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A Spoon River Experience

By Lois E. LE Brocu
CenTENNIAL Hica Scroor, CHAMPAIGN

In an age print struggles in competition with television, film,
and other “involving” media, literature, in its own way most
capable of producing involvement, must become an exhilarating
experience rather than a dull assignment. Fortunately much litera-
ture is essentially drama, intended to be performed publicly rather
than savored privately. And students learn what they do. Drama,
an imitation of life, is a doing proposition; it is an active, im-
mediate, sense-walloping happening. Even before students are
able to make a written text live in their minds, they can effectively
and enjoyably make a script live on stage.

Given these convictions, an American literature class, and the
theme of American small town life (as presented by Mark Twain,
James Whitcomb Riley, Edgar Lee Masters, Edwin Arlington
Robinson, Sherwood Anderson, Sinclair Lewis, Thornton Wilder,
and many others), a teacher might concoct a truly serendipitous
unit taking a few cues from the outline of a Spoon River
experience.

This Bulletin contains two approaches for the teaching of the Spoon
River Anthology by Edgar Lee Masters, The first by Mrs. Le Bloch deals
primarily with oral interpretation and dramatization of Masters. The
second by Mr. Reynolds is a more complete unit which includes the writing
and taping of original epitaphs. You will enjoy seeing how two superior
teachers approach the same subject, and vou will see ways in which you
can employ the techniques discussed in teaching poetry in your own classes.
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Spoon River Anthology, by poet Edgar Lee Masters, consists
of epitaphs spoken by the defunct inhabitants of imaginary Spoon
River, Illinois. Published in 1915, the poems are a composite
recollection of several small turn-of-the-century Illinois towns
where Masters lived as a boy. Many Illinois students are in an
advantageous position to understand and appreciate Masters be-
cause they have visited Lewistown or Petersburg (in the New
Salem area) and have seen Spoon River’s real life equivalents.
But to relate a unit on Masters to my three junior English classes
at Centennial High School, Champaign, was a challenge. The
classes were heterogeneous and lacked oral ability and dramatic
experience; in short, they were entirely normal and not yet up to
Hamlet. With such a typical group, a traditional play is often
plastered together when the teacher assigns lead parts to bright or
talented students, relegates pulling curtain to “the halt and im-
provident,” and prays that the leads don’t contract chicken pox
the day of the performance. Usually the teacher appoints herself
director and turns creative students into puppets responding to
her less-than-subtle tugs. She does and learns while students
hassle with memorizing the verbal and nonverbal behaviors foisted
upon them.

Though a dramatic version of Spoon River Anthology exists,
we found a happier alternative in a strictly student production
created from the Spoon River poems.

The first person free-verse poems are perfectly suited to oral
interpretation. And because the poems are all relatively short, no
individual had to shoulder an inordinate share of the performance.
All students had equal risk, responsibility, and experience. None
of the productions was particularly public; the three were viewed
as class projects for sharing rather than extracurricular show-off
affairs. The audience for a given play consisted largely of students
scheduled to present their own version the next day. Thus the
audience was intelligent and greatly sympathetic. The pressure
was definitely off for those students who at the beginning swore
that they would die before getting up on the stage.

Students were introduced to the American small town theme
before they tackled Spoon River Anthology. They discussed small
town life as presented in other works before concluding that
Masters does not evoke the idyllic small town myth. They saw that
he includes more misfits than good guys in the frank and fairly
balanced Spoon River. Students came to realize that the small
town, as assessed by the honest dead, stands as a literary innova-
tion as well as a significant and timeless comment on the larger
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society. In addition, students in class considered the epitaph form
and composed little statements for professionals, famous men,
and themselves.

I outlined and justified the Spoon River project at the begin-
ning, so that I could take a less prominent role throughout the
planning and performing phases. With the aid of Spoon River
text and record, students then studied the characters and chose
their own parts. There was absolutely no casting problem, since
students had 244 varied individuals to choose from.

Some students type-cast themselves. A boisterous member of
each class picked drunken Deacon Taylor while optimistic, at-
tractive girls favored Lucinda Matlock and Anne Rutledge. Other
students wanted to be unusual or difficult characters completely
different from themselves (like the village atheist, Elsa Wertman,
and “Indignation” Jones). The particularly ambitious or unde-
cided took several parts. To fight a temptation to boss the show
and with an effort to be a decent sport, I myself learned Hannah
Armstrong and Mabel Osbourne. (No teacher should ask students
to do what she does not have the gumption or desire to do
herself.)

The productions were largely self-directed. Students did their
own oral interpretation and choreography by looking for clues to
their characters in the epitaphs, then deciding on appropriate in-
tonation, gesture, and body tension. Students were encouraged
to involve the entire body, keep in character, speak loudly, and
improvise freely. Nearly all memorized their parts. Without ex-
ception, students adopted a physical appearance, philosophy,
language, and personality distinct from their own.

As well as directors and actors, students were producers and
writers; they took charge of continuity, program, music, lighting,
set, costumes, makeup, and properties.

The trick of producing Spoon River was to create a play
rather than a series of recitations. The program committees
tackled this assignment by grouping chosen characters together
in sets of three, four, or five, so that each set presented a single
theme or a series of interrelated stories. The program committees
also designed and printed the programs.

The music committees chose thematically suitable music to
bridge from the exit of one set to the entrance of the next; gen-
erally the message of a selection matched the message of a pre-
ceding or subsequent set. Choices ranged from traditional folk
ballads and revival hymns to songs of the Carpenters, Beatles,
Simon and Garfunkel. Though we could have performed live
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music, for the sake of expedience we taped the entire soundtrack.
Lighting effects were likewise simple and harmonious. Each set
was accompanied by a colored background and followed by a fade
to the next set.

Like Act IIT of Wilder’'s Our Town, Spoon River Anthology
logically takes place in a woodsy rural cemetery. Masters sets the
scene in the introductory poem where he says that “all, all are
sleeping on the hill.” Students constructed tombstones of available
corrugated cardboard, gray housepaint, nails, and two-by-fours at
no cost. The epitaphs of Knowlt Hoheimer and Franklin Jones
describe a marble figure with wings bearing the inscription pro
patria and a dove carved to look more like a chicken, but the re-
maining creations were freely designed by my students after nine-
teenth century models. Though we could have borrowed live
shrubs from a nursery, we used, for the graveyard effect, eerie
bare metal trees left from another production. Finishing touches
included memorial flowers and inscriptions like “RIP” and “Love
Eternal.”

Students scrounged for costumes from their own wardrobes
and those of their families. Suspenders, floppy hats, bandanas,
ruffles, long skirts, vests, and overalls were all in style and thus
readily available. Makeup was equally simple. We used only eye-
brow pencil, lipstick, rouge, and cornstarch. Minimal props like a
geranium, a fiddle, and liquor bottles were easily gathered by the
prop committees.

Each play lasted about fifty minutes and had approximately
thirty characters and eight selections of music in it. Because each
class chose its own cast of characters and designed its own pro-
gram, music and other effects, each play had its own original
flavor. All plays were successful with complete and willing
participation.

In addition to endless opportunities for student creativity, the
Spoon River experience offers infinite possibilities for different
situations and different teachers. When we put on Spoon River
last year (at Bishop McNamara High School, Kankakee), we
even designed our own stage and, of course, created our own
atmosphere. The show took place outside the building with the
audience sitting on the grass. Classroom doors became the exit
and entrance, and the building wall served as stage rear. Lights
were artfully attached to two-by-fours extending from the roof of
the building. We charged the public audience admission in S&H
Green Stamps and applied the proceeds toward the purchase of a



A SPOON RIVER EXPERIENCE 5

bus. Though the second performance was plagued by June bugs,
the show had a delightful warmth, freshness, and authenticity.

A future performance might be multi-media with film or slides
in addition to the play’s usual trappings. Strobe lights, shadows,
and other unusual lighting effects would be marvellous. The dead
characters might even appear behind graves by popping out of a
trap door on the stage. Charged with enthusiasm, I am eyeing our
newly landscaped courtyard (complete with several hills) hoping
that next year’s performance of the Spoon River Anthology, or
its experience counterpart, can be on this location.

Kyte Creek and Spoon River Anthology

By A. L. REyNOLDS
RocuELLE TownNsHIP HiGH ScHOOL

Poetry is probably one of the most difficult genres to teach to
high school students. At least that was my first impression when
I used the word “poetry” in describing the next unit of study
for my two average-tracked junior classes. Disappointed moués
seemed to appear on everyone of the fifty-two faces at merely the
mention of the word. Anticipating such an uninterested response,
I had a different kind of poetry unit planned which I had thought
and which later proved to me to be a more interesting and ef-
fective approach to poetry for the students.

The selection of the subject matter had to be determined first.
All the students live in the general area of Rochelle, Illinois, a
small town with a population of about eight thousand. Often I
would hear the students commenting about the people and events
that were taking place in their own town. Their comments called to
my attention Edgar Lee Masters’ Spoon River Anthology, which
also had an early beginning in Illinois small town life in Peters-
burg and Lewistown.

The poetry in Spoon River appeals to adolescents, especially
those from small towns who know by experience many aspects of
small town life that can be seen in Masters’ work. The anthology
is extremely concrete for easy teenage understanding: each poem
is a short story in the form of the epitaph that reveals a side of life
from an individual point of view. Students frequently frown at
sing-song rhymes about places that are remote to them; Spoon
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River is in free verse. Also, Spoon River presents the common
everyday problems and aspects of living that students can im-
mediately apply to their own lives.

Being influenced by some of Marshall McLuhan’s concepts, I
wanted the unit on poetry to entail many skills that would give the
students opportunities to utilize individual work, group work, the
oral language, and the written language in a single unit. Too often
subject matter is isolated as if it were apart from everything else.
I intended to have my students feel that poetry is read, spoken,
created, heard and discussed, which is why the unit turned into a
project and into a period of study that lasted for approximately
seven weeks.

Although seven weeks may seem like a very long time for one
unit, there were many things to be accomplished. The students
would be given opportunities to create their own poetry, to ex-
press their work in both the written and oral languages, and to
criticize their poems along with the poems of their fellow students.
They would also be applying previously learned knowledge from
the former semester, such as figures of speech, dialects and ac-
cents, and the tools of the oral and written languages. Even such
tasks as making ditto masters, creating related art work, creating
related sound effects, and solving organizational problems con-
cerning the compilation of an anthology would all be included.
Most important, I wanted the students to become deeply in-
volved and consequently become interested in poetry.

The very first day of the new unit consisted of a brief intro-
duction of Edgar Lee Masters and his Spoon River Anthology.
Parallels between Rochelle and the Spoon River area were drawn:
they are both small town areas; they are both in Illinois; they are
both near small rivers, Kyte Creek and the Spoon. We even dis-
covered that a relative of Edgar Lee Masters who held the same
last name had once lived in Rochelle. In addition, the uniqueness
of Masters’ poems was emphasized: it was pointed out to the stu-
dents that the Spoon River “people” that they were about to meet
were “talking from the grave.”

Also during the first day, the students were each given a ditto
copy of the series of Masters’ poems that appear on Joseph Cates’
original Broadway cast album (Columbia Recordings, 1964), a
record that they would soon hear. The album and ditto copies
contained a selected forty poems from Masters’ Spoon River. Each
student was assigned at least one poem that they would orally in-
terpret the following day. The students utilized the rest of the
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class period by familiarizing themselves with their assigned
poems.

At the beginning of the period on the day of the oral interpre-
tations, emphasis was placed on emotion as the key for successful
oral interpretation. Each student interpreted his poem in sequence
in accordance with the order they would eventually hear on the
Spoon River Anthology record. Within two days all the poems
were heard and a discussion followed.

The discussion was brief: the students really did not under-
stand the poems. I explained again that the poems were about
small town life and that everyone knew each other. I then pointed
out five poems in the anthology that were directly related to each
other: “Dr. Meyers,” “Mrs. Meyers,” “‘Indignation’ Jones,”
“Minerva Jones,” and “Willie Metcalf.” I asked the students to
read the poems again but this time to see if they could point out
in what way the “people” were related and also if they could piece
together a many-sided story concerning an abortion. The follow-
ing questions were also asked to help the students outline an inci-
dent that occurs in Spoon River:

How did Minerva die?

Who was the fault of her death?

. Did Dr. Meyers do the right thing?

. In what way did Mrs. Meyers look upon the incident?

Why didn’t the town like Mr. Jones?

Can you see any reasons as to why the town called Willie

Metcalf “Dr. Meyers”?

. Do you think anything slanderous happened to “Butch”
Weldy ?

The students, after answering the questions, were then asked more

abstract questions concerning the personality of the community in

which the abortion incident took place:

1. Was it fair for the town to punish Dr. Meyers?

2. Is a good man allowed to make one serious mistake?

3. Why didn’t the town forgive Dr. Meyers?

4. Why was Minerva ridiculed so?

Related questions were also asked:

1. Is anyone in Rochelle ever ridiculed for being fat and cock-

eyed as Minerva was?

2. Do you laugh at certain people periodically?

3. Why do people laugh at physically- or mentally-handicapped
people?

N QAL N&
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Poetry mechanics used by Masters were explained and dis-
cussed. Included were the conceit as used in the poem “Tom
Beatty” when an elaborate analogy is made between life and a
poker game, and the anaphora which is exemplified in the intro-
ductory poem “The Hill.” Many figures of speech were pointed
out throughout the selection along with aphorisms such as “Now
we who took the bankrupt law in our respective ways/Sleep peace-
fully side by side” from the poem “Hod Putt,” which poetically
states the universal truth of the equality in death.

With a thorough analysis of the poetry completed, the students
were ready to hear a professional rendition of the Anthology, so
the Columbia record was played while the students followed with
their ditto copies. The recording not only included forty of Mas-
ters’ poems but also ten related folk songs, accents and sound
effects. After listening to the record, the students compared the
professional interpretation with their own and unanimously con-
cluded that the former was by far superior. The following is a
list of reasons for their conclusions:

. The record used music which added to the mood of the

poetry.

The poems were read convincingly and realistically.

. The poems were easier to understand because the inter-

preters gave meaning to the words.

. The use of dialects, accents, laughter, and various changes in

voice added color to the poems.

5. The interpreters used more emotion: when they were angry,

they sounded angry; when they were sad, they sounded sad.

—

A LN

Coincidentally, the students were then able to actually see Masters’
poems performed on stage. The Kishwaukee Junior College pre-
sented Spoon River Anthology in Rochelle which concluded the
first part of the poetry unit.

Part two, Kyte Creek Anthology, was to be a collection of
original student poems fashioned after Masters’ Spoon River
Anthology using the area of Rochelle as the focal point instead of
Lewistown and Petersburg. Because the project was to involve
many skills and problems to solve, the sudents were each issued an
outline to use as a guideline. The following is a copy of that
outline:

I. A typed anthology of original poems using Spoon River as
a model

A. This project will be done in groups.
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1. There will be no more than six students in a group.

2. Distribution of the work in the project and organiza-
tion will be done by the group.

3. Each member of the group will write at least three
poems; one will be the student’s own epitaph.

B. The anthology must contain:
1. A title page
a. Art work of some sort
b. The following information:
i. The title Kyte Creek Anthology
ii. The name of everyone in the group
iii. “Mr. Reynolds” and “English III”
iv. The period of your class
2. Three poems for each member of the group
3. An introductory poem and a concluding poem

C. A rough draft will be handed in first on the due date time.

D. Poem requirements:

1. Each poem must make use of one of the following that
we have previously studied in class.
a. Satire (essay notes)
b. Figures of speech (class notes)
c. Dialects and accents (Language In Society: Jean

Malmstrom)

d. Symbolism (Hawthorne and Poe notes)
e. Philosophy (Man of La Mancha notes)
f. Anaphora and aphorism (Spoon River notes)

2. Each poem must be titled with the full name of a ficti-
tious, dead person.

3. Each group’s member’s name must also be the title of a
poem.

4. All the poems must relate to at least one other poem in
the anthology.

5. The final copy must be typed on ditto.

II. The oral taping of the printed anthology
A. A sound effect will be used for each poem: laughter,
dialect, accent, coughing, music, belching, pounding, sirens,
bells, singing, distortion of voice, breathing, whistling,
sneezing, crying, efc.

B. All the poems in the written anthology will be used in the
oral anthology in the same order.
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C. One rehearsal with a tape recorder will be given to each
group and one final recording. One period of class time
will be given for the final taping and one half period will
be given for the rehearsal.

III. Grading (two grades)

A. The written part
1. Neatness
2. Originality and creativity
3. Filling requirements

B. The oral part
1. Clarity
2. Sound effects
3. Interpretation

The outline was explained to the students with the emphasis
placed on relating the poems to each other. The problem was to
construct a small town out of poetry, therefore the “people” must
know each other, must have common interests and must comment
on the same events and each other.

I next began reading a list of the students’ names that I had
previously organized into groups. My impersonal listing was met
with such opposition from the students that I conceded to a
bargain: in ten minutes they were to distribute themselves into
four groups with no more than six members in each. The group-
ings were assembled much faster than I could have organized
them. With groups ready, their outlines in hand, and the deadline
assigned for their rough drafts, the students began to solve their
project problems by distributing the work among the group’s
members while I circulated the floor answering any organizational
questions here and there for about five days.

Because it was suggested that early submittance of the rough
draft meant an early return and an early start on the final copy,
many students handed in their papers before the deadline. After
quickly going through their work, I discussed with each group
their strengths, weaknesses, and improvements that they could
make. The purpose of the rough draft was to see if the groups
were having any serious problems before the actual completion of
the assignment; the draft was not graded but it was required.

As soon as the group revised their rough draft, they would then
begin the final copy. Ditto masters and typewriters were made
available; hall passes were given to students who could utilize the
typing rooms. Skills in using ditto masters and layout designs for
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the pages were explained in accordance with the group’s needs.
While some students were typing and drawing sketches for the
title page, others were practicing the poems that they would be
interpreting on tape. After the dittos had returned from the office
where they were duplicated, the groups compiled their own poems
into booklets and stapled them. Enough booklets were made for a
class set with one left for each member of the group to keep.

With each copy of their Kyte Creek Anthology in hand, the
students were ready to begin planning their oral interpretations of
the poems. Decisions concerning who was to do which poem and
the selection of the sound effect that was to be used with each
poem was left entirely up to the groups. After the two-day or-
ganization period, the groups would begin their rehearsal tapings
using their sound effects. Each group had twenty-five minutes to
complete its rehearsal. A taping room was provided with a phono-
graph for any records that they might use. Two groups rehearsed
a day; for the final taping, an entire class period was used for each
group. While one group was taping, the other groups were work-
ing on exercises that were assigned in their language books that
involved concepts concerning the problems of the oral and the
written languages, or they were rereading the poems that they
would soon be recording.

Six days completed the eight tapings; there were four tapings
in each class. The two classes would hear the tapings made by
their own class and the ones made by the other class. Two tapings
were heard a day; and while the students were listening to the
anthologies, they were also following along with the written copy.
The students were asked to write down criticisms of what they
heard and what they saw on the printed copy. In so doing, each
group would have the opportunity to read critiques of their poetry
from seven other groups. The class would then verbalize the
comments they had included in their critiques in the form of a
brief discussion after each listening.

The students enjoyed listening to their voices, their sound ef-
fects, and even their mistakes. They agreed that the sound effect
and the emotion put into the poem decided whether or not the
poem would be a success on tape. The tapings had a wide variety
of different kinds of sound effects such as in the poem “McRed,”
an Irish accent; in “Elmer P. Massenowski,” the figurehead for
the fertilizer company, factory pounding in the background; and
in “Timmy Fields,” the “Love Theme” from the motion picture
Romeo and Juliet. One group of students used a “Cemetery
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Theme” of music throughout their oral presentation by playing
33153 Bach on 16 rpm. Communication was accomplished more
movingly with the use of special effects.

Reading the critiques after listening to the tapes drew the new
poetry unit on Kyte Creek and Spoon River Anthology to a close.
The students received two group grades for their work, criticisms
that I had made of their anthologies, and the criticisms that the
classes had written. From the classroom, the anthologies then went
to the school newspaper where selections and an explanation of the
project were printed for the entire school to read. With the criti-
cizing and the grading over, the students asked if they could redo
the tapings they had made, with the idea in mind and with the ex-
perience they just had, to show that they could improve the oral
presentations of the poems. This was the first time I had ever had
a class ask if they could do part of a unit over again, especially
in poetry.

KvTE CREEK ANTHOLOGY: A SAMPLING

DEVIL’S HOLE

Brenda, Alice, Julie, Tom, and Tim,
Hear their stories

See their fates,

Make your judgments.

People of all kinds,

All jobs, all needs,

Make your judgments.

Don’t judge so harshly,

Because you are the same

When you read about Devil’s Hole.
Now hear the stories.

Turn the page

From the present to the past.

By DaN WINKLES

GERTY JONES

What is to be alive?

I was, but I never lived.

I have seen life,

But I was only a spectator.
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Is life loving?

I have never loved.

I have never been loved.

I wanted so to live.

People saw me,

But they didn’t notice me.

They know who I was,

But they didn’t know me.

The earth understood me

And I understood the earth.

I wanted so to be part of something
And now I am.

Can you understand why I did it?

By CarLa WRIGHT

GABBY GREENE

I knew Gerty.

Why, everybody knew Gerty Jones.
Nobody got much friendly with her
Since she was touched and all.

Why, I remember some nights

I used to see Gerty walking in the woods
Talkin’ to the trees and stones

Just like they were people.

Soon everybody knew about

These strange things she did.

I wasn’t the one who spread it around, though.
Why, I just told a few people.

Then there was that terrible night
When Gerty shot herself in the head.

It seems funny what some

People will do just for attention.

By CarLa WRIGHT

JOANNE HIGHLAND

Everyone used to laugh at me
And I really don’t know why.
Whenever I said something
They would all laugh.
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I wasn’t trying to be funny

But every time I opened my mouth

I said something wrong.

Sometimes I said things at the wrong time.
I hated people laughing at me.

Even my boyfriend laughed.

The last time we were together

I was talking about something stupid.
He started laughing and couldn’t stop.
Then a car turned toward us

But there wasn’t a thing he could do.
It was another wrong time.

By JoaNNE HIGHLAND

NONA DAVIDSON

I was born in Rochelle.

I lived there until I was eighteen.
I thought I hated this town.
The people gossiped too much,
They were all too nosey.

They always asked too many
Questions.

I couldn’t take it anymore,

I had to leave, I had to get out.
Where I went nobody gossiped,
Nobody was nosey,

Nobody asked questions,

In fact nobody cared

About me.

I missed Rochelle,

I was on my way back, but

I never made it.

I died in a car wreck.

By Nona Davipson

RANDY SNEAKERS

T’ve tried everything at least once

Except death.

After I left home I hoped they were happy.

It was only because of me that they fought

So off I went to a world filled with experiences
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Roaming from town to town,
Yet never finding one exactly like Kyte Creek.
I tried everything and anything,
Had affair after affair,
And the victim of scandal after scandal.
Gambled on Saturdays,
Went to church on Sunday
And all of the time wondering
Wondering if Mom and Dad had stopped fighting
Or if Mom was still seeing Bernard
Or if Daddy was still involved with Rachael.
Wondering how they had reacted to my leaving.
But now, once again we are together.
Yes, now I have experienced everything,
Even death.
By SHIRLEY MEADOR

DeWAINE SVELA

I was a school teacher like John Lichner or Michael

Vincent or James Egan.

I really tried to teach those kids something.

All they wanted to do was work for the fertilizer company,
Just as their fathers did.

Day after day,

Week after week,

Year after year, for thirty-five years,

All T heard was how much they wanted to work at the
Fertilizer company.

They couldn’t care less for math, or spelling.

They knew they wouldn’t need to know anything the school
Had to offer.

I tried to tell them that there was more to life than

Just working at the fertilizer company.

They wouldn’t listen to me.

So, I quit.

By DEWAINE SvELA

JOHN PHIPPS

My brains were as scarce as soft hairs on a porkypine.
One day I was 61/ hours late for work,
Because I put my watch on upside down.
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The men always laughed at the funny way I walked.
When I got fired from my job,

At the fertilizer company,

There was nowhere but down.

So, I started digging graves at the cemetery.

In time all of my old bosses,

Passed beneath my shovel,

As all things must pass.

By Jor~ Pairps

DEVIL’S HOLE SALUTATIONS

Here we are lying,

In the ground,

Cold, barren ground,
Devil’s Hole ground,

Kyte Creek people together.
The crank, the scrooge,
The stupid, the smart,

The kind, the hated,
Separate in life,

Very separate.

So separate in life,

Yes, so separate.

We are together now.
Devil’s Hole wanted it that way.
Devil’s Hole is so kind,
Bringing the distant
Together like this.

So kind is death.

By DAN WINKLES






