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without prepossessions of magnitude and grandeur. It 
has often been overlooked; one surmises that much of 
it still remains to be discovered….it cannot be copied 
or overlooked but is the outgrowth of a special mode of 
life and feeling” (Rourke 1938: 77, 184).

For Williams, the classical note referred to 
discovering “in today the conditions and aspects 
comparable to those which were used excellently in the 
past and to invent a means for using them as new and 
excellent in our days as were the inventions of other 
days” (qtd. in Guimond 1968: 54). For Williams, the 
meaning of the local lifted to universal purposes was 
essential: “The local is the only thing that is universal…
The classic is the local fully realized, words marked by 
a place” (id).

In many of the essays dedicated to Sheeler as 
well as in his Autobiography, Williams praised Sheeler 
for his artistic achievements and ability to convert 
the local into the universal: “It is this eye that most 
distinguishes Charles Sheeler—and along with it to 
know that every hair on every body, now or then, in 
its minute distinctiveness is the same hair, on every 
body anywhere, at any time, changed as it may be to 
feather, quill or scale. The local is the universal” (qtd. 
in Guimond 56).

Both Williams and Sheeler stressed the autonomy 
of the work of art, its objective rather than subjective 
character, the impersonal rather than the emotional 
nature of it. Williams considered the poem an object 
which he could make use of through language; a case in 
point is the representation on canvas of the Ford plant 
in Detroit.

The painting is entitled Classic Landscape (1931) 
and Sheeler claims that the plant was a perfect model 
for his painting. Probably this triggered the appearance 
of Williams’ poem “Classic Scene” that has its 
counterpoint on canvas Sheeler’s Classic Landscape. 

What strikes the readers as odd is the fact that the 
poem has its own sense of imagery apart from the 
subject of the canvas. However, the word that comes to 
bring the two art works together is “classic” although 
it is difficult to find a classic perspective in a factory. 
Of the two, poem and painting, the painting seems to 
come closer to classical shapes in the sense that Sheeler 
makes use of geometric forms in order to render the 
Ford plant in Detroit.

He thus manages to suggest the idea of order, 
structure, mechanisms and the way they work together 
in a factory by focusing specifically on the buildings 
and the way they were reproduced on canvas. Sheeler 
seems to suggest that he was trying to connect the 
geometry, balance and beauty of forms in the past 
with the order, balance and harmony imposed by these 
geometric buildings in a technological era.

Classic Scene (1937)
William Carlos Williams

A power-house in the shape of a red brick chair
90 feet high on the seat of which sit the figures
of two metal stacks—aluminum— commanding an area 

of squalid shacks side by side— from one of which buff smoke 
streams while under a grey sky the other remains passive 
today—

Williams’ poem seems to be more problematic in 
the sense that it has nothing to do with the classical 
tradition, the English one namely, of writing poems. 
The poem as such does not have an identity, it does not 
have an existence of its own since it is mainly focused 
on the description of a powerhouse “commanding an 
area of squalid shacks”. The placement of words in a 
more or less linear order suggests that the poem’s main 
objective is to emphasize the relationship poem-object, 
a construct made of words.

Moreover, the simple description of the powerhouse 
seems to leave no room for another, metaphoric 
interpretation. Critics have, however, inferred a second 
meaning of it: the smoke stacks resemble figures of 

Charles Sheeler (1883-1965)
Classic Landscape (1931)

Sursă foto: http://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/news-photo/portrait-
of-artist-charles-sheeler-news-photo/72433978#portrait-of-artist-

charles-sheeler-picture-id72433978
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earthcolored walls of bare limestone. 

Covertly the hands of a great clock 
go round and round! Were they to 
move quickly and at once the whole 
secret would be out and the shuffling 
of all ants be done forever. 

A leaning pyramid of sunlight, narrowing 
out at a high window, moves by the clock: 
disaccordant hands straining out from 
a center: inevitable postures infinitely 
repeated—
two—twofour—twoeight! 
Porters in red hats run on narrow platforms. 
This way ma’am! 
--important not to take 
the wrong train! 
Lights from the concrete 
ceiling hang crooked but-- 
Poised horizontal 
on glittering parallels the dingy cylinders 
packed with a warm glow—inviting entry—
pull against the hour. But brakes can 
hold a fixed posture till-- 
The whistle! 

Not twoeight. Not twofour. Two! 

Gliding windows. Colored cooks sweating 
in a small kitchen. Taillights—

In time: twofour! 
In time: twoeight! 

--rivers are tunneled: trestles 
cross oozy swampland: wheels repeating 
the same gesture remain relatively 

stationary: rails forever parallel 
return on themselves infinitely. 
The dance is sure. 

Attention is again shifted from the “shuffling ants” to 
the “pyramids of sunlight” entering the “high window”. 
Williams compares the station to a sacred place, a dome 
or a church, or to monolithic constructions made by 
man: the pyramids. The symmetry of the four stanzas 
is broken by the fragmented sections introducing the 
porters’ warnings against not taking the wrong train. 
The blow of the whistle sets the train into motion 
and with it a whole welter of images and scenes pass 
before the viewer’s eyes: colored cooks sweating, trestles 
crossing oozy swamplands, etc. 

The persona perceives trains arriving in or leaving a 
station as a dance which suggests an infinite celebration 
of the modern age and of industrialized America. The 
poet does not consider trains as isolating the human 
from nature but on the contrary as elements that are 
typical of the modern age and of its inventions and 
that participate in the people’s life of. A second reading 
of the poem might suggest that Williams offers just 
an overture, an introductory part that seems rather 
insignificant as compared to the real artistic experience 
offered by his object of interest—the train.

Williams’ poem has visual counterparts in Sheeler’s 
paintings in which the latter celebrates the age of the 
machine and the technological era by focusing on the 
theme of locomotives. In fact, the first painting, entitled 
Rolling Power (1939) was one in a series of six that 
were commissioned by Fortune magazine to represent 
America’s industrial power. By the time Rolling Power 
and the rest of the paintings appeared, the train had 
already been acknowledged as the product of American 
technology. Rolling Power clearly follows the format of 
the Precisionist style, foregrounding very well-defined 
forms, static compositions and abstract shapes. A closer 
look at the painting evidences the fact that it is very 
descriptive but that Sheeler managed to control the 
painting by simplifying its component parts by means 
of geometric shapes.

In fact, Sheeler confessed that the things he was 
most keen to point out in Rolling Power were “neither 
the quaint nor the historical” but rather the “intrinsic 
realities of forms and environment” (qtd. Wight, 
1954: 28, 35). In fact, his use of geometric shapes, his 
close perspective on the locomotive, the choice of two 
dominant colors (black and white) testify to the fact 
that the painting is not simply a descriptive study of a 
Hudson steam locomotive but also a study in abstract 
relationships between objects.

When asked in an interview with Martin 
Friedman, dated 1956, whether his style or his 
motivation in painting resembled Georgia O’Keeffe’s 
he vehemently denied it, claiming that “There’s a large 

Charles Sheeler (1883-1965)
Steam Turbine, 1939. Oil on canvas
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shielding them from the too-heavy blows
of an ungoverned ocean which when it chooses

tortures the biggest hulls, the best man knows
to pit against its beatings, and sinks them pitilessly.
Mothlike in mists, scintillant in the minute

brilliance of cloudless days, with broad bellying sails
they glide to the wind tossing green water
from their sharp prows while over them the crew crawls

ant-like, solicitously grooming them, releasing,
making fast as they turn, lean far over and having
caught the wind again, side by side, head for the mark.
In a well guarded arena of open water surrounded by
lesser and greater crafts which, sycophant, lumbering
and flittering follow them, they appear youthful, rare

as the light of a happy eye, live with the grace
of all that in the mind is fleckless, free and
naturally to be desired. Now the sea which holds them

is moody, lapping their glossy sides, as of feeling
for some slightest flaw but fails completely.
Today no race. Then the wind comes again. The yachts

move, jockeying for a start, the signal is set and they
are off. Now the waves strike at them but they are too
well made, they slip through, though they take in canvas.
Arms with hands grasping seek to clutch at the prows
Bodies thrown recklessly in the way are cut aside.
It is a sea of faces about them in agony, in despair

until the horror of the race dawns staggering the mind,
the whole sea become an entanglement of watery bodies
lost to the world bearing what they can not hold. Broken,

beaten, desolate, reaching from the dead to be taken up
they cry out, failing, failing! their cries rising
in waves skill as the skillful yachts pass over.

Williams achieves the same effects in his poem as 
Sheeler does in his painting: he describes the movement 
of yachts in a bay that shelters them from the “the too-
heavy blows/ of an ungoverned ocean” as they are just 
about to start the race. As these huge boats are just 
about to leave the harbor there is a sense of awe at 
the graceful shapes of the yachts: “Mothlike in mists, 
scintillant in the minute // brilliance of cloudless days, 
with broad bellying sails….”

The poet seems to closely follow the themes 
employed by Sheeler in his painting: the art of 
mastering the graceful craft, the power of the sea over 
them, the all-contending power of the ocean, the 
insignificance of the crew in both painting (where 
sailors are visible only through the viewer’s mind’s eye) 

and poem where the sailors are compared with small, 
unimportant creatures such as ants, etc.

Williams describes the beauty of the yachts’ 
motion, comparing their imposing stature to “broad 
bellying sails” which “glide to the wind tossing green 
water / from their sharp prows” and describing them 
at the same time “the best man knows to pit against”. 
The middle part of the poem is more compositional 
describing the greater craft in contrast to lesser, 
“sycophant” ones. 

The yacht race in this part is meant to enact man’s 
victory over the brutal forces of nature: “waves strike at 
them but they are too / well made, they slip through....” 
However, the inference here is that such victory is 
possible only if man makes good choices in his battles 
with nature. This time man proved victorious as the 
craft are more powerful than the rough winds and the 
ocean. The yachts are described as living “with the grace 
of all that in the mind is fleckless, free and / naturally 
to be desired.”

This impressive vision of the great boats is possible 
only if one represses the knowledge that yachts were 
and are still considered emblems of wealth affordable 
only by the upper social classes of society. In his book 
entitled Mythologies, Roland Barthes proposes that 
wine is a “good and fine substance” and that that it 
can be considered an “unalloyedly blissful substance” 
only if “we wrongfully forget that it is also the product 
of an expropriation” (Barthes 1972: 61). Much in the 
same way the impressive craft make an impression on 
the spectator only if they disregard issues related to 
capitalist exploitation attached to the yachts.

From an apparently relaxed narrative in the first 
eight stanzas, the reader is forced into considering a 
nightmarish perspective in the last three ones: “It is a 
sea of faces about them in agony, in despair / until the 
horror of the race dawns staggering the mind, / the 
whole sea become an entanglement of watery bodies 
/ lost to the world bearing what they can not hold.” 
James Guimond considers that the message of the poem 




