
The Roominghouse Madrigals: Unraveling the
Tapestry of Post-War America Through the
Lens of Poetry
In the annals of American literature, William Alfred's "The Roominghouse
Madrigals: Early Selected Poems 1946-1966" stands as an extraordinary
poetic tour de force. Published in 1965, this collection offers a
kaleidoscopic glimpse into the turbulent social and cultural landscape of
post-war America, capturing the complexities of the human experience with
unflinching honesty and lyrical virtuosity.

A Window into the Urban Underbelly

The poems in "The Roominghouse Madrigals" are set predominantly in the
gritty, underbelly of New York City, where Alfred's keen eye observes the
lives of the urban poor, the marginalized, and the dispossessed. These
characters, often inhabiting dingy rooming houses and cheap hotels,
struggle to make ends meet and find meaning in a world that often seems
indifferent to their plight.
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Alfred's prose masterfully captures the nuances of his subjects' lives, from
the stale smell of cigarettes to the flickering lights of neon signs. In poems
such as "The Rent Collector" and "The Janitor," he delves into the lives of
those who work tirelessly to keep the city functioning, but who remain
largely invisible to society.

A Chorus of Voices

One of the most striking aspects of "The Roominghouse Madrigals" is its
use of multiple voices. Alfred employs a wide range of characters and
perspectives, from the elderly spinster Miss Emily to the troubled young
boy Joey. Through these diverse voices, he explores a multitude of themes,
including loneliness, alienation, longing, and hope.

The characters in Alfred's poems are not mere ciphers; they are fully
realized individuals with complex motivations and desires. In "The Tenants"
and "The Drunks," he portrays them as individuals who, despite their
hardships, retain a sense of dignity and resilience.

A Search for Belonging

Beyond its depictions of urban life, "The Roominghouse Madrigals" also
explores the universal human need for belonging. In poems such as "The
Lovers" and "The Family," Alfred captures the longing for connection and
intimacy that resides within all of us.

These poems explore the complexities of relationships, both romantic and
familial. They reveal the pain and vulnerability that can accompany such
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connections, as well as the moments of joy and tenderness that make them
worthwhile.

A Testament to the Human Spirit

Despite its focus on poverty and despair, "The Roominghouse Madrigals" is
ultimately a testament to the indomitable human spirit. Alfred's poems
celebrate the resilience and dignity of those who endure adversity, and they
offer a glimmer of hope amid the harsh realities of life.

In poems such as "The Dancers" and "The Musicians," Alfred portrays
characters who find solace and joy in art and music. These poems suggest
that even in the darkest of times, there is always beauty to be found.

Literary Significance and Legacy

"The Roominghouse Madrigals" has received widespread critical acclaim
for its unflinching honesty, lyrical brilliance, and compassionate portrayal of
the human condition. It has been praised by renowned poets such as
Robert Lowell and Denise Levertov, and it is widely regarded as one of the
most significant works of American poetry to emerge from the post-war era.

The collection continues to resonate with readers today, offering a timeless
portrait of the human experience in its myriad forms. Its themes of poverty,
alienation, and the search for meaning remain relevant in contemporary
society, making "The Roominghouse Madrigals" an enduring and essential
poetic masterpiece.

William Alfred's "The Roominghouse Madrigals: Early Selected Poems
1946-1966" is a profound and evocative work that captures the
complexities of post-war America through the lens of poetry. With its



poignant insights, lyrical brilliance, and compassionate portrayal of the
human condition, this collection remains an indispensable work of
literature, offering a timeless window into the resilience and beauty of the
human spirit.
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