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[A long poem] comes to possess the reader and . . . 
naturalizes him in its own imagination and liberates 
him there.

—Wallace Stevens, The Necessary Angel

Perhaps the most profound pleasure by which a poem 
engages one’s interest is by revealing to us the inward 
motion of another mind.

—Robert Pinsky, The Situation of Poetry

Twenty-five years ago, critics such as Helen Vendler, M. L. Rosenthal, and James E. 
Miller lauded the long poem for the way it revealed the poet most intimately. Since 
then, nearly the entire critical establishment has turned its attention elsewhere. Virtu-
ally no one spends time on the merits of the long poem—yet the contemporary poetic 
sequence, simultaneously unifying and fragmenting itself, captures the anxieties of 
contemporary life. Since The Waste Land, in fact, the sequence may be the best form 
for expressing both a chaotic culture and destabilized identity. On one hand, by virtue 
of its length, the sequence can include depictions of many of the societal forces bat-
tering the individual. On the other, the sequence’s segmentation can effectively render 
the fracturing of the psyche as it questions its own efficacy. 
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