English 53  Fall 2010:  Modern American Poetry

Peter Schmidt

class:  TTh 2:40-3:55pm, LPAC 301

e-mail:  pschmid1    phone: 610-328-8156

office hours, Fall 2010:  LPAC 206, TTh 1 - 2:30pm, and by appointment
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Course Overview


Words! Action! Song! And meanings!  

An introductory survey of the full range of twentieth-century American poetry, but we will commence with Whitman and Dickinson, two key predecessors and enablers.  The emphasis will be on particular poets and poems, but a recurrent theme will be poetry’s role in a democracy:  is poetry really an esoteric art for the “educated” few, as some imply, or has poetry in the twentieth century played a crucial role in shaping both democratic citizens and a sense of democratic culture?  What are the connections between changing poetic forms and the changing ways we re-imagine the form of our communities, our nation, and our relation to the world?  

We’ll include about an equal number of writers from the first half of the twentieth century (the great explosion of Modernist masters such as Pound, Moore, Eliot, Williams, Hughes, and Stevens) with writers from World War II to the present.  


A new module created for first time for English 53 will focus on the songwriters of the “Great American Songbook” from the 1920s through the 1950s—including Gershwin and Porter et al, various blues lyricists, and more contemporary figures as diverse as Hank Williams, Lin-Manuel Miranda, Bob Dylan, Prince, and Jill Scott—as American poets returning brilliantly and wittily to poetry’s roots in song.


In poems ideas make music—or maybe it’s the other way around.  This course will introduce you to the basics of analyzing poetic form and rhythms (called prosody or scansion), as well as interpretative strategies relevant for understanding an author’s individual voice and the ways in which his or her poems engage with U.S. history and ideals of the poet’s vocation in society.


This is a Core Course in the English Department’s curriculum, which means it is an appropriate introductory course for any student who has had a W (Writing) course from any department on campus.  The course will also be very appropriate for English majors and possible majors.


The primary textbook for English 53 is Cary Nelson’s Anthology of Modern American Poetry, from Oxford.  In addition to the anthology, we will use its excellent accompanying website material at http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps.  Other required readings will include in-class handouts and the use of materials (including mp3s) posted on the English 53 site on Blackboard; and blog posts and comments on the English 53 Blog at http://swat-english53.blogspot.com].

English 53 Requirements

• Regular attendance:  This class meets just twice a week.  More than 2 unexcused absences over the course of the semester will hurt your grade.  

• Come to class prepared, having studied the materials assigned for that day, with questions and ideas and passages from the poetry you’d like to discuss.  This often means doing assignments on the anthology’s website or other online sources, not just readings in the book itself.  The course will feature some lecturing but many classes will include discussion in either large or small groups.  It is thus crucial to come to class having done the reading and prepared to participate in discussion.  

•  Each student will lead part of a class discussion once during the semester, usually with a few others from the class.  More details on these assignments will be given in class.  Students will sign up to join a particular discussion group, then will meet ahead of time with me to discuss their approach to that class’s materials and to prepare discussion questions for the class.  Discussion leaders must post their discussion questions and topics by 8pm the night before class on the English 53 Blackboard Discussion Board site.  There will be grade deductions for late postings.   

• All students will also be required occasionally to post blog responses to a poem—or to comment on another’s blog post—on the English 53 blog, available at http://swat-english53.blogspot.com [.]  Posts must be made by 8pm on the evening before class, so that students can check these out as part of their preparation for class. Students will be assigned to small groups for posting, so that you’ll have to post approximately every other week.  Each student will get feedback from the professor on some (not all) of your posts.  We’ll use blog posts sometimes in class.  Posts and comments may also cover the secondary materials assigned.  As well as being a good way to prepare for class, posts and responses can be excellent seeds for a paper, as can be your in-class presentation and the discussion that follows.
•  Two short papers that will be WA’d will be assigned.  All students must participate in assigned WA (Writing Associate) conferences for their two papers.  Students will submit drafts of both their first and second papers to the WA’s (Writing Associates) assigned to this course; they must then attend a meeting with the WA’s to discuss suggested revisions, incorporating those as they see fit into the final versions of their papers.  Both WA’d drafts and final papers must be turned in together, the first batch on Oct. 5 and the second on Nov. 22:  see syllabus below for more details.  Any failure to follow these procedures regarding required WA work—and/or missed or late WA deadlines and conferences—will result in a grade penalty.

• Each student must complete the final exam, which will be scheduled by the Registrar.  It will be an open-book and –notes in-class 3-hour exam.

Grading:   

25%: leading part of one class discussion, plus English 53 blog participation and general in-class discussion contributions all semester; 
First paper, 25%; second paper, 25%; Final Exam 25%.  
Poor attendance, poor class participation, and/or late assignments will negatively affect your grade.  
A note about honesty and coursework in English 53 and the P word (plagiarism).  Yes it’s easy to download stuff from the Internet if your idea of education is having your parents or guardians pay money for you to learn how to copy from others.  But it’s also not too hard for teachers who get suspicious to find your source using the same search-phrases and other techniques that you would use.  All writing that you turn in for this course should be yours alone and done solely for this course.  

When you borrow ideas and language from others (such as the critics on the anthology website or even your fellow classmates) it is your responsibility to acknowledge these sources accurately.  For academic papers, the same rules apply whether your sources are an oral conversation, the Internet, or a printed source.  Not acknowledging such borrowings from others constitutes plagiarism and severe penalties may be involved whether you “intended” to plagiarize or not.  (For more information, see the Swarthmore Student Handbook on Academic Honesty and the English Department’s website on plagiarism and citation).  

This does not mean you should be afraid of consulting with others (fellow students, me, a student at the Writing Center) or of borrowing good ideas from others:  it is very simple to acknowledge these with a “thank you” at the end of a paper, discussion in the paper itself, or through footnotes.  The basic guidelines for academic honesty apply to every kind of coursework students do.  Acknowledging your sources of inspiration also acknowledges a basic fact of academic life:  our “original” ideas don’t come to us in a vacuum; they are generated through a process of collaboration and conversation.  Formal or informal citations thus acknowledge that you’re part of a community.


In class I will also give specific instructions for how to cite and quote lines of poetry, both in the body of a paragraph and in indented format.  See the English Department’s website (the Citations link) for further information regarding citations of poetry.  In English 53 I don’t expect you to do extensive research papers involving published materials on these poems and poets—though the anthology website includes LOTS of excerpts from published articles on these poets and poems, and if you’d like to use some of these secondary sources you are certainly welcome to do so!  Just cite them properly.


For instance, if you’d like to cite the brief article on Dickinson’s use of the dash in her poetry, here’s how to do it:

Denman, Kamilla.  “Emily Dickinson’s Volcanic Punctuation.”  The Emily Dickinson Journal (1993).  Excerpted on the Modern American Poetry website. http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/dickinson/dash.htm

[Note:  give the URL of the page with the article, not the general URL for the anthology.  Cite the print publication info the MAPS website gives you, followed by the note explaining that you found the article on this website.]

I expect you in your in-class presentations and in your papers to make intelligent use of ideas from our class discussions, relevant background materials on poems and poets in the printed course anthology and its website, and (when appropriate) materials on the English 53 Blackboard website and/or the English 53 Blog.  Mention what sources you’re drawing on as part of your presentation.  If you have questions regarding the use of secondary materials for an in-class presentation or for either of your papers, please discuss these with me before your assignment is due.
Fall 2010
MODERN AMERICAN POETRY / SYLLABUS
FOR EACH READING ASSIGNMENT AND EACH POET, THE ANTHOLOGY OF MODERN AMERICAN POETRY WEBSITE HAS SPECIFIC LINKS, ARRANGED ALPHABETICALLY BY THE POET’S LAST NAME OR THE TOPIC NAME.  COURSE READING ASSIGNMENTS WILL FREQUENTLY USE MATERIALS ON THIS WEBSITE, SO PLEASE BOOKMARK ON YOUR BROWSER THE WEBSITE ADDRESS:  http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps [.]  ALSO, ALWAYS READ THE INTRO PARAGRAPHS IN THE ANTHOLOGY REGARDING EACH POET.  Also check the syllabus below for other assignments, including work on English 53 Blackboard/Course Documents may be found on the Internet, etc.

FOR THE FOUR “AMERICAN SONGBOOK” CLASS SESSIONS AFTER FALL BREAK, ALL MATERIALS WILL BE AVAILABLE IN “COURSE DOCUMENTS” ON THE ENGLISH 53 BLACKBOARD WEBSITE.
Aug. 31
Introduction to the course, plus introductory lecture on Whitman.  Read Whitman, I Hear America Singing, As Adam Early in the Morning [both in Anthology] PLUS “Song of Myself,” sections 1-24. Song of Myself is available on the Whitman pages on the Anthology website (see URL above), or on the Internet or any Whitman collection.  For an inspiring live reading of portions of the poem by James Earl Jones, go to http://www.92y.org/content/poetry_center_archive_private.asp?redirect=literarywebcasts  and use 92ypoetry as a password, then scroll down for awhile until you get to 1973 and “James Earl Jones reads Whitman” (37 minutes).

Sept 2
Whitman, “Song of Myself,” sections 12- 52 [see website], with particular attention to sections 24, 41, 43, 44, and 52.  For a later poem of Whitman’s inspired by his Civil War experiences, see The Wound Dresser (available on the Internet).  For one example of Whitman’s huge influence on twentieth-century poetry, see Langston Hughes’s Let America Be America Again; and listen to Adrienne Rich on how American culture is full of dead examples of poetry (and art of all kind), yet true poetry is reborn everyday because we have an “intolerable hunger” for it: http://media.sas.upenn.edu/writershouse/Rich-Adrienne-14_KWH-UPenn_5-19-05.mp3
Sept 7
Dickinson, poems 258, 280, 303 341, 465, 508, 520.  Read the poems several times, not once.  See accompanying material on the website keyed to individual poems.  See also the short essays “About Dickinson’s Use of the Dash” and “About Dickinson’s Fascicles” on the anthology’s website.    There are also many brief comments by critics on each of the anthology’s Dickinson selections on the anthology’s website—check them out.  PS will give Part 1 of his lecture on prosody, tied to Dickinson.  For some recent poets empowered by Dickinson:  see Niedecker; Rich, Shooting Script (sections 1-2, for example); or Lorde, Coal.

Sept 9
Dickinson, 601, 613, 657, 712, 754, 1072, 1129, 1705 (in anthology) and #1463 (“A Route of Evanescence,” about a hummingbird!—find it on the Internet).  Student-led discussion: focus on 613, 657, 1463, and/or 1072.  

Sept 14
Marianne Moore (pp. 250- ), Sojourn in the Whale, The Paper Nautilus, The Fish.   PS’s prosody lecture, part 2.  

Sept 16
Eliot, Burnt Norton, especially Part V (310-11) [from Four Quartets]; Crane, Black Tambourine, Episode of Hands, and Proem: To Brooklyn Bridge.  Student-led discussion.
Sept 21
Pound, 3 short poems (204-06), plus the “Libretto” from Canto LXXXI and accompanying notes (pp. 224-26). Student-led discussion.  For Pound reading excerpts from LXXXI in Italy in 1967, see PennSound: http://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Pound/Spoleto-1967/Pound-Ezra_04_Canto-LXXXI-First_Spoleto_1967.mp3
Sept 23
Williams, To a Young Housewife, Queen Anne’s Lace, Widow’s Lament, Young Sycamore, Spring and All, To Elsie, This is Just to Say, The Descent (193- ).  Student-led discussion.   For Williams reading his own work, see the PennSound site:  Young Housewife [http://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Williams-WC/04_Pleasure-Dome_05-20-49/Williams-WC_01_The-Young-Housewife_Columbia-Records_05-20-49.mp3] Spring and All [http://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Williams-WC/02_Library-of-Congress_05-05-45/Williams-WC_24_Spring-and-All_Library-of-Congress_05-05-45.mp3] To Elsie [http://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Williams-WC/21_Rutherford-NJ_06-06-54/Williams-WC_15_To-Elsie_Rutherford-NJ_06-06-54.mp3]  The Descent [http:// media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Williams-WC/19_NBC_03-26-54/Williams-WC_01_The-Descent_NBC_03-26-54.mp3]

Monday, Sept. 27:  Draft of first 4-5pp. paper due in LPAC 206 mailbox, on one poem from the assigned reading so far.  Set up WA meetings this week and meet with your WA to discuss your draft.  These meetings are required.
Sept. 28
Poems carved on the walls at Angel Island.  See the extensive background materials on the website.  Also, for comparative purposes:  Sadakichi Hartman (p. 21); Marilyn Chin (pp. 1202-04).  

Sept. 30
Hughes, all poems:  pp. 503-25.  Recommended further reading:  other contemporaries of Hughes before and during the Harlem Renaissance:  James Weldon Johnson, Grimké, Spencer, McKay, Sterling Brown.  Student-led discussion.
Oct. 5
Frost, Mending Wall, Home Burial, After Apple-Picking, Road Not Taken.  

In class, turn in WA draft and final draft of 4-5pp. paper #1, incorporating your WA’s best suggestions for revision and your own new thoughts.  No extensions; grade deductions for late papers.

Oct. 7
Stevens, The Idea of Order at Key West, Sunday Morning, Floral Decorations for Bananas, Study of Two Pears, Of Modern Poetry, and The Plain Sense of Things.  Student-led discussion.  For Stevens reading his own work, go to PennSound/Authors/Wallace Stevens and search for any of the above titles, particularly Idea of Order.  [http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/Stevens-Wallace.html]
FALL BREAK

Oct. 19
H.D., Euridice (pp. 236-39)
Oct. 21
The American Songbook I:  See Blackboard English 53 website, Course Documents for this date.  Mp3 files, YouTube files, text files.  Also assigned:  Allen Forte on the basics of the song form (pp. 1-7 and 20-27 from Listening to Classic American Popular Songs—see Blackboard/Course Documents), plus Forte on Gershwin’s “Fascinating Rhythm” (28-37; also listen to mp3); Porter’s “What is This Thing Called Love?” (54-57; also listen to Sinatra’s version); and Porter’s “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye” (155-61; also listen to mp3).  Print out the entire Forte pdf and keep with your course materials; ditto with the other texts on Course Documents for American Songbook I-IV.
Oct. 26
The American Songbook II:  2 blues/gospel songs; songs by Gershwin, Porter, and others, as sung by Frank Sinatra, Billie Holiday, Fred Astaire, Ella Fitzgerald.  See Blackboard English 53 website, Course Documents for this date.  Mp3 files, YouTube files, text files.  We’ll work further with the materials we began with on Oct. 21 and ones that we didn’t get to—see Blackboard/Course Documents for Oct. 21 and 26.  Student-led discussion.
Oct. 28
The American Songbook III:  Hank Williams, Patsy Cline, Stephen Sondheim (a song each from West Side Story and Merrily We Roll Along), Lin-Manuel Miranda (from In the Heights).  See Blackboard English 53 website, Course Documents for this date.  Mp3 files, YouTube files, text files.
Nov. 2
The American Songbook IV:  Dylan; Prince; Jill Scott; Natalie Merchant singing poems for children.  See Blackboard English 53 website, Course Documents for this date.  Mp3 files, YouTube files, text files.  Student-led discussion.
Nov. 4
PS attends a conference in North Carolina.  Class does not meet.  Work on upcoming reading, plus planning and writing for first draft for paper #2; draft, which is due on Wed., Nov. 10 (see below).

Nov. 9
Japanese American internment camp haiku (from World War II era).  Study all background material on the anthology website.  Student-led discussion. 
Wed., Nov. 10:  Draft of second 4-5pp. paper due in LPAC 206 mailbox, on one poem from the assigned reading so far.  Set up WA meetings this week and meet with your WA to discuss your draft.  These meetings are required.
Nov. 11
•Ginsberg, Howl (Part I) 


• Snyder, Riprap, Straight-Creek--Great Burn, Axe Handles

• Adrian Louis, The Great American Copulation


For an excellent example of Ginsberg’s later poetry from the 1960s, read Wichita Vortex Sutra (optional).  Student-led discussion and performances.  For Ginsberg reading from Howl in 1959: http://media.sas.upenn.edu/pennsound/authors/Ginsberg/Chicago-1959/Ginsberg-Allen_01_Howl_Big-Table-Chicago-Reading_1959.mp3
Nov. 16
•Robert Hayden, Middle Passage [anthology] and El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz [pdf on Blackboard] 


• Gwendolyn Brooks, Malcolm X [pdf]


• Derik Smith Callaloo article on Hayden and Brooks and the “Black Arts Movement” of the 1960s [pdf; see Course Documents on Blackboard].
Nov. 18
• Lowell, For the Union Dead; 


• Plath, Black Rook, Colossus, Tulips, Ariel, Daddy, Lady Lazarus.  Student-led discussion.   Listen to Plath read Daddy: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6hHjctqSBwM [.]  Other readings of hers are also posted on YouTube.
Monday, Nov. 22: 
By 5pm, turn in WA draft and final draft of 5-6pp. paper #2 to PS’s office mailbox, LPAC 206.  Your final draft should incorporate your WA’s best suggestions for revision and your own new thoughts.  No extensions; grade deductions for late papers.
Nov. 23
• Wilber, A Baroque Wall-Fountain

• Merrill, The Ring Cycle [pdf on Blackboard]

• O’Hara, Poem, Today, A Step Away from Them, The Day Lady Died [about Billie Holiday, also know as Lady Day], A True Account of Talking to the Sun, and Having a Coke With You [for the last poem, read the pdf in Blackboard and listen to O’Hara reading it on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YDLwivcpFe8]

Student-led discussion.
Nov. 25
Thanksgiving 
Nov. 30
• Niedecker, Poet’s Work, Paeon to Place; 


• Bishop, The Fish, At the Fishhouses, Filling Station, Questions of Travel, In the Waiting Room, One Art.

Dec. 2
• Rich, Trying to Talk with a Man


• Ai, Testimony of J. Robert Oppenheimer

• June Jordan, The Talking Back…, Owed to Eminem [pdf on Blackboard]


• Hacker, Elegy for a Soldier [June Jordan] [pdf on Blackboard]


Student-led discussion and (optional) performance.
Dec. 7
• Ammons, Corson’s Inlet

• Ali, A Nostalgist’s Map of America [inspired by Dickinson’s #1463; see pdf on Blackboard]

• Hongo, Ancestral Graves Kahuku [Hawaii]

Course conclusion.  


Class party, time TBA.  Optional: choose a favorite poem or excerpt from the anthology (either on the syllabus or off) to perform at an “open mic” at the party.  

FINAL EXAM. 3-hour exam, scheduled by the Registrar.  A scanning exercise; a close reading of one poem; a comparative essay on several poets in the American grain.  Open book and open notes.  All students are required to take the exam when scheduled.
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