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The Fire This Time: 20th & 21st Centuries Poetry of Witness

Required Texts:
Collected Poems of Wilfred Owen (Wordsworth Poetry Library, 1994))
Poems of Akhmatova, selected and translated by Stanley Kunitz with Max Hayward (Mariner Books, 1997) – [You don’t need to purchase this text: I’ll make copies of “Requiem” for class]

The Fuehrer Bunker, W.D. Snodgrass (BOA Editions, Ltd., 1995)

Miracle Fair, Wislawa Szymborska (W.W. Norton, 2002)
Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celan, translated by John Felsteiner (W.W. Norton, 2001)

[You don’t need to purchase the above text: I’ll make copies of several poems for class]
Dien Cai Dau, Yusef Komunyakaa (Wesleyan University Press, 1988)

The War Works Hard, Dunya Mikhail (New Directions, 2005)

Here, Bullet, Brian Turner (Alice James Books, 2005)

Kalakuta Republic, Chris Abani (available from the author)

Notes from the Divided Country, Suji Kwock Kim (Louisiana State Univ. Press, 2003)
Like Thunder, Poets Respond to Violence in America, Virgil Suarez & Ryan G. Van Cleave, (University of Iowa Press, 2002)

Photo Copies Provided, But You May Also Want to Buy:
Poems of Akhmatova, selected and translated by Stanley Kunitz with Max Hayward (Mariner Books, 1997)

Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celan, translated by John Felsteiner (W.W. Norton, 2001)
Seminar Description:

      Our third millennium is already marked by heightened political tensions at home and abroad, and by the increasing threat of terrorism worldwide.  How do we cope, as individuals and as communities, with threats of violence and intolerance, with wars, oppression, genocide, and with related social and political strife and their human toll?  Because poets often serve us as compelling witnesses, critics, and interpreters of local and national crises, we’ll examine how their various visions of social strife, war, and personal conflict affect our own perceptions of our lives and times.

      In particular, we’ll explore the poetry of crisis and witness written by an array of international and American poets whose writing spans the 20th and 21stcenturies and continues up to the present moment.  We’ll be examining poems written by poets writing during Stalin’s purge in the 1930’s (Akhmatova) and during World War I (Owen), through World War II (Snodgrass, Celan, Szymborska), the wars in Vietnam (Komunyakaa) and Iraq (Turner and Mikhail), and beyond (Kim and Abani), and ending with poetry concerned with domestic and urban violence in America, and with the individual poet serving as a “witness” to his/her own life.
     Literary, topical, and thematic foci, and weekly discussions and presentations, will help us to study a national and international array of poets’ works that examine the aforementioned 
topics, as well as religious, racial, and political persecution, marginalization, exile, imprison-
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The Fire This Time: 20th & 21st Centuries Poetry of Witness

Course Requirements:

ment, the domestic and urban violence at home in the U.S., and the individual undergoing and coping with personal conflict. Our seminar discussions will also consider what constitutes an effective poem, in terms of its structure, voice, tone, and theme/s, as well as what makes a “political” poem compelling and evocative.  

      You will be required to keep up with a rigorous schedule of weekly reading assignments, and to be prepared to discuss in class the poets and poems I’ve assigned.  Since the success of any seminar depends upon everyone participating in its discussions, please come to class each week having read these weekly assignments.

      Every class meeting, except the first one, one of you will be responsible for leading the seminar discussion by focusing on the week’s primary poet (highlighted in boldface, below, in the Weekly Reading list). Your presentation should draw from a 5-6 page paper that explores in depth several of the poet’s poems.  Please use the first half of the class session to present your thoughts about the poet’s work, and the second half to lead our seminar in further discussion.  

      In lieu of a final exam, I’d like you to write a 5-10 page “poem of witness,” which may be comprised of a sequence of separate or inter-related poems.  (As an example, see David Wojohn’s “Dithyramb and Lamentation,” published in the Fall 2005 Kenyon Review.  His poem succeeds in effectively juxtaposing and interweaving personal and political crises and events.)  This final, creative assignment will be due during finals week, when our class is scheduled to meet.  Please make enough copies of your poems for distribution to all the members of the seminar (plus me) at our (TBA) last gathering during finals week.
Here is the schedule for your presentations (assigned or claimed on the first day of class):

Week One: Thursday, April 1: ______________________________________(Wilfred Owen)
Week Two: Thursday, April 8:___________________________________ (Anna Akhmatova)
Week Three: Thursday, April 15___________________________________(W.D. Snodgrass)
Week Four: Thursday, April 22______________________(Paul Celan, Wislawa Szymborska)
Week Five: Thursday, April 29__________________________________(Yusef Komunyakaa)
Week Six: Tuesday, May 6________________________________________(Dunya Mikhail)
Week Seven: Thursday, May 13______________________________________(Brian Turner)
Week Eight: Thursday, May 20_______________________________________(Chris Abani)
Week Nine: Thursday, May 27____________________________________(Suji Kwock Kim)
Week Ten:  Thursday, June 3____________________________( poems from Like Thunder)
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The Fire This Time: 20th & 21st Centuries Poetry of Witness

Weekly Reading from the Following Texts:
Week One:
World War I – Wilfred Owen
Week Two:
Revolution & Repression in the Soviet Union – Anna Akhmatova
Week Three:
World War II – W.D. Snodgrass
Week Four:
The Holocaust (Shoah) and Repression in Eastern & Central Europe – Paul Celan and Wislawa Szymborska
Week Five:
The War in Vietnam – Yusef Komunyakaa
Week Six:
War in Iraq – Dunya Mikhail 

Week Seven:

War in Iraq –  Brian Turner
Week Eight:
Repression in Africa – Chris Abani
Week Nine:

The Korean War – Suji Kwock Kim

Week Ten:

Conflicts at Home – Selected Readings from Like Thunder: Poets Respond to Violence in America
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The Fire This Time: Twentieth Century Poetry of Witness

“One of the motives for writing is surely to recover and hold what would otherwise be lost totally—memory or experience.  Put very simply, so that one might not wholly die.” –Donald Justice (1925-2004)

“It is difficult/ to get the news from poems/ yet men die miserably every day/ for lack/

of what is found there.” –William Carlos Williams (1883-1963) – from “Asphodel, That Greeny Flower”
Additional Recommended Reading:
Selected Poems of Pablo Neruda (transl. by Alistair Reid, Houghton Mifflin, 1990)

Selected Poems, Marina Tsvetaeva, translated by Elaine Feinstein (Penguin Classics, 1994)

Chopin’s Piano, Charles Ades Fishman (Time Being Books, 2006)
Out of Silence, Selected Poems, Muriel Rukeyser (TriQuarterly Books, 2000)
The Collected Poems, 1931-1987, Czeslaw Milosz (Ecco Press, 1988)
The Vietnam War in American Stories, Songs, and Poems, edited by H. Bruce Franklin (Bedford/St. Martin, 1996)
Song of Napalm, Bruce Weigl (The Atlantic Monthly Press, 1988)

Declension in the Village of Chung Luong, Bruce Weigl (Ausable Press, 2005)
Mountain River: Vietnamese Poetry from the Wars, edited by Bowen, Chung, & Weigl (Univ.

of Massachusetts Press, 1998)

Dreaming the End of War, Benjamin Alire Saenz (Copper Canyon Press, 2006)
The Great Fires, Jack Gilbert (Knopf, 1996)
In the Surgical Theater, Dana Levin (Copper Canyon Press, 1998)

Overlord, Jorie Graham (HarperCollins, 2005)

New Poems, Tadeusz Rozewicz (archipelago books, 2007)

Poets against the War, edited by Sam Hamill (Thunder’s Mouth Press/Nation Books, 2003)
Poetry after 9/11: An Anthology of New York Poets, edited by Dennis Loy Johnson & Valerie Merians (Melville House Books, 2002)
Poems from Guantanamo, edited by Marc Falkoff (University of Iowa Press, 2007)
