
English 336 – Spring 2013 

American Poetry: An Introduction to Major Poets and Movements 

 

Instructor: J.D. Isip 

 

Primary Texts  
- Our primary texts will be poetry collections available online 

- Emily Dickinson, The Poems of Emily Dickinson Ed. R.W. Franklin (Belknap 1999) 

- Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass and Other Writings Ed. Michael Moon (Norton 2002) 

- T.S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962 (Harcourt 1991) 

Secondary Texts 
- A handbook of poetic terms (any you can find, though I would suggest Mary Oliver’s or Lewis Turco’s) 

 

Goals: 

I am not inclined to say that anything is impossible – but covering “American Poetry” from the beginnings of our 

nation to today is pretty darn close! So, this course is not comprehensive and it is somewhat necessarily focused on 

many of the better known poets of the United States (though I try to include some “not so well known” folks when I 

can). We will certainly skip many, many, many great and wonderful poets – poets you may feel are essential to any 
course about American Poetry. So, I begin by apologizing to you – in most cases, you can guess it was probably as 

hard on me to cut them as it was for you to see they were not here. 

 

All this being said, I do look forward to a wonderful semester of getting to know many of the brightest stars in the 

American poetic pantheon. Our course will revolve around a close look and continual comparison with two major 

poets – Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman. These two poets could not be more different, but both have had an 

enormous effect on every poet after them. Ultimately, it is my hope that you walk out of this class with a desire to 

read more poetry and maybe even write some. If you can recognize some verses or poets, well, that’s icing on the 

cake. 

 

Grading for this course: 
 

Attendance – 20% 

 

Midterm Creative Project – 40% 
Because our subject is poetry, it only seems right to give you a chance to be creative for one of your “papers.” 

Details about this project will be forthcoming. 

 

Final Paper – 40% 
This is a 10 to 12 page critical analysis project. Your paper must consist of secondary research and at least one 

section of “close reading” (i.e. textual analysis), which we will talk about in class. 

 

 



Lesson Plan in Detail 

 

Week 1: Introduction and Emerson 

Brief intro to the vocabulary we use when talking about poetry, 

including major forms and major theories like Modernist, feminist, 

etc. Also discuss syllabus and lesson plan. 

Read:  from Emerson’s “The Poet” and “The American Scholar” 

 

Week 2: Two American Icons –Dickinson & Whitman 

We will discuss our two pivotal figures for the course, Emily 

Dickinson and Walt Whitman. In a sense, all of American Poetry 

has been a response, in one way or another, to these two poets. We 

start with an intro to some of their work and some biographical 

details. 

Read: from Whitman and Dickinson (online)* 

*Every week we will read a few selections from Whitman and 

Dickinson, in addition to the poets listed for the week 

 

Week 3: The “Earlier” American Poets 

Dickinson and Whitman were not the first Americans to write 

verse; in fact, their distinct verse is seen as a reaction itself from 

the popular poets of their own time, poets who tended to sound 

very much like the Romantics and Victorians of England. 

Read: Selected Bradstreet, Longfellow, Wheatley, Whittier, and 

Bryant (focus on Bradstreet and Longfellow) 

 

Week 4: Considering Edgar Allan Poe 

The narrative of this course necessarily focuses on the influences 

of only Dickinson and Whitman, but we will also consider some 

poets who don’t quite fit into our narrative. Poe stands alone as a 

storyteller and lyric poet with a knack for the witty and sometimes 

macabre. We will also take a look at Whitman’s “The Sleepers” 

Read: Selected Poe 

 

Week 5: American Voice – Edgar Lee Masters 

Masters’ poetry collection Spoon River Anthology gives readers a 

humorous and touching panoramic view of an American town. His 

focus on the psychological and emotional complexities of his 

characters should remind us of Dickinson, while his range in 

subject matter will certainly allow for comparisons to Whitman. 

Read: Selections from Spoon River Anthology 

 

Week 6: A Jump to Modernism – T.S. Eliot 

The American poetic landscape takes a gigantic jump once we get 

to the age of “Modernism” (which is not one monolithic school 

since so many traditions spring from it). We Begin, as is only right, 

with the poet most associated with Modernism, T.S. Eliot 

Read: T.S. Eliot “Tradition and the Individual Talent”, and 

selected shorter works 

 

Week 7: The Modernist Elite – Pound, Stein, H.D. and Loy 

This week we consider a crowd that is seemingly difficult for the 

sake of being difficult; they are not an easy bunch to like. 

However, we will consider their contributions to the developing 

American poetic voice (or, more accurately, voices). 

Read: Selected Pound, Stein, H.D., and Loy  

 

Week 8: Reconsidering T.S. Eliot – Not So Modern After All 

T.S. Eliot has a change of faith and his poetry reflects this. We will 

consider two of his larger works in comparison to one another and 

in comparison to the works of Dickinson and Whitman. 

Read: “The Waste Land” and “The Four Quartets” 

 

Week 9: Spring Break 

Midterm Creative Project Due 

 

Week 10: Dream Boogie – The Harlem Renaissance 

It should not have gone unnoticed that our survey, thus far, has 

been pretty Caucasian – with the exception of Wheatley. This will 

change in the weeks ahead and this particular movement is 

somewhat responsible for that change. There are literally dozens of 

poets to consider, but we will focus on three of the major poets. 

Read: Selected Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Jean 

Toomer 

 

Week 11: Continuing the Renaissance 

We step a little outside of the timeline of our course to consider a 

few female African-American poets who have continued to bring 

the “black voice” (and “female” voice) into American poetry. 

Read: Gwendolyn Brooks, Maya Angelou, Lucille Clifton, Nikki 

Giovanni, Rita Dove, and June Jordan 

 

Week 12: Confessional Poetry and Beat Poetry 

We’ll take a look at the male and female voice of the 1940s 

through the 1960s by comparing two very different movements 

and groups of very different poets. 

Read: Sylvia Plath, Robert Lowell, Marianne Moore, Hart Crane, 

Jack Kerouac, and Allen Ginsberg  

 

Week 13: Elizabeth Bishop 

We consider the poems and narrative style of a poet we might 

compare in scope to Edgar Lee Masters. 



Week 14: The Contemporary Elite 

For better or worse, some poets have become ubiquitous to any 

conversation about poetry – this is often due to their talent, but it is 

sometimes due to their “connectedness” in the poetry world. We’ll 

read some of the most famous and you can decide which is the 

case. 

Read: Mary Oliver, Robert Creeley, Louise Gluck, Charles Simic, 

Mark Strand, Billy Collins, and Tony Hoagland 

 

Week 15: Slam, Spoken Word, and Performance Poetry 

We consider the performance poetry that became popular in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s and consider how it has changed to 

meet the tastes of a modern audience. We will consider a few of 

the more popular performers and many of the less popular/new 

performers. 

Read/Watch: Saul Williams, Taylor Mali, Henry Rollins, Derrick 

Brown, others 

 

Week 16: A New Hopeful Poetry 

We take a look back at the type of poetry and voice Dickinson and 

Whitman were trying to create and we consider a wave of poetry 

that picks up on the idea of a new new voice. We’ll look at famous 

poets like Li Young Lee, Dean Young, Dan Beachy-Quick, 

Camille Dungy, and Maxine Kumin, as well as not so famous new 

voices. 

Final Paper Due 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


