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Carl Sandburg was the people’s poet, and he was a poet who 
believed in the people. He wrote about farmhands, street vendors, 
garment workers. He wrote about cracked hands and sore feet. 
And he wrote about them in a language those workers would have 
recognized. He wrote about the people in the language of the 
people.  
 
In his preface to his Complete Poems, Sandburg compares “poetry 
perfect only in form” to “a dead mackerel in the moonshine,” 
writing, “the number of syllables, the designated and required 
stresses of accent, the rhymes if wanted—they come off with the 
skill of a solved crossword puzzle.”  

 
Sandburg wasn’t interested in solving crossword puzzles, and neither need his readers be. He 
saw in poetry “the opening and closing of door, leaving those who look through to guess about 
what is seen during the moment.” As you try to make those guesses, consider these questions: 

Which images stop you? Which lines feel like the ground shifting under your feet? 
Which parts of the poem stick in your mind after you’ve read it?  

 
Read the poem more than once. Read it aloud.  

How does it feel in your mouth? How does it move in the ear? How do rhythm and 
repetition and cadence affect the way the words travel through your mind?  

 
Sandburg was one of the early adopters of free verse, part of his poetic vernacular.  

Does the form suit his subject matter? Does it enhance the message? 
 
Of course a poem is more than just language, it is also an idea—or a whole pack of ideas. 
Sandburg’s work often dealt with current events. He wrote about the wars on the front pages 
of the newspapers and the struggles he could see from his front porch.  

What ideas come to your mind as you read a poem? What themes seem to jump from 
stanza to stanza? Does his depiction of events still resonate today? Do they have 
modern-day echoes? 

 
Sandburg’s work both reflected and defined his time. Sandburg’s friend the poet Archibald 
MacLeish wrote, “With Sandburg it is the body of the work that weighs, the sum of it, a whole 
quite literally greater than the total of its parts.” One poem may sing the song of cornstalks; 
another hums the railroad. All together, they’re a chorus, singing Sandburg’s idea of America.  

What is that idea? How does it shift from poem to poem? Or does it remain steady? 
What lines in one poem speak to lines in another? What patterns do you see from poem 
to poem? What currents run through them? Do they sound like one voice or many?  

 
Sandburg put the words and the lives of the people on paper, hoping all the while to generate a 
few fleeting glimpses of things that won’t sit still on the page. “All around us,” he wrote, “the 
imponderable and the unfathomed—at these targets many a poet has shot his bullets of silver 
and scored a bull’s-eye, or missed with dull pellets of paper.” 
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