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· The History of Poetry

· Writings most likely began in the late 400’s or early 500’s

· First used to educate and confirm new religious thinking

· Works not widely viewed until 15th century

· Notes: The first documented poetic writings occurred in the 7th century, although poetry has been traced to as early as six centuries prior to the Norman conquest of 1066. Caedmon, a herdsman who lived from 673-735, is believed to be the first known English poet. Caedmon discovered his “gift” for writing poetry in a dream, although he was more widely known for authoring the earliest English translations of the Old Testament.  

·  Though poetry did not reach its “development” until the Norman conquest, a poetic trend had begun to develop in prior centuries, as men chose this symbolic method to relay their thoughts and religious beliefs to others. For example, one of the earliest and most popular poems of record, “Beowulf”, symbolized the author’s message in regards to the passing of the Pre-Christian heroic age. Like “Beowulf”, however, many poems of this early era were written in anonymity, due to their subjective nature and the authors’ fears of persecution.

·  Poetry, though popular during earlier times, was not widely shared until the 15th century when the printing press was established. The printing press allowed writers to share their works in another form – a printed version which could be viewed at the leisure of the reader. (Information taken from The history of poetry, n.d.)
· Poetry in the Middle Ages

· Works written from the 1200’s through the 1400’s

· Authors often gave animals human characteristics 

· Rhyming popular, but many styles began to form

· Christian morals and humor came to the forefront

· Notes: The poetry style of the Middle Ages began as a continuance of its Anglo-Saxon era predecessor. Poems such as 1200’s “The Owl and the Nightingale” shared the alliterative style of the 1000 and 1100’s while embracing a newfound tone of humanizing animal life in poetic form.  Epic tales of heroism continued to be popular subjects of interest in 13th century literature, while early-era romanticism works were also becoming popular.

·     Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400) is considered to be the greatest writer of the Middle Ages era and the “Father of English Poetry”. Chaucer’s wide scope of influences led him to write literary works that spoke of tragedy, such as “Troilus and Criseyde”, while maintaining his sense of humor in classic works, such as the “Canterbury Tales”. Chaucer was a master of his time and had the ability to write poetry in many different forms and styles, all of which helped to mould the foundation for poets of the future. (Chaucer information taken from Delano High School’s, Biblioworld Chaucer Biography, n.d.)

· The Renaissance Era

· Began in the late 1400’s and lasted until the early 1600’s

· Popular literature evolved from prose fiction to classical, rhyming poetry

· The European poetry age began

· Brought the birth of dark writings and sonnets

· Notes:  The 16th century Renaissance era began a great change in the realms of poetry. The creation of the printing press allowed many formerly unnoticed writers and writing styles to surface in places that had once been a mere figment of the writer’s imagination. Over the course of this one hundred year period, two stages of poetry writing emerged. The first was called the “Drab” age while the second was known as the “Golden” era. 

·     The “drab” era moniker was penned by author C.S. Lewis and was a time when British poetry faltered somewhat from the limelight that it had once obtained, giving way to other European writers and more specifically, the Scottish. Lewis was quoted in the “Oxford History of English Literature” to have said that British writers of this era had “forgotten the lessons which had been mastered in the Middle Ages” and learned little in their stead.” (Taken from Through drab to gold: Poetry and prose in the sixteenth century, 1990.) The writings of this dark era were deemed clumsy, heavy-hearted and dull. 

·      The Golden era brought to the reader the works of poets such as William Shakespeare (1564-1616) and Samuel Daniel (1562-1619), both of whom were known for their versatility as expressed through brilliant love poems and sonnets. The “drab” era, most notably, gave the reader the works of Thomas Wyatt (1503-1542). 

·     It is widely believed that this era of poetry would have never been as successful as it was, had it not been for the royal figures who commissioned poets to praise them in their works. 

· The 17th Century Transformation

· Dark poetry and Christian epics were uniquely different and most popular

· Writers began to retreat from rhyme and natural English usage and style

· Intolerance and anger were widely expressed

·  Notes: The writings of the 17th century began just as the prior century had ended. Poets of the time continued to pour somber moods and sentiments onto the pages of their works, leaving poetry, as it had been known in prior centuries, to wander aimlessly towards an uncertain future. Rhyming verses, as had been the greatest commonality among poems in the past, were being placed aside for the realm of free-flowing expression and verses that led the reader deep into the mind of the author. Through the usage of long, drawn out messages in these historical or religious themed epics, the poets of the 17th century were able to contain the reader within their works as they slowly built their story or poem’s plot, which lead to lengthy books and poetic collections. John Milton (1608 -1674) was the best known epic writer of this era. His twelve book, “Paradise Lost” collection of 1674 began as an Arthurian-themed work until Milton decided to conform to the new era of writing, changing his work to the Christian-themed classic that is widely read, still today.

·     The 1600’s also brought the birth of a new artistic rank – the position of Poet Laureate.  Although Ben Johnson was named England’s first poet laureate in 1616, the title did not become an official royal office until 1668 when John Dryden (1631-1700), a contemporary poet and playwright was appointed to the position by King William III (Dryden Information taken from Island of Freedom, n.d.).

· Poetry in the 18th Century

· The era of epic poetry gives way to novels

· The once popular verse diminishes in popularity

· By century’s end, poets were struggling and the Golden Era of poetry had essentially ended

·  Notes: The 18th century brought forth the greatest transformation that the literary world had seen to date. The novel, once seen only as a literary form to promote scandalous activity, was rapidly becoming a favorite among readers in England, in the wake of the country’s moral reform and mannerism. 

·      In 1740, Samuel Richardson (1689-1761) wrote the novel, Pamela, a book that is regarded as being the first, English language novel. Novels of this generation were written in epistolary form, consisting of letters or diary entries that most likely were written about one person (Science Fair Encyclopedia, n.d.). 

·   The dawning of this new era in popularity of the novel, however, meant that poetry and the poets that had thrived upon their gifts for centuries, were left without feasible work. The poet became “someone to be written about, not someone to be” (The History of Poetry, n.d.).

·    Monetary gain through poetic works was no longer a means to a living and the great writers who thrived at the beginning of the 18th century, found themselves by the middle and latter stages to be accepting positions as freelance writers for magazines, in order to make a living. The ones who did not choose this path, found themselves self-publishing their works for their own satisfaction.
· The Romantic Era
· Began in 1789, resulting from the fading popularity of poetry and classical writers

· Poets began to look inward for inspiration

· Sorrowful odes and sonnets most notable

· Horror-filled, lyrical poetry rose toward the end of the era
· Notes: Resulting from the lessened popularity and interest in poetry towards the end of the 18th century, many writers began looking less to the world around them for inspiration and more towards what they felt in their own lives and careers. This process of rationale and style of writing began a thirty-five year period (1789-1824) known as the “Romantic Era”. The Romantic Era was unofficially begun by William Lisle Bowles (1762-1850) in his sonnet sequence entitled “Fourteen Sonnets .  Many of the late 18th century sonnets were notably written with a sense of spontaneity and thrived by the author’s intuition and innermost feelings. (The Romantic Era, n.d.) 

·      In total, seventy poets shared their work during this period in history, however, six poets, William Blake (1757-1827), William Wordsworth (1770-1850), Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834), Lord Byron (1788-1824), Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) and John Keats (1795-1821), collectively led the Romanticism movement and paved the way for the other sixty-four. These six poets were very diverse and different in their writing styles.  William Blake was a Christian and fundamentalist who did not agree with Wordsworth, calling his writings “heathenized and against all true poetry.”  (The Critical Poet: Featured Movement, n.d.) Byron was witty and clever. Keats was known for his neo-classical approach. Shelley was an atheist and Coleridge became an apologist for the Church of England. 

·     Despite their obvious differences, these six poets joined to create a coherent group and a literary movement that revolved around one’s inner feelings or beliefs and the appreciation that each still had for nature, scenery, religion and the use of one’s imagination.

· The Victorian Age of Verse

·  Began in the mid 19th century and lasted until the late 1800’s

· More self-conscious era of poetry

· Brought the return of the gifted and passionate poets

· English, Latin and Greek poetic styles were most popular

· Works were very formal and often dramatic
· Notes:  The Victorian Age of poetry began in the late 1840’s and mainly consisted of works that dealt with the inner psyche of the author. It was a time of religious doubt and experimentation in both form and style of verses. Some authors, such as Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-1861) and Robert Browning (1812-1889) remained more closely tied to the Romanticism of the prior century. However, writers such as Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892) and Thomas Hardy (1840 -1928) expressed melancholy moods and darkened tones in their works.
·   During the 1890’s, the literary scene was plagued by decadents or “European authors of the 19th century who sought inspiration in their lives and their writings in all the more or less morbid expression of human emotion.” (Definition from Infoplease.com) 
· The 1890’s decade brought forth the great fascination with the epithet and the greatest writer of this time was believed to be Oscar Wilde (1854 -1900).

·   The Victorian age and the 1890’s beginning of the charisma that surrounded the dramatics and darkness in individual poetic works began the passageway that would lead to a new generation and philosophy in poetry. It is believed that the end of the Victorian era also sparked the end of classical poetry and the beginning of free-flowing, opinionated imagery. 

· The Beginning of Modern Poetry

· ‘English’ poetry could be found far from England

· Poetry began to move from nostalgic works of earlier years to new ideals

· Disillusioned works, lain with fury, on occasion

· Words spoke of rebellion and not of sympathy or humanity
· Notes: The age of modern poetry began in the early 20th century, at a time when poetry that had once predominately originated in England was being found in places such as Scotland, France and the United States. The British poetry movement of past centuries had begun to fade from view. Though poets such as Ezra Pound (1885-1972), James Joyce (1882 -1941) and Joseph Conrad (1857 -1924) were popular in this time, their works followed themes of inner turmoil and experimentation.  All success of all three writers is believed to have occurred due to the sheer newness of their works, more than the possession of great talent. Using French dialect, somber moods and rebellion, the poets of this era wrote, seeming to do so more from anger than from conviction.

·   T.S. Eliot (1888-1965), the most likely source of poetic “genius” in his generation, was often ridiculed for his work due to the subjective nature and criticism of either law or war in his writings. Eliot’s best received work, “The Four Quartets”, used Sanskrit phrases and less-experimental verses, and held a sense of sympathy which the Modern Era in America, grossly lacked.

· Post World War I Poetry

· The true beginning of the American poetry movement

· Poems written by soldiers in journals, diaries and letters were widely popular

· Works defined survival, mysticism and suspense
· Notes: The end of World War I brought a renewed interest in poetry. As in the aftermath of conflicts that had arose throughout history, many soldiers during World War I were known to have kept diaries, journals and letters from their time in the battleground. After the war and upon the deaths of many of these soldiers, their poems were published and became very popular among the literary public.

·     One of the most popular post-World War I poems was “In Flanders Fields” by John Mc Crae (1872-1918), a soldier who died in the line of battle. The images portrayed in the poem provided pungent images and led to the red poppy flower’s symbolism towards a soldier’s ultimate sacrifice. Other notable poets who passed away on the War’s battlegrounds included: Wilfred Owen (1893-1918), Joyce Kilmer(1886-1918), Alan Seeger(1888-1916), Rupert Brooke (1887-1915) and Edward Thomas (1878-1917). 

·   Besides the journals they kept during their time spent on the frontlines of World War I, many soldiers spent their recuperation time from war-related injuries, writing for small literary magazines like The Hydra, which was produced for the Craiglockhart Military Hospital. (Literature and the Great War, n.d.) 

·      No war in history has left a more memorable legacy of poetry than the first World War.

· Post World War II Poetry

· British poetry surfaced in popularity and then suffered

· Writers developed modern poems while showing little interest in classical works

· An era of individualists and cynicism
· Notes: The post-World War II era produced an abundance of strong poetry, but nothing that could compare to the works in the aftermath of the First World War. Post World War II literary forms were extremely varied and as a result, poetry was forced to compete with fictional accounts and drama. The age of literary experimentation had again come to the forefront and thus, the styles and forms that had molded the foundation for poetry, were once again being tossed aside for the sake of mental rambling and open expression. There was limited continuity among poets, as each chose their own path to follow in their writings and each became rather critical of the literary works that surrounded them. 

·    In post World War II England, poetry was re-surfacing as popular culture, though it was not seen in the same light as it had been in prior times. Wordworth’s Puritan simplicity was being replaced by scenes of factory, field, industry and work ethic. Within this change of inspiration, stood the poet, lost and lonely in a world where only a mere few cared for his existence. Though humor had regained some value in verses during the post war era, the humor was written in a free verse style that showed of cynicism and not the brilliant satire of prior eras. Students of poetry in the 1940’s and 1950’s cringed upon classic works as “Troilus and Criseyde” or “Beowulf”, though these works were the foundation upon which all works existed. Poetry, as it was seen in that era, created a change of thought in regards to poetry that remains today, some sixty years after it was begun. 

· Poetry in the 21st Century

· Poetry has become a matter of study only

· Classic poets, still living, condemn having their poems used in school exams

· Lovers of verse must result to lyrical poetry in the form of music

· Free or open verse, experimental poetry most popular
· Notes: The beginning of the 21st century has continued the philosophy towards poetry that existed during the previous six decades.  It has become easy for many to shun classical poetry all together and feel little shame for having done so. Many poets of today still receive recognition for their works, yet keep their accomplishments to themselves as they realize that their work is not nearly as appreciated as it would have been a mere one hundred years ago. 

·      The sales market for poetry is very poor. Books of poetry, in today’s society, sell in the low thousands, at best, providing that the poet is still living. “Poetry books in England make up only 3% of all book sales.” (History of Poetry, n.d.)

· Though poets of the 18th century experienced a similar phase of lessened interest in poetry and still continued to write, many poets of the 21st century have opted not to do so, while harboring little regret for their choice.
·    Although world conflict once gave poets a reason to write and the general public a reason to read their verses for a sense of peacefulness, today, poetry has given way to technologic advances and other means of solitude. 

·   The 21st century may not be the end of the classical poetry era, however, it is a given that classical poetry will forevermore be fighting with free-verse styles and empirical verses for popularity among the millions of voices that make up today’s generation.

· Summary
· Poetry originated in the 400’s or 500’s A.D.

· It began as a teaching method but became more of a leisure activity

· The art revolved around worldwide conflict and evolved into many styles and forms

· Classical poetry has now given way to other means of expression and it is not as accepted today as it was in past centuries
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