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Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

Poetry and the Public: Modern American Poetry and Politics 1910-1945 

 
Course Description: 
This course offers a cultural studies approach to early twentieth-century American poetics. It will read 
the works of American modern and/or modernist poets not only in the context of the formal 
experimentation inaugurated by the 1913 Armory Show of avant-garde visual art but also in the 
context of important political, social and technological developments: for example, the Great War, the 
Depression, workers’ strikes, and revolutions and civil wars abroad; the radical political rhetorics of 
women’s rights, socialism, and racial uplift; and the emergent technologies of radio and film. The 
course will survey the works of both canonical and popular poets in order to problematize the “great 
divide” between formal and political “making new”. In many ways, the course’s focus on poetry’s 
relation to the “public” is intended to offer students the opportunity to attend to “voice” enabled by the 
textuality and/or orality of forms like “little magazines”, folk music and blues, cinema and broadcasting. 
The course will begin with readings about the "public" by Habermas, Joseph Harrington and others and 
then explore the cultural work performed by poetry in this period by looking at Little Magazines, 
newspaper verse, propaganda, the culture wars of the 1930s and the rise of New Criticism, etc. 
Readings will include poetry by Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, Marianne Moore, William Carlos Williams, 
suffrage poet Alice Duer Miller, labor poet “Anise” (Anna Louise Strong), 30s leftist poet Genevieve 
Taggard, Spanish Civil War documentarian Muriel Rukeyser, and others, as well as contemporary 
scholarly essays about modernism and poetics. This will be a useful course for students interested in 
American literature, modern poetry, and print culture. 
 
Required Texts: 

 The Rutgers University Press Anthology of Modern American Poetry 

Recommended Texts: 
Recommended readings will draw from: 

 Joseph Harrington, Poetry and the Public: The Social Form of Modern U.S. Poetics. 
 Mark Van Wienen, Partisans and Poets: The Political Work of American Poetry in the Great 

War 
 Cary Nelson, Repression and Recovery 
 Nancy Berke, Women Poets on the Left 
 Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide 
 Jurgen Habermas, Transformation of the Public Sphere 
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 John Timberman Newcombe, Would Poetry Disappear: American Verse and the Crisis of 
Modernity 

 Paula Bennett, Poets in the Public Sphere 
 Virginia Jackson, Dickinson’s Misery: A Theory of Lyric Reading 
 http://writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/x/authors.php 
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