
Staking Out New Earth: The Spanish Epigraph of Al Que Quiere! 

Jonathan Cohen, Stony Brook University 
 
William Carlos Williams’s Al Que Quiere!, published in 1917, was the auspicious debut volume of his mature poetic voice—free verse at once modern and subtly baroque, 
colloquial, imagistic, distinctly American in its language and prosody. Not only did he give this collection a Spanish title, he gave it an epigraph in Spanish taken from the 
fiction of a contemporary Spanish-American writer, namely, Rafael Arévalo Martínez of Guatemala. In keeping with the tradition of authors providing an epigraph intended 
to serve as a key to their works to help readers enter them and appreciate them, Williams did precisely this, but in a strikingly indirect way in Al Que Quiere!, for he 
provided no English translation of the text, thereby confronting readers with the core foreignness (i.e., “Carlos”) of his poetry. My presentation will elucidate the significance 
of the epigraph in terms of Williams’s modernist poetics demonstrated in Al Que Quiere! It will provide an orientation to Arévalo Martínez and his fiction, as well as his 
poetry that Williams had translated with his father. Special attention will be paid to the translation they made of the short story, “The Man Who Resembled a Horse,” from 
which the epigraph was taken, and which Williams subsequently published in 1918 in The Little Review (and later revised for publication in the 1944 ND anthology, New 
Directions in Prose and Poetry). The presentation will further include my analysis of what Williams implied by the epigraph’s image of himself as “an adventurous shrub” 
who had found “the necessary humus” on which he “fed with the joy of tremulous leaves of chlorophyll that spread themselves to the sun; with the joy with which a root 
encounters a decomposing corpse; with the joy with which convalescents take their vacillating steps in the light-flooded mornings of spring.” Ultimately, my presentation 
will define the “new earth” that Williams claimed by means of the epigraph to constitute the source of sustenance for his modernist American poetic flowering, and will 
clarify how the epigraph anticipates the centrality the Spanish literary tradition assumed in his canon. 
 
Jonathan Cohen is an award-winning scholar in the fields of modernist American poetry and translation studies. He compiled and edited William Carlos Williams’s By Word of 
Mouth: Poems from the Spanish, 1916–1959 (New Directions). He is editor of the Centennial Edition of Williams’s Al Que Quiere!, forthcoming from New Directions in the fall 
of 2017, and editor of Williams’s translation of the Spanish Golden Age novella, The Dog & The Fever, forthcoming from Wesleyan University Press in the spring of 2018. Also 
an active translator of contemporary Latin American poetry, Cohen is author of translations of work by Chilean Enrique Lihn (The Dark Room and Other Poems) and Nicaraguan 
Ernesto Cardenal (Pluriverse: New and Selected Poems), both published by New Directions to wide acclaim. His translation of Countersong to Walt Whitman and Other Poems 
by Pedro Mir, the Dominican Republic’s late poet laureate, is being republished by Peepal Tree Press in the fall of 2017.  
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WCW to Marianne Moore (Feb. 21, 1917)
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“Rafael Arévalo Martínez, (born July 25, 1884,

Guatemala City, Guatemala—died June 12, 1975,

Guatemala City), novelist, short-story writer, poet,

diplomat, and director of Guatemala’s national

library for more than 20 years. Though Arévalo

Martínez’s fame has waned, he is still considered

important because of his short stories, one in

particular.”—Encyclopedia Britannica
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Colombian poet Porfirio Barba Jacob





What does “new earth” signify for Williams and what 

does it imply about the poetry of Al Que Quiere!? 













“The poems are for the most part short, written in conversa-

tional language, as spoken, but rhythmical I think. The stanzas

are short; I was searching for some formal arrangement of the

lines, perhaps a stanzaic form. I have always had something to

say and the sheer sense of what is spoken seemed to me all

important, yet I knew the poem must have shape. From this

time on you can see the struggle to get a form without deforming

the language. In theme, the poems of Al Que Quiere! reflect

things around me.”—I Wanted to Write a Poem



About The Tempers (1913) that preceded Al Que Quiere!: “I was

beginning to turn away from the romantic. It may have been my

studies in medicine; it may have been my intense feeling of

Americanism; anyhow I knew that I wanted reality in my poetry

and I began to try to let it speak.”—I Wanted to Write a Poem
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"Nude Descending a Staircase"
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Source of Spanish poemsWCW translated between1910 and 1913.



“I’m going to begin work on a translation from the Spanish in

another month. The work is from Herrera, a lyric poet and a

contemporary of Shakespeare’s. He has never been done into

English but is nevertheless one of the world’s masters as Pound

assures me . . . No kind of practice is better than just such

translating work.”—Letter to brother Edgar, 1910





• Rafael Arévalo Martínez (Guatemala)

• José Santos Chocano (Peru)

• Alfonso Guillén Zelaya (Honduras) 

• Luis Carlos López (Colombia)

• José Asunción Silva (Colombia)

• Juan Julián Lastra (Argentina)

• Leopoldo Díaz (Argentina)







How does the Spanish element of Williams’s 

“new earth” reveal itself in Al Que Quiere!? 



1. Spanish title of book

2. Spanish epigraph of book

3. Spanish titles of four poems

4. Use of Spanish/Cuban place 

name (i.e., “Santiago Grove”) 

local to Rutherford

5. Symbolism like that found in 

Spanish Modernismo

6. Baroque wordplay of Spanish 

literary tradition





“[Spanish] has a strong appeal to me, temperamentally, as a relief

from the classic mood of both French and Italian. Spanish is not,

in the sense to which I refer, a literary language. It has a place of

its own, an independent place very sympathetic to the New World.

This independence, this lack of integration with our British past

gives us an opportunity, facing Spanish literature, to make new

appraisals, especially in attempting translations, which should

permit us to use our language with unlimited freshness. In such

attempts we will not have to follow precedent but can branch off

into a new diction, adapting new forms, even discovering new

forms. . . .”—The Autobiography of William Carlos Williamsn,

adapting new forms, even discovering new forms. . . ."
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______________________________________________________________________Outtake from WCW's essay "Federico Garcia Lorca" (Kenyon Review, 1939)   



“You thank your bloomin gawd you’ve got enough
spanish blood to muddy up your mind, and prevent
the current American ideation from going through it
like a blighted collander. The thing that saves your
work is opacity, and dont you forget it. Opacity is
NOT an American quality. Fizz, swish, gabble of
verbiage, these are echt Amerikanish [truly Ameri-
can].”—Ezra Pound to WCW, in letter dated Novem-
ber 10, 1917—publication month of Al Que Quiere!





Tierra Nueva = Carlos Williams (“two bloods”)
+ Modernism/Imagism + Spanish Translation &
Modernismso + American Language & Place =
Al Que Quiere!





“I had been an adventurous 

shrub which prolongs its 

filaments until it finds the 

necessary humus in new 

earth. And how I fed! . . .”




