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I. Basic Premises: 
 
Introduction: This is a course in the poetry of the last four hundred years, which 
is to say, it is a course in contemporary poetry.  The broadest goal of the course 
is to foster in you a sense of how this statement might, in fact, be true, how it 
might be that these poems are poems of our time, or as Wallace Stevens might 
say, “poems of our climate.”  As archaic as some of these poems may seem, and 
as widely their styles and attitudes might diverge, each work participates in our 



present sense of what it means to be human.  While we will give exquisitely close 
attention to the distinct attributes of individual poems—the formal, syntactic, and 
rhetorical surface—our primary preoccupation will be with how these poems 
engage elemental aspects of existence: the transience of beauty, the exhilaration 
and tyranny of the passions, the vicissitudes of mood and affection, the claim of 
death, the ineluctable progress of time.  We will dedicate ourselves to the 
challenge not only of describing the artworks in question but of pondering what 
kinds of work these artifacts undertake to accomplish in the world.  If at times 
the discussion will seem more native to a course on philosophy, psychology, 
theology, or history, this is only because the works in question are never content 
(as no artwork ever is) with being merely a thing of beauty.  Another way of 
putting this is to say that there is no such thing as aesthetics distinct from ethics—
no such thing as art for art’s sake alone.  For the sake of what, then—we will 
continually ask—do these poets ply their craft? 
 
 
Prerequisites: This course, as indicated in the English department course guide, “is 
open to students who have completed any Writing Intensive course, or have 
gained Writing Certification in any course in the Humanities. It is also open to 
those who have achieved a 5 on the AP exam in English Language/Composition 
or English Literature/Composition, or a score of 710 or better on the SAT II 
Writing test. Other students may be admitted by consent of the instructor, with 
the understanding that students should be able to demonstrate the ability to 
handle writing, discussion, and analysis in ways typically taught in Writing 
Intensive classes.” 
 
Honor Code:  All work must be submitted in adherence to the honor code.  If you 
have any questions concerning the honor code, please consult the instructor, or 
refer to the following web page:  
http://www.oberlin.edu/students/links-life/rules-regs.html 
 
Attendance:  Punctual attendance in all classes is mandatory; more than 2 
unexcused absences will place your grade in peril.  Class will begin promptly at 
9:35; arrival more than 10 minutes late constitutes an absence. 
 
Essay Assignments and Submission Policy:  Three five-page papers.  While no 
deadlines will be assigned collectively to the entire class, you will sign up for 
three submission appointments during the term.  The first will be at some point 
between September 19 and October 13.  The second appointment will occur 
between October 23 and November 17.  The third and final paper will be due 
between November 20 and December 15.  You will sign up for submission 
appointments on September 14th, by which time, one can ardently hope, the 
enrollment for the class will have fallen into place.  Here’s a place for you to 
write down the appointments you make: 
 

First Paper due  



Second Paper due  
Third Paper due  

 
Why do it this way?  This system is designed with two goals in mind.  The first is 
to give you flexibility to plan your deadlines so that you can avoid scheduling 
collisions between this class and other classes, athletic events, artistic, cultural, or 
religious commitments.  Secondly, scheduling submission appointments means 
that your professor has a block of time set aside on the appointed day to grade 
your paper.  You can therefore expect to receive your work back, in most 
circumstances, within 24 hours. 
 
Please submit all written work via email, attached in .doc (Microsoft Word) 
format, with a copy pasted into the body of your email. 
 
Text:  The Norton Anthology of Poetry. Eds. Margaret Ferguson, Mary Jo Salter, Jon 
Stallworthy.  5th edition.  New York: Norton, 2005.  Books are available at the 
Oberlin Bookstore.  
 
Reading Requirements:  We will base our discussions upon, on average, one poet 
per week.  Before the first meeting scheduled for a given author, please read 
ALL of the poet’s work collected in the Norton Anthology.  The fundamental 
requirement for all class meetings is an intimate and precise familiarity with the 
assigned texts.  Please be prepared each meeting to answer very specific 
questions about the poems.   
 
(What to Expect in) The English Inquisition:  Class on Tuesdays will begin with a 
series of very specific questions about the poet assigned for that week.  Students 
will be selected at random to answer these questions.   
 
Presentations:  Every Thursday, starting on September 14, a small group of 
students will begin class by presenting an analysis of a single poem.  
Presentations will be limited to 20 minutes, so incisiveness, dispatch, and clarity 
of argument are at a particular premium. Presentations should, above all else, 
make a coherent argument about some aspect of the poem, which is to say, they 
should offer a take on a poem, which is to say, they must communicate some 
news about the poem beyond summary or paraphrase.  Every successful 
presentation will answer, explicitly or implicitly, these three questions: 
 

What do you intend to argue about this poem?  (or, what are you going 
to say about this poem that the poem does not say about itself?) 
 
What evidence do you find in the poem to support your assertions? 
 
What larger issues are at stake in drawing your conclusions? (or, why 
does this matter?) 

 



Presentations will not be graded but will weigh heavily in your participation 
grade. 
 
Conferences and Office Hours: You are not only welcome but ardently encouraged 
to schedule meetings during office hours or at other mutually convenient times 
to discuss your papers or any other matters pertaining to the class.  Office hours 
are Monday and Tuesday, 11am to Noon, and by appointment.  There is a 
signup sheet outside Rice 107.  Please sign up for multiple 10-minute slots if you 
feel you will need them. 
 
Paper Topics: Paper topics will be distributed ahead of time.  For the first paper, 
each of you will respond to a single topic on a single poem.  You will have a 
choice of topics for the second paper.  Topics will be suggested for the third, and 
you will have the option of devising your own in consultation with the 
instructor.  Please do not submit written work that does not conform to the 
course style sheet. 
 
Drafts and Rewrites:  Because it is impossible to read drafts for all papers before 
submission, I adhere to the policy of reading no drafts.  However, I invite and 
encourage each of you at any point prior to a deadline to email me an 
introductory paragraph about or from your paper.  I will be able to respond 
quickly, with precise suggestions.  If you are not satisfied with a paper, and feel 
you could do better, you may submit a substantial rewrite; however, the 
standards for rewrites will be higher than for first-time submissions, which is to 
say, if you submit the same paper as a rewrite, you will receive a lower grade 
than you did the first time.  A rewrite therefore should be not only a revision but 
a complete reconception of your original project.  Rewrites will receive grades 
but no comments. 
 
Grade Breakdown:  Grades will be weighted according to the following formula: 
 

First Essay:   25% 
Second Essay: 25% 
Third Essay:  25% 
Participation  25% 

 
Please be aware, however, that this formula can be misleading.  Failure to 
participate or to hand in any of the assignments constitutes failure not only for 
that element of the course but for the course as a whole.  And so we come to 
 
Minimum Requirements for Successful Completion.  Passing grades will be awarded 
only to students who submit, in a timely fashion, three well-reasoned, clearly 
argued, and cleanly executed essays AND engage vigorously, generously, 
civilly, incisively, and intelligently in class discussion.   
 



Grades:  Grades will be allocated neither in a spirit of sadistic retaliation nor in 
spasms of enthusiastic boosterism, but for the sole purpose of describing—with 
uninflected frankness—your performance in the class. 

 
Grades in the A range celebrate unusual, striking, and inspired work, 
mastery not only of the assigned authors but of the tensions and affinities 
between them, as well as caring, lucid, serious, and articulate engagement 
in discussion. 
 
Grades in the B range designate more or less notable success in absorbing 
the readings, reflecting upon them in thoughtful, well-considered essays, 
and engaging fully and vividly with your peers. 
 
Grades in the C range reflect merely adequate preparation, coherent (if 
imperfect) argumentation, and sincere (if lackluster) participation in class. 
 
Grades of F and those in the D range indicate more or less catastrophic 
problems in fulfilling the requirements of the course. 
 
 

II.  Preemptive and Portentous Hectoring, or Some Remarks on the Classroom 
as Civic Space 
 
The ability to join together in freely pondering, interpreting, and discussing texts 
is one of the great liberties—one of the great civil liberties—that our intellectual 
and political traditions have secured for us.  This joint endeavor is also a form of 
uniquely demanding work, importantly distinct from the work of doing well in 
one’s assignments.  Unlike the pursuit of individual excellence, this form of work 
is open-ended, unpredictable, and impossible to do alone.  An instructor can only 
shape a course, assign readings, evaluate assignments, answer questions, and 
mediate discussion; how the discussion evolves, and the extent to which the class 
achieves its potential as an open, free, collaborative, and humane forum, is 
entirely up to you.  We have all spent enough time in class to know how 
exhilarating such successful collaboration can be, and conversely we all know 
how torturously excruciating it is to suffer and endure a failure of collaboration.  
The choice we face is between, on the one hand, a valid, profound connection 
with the artworks in question and with each other, and on the other, a 
frustrating and alienated misuse of nonrenewable time. 
 
This circumstance is notably in view in a course on poetry.  A poem is designed 
not only to say something itself, but to foster a kind of conversation not 
contained in any poem yet written.  The lyric genre exists because this form of 
conversation cannot be initiated by any other means.  (We will, I hope, discuss in 
great detail why this should be so.) The question of how, or whether, we can 
have such a conversation is the question of how or whether the classroom can be 
maintained as an adequately civil space.  Because the class will comprise a unique 



group of strangers and friends, the answer to this question is in part 
unknowable.  (We are helped, however, by the fact that every poem presents 
itself to us as both stranger and friend.) Some practical suggestions and requests, 
however, can be made.  To keep the class free from disruption and to keep open 
and unmolested the optimum frequencies of communication, please do not: 

 
arrive late, however sheepishly; 
use a cell phone, PDA, or other wireless device, however neato; 
exchange notes, however delicious, vicious, or salacious: 
speak individually among yourselves, in tones however hushed, 

amorous, or conspiratorial; 
eat, chew, ruminate, or gnaw on anything, however intoxicatingly rich its 

aroma; 
bring in a dog, a ferret, a macaw, or any other mortal creature, however 

adorable its preference for eating Cheetos, 
knit, crochet, needlepoint, weave, whittle, or sandblast anything; neither 

should you play an imaginary 17th-century clavier on the edge of 
your desk; 

fall asleep, however many times you may have been shot with tranquilzer 
darts on your way to class; 

place your head on desk or table, however many tons your head might 
happen to weigh; 

leave in the middle of the class except to vomit. 
 

Please remember that there is no such thing as neutral silence in class.  In a 
group, reticence quickly registers as a hostile withholding of interest and 
compromises the ability of your peers to speak freely.  Excessive, dismissive, 
intrusive, interruptive or combative contributions, of course, rapidly undermine 
the class dynamic as well. 
 
Marianne Moore: “The mind is not a Herod’s oath that cannot change.”  Neither 
is this syllabus. 
 

 
 
III. Schedule of Readings 
 
Week No. Reading  
9/5 & 7 1 Intro: Shakespeare 9/8 Enrollment Ends 
9/12 & 14 2 Donne 9/14 Add/Drop Deadline 
9/19 &21 3 Herbert, George 
9/26 & 28 4 Milton 
10/3 & 4 5 Pope 
10/10 & 12 6 Wordsworth 

First Paper Submissions, 
(Block One) 

10/17 &19 7 FALL BREAK 



10/ 24 & 26 8 Keats 
10/31 & 11/2 9 Browning, Robert 
11/7 & 9 10 Whitman 
11/14 & 16 11 Dickinson 

Second Paper Submissions, 
(Block Two) 

11/21 12 Tennyson 
11/28 & 30 13 Hopkins 
12/ 5 & 7 14 Hardy 
12/12 & 14 15 Yeats 

Third Paper Submissions 
(Block Three) 

 


