Formalism and Structuralism: 
Two Caricatures of Method “Applied” to “The Thing”

The Thing

Each time it rings

I think it is for

me but it is

not for me nor for

anyone it merely

rings and we

serve it bitterly

together, they and I

1) Williams’ brief, two-stanza poem is composed of largely monosyllabic words, shaped within short lines of irregular rhythm moving towards a faintly iambic cadence. The heavily enjambed lines help to reinforce the jarring impression of an interruption by telephone. The irony that the ringing of one’s own telephone becomes uwelcome is deepened through a play with pronouns and the interrogation of the common spoken expression about such calls. 


Introducing the phone (or its ringing) as a gender-neutral and inanimate “it”, the poem explores the relationship between the “I”/”me”, a prospective “we,” and the “they” of others. While the speaker iterates a constant hope (“each time it rings”), the call does not join the “I” and “they”/caller into a “we.”  As if in anticipation of the much later advertising cant—“reach out and touch someone”--, the poem closes with a failed connection: “they and I” rather than a conjoined “we.”  The only sense in which the telephone brings an us “together” is in described the shared situation of subjugation to the phone (and modern technology) itself. The call does not belong, is not “for” us but rather against us. I and they are conjoined only in the bitter service to the call of this inhuman “it.”  
2) 

The Widow's Lament in Springtime

Sorrow is my own yard

where the new grass

flames as it has flamed

often before but not

with the cold fire

that closes round me this year.

Thirty five years

I lived with my husband.

The plumtree is white today

with masses of flowers. Masses of flowers

load the cherry branches

and color some bushes

yellow and some red

but the grief in my ear

is stronger than they

for though they were my job

formerly, today I notice them

and turned away forgetting.

Today my son told me

that in the meadows,

at the edge of the heavy woods

in the distance, he saw

trees of white flowers.

I feel that I would like

to go there

and fall into those flowers

and sink into the marsh near them.  (Williams Reader 13-14)

	UNION
	
	

	
	
	

	Life
	
	Death

	(then)
	
	(now)

	blossoms
	PARADOX
	blossoms

	joy
	DISUNION
	sorrow

	home
	
	away

	(heat)
	
	cold/heat

	husband
	
	son

	
	
	

	
	
	REUNION


The text inscribes a number of binary oppositions (life/death; joy/sorrow; heat/cold; home/away; memory/forgetting) and foregrounds the oxymoron “cold fire”).  Consider this as deploying a kind of logic, it embodies the temporal contradiction between seasonal rebirth in the natural world and one’s inevitable passing.  In the spring season of joy and sorrow, only a cold fire burns.  Husband is displaced by son, and so the mother figure enters a paradoxical space of disunion, which can be resolved only through a separation from the timeless cycle of the vegetal world and a movement from the home. This resolution is embodied in the doubleness of “cold fire,” which names without naming the process of decomposition – that process by which burial in a marsh is the fate of flowers and humans. Perhaps the truly unamed is death at the hands of one’s own progeny.
