had a line or two to get used to spring, here come more new things. The next section tells us that other things are approaching, too. 

"They enter," Williams tells us, but who are they? He only tells us a few things: they’re naked and cold, and, well, they’re entering. 

It’s a little bit of a mystery, and it forces you to guess, to look for clues, and to read more closely. Think of the moment in a movie when new characters show up, and you don’t know anything about them yet. We know that they are different from "sluggish" spring, but we have to wait to learn more. 

Williams could just say who they are from the beginning, but he teases us a little. He wants to make his poems clear, but maybe not always too easy. 

Also, do you see how the image of these plants coming into the world might make us think of human babies being born? This little trick is called personification, and he uses it in a few spots in the poem. It’s one of a lot of ways that he twists together the human and the natural worlds, and suggests that they’re really just aspects of the same thing. 

Oh, yeah, and see how he brings back that cold wind from the fourth line? Nice touch, huh?

Lines 20-23

Now the grass, tomorrow
the stiff curl of wildcarrot leaf
One by one objects are defined-
It quickens: clarity, outline of leaf

Now, things start to pick up speed, and Williams solves our mini-mystery. 

It looks like "they" are the new plants that poke up through the dead leaves, although he never quite comes out and says so. 

Things get clearer, as spring takes hold. 

Do you feel how the mood of the poem changes? After the groggy feeling of winter, things are beginning to thaw, to pop out and change. 

For example, look at the word "quickens." Here, it means "comes back to life," but it also hints at the way the world speeds up in spring. Even the sound of the word is fast and lively, the opposite of the "sluggish" feeling the poem talked about a minute ago. 

Things are about to change, and, when they do, it will move fast.

Section IV (lines 24-27) Summary

Lines 24-27

But now the stark dignity of
entrance-Still, the profound change
has come upon them: rooted, they
grip down and begin to awaken

But… we’re not quite there yet. The poem gets ahead of itself. 

This poem isn’t about things actually happening – it’s about things beginning to happen. The word "entrance" is really key here. We’re just setting the stage for spring, not actually watching the play that’s about to start. 

If Williams speeded things up in the last few lines, now he slows them down again. 

Try saying "stark dignity" a few times. Feel how serious-sounding those words are, how they pull down the corners of your mouth. 

We’re back at the beginning point, in a way, but something has changed. Down at the roots, things are waking up. We’re looking for things to happen on the surface, but the real changes are going on underground. 

Spring and All

William Carlos William's Spring and All 

The poem begins in a very straight forward set of words that cause the reader numerous impressions of the landscape being described. It starts with the words "contagious hospital" and it is obvious from the language the author uses that the hospital is not contagious because of the disease, but rather it itself is a sickness, an ever-present state in this depressing landscape. The whole poem could be seen as Williams's response to the wasteland world of poverty and disease which he encountered a lot as a doctor. Williams's interpretation of this wilderness of clouds, cold, mud, and dead plants gives it a stark beauty, however. Surprisingly while reading this poem one understands that the author, although writes in a very harsh way, he is secretly in love with what he sees around. The "purplish, forked, upstanding, twiggy / stuff of bushes and small trees" stands not as thematic background but as something worth examining in itself, as part of nature.
The theme of spring just awakening together with all of the natural demonstration of its appearance in the nearest future, is traced throughout the entire poem. Even the poem's structure hints that spring is a rushing season when everything changes and becomes something different very quickly. This opinion can be proved by the poem's lineation, for instance: "under the surge of the blue / mottled clouds driven from the / northeast", "blue" and "mottled" are separated by the line break, yet they are semantically combined. The eye jumps from what is normally an adjective, "blue," to the next line to find the noun, "clouds," although the line break suggests that "the blue" is itself one unit. The lineation creates the effect of a windy spring sky, the "blue mottled clouds" changing so fast that the reader must pay close attention to distinguish "blue" from "clouds." As was mentioned before this genre of writing causes the reader to imagine very vividly what the author is picturing for us, and also provides a better comprehension of the author's own feeling and thoughts at the time.
Williams just like a doctor examining a patient, is writing about the landscape being naked and fully exposed. He is trying to find out the symptoms of the possible disease, this time though, it's the spring that is coming. The landscape is being renewed with the new life following the approach of "sluggish dazed spring," it evokes the shoots growing from the earth, but the language leaves the referent of "they" unsure and undecided. Those words suggest a more general concept of birth, physical rebirth that is spiritual in the sense of absolute faith in rebirth. "uncertain of all / save that they enter." The wind is "familiar," not shocking, to the newborn simply because there are no preconceptions in plant life, as well as with the human child coming to this world, because he does not have an understanding of all things and cannot compare.
The late winter wasteland will give birth to spring whether we interpret it or not; the child will struggle to survive whether hi family care for him or not. I think this is the general direction of the poem and its gloomy mood. William's physician's vision of examining the world empirically, rather than symbolically: "One by one, objects are defined— / It quickens: clarity, outline of leaf" These lines symbolize Williams's rejection of simple symbolism in and thinks that the world must be viewed as it is and not to be attached to the symbols made up by someone.
The author constantly discovers things throughout the poem, just like the doctor with a patient "Still, the profound change has come upon them: rooted they grip down and begin to awaken". He realizes that the movement of life never stops and that the new born have to grip to what they see in order to defend themselves and struggle to survive. He has no romantic thoughts about realities of life and views spring more as a physical act of nature. From the decay of winter arises the rebirth of spring growth; from the poor city blocks arises will to live better and to survive. Although death and decay are ever-present, the promise of new life (the spring) and rebirth never vanishes. His spleen and excitement and spring is seen in this poem at the same time and exactly this strange mixture of feeling tell us that spring is not the easiest things to understand and to accept for Williams. However, he marvels at the new life being brought to the world and probably this fact makes death easier to bear.

