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[Abstract] This article examines, through a close reading of representative 
poems, the poetics of suburban identity in the work of the American poet Louis 
Simpson, a leading critic of suburban conformity and intellectual decline in the 
second half of the twentieth century. His poetry confronts the alienation and 
cultural deadness of suburbia with optimistic predictions about the future of 
American civilization made by Walt Whitman and Frederick Jackson Turner. 
Simpson’s response to the challenges of postwar suburban culture is defined by 
a wide range of emotions, from the smug rejection of suburbia in his early work to 
a celebration of his self ‑imposed exile within a milieu that he grew to respect and 
love over the course of his long career.
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This article analyzes the exploration of suburban identity in the work of the American poet Louis 
Simpson (1923–2012) by offering close readings of a representative selection of Simpson’s po‑
ems from all stages of his career. This body of suburban poems by Simpson is related to the 
notions of American progress and pioneering spirit which were proposed in the 19th century 
by Walt Whitman and Frederick Jackson Turner. Simpson was born in Kingston, Jamaica. He 
was of Scottish, African, Russian and Jewish origin, and he emigrated to the U.S. at the age of 17 
to study at Columbia University, became a WWII hero in Europe, was then an expatriate writ‑
er and university student in Paris, before finally returning to America and making his mark as 
a poet, editor, and university professor. During a publishing career that lasted from the 1940s 
to the 2000s, Simpson often explored the position of the poet as an insider to the suburban 
American experience, commenting upon the postwar alienation and commodification of subur‑
bia which he saw as a betrayal of traditional American values such as idealism and self ‑reliance. 
Early in his career, Simpson co ‑edited New Poets of England and America: An Anthology, which 
became the definitive formalist selection of new postwar American poetry, while the rival an‑
thology of the time, The New American Poetry, 1945–1960, edited by Donald Allen, responded to 
Simpson’s anthology by showcasing a memorable array of anti ‑establishment poets such as the 
Beats, New York Poets, Black Mountain poets and other avantgardists.

Simpson’s early poetry volumes, which included The Arrivistes: Poems 1940–1949 (1949), 
Good News of Death and Other Poems (1955), and A Dream of Governors: Poems (1959), were cast 
as a formal, intellectual, allusive, and challenging twentieth ‑century reincarnation of English 
metaphysical poetry. This approach to poetry was championed by the New Critics and became 
represented by the poems in the above ‑mentioned formalist anthology which Simpson co‑
‑edited. As Robert von Hallberg explains, such poetry, also published in the late 1940s and 1950s 
by other poets of Simpson’s generation including Richard Wilbur, Richard Howard and Howard 
Nemerov, focused on three broad themes – animals, the fine arts, and travel (American Poetry 
and Culture 62). As Edward Brunner notes, the poetic style and thematic focus of these postwar 
American academic poets was also a result of their response to what their audience expected – 
a poetry that could “entertain them, instruct them, and convince them of their importance” by 
being “reassuringly ‘difficult’ without losing its accessibility” (x). By the end of the 1950s and 
the early 1960s, Simpson had grown weary of this mode and followed the revisionist example 
of Charles Olson, Robert Lowell, Allen Ginsberg, Adrienne Rich, Donald Hall, Robert Bly, James 
Wright and other poets of his generation who, at this point, departed from the poetics of aca‑
demic formalism and started to practice a more candid and formally liberated approach to form 
and language. The new American poetry of the late 1950s and early 1960s, however difficult to 
define, would accommodate a greater range of emotional honesty, clarity and sincerity than had 
been made possible by traditional approaches to poem ‑writing whose hallmarks included strict 
adherence to rhyme, meter, figurative language, and liberal use of poetic diction and emotion‑
al detachment. The transition from impersonal and formal works toward personal poems and 
those in open forms is explained by Brunner as a 1950s “poetics of civic responsibility” on the 
part of Simpson and his poet contemporaries, who imagined “ways in which their own anxiety 
and desperation could find some outlet” – which, in their case, meant turning inward for the 
subject matter of their poetry. (253)

From the beginning, Simpson was concerned with portraying the ambivalent relation‑
ship of the American poet to his European roots and with the role of the artist within the anti‑
‑intellectual framework of the pioneering American spirit. “To the Western World” features 
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a history ‑conscious poet who tries hard to come up with a viable cultural tradition in the Amer‑
ican “wilderness / Where the axe echoes with a lonely sound, / The generations labor to pos‑
sess / And grave by grave we civilize the ground” (Collected Poems 90). In “Orpheus in America”, 
Simpson comments directly on the cultural corruption of his adopted homeland, assuming the 
mask of the Greek prophet who likens America to a history ‑less “desert with a name” which 
on the one hand “begins antiquity” in a gesture of confident cultural appropriation of earlier 
European cultures (Rome, Italy, France, Greece), yet which on the other hand is also portrayed 
as instrumental in having squandered the opportunity to construct a model civilization and 
culture based on Antiquity, as the poet’s land, an idealized “Arcady / Has turned to stone” and 
the whole of America “darkens like a lapse of memory” in its ignorance (Collected Poems 93). 
The new country is portrayed as an uncultured wasteland in which there “are no palaces, but 
lifted stone, / The pyramids of Egypt, steles / of Ur” (93). The form of “Orpheus in America” 
represents a transition from early formalist intellectualism to free ‑verse ironic commentary on 
American civilization, a stylistic development which would be complete by the time Simpson 
published his next volume.

Although Simpson’s early work received its fair share of critical approval, the ground‑
‑breaking book for him was in fact his fourth, At the End of the Open Road (1963). William Stafford 
explains the considerable attention Simpson received for this book, as its author successful‑
ly “plays against this pattern of Westward movement, tagging with it Whitman references but 
darkening it toward disquieting terminations” (61). Indeed, Simpson dramatizes the discon‑
tent of the poet who had high hopes for postwar American society yet found out that postwar 
suburbanization and the related proliferation of conformity and consumerism everywhere had 
debased the traditional American myths about a nation of strong, rugged, and free individu‑
als who pursue the middle ‑class suburban dream of ideal living between the city and country. 
The book’s title refers to a poem by Walt Whitman, “Song of the Open Road”, in which the 
nineteenth ‑century poet appeals to the would ‑be traveler and fortune ‑seeker to sever old roots 
and pursue a new frontier of possibility: “AFOOT and light ‑hearted I take to the open road, / 
Healthy, free, the world before me, / The long brown path before me leading wherever I choose” 
(297). Whitman’s poem is an extended cosmic call to Americans to abandon their conventional 
urban identity and enjoy the freedom of travel, physical as well as mental, since “the secret of 
the making of the best persons” is “to grow in the open air and to eat and sleep with the earth” 
(300). Harold Aspiz emphasizes the perennial attraction of the poem to all those who could 
relate to the open road as a symbol of “opportunity for personal and spiritual renewal” (170). 
The spiritual dimension of renewal through imagined mobility was really more important to 
Whitman than the physical travel itself, and America in his time seemed to be full of latent po‑
tential for such fulfilment: “The efflux of the soul is happiness, here is happiness, / I think it 
pervades the open air, waiting at all times, / Now it flows unto us, we are rightly charged” (297). 
Whitman’s poem also posits the American identity as spiritual as well as materialistic, crucially 
defined by the pioneering atmosphere of explorers in the new continent. Such an optimistic 
conflation of internal wellbeing and its projection onto an external American landscape was 
also endorsed by the historian Frederick Jackson Turner, who argued for the historic role of the 
Western frontier in the formation of a healthy American identity: “This perennial rebirth, this 
fluidity of American life, this expansion westward with its new opportunities, its continuous 
touch with the simplicity of primitive society, furnish the forces dominating American charac‑
ter” (200). The corruption of this optimistic view of America as a land of unlimited opportunity 
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whose shifting frontier enables individual as well as collective achievement and growth is what 
Simpson savagely attacks in the poems of At the End of the Open Road.

Throughout the volume, Simpson keeps questioning Whitman’s optimistic vision, react‑
ing with a mixture of anger and sadness at having lost Whitman’s belief in a culture of progress 
and in the spiritual and material achievement of subsequent generations. The first poem of the 
book, “In California”, introduces the mask of a pessimistic student of the postwar suburban 
sprawl in the Golden State: “Here I am, troubling the dream coast / With my New York face, / 
Bearing among the realtors / And tennis players my dark preoccupation” (At the End of the Open 
Road 11). The speaker’s pessimism contrasts with the bright ‑natured temperament of the locals. 
Where the nineteenth ‑century expansion of the American frontier brought “an epical clatter— / 
Voices and banjos, Tennessee, Ohio, / Rising like incense in the sight of heaven”, the promise 
of the frontier seems lost forever by the twentieth century, since “Today, there is an angel at 
the gate”, and a further expansion of the American imagination and physical space, which was 
an option in Whitman’s lifetime, no longer seems viable, since “the white row of the Marina / 
Faces the Rock” and the poet is advised to “Turn around the wagons here” (11). Ronald Moran 
explains that Simpson’s task as a spokesman for American culture is much more difficult than 
Whitman’s, for in nineteenth century America there still “were frontiers—economic, social, 
and political, all of which were made possible by a physical frontier that still had somewhere 
to go”, while in Simpson’s suburbia of the 1960s, the poet has to “turn on the inward spotlight 
to find a [substitute] frontier; an introspection” that “inevitably lights up and focuses brightly 
on disappointments” (66). Simpson realizes that the myth of California as a promised land of 
suburban opportunity has become irrevocably lost:

Lie back! We cannot bear
The stars any more, those infinite spaces.
Let the realtors divide the mountain,
For they have already subdivided the valley. (11)

The pattern of subdivisions gave rise to tract housing in the postwar suburban communities 
of California, which in turn enabled the proliferation of an anti ‑intellectual atmosphere of con‑
sumerism and conformity in which dissenters were not tolerated. Simpson’s criticism of Amer‑
ican suburbia is similar to the complaint of the historian Lewis Mumford, who at the same time 
argued that, in the postwar American suburbs,

a new kind of community was produced, which caricatured both the historic city and 
the archetypal suburban refuge: a multitude of uniform, unidentifiable houses, lined 
up inflexibly, at uniform distances, on uniform roads, in a treeless communal waste, 
inhabited by people of the same class, the same income, the same age group, witness‑
ing the same television performances, eating the same tasteless pre ‑fabricated foods, 
from the same freezers, conforming in outward and inward respect to a common mold, 
manufactured in the central metropolis. Thus the ultimate effect of the suburban es‑
cape in our time is, ironically, a low ‑grade uniform environment from which escape is 
impossible. (486)

A similar dismissal of twentieth ‑century American suburbanization has been notably ex‑
pressed even in classic works of fiction, from Babbitt by Sinclair Lewis to Revolutionary Road by 
Richard Yates, yet the suburbs did not provoke only criticism. Kenneth T. Jackson considered 
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suburbanization beneficial for the construction of a uniquely American identity, popular cul‑
ture, and civic awareness. When Jackson dubbed American suburbia the “Crabgrass Frontier”, 
referring to the cliché of suburbanites’ obsessive preoccupation with lawn maintenance in the 
suburbs, he meant this as more than mere criticism. Beyond the surface of the rat race with 
one’s peers and neighbors, Jackson claimed that “suburbia symbolizes the fullest, most unadul‑
terated embodiment of contemporary culture” by showcasing “such fundamental characteris‑
tics of American society as conspicuous consumption, a reliance upon the private automobile, 
upward mobility, the separation of the family into nuclear units, the widening division between 
work and leisure, and a tendency toward racial and economic exclusiveness” (Jackson 4). How‑
ever, Jackson’s magisterial 1980s defense of American suburbia should be read with the sobering 
knowledge of the recent ethnicization of America wherein, according to William H. Frey, the 
claim of racial and class homogeneity no longer seems tenable in the face of the recent “diversity 
explosion” in many cities and suburbs alike.

“In California” is a poem in which Simpson avoids any discussion of achievement in the 
field of materialist gratification. Instead, the poet mourns the loss of the Edenic ability of the 
Golden State to attract newcomers and sustain the interest of old ‑timers to dream of a bright 
future in an unspoiled environment. This cry is not new. From a historical perspective, Simp‑
son voices a traditional lament about the loss of Whitmanian hope for the cultivation of a new 
frontier, while choosing suburbia as a surrogate target for his anger and despair at having lost 
a horizon to pursue. David Wyatt explains that writers in California have always waxed nostal‑
gic about a mythic pioneering past while being “protected by the experience of a continually 
disappearing landscape from some of the more stubborn nostalgias” (xvi). Wyatt also argues 
that America’s history of cultural insecurity “turned to its landscapes as a unique possession 
to which its response could give meaning and value” (206). Simpson’s poem implies that the 
pioneers from the time of cultural innocence “cannot turn or stay” in the debasement of the 
frontier mythology in postwar California, and that their only option is to pursue yet another 
horizon of opportunity while “the great cloud ‑wagons move / Outward still, dreaming of a Pacif‑
ic” (At the End 11). The possibility of a frontier beyond the California coast remains imaginary, as 
the postwar development of California’s suburbs and valleys becomes a story of cultural loss in 
which the purity of the American landscape and its unlimited potential have to be re ‑invented 
by the poet.

For better or worse, the best ‑known Simpson poem in his fourth book is “In the Suburbs”, 
a short epigram whose memorable indictment of suburban consumerism and intellectual ennui 
is directed at the poet himself as well as at his imagined audience:

There’s no way out.
You were born to waste your life.
You were born to this middleclass life

As others before you
Were born to walk in procession
To the temple, singing. (At the End 12)

As Pavlína Hácová documents, Simpson’s poems such as “In the Suburbs” use “an ironic tone 
to emphasize the moral emptiness of middle ‑class American life” (1478). Moreover, the ironic 
cloak is undermined by the poet’s sincere attempt to situate his suburb in a historic context 
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of religious and architectural dogma. According to Jo Gill, the suburban setting functions like 
“a prison, and suburban life a coercive ritual”, while it might actually be possible to read the 
poem as more of an ambivalent commentary on suburban conformity or, more radically, “as 
a parody of the contemporary criticism of suburbia, which by this time was at its peak” (180). 
Indeed, “In the Suburbs” exposes the banality and spiritual emptiness of postwar American 
suburbia while suggesting that the criticism might be read as a sincere attempt at identity con‑
struction – since, as Simpson has said in a preface to his Collected Poems, “the more banal and 
‘anti ‑poetic’ the material, the more there is for the poet to do” (xiv). However, even the most 
vitriolic denunciation of suburban ennui, such as “In the Suburbs”, is part of the larger the‑
matic framework of Simpson’s poetry, which is, as Peter Stitt argues, the poet’s preoccupation 
with the manner in which his sensibility “reacts to and interacts with the society that surrounds 
him” (663). Leo Marx reminds us that “American writers seldom, if ever, have designed satisfac‑
tory solutions for their pastoral fables”, and it might be argued that even the postwar American 
poet of suburbia, like the earlier American protagonists of Walden, Moby ‑Dick and Huckleberry 
Finn, which Marx expounds on, “is either dead or totally alienated from society, alone and pow‑
erless”, and when, “at the same time, he pays a tribute to the image of a green landscape, it is 
likely to be ironic and bitter” (364). The achievement of “In the Suburbs” is thus in its elliptical 
indictment of the postwar suburbanization of California, seen as detrimental to the possibility 
of a cultured identity of its people while also implying the concurrent decline of cultural and 
intellectual ambition in postwar American cities.

“On the Lawn at the Villa” is another poem in which Simpson explains the dilemma that 
lies at the core of his split identity – that of a suburban poet who feels alienated from his com‑
munity yet longs to be recognized by its members: “It’s complicated, being an American, / Hav‑
ing the money and the bad conscience, both at the same time” (At the End 58). The realization of 
economic and social achievements might be read alongside the poet’s self ‑consciousness about 
his own marginalized position in a society that grows increasingly anti ‑intellectual and uncul‑
tured. This attitude, again, was typical of many postwar poets who, as von Hallberg documents, 
were painfully aware “of being the unacknowledged representatives of national culture, or vul‑
garity, wealth, and power, and implicated in the expansion of [the American] empire” (85).

At the End of the Open Road ends with three strong poems that mourn the suburban cor‑
ruption of American civilization while placing it in its historical context. In “Walt Whitman at 
Bear Mountain”, Simpson’s strategy is to indulge in whimsical conversation with the bard of 
modern American poetry whose iconic statue is to be found on a rock in Bear Mountain State 
Park, New York, by the Hudson River. Addressing the elder poet, Simpson complains about the 
loss of Whitman’s belief in a glorious American future: “Where are you, Walt? / The Open Road 
goes to the used ‑car lot” (64). While the elder poet replies by calming Simpson down (“Why do 
you reproach me? / I freely confess I am wholly disreputable. / Yet I am happy, because you have 
found me out.”), Simpson’s complaint about postwar America and its corruption intensifies 
as he argues that the perpetrators of the corruption, the realtors, have “turned a deaf ear” to 
complaints by the critics of suburban commercialization and, consequently, “had contracted 
American dreams” (65). Simpson’s prediction for the future of American society is tragic (“All 
that grave weight of America cancelled! / Like Greece and Rome. / The future in ruins!”), while 
the legacy of cosmic Whitmanian optimism serves as a backdrop to Simpson’s negation of the 
American pastoralist dream in the suburbs, to be modelled on the absent ruins of European 
heritage: “The castles, the prisons, the cathedrals / Unbuilding, and roses / Blossoming from 
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the stones that are not there…” (65). In the final poem of At the End of the Open Road, “Lines 
Written Near San Francisco”, Simpson explores the strategy of an earlier landscape poem by 
William Wordsworth, “Lines Written a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey”, and wonders whether 
the postwar materialist corruption of the American dream has really been necessary: “Say, did 
your fathers cross the dry Sierras / To build another London? / Do Americans always have to 
be second ‑rate?” (68). The loss of belief in the viability of a national culture is dramatized in 
the final section of the poem, in which the poet laments the imminent “end of America” and 
blames it on the heedless suburbanization of postwar years, the real estate developers who had 
“finished it—with gas drums / On the hilltops, cheap housing in the valleys” while making the 
lives of the people “mean and wretched” (69). Simpson realizes that Whitman’s idealism has 
not been proven wrong, only misread, by the subsequent generations of modern and postwar 
Americans: “Whitman was wrong about the People, / But right about himself. The land is with‑
in. / At the end of the open road we come to ourselves” (69). This realization offers a crucial 
insight into the way in which the American dream of progress relies on the individual’s ability 
to internalize the exploratory impulse to pursue new horizons. As Richard Howard noted, for 
Simpson, the battle for staking out an identity in postwar America ultimately became an exer‑
cise in self ‑realization, as “the man, who like any modern Odysseus returns from his wander‑
ings to find the real battle on his own doorstep, in his own hall, at his own bedside” (517). The 
closure of Simpson’s “Lines” is a telling metatextual comment on the reductionist dimension of 
the suburban critique which Simpson launches elsewhere. Ultimately, his America is still full 
of potential as “the land / The pioneers looked for, shading their eyes / Against the sun—a mur‑
mur of serious life” (70). As Robert McDowell realized, the importance of the poems in At the 
End of the Open Road lies in the fact that they seem to “represent us, the compromised modern 
tribe, wholly American, full of hope but just waking to the hard news that our national promise 
has been played out” (109).

In his later work, Simpson kept exploring the suburban setting as the locus of cultural di‑
lemmas. In “Sacred Objects”, he revisits the strategy of suburbia ‑bashing. He admits to hav‑
ing been persuaded, grudgingly, to take part “in a great experiment— / whether writers can live 
peacefully in the suburbs / and not be bored to death” (Collected Poems 218). Having discovered 
“an American muse / installed amid the kitchen ware”, Simpson again evokes Whitman as 
a model pioneer whose ability to transcend the everyday is to be copied by the bored yet af‑
fluent suburbanite: “And the kingdom is within you… / the hills and all the streams / running 
west to the Mississippi” (Collected 218). The poem’s crucial passage is the following expression 
of suburban happiness as manifest in the little details of one’s daily routine: “There are your 
sacred objects, / the wings and gazing eyes / of the life you really have” (Collected 219). In “Quiet 
Desperation”, the remark by Henry David Thoreau on the drabness of most people’s lives as‑
sumes a suburban cloak as Simpson is invited to a party he does not want to go to, which makes 
him wonder whether a life spent on such minor decisions “can be the only life there is”, while 
the ironic use of the televised drama of “the battle of Iwo Jima / is in progress, watched by his 
son” (Owner of the House 310), and the poet reacts to these impulses with a momentary revolt 
that proves futile: “A feeling of pressure… / There is something that needs to be done / imme‑
diately. // But there is nothing, / only himself. His life is passing, / and afterwards there will be 
eternity, / silence, and infinite space” (Owner 311). Poems like “Quiet Desperation” succeed, as 
Stitt documents, in the ingenious way in which they present the mid ‑life crisis of the suburban 
protagonist “with sympathy and from the inside of the man who is suffering through it” (669).
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Perhaps the most important of Simpson’s longer poems about suburban identity is “The 
Previous Tenant”, a narrative about the tragic downfall of a Dr. McNeil, a model suburban hus‑
band and father in Point Mercy, a fictitious suburb whose hypocritical elites initially invite 
McNeil and his wife to all the prestigious sports and social clubs, yet when the specter of the 
husband’s affair becomes public knowledge, the same community leaders try their best to drive 
the McNeil family out and destroy the husband’s medical career by denouncing him (Collected 
336–49). As McDowell realized, the achievement of this remarkable poem is in the understated 
yet powerful exposure of “the community’s shallow cheerfulness masking racial prejudice and 
intolerance”, which makes the poet sympathize with the ruined doctor and his lover, the social 
outcasts in the story (162).

In a rare poem of suburban humor, “How To Live on Long Island”, Simpson waxes comic 
about the conformist hell of suburban Long Island and its juxtaposition with a far ‑away wilder‑
ness retreat for Jim, the poem’s protagonist, who “cannot stand Long Island / without flying to 
Alaska” for a habitual hunting holiday while thinking of the brevity and precarious nature of 
his suburban lifestyle: “Every month when he pays his bills / Jim Bandy becomes a philosopher. 
/ The rest of the time he’s OK” (Collected Poems 325). Simpson’s attitude to suburbia developed 
during the course of his career, from his early refusal to participate in its conformist narrative to 
the sympathy and humor which he used to reconcile himself with suburbia in the later poems. 
In “The People Next Door”, the aging and lonely poet assumes a sympathetic attitude toward his 
neighbors, a young family with two children, for he too “was a family man”, if only in “a phase 
to go through” (Owner of the House 350), and the former critic of suburbia now meekly confess‑
es to liking his young neighbors, who remind him of an earlier, naive version of himself. Gone 
is the introspective hatred which dominated his earlier work; instead, Simpson is able to “re‑
joice at their incomings and outgoings”, being present, from the insulating distance of a neigh‑
bor’s house, at the moment “when Betty / goes out on her first date” and “Joey’s being chosen 
/ for the team” (351). While the style of Simpson’s late suburban poems represents no stylistic 
departure from the sardonic free ‑verse narrative which he began using in the early 1960s, his 
attitude toward America and its suburbanization grows softer and more forgiving in his later 
work. It is as if Simpson realized his complicity in the social experiment of the postwar flight 
to the suburbs, treating this realization with an acceptance of self and society that revises the 
early, simplistic interpretations of suburbia as the epitome of maddening uniformity.

I close this discussion with “The Unwritten Poem”, an ars poetica meditation on the virtue 
of the suburban lifestyle, in which Simpson revisits the inner conflict of having to write about 
feeling cultured and superior to his supposedly uncouth neighbors. Strangely, he discovers his 
“Italy”, or the horizon of the cultured community that he has been looking for since his youth, in 
the very suburbia which he had spent a lifetime disparaging. Whitman was right, and the idealized 
setting for the transcendence of the self is to be found, among other places, in an anonymous post‑
war American suburb, “in your life here, on this street / where the houses from the outside / are all 
alike, and so are the people” (Collected 374). The achievement of this poem is in Simpson’s realiza‑
tion that his house, street, and community are unique, important, American, and not to be traded 
for any foreign cultural traditions. Although the realization of his true identity will take “ardor 
and ingenuity”, his acknowledgement of the viability of the suburban lifestyle is the crowning 
achievement of his suburban poetry. By recognizing the importance of relating to his friendly if 
superficial neighbors, Simpson sings praise to the suburban “life beginning with‚ ‘Hi!’ and ending 
with‚ ‘So Long!’”, observing the collective experience of the early morning rising of his neighbors 
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who “march to catch the 6:20—” and “hurl themselves into the flames” of their daily commute to 
the city (Collected 374). Having spent a career complaining about the lack of ruins, temples, and 
castles in America, Simpson realizes, in his late poems, that the genius of American suburbia 
is in its reincarnation of the pastoral dream of an ideal country life close to the city’s amenities.

Simpson’s poetry about suburbia and its potential for visionary enlightenment seems to 
be limited by what W.H. Auden calls the “masculine imagination”, with the poet’s propensity 
to dismiss “the here and now” while substituting it with “an essentially theatrical” adherence 
to “what is absent, on what has been or may be” (xi). What is crucial to Simpson’s achievement 
is, then, his successful exploration of the idealized past and his rewriting of the Whitmanian 
poetics of open ‑road exuberance and optimism. In other words, he succeeds in what Lawrence 
Buell calls criticizing the “corruption in the name of a purer American vision of a society” (34), 
portraying a typical American suburbia as synonymous with a model community which has 
been built on the Whitmanian impulse to explore the unknown limits of American civilization 
and celebrate the most banal details of everyday life.

Similar poetry that examines the untapped potential of suburbia to foster cultural develop‑
ment and bring about individual happiness has been written in the postwar period by many oth‑
er poets of Simpson’s generation, for example by Richard Wilbur, Robert Bly, and Carolyn Kizer. 
Yet Simpson stands alone in his exploration of the poet’s struggle to seize the suburban moment, 
including situations which turn out to be pathetic, ridiculous, and nostalgic. In his epigrams 
about the cultural corruption of American suburbia, Simpson was able to deconstruct Whit‑
man’s ideology of heedless optimism and submit it to serious re ‑evaluation in the atmosphere 
of Cold War consumerism and conformist conservatism. If Simpson’s suburban poems have 
made him a self ‑appointed outlaw, many other poets of his generation, as Robert von Hallberg 
documents, “have looked more searchingly and fairly at the national culture” while speaking 
from within the anti ‑intellectual atmosphere of suburbia (244). What Peter Monacell detected 
in modernists like Hart Crane and William Carlos Williams is to be seen even in the postmodern 
suburban poems of Simpson, namely the exploration of suburban spaces and settings which 
“sustain a sense of connection to land and history, a basis on which to build literary individu‑
ality, and an arena in which the imagination can continue its transformative work” (Monacell 
137). By criticizing the conformist nature of the postwar American suburbs, Simpson managed 
to define an individualized dream of vibrant middle ‑class culture and community, even if only 
within the stereotypization of what John Archer jokingly called the “cookie ‑cutter homogene‑
ity” of the suburban household (368). Simpson’s poetic cry against conformity and his exposure 
of the betrayal of American frontier mythology does not mean that he rejects the traditional ap‑
peal of detached suburban single ‑family housing, the dream ‑come ‑true for many generations of 
Americans who have craved house ownership and community affiliation that became possible 
in suburbia, the much ‑discussed American frontier environment between the city and country. 
As Hácová argues, in his best poems Simpson expresses “epiphanic moments whose intensity 
highlights the joys and weaknesses of American democracy” (1479). Moreover, reading Simpson 
as a revisionist prophet of Whitmanian optimism renders his suburban poetry important for its 
thematic contribution to the postwar development of literary identity. Simpson spent his career 
battling the impulse to disparage his conformist self, ultimately relishing what Jackson called 
“a private haven in a heartless world” (243). His writing from self ‑imposed suburban “exile” has 
enriched American culture despite his lifetime of ambivalence about the feasibility of crafting 
a viable suburban literary tradition.
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[Notes]
1 See Donald Hall, Robert Pack, and Louis Simpson, eds., New Poets of England and America (New 
York: Meridian, 1957), and Donald Allen, ed., The New American Poetry, 1945–1960 (New York: 
Grove, 1960).
2 For a recent explanation of how the transition from formal to free verse happened in the work 
of several postwar American poets, see Richard Gray, A History of American Literature, 2nd ed. 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2012), 540–1.
3 For a humorous account of this intolerance, see John Keats, The Crack in the Picture Window 
(Cambridge: Riverside, 1957), in which the fictional Drone family becomes the victim of postwar 
housing policies in the American suburbs.
4 See, for example, William H. Frey, Diversity Explosion (Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 2018), 
4245–60.
5 The Whitman statue is to be found on the trail that leads through the Trailside Zoo. See http://
www.trailsidezoo.org/plan ‑your ‑visit/trailside ‑map
6 See William Wordsworth, “Lines Written a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey, On Revisiting 
the Banks of the Wye During a Tour”, in Lyrical Ballads, anonymous (Bristol: Briggs and Cottle, 
1798), 201–10.
7 See Henry David Thoreau, Walden (New York: Longmans, 1910), 7.
8 A surprisingly useful comparison can be made if one reads Simpson’s suburban poems along‑
side the much more traditional work of Phyllis McGinley, an author of light verse whose formal 
comic paeans on the joys of being a suburban housewife were popular from the 1930s to the 
1960s. See, for example, Phyllis McGinley, Times Three (New York: Viking, 1960).
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