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 Well, I went home last time and just erased the file of the critical essay I was 

working on Robinson Jeffers, praising his poetry, because I was so destroyed by your 

comments yesterday.  He was — didn’t really give him enough credit.  I think kind of 

wound up talking about Robinson Jeffers as some kind of misanthropic ecology nut.  I’m 

an ecology nut, too.  But that’s not really particularly true.  He was also — he was a little 

bit mystic about a lot of these things.  His father was a professor of theology, you might 

have noted, and he educated his son in the classics as well as in traditional theology 

and untraditional theology.  Jeffers read Greek, he translated Euripides, and he really 

was in some ways a pantheist, is the way — one way to look at it.  He saw God in 

nature. 

 And you see that in the poems.  I don’t think I pointed that out enough.  But man 

is the problem.  Man’s the problem.  And he actually even made a couple of public 

statements that got him in trouble, that said that World War I was probably a good idea 

because it wiped out so many people.  And that what we needed were a few more wars 

just like that and then maybe we could get back to the earth as it was intended to be 

with fewer of these two-legged mammals. But be that as it may, he certainly — certainly 

can describe nature. 

 Sherwood Anderson, on the other hand, completely different story.  Anderson 

wrote, I think, three different biographies, memoirs, and he also told a lot of stories 

about himself.  So there are a lot of legends about Anderson that may or may not be 

true.  For instance, he “was approaching middle age when he abandoned a successful 

business career to become a writer.”  Well, that’s certainly true.  The story that he 
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promulgated, he was operating a paint factory, a roof paint business.  Had two of ‘em, in 

fact.  And one day in the midst of dictating a letter to his secretary, he got up and 

walked out and didn’t come back, and wound up in Chicago as a writer.  This was when 

he was 36 years old.  Whatever the circumstances — leaving a wife and child behind. 

 Whatever the circumstances were exactly, he apparently may have had a 

nervous breakdown.  You know, he was — he wandered off to Cleveland and was gone 

for about four days there.  He had totally lost his memory.  The stories — the stories 

vary.  But whatever, he certainly did in a rather romantic way walk away from a 

successful business career to stake everything on his writing.  He died at 65.  

 I hope this is true.  I mean, I don’t really wish it upon him, but I like to know about 

strange ways of leaving.  Like, for instance, how did Tennessee Williams die?  Well, I 

mean, you either know this or you don’t.  I mean, you can’t really hazard a guess on 

this.  He choked on a bottle cap, on a medicine bottle cap, one of those child-proof 

things.  Apparently he’d been trying to open it with his teeth and it lodged in his throat.  

What made me think of that is that Sherwood Anderson was at a cocktail party and was 

grabbing up the hors d’oeuvres, and he swallowed a toothpick along with one of ‘em 

and died of peritonitis.  So there’s a lesson there somewhere.  Don’t walk out of your 

ordinary business to go be a writer or you’ll die of peritonitis.  I don’t know what the 

answer is. 

 He did — he lived in Chicago, most importantly because he was part of that 

Chicago Renaissance, but also in New Orleans where he met Faulkner and Paris where 

he met Hemingway, and influenced both men.  In fact, he has quite a reputation as 
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being a man who encouraged younger writers with his literary advice and practical help 

in getting published.   

 Winesburg, Ohio appeared in 1919 when he was 43 years old and this was an 

important success for him.  He changed the way we look at short stories.  He changed 

the way we write short stories.  Rather than typical linear fiction — once upon a time, 

rising action, climax, falling action in the end — it’s more — not exactly a slice of life as 

much as a moment, a moment in time.  The other stories that I didn’t ask you to read 

but, for instance, the first story called “Mother” is about a woman who contemplates 

murder and at the last second she decides against it.  The last story in there, ‘”Queer,’” 

is about a young man who is odd and tries to communicate with people, and when he 

can’t communicate with them orally, he lashes out violently.  But it’s just an instant.  It’s 

just a scene.  It’s just a moment that the character comes across. 

 Contemporary short stories don’t much tell stories as often as they give 

indications of character or show how somebody reacts in a specific situation, and that 

pretty much derives from Sherwood Anderson.  He credited his mother with reading to 

him and giving him ideas and teaching him to observe things.  His father was a great 

storyteller, was known as quite a storyteller.  He was also a drunk and failed at half a 

dozen businesses.  

 You ever read an essay called “The Egg”?  Ever come across that?  It’s about 

Anderson’s father’s attempt to raise chickens.  Anderson says, “All philosophers must 

have been raised on chicken farms because that’s how they get so negative -- because 

chickens are so stupid and they die of so many things.”  It’s a good story 
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 Clyde, Ohio, is the model for Winesburg.  It’s not a novel.  He did write some 

novels but he was most successful with the short story.  But Winesburg is a series of 

stories that are kinda loosely connected.  There’s a young reporter named George 

Willard for the paper there who’s in many of the stories and who interacts with some of 

the characters.  But it’s kinda like “Spoon River Anthology” which we’re not reading.  

Edgar Lee Masters.  Which, in that case, a lot of little portraits and poems — these are 

portraits and stories. 

 I mentioned that Chicago Renaissance.  You should know who was involved in 

that.  Drycer was there at the time.  Edgar Lee Masters that I mentioned.  Vachel 

Lindsay.  Carl Sandburg — we’ll talk about today.  And two important publications.  One 

very important publication, Poetry magazine, which was founded and edited by Harriet 

Monroe and Margaret C. Anderson had the Little Review, which published portions of 

Ulysses among other things.  To this day, Poetry is probably the premiere journal of 

poetry in America.  If you’ve published in Poetry, that’s quite a feat. 

 “Stylistically, Anderson strove for the simplest possible prose, using brief or at 

least uncomplex sentences and an unsophisticated vocabulary.”  Simplicity, simplicity, 

simplicity was what he aimed for.  So you can see how this was an influence on Ernest 

Hemingway, although Hemingway denied it and he made fun of Anderson.  He “gave 

the craft of the short story a decided push toward stories presenting a slice of life or a 

significant moment as opposed to panorama and summary.” 

 I have to take issue with a note here mentioning Hemingway and Faulkner, and it 

says that both of these authors“disavowed his influence.  Faulkner actually said 
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Sherwood Anderson was “the father of my whole generation of writers.”  So Faulkner 

wasn’t afraid to acknowledge him. 

 The whole collection is a good story.  Winesburg — I recommend it.  I think I put 

it on your list.  I don’t know if I put it on your list or not, but that would be one you might 

want to find.  Well, what did you think of “Adventure”?  A little story from 1919.  This 

would make a good film, wouldn’t it?  You could do it.  You could it with taste.  I think 

you could do a good job. 

 This is not the best example of Sherwood Anderson, although it does certainly  

describe a moment.  But there’s an awful lot of telling in this story as opposed to 

showing.  When you look at fiction, you need to keep those terms in mind.  Telling — 

another word for telling or phrase for telling is summary narrative.  Where once upon a 

time, blah-blah-blah, exposition.  Showing is scenic presentation when you show the 

characters in action and you hear them talk and you see what they do.  And this is the 

way the story is advanced and the characters revealed. 

 “Alice Hindman, a woman of twenty-seven when George Willard was a mere boy, 

had lived in Winesburg all her life.  She clerked in Winney’s Dry Goods Story and lived 

with her mother, who had married a second husband.”  That is pure telling.  Now, most 

of this story is until we get to the moment of the adventure.  “She was very quiet but 

beneath a placid exterior a continual ferment went on.”  If I were teaching a fiction 

writing class and I had a student hand me a story that contained that sentence, I would 

cut it out.  You know, don’t tell me that beneath a placid exterior there was a continual 

ferment.  Show it.  Let us see it happen.  And, of course, he will. 
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 When she’s 16 she fells in love with, or at least becomes attached to, Ned Currie 

who “went away to Cleveland where he hoped to get a place on a city newspaper.”  It 

says, “He had wanted the girl to become his mistress but changed his mind.”  When you 

read that, you should have known right away what was going to happen.  And, in fact, 

“They got out of the buggy at a place where a long meadow ran down to the bank of 

Wine Creek and there in the dim light became lovers.”  And Ned says, “Now we will 

have to stick to each other, whatever happens we will have to do that” when he takes 

her home. 

 But he goes to Chicago and in Chicago he boarded at a house where there were 

several women.  One of them attracted his attention and he forgot Alice in Winesburg.  

Not exactly a big shock.  But six years later she’s grown to be a woman.  “When she 

was twenty-two years old her father . . . died suddenly. . . .  For a number of years 

nothing could have induced her to believe that Ned Currie would not in the end return to 

her.”  At this point in the story, do you care?  That’s the thing about telling versus 

showing.  All we were just told the basic facts about this young woman.  Here I think a 

little concern begins to enter in, or should.  But from the ages of 16 to 22, she thought 

this boy was coming back and she also feels like she can’t marry anybody else.  

 “I am his wife and shall remain his wife whether he comes back or not,” she 

whispered to herself, and for all of her willingness to support herself could not 

have understood the growing modern idea of a woman’s owning herself and 

giving and taking her own ends in life. 

Remember, this was published in 1919. 
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As time passed and she became more and more lonely she began to practice the 

devices common to lonely people.  When at night she went upstairs into her own 

room she knelt on the floor to pray and in her prayers whispered things she 

wanted to say to her lover. 

This is where we’re starting to get into the psychological realism or the psychological 

imagination, at any rate. 

 It’s a pretty good observation of loneliness.  He talks about how she was saving 

money so that she could — they could travel when they finally got married and she 

could help support him.  But after she’s abandoned this scheme of going to the city to 

find him, she still keeps hoarding money.  And she gets her bank book out and looks at 

it.  What had begun as a plan has become — what would you call it — a habit.  I’ve 

seen that happen.  I’ve seen people who had to be very frugal and then reach a point in 

their lives where they don’t have to be frugal any longer, but continue to be frugal 

because they liked it.  Cheap is what you call it, I think.  Tight.  But that’s what 

happened to her. 

 “In the dry goods store weeks ran into months and months into years as Alice 

waited and dreamed of her lover’s return.”  And her employer is this “gray old man with 

false teeth and a thin grey mustache that drooped down over his mouth, was not given 

to conversation, and sometimes, on rainy days and in the winter when a storm raged in 

Main Street, long hours passed when no customers came in.”  So she arranges the 

stock.  I wouldn’t blame if you if you quit reading about that point, if you’re just feeling a 

little bit bleak.  But these seemingly insignificant details have a really nice cumulative 
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effect, don’t you think?  I’m beginning to feel for her. 

 Well, for many years she doesn’t do anything with the other kids, with the other 

young people.  Oh, I like this scene.  When she’s alone in the store, notice that she talks 

to herself a lot, she whispers to herself.  “Oh, Ned, I am waiting.”  As if he could hear 

her as she cries all alone in the dry goods store.  If you’ve ever done retail, the worst 

part of retail is when there are no customers, actually, because then the time really, 

really drags. 

 She has some insight.  How would you characterize her intelligence?  How bright 

is Alice?  Uh-huh? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

She’s not — yeah, she’s kind of a — well, how could you account for that?  She may not 

be bright, but how — she’s romantic?  Can you be naive at 27?  Yeah, you can, you 

think?  I guess you can.  Well, she certainly — she has her ideals there that she refuses 

to give up.  But she’s acute enough to realize that she’s in a bad situation and that she’s 

got to watch herself. 

 Oh, she says, 

With a shiver of dread, she realized that for her the beauty and freshness of 

youth had passed.  For the first time she felt that she had been cheated.  She did 

not blame Ned Currie and did not know what to blame.  Sadness swept over her.  

Dropping to her knees, she tried to pray, but instead of prayers words of protest 

came to her lips.  “It is not going to come to me.  I will never find happiness.  Why 

do I tell myself lies?” she cried, and an odd sense of relief came over this, her 
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first bold attempt to face the fear that had become a part of her everyday life. 

So we’re going to take action against this sea of trouble. 

 She joins the Winesburg Methodist Church.  That always seems to be something 

that you do, you know, if the bar scene is not your cup of tea.  You can always go to 

Sunday School.  Nice people go there, I’m told.  This is not just hanging out in the room 

or hanging out in the dry goods store.  And, in fact, she goes walking with Will Hurley 

but she realizes, “‘It is not him that I want,’ she told herself; ‘I want to avoid being so 

much alone.’” This is the darndest sentence I’ve ever read.  “If I am not careful I will 

grow unaccustomed to being with people.”  She realizes that.  I don’t know if you’ve 

ever been in a solitary situation for an extended period of time, but solitude is a really 

good thing.  But then enforced solitude is not necessarily that good, particularly if you 

start talking to yourself as she does. 

 And how about this paragraph: 

Alice took a pillow [she’s 27 now] into her arms and held it tightly against her 

breasts.  Getting out of bed, she arranged a blanket so that in the darkness it 

looked like a form lying between the sheets. 

Kind of like in those prison movies, you know, where you make the little pile of clothes 

while you’re digging a hole through the wall. 

And, kneeling beside the bed [oh, no, please don’t go any further] she caressed 

it, whispering words over and over, like a refrain.  “Why doesn’t something 

happen?  Why am I left here alone?” she muttered.  Although she sometimes 

thought of Ned Currie, she no longer depended on him.  Her desire had grown 
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vague.  She did not want Ned Currie or any other man.  She wanted to be loved, 

to have something answer the call that was growing louder and louder within her. 

 At this point one time one of my students said, “Why doesn’t she get a cat?”  

Let’s go live out in Carmel with Robinson Jeffers and hate people, that kind of attitude.  

“And then one night when it rained Alice had an adventure.”  Could you see this 

coming?  Well, I don’t know how many of you have this temptation when it rains late at 

night to run out into the rain naked, but it’s occurred to you.  Admit it.  Has it not?  It’s 

never occurred to you?  It was just a little chilly last night.  “As she stood on the little 

grass plot before the house and felt the cold rain on her body, a mad desire to run 

naked through the streets took possession of her. 

 And then here comes this old man, it says “stumbling homeward.”  “‘Wait!’ she 

cried.  ‘Don’t go away.  Whoever you are, you must wait.’” 

The man on the sidewalk stopped and stood listening.  He was an old man and 

somewhat deaf.  Putting his hand to his mouth, he shouted, “What?  What say?” 

he called. 

Alice dropped to the ground and lay trembling [a great line, too].  She crawls on 

her hands and knees through the grass to the house. 

That is so pitiful and so vivid that that would be what she might do.  I’ve heard of 

agoraphobics who back out of the house to get the paper so that they’re facing the door, 

so that they can run straight for the door.  And in this case, of course, she’s naked in the 

rain, crawling on her hands and knees. 

“What is the matter with me?  I will do something dreadful if I am not careful,” she 
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thought, and turning her face to the wall, began trying to force herself to face 

bravely the fact that many people must live and die alone, even in Winesburg. 

Oh, what a scene.  It’s just a scene but I think by the time you get to the end of this, you 

feel a compassion for her, don’t you?  And tell her “It’s gonna be all right”?  But it’s not 

gonna be all right.  That’s the problem.  She’s had two adventures in her life and this 

was one of ‘em and the other was that idiot kid. 

 Well, let’s see if we can look at something happy.  Carl Sandburg is happy.  1878 

to 1967, a long life.  He’s 89 years old when he died.  And at the end of his life he was 

celebrated and famous to the great chagrin of Robert Frost who was jealous of him and 

jealous of his success and jealous of his fame.  Because Frost knew that he himself 

was ten times the poet Carl Sandburg was, if Carl Sandburg was indeed a poet.  In 

Frost’s opinion he practically wasn’t.  He was a prose writer and not a very good one at 

that. 

 But he was — oh, he went to college campuses and lectured, and read his 

poems and played his guitar.  Somewhere I have a photograph of — I think it was out of 

Life magazine — of Sandburg.  He’s got his guitar — it was in the picture; I remember 

that — but he doesn’t have it — he doesn’t play it because Marilyn Monroe was sitting 

in his lap.  Now, there’s a couple of icons at one time.  He was part of the Chicago 

Renaissance.  Once again I think — I make reference to my mother’s library.  She had a 

couple of editions of Carl Sandburg’s stuff.  This was something that people read in the 

late ‘20s and the ‘30s. 

 You can also tell that he was influenced by Walt Whitman with those long lines 
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and the repetition of certain words.  And he also wanted to go for simplicity.  Simple 

poems for simple people.  And he didn’t mean that in an insulting way.  He was a 

populist, a socialist, definitely left, definitely pink.  In fact, he was a member of the Social 

Democratic Party.  His great political hero was Abraham Lincoln and he wrote a history 

— I mean a biography of Lincoln that won a lot of prizes and was very popular.  It’s not 

considered to be particularly historically good but it’s well written for a popular history.   

 Short digression but I just think it’s funny and I hope it’s true.  Sandburg had a 

house on Lake Michigan.  And in the mornings, when he was writing the Lincoln 

biography, he would go for a walk.  He’d walk around the edge of the lake and think and 

compose.  And you actually could see him saying words to himself.  So his friends got 

together.  They found an actor in Chicago who was about 6'6".  They put a beard on him 

and a stovepipe hat, and they got him to go out there and walk towards Sandburg down 

the beach.  It was always the hour right after dawn.  Well, they were all waiting in the 

bushes to see what happens.  Well, here comes this guy with the hat, and Sandburg is 

coming along and Sandburg’s not looking at him.  And they’re worrying — he’s got to 

look at him.  As he goes by Sandburg looks at him and he bows to him and goes on by.  

Well, this guy runs up into the bushes where they are and they said, “What happened?”  

He said, “He said, ‘Good morning, Mr. President’ as he went by.”  So whether he 

realized the joke or whether he was having a little hallucination there, I don’t know.  But 

I think it’s great. 

 And he looked like a poet.  He and Frost both looked like poets because they 

both had these big shocks of unmanageable white hair.  Frost once offered Sandburg 
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his comb in public and Sandburg whipped out his own comb.  Oh, I know these poets 

are really fascinating.  He was in a tradition, too, that continues.  Woody Guthrie, “This 

land is your land, this land is my land.”  That kind of thing, that kind of troubadour of the 

people, comes from Sandburg and Whitman.  Pete Seeger.  I quoted him in here 

yesterday.  “Little houses on the hillside, all made out of ticky-tacky.”  That’s the same 

tradition.  Vachel Lindsay who also lived in Chicago for a time was another one.  Poets 

of the people.  Trying to write about the ordinary — the working class. 

 For instance, too, politically — it says, “Sandburg believed that the people 

themselves, rather than a cadre of intellectuals acting on behalf of the people, would 

ultimately shape their own destiny.  His political poems express appreciation for the 

people’s energy and outrage at the injustices they suffer.”  He wasn’t a revolutionary.  

He wasn’t a Communist, but he was a Socialist.  But he was mainly a Populist. 

 He wrote a poem in 1936 at the height of the Depression called “The People, 

Yes.”  “The people will live on, the yearning and blundering people will live on.  They will 

be tricked and sold and again sold, but they will live on,” you know.  Some of the poetry 

reminds me of WPA art, that Socialist realism that you see expressed on posters in the 

old Soviet Union.  Or sometimes you’ll see it in the lobbies of public buildings, of 

muscular people pulling great levers and pushing plows.  That kind of monumental 

idealism.  Very — very much like some of his poetry. 

 He also was a singer and a collector of folk songs.  The American Songbag in 

1927 was an important landmark in American folk music.  “Chicago” was what made 

him famous when he was 36 years old.  Published in Chicago in Harriet Monroe’s 
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magazine.  I won’t read you all of it, but look at some of this. 

Hog Butcher for the World, 

 Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, 

 Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler; 

 Stormy, husky, brawling, 

 City of the Big Shoulders: 

   * * * 

They tell me you are wicked and I believe them, for I have seen your painted 

women under the gas lamps luring the farm boys. 

And they tell me you are crooked and I answer: Yes, it is true I have seen the 

gunman kill and go free to kill again. 

Tell me why that’s poetry and not prose.  If you can.  Remember Frost said, “I’d as soon 

play tennis with the net down as write so-called free verse.”  He said that to Sandburg.  

But that seems to me to be pure and simple prose except for the lists. 

Come and show me another city with lifted head singing so proud to be alive and 

coarse and strong and cunning. 

Now, that line has the rhythm of poetry.  And then when he has his series of words like 

— it almost looks like a little pile of words there. 

Bareheaded, 

 Shoveling, 

 Wrecking, 

 Planning, 
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 Building, breaking, rebuilding. 

All these present active infinitives.  Action and then parallelism. 

Under the smoke, dust all over his mouth, laughing with white teeth. 

Under the terrible burden of destiny laughing as a young man laughs, 

Laughing even as an ignorant fighter laughs who has never lost a battle, 

Bragging and laughing that under his wrist is the pulse, and under his ribs the 

heart of the people. 

There’s the key, the people. 

Laughing the stormy, husky, brawling laughter of Youth, half-naked, sweating, 

proud to be Hog Butcher, Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, Player with 

Railroads and Freight Handler to the Nation. 

First published in 1914. 

 What American writer of our own time might’ve been influenced by Sandburg?  

Phillip Levine?  In subject matter, yeah, he sure would be.  You know, the working 

people, the blue collars and unions, and all of that.  Yes, indeed.  I was thinking more 

stylistically with these lists like this of somebody like Ginsberg and also with the Populist 

idea. 

 “Halsted Street Car.”  This is Halsted — I think it’s an avenue, isn’t it?  And today 

many, many, many Greek restaurants are on Halsted Street.  I do know that’s true.  But 

he says, 

 “Come you, cartoonists,”  meaning artists, and draw these faces, faces of the 

people.  These crooked faces of pig stickers and factory girls.  Line 10: 
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Find for your pencils 

 A way to mark your memory 

 Of tired empty faces. 

    * * * 

 After their night’s sleep, 

 In the moist dawn 

 And cool daybreak, 

  Faces 

 Tired of wishes, 

 Empty of dreams. 

On their ways to pointless jobs, I think he’s trying to say. 

 I love the note on “Child of the Romans.” 

“The dago shovelman sits by the railroad track” 

and they say, “Dago — an Italian (sang).”  I don’t recommend that somehow.  I wouldn’t 

say that to Tony Soprano.  But it’s an obvious poem.  The point he’s making is obvious 

but it’s still got some great details, doesn’t it? 

The dago shovelman sits by the railroad track 

 Eating a noon meal of bread and bologna. 

  A train whirls by, and men and women at tables 

  Alive with red roses and yellow jonquils, 

  Eat steaks running with brown gravy, 

  Strawberries and cream, eclairs and coffee. 



ENG 351 Lecture 12 17 
 
While he’s eating his bologna sandwich.  But he makes it possible for them to have their 

jonquils and to have their strawberries and to have their coffee and their steaks. 

 Keeping the road-bed so the roses and jonquils 

 Shake hardly at all in the cut glass vases. 

 Standing slender on the tables in the dining cars. 

Once upon a time in this country there were passenger trains and they had dining cars 

on them and you could eat pretty good food and look out the window at the passing 

country.  I don’t know why we can’t do that.  Still ought to be able to do that.  It’d be 

nice. 

 How many of you have never ridden on a train?  And I’m not counting subways.  

Have never ridden on a train.  Jonathan!  Well, go get on a train while you still can.  You 

need to do that.  You can’t live that long.  I knew a man one time who’d never flown and 

I thought that was strange, and found out he’d never been on a train.  Then I found out 

he’d never ridden a horse or fired a gun.  And he was 35 years old and I said, “You 

know what?  You need to go get a horse and a gun and take a train.”  Get that done 

right now.  Get that out of the way.  You could hold up a train on horseback.  Exactly.  

It’s what you need.  And escape in an airplane. 

 I remember my — I know you’re probably tired of me telling you I remember my 

mother reading these poems to me, but I remember this.  I mean, my mother ruined my 

life.  She inculcated a love of beauty and poetry in me when I was a wee lad.  But I 

remember “Fog.” 

 The fog comes 
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 on little cat feet. 

  * * * 

 It sits looking 

 over harbor and city 

 on silent haunches 

 and then moves on. 

If you’re talking about “Halstead Street,” have you ever seen the fog come off of Lake 

Michigan it’s not exactly like little cat feet.  It’s just sort of like [whmmpff].  Comes right 

up the river and you’re enveloped.  But I like that.  I like that.  He’s not as good with 

nature as he is with city scapes and people and laborers. 

 Like this “Prairie Waters by Night” poem.  I don’t think that works particularly well.  

It doesn’t seem really observed.  It seems like something he found in a book.  I really do 

want to make this case about free verse.  When you look at a poet like Ginsberg or 

Ferlin Getty or — and I’m really taking a stretch here — Carlos Williams, free verse is 

extraordinarily structured.  You can see the art to it, you can see the poetry to it. 

 But “Cool Tombs”? 

When Abraham Lincoln was shoveled into the tombs, he forgot the copperheads 

and the assassin 

That could be Peter Jennings, reading that on the news.  That’s just not — not — 

doesn’t sound like poetry, to me. 

And Ulysses Grant lost all thought of con men and Wall Street 

It’s not — there’s no rhythm, there’s no imagery, there’s no poetry to that. 
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Take any streetful of people buying clothes and groceries, cheering a hero or 

throwing confetti and blowing tin horns . . . tell me if the lovers are losers . 

. . tell me if any get more than the lovers . . . in the dust . . . in the cool 

tombs. 

Now, the end of it does have a feeling like poetry, doesn’t it?  Maybe it’s the pauses.  

Maybe it’s the ellipses in those lines that make it seem more like lines arranged like 

poetry. 

 “Grass,” again is kind of obvious but worth thinking about. 

 Pile the bodies high at Austerlitz and Waterloo. 

 Shovel them under and let me work -- 

    I am the grass; I cover all. 

 And pile them high at Gettysburg 

 And pile them high at Ypres and Verdun. 

 Shovel them under and let me work. 

 Two years, ten years, and passengers ask the conductor: 

    What place is this? 

    Where are we now? 

   * * * 

    I am the grass. 

    Let me work. 

Notice the date, 1918, the last year of World War I.  Ypres — I believe it’s how you say 

that.  The British called it Wypers.  Three important battles, very bloody battles of World 
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War I — 1914, 1915 and 1917.  And so it was an appropriate place. 

 Sandburg has another poem — I wish it were in here — and I can’t think of the 

name of it.  You may have come across it.  But it’s about a city in a jungle, and the city 

is all overgrown with vines and it never does really locate it anywhere particularly but it 

sounds like Mayan ruins or something like that, something in Central America.  You 

kinda see a temple.  And a lizard is running across this inscription of this ruined city and 

it says, “We are the greatest nation, we are the greatest people. Nothing like us ever 

was.”  You know, kind of like Shelley’s “Osamandius”: “All around stretched the desert 

sands” — except in this case it’s a jungle.  The hubris and the pride of countries that 

think that they — they’re the greatest nation, they’re the greatest people, and they will 

survive forever as the vines grow over and the lizards walk over their fabulous words. 

 I was looking in another source for some stuff about Carl Sandburg and realized 

that he’s getting left out of the anthologies as they come along now.  So maybe I 

shouldn’t be so hard on him, talking about “That’s not really poetry; it’s prose,” because 

he is important for he’s so typically American, for one thing.  American subject matter 

and an American attitude that really fit his time.  It really fit his day.  Did you like 

Sandburg, the little bit you had?  I think he’s kind of fun.  A little Sandburg goes a long 

way, but he’s pretty interesting.   

 Well, next time is Wallace Stevens.  Wallace Stevens and William Carlos 

Williams will be the two most important poets that we talk about in this next section, and 

so I heartily recommend that you be here for the Stevens.  And, yes, I want you to read 

all of it.  But we have a couple of days to talk about it and if we have to go into Carlos 
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Williams’ time, we will.  And if by chance it snows between now and the next time I see 

you — I understand it’s not — but if it is, take your book and go out and stand in the 

snow and read “The Snow Man.”  I promise you it’s worth it.  I do it every year.  I’ve 

already done it this year.  Okay.  I’ll see ya. 

 

 

  

  


