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Many teachers face teaching the poetry unit with dread or apprehension 

because they anticipate the reluctance often felt by their students. Many young 

readers don't want to "tackle" poetry or "wrestle" with it, expressing the encoun

ter in physical terms because they feel it is too hard to understand. They don't 

identify with it, or it doesn't make any sense to them. Janet Tilley, a ninth

grade English teacher, solved this problem with the "story poem," a poem about 

which a story could be written. She used Ted Kooser's "Abandoned Farmhouse" 

as an example of how story poems can foster community story telling. Students 

progress by first reading the poem, discussing the setting, and then writing a 

"what happened next" story about the characters and what might have hap• 

pened to them. This poem lends itself perfectly to that technique because it 

ends with the line, "Something went wrong, they say." The teacher felt that 

writing responses to poems helped her students understand possible underlying 

themes and subtleties of meaning. She stated that, "Poems can quickly introduce 

characters, scenes, and plots that serve as storytelling experiences. Using poems 

in-and-around other curriculum guarantees a wealth of stories" (Vogel and 

Tilley 88). 

Edgar Lee Masters' Spoon River Antholo~ is a collection of poems that 

lend themselves to the "story" theme idea. I think teachers can go even farther 

with this material and have students experience a "total immersion" into the life 

and times of Spoon River characters. They can investigate and explore the 

setting, the time frame, the social mores, the beliefs and customs-the whole 

lifestyle of the people who lived there. This will enable them to "experience" the 

poetry and gain a fuller appreciation of it, and they will learn about the history 

of our country in the process. 

Spoon River itself is a mythical town, but it is probably based in part on 

Lewistown, Illinois, in the heart of the Midwest, a town described as typically 
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small-town America. People there were not special in the achievement of fame 

and fortune, although some had achieved a certain notoriety. They could have 

come from almost anywhere kl the country. They lived, for the most part, 

typical everyday lives. They interacted with one another according to the roles 

society provided them, and they played their roles in various ways, some accept

ing, some rejecting their parts in life. There were some who had happy lives and 

were simple, honest people who did the best they could. Now they speak to the 

reader from their graves, reflecting on those "roles," and the parts they played. 

Mrs. George Reece 

To this generation I would say: 

Memorize some bit of verse of truth or beauty. 

It may serve a tum in your life. 

My husband had nothing to do 

With the fall of the bank - he was only cashier. 

The wreck was due to the president, Thomas Rhodes, 

And his vain, unscrupulous son. 

Yet my husband was sent to prison. 

And I was left with the children, 

To feed and clothe and school them. 

And I did it, and sent them forth 

Into the world all clean and strong, 

And all through the wisdom of Pope, the poet: 

"Act well your part, and there all the honor lies." 

There were others who faced eternity with bitterness for the part life had 

doled out to them, often describing the ironies of fate or the rules of society that 

affected the way they ended. 

The Circuit Judge 

Take not, passers-by, of the sharp erosions 

Eaten in my head-stone by the wind and rain

Almost as if an intangible Nemesis or hatred 

Were marking scores against me, 

But to destroy, and not preserve, my memory. 
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I in life was the Circuit Judge, a maker of notches, 

Deciding cases on the points the lawyers scored, 

Not on the right of the matter. 

0 wind and rain, leave my head-stone alone! 

For worse than the anger of the wronged, 

The curses of the poor, 

Was to lie speechless, yet with vision clear, 

Seeing that even Hod Putt, the murderer, 

Hanged by my sentence, 

Was innocent in soul compared with me. 

All the elements of life are depicted in Masters' work: hope, love, 

disappointment, despair, anger, and hate-universal themes for readers of all 

ages. 

To better understand these themes, teachers can use a variety of activi

ties and projects to make these characters come "alive" and become real, believ

able people that could have lived in a town called Spoon River. It can also lead 

to their own sense of "place" in the history of mankind and the role they are 

playing in it. 

The first activity is to compile a family history. This can be accom• 

plished by several methods such as interviewing family members, particularly 

grandparents and other older relatives, having previously written the questions 

for their letters or oral interviews. Sample questions might be "What was school 

like?" and "How did you or our ancestors get to America?'' "Where were our 

ancestors born, and what did they do for a living in their mother country and 

after they arrived here?'' These questions will lead to a discussion about the 

students' own unique places in history, and they will be able to better understand 

their places in it. A thought should be given to those students who might be 
adopted, or who, for another reason, might not have access to family informa

tion. Teachers need to be sensitive to those problems and seek opportunities for 

having students "share" a family study, or having an alternate activity for them 

todo. 
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A second related suggestion would be to have students make a family 

tree or a genealogical chart. Many families have explored their roots and have 

papers or books written abou~ them. These could be shared with the class, as 

well as other primary information-letters, journals, scrapbooks, school year• 

books and other memorabilia. Students enjoy talking about their families and 

experiences, and providing this opportunity will "set the stage" for further 

investigation into the time frame of a midwest town around the tum of the 20th 

century. 

A field trip to a cemetery can provide a wealth of information that's 

valuable from a historical standpoint. Looking at the names on the tombstones, 

noting children and other relatives, dates of when and sometimes how the 

people died, their ages at death, and the epitaphs that were written about them 

can all be used to surmise the ''history" of individuals and sometimes large 

families. Comparing this information to the poetic epitaphs of the people living 

in Spoon River could prompt a discussion regarding the differences and similari

ties of what actually occurred in the fictional town and what was remembered. 

Then students can write their own epitaphs, attempting both humorous and 

serious versions. A title for the latter version could be, "How I Would Like To 

Be Remembered." 

Other field trips might be undertaken to a museum, a library, or a 

newspaper office to investigate other information to reconstruct the community 

of that place and time. Photographs and newspaper clippings provide much 

information of interest, which again can provoke discussions about what life 

would have been like back then. Advertisements show inventions that made 

life easier, improved health, provided entertainment, and made people more 

attractive and fashionable just as they do today. Pointing out the differences can 

lead to a discussion of those things that were valued then compared to those 

things that are valued today. How are they different and why? How can we see 

the changed status of women and children reflected in the stories, photographs, 

and advertisements then and now? How do these things relate to the characters 

in Spoon River? What message does Masters relate about lifestyles back then 

through his characters, or is there a message at all? This might simply be the 

poet's portrayal of "a slice of life." Either way it is worthy of our investigation. 
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As part of the "total immersion" into a midwest town and its setting in 

history, there are many resources that teachers can bring into the classroom to 

share. A few suggestions are as follows: 

Hechtlinger, Adelaide. The Seasonal Hearth: The Woman At Home in Early 
America. Woodstock: Overlook Press, 1986. 

Mead, Howard, Dean, Jill, and Smith, Susan. Portrait of the Past - A 
Photographic Journey Through W isconsin. Madison, WI: Wisconsin Tales 
and Trails, 1981. 

Meier, Peg. Coffee Made Her Insane & Other Nuggets From Old Minnesota 
Newspapers. Minneapolis, MN: Neighbors' Publishing, 1988. 

_. Bring Warm Clothes: Letters and Photos From Minnesota's Past. 
Minneapolis, MN: Neighbors Publishing, 1981. 

Provenzo, Eugene F., Jr., Asterie Baker Provenzo, and Peter A. Zorn, Jr. 
Pursuing the Past: Oral History. Photographs. Family History. Cemeteries. 
Menlo Park, CA.: Addison-Wesley. 1984. 

Reader's Digest Books. Back to Basics. New York: Reader's Digest. 1981. 

Seymour, John. Forgotten Household Crafts: A Portra it of the Way W e Once 
Lived. New York: Knopf, 1987. 

Smithsonian Books. Images of America - A Panorama of History in 
Photographs. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian, 1989. 

These books are rich in material depicting early America, and there are 

others similar in nature. Using them and having students participate in projects 

and activities will make history become more real and therefore more meaning

ful to them. They will be prepared to read the poems from a basis of understand

ing of the setting, the social mores, lifestyles, and the values of the people who 

could have lived in a town like Spoon River. They will read with greater empa

thy and understanding for those who played a part in our country's history. 

They will extend this to a greater understanding of and appreciation for their 

own roles in life, and they will get a sense of who they are in the historical 

context of the here and now. 
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