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Post WW2 American Poetry in Public Life 

 
Course Description: 
In this course weâ€™ll read some of the great innovators in American poetry since World War II----
poets like William Carlos Williams, Frank Oâ€™Hara, John Ashbery, Allen Ginsberg, Sylvia Plath, 
Gwendolyn Brooks, Yusef Komunyaka ----and pay particular attention to how and why their work thinks 
about community, public life and history. We will consider as well why these poets and their poems 
captured public attention and why their books mattered to critics, scholars, other poets and the reading 
public. Weâ€™ll look briefly at some of the major experimental movements in poetry in the last sixty 
years----Confessional, the Beats, Black Mountain, New York School, L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, concrete, 
slam poetry-----and consider their poetics in terms of the social and historical circumstances in which 
the poems were written. Weâ€™ll also investigate poetry as public art in America today and examine 
its role in public life. 
 
Required Texts: 

 The Vintage Book of Contemporary American Poetry, Edited by J.D. McClatchy 
 Allen Ginsberg, Howl and Other Poems (City Lights) 
 Sylvia Plath, Ariel, Restored Edition (Harper Perrenial) 

Readings via handouts 

 Carolyn Forcheâ€™s Introduction to Against Forgetting 
 Excerpt from Democracy, Culture and the Voice of Poetry by Robert Pinksky 
 â€œPoetry in a Time of Crisisâ€• by Juliana Spahr 
 â€œThe Politics of Poetryâ€• by David Orr 
 â€œPlath, history and politicsâ€• by Deborah Nelson 

**Budget $5 for photocopy fees to be paid to me at the end of term. 
 
Course Requirements: 

 Short Talks (one-page close reading, 4 in total) - 40% 
 Research Paper (5-7 pages) - 30% 
 Final Exam - 30% 


