"The Red Wheelbarrow" by W.C. Williams

Marcus Whalbring
This is an analysis of William's poem "The Red Wheelbarrow." It focuses on words and form in the poem, and breaks down the effect of line breaks and rhythm. 

William Carlos Williams believed in the power of words. One of his most famous poems, “The Red Wheelbarrow,” only had sixteen of them, and for Williams, poetry derived most of its power from words in their most basic forms.

Williams used to say, “No ideas but in things,” meaning that poetry should be about the words themselves and how they work, much the same way that Jackson Pollock wanted his paintings to be about the way the paint moved on the canvas, not the image it created. That being said, a reader who wants to find a complex meaning behind the eight lines that make up “The Red Wheelbarrow” will not find much satisfaction. However, he will find a great deal more behind the words and the form.

The Effects of Line Breaks in "The Red Wheelbarrow"

Williams used to sit at his typewriter rewriting the same poem over and over again, breaking the lines in different places until he found the perfect form, until the words moved the way he thought they should. “The Red Wheelbarrow,” for example, may have looked like this in the beginning:

So much depends upon

a red wheelbarrow

glazed with rain water

beside the white chickens.

He would have retyped these lines many times before he came to the final copy:

so much depends

upon

a red wheel

barrow

glazed with rain

water

beside the white

chickens.

The two forms move in a very different way. When the lines break in the first example, the words have very little impact; they move as simply as they would if someone on the street were saying them (not that anyone would have any reason to). The second form, which is the way Williams wrote it, breaks the words apart in such a way that they almost start to lose their meaning.

That’s what he wanted: the words become words, nothing more. Everyone has experienced moments of passive comprehension in which they read the words, even say them to themselves, but don’t think about what they mean. Wandering minds keep people from seeing the picture the language is supposed to represent. In Williams’ mind, that’s what this poem is meant to do. Sort of. The line breaks slow the reader down however: The words are simply words, but the reader hears them vividly.

Rhythm in "The Red Wheelbarrow"

Williams uses the line breaks to present words in their most basic form, but the rhythm of the poem is another tool he uses to achieve this same goal. Williams spent a lot of time breaking the lines to get the sound of the poem right, and in terms of sound, rhythm and line breaks go hand in hand.

In the first stanza, the first line gently floats along and brings the reader to an abrupt stop in the second line. Normally, in a poem as small as this one, the poet wants the words to run smoothly like rain down a drainpipe. Williams, on the other hand, wanted the rhythm to stop and go; he wanted the reader to hear the words, and to achieve that, he broke the rhythm in unexpected places.

In the second stanza, he separated wheel and barrow, creating a surprising pause between what should be one word. In the second stanza, when he separated rain and water, he achieved something extraordinary: the word "water" lost part of its meaning. Is it “rain water” or “water beside the white chickens”? When this happens, "water" gets lost between syntaxes and therefore loses its precise meaning.

What Makes the Poem Great?

“The Red Wheelbarrow” seems like a small poem that could wither away with time. But so far it hasn’t. Why? Why has it stood strong? Williams accomplishes a number of innovative feats in eight short lines, making the poem as important perhaps as “Song of Myself” or “The Waste Land.”

At the ground level, maybe a poem only needs to change the reader's perception once. Maybe it doesn’t need to be over a thousand lines long to be great, or even eight lines long. Either way, Williams used this poem to illustrate that words have power, not because of what they mean, but because of what they are.

Read more at Suite101: "The Red Wheelbarrow" by W.C. Williams | Suite101.com http://www.suite101.com/content/the-red-wheelbarrow-by-wc-williams-a267032#ixzz1M6sQaHxV
