
Modern Poetry: The Imagists 

Poetry was ahead of  fiction in finding its Modernist footing 

Imagism (1909-1917) was a reaction against the sentimental 

and romantic poetry of  the previous century 

They preferred a hard, clear voice, concrete images, common 

language, and unrestricted verse 

Their models came from Greek and Roman classics, Chinese 

and Japanese poetry, and the free verse of  French poets 

Imagism steered poetry away from its previous subjectivity 

and toward a more objective perspective 



Ezra Pound: “Make it new” 

Pound’s Rules 

① It is better to present one image in a 
lifetime than to produce voluminous 
words. 

② Use no superfluous word, no adjective, 
which does not reveal something. 

③ Don’t use such an expression as ‘dim 
lands of  peace.’ It dulls the image.  It 
mixes an abstraction with the concrete. 
The natural object is always the 
adequate symbol. 

④ Be influenced by as many great artists as 
you can, but acknowledge the debt 
outright, or try to conceal it. 



“In a Station of  the Metro” 
1913 



Modern Poetry: The Objectivists 

Later poets moved even further beyond imagism 

William Carlos Williams called his poetry “objectivist,” insisting 

that the poem itself  is an “object that formally presents … its 

meaning by the very form it assumes”—it is what it is 

E. E. Cummings stretched the boundaries of  poetry through his 

wordplay, typography, and punctuation, capturing even more than 

others the fractured and uncertain attitude of  the nation 

A number of  poets—including Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot—became 

part of  the expatriate movement 

Archibald MacLeish claimed that “a poem should not mean but be” 



William Carlos Williams 

No ideas but things 

Beauty and meaning in the 

“everyday” 

Rhythm—the arrangement 

of  stressed and unstressed 

syllables, line breaks, stanza 

breaks—becomes the essence 

of  the poetic process 



“The Red Wheelbarrow” 
1923 



“This Is Just to Say” 
1934 



Carl Sandburg 

“Chicago” (1916) 

Influenced by French 

free verse 

Classical traditions 

applied to modern 

subjects 



T. S. Eliot 

Believed the poet should be above 

“personal” expressions of  “feeling” 

Believed writing poetry is an impersonal 

act of  creation involving the combination 

of  “individual talent” with the awareness 

of  “poetic tradition” 

“Love Song of  J. Alfred Prufrock” (1917) 

Stream of  Consciousness 

Classical allusions 

J. Alfred Prufrock lives in a monotonous 

world of  indecision 

 



e. e. cummings 

Total experimentation 

Style becomes the driving force behind his poetry, with the visual 

shape or structure of  a poem conveying or reinforcing its meaning 

!Punctuation! 

CaPiTaLiZaTioN 

Typography 

Letters and Lines 

Margins and S  p  a  c  e  s 

One critic: “The poems are made to misbehave” 

“anyone lived in a pretty how town” (1940) 



Robert Frost 

A traditionalist among rebels 

Traditional verse forms and conversational language 

Vivid narratives and picturesque portraits of  America 

Sometimes accused of  Rockwellian nostalgia 

Popular among critics and the public 

Four Pulitzer Prizes 

JFK’s inauguration 

“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” 



Harlem Renaissance 



Harlem Renaissance 

A half  century after the abolition of  slavery, many black 

intellectuals and artists believed that the time had come for 

the “final emancipation” of  African Americans 

the recognition of  their rights to equal status not only as citizens 

but also as vital contributors to American culture 

In Harlem, a large neighborhood in upper Manhattan, a 

renaissance is underway for African-American artists 

Riding the tide of  the Great Migration, and encouraged by 

previous writers and intellectuals like W. E. B.  Du Bois, the 

Renaissance begins in the 1920s and continues into the 30s 



Harlem Renaissance 

Begins in 1921 

Countee Cullen’s “I Have a Rendezvous with Life” 

Langston Hughes’ “The Negro Speaks of  Rivers” 

What follows is a burst of  creative activity by black artists: writers, 
musicians, singers, painters, even filmmakers 

Many were not born in New York but migrated there in order to be 
at the center of  this new cultural movement 

The Great Depression would eventually signal its end, but the 
impact of  the Harlem Renaissance would be understood for 
generations to come as more and more African Americans made 
their presence felt in art and culture 

 

 



Legacy 


