
English 458 

Seminar on American Long Poems 
 

Dr. Mara Scanlon        Spring 2013 

335 Combs Hall        TR 9:30-11:00 

Phone: ext. 1544        Combs 322 

mscanlon@umw.edu      

Office hours:  MWF 3:00-4:00 

     TR 11:00-12:00 

           and by appointment 

 
Course Description 

The boundaries of generic definition have been tested by long poem, especially 

in the twentieth century.  Struggling to characterize the genre's multiple voices, 

fragmented and paratactic style, points of lyric intensity, and personal 

framework inherited from Walt Whitman and William Wordsworth, critics have 

generated any number of names for the texts: "long public poems," "lyric 

sequences," "personal epics," "bardic poems," "novels in verse."  The many 

names indicate an uncertainty about the structure, purpose, speaker(s) and 

audience of the inclusive genre "long poem."  And though a definitive 

explanation or formal description of the long poem may be impossible or even 

undesirable, the genre continues to draw intense scrutiny because many of the 

century's arguably most influential and important writers have attempted the 

genreindeed, some critics see it as THE pivotal genre in the literary 

movements of the twentieth century. 

 

As we read several important long poems this semester, we will ask, among 

other things: 

o How do we define a “genre”?  What are the benefits and dangers of doing 

so?  Who can contribute to that genre?  What is its use value in the 

world?  What is its role in literary history? 

o Where do the roles, forms, and styles of poetry and prose diverge, if at 

all?   

o What generic conventions do writers of the long poem draw from epic, 

lyric, novel, and drama?  

o What mechanisms do those writers employ to sustain the intensity of 

verse across works that can number over 800 pages?  

o What presumptions about the essences of poetry must we challenge to 

read these texts and/or how do they expand our understanding of 

poetry?   

o What is at stake for the author (politically, socially, personally, 

generically, aesthetically) in attempting a poem of this length?   

o Who is the (intended and/or actual) audience for such a work?   

o What is the purpose of each long poem or of the genre more broadly (e.g., 

to express personal emotion, to shape or articulate a culture's goals, to 

relate history, to give voice to certain peoples)? 



 

In interrogating these issues, our seminar will examine a series of specifically 

American long poems that span over 150 years, beginning with the modern 

precursor Walt Whitman.  Though long poems' massive length and difficulty 

make a comprehensive survey impossible, we will cover a representative sample 

of sorts.  Our readings will include canonical and marginalized authors and will 

also include secondary sources on generic theory of the long poem. 

 

A seminar is required for completion of the English major.  This class 

specifically addresses the following desired knowledge outcomes: 

 

 Literatures in English, including literatures in translation; 

 Literary theory and its application; 

 The major genres of literature; 

 How issues of culture, race, gender, class, and historical period 

influence the development and interpretation of literary works. 

 

It also aims to improve your ability to 

 

 Adapt writing to a variety of purposes, contexts, and audiences; 

 Present a competent seminar quality oral report; 

 Complete competent seminar quality research; 

 Apply literary methods as a means for analyzing oral and written 

discourse. 

 
Required Texts 

T.S. Eliot and Lawrence Rainey. The Annotated Waste Land with Eliot’s 
Contemporary Prose 

Jorie Graham.  The End of Beauty 

H.D.  Trilogy 
Langston Hughes.  Montage of a Dream Deferred (from Selected Poems) 

Simon Ortiz.  from Sand Creek 
Ntozake Shange.  for colored girls who have considered suicide / when the 

rainbow is enuf 
Derek Walcott.  Omeros 

Walt Whitman.  Eds. Hass and Ebencamp.  Song of Myself and Other Poems 
Critical readings in pdf 
 
Course Requirements 

Participation: Oral and Free-Blogging (25 pts.) 

The class meetings are almost exclusively a time for discussion of the readings 

and critical questions that shape the course.  To succeed in this class, you 

MUST do the readings beforehand (this is not insubstantial; primary readings 

alone can run 50-150 pages per class period) in a thoughtful, careful way so 

that you are prepared to engage in substantial, sophisticated discussion during 

our hours together.  I will not take kindly to unpreparedness.  You needn’t be 

an “expert” to participate.  Remember that asking a good question is as or 



sometimes more valuable than offering a completed thought.  I should not need 

to say that I expect respect and civility even in disagreement, and this applies 

equally to the blog.   

 

The blog will function as a place to develop threads we begin in class, to 

introduce topics of interest we didn’t talk about, to supplement our knowledge 

with outside materials, links, or information, to respond personally to the 

literature we read, and more.  Blogging should be a record of your active, 

sophisticated response to our assignments AND to your classmates. Thoughtful 

comments on the posts of others are as, or more, valuable than new posts 

because they promote richer dialogue.  The open blog gives you the opportunity 

to take initiative in your learning (and your course grade) and to engage on 

your own terms with the course material, and it encourages a model of learning 

that is collaborative and fluid.  Despite its chronological logic of posting, we 

should see the blog as a way to transcend the linear march of the semester’s 

schedule, since it provides the opportunity to return to issues or works, to 

compare works across the semester, and so on. 

 

Both oral and blog participation will be assessed for frequency and quality, and 

you are expected to be active in both.  Needless to say, you must be physically 

present in class to participate orally; missing more than three class meetings 

will adversely and possibly significantly affect your grade. 

 

Short Writing and Speaking Assignments (45 pts. variable credit) 

A. BRIDGE TO THE BLOG: Each student will be assigned a day for which s/he 

must post to the blog a piece containing some follow-up questions, a thought-

provoking implication of our discussion, an articulation of underdeveloped 

ideas or readings that started in class but need more consideration—in other 

words, a bridge specifically linking oral class discussion to the blog and 

designed to prompt further development/discussion.  We will determine 

assigned dates early in the semester. 

 

Point value: 5 

Time due: no later than midnight on the assigned day 

Length: about 400 words (longer is okay) 

 

B. SUMMARY/ANALYSIS OF CRITICAL ARTICLES: This assignment, which you will do 

twice, is designed to improve your research skills, your analysis of secondary 

sources, and your writing skills.  You will 

 locate and read a strong piece of criticism on an individual poet from the 

syllabus, whether a recent article (last 10-15 years) retrieved from a 

library database or a chapter from a critical book. Choose wisely—this 

should be a piece of literary criticism suitable to our studies and must be 

both scholarly (from a college-level source) and substantial (10 pages or 

more).  Note: Be meticulous in citing all language from the article 

appropriately.   



 summarize that article accurately and fully, indicating the author’s 

primary thesis or argument, major points, and theoretical frame (e.g., 

feminist, psychoanalytic) if possible.  Remember that summary is hard 

intellectual work; you must be able to generalize, assess what is of major 

importance, and reorganize ideas for clarity since your audience will not 

be familiar with the article.   

 analyze and respond to the article, assessing what insights from the 

article are especially helpful to our class and what questions we might 

ask of it or because of it.   

 

Point value: 10 each  

Time due: variable, but aligned with the poet your article discusses; you 

may post up to three days before and after our scheduled classes on a 

given work (e.g., you may post on Eliot from 1/28 until 2/10).  You must 
submit at least one Assignment B before spring break. 

Length: about 750 words—do not exceed 900 words 

 

C. READING REPORT ON SUPPLEMENTARY LONG POEM: This assignment asks you to 

read one long poem beyond those assigned for the course.  I will provide a list 

of possibilities on the blog, and you may also have a different poem approved 

by me if you wish.  The assignment is designed to expose you, even in a 

marginal way, to the richness of the genre beyond what we can study here.  

Your paper will give an overview of the poem’s major themes, symbols, forms, 

structures, influences, stylesyou will have to determine what is most 

important to include, but the paper MUST include analysis of both form and 

content.  You should also place the poem genericallyfor instance, by 

comparing it to a poem we are reading this semester, discussing it in light of 

the generic models offered by our critical sources or your knowledge of other 

genres, or explaining why it challenges, furthers, or solidifies your concept of 

what a long poem might be.   

 

Point value: 15 

Time due: variable, but no later than Week 9 

Length: 800-1000 words 

Caveat: To avoid repetition and maximize our shared knowledge of the 

genre, each student must report on a different poem.  As soon as you 

choose your poem, let me know, and I will keep a running list on the blog 

that others may consult. 

 

D. JUMPSTART SPEECH: This assignment is designed to improve your 

(semi)formal speaking abilities and to provide the class with a potential focal 

point with which to begin discussion on a given day.  Your task will be to 

prepare a brief commentary on the day’s reading, akin to an oral thought 

paper.  It is not a “summary” of the reading (unless you feel that some 

paraphrase is necessary for clarification) but rather should set forth a response 

to the reading or a preliminary analysis.  This is likely to work best if it is 1) 



focused rather than broad and general, but do remember that it will be given at 

the start of class, meaning that it needs to give us some foundation to start 

discussion; and 2) explicitly connected to the text. You may use notes or an 

outline, but you should NOT read your speech (exception: you may read 

quotations if you refer to them).  Instead, you will practice addressing the class 

with eye contact while making an organized, coherent, clear speech that is not 

monotone, cluttered with vocal fillers, or undermined by verbal upswing.  You 

will get feedback from me and your peers.  We will determine assigned dates 

early in the semester. 

 

Point value: 5 

Time due: variable dates, start of assigned class period 

Length: 3-5 minutes (no more, no less) 

 
Some nuts and bolts: 

 All of the writing assignments will be submitted on the blog. 

 Carefully attend to length, time, and other requirements under each 

assignment above. 

 Submitted work should be titled clearly on the blog with your name and 

the assignment information—e.g., “Hilda’s Reading Report on [Title of 

supplementary long poem] 

  
 
Seminar Paper Project/Presentation (30 pts. = 25 pts. written, 5 pts. oral)   

This major essay will be 12-15 pages long (one inch margins, 10 or 12 point 

font), will include substantial secondary research, and will focus in depth on 

one poet from the syllabus or question about the genre of long poem.  I will 

expect you to become more deeply acquainted with the author’s or authors’ 

critical reception than we are able to be in class alone.  The paper should follow 

MLA guidelines precisely. This is a capstone course in the major; the seminar 

paper should represent your best thought (including your ability to generate an 

appropriately sophisticated topic) and your most polished writing.   

 

 To get full credit for the project you must also successfully complete: 

1) a preliminary bibliography, annotated, on a minimum of four sources; 

2) a semi-formal (hypo)thesis for and description of your paper; 

3) a draft of the paper, submitted for peer feedback and conference 

feedback from me. 

 

You will also make a formal oral presentation of your project.  Like the paper 

itself, this presentation should highlight your advanced skills, in this case as a 

speaker.   

 

Due dates for all stages are on the syllabus and more information will be 

posted on the blog.   
 Additionally, you will be providing feedback on a paper draft to two 

classmates; failure to do so will reduce your participation grade. 



 

Reminder: Your seminar work may be used in two other ways.  The first is that 

a seminar paper may be submitted for Honors if you qualify otherwise (see ELC 

website for more info).  The second is that one or some or many of you may 

wish to represent our seminar’s work in the William Kemp Symposium for ELC 

Majors on April 25-26 by delivering a paper or forming a panel.  Whether for 

Honors or the Symposium, my expectation is that you and I will give extra work 

to the paper to ensure that its quality befits these other situations. 
 

Other Notes 

Grading will be based on the sophistication, originality, and development of 

your thinking and the presentation of your ideas in correct, organized, effective, 

and graceful prose or speech. 

 

As College policy makes clear, grades of A and B are reserved for those 

students whose work represents a quality well beyond the basic expectations 

for the course.  To pass this course, you must complete all major assignments 

(10 pts. or more). 
 

A reminder on academic misconduct: Plagiarism, like all cheating, is a 

serious offense.  It means presenting another person's work as your own--

whether that person is a friend, writing center or speaking center tutor, 

professional, or published author.  Copying passages or paraphrasing ideas 

belonging to another person without acknowledging the source of those ideas is 

plagiarism.  You can avoid this offense if you simply cite and reference the 

source you use, if any.  I am quite willing to help you understand strategies for 

quotation and citation but I am not willing to be lenient on plagiarism, so 

please consult with me if you need to.  I expect that you will adhere at all 

times to the Honor code of the University of Mary Washington.   

 

 

Disability services: The Office of Disability Resources has been designated by 

the University as the primary office to guide, counsel, and assist students with 

disabilities.  If you receive services through ODR and require accommodations 

for this class, make an appointment with me as soon as possible to discuss 

confidentially your approved accommodation needs and bring your 

accommodation letter with you to the appointment.  If you have not made 

contact with the Office of Disability Resources and need accommodations, their 

phone number is 540-654-1266. 



Provisional Course Schedule 

NOTE: This schedule is "provisional" to allow for some flexibility through the 

semester if the need arises.  This also means that the schedule may not include 

all minor assignments.  If you dare to miss class, it is your responsibility to 

find out what you missed and what is assigned for the next period. 

 

Week 1 

T Jan 15  Introductions 

R Jan 17  Essays on the blog: 

Gioia, “The Dilemma of the Long Poem” 

Poe, "The Poetic Principle"  

Keller, "Pushing the Limits of Genre and Gender"  

McHale, “Telling Stories Again” 
Your task: Distill some of the genre’s models/ forms/ 
concerns and be ready to share them in class. 

 

 

Week 2 

T Jan 22 Whitman, Song of Myself, 1855 edition 7-70; Introduction 3-

6.  (Lexicon starts on page 133) 

R Jan 24  Whitman; Keller, "The Twentieth-Century Long Poem" 

  

   

Week 3 

T Jan 29 Whitman; Miller, "The Care and Feeding of Long Poems"  

R Jan 31 Eliot, The Waste Land and Rainey’s introduction 17-40. 

(Eliot’s notes begin page 71 and Rainey’s notes begin page 

75) 

  
   
Week 4 

T Feb 5 Eliot; also “Prose and Verse” 158-165  

R Feb 7 Eliot; Murphy, "The Verse Novel: A Modern American Poetic 

Genre" (blog) 

 

 

Week 5 

T Feb 12  Hughes, Montage of a Dream Deferred 

R Feb 14 Hughes; Rosenthal, “Modern British and American Poetic 

Sequences” 

 

 

Week 6 

T Feb 19  H.D., Trilogy: The Walls Do Not Fall 
R Feb 21  H.D., Trilogy: Tribute to the Angels 

 

 



Week 7 

T Feb 26  H.D., Trilogy: The Flowering of the Rod 

R Feb 28  H.D.; Friedman, "When a 'Long' Poem is a 'Big' Poem" (blog) 

 
You should have completed at least one Assignment B by March 3. 

 

 
WEEK 8:  Spring Break 

 

 

Week 9 

T Mar 12  Walcott, Omeros, Book I   

R Mar 14  Walcott Book II  

 
Reading Report on Supplementary Long Poem  
due no later than 4:00 on Friday, March 15. 

 

 

Week 10 

T Mar 19  Walcott Book III 

R Mar 21  Walcott Book IV and V 

 

 

Week 11 

T Mar 26  Walcott Books VI and VII 

R Mar 28  Walcott; annotated bibliographies due 

 

 

Week 12 

T Apr 2  Shange, for colored girls . . . 
R Apr 4  Shange 

 
Working thesis and paper description due by 4:00 p.m. on Friday, 

April 5, in my departmental mailbox. 

 

 

Week 13 

T Apr 9  Graham 3-47 

R Apr 11  Graham 48-99 

 

 

Week 14 

T Apr 16  Graham; draft of seminar paper due in class  

 
Conferences with MNS April 17-19, 22-23. 

    

R Apr 18  Ortiz, “Preface”-61  



 

 

Week 15 

T Apr 23  Ortiz 62-95 
 

Peer draft feedback due by midnight Tuesday. 

 

R Apr 25  ELC Kemp Symposium; class will not meet 
 

Paper due Friday, April 26 by 4:00 in my departmental mailbox. 

 

 
FINAL EXAM  Tuesday, April 30, 8:30-11:00.   

Oral Presentations of Research. 

 

 


