
High Modernism – Lecture Notes 
 

Overview – High Modernism, generally spanning the years between WWI and the end of WWII, 
is a period of art, literature, music, and philosophy profoundly affected by the terrible loss of life in 
both wars and a generation that saw tremendous social and political upheavals. 

 American presence as a world power increased vastly in importance 
 The war wiped out a generation of young men – tremendous impact on everyone. 
 Russian Revolution (1918) spelled the beginning of Communism in Russia. 
 Disillusion with values of civilization 
 Technological advancements – airplane, atom  

Major Figures and Movements in Poetry 

 War poets 
 People turned to more realistic, more accessible poetry than that offered by the Imagists – 

WWI had essentially made people turn toward less self-consciously “intellectual” poetry 
and embrace poetry that seemed more realistically reflective of human experience. 

 Wilfred Owen (British) is the best-known, particularly his embittered anti-war poem, 
“Dulce et Decorum Est,” written about his experiences in WWI. 

 Robert Frost (American) 
 Modernists liked Frost, although he himself was not necessarily “on board” with the 

modernist poetry movement. 
 Unlike typical modernist, Frost’s poetry was strongly rhymed and metered. 
 Often made use of iambic tetrameter – generally considered a less “serious” meter than 

pentameter in English. 
 Realistic, stark, New England life. 
 Universe in Frost’s poetry is often cruel – a quality that marks him as a Modernist. 

 Ezra Pound (American) – More of an Early Modernist! 
 Responsible for development of Imagism 
 Friend of W. B. Yeats 
 Edited Eliot’s “The Waste Land” (and did a good job of it!) 
 Heavily influenced by Chinese poetry, esp. by poet Li Po 
 Problematic because of anti-Semitism and support of Mussolini   
 Major Pound Poems 
 The Cantos 
 “In a Station of the Metro” (Not a major poem, but a cool one!) 
 Cathay, incl. “The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter” (trans. of Li Po) 
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 T. S. Eliot (American who became British) 
 Major Eliot poems 
  “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”  

 Dramatic monologue form 
 “The Waste Land” 
 “The Hollow Men” 

 Indebted to Dante, Conrad, the Gunpowder Plot 
 Eliot felt the weight of the past pressing down upon his poetry.  
 Poetry rich with allusions from Dante, Shakespeare, Milton, Marvell, and other poets. 
 Stream-of-consciousness technique in his dramatic monologues 

 

 Wallace Stevens (American) 
  Interestingly, Stevens was an executive for Hartford Insurance who kept his “day job” and 

worked as a poet. 
 Imagination, he wrote, had the power to “press back against the pressure of reality.” 
 “The poem must resist the intelligence / Almost successfully.” 
 Major poems 
 “The Emperor of Ice Cream” 
 “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” 

 e.e. cummings (American) 
 Play of language and sound 
 Play with syntax and the “proper” placement of words 
 Many poems partook of earlier forms, like the sonnet! 
 Impressionistic word order, like a word-collage 
 Intentional misspellings or pictorial placement of words on the page 
 Major poems 
 “Anyone lived in a pretty how town” 

 

 William Carlos Williams (American) 

      

 


