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At the time of its first publication,
In the American Grain was a flop,
and plans for a follow-up were
scrapped, Only now, eight
decades later, has the slow-grow-
ing popularity of Williams' prose
work gained enough respect and
appreciation for a new edition.

In the American Grain is best
described as a collection of
essays on the birth of America.
Williams, the only dominant
American poet of his generation
who had not turned his back on
the US (unlike his contempo-
raries Eliot and Pound), traces
the founding of his country back
to the Scandinavian Red Eric,
taking in the discoveries of
Chnstopher Columbus, the
Mayflower and the influence of
the Puritans, George Washington,
Edgar Allan Poe and Abraham
Lincoln — the selection only
loosely following the sequence of
history.

None of the essays cover his-
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toric events or details, nor aca-
demic research into the impor-
tance of these disparate charac-
ters. Instead, they take a person-
al form which emulates the voice
of the subject — a style without
doubt influenced by the mod-
ernist thinking to which Williams
was exposed dunng his extensive
travels across Europe in the
1920s.

It's certainly a direct and idio-
syncratic way to present history,
but have we not often experi-
enced that history can be mis-
leading or manipulated for specif-
ic purposes? In making history

personal, Williams opens up a
multiplicity of discourses and
possible influences, foreshadow-
ing the work of Michel Foucault
and other 20th century thinkets.

Williams expands the bound-
aries between genres, inviting the
reader to reflect on their own
weighting of histonc events. In
Williams® view, events or figures
that would conventionally be
seen as dominant seem a ot
less important — for example, the
essay on Lincoln is the shottest,
much shorter than those on puri-
tanism or Poe,

A new forward by Rick Moody
(author of The lce Storm) puts
the importance of Williams'
groundbreaking book into per-
spective, providing some mmex—
tual background.

Shifting boundaries both in its
technigue as its effect on the
reader, In the American Grain
ultimately asks one big question
— What are the factors that con-
stitute a nation’s collective con-
sciousness? — and gives much
food for thought.
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