Carl Sandburg: Chicago (1914)
Lead-in: 
Before the 1920s Chicago was one of the largest cities in America. It was growing so quickly, its population doubled every 20 years. Photographers of the Chicago Daily News documented the growth of this captivating city between 1900 and 1925. Look at these photographs and watch Thomas Edison’s silent documentary (1897) showing the corner of State and Madison, “the busiest corner in the world.” Based on these pictures and the film formulate your impressions on this city. What atmosphere characterizes these places? What technological changes were affecting the way people lived, worked, moved around, and spent their free time?
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	Freight cars lined up in rows, 1917
	Man butchering meat with carcasses hanging near him, 1904

	[image: image3.jpg]



	[image: image4.jpg]




	Coal for the poor, 1903
	South Water Street Market, 1909
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	Women waving a "Chicago" pennant, 1905
	The heart of Chicago, 1900


Youtube link to Edison’s film: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CLlc40myPyQ
Task 1: Read the poem and answer the following questions:
1. What do you think Sandburg meant by calling Chicago the “Nation’s Freight Handler” and “City of Big Shoulders”?

2. What kind of atmosphere do the opening images introduce? What is the speaker’s attitude towards the city?
3. Find the images that suggest deprivation, brutality and/or growth, civilization! What are the main themes of the poem and how do these images support the main themes?

Fact box:

	Chicago Literary Renaissance (or the Midwestern group of poets): 

The "Chicago Renaissance" took place between 1912 and 1925. For a brief moment in time Chicago appeared to replace other literary centers (especially Boston and New York) in the vitality and innovative energy of its writers. Chicago itself had recovered from the disastrous fire of 1871 and had rebuilt with speed, introducing a new skyscraper architecture that astonished the nation. Its Columbian Exposition of 1893 had attracted worldwide attention. Midwesterners from such states as Indiana, Ohio, and Iowa escaped the restraints of small-town America by fleeing to Chicago.
The Midwestern group is well represented by the triumvirate of 
Vachel Lindsay, Edgar Lee Masters and, Carl Sandburg.

Sandburg towers over the group, but Lindsay and Masters made important contributions too, if in quite different ways. In a geographical sense we are talking about "America's heartland." Lindsay and Sandburg were born in Illinois; Masters moved there from Kansas when still a baby. These three poets, born within a decade of one another, offered a contribution to the new poetry that was at once vital and varied. All the three of them are the continuators of the "Whitman tradition." (Virágos 315)
On Carl Sandburg and his Chicago: 

Sandburg wrote about the lives of the working class in a simple, realistic style. His poetry served social changes as he described the enormous gaps between rich Americans and poor immigrants. In the summer of 1913 he wrote his famous poem, Chicago that appeared one year later in the Poetry magazine. 
When the issue appeared, Sandburg’s poems produced a storm of reaction; many readers objected to the brutality of the images and to his use of slang, while others welcomed the freshness of the voice. Without deigning to name either Sandburg or any of his poems, The Dial, another literary magazine published in Chicago, found “no trace of beauty in the ragged lines….[which] admits no aesthetic claim of any description, and acknowledges subordination to no kind of law.” In November 1914, Sandburg received a $200 prize for “Chicago” and other poems from a poetry contest run by Poetry magazine. Regardless of The Dial’s critics and others, Sandburg’s career was launched. He began to enjoy his reputation as a rising poet and champion of an informal “worker’s revolution.”

Chicago historian Perry Duis notes of Sandburg’s poetry and of Chicago in particular:

Characterizing the city as “Hog Butcher for the World,” he shocked genteel readers both with its form and content. . . .But Sandburg knew which economic forces had really built Chicago, and as a young man alone in the city he had known what it was like to encounter painted women under streetlamps. He had seen conditions in these sweatshops, and while at the Day Book in 1915, he covered a garment workers’ strike. Thus, when he wrote poetry about tired shopgirls on the Halsted streetcar, he was speaking from experience. For the next decade his poems continued to reflect the world he knew.

 (Carl Sandburg House 6-12)
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Edgar Lee Masters:  Spoon River Anthology (1915)
Task 2: CHARACTER ANALYSIS. 

Choose one epitaph and design a full character profile. The presentation should be approximately 1-2 minutes in length. Bear in mind the following facts:
	Name of the deceased / age

	Occupation or how majority of time was spent

	Details about the character's death 

	How did the character feel about his/her death 

	Describe how the character feels about other people in Spoon River

	Significant life events

	Characters outlook on life or his/her advice to those still living in the community as well as to the reader

	Poetic devices, such as: alliteration or assonance, simile or metaphor, repetition, irony or allusion. 

	Overall tone of the epitaph: Is it sorrowful? Vengeful? Angry? Comical?

	


Study questions:  

How does Masters violate the Latin maxim De mortuis nil nisi bonum?
In what sense can the town cemetery in Spoon River interpreted as a “democratic place”?
Fact box:

	Published in 1915, Spoon River Anthology is a collection of free verse poems (246 poems + 32 more added in 1916), bringing together a series of “epitaphs,” or speeches from the grave, of the residents of Spoon River. (Spoon River was /and is/ indeed a river near Lewistown, Ill., but the town of Spoon River was a creation of Masters's imagination out of his boyhood memories of Illinois small towns―particularly Petersburg and Lewistown.) Masters' idea was to compose a series of "auto-epitaphs," self-composed miniature autobiographies, in which the people of a village of past generations tell "frankly" what sort of persons they were and how they had lived. In each miniature in free verse someone who actually lived tells his or her own story briefly.
The auto-portraits composed by the dead themselves revealed the dark secrets of the lonely lives of Spoon River citizens – the hatred of husband and wife, the hostility between banker and worker, ethnic friction, the hypocrisy and frustration of small-town life, the hidden sexual transgressions, unhappiness, anguish that marked most of the lives. 

On the one hand, it is not true, as sometimes stated, that "each tells the truth about himself." In many cases the characters are consciously hypocritical, and in other instances they simply do not know the truth about themselves. On the other hand, these self-composed revelations (dramatic, socio-historical lives-in-death) are interrelated, which means that the reader learns the truth only through putting together facts from various epitaphs. This interconnectedness creates the effect of "dialogues" between the individual confessions and the cross-reference structure both generates a multiplicity of viewpoints and is the source of much irony. (Virágos 318-20)


Vocabulary for this unit:

free verse

personification

apostrophe

epitaph

theatrum mundi

carpe diem

other: ……..

